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Social reality consists of more or less dynamically changing phenome-
na which always pose a challenge for researchers. The scientific mind 
which does not want to restrict itself to common sense generalities based 
on the registration of similarities and differences between the phenome-
na must be equipped with proper methodological and theoretical tools. 
The available methodological and theoretical approaches include Pol-
ish philosopher Leszek Nowak’s social theory of non-Marxian historical 
materialism (hereinafter called n-Mhm) which – according to Nowak 
and his followers – makes it possible to describe and explain the main 
trends in the development of European (and other) societies. The theory 
and its applications in the interpretation of diverse social phenomena, 
as well as its developments and methodological assumptions, have been 
described in many studies.1 In this text, I would like to introduce and 
discuss the 120th volume of Poznań Studies in the Philosophy of the 
Sciences and the Humanities, published by Brill, titled Non-Marxian 
Historical Materialism: Reconstructions and Comparisons and edited by 
Krzysztof Brzechczyn. Apart from presenting the theoretical assump-
tions of n-Mhm and their application in the interpretation of selected 
phenomena, the publication contains metatheoretical and methodologi-
cal texts whose authors compare n-Mhm with other approaches, review 
its methodological apparatus, and critically point out the deficiencies of 
the theory as well as the possibilities of its development.

1	 That theory was formed at the end of the 1970s. Two works have been published 
in English: LESZEK NOWAK, Property and Power: Towards a non-Marxian His-
torical Materialism, Dordrecht 1983; LESZEK NOWAK, Power and Civil Society: 
Toward a  Dynamic Theory of Real Socialism, New York–London 1991. Readers 
will find details, developments, and applications of that theory in: KRZYSZTOF 
BRZECHCZYN (ed.), New Developments in the Theory of the Historical Process: 
Polish Contributions to Non-Marxian Historical Materialism, Leiden–Boston 2022.
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N-Mhm is a broad concept intended to comprehensively explain the 
development of European societies.2 As the name suggests, the theory 
was formed as a  reference to Karl Marx’s historical materialism. Al-
though both theories share the general assumptions concerning the his-
torical process (holism, antagonism, and materiality – Krzysztof Brzech-
czyn, Przedmowa [Foreword], p.  VII), Nowak’s theory is a  so-called 
dialectical negation of Marx’s theory – an expanded, in-depth reflection 
on the material aspect of social life, which entails significant conceptual 
modifications.

One significant expansion with respect to Marx’s theory pertains to 
materiality. Material social means and the ability to decide about their 
use – which divides society into two classes – do not only occur in the 
economic social sphere but also in the political and cultural ones. In the 
words of Nowak:

“Marxian historical materialism assumes an antagonist standpoint but limited to 
the economic sphere. […] Wherever Marx applied the solidarist paradigm the class 
materialist one can be applied. Thus political rule consists in the fact that a certain 
minority is materially stronger than the remaining majority due to its control of 
the means of coercion. In this way it is possible to define in materialist terms a self-
contained division of society between the rulers and the ruled (citizens). The inter-
est of the rulers is to consolidate their hegemony, i.e. to enlarge their control over 
the activities of the citizens, whereas the interest of the latter consists in enlarging 
the sphere of social autonomy. […] the same can be said of the third sphere of social 
life: monopoly control of the means of indoctrination is the origin of the class divi-
sion between priests and the indoctrinated inasmuch as the former (religious priests 
as well as “priests of mass culture”) impose with the aid of these means their world 
view on the latter. These are, then, the three conceptually independent class divi-
sions: between the owners and the direct producers, the rulers and the ruled, and 
the priests and the indoctrinated.”3

2	 Within the framework of n-Mhm, an attempt has also been made to interpret the de-
velopment of non-European societies; see, for example, ELIZA KARCZYŃSKA, 
The Social Structure of the Ottoman Society: An Attempt at a Theoretical Analysis, in: 
New Developments in the Theory of the Historical Process: Polish Contributions 
to Non-Marxian Historical Materialism, (ed.) Krzysztof Brzechczyn, Leiden–
Boston 2022, pp. 294–313; DAWID ROGACZ, The Dynamics of Power in Postwar 
China: An Attempt at a Theoretical Analysis, in: New Developments in the Theory of 
the Historical Process: Polish Contributions to Non-Marxian Historical Material-
ism, (ed.) Krzysztof Brzechczyn, Leiden–Boston 2022, pp. 314–334.

