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• Have you had any personal experience with Marxism?

• What do you think of  a person who presents himself/herself  as a “communist”?

• What is your understanding of  Marxist thought?

• What is the importance of  the Soviet Union in Marxist-Leninist ideology?

• Di you think Marxism has still got anything to useful to say regarding our contemporary 
world?

• What is your understanding of  critical theories?



Marxism Background

• The Soviet Union experience

• Eastern and Western Marxisms (Italian Marxism)

• Recent global economic crisis revived Marxism

• Marx, the first theorist of  globalization?

• Continued attractiveness of  Marxist scholarship both in the West, East, poor, rich, religious or secular countries

• Liberalism emphasized on individuals which Marxists denounce

• Liberalism believed in the markets’ eventual equilibrium, stability

• Marxists claims that both liberalism and realism are limited. Both individual focused liberalism and state security 
centred realism fail to give any account why this is so? Why are states are set up this way. 



Left and Right Hegelians and the End of  History

• Young or left Hegelians were radical political and religious groups who launched a fundamental 
critique of  Hegel’s legacy. 

• Hegel believed that the dialectic of  history has come to an end. This means that reason and 
freedom reached its maximum as embodied in the Prussian state

• Left Hegelians criticized the claims to the end of  history due to objective lack of  freedoms and 
also the irrationality of  religious beliefs

• Strong criticism of  religion by the likes of  Bruno Bauer and Ludwig Feuerbach

• Marx started by criticizing religion as a way to criticize the Prussian state but soon changed 
direction by arguing that religion is not the basis for social oppression, rather the ownership of  
capital is

• Religion is just one component of  a social structure used by the elite to oppress the masses 



The Early Marx 

• Strong influence of  the French Enlightenment

• The political thought of  the early Marx starts from a strong criticism of  Hegel’s 
conception of  modern society

• According to Hegel, the ideal model of  the state is a universal set of  institutions 
capable of  promoting the development of  an ethical community on the basis of  
the ordered division of  civil society into estates or corporations

• To the contrary, Marx holds that modern society is the absolute domain of  
“particularities” and the scene of  conflict, a war of  all against all that finds its 
principle and ground in private egoism, namely the full unfolding of  
individualism. 



Who was Marx?

• Karl Marx is best known not as a philosopher or even an economist, but rather as a
revolutionary whose works constituted a major source of inspiration for communist
regimes throughout the 20th century.

• The evolution of his doctrines closely follows his analysis of the historical conjecture,
marked as it was by the great revolutionary events (i.e. the Paris Commune)

• Most of what Marx wrote was not intended for publication. During his lifetime, only the
first volume of his major work, Das Kapital , was published (1867), whereas the second
and third volumes were edited posthumously by his friend and colleague Friedrich Engels.

• Marx’s thought was canonized into a dogmatic edifice, but in reality it remains a work in
progress that still raises vehement and complex debates about its continuing relevance for
our understanding of the contemporary societies.

• György Lukács (1885-1971): Marx was a sophisticated philosopher



Class Antagonism

• In the Holy Family (1844) and The German Ideology (1845-1846), Marx’s analysis becomes 
more precise, in  particular thanks to the introduction of  the concept of  class

• What marks civil society is the antagonism between two classes, i.e. the bourgeoisie and 
the proletariat. 

• In The Jewish Question Marx criticizes the distinction  between the “bourgeois” and the 
“citizen” at the basis of  the Declaration of  the Rights of  Man and the Citizen  set by 
France’s National Constituent Assembly in 1789. 

• The rights of  man in the Declaration are claimed to be the right of  the bourgeois only, 
namely the rights of  an egoistic man, separated from the rest of  the  community. 

• Yet he strongly subscribed to ideas of  Republicanism



Class Antagonism cont.

• Political emancipation (i.e. formal equality before the law) is insufficient and needs to be 
complemented with the overcoming of  social and material conditions of  subjugation. 

• Hence he investigates not only political but also economic alienation, namely the loss of  control 
of  man over the product of  his labour. 

• This passage to the critique of  political economy corresponds to an examination of  the specific 
conditions of  subjection of  the working class. 

