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FOREWORD
 

THESE essays were written over the course of the forty years
between 1910 and 1950, the three earliest (Walras, Böhm-Bawerk,
Menger) in German, the others in English. With the exception of
the essay on Marx, they were written for various economic journals
either on the occasion of the death of an economist or to celebrate
some anniversary, such as the fiftieth anniversary of Marshall’s
Principles, or the hundredth anniversary of Pareto’s birth. Because
they were written rather hurriedly for special occasions, Schumpeter
thought them hardly worthy of publication in book form. But there
were many demands for them—since the journals in which they
originally appeared were difficult to obtain—and some months
before his death in January 1950, he finally consented to their
publication by the Oxford University Press.

The ten main essays are those Schumpeter himself selected
with a single exception—the one on Karl Marx. He had planned to
include ‘The Communist Manifesto in Sociology and Economics,’
written for the Journal of Political Economy (June 1949) to
commemorate somewhat belatedly the hundredth anniversary of
the publication of the Communist Manifesto. For this has been
substituted Part I (‘The Marxian Doctrine’) of Capitalism, Socialism
and Democracy because it was a more comprehensive treatment of
Marx as a prophet, sociologist, economist, and teacher. I am very
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much indebted to Mr. Cass Canfield and to Harper & Brothers for
their generous permission to include this essay in Ten Great
Economists. I take this opportunity to thank the editors and
publishers of the Quarterly Journal of Economics, the American
Economic Review, the Economic Journal, and Econometrica for
consenting to the inclusion of the articles which originally appeared
in those journals: the old Zeitschrift für Volkswirtschaft no longer
exists.

The three short essays in the Appendix on Knapp, Wieser, and
Bortkiewicz were included at the suggestion of Professor Gottfried
Haberler, who felt that they should be republished and that they
belong in a volume with the other biographical essays. These were
all written for the Economic Journal, which Schumpeter served as
Austrian correspondent from 1920 to 1926 and as German
correspondent from 1927 to 1932, when he left the University of
Bonn to come to Harvard.

There was a close tie between the author and the subjects of
these biographical essays. He not only admired their work but
also, with a single exception, knew them1 all personally and for
some of them felt a warm personal friendship. Again the exception
in Karl Marx, who died in 1883, the year in which both Schumpeter
and Keynes, the youngest of the ten, were born. With Marx he
had one thing in common—a kind of vision of the economic
process. In his own Theory of Economic Development, Schumpeter
attempts to present ‘a purely economic theory of economic change
which does not merely rely on external factors propelling the
economic system from one equilibrium to another.’ In the Preface
to the Japanese edition of that work, he says: ‘It was not clear to
me at the outset what to the reader will perhaps be obvious at
once, namely, that this idea and this aim [Schumpeter’s own] are
exactly the same as the idea and the aim which underlie the
economic teaching of Karl Marx. In fact, what distinguishes him

1 This applies to the men covered in the ten main essays. Of the three economists
in the appendix, he knew Wieser very well, and he probably met both Knapp and
Bortkiewicz.
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from the economists of his own time and those who preceded him,
was precisely a vision of economic evolution as a distinct process
generated by the economic system itself. In every other respect he
only used and adapted the concepts and propositions of Ricardian
economics, but the concept of economic evolution, which he put
into an unessential Hegelian setting, is quite his own. It is probably
due to this fact that one generation of economists after another
turns back to him again, although they may find plenty to criticize
in him.’ Again, in the manuscript of the History of Economic
Analysis we find: ‘In his general schema of thought, development
was not what it was with all the other economists of that period,
an appendix to economic statics, but the central theme. And he
concentrated his analytic powers on the task of showing how the
economic process, changing itself by virtue of its own inherent
logic, is incessantly changing the social framework—the whole of
society in fact.’ The vision they had in common, but it led to very
different results: it led Marx to condemn capitalism and Schumpeter
to be its ardent exponent.

