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Reader’s Guide

This chapter begins with an outline of the social scientific, philosophical, and political dimen-

sions of historical materialism (HM) and sketches how it connects to security and Security 

Studies as a field of academic enquiry. It goes on to explore the relationships between HM and 

approaches to security in a wider context (realism, liberalism, social constructivism, and gen-

der) and then to various perspectives on security (securitization and the sectoral approach, 

peace studies, critical security studies, and human security). This is followed by an elaboration 

of what HM involves, including its diversity, value, and potential pitfalls. Accompanying the 

text are Think Point 10.1 on using HM to understand arms production and the arms trade 

with UK as a case study, and Think Point 10.2 on using HM to understand the connections 

between development and security. The conclusion provides an overall assessment of the 

contribution of HM to the scholarship and politics of security.

10 Historical Materialism
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Historical materialism (HM) is rightly seen as one 
of the key paradigms (systems of thought) of the 
social in its broadest sense alongside realism and 
liberalism. In this chapter I will treat HM as a par-
ticular version of Marxism (the system of thought 
based on the ideas of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 
in the mid- to late nineteenth century) that also 
tends to draw on other theories and that takes into 
account subsequent historical changes that required 
the modification of Marx’s ideas. HM has three 
dimensions—the social scientific, the philosophi-
cal, and the political (Therborn 2008: ch. 3)—which 
will be considered in turn.

First, some scholars approach HM as social sci-
ence, meaning that they assume that fact and 
value (judgements of worth such as right and 
wrong) can be separated sufficiently to generate 
theoretically grounded claims that can be tested 
against evidence. In other words, description 
(what is), explanation (why it is), and prescrip-
tion (what should be) are treated as separable. As 
social science, HM offers analyses of how partic-
ular forms of the ownership and control of the 
production of goods and services shape the 
emergence of classes, how related forms of poli-
tics, the social, and the individual develop, and 
how conflicts between classes generates change. 
At its most useful, HM is not only about eco-
nomics, does not assume that the economic 
drives everything else, and considers how this all 
operates at all levels from individuals to the glo-
bal. The ‘historical’ part of HM refers to the 
indispensability of the empirical, both in terms 
of the facts of particular phenomena such as 
wage levels but just as importantly in terms of 
the character of entire phases of world history. 
A sensitivity to historical specifics and context 
provides the means to develop necessary qualifi-
cations to HM’s theoretical generalizations. The 
‘material’ part of HM refers to its focus on the 
class and productive basis of societies (which 
entails entire ways of living and being).

Second, as philosophy, HM involves a commitment 
to the systematic use of reason in order to grasp the 
nature of social reality. It is particularly interested in the 
ways that the material and the ideational are part of 
each other—for example, that, the development of 
capitalism (defined in some detail below) required the 
development of ideas of rightness and naturalness of 
private property. In this sense it contrasts with 
approaches that focus purely on discourse (the social 
construction of meaning between people through their 
words and actions). HM is interested in how changes in 
particular structures and the inequalities of power asso-
ciated with them are vital to the rise and fall of d iscourses. 
HM is particularly well suited to being grounded in the 
philosophical approach known as critical realism 
(Cruickshank 2007). This is not the same as the realism 
depicted in Chapter 2 of this book, because that realism 
also involves a specific  social- scientific t heory of world 
politics that HM rejects, even if there is at the philo-
sophical level some common ground. Critical realism 
assumes, as does HM, that there are social structures 
independent of discourses about them that have the 
capacity to have particular effects and have more poten-
tial to change in some ways rather than o thers. This is 
a second sense of the term ‘material’ in HM. The 
 critical- realist notion that any existing social structure 
contains within it the potential for change has particu-
lar resonance with HM, as HM is interested in how 
existing class relations can be transformed.

This philosophical interest in the potential for 
change links to the third dimension of HM—namely, 
the political. For many, HM is irredeemably tainted 
by having been the official ideology of the Cold War 
Communist states and in particular the extremely 
repressive regimes of the Soviet Union under Joseph 
Stalin and China under Mao Zedong. Both regimes 
were directly responsible for the deaths of millions 
of their citizens. There have been plenty of apolo-
gists over the years for that kind of repression.

Third, HM is also associated with a different poli-
tics. This involves serious commitment to the human 
rights espoused by liberals but with much more 
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try to secure them, and how change might come 
about to close down the space for threats and violence. 
In terms of scholarship, the field of security studies is 
seen in HM terms to have been created to service dom-
inant interests in the Cold War and hence was on the 
opposite side of the class divide from HM scholars in 
the West. It meant that the concept of security was seen 
by HM scholars as politically suspect. HM scholars 
were divided over their attitude to the Cold War 
Communist states but were generally seen by realists 
and liberals to be on the side of those states. In this 
atmosphere, HM was unlikely to be central to security 
studies even as it managed to be one of the three key 
paradigms of  international- relations (IR) scholarship. 
Furthermore, HM scholars have considered the con-
cept of security to be inferior as a focal point of research 
in comparison with HM’s own already  well- developed 
concepts, which they see as necessary for understand-
ing the issues that are supposedly the preserve of secu-
rity studies. However, in the  post- Cold War period, as 
security studies has become more diverse with more 
 left- wing security analysis being published, HM is 
increasingly featuring in those publications. The next 
section of this chapter elaborates on the relationship 
between HM, security, and security studies.