• Due to a structural contradiction of  capital, such a class is the potential historical subject of  a 
revolution that is meant to put an end to the domination of  classes and the classes themselves.

• Communism is the name of  this collective action, whose goal is to abolish the existing order and 
especially private property. 



Manifesto of  the Communist Party 

• In the Communist Manifesto Marx and Engels claim that communists fight to achieve
the interests and goals of the working class, but, at the same time, they represent
the future of the movement, being engaged in the task of raising the workers’
consciousness about their conflict with the bourgeoisie.

• Marx and Engels criticize the pictures of socialism advanced by revolutionary
European movements of the time. They reject a conception of socialism built on
the nostalgia for the allegedly idyllic conditions of workers in the pre-capitalist
epoch.

• Marx and Engels formulate an authentic apology of the revolutionary role of the
bourgeoisie, which by destroying the feudal life opened up the epoch of modernity

• One should engage in the analysis of the proletariat’s historical action and its
organization into a revolutionary class.



The Critique of  Political Economy 

• Marx becomes progressively aware that one needs to analyse the
functioning mechanisms of modern capitalist economy.

• That is precisely what his later writings, and in particular his unfinished
masterpiece Kapital, are dedicated to.

• It is impossible to summarize the complexity of Marx’s critique of
political economy but let’s consider some crucial points, i.e. the
difference between the connection between labour-force and surplus-
value, and the concept of exploitation.



Labour Force and Surplus-Value 
• Marx argues, individuals appear as juridically equal and free person, whose reciprocal relations are 

regulated through the legal device of  the contract. 

• But behind this superficial level, in the hidden abode of  production, things look remarkably 
different. It is here, in fact, that the peculiar commodity of  labour force is consumed. 

• The commodity that the worker sells “freely” to the capitalist by way of  the work contract is not 
the concrete labour carried out everyday, but rather the abstract capacity to work. 

• Marx defines necessary labour that part of  the working day devoted to such a goal. But this is just 
one portion of  the working day under capitalist conditions. The other part of  the day the time 
the worker slogs more than what it is necessary. 

• This surplus-labour is what creates surplus-value which is appropriated by the owners of  the 
means of  production, i.e. by the capitalists. 



The Concept of  Exploitation 

• The appropriation of  this surplus-value – whose transformation into profit raises serious issues 

Marx deals with in the third volume of  Kapital – is what defines his concept of  exploitation. 

• At the heart of  the capitalist mode of  production, Marx sees a war between the right of  the 

capitalist as a buyer of  labour-force and the right of  the worker. Whereas the former seeks to 

extend the working day and obtain more surplus-value, the latter tries to limit the working day to 

a fixed  amount of  hours. 

• Here we have what Marx calls an antinomy: a right against another right, both sanctioned by the 

law of  commodity exchange. 

• Between two equal rights, what grants the prerogative of  the final decision is force. The duration 

of  the working day is the result of  struggle of  the working class against the capitalist class. 



Politics

• The progressive socialization of  labour engender the objective conditions for the communist 
revolution, since it deepens the contradiction between the social character of  production and the 
private character of  capitalist dispossession. 

• In other terms, for Marx, the growth of  productive forces ought to be disentangled from the 
exploitation of  surplus-labour by capitalists and the mass of  workers must re-appropriate its own 
surplus-labour. 

• Still, Marx’s references to communist society remain sparse and generic: they hardly go beyond 
the claims  about the necessary socialization of  the means of  production, whereby communism 
presents itself  as an “association where the free development of  each is the condition for the free 
development of  all”. 

• To avoid utopian dreaming, Marx is more interested in the study of  the real contradictions of  
capitalist society, which constitute the springboard for the eruption of  the working class as a 
political subject



Alienation 
• Alienation is a technical term in German philosophy used by the likes of  Hegel

• The underlying idea is that things that belong together come apart, these in philosophy are essence and existence 

• This denotes human being failing to achieve what they ought to achieve 

• In capitalist society the workers are alienated from: 

• products (products taken away from the workers and it appears in an alien form to dominate him, no one on earth knows how to make that object 
alone. These objected are appropriated by the capitalists)

• Productive activity. Productive alienates people from themselves. They are more human when they are away from the productive process which should 
not be the case considering that humans are productive beings

• Species essence. There are particular things that define human beings that are taken away by the capitalist society. Human beings are creative and learn 
from each others unlike bees for example. Division of  labour contributed to this ex. Pin (nail) factory of  Adam Smith

• Other human beings. Capitalist system stops us from thinking about other human beings we rely on. Ex. Other people who participate in making a 
pen

• Distinguishes scientific socialism from utopian socialism. Utopian ones had an idea what the good society would be but 
scientifically we will never be sure how will the society evolve

• In a society where there is no alienation the roles constantly change. You might hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon or 
criticise after dinner! 



