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Abstract 

Karl Marx's penetrating analysis of the nexus between materialism and politics offers a paradigm-shifting framework that 

transcends conventional political ideologies. The commodification of political processes, a cornerstone of Marx's 

perspective, delineates a departure from liberal theories by asserting that under capitalism, political actions become 

commodified tools serving the interests of the ruling class. This challenges prevailing notions of political autonomy, 

revealing elections and governance mechanisms as instruments perpetuating existing capitalist structures. Moreover, Marx's 

emphasis on class struggle as a primary force in political evolution distinguishes his perspective from conservative views, 

urging a scrutiny of political decisions through the lens of economic interests. The theory of alienation introduces a human 

dimension to political analysis, contending that capitalism estranges individuals not only from their labor but also from their 

essential humanity, influencing political engagement. Contrary to historical analyses emphasizing abstract notions, Marx's 

historical materialism roots societal changes in shifts in the material conditions of production. This challenges liberal 

narratives, highlighting that transitions, such as from feudalism to capitalism, are profound transformations of economic 

foundations that, in turn, shape political systems. Marx's perspective encourages a nuanced understanding of the intricate 

connections between materialism and politics, urging a reevaluation of the impact of economic determinants, class dynamics, 

human experience, and historical material conditions on the political landscape. 
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1. Introduction and Background 

Materialism, as an ideology and societal phenomenon, has been a subject of extensive study in the context of politics. The 

intersection of materialism and politics involves examining how economic and material factors influence political attitudes, 

behavior, and policies. This literature review explores the background of materialism, its conceptualization, and various 

factors that elucidate the multifaceted impact of materialism on politics. 

Materialism, in the realm of political science, refers to the prioritization of material wealth, possessions, and economic 

interests. The roots of materialism in politics can be traced to economic theories such as capitalism, which emphasize the 

acquisition of resources and wealth as central to societal progress. The rise of consumer culture and globalization has further 

intensified the influence of materialistic values on political dynamics. 

Materialism is a philosophical stance that asserts the primacy of material or physical reality in explaining the nature of 

existence. It contends that all phenomena, including consciousness and thought, are ultimately rooted in and determined by 

material interactions. Materialism stands in contrast to idealism, which posits that reality is fundamentally based on ideas or 

mind. 

 

2. Types of Materialism 

Following are some of the key types of materialism 

2.1. Dialectical Materialism 

Dialectical materialism is a Marxist theory that synthesizes materialism with Hegelian dialectics. It asserts that societal 

development is driven by contradictions within the material conditions of production, leading to historical change (Marx, 

1859). 

2.2. Historical Materialism 

Historical materialism, closely associated with Karl Marx, focuses on the role of economic factors in shaping historical 

development. It posits that changes in the mode of production drive social and political transformations (Marx, 1859). 

2.3. Mechanical Materialism 

Mechanical materialism, also known as mechanistic materialism, reduces all phenomena to mechanical processes. It is 

associated with thinkers like Thomas Hobbes and early mechanistic philosophers, emphasizing deterministic, cause-and-

effect relationships in the physical world (Hobbes, 1651). 

2.4. Eliminative Materialism 

Eliminative materialism posits that mental states, such as beliefs and desires, are not accurately described by common-sense 

psychology. It suggests that the language and concepts used to explain mental phenomena would eventually be replaced by a 

more accurate, neuroscientific account (Churchland, 1981). 

2.5. Reductive Materialism 

Reductive materialism asserts that all higher-level phenomena, including mental states, can ultimately be explained by 

reducing them to the physical processes at the lowest level of analysis. It is closely associated with physicalism and the idea 

that everything is ultimately explainable by physics (Smart, 1959). 

2.6. Emergent Materialism 

Emergent materialism acknowledges that while the fundamental basis of reality is material, certain complex properties or 

phenomena emerge at higher levels of organization that cannot be solely reduced to the properties of the constituent parts 

(Kim, 1999). 
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3. Factors Explaining the Impact of Materialism on Politics 

Following are some of the key factors that affect the politics and political interest based on the materialism 

3.1. Economic Policies and Ideology 

Materialism often shapes political ideologies, influencing economic policies such as taxation, wealth distribution, and 

welfare programs. Political parties advocating for laissez-faire capitalism may align with materialistic values, emphasizing 

individual wealth accumulation and economic freedom. 

3.2. Consumer Culture and Political Participation 

The prevalence of materialistic values in consumer culture has implications for political participation. Citizens driven by 

materialistic aspirations may prioritize personal economic interests over civic engagement, affecting voter turnout and 

political activism. 

3.3. Inequality and Social Stratification 

Materialism contributes to social stratification and economic inequality. Political systems influenced by materialistic values 

may perpetuate disparities in wealth and access to resources, leading to social unrest and challenges in governance. 