emphasis on economic rights as part of what is vari-
ously known as the global justice,  anti- capitalist, 
 anti- globalization or  alter- globalization (alternative-
globalization) movement. Their most obvious practi-
cal expression is in the meetings since 2001 of the 
World Social Forum, which defines itself as a space ‘of 
groups and movements of civil society opposed to 
neoliberalism and to domination of the world by capi-
tal and any form of imperialism’ (World Social Forum 
2002). The global justice movement is diverse and 
decentralized, which is both a strength and a weakness. 
Many in that movement see hope for the practical 
expression of their ideas in the rise since the early 1990s 
of Latin American  left- wing social movements, politi-
cal parties, and elected governments committed to 
redistributing wealth to the poor and resisting US 
domination and neoliberal economics (deregulated, 
privatized capitalism with countries’ economies open 
to foreign corporations to invest and then remove the 
profits abroad without hindrance) (Rodrí guez- 
Garavito et al. 2008). This movement has also taken 
heart from the spectacular problems faced from 2007 
onwards by the neoliberalizing global financial system. 
Policies such as the nationalization of banks, shutting 
down tax havens, and introducing strict regulation by 
states went from being wild radicalism to mainstream 
common sense in 2008, though the reversal of neolib-
eralism is limited thus far. However, without a clear 
alternative to capitalism or route to getting there, if the 
global justice movement is to retain any credibility for 
its claims to care about welfare of most of humanity, it 
must in the short term also be concerned with how 
capitalism can be saved while some of capitalism’s 
more extreme manifestations are reined in. Indeed, 
there is a  long- standing strand within HM thinking 
that regards capitalism as having both desirable dimen-
sions in terms of its unleashing of human productive 
capacities as well as undesirable ones in terms of the 
repression, poverty, and environmental degradation.

This brief outline already indicates many connec-
tions with security. If security is defined narrowly as 
actual or perceived freedom from violence and threats 
of violence for political purposes, HM has as much to 
say about why such threats arise, whose interests they 
serve, the legitimacy of the threats and violence used to 

●  Historical materialism (HM) has social scientific, phil-
osophical, and political dimensions. HM argues that 
particular forms of the ownership and control of the 
production of goods and services result in related 
national and transnational class conflicts.

●  HM sees material economic forces as playing a powerful 
role in the emergence of social ideas and in generating 
social change. It is usually but not necessarily associated 
with the political goal of transcending capitalism.

●  The framework offered by HM provides a way of putting 
security issues in context and analysing them 
h olistically.

●  During the Cold War, security studies and HM scholars 
mostly viewed each other with suspicion politically. 
However, in the  post- Cold War period, the diversifica-
tion of security studies is resulting in an increased role 
for HM ideas.

KEY POINTS
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notion of there being a harmony of interests 
between classes:

“  It is the natural assumption of a prosperous and privi-

leged class, whose members have a dominant voice in the 

community and are therefore naturally prone to identify its 

interest with their own . . . The doctrine of the harmony of 

interests thus serves as an ingenious moral device invoked, in 

perfect sincerity, by privileged groups in order to justify and 

maintain their dominant position.

”Carr was using the term ‘class’ in the more gen-
eral sense social class (the hierarchical stratifica-
tion of society), in comparison with HM’s more 
specific use of it in relation to the mode of produc-
tion (way of producing, distributing, and exchang-
ing goods and services, including the wider social 
relations associated with that, such as ideas about 
the meaning of freedom, individuality, and so on). 
Advocates of HM want to assist the effective exer-
cise of a particular state’s power only if they see 
that state as representing  working- class interests, 
a situation that does not usually exist in the capi-
talist world. HM scholars do understand that social 
class is important (including for feelings of dignity 
to which human beings attach a great deal of 
value), and that class is a great deal more complex 
than a simple capitalist ruling class— working- 
class distinction (for example, when the pension 
fund investments of workers mean that they are to 
a limited extent capitalists themselves) (Wright 
1997; Sayer 2005). What they reject is the idea that 
the only form of class that matters is social class, 
and they focus predominantly on class in relation 
to capital.

Liberalism

Liberalism involves a belief, shared with HM, in 
progress and reason. Liberalism is grounded in 
a commitment to the idea of individuals with 

Historical materialism, security, 
and security studies
This section examines how HM relates to per-
spectives that put security in a wider context 
(realism, liberalism, constructivism, and gender) 
and then relates it to key approaches to security 
(securitization and the sectoral approach, peace 
studies, critical security studies, and human secu-
rity. All these subjects have their own chapters in 
this book, and reference will be made to them.

Security in a wider context
Realism

HM has something in common with realism in 
relation to the notion that there are discernible 
regularities in human society. HM sees these regu-
larities as changing in form within each historical 
epoch, whereas realists are more likely to repre-
sent them as essentially timeless, even if they 
change in specific content (for an enduring state-
ment of realism see Morgenthau 1978). Realists 
are also concerned with the operation of these 
contextual regularities in relation to the power of 
nation states and with how to ensure its effective 
exercise by them. For example, realists such as 
John Mearsheimer (2005) argued that the  US- led 
invasion of Iraq was against US interests and 
motivated by the ideological wishful thinking of 
 neo- conservatives (those who wished to use US 
military and other power resources to overthrow 
dictatorships and to establish liberal democracies 
and open deregulated capitalist economies). HM 
accepts that states are important but argues that 
states represent not national interests—something 
that it treats as a  ruling- class ideological myth—
but class interests, with the nature of classes and 
their interests being peculiar to each epoch. As it 
happens, E. H. Carr, one of the founding figures of 
realism, accepted this critique, a point missed by 
realists generally. Carr (1981: 80) wrote of the 
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of thinking about terrorism), it looks at how social 
reality is produced through human interaction, so 
that it appears commonsensical rather than a spe-
cific interpretation that could be replaced by oth-
ers (Weldes et al. 1999). Social constructivists are 
particularly interested in challenging the idea that 
security is about actors with settled identities act-
ing to secure their existence (such as Pakistan 
building nuclear weapons to deter attack by India). 
Instead, they are interested in how identity is pro-
duced by actions in the name of security (such as 
Pakistan’s building of nuclear weapons and the 
claims to justify them as being a bid to establish 
a particular identity for Pakistan by acting out that 
identity and getting others to act as if that identity 
is natural). HM has a  social- constructivist dimen-
sion, but it also offers a particular substantive 
theory of social change in which the material 
dimensions of societies and related class conflicts 
shape social construction. HM does accept 
a  two- way process between the material and the 
socially constructed, and overlap between the two, 
but tends to focus on how the former shapes the 
latter within the class relations of entire epochs.