3	 LESZEK NOWAK, Model of Socialist Society, Studies in East European Thought 
34/1987, pp. 7–8.
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In the light of n-Mhm, there are three kinds of social material means in 
social life: production, coercion, and indoctrination. They constitute the 
foundation of three independent class divisions: owners and direct pro-
ducers (in economy), rulers and citizens (in politics), and priests and fol-
lowers (in culture). Such a conceptual expansion of the materialist the-
ory makes it possible to see class antagonism (the conflict between class 
interests) not only in economic (the maximisation of the owners’ surplus 
product versus of the direct producers’ variable capital) but also in politi-
cal (the maximisation of power regulation versus of the citizens’ political 
autonomy) and cultural (the maximisation of the priests’ spiritual power 
versus of the followers’ spiritual autonomy) terms. The assumption of 
three independent class divisions allows the researcher to describe the 
dynamics of class relationships both within one social sphere and among 
the dominant classes from different social spheres. The relations between 
the classes of owners, rulers, and priests can be characterised by rivalry 
and fights (in the democratic form of government), alliance and cooper-
ation (in the authoritarian form of government), or far-reaching accumu-
lation of decision making when one group of people decides about the 
use of two or all three kinds of material means (in totalitarian societies).

The volume contains two types of articles: metatheoretical and meth-
odological texts which present the assumptions of non-Marxian histori-
cal materialism and interpretive texts in which various concepts of social 
development are compared to Nowak’s theory. In the former group of 
articles, the non-finalist (non-teleological) status of n-Mhm theory is 
pointed out (Jerzy Topolski’s “Reflections on the Historiosophical Sys-
tem of non-Marxian Historical Materialism”); the analytical nature of 
that theory – as a continuation of the traditions of the Lwów-Warsaw 
School – is emphasised (Waldemar Czajkowski’s “Leszek Nowak’s His-
toriosophy from Historical and Systematical Perspectives”); the explan-
atory power of Marxism (Neo-Marxism) is compared to liberal thought 
(Piotr Przybysz’s “Modeling the Dynamics of the Social Process in the 
Philosophy of Liberalism: Leszek Nowak’s Critique of Liberal Histo-
riosophy”); and the methodological structure of n-Mhm based on the 
idealisational theory of science (Krzysztof Kiedrowski’s “An Analysis of 
the Methodology of Leszek Nowak’s Non-Marxian Historical Material-
ism”) as well as the paraphrase method (Aleksandra Gomułczak’s “The 
Paraphrase Method in Leszek Nowak’s Interhuman  Model of Man”) – 
the foundations of Nowak’s research method – are discussed.
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The latter group of articles contains interpretations and paraphras-
es of various theories in the language of n-Mhm. Those are: Tomasz 
Zarębski’s “The Class Structure of Hydraulic Societies: An Attempt 
at a  Paraphrase of Karl August Wittfogel’s Theory in the Conceptual 
Framework of Non-Marxian Historical Materialism”; Karolina Rut-
kowska’s “The Elitarian versus Class Theory of Democracy: An Attempt 
to Paraphrase the Mechanism of the Absorption of the Elites from Eva 
Etzioni-Halevy’s Theory in the Conceptual Apparatus of Non-Marxian 
Historical Materialism”; Giocomo Borbone’s “Leszek Nowak’s Non-
Marxian Historical Materialism and Pareto’s Élite Theory: Similarities 
and Differences”; Regina Menke’s “The Iron Law of Oligarchy versus 
the Rule of Political Competition: An Attempt of Comparison between 
Robert Michels´ and Leszek Nowak´s Approaches to Power”; Iwo 
Greczko’s “The Social Role of the Ceremonial: Andrzej Falkiewicz’s 
Conception of Culture and the Theory of the Spiritual Momentum in 
Non-Marxian Historical Materialism”; and Brzechczyn’s “A Victorious 
Revolution and a Lost Modernization: An Attempt to Paraphrase Theda 
Skocpol’s Theory of Social Revolution in the Conceptual Apparatus of 
Non-Marxian Historical Materialism.”4 I would like to discuss the last 
article in detail as an interesting example of paraphrasing a concept in 
the language of n-Mhm.

