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The SAGE Handbook of Marxism intends to set the agenda for Marxist under-
standings of the present and for the future. It will provide an in-depth cartography 
of – and original contribution to – contemporary Marxist theory and research, 
showcasing the vitality and range of today’s Marxisms.

The Handbook sets out from the premise that it is possible to bring together 
diverse work across the disciplines to demonstrate what is living and lively in 
Marxist thought, providing a transdisciplinary ‘state of the art’ of Marxism, while 
inspiring contributions to areas of research that still remain, in some cases, embry-
onic. The aim is to demonstrate how attention to shifting social and cultural reali-
ties has compelled contemporary researchers to revisit and renovate classic 
Marxian concepts as well as to elaborate – in dialogue with other intellectual 
traditions – new frameworks for the analysis and critique of contemporary 
capitalism.

The past decade has witnessed a resurgent interest in Marxism within and 
without the academy. This renaissance of sorts cannot be framed, however, as a 
simple return of Marxism. The multiple crises of Marxism since the 1980s – in 
both political and academic life – have had lasting and in some cases irreversible 
effects for certain understandings of Marxist theory. Yet it is also true that theo-
retical approaches that largely defined themselves by contrast with Marxism – 
from postcolonial theory to deconstruction, from post-Marxism to certain 
varieties of feminism – have encountered serious limits when it comes to think-
ing the patterns of change and domination that define capitalism.

The SAGE Handbook of Marxism intends to advance the debate with essays 
that rigorously map and renew the concepts that have provided the groundwork 
and main currents for Marxist theory, and to showcase interventions that set the 
agenda for Marxist research in the twenty-first century.
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Nicholas De Genova is Professor and Chair of the Department of Comparative 
Cultural Studies at the University of Houston. He previously held teaching appoint-
ments in urban and political geography at King’s College London, and in anthropology 
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at Stanford, Columbia and Goldsmiths, University of London, as well as visiting pro-
fessorships or research positions at the Universities of Warwick, Bern and Amsterdam. 
He is the author of Working the Boundaries: Race, Space, and ‘Illegality’ in Mexican 
Chicago (2005), co-author of Latino Crossings: Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and the 
Politics of Race and Citizenship (2003), editor of Racial Transformations: Latinos 
and Asians Remaking the United States (2006), co-editor of The Deportation Regime: 
Sovereignty, Space, and the Freedom of Movement (2010), editor of The Borders 
of ‘Europe’: Autonomy of Migration, Tactics of Bordering (2017) and co-editor of 
Roma Migrants in the European Union: Un/Free Mobility (2019).

Alessandro De Giorgi is Professor of Justice Studies at San Jose State University. 
He received his PhD in Criminology from Keele University in 2005. Before join-
ing SJSU, he was a Research Fellow in Criminology at the University of Bologna 
and a Visiting Scholar at the Center for the Study of Law and Society, University of 
California Berkeley. His research interests include critical theories of punishment 
and social control, urban ethnography and radical political economy. He is the 
author of the book Rethinking the Political Economy of Punishment: Perspectives 
on Post-Fordism and Penal Politics (2006) as well as of several articles in journals 
such as Punishment & Society, Theoretical Criminology, Critical Criminology and 
Social Justice. His most recent work is ethnographic research on the socioeconomic 
dimensions of mass incarceration and prisoner re-entry in Oakland, California.

Emma Dowling is a sociologist and political scientist at the University of  
Vienna, where she is Assistant Professor of Sociology. Previously, she held aca-
demic positions in Germany and the UK. Her research interests include social 
change, social movements, emotional and affective labour, gender, care and social 
reproduction, financialisation and feminist political economy. She has published in 
journals such as Sociology, New Political Economy and Cultural Studies ↔ Critical 
Methodologies, and she is the author of the monograph The Care Crisis (2021).

Peter Drucker has been a socialist feminist, anti-imperialist and LGBTIQ activ-
ist for over 40 years in New York, San Francisco, Amsterdam and Rotterdam. 
Trained as a historian (BA, Yale, 1979) and political scientist (PhD, Columbia, 
1993), he writes on Marxist and queer theory. From 1993 to 2006 he was 
Co-Director of the Amsterdam-based International Institute for Research and 
Education, and he is still an IIRE Fellow and Lecturer. He is the author of Max 
Shachtman: A Socialist Odyssey through the ‘American Century’ (1993) and 
Warped: Gay Normality and Queer Anti-Capitalism (2015), and the editor of the 
anthology Different Rainbows (2000). He has written for publications including 
Gay Community News, Against the Current, International Viewpoint, Grenzeloos, 
New Left Review, the Journal of European Studies, Development in Practice, 
Historical Materialism, the Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, Salvage, 
Rampant and Mediations. He helped initiate the Sexuality and Political Economy 
Network.
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Stefano Dughera, economist, is Research Fellow (Postdoc) at the University of 
Turin, Department of Economics and Statistics. His research lies at the intersec-
tions of labour and institutional economics. He is co-author with Carlo Vercellone 
of ‘Metamorphosis of the Theory of Value and Becoming-Rent of Profit’, in 
Cognitive Capitalism, Welfare and Labour: The Commonfare Hypothesis (2019).

Steve Edwards is Professor of History and Theory of Photography at Birkbeck, 
University of London. His publications include The Making of English Photography, 
Allegories (2006), Photography: A Very Short Introduction (2006) and Martha 
Rosler: The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems (2012). He is a member 
of the editorial boards for the Oxford Art Journal and the Historical Materialism 
book series as well as a convenor for the long-running University of London research 
seminar Marxism in Culture. He is currently working on a book on artist Allan 
Sekula with Gail Day and completing a major study of early English photography.

David Fasenfest is an Associate Professor of Sociology and Urban Affairs, 
College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, Wayne State University, and the editor of 
Critical Sociology and two book series, Studies in Critical Social Science and New 
Scholarship in Political Economy, both with Brill. His research focuses on inequal-
ity, urban development and Marxism. He is the author of ‘Monsieur Le Capital  
and Madame La Terre on the Brink’ (2017, with Penelope Ciancanelli, in Towards 
Just and Sustainable Economies: Comparing Social and Solidarity Economy 
in the North and South), ‘Marx, Marxism and Human Rights’ (2016, Critical 
Sociology), ‘Marxist Sociology and Human Rights’ (2013, in the Handbook of 
Sociology and Human Rights) and Marx Matters (forthcoming, Brill).

Silvia Federici is a feminist activist, teacher and writer. She was one of the 
founders of the International Feminist Collective, the organisation that launched 
the Campaign for Wages for Housework. She is the author of books and essays 
on political philosophy, feminist theory, cultural studies and education. Her pub-
lished works include Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive 
Accumulation (2004), Revolution at Point Zero: Housework, Reproduction 
and Feminist Struggle (2012) and Re-Enchanting the World: Feminism and the 
Politics of the Commons (2018). She is Emerita Professor at Hofstra University.

Roderick A. Ferguson is the William Robertson Coe Professor of Women’s, 
Gender and Sexuality Studies and American Studies at Yale University. He 
received his BA from Howard University and his PhD from the University of 
California, San Diego. An interdisciplinary scholar, his work traverses such 
fields as American studies, gender studies, queer studies, cultural studies, African 
American Studies, sociology, literature and education. He is the author of One-
Dimensional Queer (2019), We Demand: The University and Student Protests 
(2017), The Reorder of Things: The University and Its Pedagogies of Minority 
Difference (2012) and Aberrations in Black: Toward a Queer of Color Critique 
(2004). He is co-editor with Grace Hong of the anthology Strange Affinities: The 
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Gender and Sexual Politics of Comparative Racialization (2011). He is also co-
editor with Erica Edwards and Jeffrey Ogbar of Keywords of African American 
Studies (2018).

Sue Ferguson is a Marxist-Feminist scholar and activist and Associate Professor 
Emerita at Wilfrid Laurier University and Adjunct Professor with the Graduate 
School at Rutgers University. Her published work includes articles on feminist the-
ory, childhood and capitalism, and Canadian political discourse. Her book, Women 
and Work: Social Reproduction, Feminism and Labour was published in 2020 by 
Pluto Press and has been translated to Spanish by Sylone/Viento Sur. Ferguson is 
also a member of Faculty4Palestine and on the editorial board of Midnight Sun.

Harrison Fluss is a philosophy Professor at Manhattan College in New York 
City, and a corresponding editor at Historical Materialism. He earned his PhD 
in philosophy at Stony Brook University in New York, specialising in German 
Idealism. He is the author of the book Prometheus and Gaia: Technology, 
Ecology, and Anti-Humanism (2021), and his writings have appeared in Left 
Voice, Jacobin, Salvage and The New Republic.

Andrea Fumagalli is an activist and Professor of Economics and History 
of Economic Thought in the Department of Economics and Management at 
University of Pavia and at Iuss-Pavia. He also teaches eco-social economics at 
the Free University of Bolzano. He is a member of the Effimera Network and 
a founder member of Bin-Italy (Basic Income Network, Italy). His publications 
include The Crisis of the Global Economy: Financial Markets, Social Struggles and 
New Political Scenarios (2010, with S. Mezzadra), ‘Life Put to Work: Towards a 
Theory of Life-Value’ (2011, with C. Morini, Ephemera), ‘Finance, Austerity and 
Commonfare’ (2015, with S. Lucarelli, Theory, Culture and Society), Economia 
politica del comune (2017) and Cognitive Capitalism, Welfare and Labour: The 
Commonfare Hypothesis (2019, with A. Giuliani, S. Lucarelli and C. Vercellone).

Verónica Gago teaches political science at the Universidad de Buenos Aires and is 
Professor of Sociology at the Instituto de Altos Estudios, Universidad Nacional de 
San Martín. She is also Researcher at the National Council of Research (CONICET). 
She is the author of Neoliberalism from Below: Popular Pragmatics and Baroque 
Economies (2014, 2017) and International Feminist (2020), and she is co-author of A 
Feminist Reading of Debt (2020, 2021). She coordinates the working group Popular 
Economies: Theoretical and Practical Mapping at Consejo Latinamericano Ciencias 
Sociales (CLACSO). She was part of the militant research experience Colectivo 
Situaciones, and she is now a member of the feminist collective Ni Una Menos.

Heide Gerstenberger was Professor for the Theory of State and Society at the 
University of Bremen. She is now retired. Her research, though covering a wide range 
of topics, has centred on the development of capitalist states. She was also engaged 
in the analysis of maritime labour. Her main publications are Die subjektlose Gewalt. 
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Theorie der Entstehung bürgerlicher Staatsgewalt (2007, translated as Impersonal 
Power. History and Theory of the Bourgeois State). In 2017 she published Markt und 
Gewalt. Die Funktionsweise des historischen Kapitalismus, which is being trans-
lated as Market and Violence: The Historical Functioning of Capitalism.

Jeremy Gilbert is Professor of Cultural and Political Theory at the University 
of East London, where he has been based for many years. His most recent publi-
cations include Twenty-First-Century Socialism (2020), a translation of Maurizio 
Lazzarato’s Experimental Politics and the book Common Ground: Democracy and 
Collectivity in an Age of Individualism (2013). Hegemony Now: How Big Tech and 
Wall Street Won the World will be published by Verso in 2022. He is the current 
editor of the journal New Formations and has written and spoken widely on poli-
tics, music and cultural theory, having given keynotes at numerous international 
conferences on these topics and on the politics and practice of cultural studies. He 
writes regularly for the British press (including the Guardian, the New Statesman, 
open Democracy and Red Pepper) and for think tanks such as IPPR and Compass. 
He also hosts several popular podcasts.

Chiara Giorgi is Assistant Professor at Sapienza University of Rome, Department 
of Philosophy, where she teaches contemporary history. Her main research top-
ics are the welfare state, the healthcare system, history of fascism, Italian colo-
nialism, Italian socialism and Marxism. Her books include A Heterodox Marxist 
and His Century: Lelio Basso (2020, editor), Storia dello Stato sociale in Italia 
(forthcoming, with I. Pavan), Rileggere Il Capitale (2018, editor), Costituzione 
italiana: articolo 3 (2017, with M. Dogliani), Un socialista del Novecento. 
Uguaglianza, libertà e diritti nel percorso di Lelio Basso (2015), L’Africa come 
carriera. Funzioni e funzionari del colonialismo italiano (2012), La previdenza 
del regime. Storia dell’INPS durante il fascismo (2004) and La sinistra alla 
Costituente. Per una storia del dibattito istituzionale (2001).

Kanishka Goonewardena was trained as an architect in Sri Lanka and is now 
Professor, Department of Geography and Planning, University of Toronto. His 
work has focused mostly on space and ideology, drawing from Marxist and allied 
critical theories, with publications in journals such as Historical Materialism, 
Antipode, Society and Space, Planning Theory and the International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research. He co-edited Space, Difference, Everyday Life: 
Reading Henri Lefebvre (2008) and is currently researching the historical geogra-
phy of the concept of imperialism.

Asad Haider is the author of Mistaken Identity: Race and Class in the Age of 
Trump (2018) and an editor of Viewpoint Magazine.

John Haldon is Shelby Cullom Davis ’30 Professor of European History Emeritus at 
Princeton University. He is currently also Director of the Princeton Climate Change 
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and History Research Initiative and Director of the Program in Medieval Studies 
Environmental History Lab. His research focuses on the history of the medieval 
eastern Roman (Byzantine) empire, in particular the period from the seventh to the 
twelfth centuries; on state systems and structures across the European and Islamic 
worlds from late ancient to early modern times; on the impact of environmental 
stress on societal resilience in pre-modern social systems; and on the production, 
distribution and consumption of resources in the late ancient and medieval world.

Gerard Hanlon is a Professor of Organizational Sociology at the Centre for Labour 
and Global Production, Queen Mary University of London. Historically, his inter-
ests focused on professional labour and expertise, but more recently his work has 
concentrated on management theory and neoliberalism, the changing nature of work 
and subjectivity, the shift from a real to a total subsumption of labour to capital, 
innovation and entrepreneurship. Much of this more recent work is captured in his 
most recent book, The Dark Side of Management – A Secret History of Management 
Theory (2016). He is currently researching the historical relationship between the 
emergence of the modern military and the rise of capitalist management of the divi-
sion of labour and organisation in the era of early industrial capitalism.

Kate Hardy is an Associate Professor in Work and Employment Relations at the 
University of Leeds, Associate Editor of New Technology, Work and Employment 
and a feminist activist. Her research interests include paid and unpaid work, gen-
der, agency, Marxist feminism, collective organising, political economy, the body, 
disability, sex work and social struggles. Her work has been widely published 
academically and in news media. Kate is committed to developing methodolo-
gies which work alongside research participants in order to undertake socially 
and politically transformative research. To do so, she has worked closely with 
AMMAR, the sex workers’ union of Argentina, other sex workers’ movements 
and with Focus E15, a homeless movement in East London led by single moth-
ers. Kate is a founding member of Partisan Collective and Greater Manchester 
Housing Action, both based in Manchester.

Daniel Hartley is Assistant Professor in World Literatures in English at Durham 
University. He is the author of The Politics of Style: Towards a Marxist Poetics 
(2017) and has published widely on Marxist theory and contemporary literature.

David Harvie is the author (with The Free Association) of Moments of Excess: 
Movements, Protest and Everyday Life (2011) and the co-editor of Commoning 
(2019, with George Caffentzis and Silvia Federici). He was an editor of 
Turbulence: Ideas for Movement. He has also published on the political economy 
of education, value theory and struggles, and social finance. He is a member of 
the Leicester-based Centre for Philosophy and Political Economy and also of  
Plan C. He sings with Commoners Choir and is part of the Aftermathematics 
project (Twitter: @ftermathematics).
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Tine Haubner is a Research Assistant at the Chair of Political Sociology at the 
Sociological Institute of the Friedrich Schiller University in Jena. She researches 
and teaches on issues such as social reproduction, informal and voluntary work, 
social inequality and the welfare state. In her work she combines theoretical with 
qualitative-empirical research. She received her doctorate in 2016 with a thesis on 
exploitation in the field of informal elder care. In her dissertation, she subjects the 
German elder-care system to a fundamental critique and develops a feminist-theo-
retical concept of exploitation for sociology, which is able to think of exploitation 
beyond industrial profit maximisation. In doing so, she combines social exclusion, 
social vulnerability and the appropriation of labour in a way that considers both 
economic and cultural-symbolic factors of exploitation. Her current research inter-
ests focus on strategies of social reproduction beyond state, market and family. In 
this context, she researches voluntary work in the structural change of the welfare 
state and informal economies in rural poverty areas in Germany.

Rohini Hensman is a writer and independent scholar who comes from Sri Lanka 
and is resident in India. She has written extensively on workers’ rights, feminism, 
minority rights, globalisation and a Marxist approach to struggles for democracy. 
Her book Workers, Unions, and Global Capitalism: Lessons from India (2011) 
was based on her PhD thesis for the University of Amsterdam, and her most recent 
book is Indefensible: Democracy, Counter-Revolution, and the Rhetoric of Anti-
Imperialism (2018). She has also written two novels: To Do Something Beautiful, 
inspired by her work with working-class women and trade unions in Bombay, and 
Playing Lions and Tigers, which tells the interlocking stories of 14 women, men 
and children from different parts of Sri Lanka and different ethno-religious and 
social backgrounds as they confront political authoritarianism and war.

Ståle Holgersen is Researcher at the Institute for Housing and Urban Research, and 
Department of Social and Economic Geography, Uppsala University. His research 
interests include urban policy, housing and class, climate change and economic and 
ecological crises. He is the author of Staden och Kapitalet (2017) and has published 
numerous articles in journals such as Antipode, Planning Theory, the International 
Journal of Urban and Regional Research, Human Geography and Tijdschrift voor 
Economische en Sociale Geografie. He is currently Principal Investigator for two 
major research projects: one on the far right and climate denialism (White Skin, 
Black Fuel) and one on Swedish housing (The Housing Question in Times of Crisis).

Matt Huber is an Associate Professor of Geography at Syracuse University. He 
is the author of Lifeblood: Oil, Freedom and the Forces of Capital (2013). He is 
currently working on a book on class and climate politics for Verso Books.

Johanna Isaacson is an Instructor of English at Modesto Junior College and a 
founding editor of Blind Field journal. She is the author of The Ballerina and the 
Bull: Anarchist Utopias in the Age of Finance (2016) and the forthcoming book 
Stepford Daughters: Tools for Feminists in Contemporary Horror. 
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Anselm Jappe is the author of Guy Debord (1993, 2016), Les Aventures de la 
marchandise. Pour une critique de la valeur (2003, 2017), L’Avant-garde inac-
ceptable. Réflexions sur Guy Debord (2004), Crédit à mort (2011, translated as 
The Writing on the Wall, 2016), La Société autophage (2017) and Béton – Arme 
de construction massive du capitalisme (2020). He has contributed to the German 
reviews Krisis and Exit !, founded by Robert Kurz, which developed the ‘critique 
of value’. He currently teaches at the Fine Art Schools of Sassari, Italy, and has 
been Visiting Professor in various European and Latin American universities. He 
also lectured at the Ecole des hautes etudes en sciences socials and at the Collège 
international de philosophie, Paris.

Ken C. Kawashima is Associate Professor at the University of Toronto, 
Department of East Asian Studies, and the author of The Proletarian Gamble: 
Korean Workers in Interwar Japan (2009), ‘Capital’s Dice-Box Shaking’ (2005, 
Rethinking Marxism) and ‘The Hidden Area between Marx and Foucault’ (2019, 
positions: asia culture critique); co-editor with Robert Stolz and Fabian Schaeffer 
of Tosaka Jun: A Critical Reader (2014); and the English translator of Uno 
Kōzō’s Theory of Crisis (forthcoming). He researches and teaches Marxist politi-
cal economic theory; the histories of capitalism in Japan and colonial Korea; the 
critique of ideology, everyday life and racism; and theories of the subject. He also 
composes, sings and records blues music as Sugar Brown.

Jim Kincaid taught sociology and social policy at the Universities of Aberdeen, 
Leeds and Bradford before early retirement to spend more time with Marx. 
He was a member of the editorial board of Historical Materialism, from 2002 
to 2006, and has been Corresponding Editor since then. He has published in 
Historical Materialism and elsewhere on topics which include East Asia, the 
Hegel–Marx connection, the logic of Marx’s Capital, financialisation and the 
2008 crisis. He edited, and contributed to, symposia in Historical Materialism on 
the work of Chris Arthur and of Costas Lapavitsas. A selection of his publications 
is available on his Researchgate website.

Robert Knox is a Senior Lecturer in Law at the School of Law and Social Justice, 
University of Liverpool. He is a member of the editorial boards of Historical 
Materialism and The London Review of International Law.

Erica Lagalisse is an anthropologist and writer, a Postdoctoral Fellow at the 
London School of Economics (LSE), editor and editorial board member at The 
Sociological Review and Visiting Researcher at the Anarchism Research Group at 
the University of Loughborough. She is the author of Occult Features of Anarchism –  
with Attention to the Conspiracy of Kings and the Conspiracy of the Peoples 
(2019). Her contribution in this volume, ‘Anthropology’, is inspired in part by 
her PhD dissertation, titled ‘“Good Politics”: Property, Intersectionality, and the 
Making of the Radical Self’. This ethnography explores anarchist networks cross-
ing Québec, the USA and Mexico to examine settler ‘anarchoindigenism’, and 
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draws on anthropological, feminist and critical race theory to show how Anglo-
American leftists have pre-empted the black feminist challenge of ‘intersection-
ality’ by recuperating its praxis within the logic of neoliberal property relations.

Elena Louisa Lange is a philosopher and Japanologist. She is currently Senior 
Research Fellow and Lecturer at the University of Zurich. Her publications have 
appeared in Historical Materialism, Science & Society, Crisis and Critique, 
Consecutium Rerum, The Bloomsbury Companion to Marx, the Sage Handbook 
of Frankfurt School Critical Theory and others. She is co-editor of two books on 
Asian philosophy. Her second monograph is Value without Fetish: Uno Kôzô’s 
Theory of Pure Capitalism in Light of Marx’s Critique of Political Economy 
(2021). She is co-editor of the forthcoming collection The Conformist Rebellion: 
Marxist Responses to the Contemporary Left.

Les Levidow is a Senior Research Fellow at the Open University, where he has 
studied agri-environmental-technology issues, especially techno-market fixes, con-
sequent controversy and alternative agendas. A long-running case study was the agri-
biotech controversy, focusing on the EU, USA and their trade conflicts. This research 
resulted in two books: Governing the Transatlantic Conflict over Agricultural 
Biotechnology: Contending Coalitions, Trade Liberalisation and Standard Setting 
(2006) and GM Food on Trial: Testing European Democracy (2010). Over the past 
decade his research themes have broadened to agricultural innovation priorities, the 
bioeconomy, corporate environmental stewardship, natural capital assessment, alter-
native agri-food networks and the agroecology-based solidarity economy in South 
America. As an early entry point into such issues, he participated in the Radical 
Science Journal Collective in the 1970s and 80s. The RSJ was replaced by a new 
journal, Science as Culture, on which he has served as co-editor.

Leonardo Marques is Professor of History of the Colonial Americas at 
Universidade Federal Fluminense, Niterói. He has worked with themes related 
to capitalism, slavery and the slave trade in an Atlantic context for the last two 
decades, having published a large number of essays and two books on these top-
ics. His first book, Por aí e por muito longe: dívidas, migrações e os libertos de 
1888 (2009), explores the trajectories of former slaves in the last years of slavery 
and in the post-emancipation period in the state of Paraná, Brazil. His second 
book, The United States and the Transatlantic Slave Trade to the Americas, 1776–
1867 (2016), explores the different forms of US participation in the transatlantic 
slave trade and how they changed over time. He is currently working on a global 
environmental history of mining in Brazil from the colonial period to the present.

Jamila M. H. Mascat is Assistant Professor in Gender and Postcolonial Studies 
at the Department of Media and Cultural Studies, Utrecht University. Her research 
interests focus on Hegel’s philosophy and contemporary Hegelianism, Marxism, 
feminist theories and postcolonial critique. She is the author of Hegel a Jena. La 
critica dell’astrazione (2011). She has co-edited Femministe a parole (2012);  
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G. W. F. Hegel, Il bisogno di filosofia 1801–1804 (2014); M. Tronti, Il demone 
della politica. Antologia di scritti: 1958–2015 (2017); Hegel & Sons. Filosofie del 
riconoscimento (2019); The Object of Comedy: Philosophies and Performances 
(2019); and A. Kojève, La France et l’avenir de l’Europe (2021).

Wendy Matsumura teaches modern Japanese history at UC San Diego. She is 
currently working on a project titled Japanese Grammar: Crisis and Oikonomics 
after World War I, which examines the relationship between oikonomics, imperi-
alism and anti-capitalist struggle in the Japanese empire through a Marxist femi-
nist perspective. Her first book, The Limits of Okinawa: Japanese Capitalism, 
Living Labor, and Theorizations of Community (2015), traced the contested 
emergence of Okinawa as Japan’s exotic ‘South’ as part and parcel of the process 
of the former Ryukyu Kingdom’s annexation and transformation into one of the 
empire’s premier sites of sugar production.

Søren Mau is a postdoctoral researcher interested in value-form theory, Marxist 
feminism, Marxist ecology and radical philosophy. He is the author of Mute 
Compulsion: A Marxist Theory of the Economic Power of Capital (2022), which is 
an attempt to build a theory of how the logic of capital reproduces its grip on social 
life by means of an abstract, impersonal and anonymous form of power. He is cur-
rently working on a research project on Marxism and the body, which will hopefully 
result in a book. He is a member of the editorial board of the journal Historical 
Materialism and a member of the board of the Danish Society of Marxist Studies.

Annie McClanahan is an Associate Professor of English at the University of 
California, Irvine. She is the author of Dead Pledges: Debt, Crisis, and 21st Century 
Culture (2016). Her work has appeared in Representations, boundary2, South Atlantic 
Quarterly, theory & event, the Journal of Cultural Economy and elsewhere, and she 
is co-editor of the online, open-access journal Post45. She is currently completing a 
book titled Tipwork, Microwork, Automation: Culture after the Formal Wage.

Gregor McLennan is Emeritus Professor and Senior Research Fellow in the 
School of Sociology, Politics and International Studies at the University of 
Bristol. He is the author of Marxism and the Methodologies of History (1981), 
Marxism, Pluralism and Beyond (1989), Pluralism (1995), Sociological Cultural 
Studies (2006) and Story of Sociology (2011); and he is the editor, with extensive 
commentary, of Stuart Hall, Selected Writings on Marxism (2021). He has also 
published a range of papers evaluating the contemporary entanglement of post-
secularism, the postcolonial and critical sociology.

Sandro Mezzadra is Professor of Political Theory at the University of Bologna, 
Department of Arts, and is Adjunct Research Fellow at the Institute for Culture 
and Society of Western Sydney University. In the last decade his work has cen-
tred on the relations between globalisation, migration and political processes, 
on contemporary capitalism and on postcolonial theory and criticism. He is an 
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active participant in the ‘post-workerist’ debates and one of the founders of the 
website Euronomade. His books include In the Marxian Workshops: Producing 
Subjects (2018). With Brett Neilson he is the author of Border as Method, or, the 
Multiplication of Labor (2013) and of The Politics of Operations: Excavating 
Contemporary Capitalism (2019).

Salar Mohandesi is an Assistant Professor of History at Bowdoin College. His 
research focuses on the transnational history of theory, social movements and 
political cultures in the wider context of war, revolution and imperialism. His 
current book project traces the history of anti-Vietnam War activism in France 
and the USA from the early 1960s to the late 1970s to explain how and why 
human rights displaced anti-imperialism as the dominant way of imagining inter-
nationalism in North America and Western Europe.

Roberto Mozzachiodi is a doctoral student at Goldsmiths, University of London, 
a workplace organiser and a translator. He is a Visiting Lecturer at Regent’s 
University. He writes on Francophone Marxist histories and philosophy.

Patrick Murray is Professor of Philosophy at Creighton University in Omaha, 
Nebraska. He is the author of The Mismeasure of Wealth: Essays on Marx and 
Social Form (2016, 2017) and Marx’s Theory of Scientific Knowledge (1988), 
and the editor of Reflections on Commercial Life: An Anthology of Classic Texts 
from Plato to the Present (1997). For Brill, he is working on Capital’s Reach: 
How Capital Shapes and Subsumes and a reissue of Marx’s Theory of Scientific 
Knowledge. With Jeanne Schuler he has co-authored a book manuscript under 
review, False Moves: Basic Problems with Factoring Philosophy. His research 
interests centre on the relationship between capitalism and modern philosophy 
and include the British empiricists, Kant, Hegel, Marx and the Frankfurt School.

Brett Neilson is Professor at the Institute for Culture and Society at Western 
Sydney University. With Sandro Mezzadra he is co-author of Border as Method, 
or, the Multiplication of Labor (2013) and The Politics of Operations: Excavating 
Contemporary Capitalism (2019). With Ned Rossiter he has coordinated four large 
transnational research projects: Transit Labour: Circuits, Regions, Borders (2009–11), 
Logistical Worlds: Infrastructure, Software, Labour (2013–15), Data Farms: Circuits, 
Labour, Territory (2016–19) and Packet Politics: Automation, Labour, Data (2020–3). 
His work empirically studies changing formations of space and time as a means of 
generating concepts to understand shifting relations among economy and politics.

Chris O’Kane is Assistant Professor of Political Science at the University of 
Texas Rio Grande Valley. O’Kane works on social and political thought and polit-
ical economy, especially Marx and Frankfurt School Critical Theory. O’Kane has 
published articles on real abstraction, negative totality, Marx, Henri Lefebvre, 
Theodor W. Adorno, Frankfurt School Critical Theory, critical political economy 
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and heterodox economics. He is a corresponding editor of Historical Materialism. 
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Introduction: Mapping  
the Marxist Multiverse

Svenja  Bromberg,  Sara  Far r i s ,  
Bever ley  Skeggs and Alberto Toscano

WHICH HANDBOOK FOR WHAT MARXISM?

The handbook is not a neutral form in which to try and gather, as we have here, 
some of the most innovative, expansive and inquisitive critical research in contem-
porary Marxist theory. Ever since a 25-year-old Karl Marx, penning his critique of 
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right in the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, asserted that 
‘theory also becomes a material force as soon as it has gripped the masses’, the 
intellectual traditions that he and Friedrich Engels initiated have been incessantly 
preoccupied with how to compile, clarify and circulate the arguments, methods 
and findings of a critical project that has never enjoyed the comforts of self- 
sufficiency – even when it ascended into the rarefied air of mathematical formali-
sation or sought shelter in the institutions of higher learning and social reproduc-
tion. And so, when in 1878 the Italian anarchist Carlo Cafiero threw himself into 
the arduous task of compressing the first volume of Das Kapital into a 100-page 
Compendium, a veritable pocket abridgement, Marx greeted his efforts ‘to make 
an impression on the public’ with gratitude, while hoping that in the future he 
would place ‘greater emphasis on [the] materialist basis of Capital’.1

In the wake of Marx’s death, Marxism came to be consolidated or crystal-
lised into doctrinal forms that were always hotly contested – within and between 
tendencies, parties or indeed states that in different ways referred back to the 
authors of The Communist Manifesto and The German Ideology for guid-
ance and legitimation. While each strand and school may have tried to claim 
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correctness and continuity with the ‘classics’ or, in that burdensome formula, the  
‘founding fathers’, Marxisms have always been partial, polemical totalisations, 
ever since Karl Kautsky tussled with Eduard Bernstein over the theoretical direc-
tion of German social democracy in the 1890s, the very intellectual conjunc-
ture in which the first ‘crisis of Marxism’ was declared. As Marxism came to be 
framed and over-determined by party and state forms, the tasks of organisation, 
pedagogy, proselytism and propaganda that accrued to it and the workers’ move-
ment throughout the twentieth century often found a momentary vehicle in the 
handbook and similar formats.

Sometimes, as in the Third International’s manual Armed Insurrection, anony-
mously co-authored among others by Ho Chi Minh and Mikhail Tukhachevsky,2 
the weapons of criticism could be wholly subordinated to criticism by weapons. 
Or, as in Emil Burns’s 1935 A Handbook of Marxism,3 the handbook could serve 
as a kind of authoritative breviary, reducing Marxism – this fractious, mutable, 
ephemeral science – to the abridged and quotable works of Marx, Engels, Lenin 
and Stalin, capped by the programme of the Third International. Handbooks or 
manuals could also be the object of instructive and consequential criticisms inter-
nal to the Marxist camp. In his prison notebooks, Antonio Gramsci took Nikolai 
Bukharin (who had earlier co-authored another important manual, namely the 
ABC of Communism) to task for distorting, in his Historical Materialism: A 
Popular Manual of Marxist Sociology, the philosophy of praxis into a sociology. 
He criticised the Bolshevik theorist and leader for grafting a schematic Marxist 
sociology onto a metaphysical materialism, while not really addressing the key 
material for such a handbook, namely popular ‘common sense’, with all its sedi-
mentations and contradictions.4 The handbook could also serve as a way of syn-
thesising and popularising particular theoretical approaches within Marxism, as 
in Marta Harnecker’s best-selling Los conceptos elementales del materialismo 
histórico (The Elementary Concepts of Historical Materialism), the second edition 
of which in 1970 was prefaced by her former teacher Louis Althusser.5

We write this introduction two decades into a twenty-first century that very 
much appears as a Gramscian interregnum, now plagued all too literally by ‘mor-
bid symptoms’, which in the guise of the Covid-19 pandemic have revealed the 
myriad ways in which the ‘old’ – the mode of production that has governed our 
life-worlds for centuries – is not so much dying as killing both human beings and 
the very possibility of novel and just ways of organising collective life on this 
finite planet. The handbooks of the 1900s have become largely archaeological 
artefacts of the short twentieth century, while the nexus between socialism and 
print has been profoundly transformed.6 But while many of the forms of struggle 
and organisation that marked Marxism’s determining presence on the historical 
stage of the ‘age of extremes’ have passed, we are convinced that the idea of a 
Marxist handbook is more urgent than ever. Often dated to the aftermath of the 
2007–8 financial crisis, but seeded by the upsurge in anti-capitalist theorising in 
the context of the 1999 ‘Battle of Seattle’ and the ‘anti-globalisation’ movement, 
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a renascent interest in, and circulation of, Marxian and Marxist ideas has  
certainly been in evidence over the past few years. This has occurred not just in 
grudging recognitions by penitent liberal commentators, but in the context of a 
mainstreaming of progressive ideological challenges to the neoliberal despotism 
of TINA (there is no alternative) – from debates around the capitalist origins of 
the climate crisis and projects for ‘Green New Deals’ to the combative promi-
nence of anti-racist and abolitionist discourses in the wake of the George Floyd 
Rebellion, from the International Women’s Strike to global opposition to a preda-
tory and plundering regime of financialisation.

From Southern Europe to Latin America, and in the political context and 
conjuncture where this collection was conceived, the UK, leftist advances have 
largely been repelled, but the intellectual ferment is real. Much of this has been 
rendered possible by the independent work of journals which, struggling against 
the frequent hostility of academic institutions or the doctrinal shibboleths of 
political organisations, have created spaces for the production and reproduc-
tion of Marxist thought. Three of the editors have been closely involved with 
the journal Historical Materialism – whose pages and annual conferences, both 
in London and internationally, have served as an immensely fecund meeting 
point with a wide range of scholars, activists and theorists committed to a criti-
cal renewal of the Marxist tradition, many of whom we are fortunate to host in 
this Handbook. But to restrict ourselves to the Anglosphere, without the Monthly 
Review and Rethinking Marxism, Race & Class and New Left Review, Feminist 
Review and Midnight Notes, the creation if not of a counter-public sphere or a 
counter-hegemony but at least an alternative to the myriad ways of not really talk-
ing about capitalism or its others, would not have been possible. More recently, 
publications like Viewpoint, Endnotes, Spectre and Jacobin have reinvented the 
nexus of politics, text and theory in ways both attuned to a very different media 
ecology and to the most urgent challenges of the present.

In a poem entitled ‘Thought in the Works of the Classics’, from his wonder-
ful compendium of dialectical parables, Me-Ti: Book of Interventions into the 
Flow of Things, the German playwright and theorist Bertolt Brecht suggests that 
though Marxist thought ‘appears so commanding / It still shows that it means 
nothing without an audience / Would neither have come nor know / Where to 
go or where to stay / If not accepted. Indeed, if not taught / By those ignorant 
yesterday / It would quickly lose its force and rapidly collapse’.7 While we brook 
no illusions that a handbook such as ours will have the reach of Marxist manuals 
from past revolutionary conjunctures, we know that the chapters in these volumes 
bear the imprint not just of bygone but of ongoing experiences of activism, mili-
tant research and political organisation. The authors of this Handbook’s entries 
have all found ways of teaching themselves Marxism in and by teaching oth-
ers, and of realising that the ‘classics’ only mean something with an audience –  
especially that of a generation of students born well after socialism or Marxism 
appeared as epochal, geopolitical forces, and encountering capitalism in the 
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strikingly unmediated if potentially disabling form of their own educational debt. 
This Handbook, born out of the editors’ own pedagogical experiences, as well as 
their research and political commitments, is centrally oriented by the problem of 
how to make Marxism a living concern, a vital method, in a conjuncture where 
many political and ideological continuities have been shattered, while capitalism 
still stands, as Marx suggested in the third volume of Capital, as ‘the religion of 
everyday life’.

WITHOUT GUARANTEES, WITHOUT APOLOGIES: REMAKING 
MARXISM FOR THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

While Marxist thought might not be subject to the same embargos and anathemas 
that marginalised it in earlier moments, the current articulation of theory and 
praxis is extremely lopsided. While critiques of capitalism, even ones that 
foreground Marxist categories, have gained in circulation and acceptability – 
prodded not least by the eye-watering acceleration of inequality over the past 
decades – the ‘indissoluble nexus between scientific theory and revolutionary 
political praxis’8 that had long defined the singularity of Marxism appears to 
have collapsed; indeed, as Lefebvre declared in the midst of the last ‘crisis of 
Marxism’, the abyss between theory and praxis should become the starting point 
for a contemporary reflection on Marx and Marxism.9 While perversely flattering 
to radical egos, the conspiracy theories coursing through a planetary alt-right 
(and the Tory party) regarding the Caligari-like powers of ‘Cultural Marxism’ 
(and its kin Critical Race Theory) wildly project the secret victories of Max 
Horkheimer or Antonio Gramsci where what we have are but relative progressive 
gains in certain spheres of education and longer-term mutations in social mores. 
And while one cannot but salute the presence of laudatory articles on Marx in 
the likes of Teen Vogue – including aperçus sorely missing from many more 
‘classical’ Marxists, such as the recognition that ‘[m]any political writers and 
artists like Angela Davis, Frida Kahlo, Malcolm X, Claudia Jones, Helen Keller, 
and Walter Rodney integrated Marxist theory into their work decades after his 
death’10 – the mere popularisation and diffusion of ideas linked to his work and 
that of other revolutionary thinkers in his tradition was not quite what the ‘Old 
Moor’ meant by theory gripping the masses.

That said, this Handbook was not born from a spirit of defeat but one of enthu-
siasm at finding ourselves part of a motley and international crew of scholars 
committed not to the beleaguered guardianship of the holy texts against the 
corruptions of Mammon and Moloch, but to the searching, disputatious, (self-)
critical and inescapably collective labour of forging tools with which to carve 
capitalism at its joints. This is not just a matter, to borrow the felicitous and influ-
ential metaphor of Frantz Fanon, of ‘stretching’ Marxism – which might suggest 
a more unified or settled Marxist canon than we’d be prone to accept – but of 
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reworking it under changed and changing conditions, with and for subjects and 
contexts of struggle that are not the ones under which its concepts and catego-
ries were originally forged.11 The inescapably material, historical and political 
nature of concepts, so central to the very notion of a historical materialism, must 
be applied to Marxism itself – as so many of the authors in this handbook gen-
eratively demonstrate.