3.4. Media and Political Discourse 

Media plays a pivotal role in shaping political narratives. Materialistic values, often perpetuated through advertising and 

consumer-focused content, can influence public perceptions of political issues and candidates, shaping electoral outcomes 

and policy priorities. 

3.5. Globalization and Economic Interests 

The globalization of economies intertwines materialistic values with geopolitical interests. Nations driven by materialism 

may engage in economic competitions, resource exploitation, and trade dynamics that affect global politics and international 

relations. 

3.6. Environmental Policies and Sustainability 

Materialistic tendencies can clash with environmental concerns. Political decisions influenced by materialism may prioritize 

economic growth over sustainability, leading to policy choices that influence climate change, resource depletion, and 

ecological stability. 

3.7. Political Corruption and Material Gain 

Materialism is often linked to political corruption. Leaders driven by materialistic motives may engage in corrupt practices, 

diverting public resources for personal gain. This dynamic undermines the integrity of political institutions and erodes public 

trust. 

 

4. Various perspective regarding materialism and its impact on politics 

The relationship between materialism and its impact on politics has been explored from various perspectives within the realm 

of political philosophy and social theory. Different scholars offer nuanced views on how material conditions, economic 

structures, and the pursuit of material interests influence political dynamics. 

4.1. Marxist Perspective 

Marxists, including Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, argue that the material conditions of production, ownership, and class 

relations are central to understanding politics. The means of production shape social structures, and the class struggle 

between the bourgeoisie (owners) and the proletariat (workers) influences political ideologies and governance. The state, 

according to Marxists, serves the interests of the ruling class (Marx & Engels, 1848). 

Historical materialism, class struggle, alienation, and the idea that economic structures determine political superstructures 

and some of the key elements and ideas of Marxist perspective regarding the role of materialism and politics. 

4.2. Liberal Perspective 

Liberal thinkers, such as John Locke and John Stuart Mill, acknowledge the impact of material interests but prioritize 

individual rights, liberties, and the rule of law. They advocate for a balance between economic freedom and the protection of 

individual rights, emphasizing the role of constitutionalism and limited government intervention (Locke, 1689; Mill, 1859). 

Individual rights, social contract, liberty, and the importance of legal and political institutions are key concepts in this regard. 

4.3. Realist Perspective 

Realists, like Hans Morgenthau and Kenneth Waltz, focus on power dynamics in international relations. They argue that 

material resources, including economic strength, are crucial in determining a state's political behavior. Realism emphasizes 

the pursuit of national interest and the balance of power as central elements in international politics (Morgenthau, 1948; 

Waltz, 1979). 

Balance of power, national interest, realism, and the anarchic nature of the international system have been key areas of 

concern for realist perspective. 

4.4. Feminist Perspective 

Feminist theorists, including Sylvia Walby and Iris Marion Young, bring a gendered analysis to the relationship between 

materialism and politics. They argue that economic inequalities, gendered divisions of labor, and access to resources intersect 

to shape power relations. Feminist perspectives highlight the importance of recognizing how material conditions affect 

different genders (Walby, 1990; Young, 1990). 

Gendered divisions of labor, patriarchy, intersectionality, and the impact of material conditions on women's lives are key 

ideas that surround feminist perspective. 
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4.5. Constructivist Perspective 

Constructivists, like Alexander Wendt, focus on the role of ideas and norms in shaping political behavior. They argue that 

material conditions gain significance through socially constructed meanings and perceptions. The international system is seen 

as shaped by shared beliefs, identities, and the normative context (Wendt, 1999). 

Key Concepts of constructivist perspectives are social construction of reality, norms, identities, and the role of ideas in 

shaping political outcomes. 

4.6. Environmental Perspective 

Environmental theorists, including Arne Naess and Vandana Shiva, emphasize the ecological impact of materialism on 

politics. They argue that unsustainable material practices contribute to environmental degradation, and political decisions 

need to address ecological concerns. Environmental perspectives highlight the interconnectedness of material conditions and 

the natural world (Naess, 1973; Shiva, 1988). 

Ecological sustainability, deep ecology, environmental justice, and the impact of material practices on the environment are 

key concepts to explain how environmental materialism functions to determine politics 

These perspectives collectively offer a rich tapestry of insights into how materialism interacts with and shapes political 

structures, behaviors, and outcomes, reflecting diverse theoretical lenses and approaches within the field of political 

philosophy and social theory. 

 

5. A Marxian Perspective on Materialism and Its Impact on Politics 

Materialism, as a socio-political force, takes on a distinct significance when viewed through the lens of Karl Marx's writings. 

Marx, a prominent figure in political philosophy, provides a critical analysis of the relationship between material conditions, 

economic systems, and political structures. This exploration aims to elucidate the Marxian perspective on how materialism 

shapes and impacts politics, drawing on key writings such as "The Communist Manifesto" and "Das Kapital." 

Karl Marx's critique of capitalism forms the foundation for understanding materialism in politics. He contends that the 

material conditions of production, ownership, and class struggle fundamentally shape societal structures and political 

institutions. 