Gender

Gender is also not a theory of security or indeed 
a theory of anything. It is an issue that may be 
approached from numerous different theoretical 
standpoints. Marxist feminism is described by 
Caroline  Kennedy- Pipe in Chapter 7 as follows: 
‘Marxist feminists work on the issue of class and 
gender. Their work highlights not only the subor-
dination of women in the workplace but the gen-
eral  over- representation of women in the lowest 
 socio- economic groups across the globe. They 
draw our attention to the links between economic 
deprivation, security, and vulnerability.’ As 
 Kennedy- Pipe hints, HM goes beyond treating 
class and gender as two separate categories that 
interact to an exploration of how particular modes 
of production can result in constructions of gen-
der identities and relations that are functional for 
those modes of production.

freedoms (including the right to private property 
enforced by states), with restrictions on their lib-
erties only to the extent necessary to protect other 
individuals. These freedoms are nowadays couched 
in universal terms (applying to everyone). Liberals 
relate this to security in terms of the creation, 
defence, and extension of an international society, 
defined as the existence of shared norms and prac-
tices around the survival of diversity within uni-
versal values and also complex interdependence 
(mutual dependence and a high level of connect-
edness) that encourages peace by making war less 
valuable as a means of achieving political goals 
(Nye Jr. 2008). The most prominent activist HM 
scholar since he 1960s, Noam Chomsky (1973: 
156), argues that liberal ideals are actually 
 anti- capitalist in origin:

“  With the development of industrial capitalism, a new 

and unanticipated system of injustice, it is libertarian social-

ism that has preserved and extended the radical humanist 

message of the Enlightenment and the classical liberal ideals 

that were perverted into an ideology to sustain the emerging 

social order. In fact, on the very same assumptions that led 

classical liberalism to oppose the intervention of the state in 

social life, capitalist social relations are also intolerable.

”HM points out that the international society 
that contemporary liberals value rests on a capi-
talist system in which people do not control or 
own the means of production. This means that 
they are usually free in terms of not being slaves 
(owned by their employers) but are forced to sell 
their labour if they are not to starve or live in 
 poverty: this lack of freedom is not named as such 
in contemporary liberalism.

Social constructivism

Social constructivism is not actually a theory of 
security. It is more a general approach to under-
standing social meaning. Its central premise is 
that meaning is created intersubjectivel—that is, 
as a collective human product of interpretation of 
the words and actions. Hence, instead of taking 
social reality for granted (such as a particular way 
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well as negative peace (absence of violence). It seeks 
to expose what Johan Galtung (1969) called ‘struc-
tural violence’ (deaths and suffering caused by the 
way society is organized so that huge numbers of 
people lack the means necessary to avoid starvation, 
preventable illness, and so on). Its methods are 
social scientific and lean towards the empirical more 
than the theoretical, and it has an impressive track 
record of involvement in developing and imple-
menting practical solutions to security problems, 
often at local level. HM shares with peace studies 
this opposition to structural violence, and provides 
a theoretically grounded argument as to why capi-
talism and related class relations are inherently 
structurally violent. Furthermore, many  left- wing 
political activists whose thinking is grounded in 
HM engage in the kind of practical  peace- building 
that is central to peace studies. HM has some more 
theoretical and more revolutionary elements within 
it, while peace studies has more atheoretical, liberal, 
and reformist elements. But there is also extensive 
overlap between the two.

Critical security studies

HM is much less prominent in critical security s tudies 
(CSS) than would be expected from the fact that HM 
is central to the origins of the critical theory on which 
much of CSS draws. It is difficult to find a piece of 
CSS scholarship that does not refer to Robert Cox’s 
classic essay ‘Social Forces, States and World Orders: 
Beyond International Relations Theory’ published in 
Millennium in 1981 and republished with a postscript 
in 1985 in Robert O. Keohane (ed.), Neorealism and 
its Critics. However, what is generally missed is that 
the critical theory Cox proposes in this essay is 
e xplicitly an HM one, an argument he sets out at 
length. A focus on ideas and the discursive to the 
exclusion of historically located assessment of class 
conflict is not what he sees as critical theory. He con-
cludes his p ostscript as follows (Cox 1985: 248–9):

“  There  is a structuralist Marxism which . . . has analo-

gies to structural realism, not in the use to which theory is put 

but in its conception of the nature of knowledge. There is 

a determinist tradition . . . which purports to reveal the laws of 

Perspectives on security 
 studies
The sectoral approach and securitization

The sectoral and securitization approaches have been 
developed together. Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver, and 
Jaap de Wilde (1998) represented security as having 
military, economic, environmental, societal, and 
political sectors, and this is reflected in the organiza-
tion of the middle section of this book. HM’s claim to 
be a better way of thinking about security lies in its 
holistic approach. In other words, instead of treating 
them as if they are five separate sectors, HM treats the 
suppose sectors as making most sense when examined 
together. The sectoral approach of Buzan et al. also 
sees security studies as having global,  non- regional 
subsystemic, regional, and local levels and they argue 
that the referent object (that which is being secured) 
of military security is usually the state. These claims 
mean that their work is much more compatible within 
the realist and to a lesser extent the liberal paradigms 
than the HM paradigm: the focus is on states, the 
political and economic are treated as distinct from 
each other ,and class (whether national or transna-
tional) as a referent is not part of the picture. The same 
can be said of their proposal of the categories of 
 non- political, political, and security issues. Buzan 
et al. have also developed the concepts of securitiza-
tion and desecuritization: instead of taking at face 
value whatever is currently labelled a security issue, 
they examine how issues become labelled that way 
(securitized) and how they cease to be labelled that 
way (desecuritized). Furthermore, they recommend 
that, for something to be categorized as a security 
issue, it should threaten survival and requires urgent 
and exceptional political action, and so they see secu-
rity as a label that is overused. These (de)securitiza-
tion ideas could be adapted for use within HM.