In a recent interview, Angela Y. Davis – addressing in particular the way in 
which the notion of racial capitalism has sometimes been seen as of late to require 
placing a wedge between Marxism and the Black radical tradition – has tackled the 
issue of reworking Marxism in the present with a spirit of critical generosity that 
we have tried to make our own in bringing this Handbook together. As she writes:

I think that we are not so much ‘stretching Marxism’ as we are continuing to build upon and 
critically engage with its insights. Dedicated adherents to a particular way of thinking often 
assume that to challenge any of the associated ideas is a disavowal. In both his works of 
philosophy and political economy, Marx always emphasised critique – and, of course, this 
became the primary approach of the Frankfurt school: critical theory. What I find especially 
inspiring about the Marxist tradition is its emphasis on interdisciplinarity. Even as Capital is 
categorised as a work within the discipline of political economy – despite the fact that Marx 
considered it a critique of political economy – if one reads it, one discovers philosophy, lit-
erature, sociology (which was not yet an institutionalised discipline), cultural critique, and so 
on. What I have always appreciated is the openness of Marx’s work, its implicit invitation to 
push it in new directions.12

Davis’s qualification also deserves quoting: ‘Unfortunately, reductionist tenden-
cies of some contemporary Marxist literatures create an inhospitable climate for 
the continuation of the tradition of critique through serious engagement with new 
theoretical approaches associated with Black and women of colour feminisms’.13 
Our gamble in this Handbook has been to foreground those perspectives within 
contemporary critical Marxist theory which eschew, or indeed dismantle, such 
reductionism while remaining committed to the analytical and political potentials 
of an open Marxist framework. We are thus building upon but also problematis-
ing concepts and insights inherited from a polymorphous and contested tradi-
tion (so contested and divisive that it might on occasion be more just to speak 
of traditions, recognising what Lefebvre termed ‘an exploded Marxism’14). We 
have also tried to heed David Roediger’s timely meditations on ‘the difficulty of 
maintaining a comradely tone during periods of social quiescence’, phases when 
the accumulation of defeats for race, class and gender justice ‘structures both our 
confusion and our bitter certainties’.15 How to foster agonism without antago-
nism, contradiction without calumny, has been a preoccupation throughout the 
envisioning, commissioning and composition of this Handbook.

Almost four decades after Stuart Hall declared the need to move towards a 
Marxism without guarantees, it seems it is the only Marxism we can or should 
seek to inhabit. Leaving aside the amused reference to a flourishing Marxist 
sectarianism, now largely vanished, Hall’s comments at an Australian centenary 
symposium on Marx in 1983 still resonate:
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There is no need to insist that there is a single, unified marxism; you have only to come into 
any public meeting and you can see the 57 varieties. There is no need to insist that his was 
a dogmatically finished and completed theoretical labour – anybody who dares to end the 
critical volumen of his major work with a question: ‘What is class, then?’ and dies – is clearly 
not in the business of wrapping the whole thing up. Indeed the notion that somewhere back 
there is the Book of Revelations or Old Moore’s Almanac – a sort of litany that you look up 
when you are not feeling good, or to find out whether you should travel on Friday the  
13th – a general book by which you guide and shape your life – is contrary to virtually every 
line that Marx wrote. He was irreligious, deeply secular, highly rationalist, critical theoretical 
and historical. In my view the crisis of Marxism liberates us for some future kind of marxism 
work though it disables us from some other kinds.16

This Handbook is certainly no almanac of predictions or Book of Revelations, 
but it very much seeks to map that ‘future kind of Marxism’, our own contempo-
rary Marxism, which responds to (and may in a sense have been ‘liberated’ by) 
the crisis of Marxism that accompanied the upsurge of neoliberalism – which we 
take to have been above all a political crisis intimately linked to the unmaking of a 
particular figure of class (paradigmatically white, industrial, male, Western) – and 
the revolutions in capitalism’s forms of exploitation and regimes of accumulation. 
The generativity and generosity of much contemporary Marxist research –  
or research which may not identify itself as Marxist but is happy to integrate and 
rework Marxist concepts and methods without apology or compunction – is also 
a product of this absence of guarantees, this lived sense that there is no (implic-
itly fragile, precarious) doctrinal kernel that must be defended against enemy 
incursions. Expatriated, ‘orphaned’ from any socialist homeland imagined or 
real, and without nostalgias, such a Marxism can certainly breed disputes, dif-
ferends, polemics but its relation to other intellectual and political traditions of 
anti-capitalism, liberation and critique is not modelled on that fortress paradigm 
which was for so long the (at times forgivable) weakness of Marxisms trying to 
survive in the deeply inhospitable ecosystems of late capitalism.

We could also suggest, by way of mild provocation, that such a non-defen-
sive practice of Marxism largely undermines the very raison d’être of that rather 
nebulous entity which is post-Marxism (unless we restrict the latter to the theo-
retical propositions of Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe and their followers). Post-
Marxism requires the preliminary closure of Marxism, the transformation of a 
method and a research programme into dogma, of what Hall called Marx’s ‘criti-
cal and subversive thoughts’ into settled and conservative ones, the turning of the 
plural, conjunctural and disputatious multiverse of Marxism (to borrow a notion 
from the great Marxist thinker of utopia, Ernst Bloch17) into a closed and repeti-
tious universe, wherefrom to plan one’s deconstructive escape.

Instead of positing a monolithic, metaphysical, foundational Marxism, from 
whose clutches a contemporary thinking of emancipation must extricate itself, 
it is more fruitful to attend to the multiple ways in which Marxism emerges as 
a decentred kind of theory, a science that is revolutionary to the very extent that 
its motor and standpoint – exploited and classed historical subjects in struggle, 
in their variety and contingency – lives outside of it, and cannot be merely 
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deduced from capital as that theory’s object. In a text from 1975 that was only 
recently published, the French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser perspicu-
ously observed that Marx’s writing shared a singular trait with those of two 
other unclassifiable theoretical pioneers, Niccolò Machiavelli and Sigmund 
Freud: ‘The impression of finding ourselves confronted with texts (theoretical 
and abstract though they may be) whose status does not come under the usual 
categories: texts that are always to one side of the place they occupy, texts 
lacking an inner centre, texts which are rigorous, yet seem to be dismembered, 
texts that designate a space different from their own’.18 Once again, as in the 
abovementioned poem by Brecht, the problem is that of the audience, or of 
what Althusser will call ‘the virtual position of the interlocutor in the topogra-
phy’ of Marxist theory. This interlocutor, a reader who will come to Marxism 
with their struggles and their positions, individual and collective, and who will 
in turn be interpellated by it, dislocates the theoretical apparatus. As Althusser 
further observes:

The theory’s internal dispositive, insofar as it is unbalanced, induces a disposition to prac-
tice that continues the theory by other means. This is what lends Marxist theory its 
strangeness and what is responsible for the fact that it is necessarily unfinished (not like 
an ordinary science, which is unfinished only in its theoretical order, but in a different way). 
In other words, Marxist theory is haunted, in its theoretical dispositive itself, by a certain 
relationship to practice, which is at once an existing practice and a practice to be trans-
formed: politics.19

We hope that this Handbook too, in its very diverse components, is ‘unbalanced’ 
in the sense of giving the reader a detailed and complex sense of how the most 
exciting contemporary Marxist scholarship across a welter of domains embraces 
its being haunted, unfinished by practice and politics.

AIMS, STRUCTURE, CONTENTS

The Handbook is a labour of love that has been in gestation for a long time: We 
began the project in 2012 at Goldsmiths when we were all teaching together. 
Since then we have faced many challenges (as have the contributors) including 
three deaths of close family members, serious illnesses, three children born, 
employment problems, institutional challenges, plus the regular difficulties of 
combining writing with everything else. Social reproduction was made apparent 
in every way. The Handbook became a much larger task than we had imagined, 
but also a much more exciting one, as we discovered the huge amount of recent 
scholarship on and with Marxism, scholarship that took many different and 
unanticipated directions. We hope that the contributions we have assembled will 
serve as a foundation and direction for contemporary Marxist research and pro-
vide new angles and approaches for the analysis and critique of contemporary 
capitalism in the twenty-first century.
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The aims for the Handbook were from the beginning manifold in that we 
wanted to bring together contributions that revisit and rework classical Marxist 
concepts; those that bring Marxist ideas and frameworks to bear on concepts and 
problems that were never or barely the focus of Marx, Engels and other ‘classical 
Marxist’ figures, thereby reinvigorating the uses to which Marxism can be put; 
inquiries and interventions into contemporary debates that draw on Marxist ideas 
and frameworks of analysis; and accounts of the role Marxism and Marxist meth-
ods play in different disciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary domains 
and fields. We also strongly wanted to break with the widespread tendency in 
previous handbooks of Marxism, as well as in some areas of Marxist scholarship, 
to neglect or marginalise research and authors concerned with race, gender and 
sexuality in particular. Such a marginalisation and neglect often took the form not 
so much of excluding these topics, but of relegating women, people of colour or 
queer authors to topics directly pertaining to racism or sexism, while the bulk of 
Marxist concepts remained the exclusive domain of white, Western male writers. 
Our attempt to fight these tendencies has not always been entirely successful. We 
had to confront the problem that the field of Marxist political economy remains 
predominantly male and white; moreover, a number of women, people of colour 
and queer authors we tried to commission were unavailable or had to pull out of 
the collection due to work and life demands. Within the limitations of our knowl-
edge and networks, the goal has always been that of identifying and approaching 
for each topic those contributors whom we believed could provide an expert and 
fresh approach that would expand Marxist horizons in transformative dialogue 
with feminist, racialised and non-Western perspectives.

At the outset of the project, we asked all contributors to give an overview of 
how they would approach their topic of inquiry, setting out the stakes of past 
and present scholarly debates, and putting forward their own interpretations and 
positions on the key issues. As one of our external reviewers noted: ‘A good syn-
thesizing handbook chapter is so hard to write. It needs to be both accessible to 
new scholars looking for inspiration and appealing to established experts who are 
ready to be surprised by a fresh take on old topics’. We hope we have achieved 
this. We are exceedingly grateful to our external reviewers who regularly pro-
vided superb constructive criticism. Even though personal reasons and burden-
some workloads meant that we lost some contributions along the way, the whole 
process resulted in three volumes and 87 chapters in total.

The challenge then became how to organise such diverse and numerous 
contributions in a way that is true to the spirit with which we conceived the 
Handbook as showcasing an open and anti-dogmatic understanding of Marxism, 
which does not end up recreating well-trodden hierarchies between foundational 
work and subordinate or optional applications, between Western and global 
Marxism, or in which political economy trumps other disciplinary engage-
ments with Marxism. After much debate and experimentation, we structured the 
Handbook into seven sections:
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 Part I: Reworking the Critique of Political Economy

 Part II: Forms of Domination, Subjects of Struggle

 Part III: Political Perspectives

 Part IV: Philosophical Dimensions

 Part V: Land and Existence

 Part VI: Domains

 Part VII: Inquiries and Debates

This structure is our map of sorts for navigating the three volumes – needless to 
say, there are countless other possible paths our readers can take. Not only do our 
headings – for instance, ‘forms of domination’ – easily apply to entries in some 
of the other sections, but the entries themselves contain many implicit and 
explicit cross-references, suggesting articulations, trajectories and interferences 
which we have done our best to foster. Whatever the worth of the base and super-
structure model, we envisaged the Handbook as a living web of concepts, 
debates and interventions, rather than as a settled edifice of doctrine.

Part I, ‘Reworking the Critique of Political Economy’, gathers entries that 
focus primarily on Marx’s and Marxist analyses of the logic and history of the 
capitalist mode of production. The first chapter, on ‘Merchant Capitalism’, by 
Jairus Banaji, challenges a widespread reading of the history of capitalism as one 
in which merchants did not play as big a role as large-scale industry, and puts 
in historical perspective the key role of merchant capitalism for the evolution of 
the new mode of production. The second chapter, by John Haldon, reconstructs 
the history and stages of elaboration of the concept of ‘Mode of Production’ in 
Marx. In Haldon’s reading, the concept of mode of production is to be understood 
as an ‘epoch of production’ and not a ‘set of techniques’. Under this analytic 
lens, the mode of production becomes the conceptual tool to determine the dif-
ferences between different ways of organising wealth and labour in human his-
tory. In ‘Social Reproduction Feminisms’, Sue Ferguson, Tithi Bhattacharya and 
Sara R. Farris outline some of the main contributions to the debate on the nature 
and role of social reproduction within capitalism and in relation to women’s 
oppression, particularly as they unfolded in Europe and North America. From 
the early feminist communists’ articulation of unpaid labour to the Wages for 
Housework Campaign and Social Reproduction Theory, the authors foreground 
the centrality of life-making activities for capitalism, but also how such activi-
ties have been theoretically and practically undervalued by Marxist and non-
Marxist economists alike. Stefano Dughera and Carlo Vercellone’s chapter on 
‘Rent’ articulates insights from the Grundrisse and the third volume of Capital to 
outline a neo-workerist theory of what they call the ‘becoming-rent of profit’ in 
cognitive capitalism. They argue that new modes of regulation and development 
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under contemporary capitalism are based on rent rather than on profit, and this 
has major implications for the epistemic foundations of capitalism. In the fifth 
chapter of this section, Tommaso Redolfi Riva focuses on Marx’s theory of value 
as the specific form that labour assumes in a society in which its socialisation is 
achieved by means of a system of private monetary exchange of commodities and 
as the impersonal form of social domination in capitalist society. Redolfi Riva 
reads Marx’s theory of value not as the arrival point of the classical labour theory 
of value, but as a distinct theory that is discontinuous with previous theoretical 
traditions. In the entry on ‘Money and Finance’, Jim Kincaid reconstructs Marx’s 
monetary theory along three main axes: 1) money as a measure of the socially 
necessary labour time required to produce commodities; (2) credit money as the 
major form of money in capitalist society; and 3) money capital as both the start-
ing point and the end point of the circuit of production and circulation which 
is central in a capitalist system. This chapter is followed by one on ‘Labour’, 
by Guido Starosta, who provides a comprehensive discussion of the notion of 
labour in Marxian social theory. Starosta offers a systematic reconstruction of 
the concept of labour as the ‘unity of its many determinations’, which appear 
scattered in Marx’s own writings. Taking the simplest determination of human 
labour as conscious life-activity, the chapter probes further into the different con-
crete determinations that comprise the material character of production and its 
changing historical modes of existence. In the entry on ‘Automation’, Jason E. 
Smith details how Marx saw the automatic factory as a technical and material 
‘mode’ of producing posited by the inner tendencies of capital itself. Yet, for 
Smith, Marx envisioned obstacles to the automation of certain labour processes, 
due either to the nature of the labour process itself or to the nature of the ‘laws’ 
governing the development of the capitalist mode of production. In the chapter on 
‘Methods’, Patrick Murray argues that Marx adopted Hegel’s method of imma-
nent critique directed at philosophy and political economy. Ultimately, Murray 
looks at Horkheimer’s interpretation of Marx’s method as one that allows us to 
better understand Marx’s conceptual toolbox. The last chapter of this part, ‘The 
Transformation Problem’, by Riccardo Bellofiore and Andrea Coveri, argues that 
if Marx’s value theory of labour is reconstructed as a macro-monetary theory 
of capitalist production, the transformation from values to prices can be proved 
irrelevant to the validity of the key concept of exploitation. The latter, they con-
tend, has to do with the social form of production, being grounded in the con-
sumption of workers as living bearers of labour-power.

Part II, ‘Forms of Domination, Subjects of Struggle’, begins with Bev Skeggs’s 
chapter on ‘Class’, which takes its starting point from a critique of the marginali-
sation of class analysis within Marxism. For Skeggs, centring class means under-
standing it not just as an analytical category but as a symbolic space in which 
struggles to extract, defend and protect value are dynamically shaped and lived in 
the context of the cultural logic of capitalism. Alessandro De Giorgi’s entry offers 
a reconstruction of different neo-Marxist perspectives on ‘Punishment’. From the 
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revisionist histories of punishment of the 1970s, to the critique of penality, to the 
economic reductionism of some neo-Marxists who have not paid sufficient atten-
tion to racialisation and the symbolic and political dimensions of punishment, 
De Giorgi surveys the field and offers new research directions. In the chapter on 
‘Race’, Brenna Bhandar offers a view of three major figures in the Black radi-
cal tradition: Stuart Hall, Cedric Robinson and Angela Y. Davis, exploring how 
they engaged with Marxist thought and its limitations as they relate to the articu-
lation of race and capitalism. Here Bhandar shows the ways in which Marxist 
thought interacted with other critical theories of capitalism to develop theoreti-
cal frameworks able to capture the role of race within our social formations. 
Leonardo Marques’s chapter on ‘Slavery and Capitalism’ reconstructs key posi-
tions as well as lesser-known contributions concerning the connections between 
slavery and capitalism within and beyond Marxism. In particular, he focuses on 
the scholarship that revolves around the New History of Capitalism, which has 
renewed interest in Marx’s and Marxist approaches to slavery. In the chapter on 
‘Gender’, Sara R. Farris outlines some of the main tenets of the theorisation of 
‘gender’ within Marxism. From Marx’s early writings to Engels’s The Origin 
of the Family, Private Property and the State, and on to the main contempo-
rary debates among Marxist and socialist feminists on the relationship between 
gender relations and relations of production, as well as on ideology, race and 
transness, the chapter foregrounds the category of gender as a central theoreti-
cal and practical battlefield for the definition of Marxist and left political strate-
gies. Laura Schwartz’s chapter on ‘Servants’ provides a theoretical and historical 
reconstruction of the figure of the servant within Marx’s economic theory as well 
as within subsequent Marxist perspectives and movements. While Marx consid-
ered servants as an unproductive category of workers from a capitalist viewpoint, 
feminists have challenged some of the main tenets of Marx’s views and offered 
new insights into the role of the servant class for capital accumulation.

Part III, on ‘Political Perspectives’, is introduced by Panagiotis Sotiris’s chapter 
on ‘Politics’. Here Sotiris retraces Marx’s thinking on politics and political practice 
and how such questions were answered by various traditions of Marxism. From 
Lenin, Gramsci and postwar Marxism to the discussions that followed 1968, and 
on to those that occurred in the context of the new radicalism emerging at the end 
of the millennium around the ‘Battle of Seattle’, the chapter offers an overview of 
different debates on politics in Marxism that centre on the state and left-wing polit-
ical strategy. In the chapter on ‘Revolution’, the late Neil Davidson focuses on the 
concept of ‘social revolution’ vis-à-vis that of ‘bourgeois revolution’ as developed 
by Marx and Engels in particular. The fate of the state, for Davidson, is the key 
to determining the form taken by any revolution as well as its potential success.  
Heide Gerstenberger’s chapter on the ‘State’ begins with a critique of supra- 
historical conceptions of state power. For Gerstenberger, capitalist state power is 
defined by the separation of state and society, not of politics and economics. Such 
a distinction defines Marxist state theory and its approach to the analysis of state 
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functions and political strategies. Gavin Walker’s entry on ‘Nationalism and the 
National Question’ considers the political history of debates on the nation within 
socialist practice. He presents a comprehensive theoretical assessment of the lim-
its and possibilities of the analysis of nationalism within contemporary Marxism. 
Ken Kawashima’s chapter on ‘Crisis’ focuses on the concept of capitalist crisis 
in Marx in four movements: (1) crisis as excess capital and surplus populations, 
(2) as a phenomenon of capitalist accumulation that is possible and inevitable, 
(3) as interregnum and political crisis and (4) as transition towards revolution. 
Alberto Toscano’s essay on ‘Communism’ reviews the semantic and political 
history of communism before Marx, and its ensuing appropriation by Marx (and 
Engels), particularly after the Paris Commune, whose success and defeat inspired 
generations of Marxists, from those focused on a critique of social democracy to 
those attempting to define a non-state state. The chapter also gives an overview of 
theoretical debates on communism that emerged in the wake of the ’68 movement 
and addresses contemporary discussions on abolitionism as a vital dimension of 
the problem of communism. In the subsequent chapter on ‘Imperialism’, Salar 
Mohandesi surveys the history of Marxist theories of imperialism, analyses the 
shared limitations of those theories and concludes by discussing a way forward 
that incorporates insights from state theory. In particular, Mohandesi interrogates 
the crisis of the concept of imperialism within contemporary Marxism and argues 
that instead of abandoning the term, we need to address one of its enduring weak-
nesses: the under-theorisation of the role of the state.

Part IV gathers texts that focus on the ‘Philosophical Dimensions’ of Marx and 
Marxist traditions. The first chapter, by Chris O’Kane, reconstructs the concept of 
‘Totality’ in Marx and in subsequent theorisations of a number of Marxists. O’Kane 
identifies a double-faceted conception of totality within most Marxist approaches: 
on the one hand, a tendency to critique non-Marxist ideologies as unable to grasp 
society as a whole; on the other, the theorisation of totality as that which can grasp 
history as a whole from an emancipatory perspective. In the chapter on ‘Dialectics’, 
Harrison Fluss traces the development of dialectics, from its pre-history in Kant’s 
critical philosophy towards its contemporary expressions in today’s theoretical con-
juncture. Fluss discusses the strengths and limits in Hegel’s philosophy as well as 
debates on the dialectics of nature, the relationship between dialectics and ontol-
ogy, and the ambiguous status of dialectics in Marx and Engels. In the chapter on 
‘Time’, Massimiliano Tomba explores the concept of time in Marx in relation to 
value in order to show how under capitalism time comes to be dominated by socially 
necessary labour time. The latter not only determines the value of commodities, but 
also works as the normative temporality that compresses and synchronises many 
temporalities. Tomba furthermore provides an analysis of time that outlines the 
parallel temporalisation of space, which produces a field of possibilities in which 
conflicting temporalities open up room for liberation. In the chapter on ‘Space’, 
Kanishka Goonewardena offers a survey of various invocations of space and geog-
raphy in Marxism and allied radical political traditions in order to make sense of its 
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significance for left revolutionary politics today. From Marx and Engels’s important 
reflections, to Lefebvre’s path-breaking work on space, to the writings of Gramsci, 
Williams, Massey, Harvey, Neil Smith and others, Goonewardena advocates a holis-
tic conception of space that goes beyond the typical conventions of academic disci-
plines. The concept of ‘Alienation’ is the focus of Amy Wendling’s chapter, which 
she interprets in light of its Hegelian roots. While alienation is an explicit theme of 
Marx’s early work, the entry also demonstrates that alienation is an enduring theme 
in his later work. Wendling’s essay also reviews the twentieth-century debates that 
developed around the concept of alienation, arguing that the concept maintains all 
its salience not as an existential or moral condition, but as a specific condition of 
capitalist society. In the chapter on ‘Praxis’, Miguel Candioti questions the usual 
understanding of the Marxian concept of praxis as one confined mainly to the Theses 
on Feuerbach. He argues that this delimitation led to the conception of praxis as an 
activity of the senses, rather than one evident to them. For Candioti, such an inter-
pretation is at the root of the idealist interpretation of praxis that has traversed differ-
ent Marxist traditions. The chapter on ‘Fetishism’, by Anselm Jappe, examines the 
Western Marxist debate on the concept as developed particularly by Lukács, Rubin, 
Korsch and Colletti, among others. It then provides an overview of the revived 
interest in the concept of fetishism after Postone’s ‘critique of value’. Fetishism is 
understood as the very heart of Marx’s conception of capitalism as a society which 
is not only ‘unjust’, but also destructive and self-destructive – an irrational system 
that is pushing the world towards an epoch-defining economic and ecological cri-
sis. Jan Rehmann’s chapter on ‘Ideology-Critique and Ideology-Theory’ challenges 
the tendency to place Marx and Engels’s concept of ideology in opposition to that 
developed by Gramsci. On the contrary, Rehmann shows that their particular combi-
nation of Ideology-Critique and Ideology-Theory brings them together to allow for 
the development of a materialist theory of the ideological, one that gets rid of the idea 
of ideology as ‘false’ consciousness’. ‘Real Abstraction’ is the concept examined in 
the subsequent chapter, by Elena Louisa Lange, who follows, evaluates and criti-
cally comments on the place of real abstraction in the work of the German Marxist 
economist Alfred Sohn-Rethel (1899–1990). The chapter details the trajectory of the 
concept of real abstraction from Sohn-Rethel’s works of the early 1930s through to 
those of the late 1970s, and attempts to revise and rehabilitate it in the latest, influ-
ential readings of real abstraction in Marxian value theory. In the last chapter of this 
part, Andrés Saenz de Sicilia provides a critical overview of the main theoretical 
issues and debates surrounding the Marxist concept of ‘Subsumption’. The chap-
ter explores the significance of the concept in the philosophical tradition that Marx 
inherits and then the Marx’s engagement with it, first in the context of his philosophi-
cal writings and then in his critique of political economy. The chapter then moves to 
explore the use of subsumption in the work of Adorno and Negri, as well as within 
labour process theory, Marxological debates and Latin American Marxism.

Part V, ‘Land and Existence’, begins with Silvia Federici’s chapter, ‘Primitive 
Accumulation, Globalisation and Social Reproduction’, where she develops an 
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understanding of globalisation as continuously re-enacted, ‘normalising’ primitive 
accumulation, and thus producing a systematic devaluation of social reproduction. 
Federici demands that, instead of invoking some kind of abstract universal sub-
ject, we pay attention to the histories of differentially expropriated and oppressed 
social subjects in order to unmask the immiseration and violence that the capitalist 
system exerts. Where Federici emphasises capitalism’s urge to expropriate and 
enclose, Massimo de Angelis in his chapter, ‘Commons’, turns his attention to 
an alternative, post-capitalist mode of production and organisation of resources: 
commoning as a way for commoners to govern their commonwealth or organise 
their relations to each other and to nature. Such a new system of production, repro-
duction and social relationality requires not merely a political rupture or event, 
but a sustained social revolution that starts with providing alternative solutions to 
problems that the capitalist system cannot solve. In the following chapter, Verónica 
Gago positions the concept of ‘Extractivism’ as central to our ability to grasp past 
and present capital accumulation processes – ranging, in its expanded sense, from 
the extraction of raw materials and people, to women’s ‘body-territories’, data 
and financial extraction exercised through debt. For Gago, the extractive logic has 
become a privileged mode of value production in the current phase of accumula-
tion, and is therefore critical to an updated understanding of exploitation. One 
salient frontier for contemporary extractivist practices is agribusiness, which is 
the focus of Kohei Saito’s chapter, ‘Agriculture’. He returns to Marx’s critique 
of modern agriculture, specifically soil exhaustion and the problem of the natural 
limit, which he argues needs to be understood in the general context of Marx’s 
critique of political economy. Marx can thereby be seen to offer us an approach to 
ecological crisis that focuses on the distortive effect that capital has on the meta-
bolic relation between man and nature, highlighting the thoroughly social charac-
ter of this crisis. In the next chapter, George Caffentzis turns to ‘Energy and Value’ 
and the revival of Marxist Energy Studies, whose beginnings he traces back to 
Marx and Engels’s engagements with thermodynamics and the energetic frame-
work that Caffentzis identifies in the value transformations at the heart of Marx’s 
critique of political economy. Caffentzis’s interest in the recent revival of Marxist 
and eco-socialist engagements with energy commodities and energy regimes cen-
tres on them as sites of class struggle. This emphasis on a working-class politics 
of climate is also an important vector in the final contribution to this part, namely 
Matt Huber’s chapter on ‘Climate Change’. While we need to understand the his-
torical and structural role of fossil fuels as constitutive of the shift from the formal 
to the real subsumption of labour under capital as well as the contemporary mani-
festations of climate capitalism, it is vital for Huber that we do not fetishise capital 
and its power at the expense of developing a collective emancipatory politics that 
strives to socialise and collectivise control over energy systems.

Part VI, ‘Domains’, looks at the role of contemporary Marxist approaches and 
frameworks in multiple disciplines and fields of study. In her chapter on 
‘Anthropology’, Erica Lagalisse opts for a two fold approach, asking how Marx 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISMxlviii

treated and utilised anthropology for his own project of historicising capitalism 
and, in turn, how Marxist theory influenced and continues to influence anthropol-
ogy and ethnographic methods, especially via its concepts of struggle, conflict 
and class consciousness. In their chapter on ‘Art’, Gail Day, Steve Edwards and 
Marina Vishmidt diagnose and map a revival of Marxist, materialist and system-
critical approaches to art and art writing since the new millennium against the 
background of a longer history of the multifaceted relationship between art and 
Marxism. They identify key debates in the field around the concepts of commodi-
ties and value, labour and the labour process and social reproduction. Luisa 
Lorenza Corna contributes a chapter on ‘Architecture’ in which she retraces the 
first, scattered, references to architecture in Marxian and Marxist literature before 
turning to key moments in the development of a Marxist theory and history of 
architecture in the second half of the twentieth century, centred around Manfredo 
Tafuri and Fredric Jameson. For Corna, it is through the foregrounding of con-
cepts such as labour, production, technological advancements and automation 
that Marxist theory has entered into recent architectural projects and theory. 
Jeremy Gilbert follows with a chapter on ‘Culture’ – alongside feminism and 
anti-racism one of the major dimensions missing from traditional Marxism, both 
in the anthropological sense of ‘making/living’ culture and as an understanding 
of the significance of the symbolic economy and representations. Gilbert rectifies 
this by tracing the centrality of a Marxist cultural theory from the works of Marx 
and Engels to the tradition of Cultural Studies that began in Britain in the early 
1960s with the key figures of Raymond Williams and Stuart Hall and has contin-
ued to develop into the twenty-first century. Brent Ryan Bellamy’s chapter on 
‘Literary Criticism’ explores the different discussions of Marxist criticism of lit-
erature from the 1970s around concepts such as objective form, absent cause and 
metacommentary, and then the twenty-first century problematics of financialisa-
tion, the subject(s) of capital, world literature and ecology. Siding with Carolyn 
Lesjak and her imperative of ‘reading dialectically’, Bellamy defends a Marxist 
focus on history and form as existing within complex social relations against the 
anti-political new formalism that arguably dominates the field today. In the next 
chapter, on ‘Poetics’, Daniel Hartley develops a theory of a Marxist poetics 
grounded in Marx’s contestation of the strict Ancient Greek separation between 
praxis and poiēsis. This Marxist poetics has three strands: communist poetry, a 
literary theory that understands literature as an ‘imitation of action’ [mimēsis 
praxeōs] and, finally, literature as a modality of political organisation. In the 
chapter on ‘Communication’, Nick Thoburn analyses how capitalist accumula-
tion shapes communication and communicative forms such as the book, the man-
ifesto, the journal and social media. He asks what a Marxist counter-politics of 
textual communication might look like. For Thoburn, this will require answering 
the Adornian question of which textual and media forms might better articulate 
the fractured non-identity of class. Maïa Pal, in her chapter on ‘International 
Relations’, portrays the relationship between mainstream ‘international relations’ 
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(IR) and Marxism as a mutually challenging one, in the sense that a Marxist criti-
cal perspective is interested in problematising the emergence of nation-states in 
the wake of the West’s imperialism and its mission to universalise capitalism, 
rather than neutrally forecasting states’ behaviours on the international terrain. At 
the same time, Marxist theory itself suffers significant shortcomings when it 
comes to theorising the state, the international and imperialism, which Marxist IR 
scholars have had to grapple with. ‘Law’, as Rob Knox shows in his contribution, 
suffered a similar lack of systematic theorisation in Marx and Engels’s oeuvre, 
which serves as one explanation why it remained peripheral to the Marxist tradi-
tion, even though legal thought and concepts such as property are absolutely cen-
tral to capitalism and thus to any critique of political economy. Knox concludes 
by surveying a contemporary commodity-form-theory revival following 
Pashukanis, while pointing to yet underdeveloped areas of Marxist legal scholar-
ship concerning race, gender, sexuality and other antagonisms not reducible to 
class. In the next chapter, Gerard Hanlon addresses ‘Management’, a topic rarely 
foregrounded in Marxist critiques of capitalism, even though it is, as Hanlon 
argues, indispensable to closing the gap between the potential labour that could 
be achieved by workers and that is actually provided. Through processes of stan-
dardisation and differentiation of the workforce along gender, race, class, age and 
other axes, management instils discipline and thereby plays a central role in mak-
ing capitalist social relations hegemonic in the workplace. Addressing the rela-
tionship between Marxism and philosophy, Roberto Mozzachiodi develops his 
argument around the problem of ‘The End of Philosophy’ and its continued per-
tinence in contemporary debates. He identifies the problematic as having been 
introduced in Marx and Engels’s writings and later taken up with renewed fer-
vour, first in the interwar period as a challenge to the so-called Marxist orthodoxy 
and then again in French Marxist debates during the Cold War, specifically by 
Henri Lefebvre and Louis Althusser. Les Levidow and Luigi Pellizzoni turn to 
another contentious topic for Marxism, namely ‘Technoscience’, or science and 
technology. While Marx at times presented ‘science’ as a desirable exit from 
philosophy, designating it as a critical method for analysing how reification and 
fetishism naturalise capitalist social relations, prevalent Marxist approaches 
ended up adopting or imitating positivist science and making claims for scientific 
objectivity. Levidow and Pellizzoni examine contemporary debates with an inter-
est in a contradictory potential in technology, understood both as an enclosing 
resource and a knowledge commons, while also considering how it might facili-
tate communities that can create new commons beyond capitalism. In her chapter 
on ‘Postcolonial Studies’, Jamila M. H. Mascat retraces what she calls ‘the 
unhappy marriage’ between Marxism and postcolonial studies, from the incep-
tion of the latter as an academic field in the 1980s to more recent reiterations of 
this tension fuelled by Chibber’s polemical Postcolonial Theory and the Specter 
of Capital. Mascat sees a possibility of superseding the long-standing conceptual 
and theoretical conflicts by stressing how postcolonial theory ‘with its emphasis 
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on differences, its attention to microhistories and singularities, its dedication to 
discourse, textuality and the symbolic’ can be seen critically to supplement or 
‘stretch’ Marxism, which, in turn, pushes Marxism to be attentive to the ‘colonial 
wounds’ and ‘site-specific experience’ that are essential for building radical 
political alliances in the postcolonial present. Samo Tomšič’s contribution on 
‘Psychoanalysis’ examines once again the tension-ridden encounter of Marxism 
and psychoanalysis from the viewpoint of the nexus between power and enjoy-
ment. Following Lacan, Tomšič develops a structuralist account of the autonomy 
and causality of the symbolic order that allows him to think through the centrality 
of unconscious labour in Freud’s work and the concept of the drive in Marx. In 
the chapter on ‘Queer Studies’, Peter Drucker shows that Marxist queer studies 
have their roots as much in the first interactions between socialist movements and 
homosexual emancipation as articulated by Kollontai or Marcuse as in North 
American universities in the twenty-first-century, a fact that he sees as a symptom 
of this field’s disproportionate concentration in imperialist countries. The schol-
ars in the field, so Drucker argues, share an aversion to economic reductionism 
and an interest in – besides the sexual dimensions of several concepts drawn from 
Marxist political economy – performativity, intersectionality and homonational-
ism, and transgender, intersex and gender queer lives and struggles. In their con-
tribution, ‘Sociology and Marxism in the USA’, David Fasenfest and Graham 
Cassano map the reception and influence of Marx’s theory of social class and 
historical materialism before and after the 1960s – the historical moment in which 
they identify a critical turn in US sociology and a reinvigoration of a Marxist 
sociology, in concert with the rise of the new social movements. In the final chap-
ter of this section of the Handbook, Roderick A. Ferguson takes on ‘The 
University’. He shows how Marxist frameworks have addressed the university as 
an institution that is intimately connected to the dynamics of political economy 
and to social struggles within and outside its walls. Ferguson pays particular 
attention to the differing approaches to the criticism of the university and the ten-
sions between them – which go back, on the one hand, to differing understand-
ings of whether or not capitalism is primarily constituted along economic lines or 
shaped by extra- or non-economic social forces, such as race and colonialism, 
and, on the other, to differing positions within social struggles themselves.