For Schumpeter the progress of economics as a science
depended on vision and technique. As he admired Marx for his vision
of the economic process, he admired Walras, whom he met only
once, for his pure theory. In the History of Economic Analysis he
says of the latter: ‘…economics is a big omnibus which contains
many passengers of incommensurable interests and abilities.
However, so far as pure theory is concerned, Walras is in my opinion
the greatest of all economists. His system of economic equilibrium,
uniting as it does the quality of “revolutionary” creativeness with
the quality of classic synthesis, is the only work by an economist
that will stand comparison with the achievements of theoretical
physics.’

Marx and Walras were poles apart: the one attempted a logical
explanation of economic change; the other gave us a ‘theoretical
apparatus which for the first time in the history of our science
effectively embraced the pure logic of the interdependence between
economic quantities.’
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It was characteristic of Schumpeter2 that he admired, and found
useful, history and pure theory, econometrics and great compilations
of factual material, sociology, and statistics; and this breadth of
interest is reflected in these biographical essays.

He knew Menger, Böhm-Bawerk, and Wieser during his student
days in Vienna. Menger, who with his two disciples, Böhm-Bawerk
and Wieser, may be regarded as the co-founders of the Austrian or
Viennese School of economics, had already retired from active
teaching; and Schumpeter met him only once or twice. But the author
of these essays was an active participant in the seminars of Wieser
and Böhm-Bawerk (1904–6); later he carried on a famous
controversy on the rate of interest with Böhm-Bawerk (Zeitschrift
für Volkswirtschaft, 1913); he was one of three speakers at the
celebration of Wieser’s seventieth birthday in 1921.

Although he had high regard for the work of the Austrian
School in which he was trained, he was even more interested in
another school that developed a marginal utility theory of value—
the School of Lausanne, which grew out of the work of Walras. In a
sense the real founder of this school was Pareto, the brilliant pupil
of Walras, who succeeded the latter in the chair of Political Economy
at Lausanne. Until recently their work was too ‘mathematical’ and
too ‘theoretical’ for English and American economists, who also
found it difficult (and perhaps a waste of time) to read economists
in other languages. The Lausanne School did, however, acquire at
an early date two first-rate American followers in Irving Fisher and
H.L.Moore. Three of the ten essays in this book are devoted to
Walras, Pareto, and Fisher. In the essay on Pareto (note 10) J.A.S.
describes a meeting where they conversed about economists and
Pareto bestowed high praise on Irving Fisher: ‘It was a revelation to
me to hear him [Pareto] bestow high praise on [Fisher’s] Capital
and Income.’  

2 Haberler said of him in the Quarterly Journal of Economics (August 1950)
that he had his superiors in special fields. ‘But as a master of all branches of
economics and as a universal scholar, Schumpeter held a unique position among
contemporary economists.’
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After receiving his degree at Vienna in 1906, Schumpeter went
to England for a few months. There he paid his respects to some of
the English economists and met Marshall for the first time in 1907.
This meeting is described briefly in a note in the review of Keynes’s
Essays in Biography which J.A.S. wrote for the Economic Journal,
December 1933. Commenting on Keynes’s essay on Marshall, he
wrote: ‘It is as I saw him [Marshall] when I looked at him across his
breakfast table in 1907 to tell him: “Professor, after our conversation
(about my scientific plans) I feel exactly as I would if I were an
indiscreet lover bent on an adventurous marriage and you a
benevolent old uncle trying to persuade me to desist.” He answered:
“And this is as it should be. For if there is anything to it, the uncle
will preach in vain.”’ Schumpeter’s own essay in this volume indicates
how much he thought of the work of Marshall; after its publication
in the American Economic Review, he received a note from Mary
Marshall (Cambridge [England], July 19, 1941) which said: ‘The
American Economic Review has just come and I have been reading
your semi-centennial appraisal of Marshall’s Principles with great
interest. I have always known how much you appreciated his work
and I am so glad that you have taken this opportunity of expressing
this appreciation so warmly and well. Its last paragraph especially
delights me. I also join in your admiration for Mr. Keynes’s
“Memorial of Alfred Marshall.”’