The Paris Commune 
• The problem of  the transition to communism is at the centre of  a series of  writings of  the 1870s, which are fully 

internal to the political conjecture and struggle of  the time: Marx’s interventions on the Paris Commune in 1871 
(The Civil War in France) and his Critique of  the Gotha Programme. 

• The French Commune represented a challenge for Marx’s theory. The Commune followed the French- Prussian 
war, which showed the prevalence of  national interests over class struggle as the fundamental driving force of  
history. 

• Yet, for Marx, the merit of  the Commune consists in showing that the action of  the proletariat should not be 
limited to the conquest of  state apparatuses. Rather, the “social republic” instituted by the Commune points to an 
alternative political form beyond the horizon of  the modern state, where the political and social liberation of  the 
proletariat coincides. 

• The first time women in power in the world history. Extremely feminist system, education , pensions, death penalty 
abolished 

• no leadership, 9 self  organising committees to discuss everything! a wish list for the left wing parties even in 21st

century. Yet it lasted only two months mainly die to lack of  centralisation and line of  command

• Marx, Lenin, Occupy Movement, Gilets Jaunes and even Black Lives Matter are inspired by Paris Commune



The Dictatorship of  the Proletariat 
• Marx describes the Paris Commune as a clear instance of  what he calls the “revolutionary dictatorship of  the 

proletariat”. 

• This phrase refers to the political organization mediating the passage from capitalist society to fully communist 
society. 

• Such a formula is meant to exclude any appeal to the machinery of  the state by the proletarian class. it is not the 
task of  the proletariat to “liberate” the State. Rather, freedom consists in the possibility of  turning the State into 
an organ subordinated to society (against Soviet orthodoxy). 

• The dictatorship of  the proletariat is a revolutionary practice that has as its objective the withering of  the state.

• Marx’s picture of  the transition to communism, therefore, is difficult to square with the orthodox Marxist thesis 
about the existence of  an autonomous, intermediate mode of  production between capitalism and communism 
represented by socialism. 

• The goal of  the withering of  the state marks every stage of  the revolutionary process till the realization of  full 
communism, where the subordination of  individuals to the division of  labour will be brought to an end and 
society will inscribe on its banners: “from each according to his ability, to each according to his needs”. 



Main themes 
• Social world must be analysed in its totality, history, economy, philosophy, politics, IR etc are false 

dichotomies

• Materialist conception of  history (Historical Materialism): History is a reflection of  economic 
development of  society

• Means of  Production Vs. Relations of  Production

• Development in means of  production and technology lead to alteration of  relations of  
production, i.e. social change

• Changes in economic base leads to changes in legal and political superstructure 

• Economic determinism: processes intrinsic to the economy are the primary determinants of  
social and political life. 



Main themes 2

• Base (means of  production + modes of  production)

• Superstructure (political, legal systems, culture)

• Division of  society into classes, Bourgeoisie Vs. Proletariat

• Democracy is when the classes are abolished, in that case the politics withers away and a 

simple administration of  things replaces the administration of  men. People govern 

themselves, alienation and isolation of  men cause by capitalism ends



Historical Materialism and Dialectical History

• Marx and Engels start the first chapter of  The Communist Manifesto by stating that “The history of  all 
hitherto existing society is the history of  class struggles”

• Human being are themselves historical-social products. Humans constantly remake their world and 
themselves

• If  humans are self-centred and egoist it is because their social and institutional structures have prepared 
them to be like that

• Dialectical understanding of  history. Relations is at the heart of  human society . Men make their history 
within the circumstances inherited from the past

• The fundamental idea of  this conception is that in each epoch the economic production and the ensuing 
social structure constitute the foundation of  the political and intellectual history of  that epoch often 
embodied in institutions

• The ideas of  the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, a deceptive ideology that conceals the true 
interests of  the oppressed. 