 

6. Factors Explaining the Impact of Materialism on Politics according to Marxism 

6.1. Economic Base and Superstructure 

Marx's concept of the economic base and superstructure is foundational to his materialist theory. The economic base 

comprises the means of production (factories, technology, etc.) and the relations of production (the social relationships 

around production). According to Marx, this economic base determines the superstructure, which includes political and 

ideological institutions. Changes in the economic base drive transformations in political systems, laws, and governance 

structures. 

In a feudal society, the economic base might consist of agrarian production and feudal relationships. This would give rise to a 

superstructure that includes feudal political systems and legal structures (Marx & Engels, 1845).  

6.2. Class Struggle and Political Power 

Marx's theory of class struggle posits that history is a history of class struggles. In capitalist societies, the bourgeoisie 

(owners of the means of production) and the proletariat (workers) engage in a perpetual struggle for control and influence. 

This class struggle extends to the political realm, where the ruling class shapes policies to maintain and reinforce its 

economic dominance. The bourgeoisie may use its economic power to influence political decisions that favor capitalist 

interests, such as tax policies that benefit the wealthy or regulations that favor corporations (Marx & Engels, 1848). 

6.3. Commodification of Politics 

Marx's critique of capitalism extends to the commodification of politics. He argues that in a capitalist society, political 

processes become commodities serving the interests of the ruling class. Elections, laws, and governance structures are 

influenced by economic considerations and become tools to perpetuate and reinforce capitalist structures. Campaign 

financing, lobbying, and political contributions from corporations are examples of how politics becomes commodified in a 

capitalist system (Marx, 1867). 

6.4. Alienation and Political Discontent 

Marx's theory of alienation suggests that capitalism estranges individuals from the product of their labor and from their 

human essence. This alienation extends to the political sphere, where individuals may feel disconnected from political 

processes. This sense of alienation can lead to political disenchantment and social unrest. Workers may feel alienated from 

the political system if their economic concerns and voices are not adequately represented, leading to disengagement and 

frustration (Marx, 1844). 

6.5. Historical Materialism and Political Change 

Marx's historical materialism asserts that societal development is contingent on changes in the material conditions of 

production. Political structures evolve in tandem with shifts in economic relations. As societies transition from feudalism to 

capitalism, and potentially to socialism, political systems adapt accordingly. The Industrial Revolution marked a shift in the 

economic base from agrarian production to industrial production, leading to political changes such as the rise of liberal 

democracies and the emergence of the working class as a political force (Marx, 1859). 

 

7. Conclusion 

Karl Marx's intellectual legacy in the realm of political philosophy presents a comprehensive and provocative framework that 

scrutinizes the interplay between materialism and politics. His profound insights challenge conventional perspectives and 
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offer a lens through which we can analyze the intricate connections between economic structures and political dynamics. One 

cornerstone of Marx's thought lies in the commodification of political processes, a concept that distinguishes his perspective 

from other ideologies. Unlike liberal theories, which often emphasize the autonomy of political processes, Marx posits that 

under capitalism, political actions become commodified, serving the interests of the ruling class. Elections, legislation, and 

governance mechanisms, rather than embodying purely democratic ideals, can be viewed as tools that perpetuate and 

legitimize existing capitalist structures. 

Furthermore, Marx's emphasis on class struggle as a driving force in political evolution sets his perspective apart from more 

conservative views. While classical liberal theories downplay the significance of class conflict, Marx contends that history is 

marked by the perpetual struggle between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. This struggle extends into the political sphere, 

influencing policies and governance structures. The Marxist lens invites us to scrutinize political decisions through the prism 

of class dynamics, revealing how economic interests often underpin political power. 

In contrast to perspectives that prioritize the autonomy of political institutions, Marx's theory of alienation introduces a 

deeply human dimension to political analysis. Marx argues that capitalism estranges individuals not only from the product of 

their labor but also from their human essence. This alienation extends into the political realm, where individuals may feel 

detached from processes that shape their lives. Such a perspective challenges classical liberal notions of political 

participation, urging us to consider the psychological impact of alienation on political engagement and societal cohesion. 

Moreover, Marx's historical materialism, which asserts that changes in societal structures are intricately tied to shifts in the 

material conditions of production, sets his perspective apart from other historical analyses. While liberal theories may 

attribute political change to abstract notions of progress or ideas, Marx roots transformations in the economic base. The 

transition from feudalism to capitalism, for instance, is not merely a shift in governance but a profound transformation of the 

economic foundations that, in turn, shapes political systems. 

In essence, Marx's perspective challenges us to rethink the relationship between materialism and politics by foregrounding 

economic determinants, class dynamics, human experience, and historical material conditions. By comparing this Marxian 

perspective with other ideologies, we gain a deeper appreciation for the complexities inherent in the intersections of 

economics and politics, shedding light on the multifaceted ways in which material conditions shape the political landscape. 
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