Peace studies

As indicated by Paul Rogers in his contribution to 
this volume, the  well- established field of peace stud-
ies is geared towards the promotion of positive 
peace (harmonious, fulfilling social relations) as 
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or the state being willing but unable to provide security. 
These are all powerful reasons for not focusing on the 
security of states and for not assuming that, if the state 
is secure, so are the people who live within its borders.

From an HM point of view, the idea of human secu-
rity can be used in a progressive way to challenge repres-
sion, structural violence, and the prioritization of states 
over people. But HM also alerts the observer to the pos-
sibility that the idea of human security can be an ideo-
logical weapon of the dominant capitalist actors (Bilgin 
and Morton 2002; Gruffydd Jones 2008). Specifically, 
human security can be used to frame poverty and vio-
lence in states of the South (the part of the world that 
consumes minimally and in which many of the people 
are marginalized, uninsured, policed, and repressed) as 
having purely internal causes with no blame attached to 
the North (the part of the world that has high consump-
tion levels, is deeply integrated into capitalism, and 
securitizes the South). It can then be used to justify 
imperial intervention by the North in Southern ‘weak’ 
or ‘failed’ states (states that cannot or will not meet the 
basic needs of most of their population). In other words, 
this intervention is supposedly for the benefit of the 
people of the South but can turn out to be mainly for the 
benefit of the capitalist ruling class of the North and also 
for a large proportion of the population of the North.

motion of history. And there is a historicist Marxism that 

rejects the notion of objective laws of history and focuses 

upon class struggle as the heuristic model for the understand-

ing of structural change. It is obviously in the last of these 

Marxist currents that this writer feels most comfortable . . . as 

things stand in the complex world of Marxism, he prefers to 

be identified simply as a historical materialist.

”In his chapter on CSS for this book, David Mutimer 
makes passing reference to Ken Booth’s argument in 
favour of including Marxism within CSS but clearly 
positions CSS as  post- Marxist (which claims to draw 
on but also to have transcended Marxism by having 
Marxist ideas playing a secondary role within an 
approach mainly drawing on other theorizing). Most 
of CSS is so  post- Marxist as to be  non- Marxist: what 
lingers are commitments to change and emancipation 
(freeing people from the constraints that prevent them 
from living full lives). For example, Karin Fierke’s sur-
vey study (2007) Critical Approaches to International 
Security has no entry in the index for class or capital or 
neoliberalism and few mentions of Marx. It is struc-
tured around the concepts of change, identity, produc-
tion of danger, trauma, human insecurity, immanent 
critique, and emancipation. Having scholarship that 
approaches CSS from a  social- constructivist and dis-
cursive focus is valuable. What is counterproductive is 
for CSS to be positioned as a whole in a way that takes 
little account of the contribution that HM can make.

Human security

Interest in the notion of human security has grown 
rapidly in the  post- Cold War period (see Chapter 8). Its 
focus on ensuring freedom from fear, want, and indig-
nity for individuals, social groups, and humanity as 
a whole gives it some appeal to peace studies and CSS 
scholars, whereas securitization scholars tend to argue 
for the retention of a focus on states (Buzan 2004a). 
The  human- security agenda looks very much like 
peace studies in its focus on structural as well as physi-
cal violence (although some proponents of this 
 sub- field focus only on the latter), on its empirical 
rather than theoretical methods, and on practical 
reforms. People are often insecure because of repres-
sion by their own state, neglect by a functioning state, 

●  HM has some aspects in common with realism, liber-
alism, and social constructivism but offers something 
distinctive in having as its central focus class conflict 
within capitalism.

●  The notion that there are separate sectors of security 
that shape each other is challenged by HM’s holistic 
approach, which regards these ‘sectors’ as fundamen-
tally part of each other.

●  HM sees capitalism itself as involving structural vio-
lence and sees the idea of human security as poten-
tially being employed by dominant capitalist actors to 
justify policies that reinforce that structural violence.

●  While CSS tends to neglect its HM roots, some schol-
ars within CSS are drawing on it to analyse major con-
temporary security issues such as state terrorism and 
energy security.

KEY POINTS
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A (slightly) closer look at historical 
 materialism

as capital to spend or reinvest. Hence the concept of 
exploitation is used here both to describe something 
and also to make a negative value judgement on it. As 
for the notion that workers are free to work: HM points 
out that workers do not own the means of production 
and so are forced to sell their labour to capitalists who 
have the ‘right’ to buy it at less than the full value that 
results from it or even not at all. This produces extremes 
of inequality, with vast numbers of people suffering 
and going to an early grave because they are unable to 
sell their labour for much. This is a profound kind of 
insecurity, and the concepts HM offers can deepen our 
understanding of this structural violence and human 
(in)security, as it does not depoliticize explanations of 
why these phenomena exist and it is linked to a politics 
of trying to find alternative social orders that would 
overcome them. This lack of control by most people of 
their labour, in a context in which this is represented as 
natural and inevitable, is defined as alienation, and 
people often feel this alienation emotionally, as they 
spend most of their lives doing work they do not 
believe in just to survive (Schmidt 2000). This con-
nects with the  human- security notion of freedom 
from indignity.