Part VII, ‘Inquiries and Debates’, is the longest and most diverse part of the 
Handbook. It starts off with Ashley Bohrer’s chapter on ‘Intersectionality’, in 
which she explores the different stages of the complex and recently intensified 
relationship between Marxism and intersectionality: their shared history, 
Marxists’ criticisms of intersectionality on issues such as identity politics, class, 
etc. and finally rapprochements that have started to value the differences between 
the two frameworks as productive ‘differences in emphasis’. It is followed by a 
chapter on ‘Black Marxism’ by Asad Haider. Here, Haider problematises any 
understanding of ‘Black Marxism’ as Marxism generated by Black people, or a 
strand of Marxism that enquires specifically into the meaning of race or 
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the relation of ‘race and class’. Instead, by working through Cedric Robinson’s 
concept of ‘racial capitalism’ and the ‘Black Belt Thesis’, with its argument for 
Black self-determination in the aftermath of racial slavery, Haider positions 
Black Marxism as a central component of the international Marxist tradition. In 
the process, he rejects the validity of efforts within Marxism to abstract the 
essence of capitalism from racial divisions, which would require conceiving of 
capitalism apart from its actual history of constitution and development. In 
‘Digitality and Racial Capitalism’, Jonathan Beller puts forward the proposition 
that capital – which he grasps, following Robinson and others, in terms of racial 
capitalism – was always a computer, thereby recasting Marx’s theory of com-
modification as an account of incipient digitisation. Beller argues for a co-evolu-
tion of racial abstraction and information, the medium through which racial 
capitalism imposes its value-generating strategies of social differentiation. In her 
chapter, ‘Race, Imperialism and ‘International Development’, Kalpana Wilson 
also interrogates the relationship between race and capital – now in the context of 
the concept of ‘development’ as it is linked to imperialism and concerns the 
unequal material relationships and processes which structure engagement 
between the global South and the North. Anandi Ramamurthy turns our attention 
to ‘Advertising and Race’. Traversing various racialised representations in adver-
tising campaigns throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Ramamurthy 
articulates the different ways in which advertising not only acts to structure com-
modities as the centre of our social worlds, but also reproduces legitimating ide-
ologies of race, gender and class to service the accumulation of capital. In his 
chapter on ‘Dependency Theory and Indigenous Politics’, Andrew Curley situ-
ates dependency theory as a way forward in telling the history of Indigenous 
peoples in the context of the development of global capitalism – an argument 
which emerges out of his fieldwork in the Navajo Nation and the identification of 
a need to blend theoretical critique with empirical Marxist scholarship, in and 
with native communities. Miri Davidson turns to ‘The Primitive’ as a contradic-
tory figure in the Marxist tradition and its intersections with anthropology and 
ethnology. Her investigation of different moments of the Marxist debate on 
‘primitive societies’ raises important questions about the scope and aims of the 
Marxist project, namely: are Marxist categories commensurable with the radi-
cally non- or anti-modern logics represented by the figure of the primitive? And 
is Marxism to be understood as a critical theory of capitalism or does it have a 
wider, anti-civilisational remit? Jeff Webber contributes a chapter on Marxist the-
ory within ‘Social Movements’ and social-movement studies. Looking at the dif-
ficulties that social-movement studies have with the issue of capitalist totality, 
Webber argues that an expansive, processual, historical and temporal conception 
of class struggle needs to be at the centre of any adequate Marxist approach to 
social movements – a challenge in which we can be guided by recent Marxist-
feminist interventions. Joshua Clover investigates one specific form of social 
contest, namely the ‘Riot’, which, he argues, has generally been subordinated to 
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the strike as the primary form of class struggle and, therefore, misrecognised in 
its nature and the historical specificity of its relation to capitalist accumulation 
and its limits. With his contribution, Clover locates strike and riot within the 
larger categories of production and circulation struggles and positions the riot as 
a form of struggle conditioned both by recompositions of class and reimpositions 
of racial hierarchies that order exclusion from the wage. In his chapter, 
‘Postsecularism and the Critique of Religion’, Gregor McLennan revisits Marx’s 
and Marxism’s difficult relationship with religion, which has wavered between 
its outright rejection as ideology and more rarely, an embrace of certain popular 
religious traditions as holding the potential to transform oppressive social rela-
tions. McLennan’s postsecularism thesis takes its inspirations from Marx and 
proposes an exit from such dualistic views, instead conceiving the secular and the 
religious as historically and conceptually intertwined. Such a position allows 
Marxists fully to appreciate the social importance and subjective appeal of reli-
gion, while allowing them to remain unapologetic in upholding the integrative 
pluralism of the secular scientific outlook. Chiara Giorgi contributes a chapter on 
the highly contested and not unproblematic concept of ‘Utopia’. Having surveyed 
the history of the use of the concept in Marxist literature, including a recent 
revival, Giorgi concludes that as a tool of conflictual anticipation and investment 
in concrete struggles, utopian thought remains an important dimension of trans-
formative politics striving to lead beyond capitalism. In her chapter on ‘Affect’, 
Emma Dowling brings Marxism into conversation with affect theory, focusing on 
three core aspects: affect and ideology, affective labour, and affect and organis-
ing. She argues that while there is no distinct Marxist theory of affect, the affec-
tive register is pertinent for the contemporary Marxist critique of political 
economy and the analysis of ideology, subjectivation and alienation, along with 
the ways in which the capitalist valorisation of labour takes place in the present 
and the forms of resistance that emerge to contrast it. Søren Mau focuses on ‘The 
Body’, which he argues plays a central role in Marx’s writings, from his general 
conception of nature, society and history, to his critique of the capitalist mode of 
production and the capital – labour relation. He shows how the logic of capital 
inserts itself in the processes through which the body reproduces its necessary 
metabolism, thereby fortifying capital’s power over the most fundamental level 
of social reproduction. In recent decades, Mau argues, the body has again become 
a central concern for Marxist scholars, in several forms: as a rereading and redis-
covery of Marx’s analysis, as a continuation and expansion of topics and themes 
which were underdeveloped in Marx’s writings and as the conscious effort to fill 
out gaps in traditional Marxist theory. Oxana Timofeeva develops a Marxist 
account of ‘Animals’ and animality, which she centres around the dialectical 
character of the general relation between human and nonhuman animals and the 
specific one in Marx’s discussion of human essence and species-being, between 
the human worker and the worker animal. Hannah Proctor starts her chapter on 
‘Desire’ by diagnosing a marked absence of this concept from the lexicon of 
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Capital. Moving on to Marxist conceptualisations of desire, Proctor asks whether 
desire is formed or deformed by history. Can desire transform the world or will it 
only change when the world does? In ‘Filming Capital’, Pietro Bianchi confronts 
the problem of the appearance and manifestation of capital as a contradictory 
object. He argues that cinema, as a science of appearances, should not be a way 
to grasp the secret of value and bring it to visibility, but instead it can be seen to 
be a mean to reflect on capital’s self-effacing form of appearance, where the 
antagonism of class struggle is erased and transubstantiated in the one-dimen-
sionality of the image. In their chapter, on ‘Horror Film’, Johanna Isaacson and 
Annie McClanahan make the argument for a shift in recent horror films away 
from the a concern with the violence of productive labour towards what they call 
a Marxist-feminist criticality attunded to concerns of gender, race and everyday 
life, and problems of reproductive labour and the reproduction (now in crisis) of 
the capital – labour relation itself. Cinzia Arruzza outlines ‘Three Debates in 
Marxist Feminism’: 1) how feminists have attempted to rethink Marx’s critique 
of political economy to account for gender oppression; 2) the intersection of gen-
der, class and race; and 3) the relation between capitalist accumulation, commod-
ity consumption and the formation and reification of sexual identities. She 
highlights feminist contributions and limitations, which she attributes to the lack 
of an articulated discussion of women’s and LGBTQ+ people’s political and 
social subjectivation and the lack of a full integration of race and racism in the 
structural analysis of social reproduction. Wendy Matsumura’s discussion of the 
Japanese Marxist Uno Kōzō’s shortcomings in analysing the agrarian question 
link in with Arruzza’s and other authors’ foregrounding of social reproduction. In 
her chapter, ‘Triple Exploitation, Social Reproduction and the Agrarian Question 
in Japan’, Matsumura argues that Uno’s treatment of the ‘small farm household’ 
as a stable category of analysis and potential subject of revolutionary action in 
interwar Japan leaves its patriarchal origins unquestioned (not unlike the function 
the white, male factory worker fulfils for revolutionary dreams in the Euro-
American context) and thereby sidelines the struggles of Buraku women. 
Matsumura draws two important lessons from her analysis: that the household is 
always a space of contradiction and that even thinkers like Uno Kōzō, who made 
such major contributions to the understanding of Japanese capitalism, to counter-
ing economistic and Eurocentric historical models and designations of uneven-
ness as backwardness, are not immune to reproducing similar gendered logics in 
aspects of their work. Katie Cruz and Kate Hardy survey Marxist feminist thought 
on ‘Prostitution and Sex Work’ primarily from the twentieth and twenty-first cen-
turies, identifying a number of shared beliefs: 1) the historicisation of prostitution 
and sex work as a product of the social relations of capitalism; 2) an emphasis on 
sex workers’ agency as workers and as political actors; and 3) an understanding 
of the state and the law as sites of class struggle. In his chapter, on ‘Work’, Jamie 
Woodcock seeks to move beyond an abstract opposition between strands of 
Marxist theories that either argue that ‘nothing has really changed’ concerning 
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work under capitalism or that ‘everything has changed’. Woodcock connects the 
theory of work to ongoing empirical changes and struggles over work – with a 
special focus on digital labour and new forms of work – always with an eye to 
search for ways of going beyond work and capitalism in the future, which has 
been expressed in anti-work theories. In her chapter, ‘Domestic Labour and the 
Production of Labour-Power’, Rohini Hensman focuses on the fact that for work-
ers, labour-power is inseparable from themselves as living human beings, making 
the relations and conditions under which labour-power is produced – in other 
words, domestic labour – a much more central element of class struggle than 
many Marxists, including Marx and Engels, have accounted for. Revisiting key 
and yet unresolved issues in the domestic-labour debate of the 1970s, Hensman 
concludes that a vital struggle, which deserves more attention and analysis, is to 
bring about the conditions that allow for the production of physically and psycho-
logically healthy, anti-authoritarian, egalitarian, loving, caring human beings. 
Charmaine Chua and Jeremy Anderson both focus on logistics. Chua’s chapter, 
‘Logistics’, examines how logistics functions as a material and social force struc-
turing contemporary capital accumulation through the control and coordination 
of global systems of circulation, regarding the ‘logistics revolution’ in the 1960s 
and 70s as a significant turning point. If Chua sees in logistics capital’s ‘fantasy 
of frictionless flow’, Anderson’s chapter ‘Labour Struggles in Logistics’ focuses 
on the question of what kind of power lies with those who can reintroduce signifi-
cant friction into the process, namely logistics workers. Analysing the organising 
strategy of the International Transport Workers’ Federation over the past two 
decades, Anderson notes that gains for logistics workers have been incremental 
rather than transformational for different reasons linked to organising around the 
corporate form. Anderson concludes that mobilisations have been more success-
ful when they also draw on associational and institutional power, rather than just 
structural power. Tine Haubner’s chapter on ‘Welfare’ starts off by outlining clas-
sical Marxist understandings of welfare, specifically the welfare state, as a set of 
institutions and policies that emerge from the contradictions of capitalist accu-
mulation. Thinking about the changing role of the welfare state and policies after 
the end of its ‘golden age’ in the mid-1970s, Haubner details how the German 
welfare state has developed a ‘care reserve army’ to cope with the state crisis in 
care, one that heavily relies on gender and migration. She calls this ‘community 
capitalism’, as it exposes capital’s reliance on this crisis of social reproduction in 
order to limit the costs of labour by first excluding and then exploiting vulnerable 
groups. Ståle Holgersen writes on ‘The Urban’, arguing that urban theory and 
Marxism need and benefit from each other – as long as relations and tensions 
between social relations and spatial forms are carefully negotiated. The city 
should neither be annihilated by the wider political economy and abstract Marxist 
frameworks, nor blind us with its bright lights from seeing capitalism and the 
class conflicts and resistances that ensue in urban spaces. The two chapters that 
follow focus on cognitive capitalism. In their chapter, on ‘Cognitive Capitalism’, 
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David Harvie and Ben Trott confront the cognitive-capitalism thesis, as proposed 
by Yann Moulier Boutang and others, and explore the relationship between the 
emergence of cognitive capitalism and other recent shifts in the global political 
economy, including globalisation, financialisation, increasing precarity, the blur-
ring of life and work time, the increasing hegemony of ‘immaterial’ forms of 
labour, biopolitical logics and the ‘feminisation’ of labour. Andrea Fumagalli’s 
essay on ‘Bio-Cognitive Capitalism’ focuses on what he defines as essentially the 
contraction of cognitive capitalism and bio-economy, which means that bio- 
cognitive capitalism is the term that defines contemporary capitalism, at least as far 
as Western countries are concerned, if not the planet as a whole. The next chapter, 
by Paul Rekret and Krystian Szadkowski, focuses on ‘Intellectual Property’, 
understood, within a Marxist framework, as a commodity whose value is consti-
tuted not by the quality of the thing itself but as a product of social relations. 
Their contribution elaborates the role of intellectual property in capitalist produc-
tion and the division of labour. It also conceives of intellectual property as a site 
of struggle against the enclosure of information and knowledge of biological and 
natural processes, as well as in higher education and the academic publishing 
industry. Part VII comes to a close with two contributions that bring Marxist 
concepts and frameworks to bear on the field of migration studies and struggles. 
Nicholas De Genova charts a history of the development of ‘Deportation’, which 
was initially conceived as a technique for the exclusion of particular racially den-
igrated categories of transnational human mobility. He urges us to understand 
deportation not just as a negative and necropolitical power of expulsion and dis-
posability, but as a form of ‘productive power’ which capitalism employs to dis-
cipline and compel migrant labour. Deportation is a site of unresolved struggle of 
labour subordination that has become paradigmatic in our era of neoliberal global 
capitalism. In their chapter, on ‘Borders’, Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson 
take debates surrounding the multiplication of borders in an age of globalisation 
as their point of departure. From a Marxist point of view, they emphasise the 
notion of world market and turn to ‘so-called primitive accumulation’ from the 
angle of the heterogeneous bordering devices that enable and prompt the emer-
gence of capitalism. Mezzadra and Neilson position the fight for freedom of 
movement at the heart of a new communist internationalism, which they argue 
needs to be linked to political practices that contest not only territorial borders 
but also the multiple frontiers, social boundaries and forces of capital that 
migrants encounter both in their paths of movement and points of origin and 
arrival, however provisional these may be.
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‘Merchant’s or trading capital’, as Marx (1981: 379ff.) refers to it as the start of 
the sequence of chapters where this is discussed in Capital Volume 3,1 was 
largely marginal to Marx’s understanding of the capitalist mode of production, 
which, of course, was embodied in the dynamics (the laws of motion) of indus-
trial capital and personified by the industrial capitalist. In fact, in its leading 
form, viz. as commercial capital, it was simply a transmuted form of industrial 
capital itself, a circulation of the commodity capital of the industrialist, ‘for ever 
penned into [industrial] capital’s circulation sphere’. Merchant capitalists do 
figure in Volume 3 but they do so strictly as agents of industrial capital.

I shall argue that it was perfectly consistent for Marx to argue in this way, 
since he saw the accumulation of industrial capital as the driving force behind 
the capitalist mode of production and his interest lay in analysing the accumula-
tion process of a total capital dominated by large-scale industry. However, this 
conception will not work historically when Marxists have to deal with periods of 
history where industrial capitalism (the capitalist mode of production in Marx’s 
sense) was largely embryonic or even completely absent. The reason why most 
Marxists tend not to be troubled by this is that the centuries of early capitalism 
have on the whole been framed either in terms of a historically nebulous ‘age 
of primitive accumulation’ (Dobb) or, from the 1950s on, as a prolonged tran-
sition from feudalism to (industrial) capitalism with its implied ‘coexistence’ 
of modes of production. But a major upshot of this conceptual indifference has 
been the abdication of this whole field of history to historians working largely 

1
Merchant Capitalism
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outside a strictly Marxist tradition, even if at least some of those historians, nota-
bly Fernand Braudel, were influenced by Marx.

This chapter will begin with the way Marx understands merchant’s capital, 
underscoring both the methodological nature of his discussion and the conflation 
it generates when abstracted from its methodological context. It will then turn to 
the radical divergence within the later Marxist tradition on the issue of merchant 
capitalism. The remainder of the chapter mobilizes the rich historiography that 
allows us to reinstate a notion of merchant capitalism as a perfectly valid cat-
egory consistent with Marx’s own ideas about capital. This integration of history 
into theory is absolutely crucial to any future progress in the way Marxists debate 
and understand capitalism.

MARX ON MERCHANT’S CAPITAL

The two strongest features of Marx’s discussion of merchant’s capital in Volume 
3 relate, first, to the distinction he draws at the very start of Part Four when defin-
ing this type of capital (that is, his opening sentence in Chapter 16), and, second, 
to his repeated reference to the merchant as a capitalist and his frequent refer-
ences therefore to both ‘merchant capitalists’ and ‘commercial capitalists’ 
(Marx, 1981: 391, 403, 406, 407, 411, etc.). The second of these features should 
make it plain that ‘merchant’ in this chapter of the Handbook stands for the more 
powerful groups of merchants connected with the import/export trades and the 
money-markets, and not for the mass of traders, which, in most countries even 
today, consists of the smaller retail businesses and petty traders straddling the 
middle class and the mass of wage-labourers.

‘Merchant’s or trading capital is divided into two forms or sub-species, com-
mercial capital and money-dealing capital’, writes Marx at the start of Chapter 
16. Under ‘money-dealing capital’ Marx includes money-changing and the bul-
lion trade, and notes that money-dealing in either form ‘first develops out of 
international trade’ (Marx, 1981: 435, 433). In its most developed form, money-
dealing, Marx says, includes the ‘functions of lending and borrowing, and trade 
on credit’, though these are discussed in the chapters on interest-bearing capital 
(Marx, 1981: 436). Thus, the distinction drawn as Chapter 16 opens is basic and 
opens the way to a more expansive discussion of the origins of capitalism since 
finance and the money-markets become integral to our topic. Second, the same 
chapter describes the merchant as ‘a particular species of capitalist’, making it 
clear that we are dealing here with capitalists (Marx, 1981: 382).

The ‘specific nature’ of commercial capital, Marx claims, relates to its func-
tion in facilitating the circulation of industrial capital through the transformation 
of commodity capital into money. The money capital advanced by the merchant 
does this ‘through perpetually buying and selling commodities’. ‘This is its 
exclusive operation’, the ‘exclusive function of the money capital with which 



MERCHANT CAPITALISM 5

the merchant operates’. Thus, commercial capital or the money capital advanced 
by merchants ‘remains for ever penned into capital’s circulation sphere’ (Marx, 
1981: 386). The buying and selling of the commodities that make up the com-
modity capital produced by the industrialist are ‘functions peculiar to commercial 
capital’ (Marx, 1981: 379), although in reality, Marx acknowledges, commercial 
capital can also be found involved in businesses such as the transport, storage 
and dispersal of goods. A crucial step in the analysis claims that a ‘theoretical 
definition’ of commercial capital and thus of merchant’s capital as a whole has 
to abstract from those ‘real functions’. ‘For our purpose, where what matters is 
to define the specific difference of this special form of capital, we can therefore 
ignore these functions … We only have [the] pure form once those functions are 
discarded and removed’ (Marx, 1981: 380, emphasis added). Buying in order to 
sell is commercial capital’s ‘true function’ because the merchant’s role is to act 
as a circulation agent of industrial capital.

To repeat, the ‘theoretical definition’ of commercial capital commits Marx 
to the view that buying and selling is the sole function of the merchant or of 
commercial capital. The meaning of ‘sole’ here is strictly contingent on the 
methodological context in which it occurs. Of course, in reality – that is, viewed 
historically – things were quite different. The bigger merchants did a great deal 
besides buying and selling. They transported goods, ‘organized and financed 
voyages’ (Brenner, 1993: 79), owned or controlled shipping, organized house-
hold producers into putting-out networks (co-ordinated production as a whole), 
financed and managed plantation industries as well as owned plantations, invested 
in the production of new designs (Poni, 1997; Sewell, 2010), invested in metal 
and mining enterprises (Morgan, 1993: 102) and so on. And all this in addition to 
their involvement in the money-market, in royal/government/plantation finance, 
marine insurance, the financing of trade through bills of exchange (hence mer-
chant banks), investments in tax farming, etc. Thus, Marx’s conception of buying 
and selling as the sole function of commercial capital is a simplifying assumption, 
as Henryk Grossman (2021) called these methodological abstractions in Capital, 
an assumption peculiar to the circulation of industrial capital as Marx analyses 
this in Volume 2. When Marx writes ‘we can therefore ignore these (real) func-
tions’, he makes it clear that he is simplifying the description of the role of mer-
chant’s capital in its actual or historical existence, reducing it to the sole aspect 
that matters for him. The abstraction involved here is from ‘the real history of the 
relations of production’ (Marx, 1973: 460; emphasis added), a history that obvi-
ously cannot be written if we simply retain the simplifying assumptions used in 
Capital as this would generate the sort of circularity that Marx elsewhere calls a 
‘forced abstraction’ (Marx, 1968: 437). Not only did Marx see ‘the understand-
ing of the past’ as ‘a work in its own right’ (one which he hoped to undertake but, 
of course, never did) (Marx, 1973: 461), but because of his awareness of the past 
he even allowed for the direct control of production by commercial capital (in 
a passing reference to the Dutch East India Company)2 and, of course, allowed 
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for the merchant’s domination of craft labour in the putting-out system. All the 
same, the formal definition of merchant’s capital as a pure function or agency of 
industrial capital, which runs through the Grundrisse as well, affected his histori-
cal judgements, severely at times,3 and probably accounts for a major conflation 
in his work which it is worth describing straightaway.

Marx tends to conflate ‘industrial capital’ and ‘the subordination of production 
to capital’, not allowing for the possibility that the latter is a much wider process 
where, for example, merchant-controlled enterprises could remain substantially dis-
tinct from industrial capital in the strict sense in which he analyses this in Capital. 
Ironically (given his own ambivalent stand on merchant capitalism), among later 
Marxists it was Maurice Dobb who stated the distinction most lucidly. About the 
‘fairly extensive capitalist-controlled ‘putting-out” system[s]’ of the fourteenth to 
seventeenth centuries, Dobb wrote: ‘The subordination of production to capital … 
is to be regarded as the crucial watershed between the old mode of production and 
the new, even if the technical changes that we associate with the industrial revolu-
tion were needed … for the full maturing of the capitalist mode of production’ 
(Dobb, 1946: 143). Here Dobb disentangles the evolution of the capitalist mode 
of production from its later development of industrial capitalism, seeing the ‘mer-
chant-manufacturing element’ less as an expression of industrial capital than of 
the merchant’s dominance over domestic industry and manufacturing workshops. 
For Marx, in contrast, it was true by definition that commercial capital implied the 
‘non-subjection of production to capital’. At least he enunciates something close to 
this tautology in a passage in Capital which tells us: ‘The independent and prepon-
derant development of capital in the form of commercial capital is synonymous with 
the non-subjection of production to capital’ (Marx, 1981: 445, emphasis added).

Despite statements of this sort, Marx was well aware that trading firms like 
the Dutch East India Company could ‘dominate production directly’ and also 
that merchants had established widespread control over putting-out networks – 
for example, in the cottage industries spread through the Russian countryside, 
which, he tells us in Volume 2, ‘are already being pressed more and more into the 
service of capitalist production’ (Marx, 1978: 318–19). Here the capitalist ‘first 
intrudes in his capacity as merchant’. Two passages are especially interesting in 
this context. In the first, a passage from the Grundrisse, Marx writes:

The way in which money transforms itself into capital often shows itself quite tangibly in 
history; e.g. when the merchant induces a number of weavers and spinners … to work for 
him, making their secondary into their chief occupation; but then has them in his power and 
has brought them under his command as wage labourers. (Marx, 1973: 510).

About this system he says later in the same text: ‘Here, then, the mode of produc-
tion is not yet determined by capital, but rather found on hand by it’ (Marx, 1973: 
586), meaning by ‘mode of production’ the labour process of the households 
drawn into these networks by the merchant. The second passage occurs in the 
famous historical chapter of Volume 3, when Marx turns to a discussion of the 
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possible transitions into capitalism and begins initially with a twofold transition. 
The producer may become a merchant and capitalist, Marx says, or ‘Alternatively 
… the merchant may take direct control of production himself’ (Marx, 1981: 
452). The second of these possible trajectories was, Marx thought, a less progres-
sive form of the transition to capitalism because, again, it left the ‘mode of pro-
duction’ – that is, the labour process – unaltered. It is worth citing this passage 
in full not just because he cites the example of the French silk industry, some-
thing I shall come back to later, but because his description of merchant capital-
ism is less terse than it is in the Grundrisse passage cited above and even more 
illuminating theoretically:

Alternatively, however, the merchant may take direct control of production himself … Right 
up to the middle of this century, for example, the manufacturer in the French silk industry, 
and the English hosiery and lace industries too, was a manufacturer only in name. In reality, 
he was simply a merchant, who kept the weavers working in their old fragmented manner 
and exercised only control as a merchant; it was a merchant they were really working for. 
This method always stands in the way of the genuine capitalist mode of production and 
disappears with its development. Without revolutionizing the mode of production [labour 
process, JB], it simply worsens the conditions of the direct producers, transforms them into 
mere wage-labourers … Somewhat modified, the same relationships are to be found in the 
manufacture of furniture in London, which is partly carried out on a handicraft basis. This is 
particularly the case in Tower Hamlets … The merchant is the real capitalist and pockets the 
greater part of the surplus-value. (Marx, 1981: 452–3, emphases added)

We shall see later that Marx in fact considerably underestimated the degree to 
which merchants controlled work organization in the silk industry of Lyons. The 
theoretical issue for historical materialists is how we should characterize the type of 
capital involved in, for example, putting-out systems of the kind described above. 
Were these forms of industrial capital, had the merchant become an industrialist, or 
should we posit a distinct regime of capital accumulation where, as Marx seems to 
suggest, manufacture was a function of mercantile accumulation? The latter would 
constitute merchant capitalism, at least one important variety of it. Engels, in the 
famous ‘Supplement’ that he added to Volume 3 in 1895, shortly before he died, 
saw the textile putters-out of the later middle ages and early modern period as incar-
nations of industrial capital and therefore the putting-out system as an early, mer-
chant-dominated form of industrial capitalism (Engels, in Marx, 1981: 1042–3). 
This characterization seems to be supported, for example, by Mousnier’s view that 
‘the basis of French mercantilism was industry’ (Lublinskaya, 1968: 35, summariz-
ing Mousnier’s argument in Les XVIe et XVIIe siècles), but in fact for Mousnier the 
various types of manufactories that flourished in France from the seventeenth cen-
tury were aspects of a powerful and wide-ranging commercial capitalism (Mousnier, 
1967: esp. 94–8). In fact, there is a passage in the Grundrisse where Marx proposes 
a more complex image precisely when discussing mercantilism:

Then came the Mercantile System, an epoch where industrial capital and hence wage labour 
arose in manufactures … [The Mercantilists] already have faint notions of money as capital, 
but actually again only in the form of money, of the circulation of mercantile capital … 
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Industrial capital has value for them, even the highest value – as a means, not as wealth itself 
in its productive process – because it creates mercantile capital and the latter, via circulation, 
becomes money. (Marx, 1973: 327–8)

So here industrial capital is said to be (for the later Mercantilists) a means of 
‘creating mercantile capital’, which, again, is tantamount to saying that industry 
was a function of the accumulation of mercantile capital or a function of mer-
chant capitalism.

LATER MARXISTS: THE RETREAT INTO RETICENCE

Among writers working in a Marxist tradition the inchoate nature of Marx’s own 
thinking about the place of merchant capital in the history of capitalism has gen-
erated a division between those like Franz Mehring, Mikhail Pokrovsky and I.I. 
Rubin who read Marx as saying that capitalism went through an entire period of 
history characterized by the dominance of merchant capitalism4 and, on the other 
side, later Marxists working in an exegetical tradition shaped by the attack on 
Pokrovsky himself. Dobb was the crucial link between these periods of Marxist 
thinking, and it was essentially his influence that would shape the reticence or 
hostility of writers like Perry Anderson and Robert Brenner towards the idea of 
merchant capitalism. Mehring had espoused the radical view that merchant capi-
tal was the ‘revolutionary force of the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries’: ‘Revolutionary merchant capital not only created modern absolutism but 
also transformed the medieval classes of society’ (Mehring, 1975: 1, 3). Broadly 
speaking, it was this view that passed into the stream of Russian Marxism. 
Barber writes that ‘No single concept was so identical with Pokrovsky as that of 
commercial capitalism, and none had such influence during the 1920s on the 
study of Russian society. The notion of commercial capitalism was certainly 
grounded in Marxist theory’ (Barber, 1981: 57; emphasis added). Lenin himself 
referred to Pokrovsky’s ‘Marxist assessment’ in Brief History of Russia 
(Pokrovsky, 1933) and told him he was ‘extremely pleased with your new book’ 
(Lenin, 1966: 530, letter dated 5 December 1920).

Here, as in so much else, Stalinism proved a major turning-point. The idea that 
Marxists could fruitfully reason with categories like ‘merchant capitalism’ and 
‘commercial capitalism’ was forever banished within the (altogether spurious) 
tradition of orthodoxy that began to be constructed from the 1930s. Dobb’s own 
ambivalence is brilliantly shown by his stating (in 1946) that ‘we cannot speak of 
a special period of “Merchant Capitalism”, as many have done’ and then imme-
diately qualifying this with an odd footnote that says:

Some seem, however, to have used the term ‘Merchant Capitalism’ to apply, not to the mere 
existence of large capitals and specialized merchants in the sphere of trade, but to the early 
period of Capitalism when production was subordinated to the ‘merchant manufacturer’ 
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under the putting-out system. The strictures in the text do not, of course, refer to this usage 
of the term. (Dobb, 1946: 17; emphasis added)

Pokrovsky would doubtless have found the distinction suggested here quite 
meaningless since it was precisely the particular structures of capital accumula-
tion embodied in the putting-out system and large-scale international trade and 
their widespread prevalence from the later middle ages that buttressed periodiza-
tions of the sort that Dobb claimed to find problematic. At any rate, Stalinist 
orthodoxy had a major influence on post-war Marxism. The earlier sense of a 
tradition among Marxists that could plausibly read the history and politics of 
capitalism through a mercantile lens rapidly disintegrated till the gradual revival 
of this perspective in fresh work from the 1980s. By then, however, it was largely 
non-Marxist traditions of historical scholarship that had appropriated these ideas 
and turned them into histories of capitalism that the post-war Marxist tradition 
continued to lack.

Before turning to those histories, it may be helpful to look quickly at Anderson 
and Brenner. Diffidence on the Marxist side of the theoretical divide within 
scholarship would contrast sharply with the way non-Marxists felt free to capture 
abdicated territory and exploit the historical potential of a perspective that might 
have yielded a stronger historiography from Marxists themselves. The dispropor-
tion was strikingly obvious in France, where a whole generation or more of his-
torians made ‘merchant capitalism’ central to their perspectives on the sixteenth 
century and, more widely, to the whole period from the later middle ages to the 
eighteenth century.5 But this was replicated in Britain both in R. H. Tawney’s 
ability to foreground commercial capitalism when writing about the Reformation 
and later, of course, in debates about the nature of British capitalism that go back 
to Anderson’s own seminal interventions in the 1960s. Yet both in Lineages of the 
Absolutist State (1974), where mercantile capitalism appears only once (despite 
frequent references to ‘mercantile capital’) (Anderson, 1974: 138, in the chapter 
on England), and in ‘Figures of Descent’ (1987) there is a striking refusal to 
characterize the wider economic system in terms of the particular nature of the 
capitalism driving it. Anderson would say that ‘the bourgeoisie of London was 
commercial and financial in character … as opposed to the manufacturing and 
mining that dominated the North’ (Anderson, 1987: 34), but, unlike other his-
torians of British capitalism (notably Geoffrey Ingham), reason not in terms of 
merchant or commercial capitalism, but of ‘the peculiar British form of financial 
and mercantile capital’ (Anderson, 1987: 75), of ‘finance’,6 of ‘English com-
mercial imperialism’ (Anderson, 1987: 72), of ‘the City as a complex of British 
capital’ (Anderson, 1987: 69) and so on. A similar and in some ways even more 
striking ambivalence runs through Robert Brenner’s Merchants and Revolution, 
his best single work. He is willing to characterize the ‘new merchants’ (those 
connected with the colonial trades) as ‘capitalist entrepreneurs in colonial pro-
duction’ (Brenner, 1993: 685) and even call a section of the book ‘West Indian 
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sugar capitalism’ (Brenner, 1993: 159ff.), but he rigorously abstains from any 
reference to merchant or commercial capitalism as such, though the whole book 
is centrally about its evolution and internal conflicts. Brenner refers through-
out to an agrarian ‘capitalist aristocracy’,7 a ‘capitalist landlord class’ (Brenner, 
1993: 715) and so on, and, of course, repeatedly to ‘agrarian capitalism’, but 
he systematically avoids characterizing the merchant class in overtly capitalist 
terms. The merchant class was ‘dynamic’ and ‘entrepreneurial’8 but only once 
is it described as capitalist (as far as I can see), and the expression ‘commercial 
capitalism’ is entirely missing.

REINSTATING MERCHANT CAPITALISM

This retreat of historical materialism from the analysis of merchant capitalism 
left the field wide open to the more general stream of historiography, the upshot 
of which was that no coherent Marxist tendency survived or re-emerged. While 
studies that either deal directly with merchant’s capital or describe the structures 
of merchant capitalism are arguably less common than the numerous works that 
simply refer to one or other of them in passing,9 work done by Marxist historians 
that belongs to the former category is even harder to find. Given the weight of 
orthodoxy on this issue, they could only have written in quiet defiance of the 
tradition. Carlo Poni, Peter Kriedte, Bob Shenton and Leo Noordegraaf are 
among a handful of examples of this,10 but just listing their names demonstrates 
the point about the lack of any conscious tendency. The breakthrough repre-
sented by Braudel’s The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age 
of Philip II would usher in several decades of solid historical work reflective of 
a deeper modernism in historiography (Mousnier, Dermigny, Carrière), one 
unconstrained by spurious orthodoxies, the results of which can be seen in the 
strong body of work done by historians in France and Italy down (more recently) 
to superlative studies of the Mediterranean sugar industry (Ouerfelli, 2008) and 
of Florentine silk firms (Tognetti, 2002). In Mediterranean, Braudel clearly saw 
himself writing a history of capitalism:

Our systems of classification use the term ‘commercial capitalism’ to describe the agile, 
already modern and indisputably effective form taken by economic life in the sixteenth cen-
tury. All activity did not necessarily contribute to its advance but much depended on its 
dynamism and magnetism. The imperatives of large-scale, long-distance commerce, its 
accumulation of capital, acted as driving forces. It was in the space defined by a commercial 
economy that industrial activity was kindled at Genoa, Florence, Venice, and Milan, particu-
larly in the new and revolutionary textile industries, cotton and silk. (Braudel, 1973: 319, 
emphasis added)

About the latter he wrote, ‘there grew up a textile industry on capitalist lines and 
connected to distant markets’ (Braudel, 1973: 213, emphasis added). ‘Almost 
everywhere this industry was of a capitalist nature, conforming to the familiar 
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pattern of the Verlagssystem [putting-out system]’ (Braudel, 1973: 431). But if 
the sixteenth century gave a powerful boost to large-scale capitalist trade, it was 
finance, not industry, that formed the true pendant of its commercial pole, with 
the more powerful layers of merchant capital fluctuating between ‘banking’ and 
trade. ‘The importance of purely financial transactions, with all their sophisti-
cated ramifications, increases the further one goes up the scale of merchants … 
It was becoming widely known that commercial operations could be settled at 
the fairs almost miraculously’ (Braudel, 1973: 439). Mediterranean would 
devote some of its most fascinating pages to the ‘financial’ capitalism of the 
Genoese (Braudel, 1973: 500–10).

Thus ‘commercial capitalism’ encapsulated capitalist enterprise in both com-
merce and finance (as it had done for Tawney and, before him, for Marx), and if 
in England ‘The age of Elizabeth saw a steady growth of capitalism in textiles 
and mining’, along with a great increase of foreign trade and the growth of a 
money-market, as Tawney (1938: 180) suggested, ‘in industry the rising interest 
was that of the commercial capitalist’ (Tawney, 1938: 141). Trade, finance and 
industry were simply moments of the accumulation of mercantile capital, of its 
ability to flow seamlessly across the most diverse markets and forms of activity.

Terminology

The historical corpus resonates with a rich terminology describing various 
groups of capitalist merchants and their firms – commercial businesses, banking 
houses, merchant-bankers, merchant-entrepreneurs, merchant-manufacturers, 
mercantile bourgeoisie, ‘bourgeoisie of bankers, shipowners and merchants’ 
(Tawney, 1938: 21) and so on. Of course, at the lower levels of abstraction at 
which much of this historiography works one would come across silk entrepre-
neurs (Molà, 2000: 219), Greek trading houses (Harlaftis, 2010: 246), City 
rubber barons (White, 2004: 131, 137), large milling and exporting firms that 
controlled Burma’s rice trade (Cheng, 1968: 64ff.), etc. But if we sort out this 
empirically rich and even confusing mass of terms, then beyond purely generic 
descriptions like ‘merchant capitalists’, they fall broadly into four categories: (1) 
terms like ‘merchant-entrepreneurs’, ‘merchant-manufacturers’ and their coun-
terparts in the European languages, mercanti-imprenditori, mercanti-setaioli, 
etc.; (2) terms like ‘merchant-bankers’, ‘financiers’, ‘financial aristocracy’ 
(Braudel, 1973: 343) and so on (mercanti-banchieri, négociants banquiers, etc.); 
(3) terms like ‘merchant-planters’ (Brenner, 1993: 163, 166) and ‘maritime bour-
geoisie’ (James, 1938: 22, 35); and (4) ‘merchant firms’ or ‘trading firms’ or 
‘commercial houses’ (firmes commerciales, case di commercio, etc.). Examining 
these more closely, it becomes apparent that each category corresponds to a 
major structure or organizational pattern in the history of merchant capitalism 
and can thus form the basis for a taxonomy that might help to impose a more 
rational shape on the literature.
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A Broad Taxonomy of Merchant Capitalism

These forms or structures are as follows:

1 the Verlagssystem, where the merchant capitalist is essentially a putting-out merchant;
2 international money-markets;
3 plantation businesses (‘colonial trades’); and
4 the produce trades.

In the industrial towns of Europe ‘modern industry grew up … with the capitalist 
forms of the Verlagssystem’, Braudel (1973: 323) wrote. Verlag was widespread 
not just in textiles and metalworking but throughout the leather, wood, jewellery, 
ceramics and craft-based luxury trades (Holbach, 1991), and could always 
expand thanks to the ‘mobility of both artisan and merchant classes’ (Braudel, 
1973: 433). In France, by the eighteenth century ‘millions of peasants worked for 
city merchants’ (Lefebvre, 2005: 42). Silk was typically one of those ‘luxury 
industries’ about which Marx said ‘the merchants import both raw materials and 
workers from abroad’, but although Marx himself seemed to think that in these 
sectors ‘the merchant becomes an industrialist directly’ (Marx, 1981: 453–4, 
emphasis added), this cannot be construed to mean that merchant’s capital finally 
became industrial capital. The Italian silk industry in fact embodied a form of 
merchant capitalism, as Tognetti shows in his fine case-study of the bigger mer-
chant houses of Renaissance Florence. There, the rapid expansion of the industry 
in the fifteenth century was fuelled by what he calls ‘a new desire on the part of 
the big merchant-bankers of Florence to invest in the manufacture of silk’ 
(Tognetti, 2002: 26 (‘[la] nuova propensione dei grandi mercanti-banchieri 
fiorentini agli investimenti nella manifattura serica’)). In the late fifteenth cen-
tury, with the industry growing by leaps and bounds, ‘the most efficient and 
modern companies’ in the arte della seta reflected the drive of these mercanti-
banchieri to make ‘massive investments’ in the silk business (Tognetti, 2002: 
30). An interesting feature of Tognetti’s account is the way he highlights the 
modernity of merchant’s capital during the Renaissance. The bigger merchants 
could dominate the industry thanks to their managerial skills, their scale of 
resources, operational flexibility and profound knowledge of European markets 
(Tognetti, 2002: 33–4). A similar perspective runs through Carlo Poni’s work on 
the Lyons silk industry, where differentiation and flexibility were ‘used con-
sciously as an annual market strategy’ (Poni, 1997: 68). ‘The Lyons silk mer-
chants were the first, as far back as the closing years of the seventeenth century, 
to use annual product differentiation as a strategic weapon to create barriers to 
entry, to capture important shares of the international market and to outmaneuver 
firms in competition with them’ (Poni, 1997: 41). Lyons merchant capitalists 
perfected business strategies that were thoroughly modern in conception, with 
rapid innovations geared to fashion markets that radiated out of Paris, the training 
of hundreds of designers who commuted between Paris and Lyons, and speed 
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and perfection in the assembling of looms. But here was a productive system 
‘based essentially on putting-out’ (Poni, 1997: 45): ‘the Lyons merchants (and 
the designers) were the very first to exploit fully and systematically the flexibility 
offered by the artisan or putting-out organization of production’ (Poni, 1997: 67).

In Lyons’ Grande Fabrique, the network of putting-out firms in silk manufacture, 
‘the majority of the weavers … worked on piece rates for the marchands fabricants 
… from whom they received the designs and the raw material’ (Poni, 1997: 47). 
Here was an élite of fewer than 100 putters-out pitted against a mass of some 8,000 
weavers who were known simply as ouvriers (Poni, 1997: 48). It is worth noting 
that Poni sees the fabricants essentially as merchants and never calls them industri-
alists. In any case, through the Verlagssystem merchant capitalists created Europe’s 
first industrial working class, dispersed and therefore not ‘directly subsumed’ by 
capital, but wage-labourers, in Marx’s own description. ‘All contemporary records, 
both in Flanders and England, point to a large class of wage-earning craftsmen … 
subservient to the capitalist draper’ (Carus-Wilson, 1952: 382; emphasis added).

Money-Markets

Antwerp emerged as Europe’s leading money-market in the second and third 
quarters of the sixteenth century. An English memorandum written in 1564 
claimed that in Antwerp ‘there are thirty or forty great merchants who could lend 
300,000 £ without hurt to their other business’ (Ehrenberg, 1928: 263). Vast sums 
were loaned to the Spanish, French and English monarchies by the ‘great financi-
ers’ of the sixteenth century, who were described in 1530, by the Paris law faculty 
no less, as ‘those “rich and powerful” merchants who no longer deal in commodi-
ties, but in money and exchange’ (Ehrenberg, 1928: 323; emphasis added). In 
England, too, ‘the great merchants involved themselves in Government finance 
… Governments relied substantially upon London merchants for loans’ (Beier 
and Finlay, 1986: 15–16). The term ‘exchange’ in the quote from the Paris law-
yers referred, of course, to the circulation of bills of exchange (short-term com-
mercial credits) and to arbitraging between the exchanges (da Silva, 1956), 
between bills and bullion and so on. Genoese bankers were the dominant force 
of the sixteenth-century bill markets. The system of asientos11 underpinning the 
finances of the Spanish monarchy implicated ‘enormous financial operations’ (by 
the Genoese especially), but those operations were only possible thanks to the 
commercial and banking networks that straddled money-markets across western 
Europe in a fluid integration of trade and finance. Braudel’s description of how 
this worked remains unsurpassed even today (Braudel, 1973: 500–17). A disci-
ple, the Dutch Hispanicist Nicolás Broens, who died at a tragically young age, 
showed how pivotal mercantile networks were to the Spanish Habsburgs and 
their financial dealings (Broens, 1989). As the Portuguese marranos who had 
replaced the Genoese by the second quarter of the seventeenth century told the 
Inquisition, ‘There was no distinction to be made between the capital used for 
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commercial purposes and that invested in the asientos’ (Broens, 1989: 52). 
Again, the modernity of this ‘economic structure’ shows how the most advanced 
sectors of capitalism cared little for the opinion of rivals ‘still half-immersed in 
the past’ (Braudel, 1973: 509–10, referring to the Venetians). The bill of exchange 
was the perfect instrument of commercial capitalism (Carrière et al., 1976: 71), 
widely used in the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries. In Marseilles 
towards the end of the eighteenth century the volume of maritime trade may well 
have been upwards of 200 million pounds, whereas the reserves of cash at the 
disposal of Marseilles’ merchants was estimated at a mere 1.8 million! (Carrière 
et  al., 1976: 180). Antwerp–Amsterdam–London: by the nineteenth century 
London’s accepting and discount houses were the bedrock of the City’s domi-
nance as the premier international money-market, with the greater share of global 
transactions denominated in sterling. British merchant banks were emblematic of 
a whole structure of commercial capitalism that revolved around ‘acceptances’ 
and the flotation of foreign loans, and was buttressed by the stupendous expan-
sion of international trade in the middle decades of the nineteenth century. 
London was, as the City’s historian described it, ‘a short-term money market of 
unrivalled liquidity and security’ (Kynaston, 1994: 331) and, of course, a major 
source of the invisible earnings that sustained British capitalism more than any 
real or imagined industrial lead.