The American economists (Taussig, Fisher, Mitchell) discussed
in these essays were probably met for the first time when Schumpeter
came to the United States in the academic year 1913–14 to act as
Austrian Exchange Professor at Columbia University. Before this he
knew their work and had corresponded at least with Taussig. There
is a letter to him from the latter written from Cambridge, Mass.
(November 27, 1912), in which Taussig compliments the young
economist on his English and goes on to discuss a theoretical problem
raised by Schumpeter. ‘I have no quarrel with your reasoning; but
my own disposition is to approach these subjects from a more realistic
point of view.’ Taussig presents some drawings of supply schedules
and then goes on: ‘The application of the same reasoning to labor
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as has been applied to capital and land, and the development of a
“rent” theory of labor, have been much in my mind; and I have
sketched the outline of a considerable article dealing with this topic.
You know, of course, the manner in which reasoning of this sort has
been attempted by my friend, J.B.Clark, and more recently and more
carefully by Irving Fisher. The last word on this topic has not been
said. I am not so immodest as to think that I shall myself be able to
say that last word, but I hope to make some contribution to the
subject.’ The friendship thus inaugurated continued until Taussig’s
death in 1940. In fact, during his first years at Harvard (1932–7),
Schumpeter lived with Taussig at 2 Scott Street.

Similarly there was both admiration and affection for Irving
Fisher and Wesley Mitchell. With Fisher he was associated in the
founding of the Econometric Society. There was much jovial
badinage when Schumpeter visited Fisher’s somewhat austere
establishment in New Haven (where tobacco, alcohol, coffee, and,
I believe, meat were eschewed), and coffee was brewed especially
for the ‘depraved’ visitor. The conversation at such a week end in
New Haven has been described in an article in the Revue
d’économie politique (1950, No. 3) by Professor G.H.Bousquet,
of the University of Algiers. The obituary of Wesley Mitchell in
this volume was finished just a week or two before Schumpeter’s
own death. Both Mitchell and Schumpeter worked on business
cycles and both believed that the successful study of this
phenomenon of capitalist development required the most extensive
factual research. Schumpeter collected his own data laboriously
and almost without research assistance, because that was the way
he worked, but he had the greatest admiration for a man who
could organize the National Bureau and use its resources
intelligently and effectively.

Keynes he did not meet until 1927, although Keynes had long
been one of the editors of the Economic Journal and Schumpeter
had been its Austrian correspondent since 1920. For some reason,
not easy to explain, the relation between these two was not a close
one personally or professionally.
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The translation of the three essays on Walras, Menger, and
Böhm-Bawerk presented certain difficulties. As Paul Sweezy has
pointed out in his introduction to Imperialism and Social Classes
and as Haberler had pointed out earlier in his essay in the Quarterly
Journal of Economics, Schumpeter’s German style is extremely
difficult to translate. Haberler said: ‘His somewhat involved literary
style which can be perhaps best described as “baroque” gives
adequate expression to the complex structure of his mind. It is
characterized by long sentences, numerous qualifying phrases,
qualifications of qualifications, casuistic distinctions of meanings.
These qualities of his style are especially pronounced, as one would
expect, in his German writings, because the German language offers
more freedom for complicated constructions.’ Schumpeter was aware
of this fact, especially with reference to the essay on Böhm-Bawerk.
He believed that the essay on Böhm-Bawerk was much too long
and that it would have to be cut and rewritten for English-speaking
readers. He was quite emphatic that it would be ‘impossible’
otherwise.

The essay on Böhm-Bawerk has been cut to about half its
original length. The work of cutting was done by Haberler and by
the translator, Professor Herbert Zassenhaus, a former student of
the author. I wish here to express my gratitude to Professor Haberler
and to the three translators (Wolfgang Stolper, Hans W.Singer, and
Hebert Zassenhaus) for their generous interest and assistance—also
to Paul Sweezy, who read over all the translations with me and
helped me to smooth the English and clarify the meaning in many
instances. In some cases, I had to take liberties with certain passages
in the translations where a literal translation was involved or obscure.
This was especially true in the essay on Böhm-Bawerk. Any
shortcomings in the translations, therefore, are due to me and are
my responsibility alone.

The remaining essays, which were all written in English, are
printed here as they were originally published. They have not been
altered or revised in any way except for corrections of minor
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misprints and small changes to insure uniformity in such technical
details as capitalization, punctuation, and footnote arrangement.