Capitalism was for Marx in these respects a repul-
sive way of running a society, even though he was also 
impressed by its unleashing of human productive 
capabilities. He thought that a just alternative would 
be a communist system—that is, one in which work-
ers collectively owned and controlled the economy. 
In 1875 he set out as a principle of communism: 
‘From each according to his ability, to each according 
to his needs’ (Marx 1875: ch 1, n.p.). He thought that, 
in a communist society, people would want to work 
at whatever they could contribute to the collective 
good rather than doing what work they had to do in 
order to be paid, and that what one received would 
vary depending on what one needed. The latter idea 
has significant purchase even in the present world 
order, as indicated by the existence of some, if  variable, 

Up to this point this chapter has been using a very 
simplified version of HM, which only hints at its 
content, value, diversity, and potential pitfalls. This 
section of the chapter takes a closer look, so that the 
ground is prepared for Think Point 10.1 on HM, 
arms production, and the arms trade. Even this 
closer looks is a mere glimpse of what historical 
materialism has to offer: the guide to further read-
ing and the suggested web links at the end of this 
chapter offer routes towards deepening your grasp.

HM as it is defined in this chapter seeks to under-
stand the world not via static abstractions and timeless 
generalizations but in specific historical epochs (cur-
rently the capitalist epoch) with a focus on how change 
occurs. For HM, the contemporary context is one of 
imperialism (relations of domination and subordina-
tion across societies), which connects the global order 
to particular forms of state–society relations in class 
terms (Cox 1985; see also Cammack 2007b). An 
important concept in this analysis is the notion of dia-
lectic, which means that conflict between opposed 
social forces in particular contexts generates potential 
for change. Within capitalism, the central dialectic for 
HM is class struggle. In the realist and liberal para-
digms, capitalism is seen as involving private property, 
the profit motive, competition, and freedom of con-
tract with this system guaranteed by the state and 
international organizations. HM agrees with this at 
one level but disputes the notion that this is a free, just, 
mutually beneficial, and timeless system in tune with 
human nature. The representation of aspects of 
 economics by realists and liberals as somehow 
 non- political and private is regarded by HM as serving 
the interests of capitalists by allowing them to retain 
unelected and for the most part unaccountable con-
trol. Similarly, exploitation in the sense HM uses it 
refers to the fact that workers are paid less than the 
value that results their labour and do not retain control 
of the remainder of that value: this surplus value as it is 
called in HM goes to the capitalist, who accumulates it 
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material determines all else. This determinism, as it is 
known, has mostly given way to a perspective within 
HM that emphasizes the need to explore empirically 
and in historical context the relationships between the 
material and the rest of social life and that explores the 
ways in which they are mutually constitutive (not 
separate from each other and then shaping each other 
but fundamentally bound up with what they are). The 
point of continuing relevance is that willing socially 
valuable work, from this point of view, which in a cap-
italist era might seem absurdly unrealistic, would, 
Marx thought, seem natural in a communist one. 
Even in the capitalist era there are numerous examples 
of willing work without material reward in the volun-
tary sector that might suggest such possibilities on 
a wider scale and also of cooperatives (businesses 
owned and controlled by workers).

welfare rights. The former idea goes against most of 
the ‘common sense’ of our current system of indi-
vidualism, alienated labour, and private reward for 
‘competing’ successfully (on the basis of what is in 
reality unequal ability and unequal opportunity). 
However, Marx (1859: preface, n.p.) argued that the 
common sense of any age is a product of its material 
circumstances:

“  The mode of production in material life conditions 

the general character of the social, political, and spiritual 

processes of life. It is not the consciousness of men that deter-

mines their existence, but on the contrary, it is their social 

existence which determines their consciousness.

”Note that Marx’s position here (elsewhere in his 
work he took a less firm stance) is excessively rigid for 
most contemporary HM scholars in claiming that the 

Historical materialism, arms production, 
and the arms trade

Realists see the arms trade as a rational instrument of the 
state to advance the national interest strategically and eco-
nomically: it is about profit and jobs, strengthening friendly 
states, gaining influence over other states, or maintaining an 
independent  military- industrial base. Some HM research 
argues that taxpayer subsidies to arms companies mean 
that the arms trade is not nearly as profitable as it is usually 
made out to be, that there are more effective ways to create 
jobs, that arms sales are a weak instrument of influence, and 
that the increasing tendency for the parts of weapons to be 
produced in different countries means that there is no inde-
pendent military–industrial base anyway, especially for 
countries other than the United States (Mayhew 2005).

Liberals usually favour voluntary or legal codes of conduct 
as a way of discouraging sales of weapons that are likely to 
be used for external aggression or internal repression or 
that waste the money of poorer countries. It is often 
pointed out that these codes of conduct have been vio-
lated by liberal democratic states and are vague and weakly 
monitored (Saferworld 2007). HM scholars accept this but 
point out that there would be a deeper problem even if 
codes of conduct were operating effectively by the criteria 
of those who created them. Specifically, codes of conducts 
promote the idea that there is a legitimate arms trade that 

is beneficial in relation to security, the economy, and soci-
ety. In contrast, HM scholars argue that the  so- called legiti-
mate arms trade has a range of pernicious effects (Rodrí-
guez- Garavito et al. 2008). For example, they argue that it 
encourages militarism, which is the belief that militariza-
tion is a good thing in itself and preferable to alternative 
means of achieving goals even when those alternative 
means are more effective (Bacevich 2006). Militarism can 
also involve turning to military means without serious 
 consideration of  non- military alternatives.