Plantations

‘The commercial capitalism of the eighteenth century developed the wealth of 
Europe by means of slavery and monopoly’, Eric Williams wrote in Capitalism 
and Slavery (Williams, [1944]: 210). If sugar became the main driver of colonial 
slavery, the sugar colonies themselves were very largely externally financed, as 
both Adam Smith (Smith, 2006: 139ff.) and Marx knew. The big planters dealt 
directly with commission agents in England (Dunn, 1973: 208). By 1750 virtually 
all London sugar merchants traded on commission (Morgan, 1993: 193–5). But, as 
K. G. Davies noted, ‘One effect of the commission system was the widespread 
indebtedness of planter to agent’ (Davies, 1974: 154). For example, ‘in 1790 
George Hibbert, a leading London sugar merchant, gave evidence that £20 million 
of debts were due from the West Indies to British creditors’ (Smith, 2006: 173). By 
then, of course, much of the finance was secured by mortgages, and West-India 
merchants like the Lascelles (the Earls of Harewood) could foreclose on their loans 
to emerge as major owners of sugar estates (Smith, 2006: chapter 7).12 ‘Jamaica’, 
Braudel writes in The Wheels of Commerce, ‘was … a capitalist machine’, but he 
qualifies this by saying ‘The planters made a profit of 8 to 10% at the very most’:

In fact the balance of trade for Jamaica, even calculated in colonial pounds, works out at a 
slight advantage for the island … but at least half of the total for imports and exports made 
its way invisibly back to England (in freight charges, insurance, commissions, interest on 
debts, and transfers of money to absentee landlords). All in all, the net benefit for England 
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in the year 1773 was getting on for £1,500,000. In London, as in Bordeaux, the proceeds of 
colonial trade were transformed into trading-houses, banks and state bonds. (Braudel, 2002: 
279; emphasis added)

Laird Bergad’s study of the Matanzas sugar economy lays out an even more lucid 
case of merchant economic control over planters. But in Cuba not only did the 
Havana merchant houses finance the growth of sugar in the early part of the 
nineteenth century, ‘Many merchants also invested heavily in sugar production’ 
(Bergad, 1990: 66; emphasis added). By the late 1850s ‘large-scale merchant 
establishments … began to establish direct ownership over the largest and most 
productive sugar mills in the Matanzas region’ (Bergad, 1990: 133–4). And as a 
more advanced, capital-intensive industry emerged from mid-century, it was big 
Havana merchants ‘with international connections’ who ‘financed the most 
important aspects of the Matanzas sugar economy’ (Bergad, 1990: 173). In 
general, Bergad concludes, ‘It is certain that Cuban sugar production generated 
substantially more profits for brokers [merchants] than for growers’ (Bergad, 
1990: 178; emphasis added).

Produce Trades

Just as capitalism emerged in a purer form in the Dutch and English East India 
Companies than it ever did in Portugal’s ‘monarchical capitalism’ (Dias, 1963)13 
or in Spanish imperialism, with the joint-stock companies incarnating a more 
advanced type of capitalist enterprise despite being what Dermigny rightly called 
‘semi-public corporations’ (Dermigny, 1970: 449), the mercantile capitalism that 
eventually characterized British economic expansion in the main part of the 
nineteenth century was no longer encumbered by the legacies of mercantilism 
once private capital had broken the Company’s monopoly. The produce trades 
were the backbone of this new regime of capital accumulation. Ironically, per-
haps, it is Alexander Chayanov’s work on the Russian peasantry that best defines 
the model of this form of capitalist domination. He called it ‘vertical capitalist 
concentration’ (Chayanov, 1966: 262):

bringing agriculture into the general capitalist system need by no means involve the creation 
of very large, capitalistically organized production units based on hired labor … agriculture 
… becomes subject to trading capitalism that sometimes in the form of very large-scale trad-
ing undertakings draws masses of scattered peasant farms into its sphere of influence and, 
having bound these small-scale commodity producers to the market, economically subordi-
nates them to its influence … Through these connections, every small peasant undertaking 
becomes an organic part of the world economy. (Chayanov, 1966: 257–8; emphasis added)

The ‘trading machine’ (the organizational set-up of mercantile businesses) or 
‘trading capitalism’ (Chayanov, 1966: 257, 258) ‘penetrates, with its hundreds or 
thousands of branches, to the full depths of the peasant farms and, leaving them 
free as regards production, entirely dominates them economically’ (Chayanov, 
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1966: 261–2; emphasis added). Of course, where quality was an issue capitalist 
firms (‘lead firms’ in much of the modern literature on supply chains) could 
‘actively interfere in the organization of production, too’ (Chayanov, 1966: 262).

The essential point in all this is that capital deals with household producers 
whose aggregate (family) labour-power is exploited through price domination. 
The model was discussed in the 1970s by Michael Cowen, Henry Bernstein and 
myself (Cowen, 1981; Bernstein, 1977; Banaji, 1977), and has been restated more 
recently in my paper for the Bernstein Festschrift (Banaji, 2016). Its essential ele-
ments are (1) households with some degree of control of their own means of pro-
duction; (2) a system of advances (usually in cash, otherwise trade goods); and 
(3) lead-company reliance on middlemen. Marx allowed for the possibility that 
the advances given by the ‘English government’ to opium growers in parts of 
North India in the nineteenth century embodied a circulation of capital (Marx, 
1980: 201). This is correct and forms the key to the whole system of accumula-
tion at work in all of the produce trades (opium, indigo, jute, sugar, cotton, palm 
oil, groundnuts, cocoa, rice, etc.). The firms dominating these various circuits of 
capital were the agency houses and maisons de commerce typical of the nineteenth 
century, the big merchant firms that came to dominate the West African trade in the 
early twentieth century and so on. As for the brokers through whom advances were 
circulated into household commodity production, they became an integral feature 
of the system because international merchant capitalists were operating in envi-
ronments where local dealers controlled the trade at lower levels. A major problem 
posed precisely for the biggest European merchant firms, massive conglomerates 
like UAC, was that the contractors they relied on were often large and wealthy 
dealers who ‘were liable to use … commissions to finance their own operations or 
purchases for other trading firms’ (Fieldhouse, 1994: 443–4, on the Kano contrac-
tors). This was an ‘abuse’ of the advance system that UAC simply had to live with 
(Fieldhouse, 1994: 119–21). It was essential for the foreign trading companies to 
maintain a big turnover (that is, maximize their buying of export produce) in order 
to retain their share of purchases against competitors, and the advances given to 
African middlemen were pivotal to that strategy since they enabled merchants 
who lacked capital ‘to buy produce on a large scale for the overseas company’ 
(Fieldhouse, 1994: 113ff., on UAC strategy). International merchants were never 
fully able to bypass the produce buyers, who, of course, as Shenton says, ‘also 
appropriated a share of surplus value and profit’ (Shenton, 1986: 15).

WIDER PERSPECTIVES

By the early twentieth century the dominant French commercial firms were ‘ver-
tically integrated trading and shipping combines’ operating extensively through-
out French West Africa (Boone, 2006: 44). The pattern was different in French 
Indochina, where there was a stronger representation of purely financial groups 
(‘finance capital’ in a sense closer to Rudolf Hilferding’s) and a conglomeration 
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of interests linked to mining, cement, electricity, chemicals and the rubber indus-
try (Morlat, 2008). In Britain UAC itself emerged in 1929 from a fusion of 93 
separate companies (!) when A & E merged with the Niger Company, but it was 
never anything other than a powerful merchant firm (an incarnation of mer-
chant’s capital) even when integrated into one of the world’s biggest industrial 
enterprises (Fieldhouse, 1994: 10–11). Bob Shenton’s account of Nigeria repeat-
edly underscores the concentration and centralization of capital that came out of 
the conflicts between merchants (the Niger Company) and shipowners (Elder 
Dempster) and between competing commercial capitals.14 These are all features 
of an advanced and even sophisticated capitalism and a warning to us not to suc-
cumb too readily to the seductive power of clichés such as the persistent charac-
terization of merchant capital as ‘antediluvian’, with its distinct implication of an 
essential backwardness. On the contrary, what the last few pages bring out quite 
forcefully is the remarkable modernity displayed by the evolution of these forms 
of capital. The concentration and centralization of capital,15 combinations (price 
agreements) and pools (Cheng, 1968: 64ff.), monopolistic market behaviour, 
vertical integration16 and the drive for new markets are all features typical of 
capitalism which are also found, to one degree or another, in the history of large-
scale commercial enterprise since the twelfth century. And so, of course, is com-
petition, which raged within most industries controlled by mercantile capital 
(silk, sugar, ceramics, rice exports, cotton piecegoods, raw cotton, tobacco and 
so on), between commercial firms or trading companies, between foreign and 
local merchants and middlemen, between ports in the same maritime region 
(e.g., Antwerp vs Rotterdam), and, finally, between the major commercial 
powers themselves – both city-states, like Venice, Genoa and Florence, and the 
newer maritime nations of Portugal, Spain, Holland and Britain.

David Ormrod has said that Tawney ‘explained British economic develop-
ment in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries through the maturing of a spe-
cifically commercial form of capitalism’ (Ormrod, 2003: 3, emphasis added). 
This perspective is at best only implicit in Marx, who, of course, agreed that the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries ‘rapidly advanced the development of com-
mercial capital’ (Marx, 1981: 454), saw manufacture as the ‘predominant form 
taken by capitalist production’ c. 1550–1770 (Marx, Capital, 1976: 489),17 and 
knew, from Adam Smith, that merchants had played the key role in establishing 
import-substituting luxury manufactures in Europe (Marx, 1973: 858), but never 
explicitly posited merchant capital’s control of production as a form of the capi-
talist mode of production (of what Marxists call ‘capitalism’). The mercantilist 
seventeenth century was for him a period when ‘industrial capital and hence 
wage labour arose in manufactures’ (Marx, 1973: 327; emphasis added).

These hesitations have allowed a quasi-orthodoxy to emerge that confines 
our concepts of the capitalist mode of production to large-scale industry and 
industrial capitalism and works in terms of a sharp division between circulation 
and production, reiterating the notion that commercial capital ‘remains forever 
penned into capital’s circulation sphere’. I’ve suggested above that this view will 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM18

not work historically, which is why properly Marxist accounts of early capital-
ism are so few and far between. In reviewing Dobb’s book Tawney had already 
presciently attacked his ‘preoccupation with the industrial engine’ and asked 
if the ‘restricted sense’ of capitalism favoured by Dobb had not ‘ceased to be 
the usage most convenient for the purposes of history’ (Tawney, 1950: 310–11). 
Indeed, historically merchants straddled industry, money-markets and foreign 
trade as largely integrated sectors of accumulation. ‘[I]t was a perfectly normal 
and anticipated practice for commercial entrepreneurs to invest in and manage 
manufacturing enterprises’ (Supple, 1977: 424). One widespread form of this 
was the putting-out system.18 In the transition debate Georges Lefebvre argued 
that the putting-out system (‘Way No. 2’) ‘could lead to capitalism just as easily 
as Way No. 1’, adding ‘I do not believe that Marx was aware of this’. By means of 
this form of industrial organization, ‘the merchant is transformed into a capital-
ist, as Marx defines one; it is this development which explains the emergence of 
urban class struggles in Italy and Flanders in the fourteenth and fifteenth centu-
ries’ (Lefebvre, 1976: 124). And Lefebvre went on to make the wider and deeply 
significant point that it was precisely ‘the collusion between commerce and the 
State’ that ‘promoted the development of capitalism’ (Lefebvre, 1976: 125).

Given the kinds of restructuring we’ve seen under contemporary forms of 
capitalism (Lichtenstein, 2012), merchant’s capital seems much less archaic 
today than it obviously did to Marx. Production processes were structured to 
allow for a combination of in-house manufacturing operations and outsourcing, 
as in Amsterdam’s wool industry. Moreover, ‘the putting-out system was, for 
many purposes, economically superior to a workshop form of organization … 
It could adapt to fluctuations in demand quickly, and with minimum cost to the 
businessman’ (Supple, 1977: 426). In northern France, where textile production 
was widely dispersed through the countryside, the merchants who dominated the 
industry and produced for international markets had a marked preference for rural 
workers, knowing that the supply of labour was elastic and wages endemically 
low (Goubert, 1960: 127–37; Kriedte, 1983: 12ff.). But in large parts of Europe 
putting-out systems also ‘paved the way for the emergence of factory production’ 
(Beckert, 2014: 144). The sharp separation between merchant capital and modern 
industry is untenable at this level as well. In cotton textiles, ‘eventually … mer-
chants nearly everywhere would concentrate production in factories’ (Beckert, 
2014: 145). In the Italian silk industry, the diffusion of the Bologna-style hydrau-
lic silk mills in the main part of the seventeenth century was again driven by the 
‘great sums of money’ merchants invested in the silk trade. These mills employed 
hundreds of workers and were the first properly mechanized factories in western 
Europe (Poni, 1976; Molà, 2000: 241, ‘vast sums’). In Bologna itself they were 
‘capable (collectively) of processing a million pounds of raw silk a year’ (Sella, 
1997: 46), implying the sort of mass production that Marx already associated 
with manufacture proper (Marx, 1973: 510–11). And, finally, the sheer ‘diversity 
and flexibility of forms of production’ that developed under ‘commercially orga-
nized capitalism’ (Sewell, 2010: 116) extended to the economic role of the state 
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as well. In Venice, the core of the shipbuilding industry was managed by the state 
on behalf of private capital through the system of the galere da mercato. The 
famous Arsenale was a ‘large-scale manufacturing operation’ with up to 2,000 
workers and a substantial output of a small repertoire of types of galleys built 
in labour processes that reflected a ‘factory organization’. Moreover, like the 
silk entrepreneurs or setaioli and their hydraulic mills, the Venetian state wanted 
workers who showed ‘docility and willingness to work’ (Davis, 1991).

Marx was wrong to suggest that the ‘preponderant development of capital in 
the form of commercial capital is synonymous with the non-subjection of produc-
tion to capital’ (Marx, 1981: 445, emphasis added). I have argued that Marxists 
have largely abdicated this terrain to others and left much of Marxist economic 
history in a rut. Britain’s industrial expansion has, of course, always been seen as 
the epitome of industrial capital as this emerged in Marx’s day, but it is precisely 
debates about the nature of British capitalism that underscore the need to aban-
don those legacies of formalism. In Capitalism Divided? Ingham argued that ‘the 
City’s commercial capitalism gradually became a prop for the [British] economy 
as a whole’ (Ingham, 1984: 97), citing Rubinstein’s finding that ‘the wealthy in 
Britain have disproportionately earned their fortunes in commerce and finance 
rather than in manufacturing or industry’ (Rubinstein, 1981, cited by Ingham, 
1984: 135–6). Britain’s commercial capitalism conglomerated the interests of 
bill brokers and discount houses, merchant banks, commission merchants, direct 
importers, brokers and shipbrokers, cargo agents, shipping companies, London 
plantation companies and, of course, the northern manufacturers who depended on 
all of the above. Britain had emerged as a major power in the late seventeenth and 
early eighteenth centuries, her ‘aggrandizement’ ‘impelled by the powerful forces 
of commercial capitalism’ (Brewer, 1994: xiii–iv). But, as Brewer goes on to say, 
‘no amount of commercial skill, merchant shipping or national prosperity could 
secure the domination of trade routes or the protection of bases and colonies. These 
required troops and a navy which in turn, required money and proper organization’ 
(Brewer, 1994: xv). The triumph of European commercial capitalism depended 
decisively on the powerful backing of the state, a sort of Crown–company partner-
ship (Brenner, 1993: 65) that, in England’s case, extends back to the Elizabethan 
commercial expansion that was bound up, as Brenner showed, with the newer 
trades to the south and east (that is, the Mediterranean and Asia). The European 
empires were a legacy of this alliance between state and commercial capital. By 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries naval power and the use of force were sys-
tematically integrated into competitive struggles between major blocs of capital.19

Notes

1  Chapters 16 to 20.
2  Marx (1981: 446–7): ‘As for the manner and form in which commercial capital operates when 

it   dominates production directly, a striking example is given not only by colonial trade in general 
(the so-called colonial system), but quite particularly by the operations of the former Dutch East India 
Company’. The expression ‘colonial trade’ referred chiefly to the plantation-based Atlantic trades.
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 3  Some of Marx’s historical judgements in Chapter 20 will have to be discussed elsewhere. The view 
that ‘where commercial capital predominates, obsolete conditions obtain’ (Marx, 1981: 444) is 
hard to reconcile with the very substantial development (cultural, intellectual and economic) of 
leading commercial centres like Venice, Florence and Amsterdam.

 4  Cf. Rubin (1979: 25–6): ‘the age of merchant capital was also the age of absolute monarchy … It 
was during the age of merchant capitalism that a close alliance was formed between the state and 
the commercial bourgeoisie, an alliance which found expression in mercantilist policy’.

 5  See Braudel (1973), first published in 1949, with a second, revised, edition in 1964, and Mousnier 
(1967), Mauro (1966) and Carrière (1973).

 6  Anderson (1987: 57); see also 59 (‘dominance of finance over industry’) and 76 (‘a world capital 
of finance without true finance capital’).

 7  Brenner (1993: 713, 715): ‘England’s unique capitalist aristocracy’.
 8  Brenner (1993: 713): ‘a dynamic maturing entrepreneurial merchant class’, but nowhere called a 

class of merchant capitalists.
 9  Among the former (apart from the works cited in note 5), see Ho (1954); Dias (1963); Poni (1976); 

Kriedte (1983); Ingham (1984); Ormrod (1985); Shenton (1986); Chapman (1992); Fieldhouse 
(1994); Mueller (1997); Noordegraaf (1997); Tognetti (2002); and, most recently, Marler (2013). 
There are good contemporary accounts of the way commercial firms operate in Harriss-White 
(2008) and Mezzadri (2017). The much larger group of those (historians or others) who use ‘mer-
chant capitalism’ or related terms more or less in passing includes E. P. Thompson, J.-P. Sartre, A. G. 
Frank, J. Polišensky, John Brewer, and John Darwin, among many others.

10  Carlo Poni’s most Marxist work belongs to the seventies: Poni (1972, 1976).
11  These were contracts with the king of Spain involving short-term loans collateralized by govern-

ment bonds.
12  Smith (2006: 183) notes: ‘Then suddenly, between 1773 and 1787, more than 27,000 acres were 

added to the family’s West Indian land portfolio’.
13  In O Capitalismo monárquico Nunes Dias refers repeatedly to commercial capitalism.
14  Shenton (1986: 97): ‘Concentration and centralization were the only means of commercial sur-

vival’.
15  Concentration of capital: Zahedieh (2010: 8, 58, plantation imports into London); Morgan (1993: 

189, Bristol sugar merchants); Devine (1975: 4, 74, Glasgow tobacco merchants); Braund (1975: 
41, Burma rice trade); Angeli (1982: 97ff., Milan silk industry).

16  A crucial strategy of the German non-ferrous metal traders, see the cases discussed in Becker (2002).
17  For the chronological span suggested by Marx, see Marx (1976: 445).
18  ‘The putting-out system was developed precisely in the export sector and where the specialization 

of labour was highly advanced, as in Leiden, a high technical level was achieved’: Noordegraaf 
(1997: 175). Wynn (2008) is a fascinating account of how a modern firm like OCM could organize 
its carpet business almost entirely on a domestic industry basis.

19  Those struggles, the competition between commercial capitals and other topics in this chapter are 
discussed at greater length in Banaji (2020).
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of ‘mode of production’ has become so entrenched within historical 
materialist discussion as well as historical and sociological practice that there has 
often been a tendency to forget why Marx evolved the notion in the first place, with 
the result that the concepts have more often than not been forced upon the evidence, 
to the detriment of historical explanation. We should recall that Marx was chiefly 
interested in understanding the workings and potential of capitalism. Not only were 
his often vague and very generalised remarks on other ways of organising produc-
tion relations in other (earlier) societies aimed chiefly at elucidating and highlighting 
the specific characteristics of capitalist production relations and contrasting them 
with qualitatively very different earlier systems; but his ideas, and those of Engels, 
developed over the course of their lives, so that the other ‘modes’ evolved somewhat 
haphazardly through Marx’s writing across many years. As Eric Hobsbawm noted, 
it was in the end Engels who wrote more, and was more interested in, these other 
earlier modes of production (Hobsbawm, in Marx, 1964: 41–59). This has unfortu-
nately often meant that historians have lost sight of the complexity of social-cultural 
systems in attempting to pinpoint a specific ‘prime mover’ for social change or to 
over-rigidly categorise historical societies into particular types. The vain search for 
a single version of what Marx is supposed to have said on the subject has also been 
misleading; in fact his discussions are often vague and allusive, or sometimes just 
contradictory, as he himself tried to work out the processes concerned.

2
Mode of Production

John Haldon
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As already noted, Marx’s primary political purpose was to analyse and 
clarify the nature of capitalist relations of production. His historical material-
ism evolved through his own writings as a means of understanding the nature 
of exploitation, class relations, the relationship between different elements of 
capitalist production, and the relationship between productive forces and social 
relations – in order, in his view, to change things for the better. It is not, there-
fore, a neutral, value-free analytical instrument or toolkit. To the contrary, it is 
a method aimed at revealing the fundamental economic relationships of a given 
social structure, in order to understand how, and under what conditions, differen-
tial and contradictory or conflicting relationships to the means of production of 
distinct socio-economic groups can generate social change (and, for some, to see 
how human actions might influence such processes). This brings with it an inevi-
table focus on ‘the economic’ as the arena of social practice which is in some 
way or other determinant of other socio-cultural forms and relationships. The 
danger, of course, is that social being can be reduced all too easily to economics 
in the crudest sense, and this has been, indeed, the major criticism directed –  
often with justification – at Marxist thinkers, whether academics, scholars and 
intellectuals, or political activists (not that these categories are in any way mutu-
ally exclusive). Finding a way of avoiding such reductionism has been a central 
concern of historical materialist intellectuals and scholars since the end of the 
nineteenth century.

PROBLEMS, CONCEPTUAL AND PRACTICAL

Critics of a social historical materialist approach have argued that complexity is 
such that it is impossible to locate any single determinant for social change; 
rather, the contingency and the interdependency of a range of factors of variable 
status should be the basis for explanation. Most recently, and influenced by dis-
cussions in the fields of complexity theory and chaos theory, along with criti-
cisms of linear approaches to explanation in the social sciences more widely, 
some have argued that any explanation that seeks to locate a first cause for any 
historical event is at the very least completely subjective, if not fundamentally 
flawed (David, 1985; Rigby, 1995; Byrne, 1998; Lewin, 1999). There have been 
a number of responses to this sort of critique, but one of the most effective has 
been the argument that, providing the terms of the discussion are set appropri-
ately, it is entirely possible to pursue a broad (epistemologically) materialist 
agenda in which ‘the economic’, for example, forms the fundamental skeleton 
around which other factors are articulated, so that a dialectical relationship 
between all elements can be assumed, while at the same time permitting indi-
vidual aspects to be studied without losing sight of their position as part of an 
evolving or emergent whole. This entails appreciating the three-dimensional 
relationship between agency and structure, contingency and context, and 
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perception/belief and practice (Godelier, 1984; Miller, 1984; Larrain, 1986; 
Rigby, 1987; Sayer, 1987; McLennan, 1989; Callinicos, 2004; Banaji, 2010a; Da 
Graca and Zingarelli, 2014).1 From this perspective, therefore, the value of a 
concept such as ‘mode of production’ is that it offers general interpretative rules 
that can serve as a heuristic framework to suggest what questions should be asked 
of the evidence about a particular set of social and economic relationships, how 
they evolve and change, and how one can set about understanding the disparate 
and disjointed historical data as representative of a dynamic social totality.

The problem lies in the fact that ‘mode of production’ has often been under-
stood or employed in different, often mutually exclusive, and certainly confusing 
ways, on all of which there is a substantial literature (e.g. Hindess and Hirst, 1975; 
Keyder, 1976; Bailey and Llobera, 1981; Berktay, 1987; Rigby, 1987: 208–250; 
Callinicos, 2004: 40–54; Banaji, 2010b). Thus we find it applied to historically 
verifiable instances of the structure of the labour process, examples that are then 
generalised and universalised to provide a series of ‘types’ of productive organ-
isation: the domestic mode, the peasant mode, the nomadic mode, and so on. In 
one respect this is legitimate as a descriptive exercise, and is used in this way 
by Marx himself to describe a system of production, or labour process (as, for 
example, in his discussion of merchant capital, where both usages occur together 
(Marx, 1974: III, 323–37)). But this parcellisation of types of labour organisation 
provides in the end only a description, given that the techniques of production 
and the nature of the labour process are only one element in the set of relations 
that make up a mode of production in Marx’s broader sense (e.g. Godelier, 1977: 
24; Perlin, 1985: 96ff.). Indeed, it is essential to differentiate between the vari-
ous historical forms of the exploitation of labour, and the relations of production. 
Neither slavery nor serfdom, as ways of exploiting labour and extracting surplus, 
for example, along with the systems of property rights with which they may be 
associated, must necessarily indicate a mode of production, since by themselves 
they do not describe the totality of the relations of production, appropriation, and 
distribution of social wealth, nor how the production, accumulation, distribution, 
and redistribution of surplus wealth is integrated into a process of social repro-
duction of the society in question as a totality. Neither, of course, can it help to 
explain political power relations except as a product of random circumstances 
(Banaji, 2010a).

More problematic, perhaps, is the tendency to confuse the concept ‘mode of 
production’ (and the specific sets of economic relationships each mode describes) 
with actual historical social formations. Thus we find accounts of the transforma-
tion of mode of production, when in fact what is meant is a shift in the relations of 
production of a social formation or society from those characteristic of one mode 
of production to those of another. A frequent corollary of this is the identification 
of a mode of production on the basis of institutional forms, familiar from a given 
historical example and generally accepted as belonging to the mode in ques-
tion. Probably the best example of this fallacy is to be found in the discussion of 
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feudalism, where, according to this view, societies can only be ‘feudal’ if their 
institutional arrangements approximate to those of western Europe at the appro-
priate time. Thus modes of production proliferate as descriptive terms applied 
to specific types of social formation which, according to the organisation of the 
dominant labour process, do not appear to fit into any of the ‘classical’ modes, so 
that we read of the ‘African mode’, for example, or of the ‘Asiatic mode’, which, 
while never intended by Marx to be employed in this way, tended to be negatively 
applied to all those social formations that could not be fitted into one of the other 
established modes (e.g. Mukhia, 1981, 1985).2

A third approach is closer to the intentions of Marx, in theorising the mode 
of production, on the basis of known historical examples, as a model of a set 
of characteristic economic relationships, consisting of a specific combination of 
forces and relations of production which, in their interaction, generate certain 
contradictions specific to that particular combination, contradictions that can lead 
to the breakdown of the social system through which they are given expression. 
‘Forces of production’ refers both to means of production and the technical levels 
or methods of production (including the labour process); ‘relations of production’ 
refers to the way in which the means of production (land, tools, livestock, etc.) are 
effectively controlled, and by whom, and the ways in which the direct producers 
are associated with those means of production and with their own labour-power 
(Marx, 1974: III, 791; Callinicos, 2004: 40–54). In reality, these two sets of cri-
teria overlap, but it is the specific manner in which direct producers and means 
of production are combined which, in Marx’s words, ‘distinguishes the different 
economic epochs of the structure of society from one another’ – that is, to say, 
which differentiates one mode of production from another (Marx, 1974: II, 36–7).

Thus, while the fundamental elements necessary to differentiate one mode from 
another are reasonably clear from Marx’s analysis of capitalism, his discussion 
of non-capitalist modes is sketchy and incomplete, chiefly because he was con-
cerned to determine and describe the structural preconditions for the appearance 
of capitalism rather than the origins of those preconditions. Since he moves from 
a somewhat technologically determinist position in his earlier writing, where the 
growth (or not) of the productive forces was the key to change, to a position (for 
example, in the Grundrisse, in the section discussing ‘pre-capitalist economic 
formations’) where the changes within the social relations of production are the 
crucial element, this has led to further confusion and ambiguity in the interpreta-
tion of his writing on the subject of the transition from feudalism to capitalism 
(for a summary of the history of this text, see Hobsbawm, in Marx, 1964: 9–11).

MARX AND HIS MODES

Allowing for the constraints imposed on him by the nineteenth-century concep-
tual language at his disposal, and by contemporary knowledge of the historical 
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societies that he used as the basis for his discussion, Marx characterised  
particular epochs (primitive communal, ancient, feudal) or particular sets of 
economic relationships (‘Germanic’, ‘Asiatic’) as ‘modes of production’, but 
his writings are neither clear nor consequential, with the result that there have 
been many different attempts to define what he may have ‘really meant’. 
Additionally, he did not necessarily imply that these different types of eco-
nomic organisation were successive; rather, they represented alternative forms, 
analytically distinct stages, of societal evolution. Most would agree that, at the 
very least, Marx did not intend a mode of production to represent any specific 
society but, rather, one set of possible social relations of production from a 
limited number of historically verifiable sets: on this basis, and in view of the 
almost infinite variety of forms of socio-economic organisation (i.e. culturally 
determined institutional arrangements), it is possible to generate a relatively 
small number of models of sets of economic relationships.

Marx wrote in terms of four or five such historical modes of producing, appro-
priating, and distributing wealth and of combining labour-power with the means 
of production, each of which has as its corollary certain ecological and organ-
isational conditions necessary to its reproduction.3 But the notion of understand-
ing human social history through a series of ‘modes of production’ really only 
becomes dominant during the period of the Second International in the years 
after 1889, and represents a somewhat economistic, or economically reduction-
ist, appreciation of social evolution, whereby successive modes of production 
define the epochs of history and are overthrown in revolutionary transformations 
resulting from the contradictions between forces and relations of production: 
once forces of production outstrip production relations and fetter them, revo-
lution becomes inevitable. Clearly, there are enormous problems with such an 
approach, and it has for some time now been abandoned, to be succeeded by 
an ongoing debate about the nature and heuristic value of the notion of ‘mode 
of production’ as such. Even the value of thinking about social and economic 
transformation in terms of ‘modes of production’ (as opposed to the value of 
employing Marx’s materialist method in analysing historical societies) continues 
to be debated within Marxist historiography, if only because the definition of a 
mode of production itself remains problematic and contested, most especially in 
respect of non-capitalist economic relations.4

In this connection Marx also had to confront the question of transition from 
one mode to another. While never a major subject for analysis, it was addressed 
on an occasional basis in connection with both the transition from a capitalist to a 
socialist mode of social organisation and with that between pre-capitalist modes 
or between feudalism and capitalism. No general theory of transition evolved 
as a result of these considerations, however, although Marx’s approach shifted 
across time – from that outlined in his earlier writings, where a technological 
determinist view predominates, to one in which the internal dynamics and con-
tradictions particular to each mode of production play the key explanatory role. 
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Thus in respect of the transition from feudalism to capitalism, for example, it 
is initially the corrosive impact on feudal relationships of merchant activity and 
commerce, of the expansion of urban centres, and of the growth of a Eurasian 
and then transatlantic/global market that play the key role. In his later reflec-
tions, in contrast, he focuses on property relations and the processes whereby 
the vast majority of producers become separated from the means of production. 
Commerce and the growth of markets can stimulate the process of commodifica-
tion of goods and services, but it is shifts in production relations and property 
relations, indicated in the processes of class struggle, that are the real cause 
of transition from feudalism to capitalist social relations of production. The 
so-called ‘transition debate’ became especially prominent in the decades after 
World War II, with different arguments picking up on these strands in Marx’s 
various writings on the subject, and it remains today a subject for discussion 
and controversy (for surveys and summaries of the debates, see Hilton, 1976; 
Brenner, 1978; Aston and Philpin, 1985; Hilton, 1990; and Epstein, 2000).

So we come to the question: how did Marx want to use the concept ‘mode of 
production’, and what is its heuristic value for empirical historical analysis? As a 
starting point, Marx’s statement about the relationship between owners of the con-
ditions of production and producers themselves is usually taken as fundamental:

The specific economic form, in which unpaid surplus labour is pumped out of direct produc-
ers, determines the relationship of rulers and ruled, as it grows directly out of production 
itself and, in turn, reacts upon it as a determining element. Upon this, however, is founded 
the entire formation of the economic community which grows up out of the production 
relations themselves, thereby simultaneously its specific political form. It is always the direct 
relationship of the owners of the conditions of production to the direct producers – a relation 
always naturally corresponding to a definite stage in the methods of labour and thereby its 
social productivity – which reveals the innermost secret, the hidden basis, of the entire social 
structure…

Marx goes on to note – important for our discussion – that this relationship also 
elucidates

the political form of the relation of sovereignty and dependence, in short, the corresponding 
specific form of the state. This does not prevent the same economic base – the same from 
the standpoint of its main conditions – due to innumerable different empirical circumstances, 
natural environment, racial relations, external historical influences, etc., from showing infi-
nite variations and gradations in appearance, which can be ascertained only by analysis of 
the empirically given circumstances. (Marx, 1974: III, 791–2).

This is the approach deployed by Marx in his analysis of capitalist relations of 
production as a general type, abstracted from his research on nineteenth-century 
British and European economies, and his elucidation of a series of ‘laws’ which 
govern the enormous complexity of capitalist production and exchange relations. 
‘Capitalism’ was thus, for Marx, a heuristic model of social-economic relations – 
a mode of production – governed by a set of historically specific laws of motion, 
while at the same time ‘capitalist’ was a descriptive term that could be applied to 
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a wide range of actually existing social formations, in which the set of production 
relations and forces of production described by that term were dominant. But in 
thinking about the development and inner workings of capitalism, Marx also had 
to consider social-economic relationships which were non-capitalist, and it was 
in this way that his partial and often relatively uninformed conceptualisations 
of the ‘primitive communist’, ‘ancient’, ‘slave’, and ‘feudal’ modes came into 
being (some occasionally described under different terms, such as ‘Germanic’ or 
‘Asiatic’). He never devoted as much attention to theorising these in detail as he 
did to capitalism (Engels devoted a great deal more), so that much discussion and 
some confusion has reigned in this respect. But he grounded his ideas on feudal 
relations in his studies of the late ancient and medieval history of western and 
central Europe, taking the word ‘feudal’ as his descriptive term for the funda-
mental features of the set of economic relationships that he found because it was 
the dominant term among historians at the time to describe the medieval societies 
they dealt with. And feudal relations were the more important to him because it 
was out of these that capitalism, the main focus of his study, evolved.

OTHER MODES OF PRODUCTION: FROM LINEAGE TO SLAVERY

Kin- and lineage-based modes of surplus appropriation are described by Marx 
and Engels under the rubric of ‘primitive communal’ or ‘tribal’ social relations –  
they exhibit only a limited degree of internal economic, but still kin-based, dif-
ferentiation (Marx, 1964: 71ff.; Hindess and Hirst, 1975: 18f., 79–108; see the 
useful discussions in Terray, 1972; Bonte, 1977; Godelier, 1977; and Rey, 1979). 
Their evolution or transformation into social forms based clearly on class exploi-
tation invariably involves the loosening of kinship ties and dissolution of the 
associated forms of social praxis, although the extent of this ‘loosening’ process 
depends upon historically local factors, such as the degree to which kinship and 
lineage structures also serve as production relations. This does not have to mean 
that localised or regional bonds of kinship and lineage do not continue to play a 
key role in the regulation of the relations of production and distribution, nor that 
they do not continue, from the economic perspective, to function as social rela-
tions of production. But such ties no longer dominate the mode of surplus appro-
priation and distribution. The increasing complexity of the division of labour and 
the domination of the producing population by a social and economic elite pro-
mote the rapid evolution of institutional means of maintaining and reproducing 
this evolving class domination, whatever the culturally determined form these 
relationships actually assume. The concomitant extension of networks of coer-
cive political and economic power across a much wider social and geographical 
space than kinship ties can adequately handle then leads in the longer term to the 
development of state-like structures. This is how Marx envisaged the ‘ancient’ 
mode of production.
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The concept of an ‘ancient mode of production’ is thus a developed variant 
of the idea of primitive communal exploitation. But whereas in the latter clan- 
and kinship-relations framed by concepts of lineage and lineage-identities deter-
mine access to social wealth and to the exploitation of resources, in the ancient 
mode the focus of social-political and cultural power becomes the urban centre. 
Marx had in mind the early city-states of the Mediterranean world, understood 
as the developed and urban-centric form of this still basically agrarian commu-
nity, whose state represented the incorporation of the citizen body as a group of 
landowners with collective rights in public lands.5 The exploitation of citizens by 
other citizens and by the state takes place in the first instance through the col-
lective appropriation of surpluses for common ends – warfare, for example. But 
as slavery comes increasingly into the picture along with other forms of social 
and economic subordination and stratification among the community’s members, 
so the division of labour becomes more complex, and the appearance of class 
antagonisms marks a new stage – indeed, a transformative one – in the develop-
ment of the relations of production. As objective antagonisms between social 
groups with regard to their different relationships to the means of production 
evolve, so the state becomes the legislative and executive arm of the ruling class 
of citizens, which can exploit it thereafter to maintain and promote their own 
class interests and the extraction of surplus (Marx, 1964: 71–82). The process of 
state formation, where it is an endogenous development and not imposed by con-
quest/assimilation, has often been very gradual, and under certain conditions –  
for example, where democratic political organisations were founded upon a rela-
tively widespread use of slave labour in agricultural production – this can lead 
to a degree of social and economic equilibrium within the citizen body (de Ste 
Croix, 1981: 283–300, esp. 286–8).

As soon as a society has attained this stage, it can be said to have transformed 
its relations of production and, more especially, its mode of appropriation of sur-
plus. No longer does the community, whatever kinship and lineage structures 
it still exhibits, control the means of production as a community (of clans or 
families, for example, within which other forms of non-economic subordination 
existed) with equal, or at least equivalent, rights in their exploitation and dis-
tribution. Instead, one group – a class in the economic sense – can now exert 
control over both the rate of exploitation (that is, the amount of surplus actually 
demanded) and the mode of surplus appropriation, and by invoking the various 
instruments of non-economic coercion (the law, customary practice, military 
force, and so on) can exploit the labour of other groups.

State forms are not, however, necessary to exploitation – to the contrary, it is 
clear that relations of exploitation can be maintained through lineage structures, 
too, as a number of anthropologists have tried to show. But the state eventually 
becomes the legislative and executive organ of a ruling class of citizens, who 
can henceforth use it to maintain their own position. In the second place, the use 
of slave labour in an estate-based economy tends to increase dramatically the 
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economic power of the elite, who are best able to profit from this type of labour 
investment. In the ancient and Hellenistic worlds, this produced the dominance 
of vast wealth generated through plantation- and factory-based production based 
on slavery and focused on an extensive commercial market. It was just this sort 
of exploitation which gave the political-military elite of the Roman Republic and 
early Principate (i.e. from Augustus into the second century ce) its pre-eminent 
position, even though slavery by no means dominated agricultural production in 
the Roman world as a whole in purely numerical terms.