Elizabeth Boody Schumpeter
Taconic, Connecticut
February 2, 1951
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KARL MARX
1818–1883

 
T H E  M A R X I A N  D O C T R I N E *

MOST of the creations of the intellect or fancy pass away for
good after a time that varies between an after-dinner hour and a
generation. Some, however, do not. They suffer eclipses but they
come back again, and they come back not as unrecognizable elements
of a cultural inheritance, but in their individual garb and with their
personal scars which people may see and touch. These we may well
call the great ones—it is no disadvantage of this definition that it
links greatness to vitality. Taken in this sense, this is undoubtedly
the word to apply to the message of Marx. But there is an additional
advantage to defining greatness by revivals: it thereby becomes
independent of our love or hate. We need not believe that a great
achievement must necessarily be a source of light or faultless in
either fundamental design or details. On the contrary, we may believe
it to be a power of darkness; we may think it fundamentally wrong

* From Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, copyright 1942 by Joseph
A.Schumpeter. Reprinted by permission of Harper & Bros.

2
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or disagree with it on any number of particular points. In the case
of the Marxian system, such adverse judgment or even exact disproof,
by its very failure to injure fatally, only serves to bring out the power
of the structure.

The last twenty years have witnessed a most interesting Marxian
revival. That the great teacher of the socialist creed should have come
into his own in Soviet Russia is not surprising. And it is only
characteristic of such processes of canonization that there is, between
the true meaning of Marx’s message and bolshevist practice and
ideology, at least as great a gulf as there was between the religion of
humble Galileans and the practice and ideology of the princes of the
church or the warlords of the Middle Ages.

But another revival is less easy to explain—the Marxian revival
in the United States. This phenomenon is so interesting because until
the ’twenties there was no Marxian strain of importance in either
the American labor movement or in the thought of the American
intellectual. What Marxism there was always had been superficial,
insignificant, and without standing. Moreover, the bolshevist type
of revival produced no similar spurt in those countries which had
previously been most steeped in Marxology. In Germany notably,
which of all countries had the strongest Marxian tradition, a small
orthodox sect indeed kept alive during the post-war socialist boom
as it had during the previous depression. But the leaders of socialist
thought (not only those allied to the Social Democratic party but
also those who went much beyond its cautious conservatism in
practical questions) betrayed little taste for reverting to the old tenets
and, while worshiping the deity, took good care to keep it at a
distance and to reason in economic matters exactly like other
economists. Outside of Russia, therefore, the American phenomenon
stands alone. We are not concerned with its causes. But it is worth
while to survey the contours and the meaning of the message so
many Americans have made their own.1  

1 References to Marx’s writings will be confined to a minimum, and no data
about his life will be given. This seems unnecessary because any reader who wishes
for a list of the former and a general outline of the latter finds all he needs for our
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I. MARX THE PROPHET

It was not by a slip that an analogy from the world of religion was
permitted to intrude into the title of this chapter. There is more than
analogy. In one important sense, Marxism is a religion. To the
believer it presents, first, a system of ultimate ends that embody the
meaning of life and are absolute standards by which to judge events
and actions; and, secondly, a guide to those ends which implies a
plan of salvation and the indication of the evil from which mankind,
or a chosen section of mankind, is to be saved. We may specify still
further: Marxist socialism also belongs to that subgroup which
promises paradise on this side of the grave. I believe that a
formulation of these characteristics by an hierologist would give
opportunities for classification and comment which might possibly
lead much deeper into the sociological essence of Marxism than
anything a mere economist can say.

The least important point about this is that it explains the
success of Marxism.1 Purely scientific achievement, had it even been
much more perfect than it was in the case of Marx, would never
have won the immortality in the historical sense which is his. Nor
would his arsenal of party slogans have done it. Part of his success,
although a very minor part, is indeed attributable to the barrelful of
white-hot phrases, of impassioned accusations and wrathful
gesticulations, ready for use on any platform, that he put at the
disposal of his flock. All that needs to be said about this aspect of

purposes in any dictionary, but especially in the Encyclopaedia Britannica or the
Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences. A study of Marx begins most conveniently
with the first volume of Das Kapital (first English translation by S.Moore and
E.Aveling, edited by F.Engels, 1886). In spite of a huge amount of more recent
work, I still think that F.Mehring’s biography is the best, at least from the standpoint
of the general reader.