• Hence capitalism both frees and subjugates human agents in comparison to slavery and serfdom where 
agents belonged to the master



Depoliticised and privatised sphere of  economy 

• One main problem is depoliticization and privatisation of  interests 

• Society becomes sphere of  private interests and false claims to individual rights

• In a capitalist system  productive forces of  labour are placed under the notion of  private 
property rather than social organisation of  labour

• capitalism creates this economic spheres of  life that are shielded from “political” social 
life of  collective deliberation and accountability

• Politicians are forced to maintain a business friendly environment in which private 
property is safeguarded otherwise the capitalists move their wealth to a more business 
friendly environment. Ex. Amazon, Apple, MS, Google, Facebook



Lenin’s contributions and World Systems

• Lenin’s (1870-1924) fundamental role in developing Marxist IR

• Imperialism based on the notions of  Core Vs. Periphery

• Observations on Latin America, price of  manufactured good increased more rapidly 

then price of  raw materials

• Immanuel Wallerstein: concept of  Worlds Systems

• World Systems: Core, Semi-Periphery and Periphery, all work together to drain periphery 

towards core 



Lenin and the vanguard party
• “What to be done” is the title of  one of  the most important books by Lenin in which he gives instruction 

on how to organize and launch socialist revolution

• There will be no mass movements in Russia unless this is incited by an organized movement

• Hence unlike Marx and Kautsky revolution is not led one by the masses but by a limited political party

• The capitalist system is always in the lookout for markets and resources and this brings them into conflict 
internationally 

• The capitalist system is very much interconnected, revolution in one part will lead to collapse of  the entire 
system

• Revolution in Russia as the weakest ring in the chain will bring about revolution in all other capitalist 
countries

• In “state and revolution” he focusses on the theme of  the “dictatorship of  the proletariat”



Post-revolutionary state 
• Dictatorship of  proletariat is the only temporary political order to pass to the stage of  an apolitical society

• Lenin was the fist ideologue who discussed what a post-revolutionary communist state should look like

• Minimal state that oversees transition from socialism to communist society

• No separation of  power, based on the notion of  “democratic centralism”

• To guard against the bourgeoise counter-revolution

• No standing army but citizen’s militia (Titushki in Ukraine, basij in Iran, Milicias Nacionales Revolucionarias
(NRM) in Cuba)

• Politics will be reduced to simple administration of  things, as politics is a constraint on freedoms 

• Where there is no class and no private property there will be no need to politics either

• KGB was Lenin’s creation which is the most pernicious security apparatus in human history and is still by d 
large operative 



Antonio Gramsci 

• Why Marx’s revolution did not happen in advanced countries?

• Nature of  Power

• Machiavelli’s centaur:

Half  human half  monster

• Denouncing Economic determinism

• Cultural Hegemony

• Coercion, fear of  coercion, consent



Antonio Gramsci 

• Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937)Italian School of  Marxism

• Russian revolution was a revolt against Capital!

• Why Bolshevik revolution did not happen in capitalist Europe but in poor agricultural Russia? 

• Experience with Fascism

• An atomised and depoliticised capitalist culture could be challenged by a political culture (War of  

position as compared to war of  manoeuvre which was frontal assault of  capitalist state) 

• War of  manoeuvre (revolutionary raptures)  versus war of  position (creating counter hegemony)

• Mussolini in Italy whose ideas inspired Hitler Western Marxism as a critique of  both capitalism 

and also economic determinism and positivism

• Parliamentary vote and gradual change rather than revolution (euro-communism)

• The importance of  ideology in creating social change 

• Hegemony is created through alliances between the old aristocracy, the bourgeoise and 

intellectuals 



Hegemony 
• Hegemony = to lead, to rule. Hegemon in Greece was a state that had significant control over another state

• Political control is always dictated by cultural control

• How does the dominant group ascends to power and how does it hangs on to power

• Leaders manage to convince people to participate people in a system that keeps them in chains

• In our era the military and physical domination does not matter much. Political leaders have learned to rule through culture by creating norms and taboos that 
become normal in society