The state was an important element also in what Marx and Engels referred to 
as the ‘Asiatic mode of production’. This was a catch-all concept that, for them, 
described the major ‘oriental’ empires of China, India, ancient Mesopotamia, 
Iran, and so forth (hence, in the broadest sense, ‘Asiatic’), and represented a dis-
tinct form of social organisation placed between primitive communal societies 
and those characterised by the ancient mode. A hallmark of social formations in 
which the Asiatic mode was dominant was the primacy of the state. This played a 
dominant role, a result of its monopoly of land ownership, its political and mili-
tary power, as well as – depending on the geographical context – its control over 
irrigation systems and public works, secular and religious, in the widest sense. 
Societies in which the Asiatic mode dominated were seen as the earliest class 
societies, where a small group – the ruling class – generally a semi-theocratic 
elite, extracts social surplus through their monopoly of coercion, legitimated 
through attributions of divinely granted spiritual authority. Marx and Engels, 
partly inspired by some of Hegel’s ideas about oriental society, considered the 
great Asian nations to have been the first civilisations in the true sense. But they 
never theorised this mode explicitly – indeed, the occasional references to it were 
generally vague as to its key features, compared with their comments on feudal-
ism, for example. The term appears for the last time in the Preface to The Critique 
of Political Economy (1970: 21), first published in 1859, after which Marx and 
Engels retained just four basic forms of societal evolution: tribal, ancient, feudal, 
and capitalist. It has proved an especially intractable concept and has generated 
widespread disagreement. Although some theorists have attempted to formu-
late a coherent concept with analytically useful characteristics, the notion of an 
Asiatic mode has been largely abandoned, although it does occasionally raise 
its head (Thorner, 1966; Krader, 1975; Keyder, 1976; Bailey and Llobera, 1981; 
Dunn 1982; Currie, 1984; Lubarz, 1984; Marshall, 1998; McFarlane et al., 2005;  
Zingarelli, 2014).

The much debated ‘slave mode of production’ has likewise generated a good 
deal of discussion – indeed, Marx himself preferred to speak of slave systems or 
slave economy within ancient society, which he differentiated from earlier (com-
munal) and later (feudal) social forms. Although undoubtedly very widespread 
at times, slavery is now generally recognised to have had a relatively limited 
chronological and geographical dominance in the ancient world in those periods 
when it did develop, and can be seen on the whole as a comparatively volatile 
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and contingency-bound mode of surplus appropriation. It represented a mode 
of the exploitation of labour, rather than a set of relations of production, and is 
hence to be viewed as one aspect of a broader set of production relations that 
would be characteristic of a mode of production as such. Institutionalised slav-
ery certainly appears to have dominated relations of production at times in the 
Roman world from the first century bce into the early second century ce – but 
chiefly in Italy – and in Greece in the fifth and fourth centuries bce (in certain 
city-states) (see especially Finley, 1973, 1980; Hopkins, 1978; and Carandini, 
1979: 128ff., 140ff., 166–79; see also Patterson, 1979; de Ste Croix, 1981: 133ff., 
505–9; Wood, 1981: 3–22; Rathbone, 1983; and Wickham, 1988), in the sense 
that it was through the labour of slaves, whether organised on an intensive plan-
tation basis or not, that the ruling elites of these social formations received the 
wealth that supported their power and social-cultural dominance (de Ste Croix, 
1981: 52–5; Wickham, 1985: 187–9). But contradictions within this type of slave 
exploitation are such that it seems always to have given way to less unstable 
forms of exploitation.

Slavery as a mode of production (as opposed to a legally defined status) in the 
period from the second century bce to the second century ce is thus a somewhat 
problematic concept, since slavery was both regionalised (representing the source 
of wealth and power of the Italian ruling class which dominated the Roman state 
at that time) and closely tied in with market production. That is to say, the evolu-
tion of intensive plantation slavery was stimulated by the existence of a market 
and of the possibility of considerable profits in return for the necessary invest-
ment in slaves. While intensive and efficient, like all forms of capital investment 
it also depended on the market for its raw materials, which, of course, included 
slaves. Problems of capital outlay and of supply and demand affected this sys-
tem, therefore, more drastically than they affected the traditional tenant holding 
or small freeholder; its brittleness meant that it could be a much riskier enter-
prise. Not all social formations in which slavery played a major role depended 
on markets, of course. But then warfare and conquest, which both fuel markets 
and provide direct sources for slave recruits, tend to have only a restricted devel-
opment before the supplies are exhausted or begin to fluctuate too violently to 
permit forward economic planning. Since slaves do not, on the whole, reproduce 
themselves as a workforce, turning them into tenants and providing them with 
their own means of subsistence and reproduction is one solution to this problem, 
and this typifies the development of the Roman state from the third century ce 
at least. But this is no longer plantation slavery and the slave mode of produc-
tion, although slavery as a condition continued well into the medieval period in 
the west; until at least the eleventh century a good proportion of the agricultural 
population seems to have been of servile status, especially on the larger estates 
of the Church or of private landlords, although mostly as tenants with allotments, 
providing for their own subsistence, and only rarely entirely alienated from the 
product of all their labours, subsistence even in servitude being provided by the 
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slaves themselves. And while biological and social reproduction were clearly 
hedged about with a range of juridical and physical hindrances, alienated planta-
tion labour is not what the forms of medieval slavery seem to represent. In the 
final analysis, it seems more profitable to see slavery for what it is: a specific, 
historically determinate form of the exploitation of labour that has existed, in dif-
ferent degrees and with varying quantitative impacts, since antiquity until com-
paratively recently, in social formations characterised by very different relations 
of production (Patterson, 1980; Rathbone, 1983).

Current debates have focused on the degree to which it can be argued that 
slavery in relatively commercialised productive sectors of the pre-modern world, 
most particularly in the Roman and Islamic worlds, should be understood as a key 
element in what are in effect proto-capitalist production relations (see esp. Banaji, 
2016; Tedesco, 2016; Banaji and Tedesco, 2017). The question of whether or not 
there was an ancient capitalism has been an issue debated by Marxist and non-
Marxist historians since Mommsen and Meyer (Mommsen, 1864; Meyer, 1910). 
In current debates a distinction between different capitalisms has been drawn, 
in which for the pre-industrial economy of the highly monetised and commer-
cialised Roman world (from the first century bce onward) the term ‘precocious’ 
or ‘proto’ capitalism, to indicate the activity of individual capitalists, is preferred 
to a ‘capitalist mode of production’. This would thus include the huge, industrial-
scale monocultures of wine, olive oil, and other consumables as well as a series 
of commercialised enterprises including shipping, warehousing, quarries, and so 
forth, invested in and managed by (or on behalf of) members of the Roman elite. 
There is no suggestion here that ancient society in general was capitalist, nor that 
the economy of the Roman world more broadly, certainly partly shaped by these 
enterprises, was in any respect based on industrial capital – a position at times 
implied in the writings of the great ancient historian Michael I. Rostovtzeff, in 
some respects implicit also in more recent work by economic historians such as 
Peter Temin, and argued more explicitly and polemically by a historical sociolo-
gist such as Walter Runciman (Rostovtzeff, 1957; Runciman, 1995; Temin, 2012; 
discussion in Tedesco, 2016). Rather, while capital and wage labour existed in the 
ancient world, their combination, accompanied by the general expropriation of 
the producing population, was both highly sectoral and regional. The main expo-
nent of this approach, Jairus Banaji, thus speaks of a predatory and ‘unproduc-
tive’ capitalism in the ancient Roman world, a capitalism that characterised the 
economic activities of individuals or groups of capitalists rather than the wider 
economy of Roman society, but one in which, where slavery played a significant 
role, it did so because it formed only one element of a more complex set of pro-
duction relationships.

Such an approach cannot be separated from discussion focused around slavery 
in the American south before the 1860s, where unfree labour was the key to the 
wealth and power of the southern elite. Their plantations and commercial enter-
prises were fully integrated into an international commercial exchange network 
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dependent on capitalist production relations, and it was primarily on this basis 
that slavery as a form of exploitation of labour, enmeshed in a wider set of capi-
talist relations of production, could survive. Marx himself certainly treated these 
phenomena as examples of a particular form of labour relations within broader 
sets of social relations of production, as has been pointed out (Marx, 1964: 118–
19; Banaji, 2010a: 351–3).6 Slavery in the southern states of the USA (or in 
the Caribbean and Brazil) (Engerman and Genovese, 1983) cannot represent a 
‘slave mode of production’ as such, but rather an anomalous form of capitalist 
enterprise based entirely on the generation of absolute surplus value through a 
monopoly in land and its produce and the maximisation of the exploitation of the 
workforce through intensive labour practices and the extension of the number 
of hours that could be worked (Genovese, 1966; Banaji, 2010a: 67–71, 143–4; 
García Mac Gaw, 2015).

FEUDALISM AND THE TRIBUTARY MODE OF PRODUCTION

Neither Marx nor Engels set out to generate a theory of feudal social relations, 
but since they were interested in the origins of capitalism, Marx’s initial quest 
was to identify the system of surplus appropriation and distribution which pre-
ceded capitalism in England in particular, and out of which capitalist relations 
grew. Of course, the established tradition of political economy was quite familiar 
with the idea of a feudal economy, but for Marx, since whatever could be 
detected as immediately pre-capitalist must also represent a fundamentally dif-
ferent way of organising the production of wealth and the appropriation of sur-
plus, it must also represent a different mode of production, one that might be 
universalised, just as capitalist relationships can be universalised, regardless of 
the particular institutional characteristics differentiating forms of the basic 
model. From this he generated his ‘feudal mode’, and it was on this basis that he 
also commented on other fundamental modes of production embodied in the 
societies and cultures of the past, in an attempt to pinpoint key elements which 
distinguished one epoch from another. Marx’s concept of the feudal mode of 
production was based in his study of western European medieval society. On the 
one hand, ‘feudalism’ described a historically dynamic and evolving set of 
juridical and institutional relationships that had gradually come into existence 
over the period spanning from some time after the end of Roman society in the 
west to the eleventh century – a perspective present in the existing historiography 
available to Marx. On the other hand, feudalism was based upon a particular 
organisation of labour-power and surplus appropriation (dependent peasant ten-
ants of varying degrees of social subordination paying rent in kind, services, or 
cash to their landlords on the basis, however disguised or mediated by custom, 
law etc., of physical coercion) within the structure of a particular system of 
political power relations (the feudal ‘pyramid’ of sub-infeudation and vassalage 
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rooted in mutual military obligation). Marx’s concern with feudal relations 
tended, therefore, to a degree of selectivity according to the issues with which he 
happened to be dealing in his different writings – in particular, forms of labour 
and the ways through which the ruling class appropriated the products of labour, 
and the forms of feudal rent as contrasted with forms of appropriation of surplus 
value under capitalism. The coercive nature of lord–vassal relationships, of land-
lord–tenant/peasant relations and the juridical institutions that evolved to protect 
these, the interface between a ‘natural’ economy of subsistence and the payment 
of rent in kind or money, and the relationship between these and the impact of 
urban markets and commerce, along with a range of other factors, all surface in 
the context of different discussions within Marx’s writing. There are broad char-
acterisations of the feudal mode, but there is no obvious ‘theory’ of either feudal-
ism or the precise nature of a feudal mode of production in western Europe (his 
main focus) except insofar as it is undoubtedly seen as a dynamic and changing 
process of societal evolution arising out of specific and definable historical cir-
cumstances (Wickham, 2008 and esp. 2021).

There has been a good deal of debate about the value of a concept of a ‘feudal 
mode of production’, the extent to which it can be usefully generalised, and the 
degree to which it is analytically helpful in understanding pre-capitalist societies. 
Two opposing approaches dominate: some have preferred a restricted use, adher-
ing to what they believed Marx intended – a definition in which serfdom, charac-
terised by labour services on the demesne, and the lords’ direct intervention in the 
labour process and management of the estate, are the fundamental economic fea-
tures, and in which production for use was the key feature of economic life. Others 
have preferred a wider application, whereby ‘feudalism’ (in its non-institutional, 
economic sense) can be understood as the basic and universal pre-capitalist mode 
of production in class societies. On this latter argument, the chief characteristics of 
‘feudal’ production relations consist in the following key, differentiating proposi-
tions: (1) that the extraction of rent, in the political-economy sense of feudal rent, 
under whatever institutional or organisational guise it appears (whether tax, rent, 
or tribute), is fundamental; (2) that the extraction of feudal rent as the general form 
of exploitation depends on non-economic coercion as the basis for appropriation 
of surplus by a ruling class or its agents; and (3) that the relationship between rul-
ers and ruled is exploitative and contradictory in respect of control over the means 
of production (in other words, class conflict is inscribed within its basic structure). 
This model would thus describe all those class-based social formations where 
these three sets of conditions and production relations dominate. Yet because Marx 
himself never evolved a single, coherent theory of feudalism, he varied between a 
descriptive and empirical Eurocentric approach, in which the specific characteris-
tics of European feudal social formations dominate, and a much broader theoreti-
cal exposition of the feudal economy, depending on what he was discussing.

One way around this issue is to employ the idea of a ‘tribute paying’ mode, 
originally conceived to replace the confusing, unpopular, and largely abandoned 
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‘Asiatic’ mode to which Marx occasionally made reference (Amin, 1976). Here, 
the feudal mode appears as a ‘borderline’ or ‘peripheral’ example or articulation 
of the tributary mode, marked out by the specific nature of the degradation of the 
community in respect of its control over the land, and consequently its means 
of subsistence and reproduction. In both modes, tributary and feudal, the essen-
tial process of surplus appropriation is the same, as is the economic relationship 
(however defined juridically) between producers and means of production. What 
varies between the tributary and the feudal mode is simply the degree of control 
exercised by the ruling class, or the state or state class, over the community. This 
impacts on the rate of exploitation but does not affect the actual nature of the 
mode of surplus appropriation. It can be argued that the distinction between ‘feu-
dal’ and ‘tributary’ modes needs to be retained, since while the two modes may 
be indistinguishable from the point of view of the producers (i.e. surplus labour 
in the form of tax or rent extracted from a smallholding peasantry), the nature of 
those who have effective control over the means of production (resting ultimately 
on coercion, and regardless of legal arrangements and so on) varies (i.e. the state, 
as opposed to a ruling class of landlords).

Alternatively, we could see feudalism as a historically specific instantiation 
of the tributary mode. The main objection to this approach is that, traditionally, 
tax and rent have been taken as two distinct forms of surplus extraction denoting 
fundamentally different relations of production. But if we argue that this is not in 
fact the case but, rather, understand them as two different institutional forms of the 
same mode of surplus extraction, we arrive at what is perhaps a more useful way of 
conceptualising what was the most widespread form of pre-capitalist class society. 
The fundamental difference is, therefore, to understand tax and rent as two forms 
of the same mode of surplus extraction reflecting two different sets of political 
relations of surplus appropriation and distribution. Adopting the terms ‘tributary 
mode’ and ‘tributary production relations’ to replace the terminology of a feudal 
mode would permit limitation of this latter term to a specific social formation (or 
social formations), based upon tributary relations of production but distinguished 
by particular historical circumstances and juridical relationships, rather than see-
ing feudalism as a mode of production in its own right (discussion in Haldon, 
1993: 63–109; for a different approach see Wickham, 2021). The debate around 
the validity of this terminology will no doubt continue for some time.

THE VALUE AND USES OF THE CONCEPT OF ‘MODE OF 
PRODUCTION’

If we extract from Marx’s various writings his comments on ‘mode of produc-
tion’ and the way he himself set about his analysis of capitalist production rela-
tions, we can conclude that a mode of production is a construct grounded in 
empirical observation, intended to help in locating the causal relationships 
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underlying the political and cultural evolution of a given society or group of 
societies. It does not predict the historically attested form structures take, but it 
does provide an analytical and functional framework within which their limiting, 
constraining, enabling, or dynamic results can be understood – it establishes, at 
a relatively general level, the range of the possible within such social-economic 
systems. These are the historically determinate ‘laws’, specific to each epoch or 
mode, established through the process of generating concepts by abstraction 
from empirical data, to which Marx refers. Only through detailed empirical 
analysis can the specific causal relationships operating across a specific period 
in a specific cultural system be understood, and only through such work can the 
multiplicity of social, economic, and political agencies be causally related within 
a properly holistic analysis.

In the light of these considerations, it must be apparent that modes of produc-
tion do not – indeed, cannot – develop. On the contrary, it is social formations –  
actually existing or attested sets of social relations of production – that change, 
so that we must look at the shape, and the local and international context, of each 
social formation (or group of social formations) to see how transformative shifts 
in the dominance of particular sets of social relations of production are actu-
ally brought about (Banaji, 2010a: 22–3). Within the multiplicity of historical 
configurations of tributary or capitalist social relations of production, or, indeed, 
any other mode of production, it is the specific contexts generated by specific 
conjunctures or configurations in time and place – in other words, particular 
moments at which structural disparities between forces and relations of produc-
tion are realised in terms of social praxis – which lead to transformations. These 
are predictable only in the most general sense, delimited by the conditions of 
existence of given sets of relations of production and by the historically specific 
forms of their internal contradictions.

Transformation is not, therefore, an inevitable consequence of process in time; 
but it is always a possibility, under specific sets of conditions. The reasons why 
capitalism developed out of European feudalism must be sought not in some 
general theoretical process of inevitability but, rather, in the empirical circum-
stances of social-economic evolution. ‘Mode of production’ provides an agenda, 
delineating the essential nature of contradictions within a given set of produc-
tion relations and the basic economic possibilities or ‘laws of motion’, as noted 
above. But it is in actual historical societies that change in fact occurs, and where 
these contradictions work themselves out. It is, therefore, at this level that the 
explanation for change must be sought. The latter is a possibility determined by 
the historical institutional forms of expression of the underlying economic rela-
tionships, which are subject to change or disruption at the level of class struggle 
and the political relations of power distribution. It is essential to bear in mind that 
these institutional forms are, after all, the combination of sets of social practices, 
which local conditions have evolved to express fundamental relations of produc-
tion and surplus appropriation.
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At what level of analysis is the concept ‘mode of production’ useful? This is 
another point for disagreement and discussion, since it depends, obviously, on 
how one defines the term, as the discussion so far has shown. It should be remem-
bered that in theorising a mode of production and highlighting the fundamental 
contradictions within the social relations of production, no more than a basic 
framework is established within which it is then possible to examine empirically 
an actual historical society. Marx noted that only by identifying those elements 
that were not common to all forms of production is it possible to explain different 
historical outcomes, and that there was no inevitability about the ways in which 
any given social-economic formation would evolve, even if it is possible to limit 
the range of evolutionary possibilities (because of the structural properties and 
limitations of a mode of production through the lens of which the social forma-
tion in question is being examined).

‘Mode of production’ thus has value only at a fairly high level of abstraction; 
it works as a means of distinguishing, at the level of political economy, some very 
basic differences in the ways in which surplus wealth is generated and appropri-
ated. Trying to formulate laws of motion beyond this level is, as becomes clear 
from reading Marx’s own historical work, pointless. The concept of a given mode 
of production offers some very basic clues as to the potentials and evolutionary 
possibilities open to societies in which a particular mode of production is repre-
sented, but I do not think that it can be detailed in respect of organisational capac-
ities and arrangements. ‘Mode of production’ in itself does not help, for example, 
to differentiate between early-nineteenth-century England and twentieth-century 
Japan, both capitalist social formations yet utterly different in institutional detail 
and evolutionary trajectory. On the contrary, only by careful empirical analysis 
of the actual historical cases can the causal relationships leading to change and 
transformation be identified (Marx, 1973: 85; 1974: III, 791–2).

All social formations include elements of different ways of organising labour, 
different methods of appropriating surplus, and different ways of organising the 
distribution of that surplus among those who control the means of production. 
And by the same token, control of the means of production is usually compro-
mised or inflected by a range of factors, physical (such as distance) as well as 
institutional or social (the forms in which surplus is taken, the availability of 
money to facilitate the transfer of values, and so forth). In the same way that 
many examples of commercial investment can be found across the ancient and 
medieval worlds in Europe and Asia – the dense network of businesses in thir-
teenth- and fourteenth-century Italian towns, for example, or the highly profit-
able ceramics manufacturing activities, as well as the heavily market-orientated 
olive-oil and wine-producing industries in different parts of the Roman world 
from the first century bce into the later Roman period – so slave production 
can be found in societies dominated by tributary/feudal relations of production, 
and estates managed through forms of serf labour can be found in parts of a 
world in which capitalism is clearly dominant. Each social formation represents 
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a particular historical exemplification of the ways in which different modes of 
production – different ways of combining forces and relations of production – 
are expressed. While modes of production as models of sets of social-economic 
relationships are derived by comparing historical examples of societies that share 
similar fundamental characteristics, the consequent advantage of defining a mode 
of production in respect of its basic tendencies or ‘laws of development’ is that 
it helps in setting up a framework within which the various types of exploitation 
of labour and appropriation of surplus can be located in their historical context, 
in which historical evidence can be situated and interrogated, in which cause and 
effect can be determined, and through which both short-term as well as longer-
term changes and transformations can be understood.

CONCLUSION

The issues outlined in the foregoing discussion are not the only critically impor-
tant questions relevant to Marx’s construct of mode of production. The question 
of how to define ‘the economic’, for example, its role in determining the funda-
mental shape of a mode of production, and the problems raised by the use or 
misuse of terms such as ‘base’ (or ‘economic base’) and ‘superstructure’ in 
Marx’s and Marxist writing are also integral aspects of any discussion around the 
historical materialist approach to the concept of mode of production and to 
understanding society, whether historical or not. But for the present discussion, 
we may conclude that Marx’s aim in conceptualising ‘mode of production’ – a 
general model of a set of relations of production derived from his study of spe-
cific historical societies – was to create a heuristic framework, intended to serve 
as a means of asking questions about the basic structures informing the ways in 
which a given social-economic system worked, and in particular to help eluci-
date the mechanisms of capitalist production relations and their fundamentally 
exploitative nature. A mode of production is an abstraction from known histori-
cal examples, representing no specific society but, rather, one set of possible 
social relations of production from a number of such sets (Perlin, 1985: 90–2, 
97–101 categorises this approach as ‘macrological’). How many such sets we 
identify has been the source of much discussion, but across the vast terrain of 
human social-economic evolution, it is possible to reduce the almost infinite 
variety of forms of social-economic organisation (i.e. culturally determined insti-
tutional arrangements) to a relatively small number of basic social-economic 
types, modes of producing and extracting surplus. Recent discussions have for 
the most part focused on four historical modes of producing, appropriating, and 
distributing wealth and of combining labour-power with the means of produc-
tion: the primitive/lineage/‘peasant’ mode, the ancient mode (which remains to 
some degree problematic, along with the associated slave mode, which, as we 
have seen, is not a viable concept), the tributary/feudal mode, and the capitalist 
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mode.7 In this writer’s view, the tributary mode in fact covers most ancient  
societies that can no longer be described under the primitive or lineage mode. 
But, as noted, this remains a point for further discussion.

If a mode of production – a model of a set of social-economic relations – has 
been adequately theorised (that is to say, if the relations between its constituent 
elements are coherent), it should serve as a heuristic device that can inform the 
questions that should be asked of the evidence about a particular set of social and 
economic relationships, and how one can go about understanding the disparate 
and disjointed historical data as representative of a dynamic social totality. This 
was realised in Marx’s presentation of exactly this type of analysis for capitalist 
relations of production as a general type, based on his painstaking researches 
on nineteenth-century British and European economies, and his elucidation of 
a series of what he called ‘laws’ (a term which belies the ways in which Marx 
actually envisaged these processes and which led to a good deal of criticism and 
especially to accusations of determinism). What Marx termed ‘laws’ might bet-
ter be described as ‘structurally determined tendencies’ (although this is a rather 
long-winded formulation) that govern the enormous complexity of capitalist pro-
duction and exchange relations. Fundamental to the efficacy of his analysis and 
its social-scientific value was the simple fact that he was able to demonstrate that, 
however different the various forms of capitalist economy actually were, they all 
operated on the same fundamental principles. This was, for Marx, the essence of 
a mode of production: a heuristic model, derived from the study of actually exist-
ing social formations in which similar sets of relations of production and similar 
or comparable forces of production were dominant, and which was intended to 
elucidate the working of such production relations in many different contexts.

The value of the concept of mode of production, along with all the issues 
that accompany it, has also been the subject of often detailed and always chal-
lenging critiques from a non-Marxist perspective – in particular challenging the 
reductionism and economism of some Marxist writers, or forcing a reassess-
ment of the relationship between social relations and culture, belief systems, 
the agency–structure relationship, to name but a few. Members of the Frankfurt 
School were especially important in respect of a sympathetic but highly critical 
challenge to the ways in which Marxists integrated individual agency and the 
power of cultural systems into theories of ‘mode of production’ – for example, 
Adorno and Horkheimer (1986) and especially Habermas (1971). Marxist think-
ers have responded by defending, rearticulating, and elaborating their positions 
(for example, G. A. Cohen’s work on Marx’s theory of history) – as well as by 
reconfiguring or revising their arguments to take these critiques on board (such as 
Alex Callinicos’s work on agency and structure, or most recently Jairus Banaji’s 
work on mode of production) (Cohen, 1978; Callinicos, 2004; Banaji, 2010a). 
Historical materialist thought and approaches have influenced, directly and indi-
rectly, a great deal of social science and humanities thinking over the last century 
and more. And while Marxist historiography may often be seen as marginal to 
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mainstream academic culture, if not to public political life (depending on where 
we look in the world), it is also clear that it continues to play an active, lively, and 
increasingly (again) influential role in thinking about how human societies have 
evolved and in particular in articulating how relationships of exploitation and 
oppression can be revealed, understood, and challenged.

Notes

1  All with different perspectives and conclusions.
2  On Indian ‘feudalism’. One result is evident in the (critical) statement made by the Marxist anthro-

pologist Maurice Bloch that ‘we should all retain the right to construct as many or as few modes of 
production as we like for the purposes at hand’: Bloch (1980: 129).

3  Marx elaborated these basic types in Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations (Marx, 1964: 67–120), 
although he discussed them elsewhere as well, often adding or changing details as his views evolved. 
See in particular Eric Hobsbawm’s extremely useful ‘Introduction’ (Marx, 1964: 9–65).

4  The evolution of ‘dialectical materialist’ historical interpretation is usefully surveyed and discussed in 
McLennan (1981).

5  For the main characteristics of the ancient mode, and other alternative post- ‘primitive communal’ 
inflections on this evolution, see Marx (1964: 71ff., 92ff.), and the comments of Wood (1981).

6  Banaji has produced by far the most cogent and effective recent analysis of the ways in which slavery 
and capitalism can be associated.

7  The ‘peasant mode’ is theorised as a separate mode from the primitive/lineage mode by Wickham 
(2005: 536–40).
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INTRODUCTION

As the COVID-19 pandemic raged through the planet, devastating lives and live-
lihoods, capitalist governments worldwide had to make an important shift in 
their governing strategies.

Overnight, nurses and janitors, agricultural workers and supermarket stockers 
temporarily assumed greater importance than the stockbroker and the banker. 
The work of producing commodities for profit suddenly took a backseat while 
reproductive labour, the work that reproduces our capacity to labour, and ulti-
mately life itself, was put centre stage.

Social Reproduction (SR) feminism is the name given to that set of concep-
tualizations from different strands of Marxist and socialist feminism trying to 
explain these processes of life-making, how such processes are part of capitalist 
accumulation and what this means for how we as individuals and as a society 
produce and maintain our lives and human capacities. SR feminism is thus a 
loose but nonetheless broadly coherent school of thought – one that identifies 
and develops the insight that the social labours involved in producing this and 
the next generation of workers plays an important role in the capitalist drive to 
produce and accumulate surplus value. The tradition picks up on, and aims to cor-
rect, the naturalization of the gendered division of labour seen in Marx’s critique 
of capitalism and in the socialist tradition more broadly. It does so by developing 
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an insight at the heart of Capital Volume 1, where Marx identifies ‘labour power’, 
or our capacity to labour, as the ‘special commodity’ that the capitalist needs to 
set the system in motion and keep it running. Our labour power, Marx tells us, 
has the ‘peculiar property of being a source of value’ (Marx, 1977: 270) because 
with that labour power, we create commodities and value for capitalism. The 
appropriation of our surplus labour by capitalists is the source of their domi-
nance. Without our labour power, then, the system would collapse. But Marx is 
frustratingly silent on the rest of the story. If labour power produces value, how 
is labour power itself produced?

In the following sections we outline the trajectory of SR feminism, particu-
larly as it unfolded in Europe and North America, by focusing upon the main 
theoretical contributions.1 By critically engaging with Marx’s critique of political 
economy, SR feminism extends his analysis to grapple with the ways in which 
the social reproduction of labour power ground processes of accumulation in 
relations of social oppression. This unfinished project has, as we show below, a 
pointed political message: the fight against capitalist exploitation must be, at one 
and the same time, a fight against social oppression.

MARX AND SOCIAL REPRODUCTION

Marx discusses the idea of social reproduction in Volume I of Capital. In chapter 
23 on ‘Simple Reproduction’, he urges us to consider that ‘viewed … as a con-
nected whole, and as flowing on with incessant renewal, every social process of 
production is, at the same time, a process of reproduction’ (Marx, 1977: 711). 
More specifically, he tells us, capitalist production reproduces the wage-labourer, 
the essential condition of further capitalist production. A century later, both Louis 
Althusser and Pierre Bourdieu begin from this Marxian insight to theorize the ways 
in which ‘ideological state apparatuses’ (Althusser) and ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu) 
feature in the broader reproduction of capitalism (see Cammack, 2020).

Marxist and socialist feminists, however, introduced an important distinc-
tion between the reproduction of capitalist social relations as a whole, or ‘soci-
etal’ reproduction, and ‘social reproduction’ which refers more narrowly to the 
processes, institutions and work necessary to renew labour power and life itself 
(Arruzza, 2016; Laslett and Brenner, 1989: 383; Luxton, 2006: 28–30). Labour 
power, and the labour that produces it, thus became the key categories on which 
SR feminism focused. Marx defines labour, ‘in the physiological sense’, as the 
‘expenditure of human labour-power’ (Marx, 1977: 137). Labour is the practi-
cal and conscious interaction of a subject with the world around them. While its 
social form varies historically, labour is the precondition of all (pre-capitalist and 
capitalist) societies. And in the chapter devoted to labour power, Marx presents 
it not so much as an abstract concept but as a material and even sensuous reality: 
‘We mean by labour-power, or labour-capacity, the aggregate of those mental 
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and physical capabilities existing in the physical form (Leiblichkeit), the living 
personality, of a human being, capabilities which he sets in motion whenever he 
produces a use-value of any kind’ (Marx, 1977: 270). Shortly after, Marx argues 
that labour power exists only in the ‘living body (lebendige Leiblichkeit)’ of the 
worker (Marx, 1977: 272); it ‘exists only as a capacity of the living individual’ 
(Marx, 1977: 274).

Labour power is also, in capitalist societies, a commodity. In order to survive, 
its bearers (workers) must sell their labour power to a capitalist in return for a 
wage.2 But, according to Marx, labour power is a ‘peculiar commodity’. It is 
peculiar because it is one ‘whose use-value possesses the peculiar property of 
being a source of value, whose actual consumption, therefore, is itself an embodi-
ment of labour, and, consequently, a creation of value’ (Marx, 1977: 270). It 
is this aspect of labour power – its exploitation by capital through relations of 
waged labour and its role in determining and producing capitalist value – that 
Marx explores in depth in Capital.3 And it is this aspect of labour power that 
has tended to dominate discussions in Marxist theory and revolutionary socialist 
politics ever since.

For social reproduction theorists, analyses of capitalism that focus solely on 
value-productive (waged) labour are flat, one-sided and overly abstract. They 
are capital-centric in that they understand labour and labour power in the same 
way capital understands them – exclusively as ‘resources’ for making profits 
rather than also as elements of making life. But, as Tithi Bhattacharya writes in a 
seminal explanatory essay, ‘what we designated … as two separate spaces – (a) 
spaces of production of value (point of production) (b) spaces for reproduction 
of labor power – may be separate in a strictly spatial sense but they are actu-
ally united in both the theoretical and operational senses’ (Bhattacharya, 2015).4 
Following this thread of analysis, SR feminists, particularly from the late 1960s 
onwards, proposed to look at labour more expansively, without losing sight of its 
concrete features. Labour, in their view, is first and foremost the practical human 
activity required to produce life in general and to produce workers for capital in 
particular. While the creation of capitalist value and profit requires labour power 
be abstracted from those concrete realities, critiques of capitalism can and should 
begin from the fact that labour power is an embodied capacity that is socially 
(and hierarchically) organized. The adoption of such an approach reveals just 
how complicated any process of regeneration of such embodied capacities must 
necessarily be.

From a social reproduction lens, then, Marx’s famous story in Capital Volume 
1 about the owner of money and the owner of labour power (Marx, 1977: 280)5 
as the two dramatis personae encapsulating the secret of capitalist accumulation, 
is not in fact the full story. It requires an addendum. As Nancy Hartsock (1983) 
put it, if after descending with the capitalist and worker into the realm of waged 
work we were then to follow the worker home into yet another hidden abode of 
production, we might observe another change in the dramatis personae:
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He who before followed behind as the worker, timid and holding back, with nothing to 
expect but a hiding, now strides in front, while a third person, not specifically present in 
Marx’s account of the transactions between capitalist and worker (both of whom are male) 
follows timidly behind, carrying groceries, baby, and diapers. (Hartsock, 1983: 234)

That is, in completing the entire cycle of production (the production of value at 
the factory followed by the production of labour power at home), we see how 
economic class relations are grounded in gender hierarchies:

By descending into the even more hidden, even more fiercely privatized space of the house-
hold, we see men and women who may be formally equal under the law transformed 
through the gender division of labor into relatively privileged and penalized subjects. (Weeks, 
2011: 25)

SR feminism thus begins from the assumption that the renewal of our labour 
power – which involves life-making activities from eating, resting and gestating 
to learning, creating art and playing sports – is socially organized in ways that 
both correspond to and contradict the priorities of capitalist accumulation. In 
other words, the biological and cultural processes and institutions of social 
reproduction are neither natural nor neutral. Referring to a specific strand of SR 
feminism known as Social Reproduction Theory (SRT), Aaron Jaffe argues that 
this approach does not simply trace ‘our needs, how we try to satisfy them’. 
Rather, more significantly, it theorizes ‘how we are limited and constrained 
when other, better, freer possibilities are available’ (Jaffe, 2020: 4).6 SR femi-
nism is above all a theory that attempts to explain the link between labour 
power reproduction and capitalist accumulation, on the one hand, and social 
oppressions, on the other.

Early social reproduction feminists attended almost exclusively to the gender 
hierarchy that mediates the relation between life-making and value-making, or 
the reproduction of labour power in the home. They argued that the activities that 
renew the labour power and life of workers under capitalism occur prevalently 
within the family and are performed predominantly by women. One of their most 
important insights is that capitalism depends upon the regulation of women to 
perform unwaged and/or low-paying social reproductive labour. That is, capi-
talism presumes and also helps to shape and perpetuate the subordination and 
domination of working-class women.

The early focus on theorizing gender relations to the exclusion of other forms 
of oppression has – in light of criticism – led some social reproduction feminists to 
develop and complexify their understanding of capitalist social reproduction in ways 
that account for its imbrication in racist, heterosexist, ableist, colonialist and other 
social hierarchies. Much of that work has been pursued within the SRT framework 
that Jaffe discusses – a framework that evolved out of engaging with Lise Vogel’s 
approach in her book, Marxism and Women’s Oppression: Toward a Unitary Theory 
(2013 [1983]). We explain below how Vogel’s specific theorization of the relation 
between social reproductive labour and capitalist processes of accumulation points 
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beyond the limits of more binary (gender/class) conceptualizations of capitalism. 
And how, seen in this light, SR feminism is as much a theoretical framework as a 
political project for full-scale social transformation.

MARY INMAN’S IN WOMAN’S DEFENSE

The relation between production and reproduction has been at the centre of 
Marxist and socialist feminist theorizing and activism from the early twentieth 
century onwards. Even though they did not refer to it as social reproduction, 
several feminists influenced by the work of Marx analysed the household and 
women’s labour as a site which entertained a close relationship with the point of 
capitalist production.

One of the first sophisticated attempts at theorizing the relationship between 
reproductive labour, women’s oppression and capitalist work can be found in 
Mary Inman’s 1940 book, In Woman’s Defense. A member of the CPUSA, Inman 
conceived of her book as a contribution to her party’s reflection on ‘the woman 
question’ (as it was called by socialists and communists at the time). Women’s 
work in the home, she contends, contributes to the production of overall social 
wealth. Housewives are ‘the pivot of the system’ who provide ‘indispensable 
social labour’. While its connection to the capitalist system is obscured by its 
private nature, housework is ‘knit into the productive process’ (Inman, 1940: 34, 
133, 136). Inman positions women’s unpaid labour as productive work in both 
the conventional sense of that term, as well as in the more technical, Marxist, 
sense denoting labour that produces capitalist value. Her argument directly con-
tradicted the dominant view within the Party and broader Left, which designated 
housework as a form of consumption, not production. Although a great number 
of women’s traditional domestic chores had been commodified (weaving, can-
ning and schooling, for instance), Inman pointed out, a woman still maintains her 
home and raises children. Housewives produce, she wrote, ‘the most valuable of 
all commodities … Labor Power’ (Inman, 1940: 149).

Inman specifies that this is the lot of working-class women alone – women 
who are ‘without property and have been denied the use of the earth except on 
the terms of those who claim title to it’. The wealthy but dependent woman, she 
writes, ‘is a sort of glorified servant … [who] does no work’. Similarly, only 
‘subject women’ whose labour produces the ‘subject children’ become the work-
ers and soldiers of tomorrow (Inman, 1940: 59, 102, 138).7 Inman goes on to 
bemoan the wastefulness of individualized household production. Under the cur-
rent system, for example, 100 women are employed to feed 100 men, whereas 
under a collective or cooperative system, she proposes, community kitchens 
would require far less labour time. She further argues that resources and day 
nurseries should be made available to diminish the drudgery of housework and 
allow women to more easily work for a wage.
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Inman concludes that the struggle against capital need not be limited to the 
shop floor. It can and should also take place in communities. Whereas previous 
socialist feminists, such as Alexandra Kollontai in Russia and Clara Zetkin in 
Germany, had also supported community struggles, they did not offer any analy-
sis of how such actions might challenge capitalist forms of wealth production. 
Rather, they argued that working-class support for feminist causes brings workers 
together into a larger, stronger political force against capital. Inman’s originality 
lies in grasping that while capital has unified the working class across gender 
lines by involving all forms of labour (men’s and women’s, waged and unwaged) 
in the process of accumulation, in depending on the unpaid labour of reproducing 
workers, capital has also already divided the class along gender lines.

As provocative as Inman was about gender politics, she had little to say about 
race. She makes passing mention of it in both In Woman’s Defense and in her 
1964 pamphlet, The Two Forms of Production under Capitalism. The absence of 
any analysis of racism in Two Forms is all the more surprising considering that 
this text came out 15 years after the seminal article by Claudia Jones. In ‘An End 
to the Neglect of the Problems of the Negro Woman!’ (1949), Jones outlined 
the complex interplay of race, gender and class in the lives of African American 
women. Its publication coincided with an ascendant Black and Latinx feminist 
movement drawing attention to the racial, gendered and class-based experiences 
of the US welfare system. Inman, however, merely notes that ‘Negro women are 
particularly victimized by the present system’, while going on to reinforce racial 
stereotypes of black women as poor mothers (Inman, 1964: 35n5).

The interplay between gender and racial oppression under capitalism, or the 
ways in which race and racism necessarily change the terms in which we under-
stand the link between production and social reproduction, were mostly over-
looked by early social reproduction feminists. It is only from the 1970s onwards 
that Black theorists push feminists to integrate race into their reflections. But 
before we develop this point, we need to briefly discuss the work of Margaret 
Benston. As we shall see, her 1969 article helped to establish the main terms 
upon which Marxist feminists will debate (and ultimately develop distinct posi-
tions within) SRT.

MARGARET BENSTON ON PAID AND UNPAID WORK

Inman’s work was not well received by the CPUSA leaders and did not reach a 
wide audience. Yet, five years later another Marxist-feminist analysis of the 
social wealth produced by housewives would help spark a vibrant international 
debate about the role of domestic labour in capitalism. Margaret Benston’s arti-
cle, ‘The Political Economy of Women’s Liberation’, published in a 1969 issue 
of Monthly Review, advanced the idea that women’s unpaid work in the home 
constitutes production (not consumption) essential to the capitalist process of 
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value creation. Unlike Inman, however, Benston stresses that housewives do not 
engage in capitalistically ‘productive’ labour because, she reasons, they do not 
produce goods or services for sale on the market: housewives create use values, 
not exchange values. That is, their ‘products’ are consumed immediately in the 
privacy of their homes by people with whom they share family ties. Such work, 
she then suggests, is not capitalist, but pre-capitalist:

The household … constitutes an individual production unit, a pre-industrial entity, in the 
same way that peasant farmers or cottage weavers constitute pre-industrial production 
units. The main features are clear with the reduplicative, kin-based, private nature of the 
work being the most important. (Benston, 1969: 17)8

Although not, strictly speaking, capitalist labour, housework, claims Benston, ‘is 
very profitable to those who own the means of production’ (Benston, 1969: 18). 
It and women’s oppression more generally keep production costs down. To 
begin, she notes, a single wage covers the cost of two people’s ‘socially neces-
sary’ labour and, moreover, the availability of housewives to serve as a reserve 
army of labour fuels competition among workers, allowing capitalists to pay 
lower wages. Capitalists also benefit from the fact that a wife and children are 
dependent upon a man’s wages, making wage-earners less likely to strike, 
change jobs or forego work all together.