The idea of a military–industrial complex was first coined by 
US President Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1961: by this he meant 
coalitions of military and industrial interests that promoted 
their own sectional interests in government policy making 
at the expense of national interests. Instead, HM treats the 
arms trade as a much bigger problem of militarized capital-
ism in which there is a revolving door between, and overlap of, 
elites within government, the military, arms industries, and 
academia who conduct the arms trade in their class interest 
(Melman 1974, 2003; CAAT 2005; Stavrianakis 2005a, b, 2006). 
Furthermore, this militarized capitalism operates at a global 
level with a hierarchical and imperial capitalist order, with the 
arms industries not separate from the state but deeply inte-
grated into it as part of national and transnational capitalist 
elites who profit from arms sales despite their costs through 
subsidies, war, and diversion of resources from other purposes 
(Wendt and Barnett 1993).

THINK POINT 10.1
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as far as possible. Capitalism has an inherent drive 
towards turning previously  non- monetary social rela-
tions into monetary relations (commodification) and 
the actual functioning of items has, for capitalism, no 
inherent value: the purpose of goods is to generate 
profit. Capitalism involves many contradictions (social 
relations that pull in opposite directions at the same 
time). For example, on the one hand the state has a vital 
role in preserving freedom for capitalists, but the needs 
of the state may require it to reduce that freedom to 
protect its own interests. Another is that capitalism 
involves pressure to push down wages (thus increasing 
the surplus value from production) but also to increase 
wages (by increasing demand for what is produced).

In a capitalist system, corporations prioritize control 
and then profit. For HM, arms production and arms 
trading are basically a militarized manifestation of this 
(see Think Point 10.1). The logical function of human-
ity and the physical environment in such a system is to 
be mobilized to generate profit for capitalists in ways 
that do not challenge their control. This may involve 
pressuring people to work harder and for longer hours 
for the lowest wages possible and inducing them to use 
their  non- working hours spending those wages. When 
people have the things they need, wants are created 
through advertising and wants cannot be satisfied 
through purchasing: more wants must be created all 
the time, and relations of all kinds must be monetized 

●  Central concepts within HM include imperialism, dialec-
tic, surplus value, exploitation, commodification, and 
contradictions, as well as class.

●  These concepts help HM to develop its argument that 
lack of ownership and control of the means of produc-
tion is a fundamental cause of  life- threatening insecurity 
for huge numbers of people.

●  The view that the material determines or even is the 
main force shaping our ideas about the world is mostly 

seen in contemporary HM as too rigid and as paying 
insufficient attention to how the material and the idea-
tional mutually constitute each other.

●  Seeing the arms trade as a form of militarized capitalism 
helps to explain the existence of seemingly pointless, 
dangerous, and/or subsidized arms production and arms 
trading.

KEY POINTS

Avoiding the potential pitfalls 
of  historical materialism
Among HM scholars there is considerable disagree-
ment about the likelihood or desirability of revolu-
tion (fundamental, possibly rapid, transformation 
of class relations) or how revolution relates to 
reform (incremental modification of class relations 
that leaves their fundamental elements intact). 
There is also disagreement about the extent to which 
conscious political efforts can bring about revolu-
tion or whether it would occur mainly through the 
 working- out of class conflict. In its determinist 
form, HM proclaims to have discovered the  objective 

laws of history that are unfolding towards the inevi-
table transition from capitalism to  communism. In 
its more open form focused on class conflicts within 
capitalism, HM accepts that histor y has been 
unfolding in so many unanticipated ways thus far 
that we should continue to expect the unexpected. 
See Think Point 10.2 for an overview of how HM 
scholars have responded to the evolving connec-
tions between development and security.

It may even be that capitalism will for the indefi-
nite future find a way to reform and indeed change 
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 triumph of communism seem to be crude dogma-
tism ( over- confidently sticking to a claim, interpret-
ing facts to fit, and not taking alternatives 
 seriously).

Other pitfalls to be avoided are reductionism 
(insisting that all phenomena are really about one 
thing, such as claiming that all aspects of security 
can be explained as forms of class conflict) or left 

so dramatically that its positive dimensions over-
whelmingly eclipse its negative ones. Capitalism 
may turn out to be manageable in a way that is 
 environmentally sustainable and able to deliver high 
living standards and work perceived as fulfilling for 
virtually all. Or it may turn out catastrophically in 
environmental and human terms. Ruling out either 
of these outcomes and insisting on the inevitable 

Using historical materialism to understand the 
 development- security nexus

In realist and liberal analysis, insecurity prevents devel-
opment and lack of development generates insecurity. 
The questions that then arise from these perspectives is 
whether it is possible to promote development that 
leads to security, whether you need security first, or 
whether you can and must promote both at the same 
time. Realists look for ways rationally to promote the 
national interest in this situation, while, for liberals, 
states, international organizations and  non- governmental 
organizations need to find ways to promote their com-
mon values in relation to these issues. HM’s major con-
tribution to thinking on the development–security 
nexus is to put this narrow analysis of the interaction of 
two policy sectors into a global and historical 
 perspective.

The focal point of debate in HM analysis is whether the 
realist and liberal approaches to the development– 
security nexus legitimize an unequal world in which low 
levels of material welfare in the South is the norm for 
the long term and in which the North can use violence if 
necessary to enforce that inequality (e.g. Duffield 2001, 
2007; Barkawi 2005; Davis 2006). In all the criticism of 
capitalism that HM involves, it is easy to forget that 
some HM scholars see capitalism as having progressive 
as well reactionary dimensions in relation to develop-
ment. For example, capitalism, especially in its phase 
where territories across the world were subjected to 
direct imperial rule, involved enormous brutality in 
terms of physical violence and the shattering of indige-
nous societies. From Marx’s perspective, this was nega-
tive in terms of its human cost but also positive in terms 
of being necessary to take those societies from their 
 pre- capitalist feudal systems (with ordinary people 
bound through custom to be subservient to tribal and 
other leaders) through capitalism as a necessary stage to 
socialism (state control of the means of  production) and 