1 The religious quality of Marxism also explains a characteristic attitude of
the orthodox Marxist toward opponents. To him, as to any believer in a Faith, the
opponent is not merely in error but in sin. Dissent is disapproved of not only
intellectually but also morally. There cannot be any excuse for it once the Message
has been revealed.
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the matter is that this ammunition has served and is serving its
purpose very well, but that the production of it carried a
disadvantage: in order to forge such weapons for the arena of social
strife Marx had occasionally to bend, or to deviate from, the opinions
that would logically follow from his system. However, if Marx had
not been more than a purveyor of phraseology, he would be dead
by now. Mankind is not grateful for that sort of service and forgets
quickly the names of the people who write the librettos for its political
operas.

But he was a prophet, and in order to understand the nature of
this achievement we must visualize it in the setting of his own time. It
was the zenith of bourgeois realization and the nadir of bourgeois
civilization, the time of mechanistic materialism, of a cultural milieu
which had as yet betrayed no sign that a new art and a new mode of
life were in its womb, and which rioted in most repulsive banality.
Faith in any real sense was rapidly falling away from all classes of
society, and with it the only ray of light (apart from what may have
been derived from Rochdale attitudes and savings banks) died from
the workman’s world, while intellectuals professed themselves highly
satisfied with Mill’s Logic and the Poor Law.

Now, to millions of human hearts the Marxian message of the
terrestrial paradise of socialism meant a new ray of light and a new
meaning of life. Call Marxist religion a counterfeit if you like, or a
caricature of faith—there is plenty to be said for this view—but do
not overlook or fail to admire the greatness of the achievement.
Never mind that nearly all of those millions were unable to
understand and appreciate the message in its true significance. That
is the fate of all messages. The important thing is that the message
was framed and conveyed in such a way as to be acceptable to the
positivistic mind of its time—which was essentially bourgeois no
doubt, but there is no paradox in saying that Marxism is essentially
a product of the bourgeois mind. This was done, on the one hand,
by formulating with unsurpassed force that feeling of being thwarted
and ill treated which is the auto-therapeutic attitude of the
unsuccessful many, and, on the other hand, by proclaiming that
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socialistic deliverance from those ills was a certainty amenable to
rational proof.

Observe how supreme art here succeeds in weaving together
those extra-rational cravings which receding religion had left running
about like masterless dogs, and the rationalistic and materialistic
tendencies of the time, ineluctable for the moment, which would
not tolerate any creed that had no scientific or pseudo-scientific
connotation. Preaching the goal would have been ineffectual;
analyzing a social process would have interested only a few hundred
specialists. But preaching in the garb of analysis and analyzing with
a view to heartfelt needs, this is what conquered passionate allegiance
and gave to the Marxist that supreme boon which consists in the
conviction that what one is and stands for can never be defeated
but must conquer victoriously in the end. This, of course, does not
exhaust the achievement. Personal force and the flash of prophecy
work independently of the contents of the creed. No new life and
no new meaning of life can be effectively revealed without. But this
does not concern us here.

Something will have to be said about the cogency and
correctness of Marx’s attempt to prove the inevitability of the
socialist goal. One remark, however, suffices as to what has been
called above his formulation of the feelings of the unsuccessful many.
It was, of course, not a true formulation of actual feelings, conscious
or subconscious. Rather we could call it an attempt at replacing
actual feelings by a true or false revelation of the logic of social
evolution. By doing this and by attributing—quite unrealistically—
to the masses his own shibboleth of ‘class consciousness,’ he
undoubtedly falsified the true psychology of the workman (which
centers in the wish to become a small bourgeois and to be helped to
that status by political force), but in so far as his teaching took
effect he also expanded and ennobled it. He did not weep any
sentimental tears about the beauty of the socialist idea. This is one
of his claims to superiority over what he called the Utopian Socialists.
Nor did he glorify the workmen into heroes of daily toil as bourgeois
love to do when trembling for their dividends. He was perfectly free
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from any tendency, so conspicuous in some of his weaker followers,
toward licking the workman’s boots. He had probably a clear
perception of what the masses are and he looked far above their
heads toward social goals altogether beyond what they thought or
wanted. Also, he never taught any ideals as set by himself. Such
vanity was quite foreign to him. As every true prophet styles himself
the humble mouthpiece of his deity, so Marx pretended no more
than to speak the logic of the dialectic process of history. There is
dignity in all this which compensates for many pettinesses and
vulgarities with which, in his work and in his life, this dignity formed
so strange an alliance.