Benston’s argument is about the structural relationship of women’s unpaid 
work to paid work. This necessary relationship, she insists, is the critical, socio-
material lever of oppression. And it is also the critical lever of liberation. Equality 
in paid work, she agrees, is an important goal. But it will not liberate women: 
‘As long as housework and childcare remain a matter of private production and 
the responsibility of women, wage-earning women will simply carry a double 
work-load’ (Benston, 1969: 21). She argues for the socialization of such work but 
cautions that only a socialist system will put human welfare above profit; in capi-
talist societies, the public provision of care work is likely to dehumanize women, 
not liberate them. For Benston, then, the promise of women’s liberation lies in 
women asserting control over the conditions in which they perform unpaid work. 
Like Inman, Benston calls on women to resist their ‘exploitation’ as housewives. 
Such resistance cuts against capital’s reliance on the family for higher profits and 
social stability. Housewives, she insists, have a role to play in the transition to 
socialism because of (not despite) their unique position relative to capital.

WAGES FOR HOUSEWORK AND THE DOMESTIC LABOUR DEBATE

Benston’s article anticipates that current within SR feminism that Susan Ferguson 
has called the ‘Marxian school of social reproduction’ (Ferguson, 2020). This 
refers to those feminists who accept Marx’s ‘value theory as authoritative’ and 
conceive of unpaid and much paid (public sector) social reproductive labour as 
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necessary to the production of surplus value but not, in itself, productive of surplus 
value. As we will see, the answer to the question on whether reproductive labour 
produces exchange or use values will divide social reproduction feminists for 
decades to come. Meanwhile, Benston’s work helped set the grounds upon which 
the so-called Domestic Labour Debate9 would subsequently build its main argu-
ments (Hensman, Chapter 78, this Handbook). The contributors to the Domestic 
Labour Debate aimed to solve above all the riddle of exactly how women’s unpaid 
labour in the home is part of the process of creating surplus value.

This question was also the focus of the international Wages for Housework 
campaign. In 1972, Mariarosa Dalla Costa, Silvia Federici, Brigitte Galtier and 
Selma James – representing feminist organizations in Italy, the USA, France and 
England, respectively – founded the International Feminist Collective, which 
then launched Wages for Housework (WfH) campaigns in Padua and London. 
Over the next five years, feminists in multiple North American and European 
cities, as well as in Trinidad & Tobago, followed suit. They paid particular atten-
tion to the significance of patriarchal oppression as an axis of power. As Federici 
explains in her 1975 pamphlet, Wages Against Housework, capital and men both 
benefit from women’s oppression:

In the same way as God created Eve to give pleasure to Adam, so did capital create the 
housewife to service the male worker physically, emotionally and sexually, to raise his chil-
dren, mend his socks, patch up his ego when it is crushed by the work and the social rela-
tions … that capital has reserved for him. (Federici, 2012: 17)

In insisting that men too have an interest in sustaining women’s oppression, WfH 
feminists stressed that capitalism is not simply an economic system of ‘free’ 
waged labour. More accurately, they argued, it is a political system of unfree-
dom: it relies on extra-economic (gender) oppression to produce the labour 
power upon which it thrives. The political upshot is that women must organize 
separately from men, while also making their demand on capital (through the 
state) for wages. WfH feminists did not, however, advance the wage demand as 
an end in itself. Rather, wages for housework was ‘only a basis, a perspective, 
from which to start’, explained Dalla Costa and James. Its ‘merit is to link imme-
diately female oppression, subordination and isolation to their material founda-
tion: female exploitation’ (Dalla Costa and James, 1972; see also Weeks, 2011) 
As such, the demand that housewives be given a wage reveals the power women 
have to withdraw from housework, to refuse it, in the same way that striking 
waged workers stand up to capital.

LISE VOGEL AND THE UNITARY THEORY

Together with Benston’s 1969 article, Lise Vogel’s book, Marxism and the 
Oppression of Women: Toward a Unitary Theory (2013 [1983]) is now 
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considered a critical point of reference for the contemporary renaissance of SR 
feminism, particularly for the ‘Marxian school of social reproduction feminism’ 
or SRT. Vogel broke with the tendency to search for an explanation of women’s 
oppression within the (unpaid and invisible) nature of housework and the gender 
relations within the patriarchal household. Instead she examined and elaborated 
the analysis of what she stressed was a necessary but contradictory relation 
between social reproductive labour and the processes of capital accumulation. 
Others before her had noted that this relational dynamic existed. But, preoccu-
pied with trying to explain the ‘cause’ or ‘origin’ of women’s oppression, their 
analyses ultimately pivoted on the oppressive nature of housework itself. Vogel 
was not interested in identifying causes and origins, readily conceding that patri-
archal power relations predated capitalism. Rather, she asked how we can under-
stand the systemic logic that sets the conditions whereby people reproduce 
themselves, on the one hand, and capital produces value, on the other. She pro-
posed that women’s oppression was sustained and shaped in the working through 
of the dynamics of that relationship.

Therein Vogel identified and unpacked a deep and abiding contradiction. 
Capitalists do not directly control the (re)production of labour power (the pro-
cesses of which involve, she insists, capitalistically ‘unproductive’ labour).10 They 
do, however, pay the wages and some of the taxes through which workers gain 
the means of subsistence to reproduce themselves. Because competition compels 
capitalists to keep wages and taxes as low as possible, the social reproduction of 
labour presents them with a dilemma: they require human labour power but must 
constrain the conditions of life that generate it. As Vogel observed, ‘From the 
point of view of capital, the social reproduction of the workforce is simultane-
ously indispensable and an obstacle to accumulation’ (Vogel, 2013 [1983]: 156). 
Capitalism thus exists only by consistently thwarting the flourishing of human 
life on which it nonetheless depends.

For the bulk of history, ruling classes have resolved this dilemma primarily by 
off-loading as much responsibility for the reproduction of labour power on private 
households as possible. Because women are biologically able to give birth and 
breastfeed, it is necessary for the ruling class to find ways to regulate women’s 
bodies and the caretaking labour that has conventionally fallen to them, while also 
keeping the costs of so doing as low as possible. To that end, it relies on its state 
to ensure the privatization and regulation of social reproductive work through 
policies and policing that tend to reinforce existing gender and sexual hierar-
chies. Thus, for Vogel, ‘women’s oppression in class societies is rooted in their 
differential position with respect to generational replacement processes’ (Vogel, 
2013 [1983]: 129, emphasis in original). It is not sustained and reproduced simply 
because they take on the bulk of domestic labour, however much that labour can 
be an expression of their oppression as well as a source of gendered conflict.

Earlier theorists from Inman to Benston to Dalla Costa analysed ways in 
which the relationship between production and reproduction drew patriarchal 
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relations into the very constitution of capitalist wealth. Vogel’s contribution is in 
highlighting and unpacking the political–economic logic of that co-constitution. 
In this way, she reveals the ways in which women’s oppression is integral to 
the capitalist relations of production themselves – the way, that is, that capital-
ist production requires and makes possible the ongoing oppression of women. 
The specific expressions of that oppression will, she says, vary; they can only be 
known through historical (not theoretical) investigation.

In this way, Vogel avoids attributing undue determinative weight to unpaid 
domestic work. Although a common aspect of women’s oppression, and the his-
torically dominant means of reproducing labour power at little cost to capital, she 
contends, gendered labour and the patriarchal household do not explain why cap-
italism is a sexist system. Rather, that explanation lies in grasping the dynamics 
of the necessary but contradictory relation of the reproduction of labour power 
to capitalist accumulation. That is, women’s oppression in capitalist society is 
grounded in a socio-material or structural logic of capitalist reproduction that 
limits the possibilities for women’s freedom and equality.

Vogel’s focus on the relation of social reproductive labour to capital needs to 
be stressed because it allows her to point beyond the household as a site for ana-
lysing labour power’s reproduction. Vogel mentions, for example, that workers 
are also reproduced in ‘labor camps, barracks, orphanages, hospitals, prisons, and 
other such institutions’ (Vogel, 2013 [1983]: 152). And, as others have pointed 
out, there are many more such sites, not least among them the community-based 
organizations that Claudia Jones and other anti-racist feminists highlight as the 
core of much of African American women’s activism. Moreover, schools, hos-
pitals and the homes of middle-class White employers of Black and immigrant 
housekeepers and child-minders, are sites of paid social reproductive work. The 
labour in these spaces and times is – just like unpaid housework – organized 
in and through manifold social hierarchies, including gender, race, coloniality 
and heterosexuality. As some recent studies of social reproduction show, the full 
scope of labour power’s reproduction is governed through local, national and 
global regimes that draw on various forms of oppression in ways that tend to rein-
force them (see, for example, Farris, 2017). In ensuring the social reproduction 
of certain communities is more precarious and under-resourced than others, they 
facilitate the reproduction of an unequal, internally divided, global workforce.

From Vogel then, we can grasp that all processes and institutions of social 
reproduction (including but well beyond individual households) come up against 
capital’s hostility to life-making. Capital sets the terms of life-making precisely 
because capitalists and the capitalist state own and control the vast majority of 
the resources essential to reproducing life (the means of subsistence). This has 
tremendous consequences for anti-capitalist politics because it means that any 
(anti-racist, feminist, etc.) struggle for expanding and controlling the conditions 
under which the working class socially reproduces life, is potentially a struggle 
against capitalism.
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Vogel’s book, first published in 1983, was an expanded version of an ear-
lier article she wrote in response to Heidi Hartmann’s controversial interven-
tion ‘The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism: Towards a More 
Progressive Union’ (Hartmann, 1979). While Hartmann had notoriously advo-
cated for a ‘divorce’ between Marxism and feminism and initiated what would 
be later called a ‘dual system’ analysis (Farris, Chapter 15, this Handbook), 
Vogel pointed in a different direction. Rather than abandoning Marxism, she 
proposed that socialist feminists try to explain women’s oppression under capi-
talism in terms of a unitary, materialist framework, or theory, which takes the 
daily and generational production and reproduction of labour power as its point 
of departure. The ‘unitary theory’ that Vogel’s project aimed to build thus invited 
socialist feminists to search for a single, integrated theoretical account of both 
women’s oppression and capitalist accumulation. She proposed this could be 
accomplished by expanding the conceptual reach of the historical materialist 
methodology Marx deploys in Capital so as to rigorously explain the roots of 
women’s subordination to men under capitalism. But while her ‘unitary theory’ 
was above all an attempt at understanding economic (or class) exploitation and 
gender domination as a unified process, thereby rejecting the dual analyses that 
conceived of each as springing from different systems, a growing number of 
scholars today use her work as a basis from which to develop a unitary theory 
that takes into account the ways in which gender and class interlink with racial 
and other social oppressions.

THE QUESTION OF VALUE

As we briefly mentioned earlier, one of the main divisions between different cur-
rents of SR feminism related to the question: does the work that goes into pro-
ducing labour power create the actual value that capitalists then appropriate 
when they sell the products of waged labour? Mary Inman, various contributors 
to the Domestic Labour Debate, and those involved in the international WfH 
campaign all proposed that it does. Capitalist value is generated, they claimed, 
not simply through the waged labour that produces commodities for sale (as 
Marx insists) but also through unpaid domestic labour. That’s because, women’s 
unpaid work of cooking, cleaning and caring produces the commodity, human 
labour power, which they and/or their husbands (and in time their children) sell 
to capitalists who, in turn, exploit it to generate value and surplus value. The 
wage and the family obscure the value-making function of domestic labour: 
wages appear to be paid only for work done during the hours that a worker is ‘at 
work’; and the family appears to be a private, interpersonal institution outside of 
the labour/capital relation. Accordingly, capitalists don’t only depend upon those 
whose labour reproduces this and the next generation of workers; they directly 
exploit them (in the Marxian sense of appropriating the value of their labour).
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This perspective informed the WfH campaign strategy, which called on house-
wives to refuse work.11 Because ‘every moment of our lives functions for the 
accumulation of capital’, striking against housework and social reproductive 
labour more broadly conceived has the potential, Federici argued, to obstruct the 
creation of value (Federici, 2012: 35). Crucially, the campaign linked this strategy 
to the demand that women be paid a wage for housework. This was not intended 
as a typical campaign demand insofar as the WfH theorists did not believe it 
could be won. Indeed, that was their point: the demand for a wage was intended to 
draw attention to the fact of domestic labour’s economic value and the impossibil-
ity of its full recompense under a capitalist system. The refusal of housework was 
also intended as a refusal of its commodification (through the hiring of nannies, 
for instance) and a demand for it to be organized by the state (through social ser-
vices). While the campaign’s revolutionary goals were regularly misinterpreted 
by both its critics and adherents, the WfH campaign has remained a highly influ-
ential strand within SR feminism, with Federici’s work in the twenty-first century 
reigniting and broadening the current’s political conclusions.12

Other Marxist feminists – those who have expanded upon Vogel’s work and 
developed a position that has come to be called SRT – have a different take on the 
question of whether social reproductive labour produces value. Following from 
Marx, they argue that value is determined in a capitalist economy in the process 
of producing goods and services for exchange (that is, in commodity production). 
In other words, value is created only in those circumstances in which the product 
of labour is sold on the market and where it produces a profit.13 In the case of 
(unpaid and much paid, public sector) social reproductive labour, observe SRT 
feminists, the good or service produced never circulates on the market.14 The 
unpaid work of preparing breakfast at home, helping children with homework, 
comforting someone who is sick, along with the paid work of cleaning bedpans 
in public hospitals, or teaching students in public schools – these are all examples 
of social reproductive work that produces ‘products’ whose consumption is not 
dependent upon their sale. Such work produces material, emotional and/or intel-
lectual goods and services necessary to life, including health, love, attention, 
discipline, knowledge and much more. Its producers may be waged or unwaged, 
‘housewives’, paid domestic workers, community activists and public sector 
workers – anyone whose work is geared, in the first instance, to meeting specific 
life needs and desires. Such work is not undertaken because its product will real-
ize value through its sale on the capitalist market. True, it contributes to creating 
a commodity, labour power, which will eventually be sold on the market (as those 
who subscribe to the WfH position argue).15 But because the products of that 
labour are not produced for exchange on a capitalist market, insist SRT feminists, 
the labour is not, and cannot be, productive of value; neither, then, does it tend 
to be organized strictly in accordance with the capitalist logic of value creation.

Here, value creation is understood to require both forms of labour, those that 
are capitalistically ‘productive’ and those that are not. Because capitalism is 
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premised upon dispossessing the working class of their means of subsistence –  
which then requires people to sell their labour power for a wage – capital still 
tends to dominate ‘unproductive’ work processes involved in creating life. But it 
can only do so indirectly. The logic and domination of capitalist value creation 
can and does affect the time, place, rhythm and pace of social reproductive work 
in public schools and hospitals, at home and in the community. But it does not 
subject that work to the calculations of value production in the way that it does, 
for instance, the labour processes at McDonald’s or Amazon.

Labour in general resists total subsumption by capital precisely because there 
can be no labour without life – without a living human being, whose life needs 
can and will assert themselves against capital time and again. For both historical 
and systemic reasons, however, ‘unproductive’ social reproductive labour tends 
to be less subordinated to capital than ‘productive’ labour. The disagreements 
over social reproductive labour and value creation inform the way each approach 
conceptualizes the possibilities for resistance. While the WfH tradition tends to 
promote the importance of moving beyond or outside capitalist relations, through 
the creation of alternative spaces to capitalism, the SRT tradition looks instead 
towards struggles to break the system from within.16

ANALYSING RACE AND RACISM

SR feminists in the 1970s made it possible to conceptualize and explore the logic 
behind capital’s interaction with – and dependence upon – social power relations 
such as patriarchy. But these analyses also shared a key weakness: they focused 
too narrowly on unpaid housework and childcare as the key to women’s oppres-
sion. In so doing, they introduced theoretical oversights and ambiguities. Among 
other things, they tended to attribute the reproduction of patriarchy to men’s 
power over women, a circular reasoning that easily defaults to an ahistorical 
biological reductionism. And to the extent that they situated patriarchal power as 
stemming from men’s position as wage-earners, they ended up generalizing what 
are in fact particular relations within typically White middle-class households. 
Such a de-historicized and universalizing conception of patriarchal power could 
not be sustained in the face of empirical evidence and mounting criticism.

The most developed criticisms at the time came from anti-racist feminists, 
such as those comprising the Combahee River Collective (CRC), who had long 
noted Black women’s ‘triple’ (class/race/gender) oppression (Bhandar, Chapter 
13, this Handbook). By the end of the 1970s, many feminists were persuaded by 
the CRC’s call for a radical socialist politics that addressed the multiple ‘inter-
locking’ oppressions Black women experience within capitalism.17 And in her 
1981 book, Women, Race, and Class, Communist Party USA member and Black 
Panther supporter Angela Davis directly reproached the tradition for its narrow 
focus on housework and the call from WfH feminists for a wage. The full-time 
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housewife, Davis points out, has only ever ‘reflected a partial reality … rooted in 
the social conditions of the bourgeoisie and middle classes’. Not only have poorer, 
racialized women been excluded from that category, certain capitalist regimes 
(she cites South African mining capital as an example) actively undermined it for 
Black families. Moreover, she argued, wages are hardly a solution for immigrant 
and Black women in the USA who ‘have been receiving wages for housework 
for untold decades’ as paid domestic servants in White women’s homes (Davis, 
1981: 229, 237).18 Picking up on a recurring theme of the 150 years of anti-racist 
feminism before her, Davis stresses that it is as low waged, low status workers 
that many Black women experience the harshest forms of oppression.

Davis’s critique resonated widely. Michelle Barrett took it up in her 2014 
seminal book, Women’s Oppression Today, pointing out that the weight 
attached to the family as a primary site of oppression overlooks and underplays 
the role of the state. Black feminists have in fact argued that the violence and 
coercion of a racist state means ‘that it is the state rather than the family that 
is the oppressor as far as black women are concerned’ (Barrett, 2014: xxxvi). 
In her response to Heidi Hartmann’s famous intervention in the late 1970s, 
Gloria Joseph makes a similar point and describes racial oppression as the 
‘great equalizer’. For these scholars, the family and the unpaid work of women 
therein do not explain the type of oppression and domination experienced by 
Black people in general or Black women in particular. Observing that White 
women have more power than Black men, Joseph writes, ‘Capitalism and patri-
archy simply do not offer to share with Black males the seat of power in their 
regal solidarity’ (Joseph, 1981: 101).

Moreover, as both Claudia Jones and Angela Davis argue, in spite of its 
power imbalances, the family can be a site of comfort and equality for Black 
life. That is, for many Black women who endured slavery and who continue to 
endure its legacy, housework can be the space in which they exercise a measure 
of control (Davis, 1981: 229, 237; Jones, 1949: 3–4, 9).19 Although many White 
socialist and Marxist feminists supported anti-racist struggles, they often failed 
to grasp the challenge that anti-racist feminists posed to the domestic labour 
theoretical paradigm. Many continued to position unpaid housework and the 
family as pivotal and universal categories of their analysis and, in so doing, 
either wrote Black women out of their feminism or treated racism as a second-
ary form of oppression, external to the workings of patriarchal capitalism (see 
Bannerji, 1991). Others abandoned materialist frameworks all together (see 
Arruzza, 2013). Meanwhile, Black feminists were elaborating upon the CRC’s 
conception of interlocking oppressions, developing what Kimberlé Crenshaw 
famously labelled ‘intersectionality’ (Crenshaw, 1989). Some of the most com-
pelling insights and commitments of intersectionality feminism have since 
been critically appropriated in the more recent renewal of SR feminism. This 
engagement made it possible for SR feminism to grapple with racial and other 
forms of oppression attending an increasingly globalized neoliberal capitalism 
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and its authoritarian state (see Blank, 2011). For Meg Luxton, for instance, the 
integration of race into a unitary theory means:

[p]ut[ing] issues of imperialism, racialization and racism at the heart of gender and class 
analyses. Capitalist development depended on supplies of (reproduced) labour from people 
who originally lived outside regions where capitalist relations were dominant and on people 
in and from colonies; the transnational, trans-regional locus of social reproduction and 
capital’s mobility mean that capitalism is foundationally racialized and dependent upon dif-
ferences and divisions. (Luxton, 2006: 38, cited in Blank, 2011)

Isabella Bakker and Stephen Gill’s Power, Production and Social Reproduction, 
an international political economy account of globalization published in 2003, 
made important advances in this area. Throughout the book, contributors ana-
lysed the impact global capital and neoliberal structures of governance have had 
on racial hierarchies in various times and places – an impact they assess mainly 
by examining notions of citizenship and capital’s increasing reliance on exploita-
tive regimes of migrant and marginalized labor. SR, they argued, is best con-
ceived not so much as a set of intersecting structures, but as ‘a transformative 
process that not only entails the constitution and reconstitution of gender, race 
and class and ideas about gender, race and class … but also how a sense of iden-
tity and resistance can be actualized in this new context of intensified globaliza-
tion’ (Bakker and Gill, 2003: 18).20

Such a conception is rooted within a historical materialist approach to under-
standing social relations – one that is consistent with and builds upon the chal-
lenges offered by Himani Bannerji. Bannerji is a Bengali-Canadian anti-racist 
feminist and Marxist sociologist and philosopher who highlighted the Althusserian 
influences in critical feminist political economy that had developed SR feminism 
in a structuralist direction.21 For Bannerji, such Althusserian influences had been 
responsible for the tradition’s systematic blindness to the experiential – and to 
experiences of race and racism in particular (Bannerji, 1991).

Bannerji thus argued for the need for anti-racist, socialist feminism to cen-
tre the experience, subjectivity and thus political agency of racialized subjects 
within the capitalist totality in order to avoid de-historicizing their analyses. In 
the 2000s, Canadian Marxist feminist Susan Ferguson built on Bannerji’s critique 
and used David Harvey’s concept of spatialization (Harvey, 2001) to argue that 
SR feminism must account for racism and racialization if it wants to provide a 
solid account and political strategy of how the paid and unpaid socially repro-
ductive work of women plays a key role in their oppression across cultures and 
racial divides. For Ferguson, bodies are racialized not because of some inherent 
bio-physical attribute (like the biological differentiation that is socially organized 
into gender differences). Rather, ‘people become racialized insofar as they are 
associated (by skin color, cultural identity, language or accent) with other socio-
geographic spaces’ – spaces that are hierarchically organized between and within 
national boundaries in ways that tend to conform with capitalist imperatives of 
dispossession and accumulation. ‘So while people are necessarily “territorialized” 
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by matter of their birth (we are all born and live somewhere)’, writes Ferguson, 
‘they are only racialized as a function of how their location figures in the broader 
socio-geo-political ordering of capitalism’ (Ferguson, 2008). And reproducing 
bodies through these socio-spatial capitalist relations is a significant means of 
ensuring both the ongoing devaluation of social reproduction and the availability 
of socially degraded bodies to perform that devalued social reproductive work. 
Ferguson’s overarching point is that social reproductive work is not free-floating, 
but is anchored in specific bodies and places. And attending to both of these 
concrete aspects within a capitalist totality is what allows us to analyse social 
reproductive labour as always racialized as well as gendered.

In many ways, that is precisely what several SR feminists have done by ana-
lysing the global care chain – a term introduced by Arlie Hochschild to capture 
the transnational transfer of care work that ensues when wealthy, often White, 
women in the global North employ (usually darker skinned) women migrating 
from poorer countries as nannies and domestic workers (Hochschild, 2000). One 
of the most striking phenomena of neoliberal capitalism has been the feminiza-
tion of migration. Since the late 1970s more and more women have been migrat-
ing in order to respond to the growing demand for care and cleaning, or social 
reproductive labour. Sara Farris’s book In the Name of Women’s Rights: The Rise 
of Femonationalism (2017), updates and refocuses the Black feminist critique 
of paid social reproductive work. Farris illustrates the complex ways in which 
Muslim women’s migration to Europe and Britain is grounded in and fuels White 
supremacist and sexist dynamics reinforced through borders, immigration con-
trols and settlement services. This ‘commodification’ of social reproduction fil-
tered through the structures of nationhood and a naturalized, hegemonic, citizen 
culture takes us far beyond traditional social reproduction feminism concerns 
with the unpaid domestic labour of (White) women. It shows, among other things, 
the degree to which life-making under capitalism takes myriad forms, involving 
myriad social relations and forms of oppression. Other scholars inspired by these 
insights are exploring issues of settler colonialism, sexuality, forced labour and 
more.22 SRT has indeed become more and more a key site for understanding the 
intersection between oppression in general and class exploitation.

SOCIAL REPRODUCTION FEMINIST STRATEGIES

Recent developments within SR feminism have been especially concerned with 
how Marxist and socialist feminists can draw on this theoretical approach to 
develop feminist, anti-racist and anti-capitalist organizing and political strategies 
(see Arruzza and Gawell, 2020). Two related but distinct approaches can be 
identified. On the one hand, there are those who are renewing and elaborating a 
form of WfH politics. This foregrounds the call for ‘a collective struggle over 
reproduction’ through refusing to work for capital. Silvia Federici urges instead 
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that workers take control over ‘the material conditions of our reproduction and 
creat[e] new forms of cooperation around this work outside of the logic of capital 
and the market’ (Federici, 2012: 111). Collective spaces, she reasons, can 
thereby be created wherein people learn new, collective ways of living and pro-
ducing. These include, for example, communal kitchens, farms and land occupa-
tions, as well as market-alternative trading systems for healthcare, childcare and 
other social services. Such ‘commoning’ initiatives, she stresses, can only be 
transformative if they are consciously revolutionary – that is, if they refuse the 
logic of capitalism and work towards the creation of a new, just society.

For Kathi Weeks, one step in this direction is the campaign for a Universal 
Basic Income (UBI). A decent, unconditional guaranteed income, she suggests, 
would allow people to refuse waged work and force employers to increase wages 
and ‘pursue opportunities for pleasure and creativity that are outside the eco-
nomic realm of production’, including opportunities to ‘recreate and reinvent 
relations of sociality, care and intimacy’. In the process, people come to real-
ize how capitalism organizes all work, including through a gendered division of 
labour that naturalizes the family. Weeks’ call for UBI is, like the WfH campaign 
before it, intended as a ‘perspective and provocation’ as much if not more than as 
a demand in its own right (Weeks, 2011: 103, 149).

Both Weeks and Federici are supporters of the ‘social reproductive strike’, 
or the withdrawal of socially reproductive labour as a way to single out its con-
cealed importance under capitalism as well as a tool of political mobilization and 
organization. Since 2016, through feminist efforts in Poland, Spain, the UK, the 
Sudan, Iran, Argentina, the USA and beyond, the social reproductive strike has 
become indeed one of the most visible forms of Marxist and socialist feminist 
organizing as well as a powerful forum for and inspiration of SRT theorizing. In 
Feminism for the 99%: A Manifesto, written to explain and advance the politi-
cal perspective informing the strike, Arruzza et  al. (2019) offer the following 
rationale: ‘By withholding housework, sex, smiles, and other forms of gendered, 
invisible work, [striking women] are disclosing the indispensable role of social 
reproductive activities in capitalist society’. The authors argue for a broad con-
ceptualization of the working class, to include unpaid social reproductive work-
ers as well as waged workers, underlining ‘the unity of “workplace” and “social 
life”’. The strike is a time and place, they insist, in which everyday forces of 
creativity can take hold, and where ‘the impossible’ can and must be demanded 
(Arruzza et al., 2019: Thesis 1).

For both political perspectives, then, the social reproductive strike is a power-
ful weapon in the struggle against capital. The authors of the Manifesto depart 
from the WfH-informed strategy, however, in emphasizing the possibilities for 
striking within and against capitalist relations. That is, for Arruzza et  al., the 
strike is not only or even primarily about withdrawing from capitalist relations. 
However much revolutionary commoning must be supported, in their view, it 
is even more urgent to support and build anti-capitalist social movements that:  
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(i) make direct demands on the state (without necessarily creating worker pro-
duction or trading cooperatives) and (ii) build unity across workplace- and com-
munity-based protests (for better schools, healthcare, housing, transportation 
and environmental protections, as well as for higher wages, the end to sexual 
harassment at work and other workplace demands). While not work refusals 
in the sense discussed by Federici and Weeks, these social reproductive strikes 
make important claims for democratic and collective control of the conditions of  
(re)production. They demand that the resources for social reproduction be expanded 
and society prioritize meeting human need over making capitalist profit.

Following on the insights of the Manifesto, Tithi Bhattacharya has more 
recently emphasized the need to understand the role of the state and the dif-
ferential impact of its withdrawal from social provisioning in the social lives 
of different sections of the working class. For Bhattacharya, being attentive to 
social reproduction and especially to the forces that inhibit the development of 
our capacities, trains our sight on what abolitionist feminist, Ruthie Gilmore 
has powerfully identified as ‘organized abandonment’ by the state of communi-
ties, which has to necessarily pair with ‘organized violence’ by that same state 
(Gilmore, 2008). In other words, when the state defunds social reproductive insti-
tutions such as healthcare and schools in communities of colour neighbourhoods, 
when they consciously refuse to investigate whether the drinking water supply of 
a community has been contaminated (Feely, 2018), this organized abandonment 
of the community must be kept in place by organized violence. Agents of the 
state such as the police or privately funded security then need to penetrate areas 
of social life like schools or hospitals, that as life-making institutions should 
not have anything to do with the death-making institution of law enforcement. 
Disciplining of poor and racialized communities thus gets woven into the fabric 
of social life and shapes the future of working-class lives.

It is not just racialized communities, of course, that are organized by violence. 
Queer people are also disproportionately targeted by the disciplinary arms of 
the state and suffer high unemployment and poverty levels. In grappling with 
these realities, some SRT scholars and activists have critically and productively 
engaged with gender theory to think through what it means to socially reproduce –  
and challenge – binary gender regimes (Arruzza, 2015; Farris, Chapter 15, this 
Handbook; Floyd, 2009).23 Families, policing, schooling, the healthcare system 
and more all structure (in different ways and to different degrees) the life-making 
work of gay, trans, intersex, two-spirited and other queer people. At the same 
time, as Kate Doyle Griffiths suggests, the project of ‘queer social reproduction’ –  
that is, of organizing personal and collective spaces, practices and institutions that 
support and expand queer life-making – can and must be central to anti-capitalist 
resistance (Doyle Griffiths, 2018). Writing specifically of past and current queer 
healthcare activism, Jules Joanne Gleeson notes: ‘As the material communities 
supporting trans people continue to strengthen, more and more trans women will 
be able to assert themselves openly as women’ (Gleeson, 2017).24
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FROM LIFE-MAKING TO WORLD-MAKING: SRT AND  
THE CLIMATE CRISIS

Nancy Fraser has argued that crises of capitalism identified by Marxism are not 
merely the result of contradictions between forces of production, but between 
such forces and the social reproduction upon which they depend:

[o]n the one hand, social reproduction is a condition of possibility for sustained capital accu-
mulation; on the other, capitalism’s orientation to unlimited accumulation tends to destabi-
lize the very processes of social reproduction on which it relies. (Fraser, 2016: 100)

In denuding social reproductive capacities, capitalism has disarticulated our 
collective life-making, but the harm is no longer limited to the ‘social’. For it 
is only partially true that capitalism disarticulates the social; what is conjointly 
true is that it articulates social relations in very specific ways to reliably repro-
duce itself and its relentless productivist drive. It is this unique drive, peculiar 
only to capitalism, that has now triggered climate change, threatening all life 
as we know it. Differently put, the capitalist organizing of the ‘social’ has now 
‘unhinged, disrupted, destabilized’ the climate to such an extent that any con-
versation about reorganizing the social must necessarily be about destabilizing 
capitalism. Any discussion of SR must then simultaneously be a discussion 
about forging a political project where the social reproduction of life is no 
longer subsumed under the social reproduction of the capitalist system. Where 
our priority is the growth and flourishing of living beings, human and non-
human, rather than the growth and flourishing of dead things like the ‘econ-
omy’ and ‘commodity production’.

Capitalism as a system is future-blind; it can and will sabotage its own condi-
tions of possibility in its drive to ‘accumulate for accumulation’s sake’. Climate 
change, however, has put a timeline for how long this is possible. The system, 
and the planet with it, is experiencing time in radically transformed ways, or as 
Andreas Malm recently put it, ‘defeated time’ is now ‘pouring down from the 
sky’ (Malm, 2020).

If capitalist production is concerned only with a constant, flattened present 
time, SR, as theory and practice, directs attention to the future – to the ongoing 
reproduction of the life of the species and the social world we create in and from 
the natural world. Capital’s reproduction of itself is now threatening that chain of 
generational reproduction, which is why all politics, we maintain, must become 
a politics of social reproduction.

Such SR politics in practice should be able to demonstrate that released from 
the imperatives of capitalist reproduction, we are capable of creating sustainable 
habitats where human lives be not just maintained but flourish, where food, art 
and intimacies are pursued, or made, if you will, with the solemnity and playful-
ness they all deserve.
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Notes

 1  Parts of this account are drawn from Ferguson (2020).
 2  And it is only when labour power has been sold to a capitalist that it transforms into a quantifiable, 

abstract determinant of capitalist value.
 3  His discussion, however, highlights how the commodity form of labour power also produces resis-

tance and workers’ struggle to create and preserve life against the forces of capital – an aspect of 
Capital that is often overlooked.

 4  Bhattacharya qualifies that social reproductive work ‘may’ be separated from work that produces 
value because it is not always so; life-making may also occur in for-profit enterprises (private day-
cares or hospitals, for example) and it may also be spatially integrated with productive work (as it is 
for people working from home or in labour camps).

 5  The full quote reads: ‘the money-owner … strides out in front as a capitalist; the possessor of labour-
power follows as his worker. The one smirks self-importantly and is intent on business; the other is 
timid and holds back, like someone who has brought his own hide to market and now has nothing 
else to expect but – a tanning’ (Marx, 1977: 280).

 6  For example, the USA leads the chart with 3,800 kilo calories of average daily dietary intake, while 
people in Eritrea have available only 1,590 kilo calories for their daily meals. Colonial legacies set 
an upper limit on what the acceptable ‘standard’ for food consumption can be, thus pushing African 
nations to the very bottom of this global chart. A similar story of striking national difference unfolds 
in educational attainments and life expectancy. Consequently, processes of regeneration of labour 
power in Eritrea or Haiti are nested in a very different set of expectations than in the USA or the UK.

 7  In a later publication Inman retreats from this analysis, seeking to illustrate women’s common, cross-
class, oppression.

 8  There is no evidence Benston, who was Canadian, had read Inman, but the ideas about domestic 
labour she advances in this article had been debated and discussed among Canadian socialist femi-
nists throughout the 1960s.

 9  SRT or the Marxian school begins to cohere as a loose but definable ‘camp’ in the 2000s, when 
Marxist feminists revisit Lise Vogel’s analysis and critique of the Domestic Labour Debate in her 2013 
[1983] book, Marxism and the Oppression of Women: Toward a Unitary Theory.

10  Capital does directly control that social reproductive labour it has commodified (teachers in for-profit 
colleges or line chefs working in the hospitality industry, for example). But the bulk of social repro-
ductive labour is not commodified.

11  WfH campaign feminists critically engaged with the Autonomist tradition within Marxism. Developed 
in Italy in the 1960s, Autonomists coined the term ‘social factory’ to capture the idea that society as 
a whole – not just the economic system – is directly constituted by capitalist relations of production. 
See Wright (2002).

12  Critics of the WfH campaign argued that the focus on the wage was too narrow, reformist, or poten-
tially damaging for women, and that it would turn the state into housewives’ employers, granting it 
the right to regulate women’s lives more closely while releasing governments (and capitalists) from 
the responsibility to provide essential social services in the community. See Toupin (2018). For an 
excellent discussion of the WfH revolutionary campaign demands, see Weeks (2011).

13  The reason has to do with the fact that, for Marx, the determination of value is bound up with the 
socially average labour time it takes to produce the product, something that is only evident because 
production occurs in the context of a mass, capitalist (and thus competitive) market.

14  The exception to this rule is paid social reproductive labour whose product is sold on a competitive 
open market, such as workers in private day-care centres or restaurant waiters and bartenders. Here 
social reproductive labour does generate capitalist value.

15  Fortunati (1996) agrees that reproductive labour, which she stresses includes both housework and 
sex work, produces use value, not exchange value. But, she argues, meals, clean clothes, sexual 
pleasure, and so on transform into exchange values because the ultimate product, labour power, is 
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itself a commodity. Labour power, however, is not only, or necessarily, a commodity. Rather, it is a 
potential that inheres in human life, which can be commodified (that is, sold to a capitalist in return 
for a wage), but which can also be realized in non-waged, life-making activities.

16  See, for example, the Social Reproduction Dossier published in Radical Philosophy 2(4), spring 2019, 
www.radicalphilosophy.com/issues/204.

17  See Taylor (2017) for the CRC Statement and interviews with its authors, Dimita Frazier, Barbara 
Smith and Beverly Smith.

18  Mohanty (2003), meanwhile, objected to the universalization of White Western women’s experiences 
implied in these accounts of social reproduction.

19  Often understood as early theorists of intersectionality feminism, Davis and Jones both anticipate 
Vogel’s unitary analysis, arguing for the integral relation of race, class and gender within a capitalist 
framework. See McNally (2010) and Ferguson (2020: 78–81, 109–10).

20  See also Bakker and Gill (2019). This is the introductory essay to a Special Issue on Social Reproduc-
tion edited by Bakker and Gill that includes multiple essays deepening their initial contribution in 
Power, Production and Social Reproduction (2003).

21  See, for example, Maroney and Luxton (1987), Mitchell and Oakley (1986) and Armstrong and Arm-
strong (1978).

22  For examples of recent work that showcases the breadth of discussions, see Dimitrakaki et al. (2016), 
and Bakker and Gill (2019).

23  See Arruzza (2015), Floyd (2009) and Hennessey (2000). See also Jaffe (2020: 111–120).
24  See also the forum, ‘Beyond Binaries and Boundaries in “Social Reproduction”’, introduction by 

Andrucki et al. (2020).
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INTRODUCTION

The capitalist mode of production (hereafter, CMP) has undergone major trans-
formations over the last decades. While the appearance of new forms of rent 
blurred the classical distinctions between wage, profit and rent, it also stimulated 
a new wave of both theoretical and political debate addressing the nature and 
function of factor payments. In particular, a robust consensus has emerged within 
a certain Marxism of Ricardian inspiration, which understands rent as a pre-
capitalist inheritance and, as such, as an impediment to the dynamic of capital 
accumulation. In this framework, the key function of ground rent is replaced with 
that of financial rent and a ‘pure’ and ‘efficient’ capitalism is depicted as rent-
free. The economic stagnation which affected the advanced economies from the 
1980s is therefore related to a presumed conflict between financialization and 
productive capitalism, whose accumulation-oriented rationale is assumed to 
foster both full employment and growth.