Brzechczyn presents a paraphrase of the theory of social revolutions 
constructed by Theda Skocpol, an American sociologist and political 
scientist.5 The author of States and Social Revolutions6 builds a concept 
of modernisation within the framework of the paradigm of historical-

4	 The reviewed volume also contains an interpretation of the structures of the Hindu 
society in a sacred text: MARTA BRĘGIEL-PANT, The Image of a Social Structure 
in Manusmrti: An Attempt at a Theoretical Analysis.

5	 Also see Brzechczyn’s other works on that topic: KRZYSZTOF BRZECHCZYN, 
The Place of Comparative Methods in Theda Skocpol’s Theory of Revolution: An At-
tempt at an Explication Within the Conceptual Framework of the Idealizational Theory 
of Science, Filozofia Nauki 24/2016, pp. 49–72; KRZYSZTOF BRZECHCZYN, 
Strategies of Comparative Analysis in Historical Comparative Sociology: An Attempt at 
an Explication within the Conceptual Framework of the Idealizational Theory of Sci-
ence, Idealization XIV: Models in Science Poznań Studies in the Philosophy of the 
Sciences and the Humanities 108/2016, pp. 184–201.

6	 THEDA SKOCPOL, States and Social Revolution, Cambridge 1979; THEDA 
SKOCPOL, France, Russia, China: A  Structural Analysis of Social Revolutions, 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 2/1976, pp. 175–210. In Civilizations 
in Dispute: Historical Questions and Theoretical Traditions (Leiden 2003), Johann 
P. Arnasson presented interesting studies of European and Far Eastern civilisations, 
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comparative sociology in which mass social phenomena (such as revo-
lutions) are investigated by comparing their empirical cases and con-
ceptualising the general model of their historical course.7 Brzechczyn 
interprets Skocpol’s concept as a revolutionistic and exogenous approach 
(p. 162) – the instances of revolutionary modernisation in traditional-
ist societies, the so-called agrarian bureaucracy societies (the author 
analyses France, Russia, and China), were mainly triggered by exter-
nal stimuli, namely, international rivalry and pressure for modernisation 
coming from more developed countries (the author also points to inter-
nal factors, specifically, peasant revolts and political opposition, which, 
however, are also caused by that external pressure). Skocpol’s theoreti-
cal assumptions are Marxian historical materialism, which points to the 
conflicts of economic classes as the main determinant of the historical 
process – and political conflict – which makes it possible to explain the 
collective political actions initiated and organised by the elites with the 
use of military measures and having a significant impact on the outcome 
of the international competition of countries undergoing modernisation 
(p. 164). Thus, although Skocpol accepts Marxian intuitions about the 
primacy of the economic aspects of modernisation, they are not sufficient 
for a full understanding of the revolutionary phenomena she examines, 
which include the 1789 French Revolution, the 1911 Chinese Revolu-
tion, and the 1917 Russian Revolution, which she analyses using the 
historical-comparative method.

The author defines the abovementioned societies as agrarian bureau-
cracies with the following social entities: state power, the landowners’ 
class, the trade-bourgeoisie classes, and peasantry (p. 168). Those so-
cieties are characterised by symbiosis between the state power and the 
ruling classes, especially the owners’ class, in that representatives of the 

taking into account the mutual interactions of politics, religion, and economy, with-
in the framework of historical-comparative sociology.