Another point, finally, should not go unmentioned. Marx was
personally much too civilized to fall in with those vulgar professors
of socialism who do not recognize a temple when they see it. He
was perfectly able to understand a civilization and the ‘relatively
absolute’ value of its values, however far removed from it he may
have felt himself to be. In this respect no better testimony to his
broad-mindedness can be offered than the Communist Manifesto,
which is an account nothing short of glowing2 of the achievements
of capitalism; and even in pronouncing pro futuro death sentence
on it, he never failed to recognize its historical necessity. This attitude,
of course, implies quite a lot of things Marx himself would have
been unwilling to accept. But he was undoubtedly strengthened in

2 This may seem to be an exaggeration. But let us quote from the authorized
English translation: ‘The bourgeoisie…has been the first to show what man’s
activity can bring about. It has accomplished wonders far surpassing Egyptian
pyramids, Roman aqueducts and Gothic cathedrals…The bourgeoisie…draws all
nations…into civilization…It has created enormous cities…and thus rescued a
considerable part of the population from the idiocy [sic!] of rural life…The
bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, has created more massive
and more colossal productive forces than have all preceding generations together.’
Observe that all the achievements referred to are attributed to the bourgeoisie
alone, which is more than many thoroughly bourgeois economists would claim.
This is all I meant by the passage above—and strikingly different from the views
of the vulgarized Marxism of today or from the Veblenite stuff of the modern
non-Marxist radical.
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it, and it was made more easy for him to take, because of that
perception of the organic logic of things to which his theory of history
gives one particular expression. Things social fell into order for him,
and however much of a coffeehouse conspirator he may have been
at some junctures of his life, his true self despised that sort of thing.
Socialism for him was no obsession which blots out all other colors
of life and creates an unhealthy and stupid hatred or contempt for
other civilizations. And there is, in more senses than one, justification
for the title claimed for his type of socialist thought and of socialist
volition which are welded together by virtue of his fundamental
position: Scientific Socialism.

II. MARX THE SOCIOLOGIST

We have now to do a thing which is very objectionable to the faithful.
They naturally resent any application of cold analysis to what for
them is the very fountain of truth. But one of the things they resent
most is cutting Marx’s work into pieces and discussing them one by
one. They would say that the very act displays the incapacity of the
bourgeois to grasp the resplendent whole, all parts of which
complement and explain one another, so that the true meaning is
missed as soon as any one part or aspect is considered by itself. We
have no choice, however. By committing the offense and next taking
up Marx the sociologist after Marx the prophet, I do not mean to
deny either the presence of a unity of social vision which succeeds
in giving some measure of analytic unity, and still more a semblance
of unity, to the Marxian work, or the fact that every part of it,
however independent intrinsically, has been correlated by the author
with every other. Enough independence remains nevertheless in every
province of the vast realm to make it possible for the student to
accept the fruits of his labors in one of them while rejecting those in
another. Much of the glamour of the faith is lost in the process but
something is gained by salvaging important and stimulating truth
which is much more valuable by itself than it would be if tied to
hopeless wreckage.
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This applies first of all to Marx’s philosophy, which we may
as well get out of our way once and for all. German-trained and
speculative-minded as he was, he had a thorough grounding and a
passionate interest in philosophy. Pure philosophy of the German
kind was his starting point and the love of his youth. For a time he
thought of it as his true vocation. He was a Neo-Hegelian, which
roughly means that while accepting the master’s fundamental
attitudes and methods he and his group eliminated, and replaced by
pretty much their opposites, the conservative interpretations put
upon Hegel’s philosophy by many of its other adherents. This
background shows in all his writings wherever the opportunity offers
itself. It is no wonder that his German and Russian readers, by bent
of mind and training similarly disposed, should seize primarily upon
this element and make it the master key to the system.