According to another kind of approach endorsed by the neo-workerist theo-
rists of cognitive capitalism (see, e.g., Vercellone, 2005, 2007; Marazzi, 2009; 
Hardt and Negri, 2010; Fumagalli and Mezzadra, 2010; Lucarelli and Vercellone, 
2014), this line of reasoning – based on the rigid distinction between profit and 
rent – is flawed, both hermeneutically and theoretically. By understanding rent 
along with the associated stigma for productive efficiency, as completely external 
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to the process of capital accumulation, it overstates the positive role of profit and 
thus misconceives some of the key messages in Marx’s thought. In addition, it 
also overlooks the transformations of capitalism which followed the demise of 
Fordism, thus failing to capture the deeply renewed dynamics of capital accumu-
lation and the correlated changes in the capital/labour relationship. Such trans-
formations determined the exhaustion of the historical system of accumulation of 
industrial capitalism, whose qualitative features were largely consistent with the 
theoretical takes of the Marxian–Ricardian approaches. The explanatory power 
of this readings, however, has been seriously compromised by the transforma-
tions of the social structure of accumulation, which increasingly allowed the 
emergence of what we call the ‘rentier vocation of productive capitalism’ and, 
relatedly, of the ‘becoming-rent of profit’.1

To better understand what we mean by these definitions, we first need to 
discuss our understanding of rent. In our view, any form of rent is the historical 
outcome of a process of dispossession, which simultaneously constitutes the 
antediluvian element of the CMP and a structural component of its reproduction 
in time and space. As capitalism reproduces itself through a regime of perma-
nent revolution – as already noted by Deleuze and Guattari (1983) – one may 
argue that:

[a]s a general rule, there is primitive accumulation whenever an apparatus of capture is 
mounted, with that very particular kind of violence that creates or contributes to the creation 
of that which it is directed against, and thus presupposes itself … It is a violence that posits 
itself as preaccomplished, even though it is reactivated every day. (Deleuze and Guattari, 
1987: 448–9)

In this framework, the distinction between the so-called ‘ordinary’ mechanisms 
of enlarged accumulation and the ‘extraordinary’ mechanisms of primitive accu-
mulation loses much of its coherence, just like the profit/rent dichotomy. While 
this is consistent with many other neo-Marxist approaches, such as Harvey’s 
(2010) conception of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ – two other theoretical 
takes clarify further the originality of our notion of the becoming-rent of profit.

It is our contention, indeed, that rent not only represents the origin but also the 
becoming of contemporary capitalism. Within the society of the General Intellect, 
wherein the law of value/labour time loses much of its consistency (Vercellone, 
2010) and the social cooperation of labour is increasingly independent from the 
managerial functions of capital, the very boundaries between profit and rent blur. 
Ultimately, in cognitive capitalism profit – just like rent – manifests itself as a rela-
tion of distribution ‘pure and simple’ (Marx, 1993a: 1023), completely unlinked –  
in most cases – to any positive function in the organization of production.

This has major implications for the way in which labour is divided, monitored 
and organized at the firm-level and, more broadly, for the mode in which control 
is exercised over society at large. The transition from an industrial capitalism 
characterized by the hegemony of the logic of profit to a cognitive capitalism 
characterized by the hegemony of the logic of rent, in fact, is symmetrically 
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mirrored by the transformation of disciplinary societies into societies of con-
trol (Deleuze, 1992). Put differently, as production changes, so does the ‘mode 
of accumulation of men’ (Foucault, 1995: 202). Within the general paradigm 
in which workers behave as Foucauldian ‘self-entrepreneurs’ and produce value 
without managerial supervision, rent must be understood as a mere appropria-
tion over surplus value, whose capture discontinuously requires both violent and 
directorial operations. The new apparatus of command for subsuming the poten-
tial of emancipation inscribed in the General Intellect society is thus based on 
mechanisms which largely operate outside the firm and beyond the traditional 
constraints of managerial and organizational control.

The remainder of the chapter is organized as follows. In the next section we 
lay out the theoretical framework and discuss factor payments from a Marxian 
viewpoint, paying particular attention to the flexible boundaries between profit 
and rent. Insights from the third volume of Capital – on the becoming-rent of 
profit – and from the Grundrisse – on the General Intellect – will serve as a fun-
damental reference. Thereafter we apply the theory and overview the transforma-
tions of the capital/labour and profit–rent relation in the transition from industrial 
to cognitive capitalism. This will allow us to remark upon the re-emergence of 
rent and upon the blurring between profit and rent, or, more precisely, upon what 
we call the ‘becoming-rent’ of profit. Finally, we conclude.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

A Few Definitions

Wage, profit and rent are the main categories of income distribution stemming 
from the capitalist relations of production. In Marx’s theory, wages less than 
compensate the production of surplus value and thus constitute the origin of both 
profit and rent. Surplus value, in turn, does not merely result from the sum of 
individual surplus labour, but rather from the social cooperation of workers 
(Marx, 1982: 417–28). This insight will be fundamental to the analysis to follow, 
as it will allow us to frame the notions of organization and exploitation within 
our contemporary historical setting, where value-adding cooperation is not con-
fined within the boundaries of the firm – as it used to be in industrial capitalism 
– but is extended to society as a whole. In this phase, the managerial function of 
productive capital – that is, to organize and discipline the extraction of labour 
from labour power2 – loses much of its consistency, thus blurring the boundaries 
between profit and rent up to the point that both can be qualified as a pure and 
simple form of appropriation of surplus value, as neither of the agents who 
receive these payments play any role in the organization of production. To fully 
understand the implications of such a theoretical take, we need to analyse further 
the interrelations between profit and rent in order to highlight the reasons why 
we believe the former must not be understood as the source of the latter.
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Rent: Historical and Theoretical Considerations

Theoretically, the concept of rent is a complex one. Our contention is that it is 
gravely misunderstood if presented as something extrinsic to capitalism. In what 
follows, we shall therefore list the reasons behind this take. To start with, it is 
worth recalling that the institutionalization of ground rent historically coincided 
with the formation of the first enclosures, which represent the first expropriation 
of the Common – for a definition, see Hardt and Negri (2010) – and thus consti-
tute the conditio sine qua non for the commodification of both labour and 
ground. From this perspective, Marx defines absolute rent as a fundamental 
social relation and criticizes the theoretical shortcomings of Ricardo’s (2004) 
differential rent on two intertwined accounts.

First, Ricardo naturalizes rent in capitalism by overlooking the features that 
distinguish the latter from other forms of interest income which were typical 
of the feudal mode of production. Second, the consideration of differential rent 
alone may suggest that land is, in its own nature, ‘at everyone’s free disposal’, 
but this removes ‘a principal element for the formation of capital’ (Marx, 1969: 
360), thus making it impossible to answer the question: ‘where are the wage-
labourers to come from in this case?’ (Marx, 1969: 552). It is for this reason – as 
Marx continues – that a key condition for the very existence of the CMP is ‘that 
land should not be common property, that it should confront the working class as 
a condition of production, not belonging to it’ (Marx, 1969: 359).

In Marx’s understanding hence, far from being a feudal legacy, rent is the oppo-
site of the Common and, as such, it is an organic component of the CMP. Its role – 
within the general system of political economy – exceeds the specific functions of 
ground rent at the early dawn of mercantile capitalism, as it continuously creates 
novel and necessary conditions for labour exploitation. Rent appears in the history 
of capitalism each and every time the historical transformations of the CMP come 
to threaten the stability of its structures, since ‘if capitalism is the exterior limit of 
all societies, this is because capitalism for its part has no exterior limit, but only an 
interior limit that is capital itself and that it does not encounter, but reproduces by 
always displacing it’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983: 230–31). Contrary to Ricardo, 
then, in Marx’s view it would be illogical to imagine capitalism without rent.

It is for this reason that Marx considers rent as a primary category of distri-
bution of the CMP, rather than identifying profit as the source of its existence. 
Such a take would indeed deny its structural role of rent in capitalism, which, as 
previously recalled, has always been to privatize the social conditions of produc-
tion and commodify the Common. In this view, we can understand the formation 
of all kinds of enclosures over time – from the early ground rent to the newest 
privatizations of knowledge and the welfare institutions – as diverse expressions 
of the same mechanism.

Despite these elements of continuity, however, it is important to remark upon 
a distinguishing feature of the current process of de-socialization of the economy 
with respect to other similar phases in the history of capitalism. Expropriation 
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does not rely upon conditions – as it did for land – which belong to a pre-capitalist  
exterior – in the traditional sense of Rosa Luxemburg (2003), as it is assault-
ing those elements of the Common built by the social struggles during the most 
advanced moments of capitalist development. Here, we are referring to those 
collective productions ‘de l’homme par l’homme’ – as Boyer (2014) calls them – 
assured by the welfare state, or to the commons of knowledge, or, more broadly, 
to all those processes which contributed to form the productive forces of what is 
now commonly called the knowledge-based economy (hereafter KBE). These 
new economic and institutional conditions may have eventually led – if fostered –  
towards an economy freed by the logic of the commodity. Such a trend, how-
ever, has been continuously countervailed by new waves of privatization which 
appropriate the General Intellect’s social cooperation by artificially creating new 
conditions for the extraction of rents.

According to Napoleoni (1965, our translation) in fact, rent is ‘the revenue 
perceived by the owner of some goods as a consequence of the fact that these 
goods are or are being disposed in limited quantity’ and, as such, is linked to a 
natural or, more often, artificial scarcity of resources. The rentier who is in the 
position of limiting the supply of their properties, thus, will always do so as to 
raise their expected income. In this framework, monopoly power is a necessary 
condition for the existence of rent, as it creates artificial forms of scarcity which 
allow the rentier to command high prices which are neither justified by the value 
of the goods nor by their production cost. These vampire policies must forcedly 
rely on some kind of institutional mechanism, of which the strengthening of 
intellectual property rights (hereafter IPR) is a perfect example.

In cognitive capitalism, rent is nothing but a credit instrument, a property right 
over a material or immaterial resource that allows the owner to appropriate a 
share of the surplus value without playing any role in the organization of produc-
tion. As such, it can be understood as a relation of distribution pure and simple, 
as it plays ‘no function in the production process, at least not in the normal case’ 
(Marx, 1993a: 1023).

The Distinction between Profit and Rent: Theoretical 
Elements

According to a definition bequeathed from the classics, rent is what remains after 
those who contribute to production have been remunerated. The way in which 
the notions of who contributes to production and to what extent are defined, thus 
plays a crucial role in shaping the boundaries between wage, profit and rent. 
Classical economists, for their part, used to understand profit as the remuneration 
of the capital invested in production. In this view, profit has nothing to do with 
the retribution of the work of supervision and management – see Smith (1976: 
127–141) – and capital owners in capitalism are no different from land-owners 
in feudalism, so that it becomes impossible to distinguish profit from rent and 
capitalists from rentiers.
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Marx (1993a) was of a sharply different opinion. In several passages of the 
third volume of Capital he acknowledged the key role played by capitalists in the 
development of the factory system and remarked upon their function as organiz-
ers, coordinators and monitors, roles which concern ‘not the detailed work, but 
rather the workplace and its activity as a whole’ (Marx, 1993a: 507). In these 
passages, he introduced the distinction between functioning capital – which he 
also calls ‘active’ or ‘operative’ – and money-capital and, relatedly, between 
interest and profit of enterprise. He further based both on the specific functions 
or non-functions that money and operative-capitalists perform in production. In 
his words:3

[i]nterest is the fruit of capital in itself, of property in capital without reference to the produc-
tion process, while profit of enterprise is the fruit of capital actually in process, operating in 
the production process, and hence of the active role that the person who uses capital plays 
in the reproduction process … interest-bearing capital is capital as property as against capital 
as function. But if capital does not function, it does not exploit workers and does not come 
into opposition with labour … the particular functions which the capitalist has to perform as 
such, and which fall to his part precisely as distinct from the workers and in opposition to 
them, are presented as simply functions of labour. He obtains surplus-value not because he 
works as a capitalist but rather because, leaving aside his capacity as a capitalist, he also 
works. This part of surplus-value is therefore no longer surplus-value at all, but rather its 
opposite, the equivalent for labour performed … this process of exploitation itself appears 
as simply a labour process, in which the functioning capitalist simply perform different work 
from that of the workers. The labour of exploiting and the labour exploited are identical, 
both being labour. The labour of exploiting is just as much labour as the labour that is 
exploited. (Marx, 1993a: 497, 503, 506)

In this quotation, he seems to anticipate the separation between entrepreneurs and 
speculators drawn by Keynes in the General Theory, who invoked ‘the euthana-
sia of the rentier, and, consequently, the euthanasia of the cumulative oppres-
sive power of the capitalist to exploit the scarcity-value of capital. Interest today 
rewards no genuine sacrifice, any more than does the rent of land’ (Keynes, 2013: 
376). Despite this similarity, the Marxian analysis provides us with more up-to-
date insights for the analysis of what we call the ‘becoming-rent’ of profit in 
cognitive capitalism, as it sketches a theoretical framework with which to analyse 
the current transformation of the knowledge–power relations between capital and 
labour, on which basis it becomes possible to understand the contemporary blur-
ring between profit and rent.

Marx already knew that regardless of who actually performs the ‘labour 
of exploiting labour’ – whether it is the entrepreneur as in early capitalism or 
the professional manager as in the Fordist–Taylorist era of mass production 
(Galbraith, 1967; Chandler, 1993) – the fact that functioning capital must exploit 
labour from within the productive realm requires a process of knowledge polar-
ization based on the separation between labour of conception – performed by 
functioning capitalists themselves or by their functionaries – and labour of execu-
tion (Braverman, 1974). In this view, the relative importance of money-capital in 
triggering the development of the forces of production in industrial capitalism is 
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complementary – if not subordinate – to the capitalists’ organizational ability. 
This perspective is well summarized by the radical political economist Marglin 
(1984: 146–147, 150) in the following quotation:

[i]n many branches of late eighteenth century industry, the barrier to entry posed by capital 
was quite low … the capitalist’s ‘hold’ was in large part the organizing ability he brought to 
production, a consequence of a vector of personal traits and talents, ranging from extraor-
dinary greed to extraordinary intelligence [this] provides a response to the question of why 
capitalists are not in general content to act as rentiers, leasing capital goods to workers … 
the essence of the capitalist’s contribution is not capital, but organizing ability.

In a framework of this sort, the parasitic character of Keynes’ rentier – who 
unproductively consumes all of their income – is opposed to the organizing abil-
ity of the functioning capitalist, who not only supervises the labour processes 
but reinvests a significant share of the profits of enterprise in future production 
and innovation – see Marx (1993b: 349–79). In industrial capitalism thus, profit, 
unlike rent, plays a positive – though still oppressive – function in the struggle 
against scarcity. In this view, rent is a category derived from and limited by profit, 
and more specifically, by the profit of enterprise.

We do not mean to leave the impression, however, that Marx considered 
the positive role of both profit and functioning capital as a sort of ‘necessary 
evil’. Rather, he was well aware that the labour of coordination and supervi-
sion performed by the capitalist themselves in the early phases of capitalism 
‘inevitably gets the idea into his head … that his profit of enterprise … is rather 
itself a wage, wages of superintendence of labour’ (Marx, 1993a: 503–504). 
Hence, Marx understood this historical configuration as providing capitalists 
with a pretext for ‘presenting profit not as surplus-value, i.e. as unpaid labour, 
but rather as the wage that the capitalist himself receives for the work he per-
forms’ (Marx, 1993a: 513). However, he correctly understood that such apology 
was not doomed to endure. In the passages of the third volume of Capital that 
we have just quoted, he correctly foresaw the separation between ownership and 
management as the factor which ultimately reveals the purely oppressive charac-
ter of the capitalist organization of production and thus allowed for a clear dis-
tinction between profits – i.e., unpaid labour – and the wage of superintendence. 
We develop this argument in the following section.

The Hypothesis of the Becoming-Rent of Profit in Marx

The situation described by Marx in which both functioning capital and the profit 
of enterprise play an active role in the development of the forces of production 
is – by Marx’s own intuition – limited to the early and middle eras of capitalist 
development. Already in his own time, when capital concentration and the 
appearance of professional managers was deeply transforming the organization 
of production, he foresaw the development of credit and joint-stock companies 
as the key element leading towards the separation between the property and the 
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management of capital (see Galbraith, 1967; Chandler, 1993) and, accordingly, 
towards the exhaustion of the historical role of profit in stimulating both growth 
and innovation. By doing so, he anticipated that the role of capital owners in the 
transition from early to late industrial capitalism – and lately, from industrial to 
cognitive capitalism – would have followed the same path of land-owners in the 
transition from feudalism to early industrial capitalism (Marx, 1993a: 935–40). 
In this phase ‘the landowner, such an important functionary in production in the 
ancient world and in the Middle Ages, [became] a useless superfetation in the 
industrial world’ (Marx, 1969: 458). As such, he correctly envisaged what is 
now happening in the realm of distribution, that is, that shareholders seize sig-
nificant shares of surplus value without playing any role in the organization of 
production.

The exhaustion of the positive role of functioning capital in the history of 
the CMP can be schematically divided in two phases, the first culminating in 
the ‘golden age’ of Fordism and Taylorism – where real subsumption, mass 
production and the separation of conception and execution reached their maxi-
mum – and the second culminating in the transition from industrial to cognitive 
capitalism.

In the first phase, the property and management of capital progressively 
divide, up to the point where ‘there remains only the functionary, and the capital-
ist vanishes from the production process as someone superfluous’ (Marx, 1993a: 
512). Here, profit and rent are still clearly separated, as the organizational and 
conceptual tasks that used to be performed by the capitalists are now simply 
delegated to their functionaries. In this period, capitalists could still appear as 
sharply different from the rentiers from whom they borrowed their monetary and 
physical inputs, as the managers fulfilling their functions were directly inserted 
within a relation of production which, in itself, targeted the scarcity of capital and 
fostered the development of the forces of production. Within this framework, the 
purely despotic functions of surveillance and discipline which exclusively belong 
to the capitalist organization of production continued to be confused with ‘the 
work of supervision and management [which] necessarily arises where the direct 
production process takes the form of a socially combined process’ (Marx, 1993a: 
507). This particular configuration somehow corroborated the organizational role 
of functioning capital – regardless of who executed the associated tasks – and 
paradoxically justified the tyranny of the factory system, as the latter seemed to 
promote the development of the forces of production.

With the exhaustion of the Fordist mode of regulation, however – for a defi-
nition see Boyer (1990) – and the development of the KBE, a great reskilling 
process started to challenge Taylor’s division of labour, along with the spe-
cific functions that managers and supervisors perform in production. In the 
Marxian line of reasoning recalled earlier, when the collective worker reappro-
priates their skills to manage and organize production, managerial supervision 
becomes both superfluous and purely despotic, and functioning capital ceases 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM76

to play its necessary role in the development of the productive forces, while it 
continues to fulfil its despotism through the functions of monitoring and sur-
veillance. This is something of which Marx was well aware, as witnessed by the 
following quotation from Hodgskin:4 ‘the wide spread of education among the 
journeymen mechanics of this country diminishes daily the value of the labour 
and skill of almost all masters and employers by increasing the number of 
persons who possess their peculiar knowledge’ (quoted in Marx, 1993a: 513). 
Within such framework:

[t]he last pretext for confusing profit of enterprise with the wages of management was 
removed, and profit came to appear in practice as what it undeniably was in theory, mere 
surplus value, value for which no equivalent was paid, realized unpaid labour. (Marx, 
1993a: 514)

Profit thus appears as a mere expropriation of unpaid labour, performed – just 
like rent – without playing any real function in the production process.

The trend towards the ‘becoming-rent’ of profit, however, is not limited to 
the reconfiguration of the knowledge–power relations following the develop-
ment of the KBE, but is further reinforced by a specular transformation in the 
management of innovation and in the reinforcement of the intellectual property 
rights regime. Within the KBE, in fact, the labour time of execution becomes 
far less relevant than the social time of conception and capital, and in order to 
preserve profits, must forcedly develop institutional mechanisms to limit sup-
ply and thus maintain the predominance of exchange-value over use-value. The 
capture of surplus value, in this way, partially disappears from the locus of its 
production and reappears downstream of the latter. To recognize the interplay 
between these two elements – i.e., between the new setup of the capital–labour 
relations and the reinforcement of the IPRs – a conjoint reading of the volumes 
of Capital and the Grundrisse is required. In the latter indeed, Marx formu-
lates some preliminary considerations regarding the twofold character of the 
General Intellect – at the same time, living cognitive labour and dead knowl-
edge incorporated in fixed capital – which have been further acknowledged 
by several workerist interpretations (Negri, 1979; Virno, 2001; Toscano, 2007; 
Vercellone, 2007).

The conjoint articulation of such insights shows Marx’s tremendous foresee-
ing ability, which addressed both the objective and the subjective conditions of 
production. Marx himself could not explicitly formulate such articulation in full, 
although he was able to identify a trend which could have developed over time. 
Its full rationalization became possible only when the dialectic development of 
the KBE and the modalities of its exploitation gave birth to what neo-workerists 
called cognitive capitalism. For almost 150 years after Marx’s death, the main 
pillars of industrial capitalism have been those recognized by Marx, namely: (i) 
the implementation of the logic of profit, (ii) the deepening of real subsumption 
and (iii) the active and – to some extent – necessary role of functioning capital.
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PROFIT AND RENT FROM INDUSTRIAL TO COGNITIVE 
CAPITALISM

The Hegemony of Profit over Rent in Fordism

The Keynesian–Fordist mode of development – for a definition see Boyer (1990) –  
was based on the relation between labour organization and profit of enterprise, 
which not only stimulated the development of the force’s production but addi-
tionally kept the shareholders’ interests in the background of corporate govern-
ance. In this framework, the Galbraithian (Galbraith, 1967) technostructure used 
to play a key role in the organization of both production and innovation and the 
‘non-productive’ modes of capital valorization – e.g., those related to finance and 
the reinforcement of IPRs (Chevalier, 1977) – played a minor role in the accu-
mulation process.

The purely oppressive power of the capitalist to exploit the scarcity-value of 
capital was further constrained by a cluster of complementary institutional arrange-
ments. The tight regulation of financial markets, the progressive taxation of high 
incomes and the conduct of expansive monetary policies, for instance, sustained an 
inflationary process which kept the interest rate at very low or even negative levels. 
In addition, the national-based regime of IPR protection – whose internationaliza-
tion in between the 1980s and 1990s gave birth to today’s knowledge monopolies –  
and the clear-cut distinction between radical and incremental innovation contrib-
uted to limit the power of money-capital in itself. Finally, the development of the 
welfare institutions, which partially socialized the conditions of labour reproduc-
tion, subtracted a considerable amount of resources to the logic of capitalist valo-
rization. In this framework, the Keynesian project concerning the ‘euthanasia of 
the rentier’ partially fulfilled, and profit imposed, its hegemony over rent. Such 
configuration depleted with the latest transformations of the CPM and the develop-
ment of the KBE, which altogether allowed the emergence of what neo-workerists 
call cognitive capitalism (see Chapters 83 and 84, this Handbook), along with its 
neoliberal mode of regulation. We analyse such changes in the following section.

The Capital–Labour Relation in Cognitive Capitalism

The trichotomic articulation between commodification, privatization and corpo-
ratization which characterized the emergence and development of cognitive capi-
talism stimulated forms of capital valorization which may be labelled as 
‘unproductive’ or ‘rentier’ (Chevalier, 1977). The historical meaning of the 
social crisis of Fordism, in fact, did not only consist of the decomposition of 
industrial capitalism but also the very demise of its mode of development. Such 
transformation originated from the great season of social struggles initiated in 
the 1960s, which led to the tremendous boost in the amount of services provided 
by the welfare state and to the partial redistribution of the highly taxed profits in 
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the form of an increase in the social fraction of the wage. Over the same period, 
the widespread diffusion of schooling led to a reskilling process which pro-
foundly altered the knowledge–power relations between capital and labour and, 
simultaneously, to an adjustment of the ratio between the tangible and intangible 
(R&D, schooling, health) assets owned by the representative firm. Knowledge 
rather than physical capital thus became the major determinant of competitive-
ness and growth. To challenge the classical way in which mainstream economics 
analysed such transformation, we advance the following remarks:

1 The social conditions of existence of a KBE are not laid within the private R&D laboratories, but 
rather within the collective productions ‘de l’homme par l’homme’.

2 As knowledge diffuses in the society as a whole, its role in the organization of production 
becomes more prominent, so that the dead knowledge incorporated in fixed capital and in the 
hierarchical form of a firm’s organization increasingly becomes ‘a useless superfetation’.

As knowledge spreads over society as a whole, we begin to observe the emer-
gence of novel patterns or horizontal labour cooperation, as well as new forms 
of common propriety – e.g., copyleft – which altogether identify a tendency 
towards a new organizational model which differs both from private and from 
public organization, from the firm and from the state. The free software experi-
ence constitutes the clearest example of such trend, though it only represents the 
tip of a much wider ‘iceberg of the Common’. The novel forms of horizontal 
labour cooperation prove more productive – in terms of product quality and 
innovation – of large corporations. By doing so, they show the contradictions of 
the hierarchical organization of labour and simultaneously question the social 
scope of production. The histories of both radical and incremental innovation in 
the ICTs sector are filled with examples of this sort (Vercellone et al., 2015).

More generally, the combination between the massive diffusion of knowl-
edge and the ICT revolution fulfils – to an extent which Marx himself could not 
imagine – the hypothesis of the General Intellect and provides it with a rationale 
to question the law of value/labour time (Vercellone, 2010). In addition, it also 
allows the critique of the social relation of ownership and exploitation in cogni-
tive capitalism. Since the productive forces of the KBE develop autonomously 
from the factory system, both processes of capital valorization and accumulation 
must rely upon processes where capital parasitically subsumes the collective con-
ditions of knowledge production and thus suffocate the potential of emancipation 
of the General Intellect society.

This trend is further manifested in the financialization of the economy, which –  
at least in advanced capitalism countries – fetters productive investments up to a 
point where it becomes possible to speak about a regime without capital accumu-
lation. The very relation between dividends and interests, on the one hand, and 
profit, on the other, seems somehow reversed, as if the requirements of financial 
capital were to limit the profit of enterprise. Active profits, in this framework, are 
nothing but a remainder after passive capital has been paid.
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While the history of the CMP cyclically featured the expansion of various 
forms of unproductive capital valorization (Arrighi, 1994: 416), often a fore-
warning about an incoming great crisis of both modes of regulation and develop-
ment, the re-emergence of rent in cognitive capitalism assumes a qualitatively 
new character. This can be witnessed by the key role played by finance in the 
stock-exchange evaluation, where the eminently fictitious nature of the so-called 
immaterial capital – considered by Gorz (2010) as an oxymoron – is fully mani-
fested. Furthermore, as argued by Marazzi (2009), finance is pervasively pres-
ent in the whole cycle of the extraction–distribution–realization of the surplus 
value, making it increasingly difficult to distinguish between functioning and 
money-capital and, thus, between profit and rent. Thus, it would be a mistake to 
reduce the financialization of the economy as a mere overturning in the power 
relations between managers and shareholders. In fact, it largely derives from an 
endogenous change – already initiated at the end of the 1970s (Revelli, 1988) – 
in the firms’ valorization strategy. The trend towards the becoming-autonomous 
of labour thus seems to perversely couple with the becoming-autonomous of 
capital, as the latter assumes the eminently abstract, flexible and mobile form of 
money-capital.

The Hegemony of Rent over Profit in Cognitive Capitalism

Given the stylized facts recalled earlier, it is now possible to characterize theo-
retically what we call the becoming-rent of profit. As labour becomes increas-
ingly capable of self-organizing and knowledge production is under-valorized 
under hierarchical forms of work organization, functioning capital ceases to play 
any active role within the productive realm and profit. Just like rent, it appears 
for what it actually is, that is, ‘mere surplus value, value for which no equivalent 
was paid’ (Marx, 1993a: 514).

Within a cognitive division of labour, in fact, productive efficiency no longer 
depends upon the decomposition of the labour process into highly routine and 
repetitive tasks. Rather, it results from the complementarity among the tacit and 
highly dispersed pieces of knowledge that workers use in production to adapt 
to the ever-changing condition of the outside economic environment. Given 
such a historical change, workplace surveillance can no longer be based upon 
the traditional authority relation where supervisors coerce ordinary workers to 
exert effort. Conversely, it must rely on a new cluster of managerial practices 
where the disciplinary power characterizing the scientific organization of labour 
is replaced by a ‘managinaire’5 form of command which forces workers to self-
control and self-exploit. This is done by compelling employees to internalize 
the firm’s values and objectives, thus aligning their ego ideal with capital’s. The 
‘discipline and punish’ paradigm of Taylor’s organization, where workers are 
subordinated to the force of the hierarchy and perform their duties submissively, 
is thus replaced by a control-apparatus of Deleuzian (1992) memory, where 
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the workers’ libido is transformed into an energy which is directly productive  
(De Gaulejac and Mercier, 2012).

As for the production of value, control over labour shifts before and beyond 
the productive activity and starts filling the entire spectrum of individual sub-
jectivity. Nowadays, it is the worker who must find the one best way to achieve 
the goals set by the management of the firm.6 The purpose is to push workers to 
exploit their knowledge and reach their goals and, simultaneously, to internal-
ize the guilt of being unable to do so in full. As control becomes self-control, 
the subordination to an external discipline transforms into subordination to an 
internal expectation.

Cognitive capitalism does not simply ratify the irreversible decline of the idyl-
lic Weberian entrepreneur who is, at the same time, the owner and the manager 
of the firm. It additionally entails the demise of the Galbraithian technostructure 
whose legitimacy was derived from the key role that managers fulfilled in the 
organization of both production and innovation. This is reflected by the fact the 
old class of method engineers and managers who were born and raised in the cult 
of technical competence is now being replaced by a new generation of profes-
sionals who trained in the great business schools, where a novel managerial cul-
ture completely extraneous to the mechanism of production is taught and diffused 
(Negri and Vercellone, 2008). The key abilities of this new class of managers 
are in the field of finance and consist in the creation of value for shareholders, 
while the organization of production is increasingly delegated to low-level work-
ers empowered with discretion and autonomy. As the managers’ visible hand 
loses relative importance, functioning and money-capital become one and cease 
to play any function in the development of the forces of production.

While affecting the intra-firm organization of labour, this trend also has major 
implications for the way in which firms interact in the outside economic environ-
ment, since competitiveness is now increasingly dependent upon network econo-
mies among firms rather than upon internal economies within firms – i.e., of scale 
or scope. As argued by Hardt and Negri (2010), Taylor’s division of labour is thus 
replaced by a social organization based on the network and spillover effects of 
knowledge production, which have intensified in large cities due to the existence 
of economies of agglomeration. As capitalists play no role in the formation of 
these clusters, the part of surplus value they are capable of extracting from these 
economies of agglomeration is similar in all respects to the higher differential 
rent that land-owners owning more fertile properties are able to extract. A soci-
ety’s collective knowledge appropriated by capital is nothing but a ‘free gift’ 
resulting from ‘the general progress of society’ (Marshall, 2013: 365, 353). Even 
Marshall, one of the founders of modern mainstream economics, would have 
classified such appropriation as rent.

There are, of course, many other forms for the hollowing out of the capitalist 
functions in the organization of production, related, for instance, to the high-tech 
renewal of the putting-out system or to the diffusion of the ‘open innovation’ 
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model. As the great corporations of cognitive capitalism realize the innovative 
potentials of the commons of knowledge, they either try to imitate or integrate 
such abilities within their cycle of valorization, for instance by externalizing their 
R&D to capture society’s collective creativity. This is made possible by the non-
mercantile character of the Common, as commoners do not derive any financial 
support from their activities. Within a capitalist economy, in fact, wage labour 
is the only social form guaranteeing income stability to those who are devoid 
of alternative revenues. By exploiting this condition, the great corporations of 
knowledge manage to subsume the commoners, as the increasing dependence of 
Linux upon the financial support of the great oligopolies of the digital economy 
clearly exemplifies.

While profit is taken up in its becoming-rent through the mechanisms described 
hitherto, the conflicting logics of exchange and use-value finally take part and 
cognitive capitalism expresses, as remarkably argued by Gorz (2010), the crisis 
of capitalism ‘in its epistemic foundations’. With the crisis of the law of value 
recalled earlier, in fact, the logic of exchange ceases to trigger the development of 
the forces of production which, as a by-product, historically acted as a stimulus 
for the satisfaction of needs. Under the latest developments of algorithmic autom-
atization, we are getting closer to the moment when labour time becomes an 
‘indispensable but subordinate moment, compared to general scientific labour’ 
(Marx, 1993b: 700) and ‘exchange value must cease to be the measure of use 
value’ (Marx, 1993b: 705). Of course, Marx was well aware that this shift would 
have prompted capitalists to find strategies to impose the hegemony of exchange-
value over use-value. This is mainly reflected in the following stylized facts.

First, it reflects in the cognitive corporations’ attempt to tighten IPR regula-
tion and in the massive increase in patent filings started in the mid 1980s, up to 
a point where it is now difficult to trace the boundaries between incremental and 
radical innovation and between basic and applied research. As the appropriation 
of knowledge becomes a core element of corporate success – both in the new and 
in the ‘old’ economy – a true ‘tragedy of the commons’ (Hardin, 1968) results, 
as knowledge remains underutilized because of its fragmentation and privatiza-
tion related to the enforcement of the new IPR regime (see also Chapter 85, this 
Handbook).

Second, the high fixed cost of designing, inventing or studying many of the 
knowledge-intensive goods of today – such as software, cultural goods, meds, 
etc. – relate to the production of the first unit, while the marginal costs of pro-
ducing the following units tend to zero. In order to secure profits and maintain 
the primacy of exchange-value over use-value, capital commands high prices in 
order to limit supply and create an artificial scarcity of resources. The very prin-
ciple upon which the founding fathers of political economy used to justify private 
property as a means to fight the scarcity of resource is thus violated. Nowadays, 
it is the defence of the hegemony of exchange-value which generates scarcity, 
while wealth – as Marx himself would have argued – is associated with use-value.  
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As a proof, it may be worth recalling that the tremendous increase of patent  
filing recalled above did not result in a correlated boost in the pace of innovation 
or productivity (Vercellone et al., 2015) – as it has always been during the golden 
age for Fordism.

Finally, the privatization of the welfare institutions seems to follow an affine 
logic. Health, schooling and public research, in fact, may be easily inserted in the 
circuit of capital valorization, with the high risk of lowering the social efficiency 
of such institutions because of the increased inequality which matches any wave 
of privatization. The final outcome of such processes is to spoil both the quality 
and quantity of the so-called ‘intangible’ capital, which constitutes the key ele-
ment for the development of the KBE.

Cognitive capitalism manifests a major contradiction between the social char-
acter of production and the private character of appropriation. Its logic – that 
we have labelled with the name ‘becoming-rent of profit’ – highlights the tight 
connection between ordinary and primitive accumulation, thus reflecting a situ-
ation of increasing conflict between the social relations of production and those 
of distribution and between the objective and subjective conditions of existence 
of the KBE, which, in itself, contains the seeds for a potential overcoming of the 
capitalistic market economy as a whole.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we resumed the neo-workerist hypothesis of what we call the 
becoming-rent of profit. Further, we presented such hypothesis against the back-
ground of the contradiction characterizing the contemporary phase of capitalism, 
which we call cognitive capitalism. In our view, this is in line with a Marxist 
understanding of the present, where the capital–labour antagonism expresses the 
deeper opposition between two conflicting logics about the social organization of 
production, the former relating to the democracy of the Common and the latter to 
the logic of rent of cognitive capitalism. As Marx (1993a: 1024) rightfully argued:

The sign that the moment of … a crisis has arrived is that the contradiction an antithesis 
between, on the one hand, the relations of distribution, hence also the specific historical 
form of relations of production corresponding to them, and, on the other hand, the produc-
tive forces, productivity, and the development of its agents, gains in breadth and depth.

Notes

1  On the notion of the becoming-rent of profit with respect to the new forms of exploitation, see Vercel-
lone (2008a) and Negri and Vercellone (2008). With respect to (a) the interpretation of the crisis and 
(b) the democracy of the Common, see Vercellone (2008b), Fumagalli and Mezzadra (2010), Hardt 
and Negri (2010) and Lebert and Vercellone (2011).

2  On the nexus between cooperation and the capitalist organization of production, see chapter 13 in 
part 4 of Marx’s (1982: 439–54) first book of Capital; on the work of supervision and its relationship 
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with the distinction between profit of enterprise and interest (rent), see chapter 23 in part 5 of Marx’s 
(1993a, 493–514) third book of Capital.

3  Elsewhere Marx (1993a: 503–504) specifies the division between these two figures by asserting that 
‘interest-bearing capital … does not have wage-labour as its opposite, but rather functioning capital; 
it is the capitalist actually functioning in the reproduction process whom the lending capitalist directly 
confronts, and not the wage labourer who is expropriated from the means of production precisely on 
the basis of capitalist production … In the reproduction process, the functioning capitalist represent 
capital against the wage-labourers as the property of others and the money capitalist participates in 
the exploitation of labor as represented by the functioning capitalist’.

4  The influence of Hodgskin’s ideas on the development of the General Intellect hypothesis has been 
terrific.

5  Contraction between the term ‘management’ and the French ‘imaginaire’. Also labelled management 
par (by) illusion.

6  Remarkably, a recurring motto in French neo-managerial practices is ‘Débrouillez-vous!’, that is, 
‘Manage yourself!’
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of value has obtained different degrees of consideration in the course 
of the history of economic thought. While classical political economy and the 
first advocates of marginalist economics considered value as the essential subject 
of their scientific discourse, modern economic reflection generally rejects the 
theory of value as a metaphysical residual (Robinson, 1962: 29) or a prescientific 
normative vision of the economic process (Myrdal, 1953: 57) that can only be 
used to mark the different epochs of the history of economic analysis. Only few 
economists today, chiefly interested in the epistemological foundation of their 
science, consider value and value theory something to address. At the beginning 
of the 1980s, Robert Heilbroner stated that ‘the questions raised by value are not 
antiquarian but perennial’ after having noticed that ‘most economists today do 
not even see the need for a “theory” of value, as distinct from a theory of price, 
and would in fact be hard pressed to explain the difference between the two’ 
(Heilbroner, 1983: 253). Philip Mirowski, only seven years later, confessed that 
‘the problem with modern economic discourse is that it doesn’t take value seri-
ously; it veers increasingly between denying its importance altogether and assert-
ing a complete comprehension of its contours’ (Mirowski, 1990: 691).

Even if the scepticism towards the theory of value can be traced back to what 
is known among Marxists as the period of the ‘Disintegration of the Ricardian 
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School’, and especially to the criticism developed by Samuel Bailey against 
Ricardo (Bailey, 1825), it was only when the theory of value completely was con-
flated with the theory of exchange ratios and prices that value lost its place in the 
field of economic science. In 1923, Gustav Cassel could state that it was possible 
‘to do away with the whole of the old theory of value as an independent chapter 
of economics and build up a science from the beginning on the theory of prices’ 
(Cassel, 1923: vii). Such a dismissal had its roots in the psychological character 
assumed by the theory of value after the marginalist revolution and in the prob-
lems related to the possibility of the measurement of such psychological states.

The descending parabola of value in the constitution of economic theory 
represents the progressive mutation of its object of research. In classical politi-
cal economy, the theory of value aimed to explain both exchange ratios between 
commodities and the cause of such ratios: exchange and absolute value, to use the 
words of Ricardo’s famous manuscript (Ricardo, 1823). In marginal utility theory, 
even if it was not possible to talk about an absolute value, the exchange ratios were 
functions of utility increments. In both theories, the theory of value was the isola-
tion of an independent variable by means of which one could express all the other 
dependent variables – that is, ground ‘their structure on a quantity which lay outside 
the system of price-variables, and independent of them’ (Dobb, 1946: 12). It was 
exactly when economic theory dismissed the issue of the ‘search for processes or 
structures that impart orderly configurations to empirical world’ (Heilbroner, 1983: 
255) that value lost its central place. The suppression of the problem of value is the 
suppression of the inquiry into the fundamental structures of a society, hence the 
restriction of the economic science to the boundaries of a system of price equations. 
It is for this reason that modern economics has to presuppose a peculiar ontological 
dimension in which things have a price tag and are exchanged according to it. Such 
an assumption, when discussed, is brought back to human nature, to the relation-
ship between Human Being and Nature, or, as Robbins put it, to ‘the relationship 
between ends and scarce means which have alternative uses’ (Robbins, 1932: 15). 
The suppression of value in economic science turns out to be the naturalisation of 
price and of the (unexamined) social relationships on which it is grounded.

Marx’s critique of political economy represents a fundamental moment of dis-
continuity in the history of economic thought. The concept of value he introduces 
breaks with classical and neoclassical economic discourse.