7	 With regards to historical-comparative sociology, see, for example: DENNIS 
SMITH, The Rise of Historical Sociology, Cambridge 1991. The historical-com-
parative method was paraphrased with the use of the conceptual apparatus of the 
idealisational theory of science. See K. BRZECHCZYN, Strategies of Compara-
tive Analysis in Historical Comparative Sociology, pp.  184–203; KRZYSZTOF 
BRZECHCZYN, The Development of the Theory of Revolution in Comparative His-
torical Sociology: An Attempt at a Methodological Analysis of Skocpol and Goldstone’s 
Approaches to Revolution, in: From Scientific Philosophy to Myth: An Unquiet 
Philosophical Journey. Volume 1: Studies Inspired by Francesco Coniglione, (eds.) 
Giacomo Borbone, Krzysztof Brzechczyn, Leiden–Boston 2026, pp. 107–128.
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owners’ class took over offices and used the political resources for their 
own economic gains. The classes, which dominated the peasantry, co-
operated but also occasionally clashed as the interest of the owners’ class 
was threatened by the centralisation and increasing effectiveness of po-
litical rulers (p. 169).

In the face of international pressure exerted by more modernised 
countries, that potential for conflict leads to a  political crisis. Landed 
gentry occupying mid-level offices blocks state activity (tax system re-
forms, tax raises, increasing the military mobilisation of social masses) 
and international competition. For that reason, state power weakens the 
symbiotic relationship with the owners, which results in less control over 
peasantry and, consequently, the appearance of initially local and then 
more widespread peasant revolts, ending in a mass revolution bolstered 
by non-noble political elites (the intelligentsia). 

In his article, Brzechczyn notes that although Skocpol’s concept and 
n-Mhm are based on similar cognitive intuitions, namely Marx’s histori-
cal materialism, the overcoming of economic reductionism in Nowak’s 
theory and the expanded conceptualisation of social classes (including 
the political and cultural spheres) allows for a more subtle description of 
modernisation processes and of the role revolution plays in them.8 

The author paraphrases the crucial concepts of Skocpol’s reflections. 
Modernisation is described as the separation of political power and own-
ership, increase of wage-labourer work which has replaced forced labour, 
and continuous technical progress which makes it possible to solve the 
conflict between economic classes by raising the variable capital (p. 178). 

State power is defined in materialist terms – it is based on the dis-
posal of the means of coercion, which generates a political division (inde-
pendent of economic phenomena) into the class of rulers who maximise 
power regulation and social control and the class of citizens whose class 
interest is to maintain autonomy and political independence. The mate-
rialist approach to political power allows for a more accurate description 
of phenomena related to revolutions than Skocpol’s institutional under-
standing of politics. Skocpol repeatedly and ad hoc refers to idealistic fac-

8	 Another author presenting the modernisation process as dependent not only on 
economic factors but also on the phenomena resulting from the mutual interactions 
of economy, politics and culture is Johann P. Arnasson. See JOHANN P. AR-
NASSON, The Labyrinth of Modernity: Horizons, Pathways and Mutations, Lanham 
2020.
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tors, contrary to her declarations of having accepted Marxian theoretical 
assumptions, for example, when she wants to explain the increase of ag-
gressiveness in 18th-century France. Skocpol writes about “the honor 
of France” (p. 179). Moreover, in n-Mhm, the phenomenon of external 
aggressiveness and internal solidarism of power in agrarian bureaucracy 
societies (hard to understand within the framework of Skocpol’s assump-
tions) is explained consistently by referring to the logic of class conflicts: 
the increase of power regulation within a society is blocked by the own-
ers’ class, so the rulers’ class can further its class interest by external ag-
gressiveness.

