
Dialectical and Historical Materialism
Study Guide

I. Marxist Dialectical Method
A. Feature One: Nature Connected and Determined

1. Phenomena are naturally connected with, dependent on, and determined
by each other.

B. Feature Two: Nature is a State of Continuous Motion and Change
1. Continuous motion and change.
2. A constant state of renewal, arising, and developing.
3. A constant state of fading, disintegrating, and dying away.

C. Feature Three: Natural Quantitative Change Leads to Qualitative Change
1. Small and gradual quantitative change can cause leaps of qualitative

change from one stage to another.
2. Process of development is not uniform nor a circle, but a line. Moving

forward from an old qualitative stage to a new qualitative stage.
D. Feature Four: Contradictions Inherent in Nature

1. Internal contradictions are naturally present in all things and phenomena
a) All have positive and negative sides
b) Past and future
c) Something fading away and developing

2. The process of development happens due to contradictions; their
struggles, conflicts, and resolutions

a) History must be viewed through the lens of "what contradictions
gave rise to this?"

b) No contradiction is isolated
c) Contradictions start, struggle, and resolve but give birth to new

contradictions in doing so.

Questions
1. Take the example of a tree. You see its leaves are falling off of the branches.

a. What do you conclude from this? Why?

b. According to which principle feature(s) of the Marxist Dialectical Method does
your reasoning apply?



2. Take the example of a tree again:
a. How is it an example of Quantitative Change leading to Qualitative Change?

b. How is it an example of Internal Contradiction?

c. What are contradictions that start, struggle, and resolve through the life of a tree?

d. Can the answers given above be explained through a quantitative change
resulting in a qualitative leap?

3. Taking into account the following quote: "There are decades where nothing happens;
and there are weeks where decades happen" -Vladimir Ilyich Lenin.

a. What principle feature(s) is this primarily based upon?

b. What does this quote and feature say about revolution?



II. Marxist Philosophical Materialism
The principal features of Marxist philosophical materialism are as follows:

A. Materialist
1. The world is by its very nature material. The world develops in accordance with

the laws of movement of matter
2. "The materialistic outlook on nature," says Engels, "means no more than simply

conceiving nature just as it exists, without any foreign admixture."
B. Objective Reality

1. Matter, nature, being, is an objective reality
2. Matter is primary and Consciousness is secondary

a) Thought is a product of matter
b) Matter is not a product of thought

C. The world and its laws are knowable
1. The world and its laws are fully knowable
2. No things in the world are unknowable, but only things which are as yet not

known, but will be discovered by science

The combination of the Marxist Dialectical Method and Marxist Philosophical Materialism results
in Dialectical Materialism.

We must use dialectical materialism to understand old/new ideas and present new ideas to
advance, unite, and mobilize society according to the conditions of the material life of society.

If we can explain nature via science then we can also explain the development of society
the same way.

Material life of society shapes the spiritual life of society. Social ideas and advances are not
found separate from the material life we live in, social ideas and advances are a reflection of our

own material conditions and the material life of society.

Questions
1. What is consciousness?

2. What is matter?



3. Our consciousness only interprets matter, what does this mean for the relationship
between the two...

a. Can a change in matter impact consciousness? Can consciousness impact
matter?

4. How can the proletariat use dialectical materialism to progress society?

5. What is an example of something that was once unknown but as science advanced was
then known. Maybe something that is unexplainable today that can in the future?
(Feature Three)

6. Based on what we have learned up to this point, use dialectical materialism to explain
the vast complexities of something as simple as purchasing an apple from a market.



III. Historical Materialism, Part A
The application of Dialectical Materialism to History is known as Historical Materialism.

A. What Does Conditions of Material Life of Society Mean?
1. Geographical Environment

1. Influential but does not explain societal changes by itself because:
2. Society advances while the geographical environment moves slower

2. Population and Population Density
1. Influential but does not explain societal changes by itself because:
2. Societies of varying populations and population densities have varying

societal systems
a) China is semi-feudal yet highly populated
b) USA is capitalist yet sparsely populated

B. What is the Chief Determinant Force?
Mode of Production is the Chief Determinant Force

1. Mode of Production
1. Productive Forces of Society

a) Instruments of Production
(1) Tools to produce means of life

(a) Factories, hammer, forge, tractor
b) Production experience and Labor Skill

(1) Laborers
(2) Knowledge to use the Instruments of Production

2. Relations of Production
a) Relations to each other

(1) Cooperative/Mutual relations
(2) Exploitative relations
(3) Transition between the two

b) Who owns the means of production
(1) Collective ownership
(2) Private ownership

Questions
1. How is the geographical environment impactful? But why isn’t it the Chief Determinate

Force?

2. How are population and density impactful? But why isn’t it the Chief Determinate Force?



3. Define Mode of Production

4. What are the Productive Forces of Society?

5. Give an example of an instrument of production; are laborers considered instruments of
production?

6. What would be an issue with employing a caveman in a modern day factory?

7. In your own words, how would you explain Relations of Production?

8. Based on everything we talked about in this section, define the Capitalist Mode of
Production



IV. Historical Materialism, Part B
A. The First Feature of Production

1. Production is constantly changing (Feature Three of Dialectical Method)
2. Change in the Mode of Production results in a change in the Social System

a) They way people live and think are determined by the Mode of Production
they live under

B. The Second Feature of Production
1. Production’s changes and developments begins with the Forces of Production

a) Specifically with the Instruments of Production
2. Relations to Production change following a change in the Forces of Production

C. The Third Feature of Production
1. Rise of the new Mode of Production starts within the old Mode of Production
2. Transition to the new Mode of Production is “accidental”

a) Productive Forces are improved for convenience
(1) Systemic change is not considered

b) Humans don’t get to choose their Mode of Production when born
(1) Can’t go backwards in time
(2) You either slow or quicken the transition to the new Mode of

Production

The character of Productive Forces under capitalism is socialized, yet the Relations to
Production is privatized. This is the core contradiction within capitalism. Revolution is the

destroying of existing Relations of Production to create new Relations of Production that are
congruent with the character of the Productive Forces.

Questions
1. Give an example of the First Feature of Production.

2. Why do the instruments of production lead changes in the Mode of Production?

3. What is an example of the Third Feature of Production?

4. What would it take to transform our Capitalist Mode of Production into a Socialist Mode
of Production?