I believe this to be a mistake and an injustice to Marx’s scientific
powers. He retained his early love during the whole of his life-time.
He enjoyed certain formal analogies which may be found between
his and Hegel’s argument. He liked to testify to his Hegelianism
and to use Hegelian phraseology. But this is all. Nowhere did he
betray positive science to metaphysics. He himself says as much in
the preface to the second edition of the first volume of Das Kapital,
and that what he says there is true and no self-delusion can be proved
by analyzing his argument, which everywhere rests upon social fact,
and the true sources of his propositions none of which lies in the
domain of philosophy. Of course, those commentators or critics who
themselves started from the philosophic side were unable to do this
because they did not know enough about the social sciences involved.
The propensity of the philosophic system-builder, moreover, made
them averse to any other interpretation but the one which proceeds
from some philosophic principle. So they saw philosophy in the most
matter-of-fact statements about economic experience, thereby
shunting discussion on to the wrong track, misleading friends and
foes alike.

Marx the sociologist brought to bear on his task an equipment
which consisted primarily of an extensive command over historical
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and contemporaneous fact. His knowledge of the latter was always
somewhat antiquated, for he was the most bookish of men and
therefore fundamental materials, as distinguished from the material
of the newspapers, always reached him with a lag. But hardly any
historical work of his time that was of any general importance or
scope escaped him, although much of the monographic literature
did. While we cannot extol the completeness of his information in
this field as much as we shall his erudition in the field of economic
theory, he was yet able to illustrate his social visions not only by
large historical frescoes but also by many details most of which
were as regards reliability rather above than below the standards of
other sociologists of his time. These facts he embraced with a glance
that pierced through the random irregularities of the surface down
to the grandiose logic of things historical. In this there was not merely
passion. There was not merely analytic impulse. There were both.
And the outcome of his attempt to formulate that logic, the so-
called Economic Interpretation of History,1 is doubtless one of the
greatest individual achievements of sociology to this day. Before it,
the question sinks into insignificance whether or not this achievement
was entirely original and how far credit has in part to be given to
predecessors, German and French.

The economic interpretation of history does not mean that men
are, consciously or unconsciously, wholly or primarily, actuated by
economic motives. On the contrary, the explanation of the role and
mechanism of non-economic motives and the analysis of the way in
which social reality mirrors itself in the individual psyches is an
essential element of the theory and one of its most significant
contributions. Marx did not hold that religions, metaphysics, schools
of art, ethical ideas, and political volitions were either reducible to
economic motives or of no importance. He only tried to unveil the
economic conditions which shape them and which account for their

1 First published in that scathing attack on Proudhon’s Philosophie de la Misère,
entitled Das Elend der Philosophie, 1847. Another version was included in the
Communist Manifesto, 1848.
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rise and fall. The whole of Max Weber’s2 facts and arguments fits
perfectly into Marx’s system. Social groups and classes and the ways
in which these groups or classes explain to themselves their own
existence, location, and behavior were of course what interested him
most. He poured the vials of his most bilious wrath on the historians
who took those attitudes and their verbalizations (the ideologies or,
as Pareto would have said, derivations) at their face value and who
tried to interpret social reality by means of them. But if ideas or values
were not for him the prime movers of the social process, neither were
they mere smoke. If I may use the analogy, they had in the social
engine the role of transmission belts. We cannot touch upon that
most interesting post-war development of these principles which would
afford the best instance by which to explain this, the Sociology of
Knowledge.3 But it was necessary to say this much because Marx has
been persistently misunderstood in this respect. Even his friend Engels,
at the open grave of Marx, defined the theory in question as meaning
precisely that individuals and groups are swayed primarily by
economic motives, which in some important respects is wrong and
for the rest piteously trivial.