Agrarian bureaucracy societies are paraphrased as societies in which 
politics and the economy become symbiotic. Brzechczyn paraphrases 
the phenomenon of the symbiosis of political power and landowning ar-
istocracy described by Skocpol with the use of the concept of a “man-
ager,” that is, a person who becomes subordinate to the owners’ class (the 
rulers, owners, or priests) in return for the ability to dominate (politically, 
economically, or spiritually) others (p. 181). The expanded concept of 
class divisions in n-Mhm makes it possible to conceptualise various types 
of social class systems, including variants of class symbiosis, while the 
theoretical layer assumed by Skocpol is not sufficient for those opera-
tions.

With the use of the theoretical assumptions of n-Mhm, Brzechczyn 
distinguishes two types of agrarian bureaucracy, based on the dominant 
social class: (1) the economic agrarian bureaucracy, in which the eco-
nomic interest is furthered at the cost of the political one when there is 
a conflict between the political class and the owners’ class, and (2) the 
political agrarian bureaucracy, where the political power is dominant, 
and political rule is the superior interest. 

The class symbiosis between the owners and the rulers differs de-
pending on the type of agrarian bureaucracy (economic versus political). 
In an economic agrarian bureaucracy, the owner becomes a  political 
manager and can maximise profit more effectively in return for subor-
dination to the central authorities whose power grows. However, the 
increase of political rule is limited by the economic interest – if the ex-
panding control and interference of the central authorities threatens the 
economic interest, the owners’ class, being dominant, can successfully 
resist those encroachments. That type of symbiosis was characteristic of 
pre-revolutionary France, and it caused different social phenomena after 
the outbreak of the revolution in 1789 than those in Russia which was 
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a  political agrarian bureaucracy (with the political class having domi-
nance). In a political agrarian bureaucracy, the owners can only optimise 
economic gains, at the cost of subjugation to the political rulers, because 
it is them, as the dominant class, that have the final say in the shape of 
social life and can maximise their political interest at the cost of the own-
ers’ economic gain.

Making use of the assumptions of Marxian materialism, Skocpol is 
not able to consistently interpret the different circumstances of Bolshevik 
Russia and Napoleonic France. The Russian nobility lost its power and 
became subordinated to the imperial state, that is, to the political rulers, 
contrary to the Marxian concept of the economic basis of society and of 
the primacy of the economic interest over the political one. Meanwhile, 
the distinction between the economic and political agrarian bureaucracy 
societies, made in the conceptual framework of n-Mhm, allows for an 
understanding of the distinct modernisation outcomes of the successful 
revolutions in those two countries. In the words of Brzechczyn:

“France was an agrarian bureaucratic society of the economic type, and Russia – of 
the political type. That is why in France, the state authorities originating from the 
revolution did not disturb the ownership structures of the state as it maximized the 
external spheres of power regulation during the Napoleonic era. Because of that, 
class symbiosis – so characteristic of the pre-revolutionary era – disappeared there, 
and a high level of citizens’ autonomy was maintained. In Russia, the revolution did 
not disturb the domination of the state authorities over the owners, so the political 
loop created by the Bolshevik revolution was a  triple social loop: the authorities 
also seized the means of production and indoctrination. In the longer term, the 
subordination of the economy to the political authorities explains the failure of the 
modernization of that state during the Stalinist era and the later economic stagna-
tion during the Brezhnev period” (p. 188).

In sum, the publication is an interesting overview of the social philoso-
phy developed within the framework of Nowak’s theory of non-Marxian 
historical materialism. The historical context for that theory was the so-
cial and political situation of Poland in the second half of the 20th cen-
tury: the oppressiveness of the political system, the malfunction of the 
economy, and the intellectual enslavement of citizens provided a clear 
falsification of the political and economic project of real socialism and, 
consequently, of the assumptions of Marxian theory. However, Nowak’s 
non-Marxian historical materialism is not limited to the analysis of Polish 
society. It is an original theoretical universalisation of the Eastern Euro-
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pean experience of the communist system – of the dynamics of its ori-
gins, development, and fall.9
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