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WESTERN CLARION

The “Economic Factor” in the Materialist
Interpretation of History

Being a reply to a letter of enquiry arising out of
a friendly controversy between two comrades
concerning the ‘‘Economic Factor’’ as all com-
prehensive in the Marxian system, and con-
cerning also ‘‘Race,’’ ‘‘Natural Environment,’’
‘‘Cultural Influences,’”’ as directing influences
in the march of events in history.

By C. STEPHENSON.

- “In the middle of the century, (the 19th), two men
sought to incorporate in their philosophy the physical basis
which Hegel had ignored in his spiritism—recognising that
life is conditioned by an environment and not an abstrac-
tion for metaphysics. H. T. Buckle in his “History of Civil-
isation in England” (1857), was the first to work out the
influences of the material world upon history, developing
through a wealth of illustration the importance of food, soil
and the general aspect of nature upon the lormation of
society. Buckle did not as is generally believed make
these three factors dominate all history. He distinctly
gtated that the advance of European civilization is charact-
erised by a diminishing influence of physical laws and an in-
creasing influence of mental laws, and ‘the measure of civil-
ization is the triumph of mind over external agents.’ Yet
his challenge not only to the theologian but to those ‘his-
torians whose indolence of thought’ or ‘natural incapacity’
prevented them from attempting more than the annalistic
record of events, called out a storm of protest from almost
every side. Now that the controversy has cleared away,
we see that in spite of Buckle’s too confident formulation of
his laws, his pioneer work in a great field marks him out
as the Augustine of the scientific age. Among historians,
however, Buckle's theory received but little favor for an-
other gemeration. Meanwhile the economists had them-
selves taken up the problem, and it was from them that the
historians of today have  Jearned it Ten Yyears
before Buckle published his history, Karl Marx
had already formulated the ‘economic theory of history.’
Accepting with reservation Feuerbach’s attack on the Hege-
lian ‘absolute idea’ based on materialistic grounds (Der
VUensch ist, was er ist), Marx was led to the conclusion that
the causes of that process of growth which constitutes the
history of society, are to be found in the economic condi-
tions of existence. From this he went on to socialism,
which based its militant philosophy upon this interpreta-
tion of history.

But the truth or falsity of Socialism does not affect the
theory of history. In 1845 Marx wrote of the young Hege-
lians that to separate history from natural science and in-
dustry was like separating the soul from the body, and
‘inding the birth place of history, not in the gross material
production on earth.”’ but in the misty cloud formation
of heaven. (Die Heilige Familie p. 238). In his
‘Misere de la Philosophie’ (1847), he lays down the prin-
ciple that social relationships largely depend upon modes of
production, and therefore the principles, ideas and cate-
gories which are thus evolved are no more eternal than
the conditions they express but are historical and transitory
products. In his famous ‘Manifesto of the Communist
Party’ (1848), the theory was applied to show how the
industrial revolution had replaced feudal with modern
conditions. But it had little vogue except among Social-
ists, until the third volume of ‘Das Kapital’ was published
in .1894 when its importance was borne in upon contin-
ental scholars. Since then the controversy has been al-
most as heated as in the days of the Reformation. It is an
exaggeration of the theory which makes it an explanation
of all human life, but the science of dynhmic sociology
rests upon the postulate of Marx.”

Ency. Britannica (11th ed.)

Abstract from history article contributed by James
Thomson Shotwell, P.H.D.,, Prof. Hist. in Columbia Univer-
sity, New York City.

Dear Comrade,— ;
Received vour letter with pleasure. As well as I

am able within the time at my disposel, T herein

\wpmply with your request for information on certain
matiere raised in a dispute between you and an op-
ponent of yours, on the Marxian theory of history,
i.e., the Materialist [nterpretation. In compliance
with your farther request for the non-Marxian testi-
mony of the ‘‘Britannica’ on the Marxian theory it
is »lso herewith.

You say your opponent considers any Socialist
source of information on the Marxian theory of his-
tory as of no authority. The Materialistic Interpre.
tation, then, is in bad case with him, if only the

~ voices of its enemiee are to be heard. What should
we'think of an administrator of the law who would
only hear one side of a case? Instead of holding the

balance fair, 1 think he would be degrading his
office to that of executioner

In the main, your opponent’s objections are point-
less and ineffectual because he appears to be un-
aware of the issue that divides the Materialistic and
Idealistic schools of philosophy. Else how could he,
for instance, raise the particularly pointless objec-
tions to materialism, ‘‘that the term ‘material’ does
not allow for human thought as a factor,”” and ‘that
human thought is not material as material must par-
take of matter. and matter is only such as possess.
es weight or dimension.”" No one has elaimed that
the mind, or thought or idea are material substances,
any more than it has been claimed for nutrition, Ave
all our ideas, as claimed by the Materialists. images,
formed by the mind, of experienced things of the
material world? Or have we ideas as claimed by the
idealists, which transcend experience, being innate
in the constitation of our mind and independent of
experience: principles of knowledge, the eategories
of time and space, and canse and effect, concepts
whose truth we know beyvond doubt intuitively; but
which we can not know by reason and analysis? In
like manner and to the same effect, it is elaimed that
the knowledge of moral principles, and of God, soul.
immortality, free-will, ete., is knowledge which can
only be arrived at intuitively and not by matter-of-
fact reason and analysis. The dictionary has it:
‘“‘Intnition, the power of the mind by which it im-
mediately perceives the truth of things without rea.
soning or analysis.”” Thus to the Idealist there are
two kinds of knowledge ; to the Materialist only one.
The point in dispute, is, as to the source and natare
of such conceptions as named. and this gives occa-
sion for the terms Materialism and Idealism being ap-
pliéd to the opposing schools. The dispute is not at
all as to whether thought is a factor in the historieal
process. Both schools allow for thought as a fae-
tor, neither of them denying its jnfluenee, least of
all the Materialists; for, are not they, everywhere,
the hated who sap and mine against the citadels of
entrenched orthodoxy, ignorance and that slavish
apathy whose other name is mental indolence? And
what purpose, indeed, could Marx, himself arch-
materialist, have had in view in devoting his whole
energies and great ability during his mature life up
to his death in harness, to the increase of human
knowledge of that very historieal process? And
whether your friend considers the influence of Marx-
ian thonght 2ood or evil, he ean hardly deny that it
has influenced scientifiec enquiry and theory in the
domains of history, economies, and politics, for, as
the ‘““Britannica’ has it: ‘““The science of dynamie
sociology rests upon the postulate of Marx.’”’ As a
farther consequenee of its influence on thought,
there is involved the translation of thought into act
andact into fact. Tt is thus with increasing meas-
ure that Marxian theory influences practical af-
fairs in the life of our time.