then communism (popular control of the means of pro-
duction) (see Warren 1980). Even if one does not take 
this determinist line, one can still see respects in which 
capitalism has been progressive in terms of releasing 
human creative potential and producing goods and 
services that are life enhancing. HM also has overlapping 
strands—underdevelopment (e.g. Gunder Frank 1971), 
 world- system (Wallerstein 2004), or  post- development 
(Escobar 1995) analysis—which argue that in its current 
form capitalism has ceased to play this developmental 
role or never did play it in much of the world. These HM 
scholars argue that the areas of the world that have 
 less- advanced capitalism have been frozen into a posi-
tion of supplying raw materials and a limited range of 
fairly unsophisticated goods to the advanced capitalist 
world. They also criticize as colonialist any approach, 
including that of Marx, that sees the capitalism of the 
North as the normal form of development.

In terms of ways forward with regard to development and 
security, HM debates put specific policy recommendations 
into the context of discussing whether the South needs to 
insulate itself from globalization and seek more national 
solutions to its problems or pursue an alternative form of 
globalization (Escobar 1995; Duffield 2007; Broad and 
Cavanagh 2009). Some HM scholars also argue for a 
f undamental change in the frame of reference from an 
imperial one serving the interests of the global North to 
a  post- colonial one (Barkawi and Laffey 2006) in which 
security studies is not: based on the question of what the 
global North should do to deal with the problems posed by 
the global South; in which the problem of development is 
not assumed to be the global South’s lack of the global 
North’s qualities; in which the role of the South in the 
development of the North is fully recognized; and in which 
opposition (including armed opposition) to the global 
North by actors in the global South is not assumed 
a utomatically to be il legitimate.

THINK POINT 10.2
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fu nctionalism (insisting that everything that the 
 capitalist ruling class does is in its interests—such as 
economic sanctions on Iraq up to 2003, the invasion 
of Iraq in 2003, the way the occupation was 

●  Some versions of HM suffer from a variety of weakness 
such as claiming to have uncovered the objective laws of 
history with communist revolution as the inevitable out-
come, explaining everything as being about class strug-
gle, or interpreting everything that capitalists do as serv-
ing the interests of capitalism.

● These weaknesses are not necessarily part of HM.

●  The contribution of HM to understanding the evolving 
connections between security and development illus-
trates the argument that HM is a crucial resource.

KEY POINTS

Conclusion
The key figure in the founding of CSS, Ken Booth 
(2007: 197), has stated with regard to class: ‘in what is 
supposed to be a  post- Marxist age this is a  much- ignored 
referent, despite massive  life- threatening and 
 life- determining insecurity being the direct result of 
poverty’ (see also Booth 2007: 49–56). As Booth(2005a: 
261) has also commented: ‘The Marxian tradition 
offers a deep mine of ideas that are especially useful for 
thinking about ideology, class, and structural power.’

There is increasing interest in HM as an open, 
flexible approach that involves synthesis with other 
theoretical approaches rather than a closed system 
of thought that excludes others. Some HM schol-
ars are drawing on the work of Antonio Gramsci 
and Michel Foucault to develop a ‘cultural political 
economy’ approach so that the discursive and the 
material are taken equally seriously (Jessop 2004; 
Sum, n.d.). Others are engaging with the work of 
those such as Louis Althusser to show that the crit-
ical power of HM is maximized when it treats cap-
italism as an entire social order rather than just 
a kind of economy, when it engages with subjectiv-
ity (what people think and feel) as a force for action 
and change rather than seeing subjectivity as 
merely a product of material forces, and when it 
develops that analysis in relation to concrete 

 historical circumstances rather than simply in the 
abstract (Laffey and Dean 2002).

HM scholars are producing substantial studies 
in the field of security, such as energy security 
(see Chapter 22) and particular cases of contem-
porary conflict such as Colombia (Stokes 2005). 
In their chapter on terrorism in this volume 
(Chapter 20), Brenda and James Lutz indicate 
correctly that  Marxism- Leninism (the version of 
Marxism developed by and in the name of Russian 
revolutionary leader V. I. Lenin) has been the ide-
ology of some terrorist groups. Doug Stokes 
(2005) and Ruth Blakeley (2009) have shown that 
HM is also a major resource for making sense of 
state terrorism in the service of capitalism. Their 
work brings up to date and revises the classic ear-
lier analysis of this subject by Noam Chomsky 
and Edward Herman (1979). Indeed, the entire 
agenda of security studies could be tackled pro-
ductively using the analytical tools of HM. In so 
doing, we would do well do bear in mind the fol-
lowing injunction by Cox (1985: 206–7): ‘Above 
all, do not base theory on theory but rather on 
changing practice and  empirical- historical study, 
which are a proving ground for concepts and 
hypotheses’ (see also Cammack 2007b: 1).

conducted, and then the agreement made in 2008 that 
US forces should withdraw). These weaknesses are 
not  inherently part of HM; careful scholarship can 
avoid them.
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QUESTIONS

 1. What are the social scientific, philosophical, and political dimensions of historical materialism?

 2. Historical materialism is a key paradigm of  international- relations thought and yet it is absent from most of 

 security studies: why has this been the case and why might that be changing?

 3. What does historical materialism share with realism and liberalism? What does it offer that is distinctive in com-

parison with realist and liberal thinking about security?

 4. Why do historical materialists reject a sectoral approach to thinking about security in favour of a holistic one?

 5. Historical materialists accept that states are important for security but see states as reflecting class rather than 

national interests: what are the implications of this approach?

 6. What are the links between historical materialism and critical security studies?

 7. How can historical materialism improve our understanding of structural violence and human security?

 8. What do historical materialists mean when they argue that arms production and the arms trade are forms of 

militarized capitalism?

