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Reexamining the Relationship Between Karl Marx’s Three-Forms Theory and Five-

Forms Theory

Zou Shipeng

Abstract: There has been a tendency to replace the Five-Forms Theory with the Three-Forms Theory. However, the
Three-Forms Theory and the Five-Forms theory, grounded in historical materialism and scientific socialism, are essentially
unified and isomorphic. The Three-Forms Theory was proposed by Karl Marx on the basis of the Five-Forms Theory and
serves as a generalization of the latter from the perspective of human development. Nonetheless, the Five-Forms Theory
cannot be fully reduced to the Three-Forms Theory, as the latter remains theoretically subordinate to the former. Rooted
in activities of material life, social formations, and the structures of social relations, the Five-Forms Theory inherently
encompasses the concrete modes of human development, while providing normative and critical significance to the Three-
Forms Theory in social and political terms. Both theories converge on a critical analysis of contemporary bourgeois society
and its individual subjects, integrating political economy critique with philosophical anthropology. The introduction of
the Three-Forms Theory facilitates a deeper understanding of the intrinsic relationship between the Five-Forms Theory
and human development. It helps transcend Eurocentrism, and aids in comprehending Marx’s conception of the world-
historical epoch, his thought on Eastern societies, and the subjectivity of Eastern nation-states.

Key words: Three-Forms Theory, Five-Forms Theory, social relations structure, human development, world-

historical epoch
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