• How much of  the political landscape could be explained by nature and how much by culture

• Like our approach to a hurricane and the disasters it created we come to accept political domination as a natural order of  things 

• Living in a capitalist system entails the fact that we are brainwashed by a system promoting advantages to maintaining a capitalist system

• The only way to get heard to advance in this system is to use tools of  that system that are at your disposal, otherwise you get at best ignored

• Public intellectual make a significant contribution to this process. Ruling intellectual and organic intellectuals 

• Cultural hegemony is created and maintained through three channels: The intellectual in a society, the education in a society and the philosophy that drives people to 
political action 

• Ex. Capitalism might indeed be a better system than socialism, but how can we know this for sure?

• Seeing any ideology as part of  the nature is the biggest error one can make. We need to be critical to all ideologies

• Emancipation depends on two types of  war, the war or manoeuvre and the war of  position 

• People like Mao, Stalin etc. created a state to sanctify and venerate and this is the greatest treason to communism

• He was also an environmentalist and wrote how awful it is to destroy nature!



Early Critical Theory

• ‘Critical Theory’ is a term used to refer to a tradition divided by several generations of German Philosophers 
known as the Frankfurt School which was established as an institute of orthodox Marxian studies in 1923

• The early theorists included Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse, Lowenthal, Neumann, Benjamin

• Concerned with providing a systematic and critical analysis of social phenomena and the tendencies of modern 
societies with the aim of achieving a more rational society

• The project contains empirical, theoretical and philosophical themes, and draws on Marx, Hegel, Nietzsche, and 
Freud, as well as (esp. Habermas), Durkheim and Weber

• A theory is regarded critical to the extent that it seeks human “emancipation from slavery”, acts as a “liberating … 
influence” in circumstances of domination and oppression (Horkheimer)

• Objective of CT as defined by Horkheimer is the transformation of capitalism into a “real democracy”

• Critical Theory when capitalized usually refers only to the Frankfurt School, but uncapitalized refers to several 
other schools such as post-colonialism, feminism etc.

• Jürgen Habermas (2nd generation of CT) attempts to determine the nature and limits of “real democracy” in 
complex, pluralistic, and globalizing societies



Critical Theory 

• Basic questions and issues: 

• Why was there no revolution after 1917 in the West? 

• How to explain the phenomenon of alienation? 

• Why did people consent to fascism? 

• Why does exposure to culture, commonly seen as civilising, not guard against barbarism?



Criticism of  Marxism
• Saw tendency for Marxism to become scientistic socialism, creating a void in which the right could take control

• historical materialism by definition anticipates its own constant reformulation

• Class conflict and economic forces important, but did not give a complete picture

• Three sets of ideas helped in the reformulation of Marxism:

1. Work of Korsch and Lukacs. Former argued that orthodox Marxism was a form of ‘contemplative materialism’ – waiting 
for the revolution as an inevitable event meant neglect of subjectivity. Latter argued that the main barrier to realisation of 
revolutionary agency was reification. Critical theorists use these ideas to break open Marxism from within 

2. Nietzsche’s ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’. Suspicion of any claim to totality/truth – completeness always out of reach. 
Marxism had reached a premature closure. Need for continuous criticism. Idea that one must move backwards toward the 
truth as something is missing in the present 

3. Psychoanalysis. Important in critical theorists attempt to understand fascism. Argument that weakening of the ego and 
assumption by social forces of the role of the superego had reduced the role of the family in late bourgeois society. 
Vacuum of authority in family meant that individuals were more receptive to authority figures outside the family, e.g. in 
culture industry and fascist demagoguery



Critical Theory contributions

• Stressed interdisciplinary character of social inquiry – resistance to disciplinary boundaries

• Worked to maintain Marxism as a form of ethical critique at a time of positivism and Stalinism

• Historical materialism as open-ended – opposed dogmatism

• Recognition that capitalism had changed since c19, and the need to rework ideas in the light of this

• Emphasised that social and political theorists need to understand culture, and emphasised the relationship between 

aesthetics and politics

• Relation of humans and nature – critique of instrumental reason is also a critique of the domination of nature, 

something most Marxist accounts accept