 9. What are the potential pitfalls of a historical materialist approach to understanding security and how might they 

be avoided?

10. What can historical materialism tell us about the relationships between development and security?

FURTHER READING

■ Blakeley, Ruth (2009), State Terrorism and Neoliberalism: The North in the South, London: Routledge.  Wearing its 

HM perspective lightly and applying it effectively, this significant scholarly contribution shows that Northern liberal 

democracies have been involved in state and  non- state terrorism in the South as part of their efforts to integrate it 

into a neoliberalized global political economy.

■ Chomsky, Noam, and Herman, Edward S. (1979), The Washington Connection and Third World Fascism: The Political 

Economy of Human Rights, i, Boston: South End Press.  Still relevant today for the  HM- rooted analytical framework it 

provides, Chomsky and Herman provide extensive evidence for their argument that a key priority for US foreign policy is 

making the world safe for US corporate interests and that the USA is willing to establish and back brutal dictatorships if 

necessary to achieve that goal.

■ Davis, Mike (2006), Planet of Slums, London: Verso.  Davis provides a gripping analysis of the rise of the ‘global 

informal working class’, a section of humanity marginal to capitalism or used ruthlessly by it, mostly living in slums 

around the world and often treated as a security threat to be contained and coerced. While not explicitly HM in 

perspective, Davis’s work is comfortably compatible with it.

■ Duffield, Mark (2007), Development, Security and Unending War: Governing the World of Peoples, Cambridge: 

Polity.  Michel Foucault’s notion of ‘biopolitics’ (regulation of the biological, social, and economic processes of 

human populations ostensibly for their benefit) is central to this powerful analysis. The book’s central theme of 

a world divided into the privileged and secure trying to deny equality to the impoverished and insecure and contain 

them through aid and coercion has much in common with some aspects HM thinking.

■ Marx, Karl ([1890] 1976), Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, i, 4th edn., London: Penguin in association with 

New Left Review.  This classic is a demanding but often still vivid and fresh read today. Go to http://davidharvey.org/ 

and be guided through it chapter by chapter in thirteen fascinating video lectures by David Harvey, one of the 

world’s leading Marxist scholars, who, consistent with that perspective, operates across the stifling boundaries of 

a range of disciplines.
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■ Rodrí guez- Garavito, César, Barrett, Patrick, and Chavez, Daniel (2008), The New Latin American Left: Utopia 

Reborn, London: Pluto.  Since the early 1990s, Latin America has seen the rise of numerous  left- wing governments, 

parties, and social movements. This book assesses this phenomenon, significant for the fact that most of Latin 

America has managed to overturn domination by  US- backed neoliberalizing military dictatorships.

■ Rupert, Mark, and Smith, Hazel (2002) (eds.), Historical Materialism and Globalization, London: Routledge.  This 

outstandingly good collection of essays demonstrates that HM has great potential for understanding and indeed 

assisting the progressive potential of the new social movements, many of them transnational, that have sprung up 

in opposition to unrestrained capitalism.

■ Rupert, Mark, and Solomon, Scott (2006), Globalization and International Political Economy, Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield.  HM ideas are used by Rupert and Solomon to critique globalizing capitalism and show how 

it is being contested through violent and  non- violent means. Those ideas enable them to integrate the themes of 

gender, class, imperialism, resistance, and terror into a coherent whole.

■ Stewart, Frances (2008) (ed.), Horizontal Inequalities and Conflict: Understanding Group Violence in Multiethnic 

Societies, London: Palgrave Macmillan.  Stewart runs the Centre for Research on Inequality, Human Security and 

Ethnicity (CRISE) at the University of Oxford (go to www.crise.ox.ac.uk/ ), which studies the relationships between 

inequalities of various kinds and violence among ethnic groups in Latin America, South East Asia, and West Africa. 

This liberal scholarship is useful for its proposed policies to reduce inequalities and ameliorate their negative 

impacts, and an application of an HM perspective on inequality would enhance its value.

■ Stokes, Doug, and Raphael, Sam (forthcoming), Imperial Logics: Global Energy Security and US Intervention, Baltimore, 

MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.  This valuable book looks beyond the usual Middle East focus regarding energy 

 security: it explains the connections between US use of  counter- insurgency warfare to stabilize  oil- rich states in Africa, 

South America, and Central Asia and increased rivalry for diminishing energy supplies. It demonstrates the value of HM for 

 explaining the vital links between phenomena that are too often treated as if they have little to do with each other.

IMPORTANT WEBSITES

● http://www.zmag.org/.    Communications is a huge online nexus of analysis and discussion in many languages for 

 left- wing activists, journalists, and scholars, including those who combine those roles.

● http://www.caat.org.uk/    The Campaign Against the Arms Trade (CAAT) is a  non- governmental organization 

(NGO) that aims to reduce and eventually to end the arms trade and the militarization of  arms- producing countries. 

From an HM perspective, CAAT is significant in that it challenges the arms trade as such rather than particular cor-

rupt or counterproductive aspects of it and frames the arms trade as a militarized capitalism.

● http://www.globalwitness.org    Global Witness is an NGO that exposes the corrupt exploitation of natural resources 

and international trade and plays a significant role in promoting policies to end impunity,  resource- related armed 

conflict, environmental degradation, and  human- rights abuses. Although it is liberal rather than HM in perspective, 

its campaigns and reports are valuable grist to the HM mill.

● http://www.marxists.org    The Marxists Internet Archive is a vast resource in dozens of languages containing the 

writings of numerous selected Marxists, a thematic archive, a historical archive, and a searchable encyclopaedia. You 

can go to this to put into context the classic Marxist quotations that will become familiar to you.

 Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material: 

www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/collins
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