In respect of what T have to say on the Material-
istic Tnterpretation and in justice to that theory, I
must call to your minds, what yvou will both realize,
the inescapable limitations, the inadequacies inher-
ent in all brief and summary definitions or explana-
tions. The corollary to that is the dictum that the
essence of any school or system of thonght, religions
or secular, i# not to be found in any particular
phrase, formula or part of the system, nor in any one
man’s contributions to it. Tis essence is only to be
found in the whole body of it. Tt is hardly necessary
to point out, especially in respect of what is known
as the Marxian School of Scientific Socialism, that
that dictum has been grossly neglected, sometimes in
a spirit of partizanship, sometimes in ignorance,
though oftener through malice by reason that it takes
issne with orthodox teachings and the old familiar
ways of thinking to which we, how&er, have become
habituated. The dictum, however, has received its
most malicious abuse at hands inspired by private in.

terest, such as Marx spoke of when he spoke of th,
domain of political economy, that in that ninum:
“‘free scientific enquiry meets not me rely the .mr:‘_'»
enemies as in all other domains.  The peculiar pat
of the material it deals with summons as foes i,
the field of battle the most violent, mean and n :
nant pasions of the human breast, the Furies of .-
vate interest,”’ ‘

On the poillt at 1ssue between .\!u!vrmimu ani
ldealism, dictionary definitions, as | said, are inevis
ably inadequate hecause of their brevity: neverts,
less, any dictionary will, I think, show that that 4,
pute is as to which belongs priority, thought. or 11
world of material qualities and foreces. The diction
ary has it:** Idealism, is the doctrine that in external
pereeptions the chjeets immediately known are idess,
that all reality is in its pature psychical, i mental
In other words, it asserts that there is a coneeptus
world of the mind that is independent of the race's
life experiences.

Materialism rejects the doetrine of Idealism,
taking the position that ideas are the reflestion of
the material world in the mind of man, and transla
ed into forms of thought. Its attitude to the pro-.
lem of man and his place in nature is a naturalist
one, based on the bioligical sciences. It asserts tha
the whole man, as evolved from lower forms of lif
with the physical as well as the psychical traits ns
tive to him, hig instinetive tendencies and aptitudss
of whatever kind, emotional or mental, s an ou
come of the interaction of organism and environmen:,
natural and social. Thinking itself, it has been truly
said, is but an outcome of the necessity for man of
getting out of trouble. As hix instinetive trats de
termiine for him what is worth while he s thus
driven 1o be an active factor in his envoronme
The materialist elaims that intelligence is not
original shaper and final cause of things, but the'
thought is but man's mental response to the stimulos
of hi« material environment. That mental responv
carries with it, however, as a further consequenss

the faect of an adaptive adjustment. either by con
forming to the eonditions of his environment or 0¥
changing the conditions for good or ill, as the out
come may be.

The question that hangs on the issue betwern Ma-
terialism and Idealism, is, are we to depend upon th
supposed higher, innate ideas, the eternal and ab-
solute truths of Idealism for our guidance in the al
fairs of life, or, are we to reject them and take ex-
perience for our guide? Materialism says the latter.
and even says further, that the so-called eternal
truths and veritics of Idealism are, after all, but 1V
mental reflections of humanity 's experiences of th
ma‘erial world, distorted or sublimated by the i
agination. Moral coneepts are the ')rmlm‘t of human
association, are the outcome of a generally felt ne¢
esity in any community for a rule of live and let live
being lived up to in some sort of fashion.  Tho¥
others, the concepts of God, the soul, of freedom uf“t
immortality, have also their causes in the mater
world. They are attempts to escape from the I !
world of bitter experience by idealizing it. It I**
heen said, the mind needs system and abhors the il
known and the anarchic. Also, the insatiable heat!
of man longs for comfort, consolation and support
amidst the evils, the oppressive conditions and frus
trations incidental to life in a so largely alicn world.
Hitherto mankind has found what satisfactions uf!‘
consolations it could by the fictitions way of helief
in an independent world of spirit, much as the fu:'-
tory girl may fly to the fictitious world of the 1’”"“"
ess novelettes, or the ‘‘movie’’ show, in order t0
cape for a time the dullnesses and dread realitis ?
life in a factory town. Materialism, however, ""]_"“'
for a rigorous facing of realities. So may we £
intelligence for re-creating the world.
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