While we are about it, we may as well defend Marx against
another misunderstanding: the economic interpretation of history has
often been called the materialistic interpretation. It has been called so
by Marx himself. This phrase greatly increased its popularity with
some, and its unpopularity with other people. But it is entirely
meaningless. Marx’s philosophy is no more materialistic than is
Hegel’s, and his theory of history is not more materialistic than is any
other attempt to account for the historic process by the means at the
command of empirical science. It should be clear that this is logically

2 This refers to Weber’s investigations into the sociology of religions and
particularly to his famous study, Die protestantische Ethik und der Geist des
Kapitalismus, republished in his collected works.

3 The German word is Wissenssoziologie, and the best names to mention are
those of Max Scheler and Karl Mannheim. The latter’s article on the subject in the
German Dictionary of Sociology (Handwörterbuch der Soziologie) can serve as an
introduction.
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compatible with any metaphysical or religious belief—exactly as any
physical picture of the world is. Medieval theology itself supplies
methods by which it is possible to establish this compatibility.4

What the theory really says may be put into two propositions:
(1) The forms or conditions of production are the fundamental
determinant of social structures which in turn breed attitudes,
actions, and civilizations. Marx illustrates his meaning by the famous
statement that the ‘hand-mill’ creates feudal, and the ‘steam-mill,’
capitalist societies. This stresses the technological element to a
dangerous extent, but may be accepted on the understanding that
mere technology is not all of it. Popularizing a little and recognizing
that by doing so we lose much of the meaning, we may say that it is
our daily work which forms our minds, and that it is our location
within the productive process which determines our outlook on
things—or the sides of things we see—and the social elbowroom at
the command of each of us. (2) The forms of production themselves
have a logic of their own; that is to say, they change according to
necessities inherent in them so as to produce their successors merely
by their own working. To illustrate by the same Marxian example:
the system characterized by the ‘hand-mill’ creates an economic and
social situation in which the adoption of the mechanical method of
milling becomes a practical necessity that individuals or groups are
powerless to alter. The rise and working of the ‘steam-mill’ in turn
creates new social functions and locations, new groups and views,
which develop and interact in such a way as to outgrow their own
frame. Here, then, we have the propeller which is responsible first
of all for economic and, in consequence of this, for any other social
change, a propeller the action of which does not itself require any
impetus external to it.

Both propositions undoubtedly contain a large amount of truth
and are, as we shall find at several turns of our way, invaluable
working hypotheses. Most of the current objections completely fail,

4 I have met several Catholic radicals, a priest among them, all devout Catholics,
who took this view and in fact declared themselves Marxists in everything except
in matters relating to their faith.
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all those for instance which in refutation point to the influence of
ethical or religious factors, or the one already raised by Eduard
Bernstein, which with delightful simplicity asserts that ‘men have
heads’ and can hence act as they choose. After what has been said
above, it is hardly necessary to dwell on the weakness of such
arguments: of course men ‘choose’ their course of action which is
not directly enforced by the objective data of the environment; but
they choose from standpoints, views, and propensities that do not
form another set of independent data but are themselves molded by
the objective set.

Nevertheless, the question arises whether the economic
interpretation of history is more than a convenient approximation
which must be expected to work less satisfactorily in some cases
than it does in others. An obvious qualification occurs at the outset.
Social structures, types, and attitudes are coins that do not readily
melt. Once they are formed they persist, possibly for centuries, and
since different structures and types display different degrees of this
ability to survive, we almost always find that actual group and
national behavior more or less departs from what we should expect
it to be if we tried to infer it from the dominant forms of the
productive process. Though this applies quite generally, it is most
clearly seen when a highly durable structure transfers itself bodily
from one country to another. The social situation created in Sicily
by the Norman conquest will illustrate my meaning. Such facts Marx
did not overlook but he hardly realized all their implications.

A related case is of more ominous significance. Consider the
emergence of the feudal type of landlordism in the kingdom of the
Franks during the sixth and seventh centuries. This was certainly a
most important event that shaped the structure of society for many
ages and also influenced conditions of production, wants and
technology included. But its simplest explanation is to be found in
the function of military leadership previously filled by the families
and individuals who (retaining that function, however) became
feudal landlords after the definitive conquest of the new territory.
This does not fit the Marxian schema at all well and could easily be