His critique is not a simple collection of criticisms of different economic doc-
trines: it is a critique of the economic science as a whole, and by means of such 
a critique it is a critique of the society from which political economy develops. 
From this point of view, the famous description Marx gave of his work as ‘a 
Critique of Economic Categories or […] a critical presentation [Darstellung] of 
the system of the bourgeois economy […] a presentation [Darstellung] and, by the 
same token, a critique of the system’ (Marx, 1858: 270, translation modified) is to 
be read together with Hegel’s claim that political economy is ‘one of the sciences 
which have arisen out of the conditions of the modern world’ (Hegel, 1821: 187). 
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Political economy represents the science of civil society, both as a science whose 
object is the economic system and as a science which cannot free itself from the 
standpoint of the economic system itself. The critique of political economy is 
therefore the comprehension of the conditions of possibility of such an economic 
system, the critique of the system itself and, by the same token, the critique of the 
science of political economy.

THE THEORY OF VALUE AND THE TRANSFORMATION PROBLEM

Marx’s theory of value is the cornerstone of his critique. The reception of the 
critical nature of Marx’s theory of value represents the possibility of disclosing 
the differentia specifica of his work in comparison with economic science as a 
whole. The reception of Marx’s theory of value, both inside and outside 
Marxism, has often been inadequate and contributed to conflate Marx’s scientific 
discourse with Ricardo’s labour theory of value. Moreover, the consistency of 
Marx’s theory of value has been made dependent on the procedure of the trans-
formation of labour-values into prices of production, to the detriment of the 
complexity of Marx’s system.

According to classical presentations of Marx’s theory of value, commodities 
are exchanged on the basis of the quantity of labour expended in their produc-
tion, and surplus-value comes from the exploitation of the labour-power of the 
workers, who work a higher number of hours than the number necessary to pro-
duce their wages. Surplus-value can be brought back to the surplus-labour of  
wage-workers. The rate of surplus-value, as the ratio between the mass of surplus-
value and variable capital, represents the rate of exploitation of labour-power and 
shows the actual origin of surplus-value in surplus-labour. Nevertheless, given 
the competition among particular capitals, surplus-value assumes the form of an 
average rate of profit issued among different capitals not in proportion to vari-
able capital but in proportion to the whole advanced capital (variable + constant): 
commodities are not exchanged on the basis of their value but on the basis of their 
price of production. Here lies what is known as ‘the transformation problem’ (see 
also Chapter 10, this Handbook). In Capital volume three, Marx explains that the 
formation of a general average rate of profit and the transformation of commod-
ity values into prices of production did not put into question the link between 
prices and labour expended, consequently making valid the concept of exploita-
tion. Exploitation shows that the whole mass of profit is equal to the whole mass 
of surplus-value; even though the commodities are not exchanged according to 
their values, they are nevertheless linked, by means of the prices of production, 
to the labour (value) and surplus-labour (surplus-value) expended in production. 
The link between the single commodities produced and direct labour is replaced 
by the link between the whole sum of prices of production and the whole labour 
expended: labour remains the only source of value.
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A few years later, Bortkiewicz (1907) revealed a problem in Marx’s transfor-
mation procedure, a problem already noted by Marx himself.1 The transforma-
tion of values into prices of production presupposes the average rate of profit, 
and in order to calculate it Marx divided the whole surplus-value produced by 
the total amount of capital expressed in labour-values. What Marx transforms 
into prices is only the output, but, since the elements composing capital are 
commodities, their values should be transformed into prices. Bortkiewicz pro-
posed a simultaneous process of determination by a system of equations: the 
logical passage from values to prices through the average rate of profit was 
dismissed, and the aim of the theory was now the simultaneous determination 
of the prices of production and of the average rate of profit. If the object of 
Marx’s theory could be limited to a system of equations in which it was pos-
sible to develop a simultaneous determination of prices of production and aver-
age profit, once such a system of equations was possible without any reference 
to labour-values (as in the system developed by Sraffa (1960) in Production of 
Commodities by Means of Commodities), it would be possible to reach the con-
clusion that ‘value magnitudes are at best redundant in the determination of the 
rate of profit (and prices of production)’ (Steedman, 1977: 202).2 What charac-
terises this reception of Marx’s theory is the presupposition that the theory of 
value and the theory of prices represent two different systems of determination, 
which have to be applied to different hypothetical or historical conditions. The 
conceptual development of Marx’s theory is understood as a progression of 
models with successively less limiting hypotheses and greater correspondance 
with reality.

The interpretations of Meek (1973) and Sweezy (1942) played an essen-
tial role in the reception of Marx’s theory of value in the Anglophone world, 
and they share the idea of values and prices as different models. Building his 
interpretation on Engels’ ‘Supplement’ to the third volume of Capital (1895), 
Meek argues that the theory of value has to be referred to a hypothetical simple 
commodity production. In the words of Meek, simple commodity production, 
like Adam Smith’s ‘early and rude’ society, is not ‘intended to be an accu-
rate representation of historical reality’: it is rather a ‘mythodology’, a sort 
of ‘tool’ which has to be distinguished from the ‘results of analysis’ (Meek, 
1973: 303–4). While the theory of value is a tool, the theory of prices of pro-
duction is the result of the analysis. Sweezy explicitly depicts Marx’s method 
in Capital as ‘what modern theorists have called the method of successive 
approximations’ (Sweezy, 1942: 11). It is a step-by-step development from a 
hypothetical condition in which different capitals have equal organic compo-
sition to a more concrete analysis in which the hypothesis is removed. It is a 
gradual approximation to the reality of capitalist production which starts from 
the theory of value and arrives at the theory of prices and which has as a corol-
lary the fact that ‘the results achieved in Volume I have a provisional character’ 
(Sweezy, 1942: 18).
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MARX’S (AND NOT MARXIST) THEORY OF VALUE

All the above readings of the theory of value assume the connection between 
labour and value either as a hypothesis that has to be verified by means of the 
transformation procedure or as a demonstration by Marx in the first two sec-
tions of the first chapter of Capital volume one. A classical example of this 
last interpretative tendency comes from Böhm-Bawerk, who criticises the 
theory of value, emphasising the merely assertive character of Marx’s reason-
ing relating exchange-value, value and labour as substance. Böhm-Bawerk 
concentrates his criticism against what he describes ‘a purely logical proof, a 
dialectic deduction from the very nature of exchange’ (Böhm-Bawerk, 1896: 
68). He discusses Marx’s identification of the exchange with an equation in 
which two commodities are put into relation as equal ‘congealed quantities of 
homogeneous human labour, i.e. of human labour-power expended without 
regard to the form of its expenditure’ (Marx, 1873: 127). Nevertheless, Marx’s 
problem comes first and regards the condition of possibility of the commen-
surability of the objects in the exchange, the condition of possibility of a 
dimension in which the commodities are compared and equated once mone-
tary exchange is the fundamental institution by means of which ‘social metab-
olism’ is accomplished.

Marx does not proceed according to what Dobb considered one of the 
fundamental ‘requirements of a theory of value’ – that is, stating the inde-
pendent variable by means of which all the other variables of the system of 
exchange equations can be expressed (Dobb, 1946: 5–6) and therefore find-
ing the dimension of commensurability between commodities in the exchange. 
On the contrary, the starting point of Marx’s presentation is the commodity 
as a ‘concretum’ (Marx, 1880: 538), as unity of use-value and value – that 
is, of natural and social forms of wealth. Marx’s distinction, that at first sight 
seems to be equal to the classical one between use-value and exchange-value, 
shows that the starting point of the presentation is not a logical analysis of 
general concepts, as Böhm-Bawerk stated, but an analysis of historically deter-
mined abstractions. The commodity is the specific form assumed by products 
of labour; it is the ‘elementary form’ assumed by ‘the wealth of societies in 
which the capitalist mode of production prevails’ (Marx, 1873: 125), where 
objects of utility become commodities only because they are the products of the 
labour of the wage-workers employed by capitalists in private and autonomous 
processes of valorisation. The question is formulated for the first time at the 
end of Notebook VII of the 1857–8 Manuscripts: ‘how does use value become 
transformed into commodity?’ (Marx, 1857–8: 881). Marx’s analysis comes 
before the doubling of the product of labour in use-value and value – that is, 
before the naturalisation of social determinations on which the reflection of 
political economy is based: Marx’s theory has to understand the conditions of 
possibility of such a doubling.
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ABSTRACT LABOUR AS THE SOCIAL SUBSTANCE OF VALUE

Marx’s argument presupposes a conception of value as the specific form assumed 
by the product of labour under specific social relationships of production. It is 
not only the question about the substance of value: on the contrary, from the 
beginning, what is at stake is the question ‘why do the products of labour assume 
the form of value?’, and it is necessary to address labour and to analyse the spe-
cific form it assumes in order to answer it. For Rubin, ‘the point of departure for 
research is not value but labour, not the transactions of market exchange as such, 
but the production structure of the commodity society’ (Rubin, 1928: 62). More 
than a labour theory of value, Marx’s theory can be defined, using a suggestion 
from Elson (1979), a ‘value theory of labour’.

According to Marx, ‘as soon as men start to work for each other in any way, 
their labour also assumes a social form’ (Marx, 1873: 164). What is the spe-
cific form labour assumes in the society where the capitalist mode of production 
prevails?

For Marx, the capital relationship is grounded on the structural separation 
of objective and subjective conditions of production: on the one side there are 
the owners of the means of production, on the other the workers, the owners of 
labour-power. The process of production is a process of valorisation achieved 
through the appropriation by capital of the surplus-labour expended by workers. 
Therefore, under capitalist conditions, the whole production and reproduction of 
society is determined by means of labours expended by private autonomous and 
independent processes of valorisation – that is, ‘living labour of the wage work-
ers organized by capitals in competition’ (Bellofiore, 2009: 183).

Labour expended by wage-workers is immediately private and becomes an 
element of the social total labour [gesellscheftliche Gesamtarbeit] only through 
the mediation of the exchange of commodities on the market, when products of 
labour become mere ‘things of value’ [Wertdinge] equated with one another in 
the exchange, and, consequently, the concrete private labours expended in their 
production become abstract.

The capitalistic enterprises enter into a relationship by means of the exchange 
of the commodities produced, and labour privately expended ‘manifests itself as 
an element of the total labour of society only through the relations which the act 
of exchange establishes between the products’ (Marx, 1873: 165). The abstrac-
tion of labour is not a mental generalisation put forth by an economic or social 
scientist who abstracts from the concrete acts of production: it is an abstraction 
practically achieved when the products of labour are exchanged. As Marx states, 
‘the reduction of various concrete private acts of labour to this abstraction of 
equal human labour is only carried out through exchange, which in fact equates 
products of different acts of labour with each other’ (Marx, 1871–2: 41).

The concept of abstract labour has often been conflated with other concepts 
of labour, not directly ascribable to Marx. Even if Marx himself is not always 
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coherent in its presentation,3 it is necessary to acknowledge Marx’s awareness 
of the originality of the concept of abstract labour in respect of the concept of 
labour developed by classical political economy4 and recognise with him that 
since ‘commodities possess an objective character as values only in so far as 
they are all expressions of an identical social substance, human labour’ and ‘their 
objective character as values is therefore purely social’, ‘not an atom of matter 
enters into the objectivity of commodities as values’ (Marx, 1873: 138–9).

In order to understand such a pivotal concept of Marx’s system, it is necessary 
to distinguish it from other concepts of labour. Abstract labour is not the concept 
of labour Marx develops in the section dedicated to ‘the labour process’ in chap-
ter seven of Capital volume one, like Sweezy suggests when he equates abstract 
labour with labour in general as ‘what is common to all productive human activ-
ity’ (Sweezy, 1942: 30). While in chapter seven Marx addresses ‘the general 
character of the production’ underlining the moments characterising labour in 
every form of society in which it appears, abstract labour is a historically specific 
form assumed by labour when the product acquires the form of commodity.

Abstract labour is not de-concretised or deskilled labour as interpreted by 
Braverman (1974), since abstract labour is not a technical but a social determina-
tion of labour depending on the specific form in which socialisation of labour is 
accomplished. Finally, since abstract labour is a specific form of labour, it is not 
physiological labour – that is, the expenditure of human bodily energy that can 
be observed in every form of society regardless of the specific social form of the 
expenditure of labour.

The concept of abstract labour is linked to the exchange as the specific form 
of the socialisation of labour. The socialisation of labour by means of private 
exchanges of commodities is not the exclusive form in which socialisation of 
labour can be achieved. Under different social conditions, as Marx shows (Marx, 
1873: 169–72) – for example, in medieval Europe or in an association of free men 
in which the means of production are in common – the expenditure of labour is 
immediately social, and private labour is part of the social total labour already 
in the production phase. Private labours assume the social character without the 
process of abstraction put forth by means of the equalisation of commodities in 
the exchange.

In order to avoid the false dichotomy of value coming from production or 
being created in the exchange, it is important to turn again to Rubin and his 
replies to criticisms against his interpretation of abstract labour. Such a dichot-
omy is possible only if production and circulation are understood as opposite 
and independent moments. As Rubin notes, ‘exchange is the social form of the 
production process itself, the form which stamps its mark on the course of the 
production process itself’, and ‘labour only takes the form of abstract labour, 
and the products of labour the form of values, to the extent that the production 
process assumes the social form of commodity production, i.e. production based 
on exchange’ (Rubin, 1927: 123).
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THE MAGNITUDE OF VALUE

When Marx addresses the question about the magnitude of value of the com-
modity produced, he introduces the category of ‘socially necessary labour 
time’. To fully understand the notion of ‘socially necessary labour time’ it is 
necessary to understand it in its immanent relationship with the concept of 
abstract labour. If abstract labour is private labour expended in production that 
becomes social by means of the exchange of the commodity on the market, it is 
obvious that a technical interpretation of ‘socially necessary labour time’ is 
inadequate. In the classical reception of Marx’s theory of value, the concept of 
socially necessary labour time has been interpreted as the time necessary to 
produce a specific commodity under the current average technical methods of 
production. Such an interpretation takes into consideration the concrete expend-
iture of labour but not the process of socialisation as the conditio sine qua non 
of the realisation of abstract labour expended. Marx clearly states that in order 
to produce a commodity the producer ‘must not only produce use-values, but 
use-values for others, social use-values […] Finally nothing can be a value 
without being an object of utility. If the thing is useless, so is the labour con-
tained in it; the labour does not count as labour, and therefore creates no value’ 
(Marx, 1873: 131).

Abstract labour and value presuppose socialisation. If it is possible to mea-
sure directly the concrete labour time expended in the production of the com-
modity, the same cannot be said of abstract labour, the constitution of which 
lies in the unity of production and circulation. As Tony Smith convincingly 
states, since ‘concrete labour is done by private individual units of produc-
tion […] these units produce with the hope, rather than the assurance, that the 
labour they perform will turn out to be socially required’ (Smith, 1990: 69). 
The inclusion of private labour expended in total social labour ‘is only pre-
liminary and tentative’ (Rubin, 1927: 124). Even though capitalists can ideally 
anticipate the process of socialisation and on that basis impose on workers a 
specific organisation of the process of production directed towards concrete 
labour-time saving,5 the socialisation is realised only in the monetary exchange 
of the commodities produced.6

VALUE-FORM, MONEY AND THE FETISH CHARACTER OF THE 
COMMODITY

We have seen that the process of socialisation of private labours is realised 
through a system of private exchanges of commodities on the market. With the 
form of value, Marx wants to analyse the exchange as the fundamental structure 
of the process of socialisation and understand the form assumed by social rela-
tions of production. The section on the form of value has been underrated and 
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misinterpreted for a long time. With the exception of Rubin, only since the end 
of 1960s has the problem of the form been considered as a fundamental part of 
the presentation of the theory of value.

In West Germany, the recovery of the problem of the form took place through 
the efforts of a group of several pupils of Adorno and Horkheimer. Schmidt’s 
essay (1968) and the seminal contributions by Backhaus (1969) and Reichelt 
(1970) opened new perspectives on the reception of Marx’s theory of value, 
stressing the weight of the problem of the value-form and money as well as the 
Hegelian heritage of Marx’s presentation. At the same time in Italy, on the one 
side the works of Colletti (1968) and Napoleoni (1973) focused attention on the 
role of abstract labour and fetishism in the theory of value, and on the other 
Luporini (1966, 1972) and Calabi (1972) put in question the historicist reading of 
Marx’s Capital, while Rodolfo Banfi (1965) showed that Marx’s theory of value 
should not be understood as the basis of equilibrium prices but rather as a phe-
nomenology of exchange-value, an analysis of the ways in which value expresses 
itself. In France, the attention to the problem of the form initially came from 
Rancière’s (1965) analysis of fetishism in his contribution to Lire le Capital. 
Later, and from a different perspective, the question of the form and the imma-
nent link between value and money was proposed by de Brunhoff (1973). In the 
English-speaking world, the problem of the form assumed a relevant role with the 
translation in 1973 of Rubin’s book and later with the contributions by members 
of the Conference of Socialist Economists (CSE) collected in the book edited by 
Elson (1979).

The belated attention interpreters gave to the problem of the form of value 
does not do justice to the consideration Marx himself gave to the problem, as 
testified by the number of successive presentations of the subject (Marx, 1859, 
1867a, 1871–2, 1873).

Marx begins his presentation with the twofold nature of the commodity. While 
the use-value of the commodity lies in the bodily concreteness of the commod-
ity itself, value cannot be seen or touched; it is only in the exchange that value 
assumes a concrete existence: the objects assume a form of value distinguished 
from their own body.

In his analysis of the value-form, Marx addresses the exchange and focuses 
attention on the reflexive relationship between natural and social determinations 
of the commodity. Differently from classical political economy, which recog-
nised in the exchange a symmetrical relationship, Marx shows the polarity of the 
relationship between the two commodities and highlights the process of reflec-
tion of one determination into the other. In the exchange, Marx distinguishes the 
commodity in the ‘relative form of value’ from the commodity in the ‘equivalent 
form’, showing that the commodity in the relative form of value expresses its 
value in the body of the commodity in the equivalent form.

Marx begins his analysis with the ‘simple form of value’. The expression

20 yards of linen = 1 coat. (Marx, 1873: 139)
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has to be understood not only as the commodities changing places (the owner of 
linen obtains the coat and vice versa), nor only as the equivalence between two 
commodities having the same value. In Marx’s analysis of the exchange, use-
value and value dimensions are understood in their reciprocal relation. The linen 
can be equated with the coat since as values they are equal quantities of abstract 
labour, but, at the same time, the coat becomes the form of value of the linen, 
which can now differentiate its own value from its bodily concreteness. Marx is 
well aware of the originality of his analysis of the exchange. In the first edition 
of Capital he writes:

It is relatively easy to distinguish the value of the commodity from its use-value, or the labour 
which forms the use-value from that same labour insofar as it is merely recognised as the 
expenditure of human labour-power in the commodity-value. If one considers commodity or 
labour in the one form, then one fails to consider it in the other, and vice versa. These 
abstract opposites fall apart on their own, and hence are easy to keep separate. It is different 
with value-form which exists only in the relationship of commodity to commodity. (Marx, 
1867a: 21)

Classical political economy had been able to develop the analysis of the exchange 
from the point of view of value. Nonetheless, it failed in understanding the pro-
cess of manifestation of value in the use-value of the commodity in the equiva-
lent form. This failure is the reason why Ricardo establishes, beside money, an 
accounting system in labour time, a simple juxtaposition of his theory of money 
beside the theory of value.

In Marx’s analysis of the exchange:

The use-value or commodity-body is here playing a new role. It is turning into the form of 
appearance of commodity-value, thus of its own opposite. Similarly, the concrete, useful 
labour contained in the use-value turns into its own opposite, to the mere form of realization 
of abstract human labour. Instead of falling apart, the opposing determinations of the com-
modity are reflected against one another. (Marx, 1867a: 21, italics mine)

Value now has a concrete existence in the body of the commodity in the equivalent 
form. The immanent opposition between use-value and value found its expres-
sion in the doubling [Verdopplung] of the commodity in the relative form of value 
and the equivalent form. In such a doubling, ‘the one commodity, whose own 
value is supposed to be expressed, counts directly only as a use-value, whereas 
the other commodity, in which that value is to be expressed, counts directly only 
as exchange-value’ (Marx, 1873: 153). It is important here to recall the three 
peculiarities characterising the equivalent form: (i) its use-value is the form of 
manifestation of value, (ii) the concrete labour expended in its production is the 
form of manifestation of abstract human labour and, finally, (iii) private labour 
expended for its production takes the form of labour in its directly social form.

In the simple form of value, what is at stake is the relation between two com-
modities. Labour expended in the production of linen is put into relation with 
labour expended in the production of coat. But, as seen above, in order to count 



VALUE 95

as abstract labour, concrete labour expended for the production of a commodity 
has to count as an element of total labour of society. The relative form of value 
passes in the ‘total or expanded form of value’:

20 yards of linen = 1 coat or = 10 lb. tea or = 40 lb. coffee or = 1 quarter of corn or = 2 
ounces of gold or = ½ ton of iron or = etc. (Marx, 1873: 155)

Here linen is put into relation with the whole world of commodities. The labour 
expended in the production of linen is put into relation with all other production 
processes, but these last are not in relation with one another. Every single com-
modity expresses its value in all the other commodities, but there is not a com-
mon expression of value: ‘the only equivalent forms which exist are limited ones, 
and each of them excludes all the others’ (Marx, 1873: 157).

The total form of value passes in its own reverse, the ‘universal form of value’:

1 coat

10 lb. of tea

40 lb. of coffee

1 quarter of corn

2 ounces of gold

½ ton of iron

x commodity A etc.

(Marx, 1873: 157)

All the commodities express their value in the body of linen that becomes the 
universal equivalent. Now the commodities relate to one another as values insofar 
as they are definite as quantities of linen:

Through its equation with linen, the value of every commodity is now not only differentiated 
from its own use-value, but from all use-values, and is, by that very fact, expressed as that 
which is common to all commodities. By this form, commodities are, for the first time, really 
brought into relation with each other as values, or permitted to appear to each other as 
exchange-values. (Marx, 1873: 159)

The last passage of Marx’s presentation of the form of value is the money form, 
obtained by that specific kind of commodity in the equivalent form that now 
becomes the money commodity. The analysis of the form of value, as long as it 
is the development of the expression of the value of a commodity in the body of 
another commodity, is the deduction of money. It is starting from this perspective 

} = 20 yards of linen
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that Backhaus characterises Marx’s analysis of the form of value as a ‘critique 
of the pre-monetary theories of value’. According to Backhaus, not only the 
classical theory of value but the traditional interpretation of Marx’s theory of 
value and the neoclassical theory of value are subject to Marx’s critique. All 
these theories of value share the idea that money is a phenomenon that has to be 
put aside in order to catch the essence of the exchange. As Backhaus states, they 
‘conceive as structurally identical the laws of the “exchange” in pre-monetary 
and monetary exchange economies: for them the “natural exchange economy” 
[Naturaltauschwirtschaft] is the “essence” of monetary economy. They want to 
know what is hidden behind prices mediated by money’ (Backhaus, 1978: 147). 
What classical, neoclassical and Marxist political economists do not take into 
consideration is the process that goes from the essence to phenomenal manifesta-
tion, from value to money – that is Marx’s analysis of the form of value.

Backhaus reconstructs the passage from total to universal form of value as 
the demonstration of the impossibility of a generalised exchange of commodi-
ties without money. Since for Marx the same commodity cannot simultaneously 
appear in relative and equivalent forms in the same expression of value, Backhaus 
understands the total form of value as the model of a pre-monetary commod-
ity economy and concludes that such a model ‘cannot be thought, because each 
commodity should be thought at the same time in both the forms’ (Backhaus, 
1979: 285). For Backhaus it is necessary to distinguish between a general and 
transhistorical concept of exchange from the specific historical forms it assumes 
as barter or monetary circulation and, finally, recognise the essential monetary 
character of Marx’s theory of value.

It is now clear that from the perspective of Marx’s theory of value, money can-
not be thought as a technical means, something devised by exchangers in order 
to facilitate the process of the exchange. On the contrary, money represents for 
Marx an underlying moment of the relations among commodity owners, the spe-
cific material [sachlich] form assumed by the socialisation of labour under capi-
tal social relations, specifically its fetish character. For a long time, the section on 
the fetish character of the commodity has been understood as something separate 
from Marx’s theory of value. It was interpreted more as a philosophical appendix 
dedicated to expressing the historical nature of capitalistic relationships than an 
essential part of Marx’s presentation. Things have changed since the problem of 
the form of value has acquired the attention it deserves and the role of money has 
been considered as a fundamental moment of the theory of value.

As seen above, the relationship between labour expended by private processes 
of valorisation and total social labour [gesellschaftliche Gesamtarbeit] is not a 
direct one. In the form in which capitalist society is organised, private expen-
diture of labour has to count as value in order to be an element of total social 
labour, and the form of the socialisation of labour is determined through a pro-
cess of private exchanges between the commodities produced and money. What 
Marx names as ‘the mysterious character’ of the forms in which the process of 
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socialisation is achieved lies in the fact that ‘the social relation of the producers 
to the total labour [Gesamtarbeit]’ is reflected to social agents ‘as a social rela-
tion between objects, a relation which exists apart and outside the producers [als 
ein außer ihnen existierendes gesellschaftliches Verhältnis von Gegenständen]’ 
(Marx, 1873: 164–5). The fetish character assumed by capitalistic social relations 
is the reason for the fetishism of political economy. Since social relations assume 
the form of exchanges among objects, the specific characters of capitalist pro-
duction appear as if they were features of products of labour, the ‘socio-natural 
properties of these things’ (Marx, 1873: 165).

A social relationship between human beings exists as something outside 
them: ‘the relation between their own private labour and the social total labour 
appears [erscheint] to them in exactly this perverted form [verrückten Form]’ 
(Marx, 1873: 169, translation modified). The displacement of the social rela-
tion of the producers in the social relation between objects represents in Marx’s 
words ‘an inversion [Verkehrung] and causes relations between people to appear 
[erscheinen] as attributes of things and as relations of people to the social attri-
butes of these things’ (Marx, 1861–3: 507). The perversion [Verrücktheit] and 
the inversion [Verkehrung] of a social relation of people in a relation between 
objects create the irrational situation according to which objects are the bearers 
of social attributes. In the sphere of simple circulation, the object, insofar as it is 
a commodity, ‘changes in a sensuous supersensible thing [in ein sinnlich über-
sinnliches Ding]’ (Marx, 1873: 163).

The naturalisation of the capitalist mode of production put forth by political 
economy lies in the ‘objective semblance possessed by the social characteris-
tics of labour’ [den gegenständlichen Schein der gesellschaftlichen Charaktere 
der Arbeit] (Marx, 1873: 167). Such a semblance is objective insofar as it is an 
aspect of the reality itself and not simply a subjective misunderstanding of the 
nature of value; it is objective because the semblance is determined by the objects 
themselves in the system of exchanges between commodities and money; and, 
finally, it is objective insofar as the social relation exists ‘apart and outside’ social 
agents as objects. According to Marx, political economy is trapped in fetishism 
because it cannot recognise the social constitution of the objects on which it 
operates. Political economy presupposes the ‘economic objects’; it presupposes 
a natural dimension in which objects are exchanged with one another and have a 
price that can be calculated. It is the presupposition of an ontological dimension 
in which objects, not differently from having length or weight, have value and 
can be exchanged. Marx can reason that social dimension in which objects have 
an objectivity of value only because he can recognise the contradiction between 
the private expenditure of labour and the superindividual process of socialisation 
determined by means of individual acts of exchange between commodity and 
money. While private expenditure of labour is something individual, something 
that can be recognised in the conscious consideration of the producer, the process 
of socialisation of private expended labour is something achieved in the sphere 
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of circulation. It is a superindividual process. It is something that imposes itself 
behind the backs of economic agents as an ideal average acting after and inde-
pendently of private processes of valorisation. It is the law of value as a specific 
mechanical social relation.

CONCLUSION

Marx’s theory of value is not only an economic theory of value: it is a theory of 
the social constitution of the objects which economic theory presupposes. 
Marx’s critique of political economy deduces the presupposition and the natu-
ralisation of social relationships put forth by political economy as an aspect of 
the social reality itself, depending on the fetish character that social relationships 
assume under capital. Marx’s theory is therefore the understanding of the social 
constitution of political economy as a science and at the same time a critique of 
the hypostases of that science. Finally, and most importantly, revealing the social 
constitution of the objects of political economy, Marx’s critique shows the spe-
cific historical determinacy of capitalistic social relationships hidden under the 
perversion of ‘material [dinglich] relations between persons and social relations 
between things’ (Marx, 1873: 166).

Notes

1  See, for example, Marx (1861–3: 351–2).
2  A critique of ‘simultaneist Marxism’ (Freeman and Carchedi, 1995: xxi) comes from the temporal 

single system interpretation (TSSI). Such an approach refuses the dual (value-price) system of deter-
mination and, against the simultaneous determination of input and output, introduces the temporal 
dimension in the study of the process of production and realisation. See also Kliman (2007).

3  See Marx (1873: 134). A deep discussion of the question can be found in Murray (2000). In the last 
years, the debate on Marx’s concept of abstract labour has seen a new youthfulness: see Kicillof and 
Starosta (2007, 2011), Bonefeld (2010, 2011) and Carchedi (2011).

4  See Marx (1873: 132; 1867b: 407; 1868: 514).
5  De Angelis proposes a reading of abstract labour starting from the imposed nature of the labour 

process: the worker is forced to the execution of an activity whose organisation lies outside the realm 
of his ‘sensuousness’. The labour is abstracted both from ‘pain, suffering, human brutalisation, bore-
dom, stupidity, etc, that work may imply’ (De Angelis, 1995: 110) and from ‘the forms of organised 
production’ (De Angelis, 1995: 111). If such an interpretation has the merit of pointing out power 
relations in capitalistic labour processes, on the one side it introduces a concept of abstract labour 
as de-concretised labour (a specific form of concrete labour), and on the other, stressing the imposed 
nature of labour, abstract labour becomes a transhistorical category that can be applied wherever we 
find forced labour.

6  A deep critique of the idea of the possible measurement of value accounting labour hours expended 
is put forth by Michael Heinrich. Since abstract labour is a social substance for Heinrich, there is no 
possible measurement other than the process of socialisation itself (Heinrich, 2014: 219). Roberto 
Fineschi distinguishes the concept of measure from the concept of measurement: while commodity 
has an immanent measure in socially necessary labour time, the measurement of socially neces-
sary labour time can be established only in the exchange with money, the measurer. Wanting to  
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determine the magnitude of value measuring concrete labour expended confuses the immanent  
measure with the process of measurement (Fineschi, 2001: 81–3). The act of measurement presup-
poses the socialisation – therefore the relation of the single commodity with the other commodities. 
A different position comes from Bellofiore’s reconstruction of Marx’s theory of value. Building on the 
second and third peculiarities of the equivalent form, Bellofiore stresses the quantitative aspect of 
the universal equivalent in Marx’s presentation. Since the value production is presented in gold, as 
a product of labour, the concrete labour that is embodied in gold as a use-value is the only private 
labour that counts as immediately social labour, mirroring the abstract labour contained in the other 
commodities as their value content (Bellofiore, 1989, 2004).
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Marx studied and wrote about money and finance at frequent intervals from his 
arrival in London in 1849 until late in his working life.1 During his lifetime little 
of this material reached finished form or publication, apart from a short but 
important book (Marx, 1987 [1859]) and a brilliant section at the start of Capital 
Volume 1 on the connection between money and the labour theory of value. In 
recent decades our understanding of what Marx was trying to achieve in his work 
on money and finance has been transformed. The many thousands of pages of 
notes and draft texts in his manuscript archive have been the focus of intensive 
study. Wider discussion has been made possible by the publication of much of 
this material in the magnificent 114 volume MEGA2 edition (Marx and Engels, 
1975–), including especially Marx’s manuscript of 1864–5 (in German, Marx 
(1992); in English, Marx (2016)). This contains the crucial, but rather disorgan-
ised, section on finance, which Engels drastically re-edited and published in 1894 
as Section 5 of his edition of Capital Volume 3. The research work which is trac-
ing the evolution of Marx’s monetary thought is inevitably marked by contro-
versy. But it is now clear that Marx was painstakingly constructing a coherent 
and unique theory of the role of money and finance in capitalist development.

Early in Capital Marx lists the functions of money in the many forms of 
human society which have used money. Notably: as means of exchange, as store 
of wealth, and as means of payment (i.e. debt settlement). But he argues that, as 
capitalism emerges, money develops a new and fundamental role – as measure 
of value. By this he means that there is a strong, though indirect, link between 
money and the labour which is required to produce commodities.

6
Money and Finance
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In the first three chapters of Capital Volume 1, Marx explores the basic catego-
ries which he believes are essential for a political economy which aims to analyse 
a system dominated by the production of commodities for sale. As commodities 
are exchanged, what is being bought and sold is the labour which went into pro-
ducing them. The fundamental role which is required of money in a capitalist 
system is to be the form of expression and the measure of the quantity of abstract 
labour required to make commodities.

Until the 1970s, most students of Marx considered that his account of money 
was hopelessly outdated because he generally uses gold as his example when dis-
cussing money. Since then, however, his central arguments have been explained 
and clarified by scholars, following the pioneering work of Suzanne de Brunhoff 
(1976 [1973]):

1 in capitalism, the fundamental function of money is to act as measure of value, and therefore it 
is linked to abstract labour;

2 this remains true not just for a commodity form of money like gold, but for the other major forms 
of money such as paper notes issued by the State, or cheques and other forms of credit money 
supplied by banks.

By the standards of conventional economic theory these are strange propositions, 
and what is also unorthodox is the logical method Marx uses to explain and 
defend them. He asks: what must money be like if a capitalist economy is to 
function coherently? The reason for this roundabout approach, as Martha 
Campbell explains, is that:

Money is not transparent; it does not reveal value, which underlies it. Rather the concept of 
value had to be established independently in order to interpret money correctly. (1997: 97)

Commodities, Marx argues, have two sorts of value: the qualities that make them 
useful to those who buy them, and the price they will fetch when sold. Capitalism 
is a decentralised system in which producers are independent and only find out 
if the labour they put into making commodities is socially valid by the price they 
get as they sell in competitive markets. But the range of different kinds of labour 
is infinite. Marx argues that there is only one way in which such a system could 
work – if there is a single substance which will allow the prices of commodities 
to be expressed on a uniform general scale, independently of the use value of 
those commodities. Money converts labour into abstract labour, measured as 
socially necessary labour-time.

Money as a measure of value is the necessary form of appearance of the measure of value 
which is immanent in commodities, namely labour-time. (1976: 127)

Early in Volume 1 of Capital Marx patiently spells out the logic by which, in a 
society where commodity production has become general, money develops its 
basic function as measure of value. In and through the everyday buying and 
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selling of commodities, the labour of individual producers comes to be assessed 
as a proportion of the total labour of a given society in a given period:

The value of a commodity expresses that it is a component of the total labour of a society 
and that it embodies some fraction of the total labour of a society. (1976: 127)

This is Marx’s solution to what he calls ‘the riddle of money’ – his explanation 
of why and how, as commodity exchange becomes generalised in a society, 
money must emerge with the monopoly power to buy whatever is for sale.2

Gold is costly to excavate and to use; protecting it from theft is expensive. 
Thus gold has been displaced by cheaper forms of money such as bank cheques 
and currency supplied by central banks. Increasingly these are, in turn, being 
replaced by forms of money based on electronic recording and transfer. Most 
money today is no more than strings of digital code, inscribed in computer mem-
ories. But this is still a material form of money, and necessarily so, as Marx 
argued, if it is to act as a stable medium of calibration and calculation. Every 
dollar has to be kept equal to every other dollar – just as metres and temperature 
degrees need to be of a uniform length. There is as much strictness today in the 
recording and tracking of digital money, as there was when gold coins were being 
added up in the nineteenth-century counting house. Hackers and computer theft 
are as much of a menace to orderly commerce as were counterfeiters or bank 
robbers in an earlier period.

FUNCTIONS OF MONEY IN A CAPITALIST ECONOMY

1 Money as measure of value. As already noted, this, for Marx, is fundamental in a capitalist 
economy, and from it he reconstructs the other main functions of money. A secondary form, 
which is directly derived from money as measure of value, is money of account, i.e. when a price 
is stated but in abstraction from any actual transaction.

2 Money as means of exchange. Money used to buy and sell commodities.
3 Money as store of value. Money can be saved rather than spent. Marx’s term for a cash reserve is 

hoard (Schatzbildung). One of the distinctive elements in Marx’s vision is that money is power –  
not just the power to buy commodities, but more fundamentally, the power to set labour in 
motion, and therefore the power to secure surplus-value for whoever owns money which can be 
used as capital. When money is used as a store of value, what is involved is the preservation of 
the power of money over time, and the ability to transmit that power across geographical space, 
different currency zones, and through changes of ownership.

4 Money as means of payment (i.e. debt settlement). When credit is given and buyers are allowed 
time to pay, money acts as a means of settling the debt so created. Here money serves as a 
medium in which contracts are expressed and discharged. This is the basis for the major form of 
money in modern societies – credit money. Cheques are IOUs issued by banks, and the central 
bank supervises the system so that convertibility at par is maintained between bank credit 
money and the notes and coins issued by the central bank.3

5 World money. Marx is unusual in treating money’s international role as a separate function. 
Since the Gold Standard ended, the currencies of the major economic powers, led by the US 
dollar, have been used internationally to borrow, invest, hold reserves, and pay off debt.
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Money becomes capital when used in ways which make more money for its 
owner. Central in Marx’s political economy is the circuit of industrial capital.4 In 
this an initial sum of money is used to buy means of production and pay wages. 
As commodities are produced, workers are paid only for part of their labour-
time. The rest – unpaid labour-time – is surplus-value. When commodities are 
sold their value is converted back into money – and, after costs of production 
have been met, the remaining surplus-value is retained as profit. Marx notes how 
credit processes become an element in the circuit of productive capital. People 
with money to invest can lend it to an industrial capitalist who, in return, will pay 
over part of the profit to the lender in the form of interest. Marx distinguishes 
between the rentier who supplies interest-bearing capital and the functioning 
capitalist who needs capital to expand operations, and who repays borrowed 
money, with interest, out of profits.

Starting from this deceptively simple foundation Marx constructs an increas-
ingly complex analysis of capitalist finance. His first move is to explain why 
banks are a necessary development.

WHY BANKS?

Central to Marx’s account of banks and other financial institutions within the 
capitalist system is the argument that some of the functions they perform allow 
overall rates of profitability to be greater than they would otherwise have been. 
He stresses the double role which finance plays in the accumulation process. The 
disruptive and larcenous power of the financial system is rooted in the equally 
powerful cost-cutting, profit-enhancing contribution it can make to the circuit of 
capital reproduction. Thus, for example, Marx’s analysis of banks has two 
dimensions. They are seen as a necessary and inevitable development in capital-
ist economy because of the positive contribution they make to lowering costs of 
production and increasing profits. But banks and other firms in the financial 
system are able to develop the power to siphon off more than their due share of 
profits, to engage in lucrative swindles, and, on occasion, to expose the produc-
tive system to highly damaging crises.

It is important to stress, as Marx does, the difference between capital employed 
in the business of banking, on the one hand, and interest-bearing capital, on  
the other. Historically banks developed from what Marx calls money-dealing 
capital – specialised capital which emerged in centres of early capitalism such 
as Amsterdam and Hamburg and whose business was to provide financial ser-
vices for industrial and commercial capitals. These included the holding of work-
ing reserves of cash, making and receiving payments, and keeping accounts. 
The money dealers also developed an important role in the making of interna-
tional payments and in managing the gold and silver used to settle debts abroad. 
Thus Marx portrays the category of money-dealing capital (initially a branch of 
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commercial capital in his account) as evolving into the banking system, which 
is a necessary element in a fully developed capitalism. Banking capital carries 
out key functions in the phases of exchange which are part of the circuits of 
production and reproduction of capital. These are, for example, the maintenance 
of accounts, the making of payments, the safe keeping of deposits, and the inter-
national exchange of currencies. Because these functions are indispensable, and 
because of the large economies of scale which specialised banks can achieve, 
banking capital shares in the distribution of total surplus-value and is subject to 
the same processes of equalisation of profit as operate for industrial capital.

The banking system also develops a crucial function in the allocation of capi-
tal. Firms build up stocks of idle money at various points in the circuit of capi-
tal. For example, they may accumulate cash in order to finance occasional large 
investment projects. Instead of lying dormant until required, the cash reserves of 
companies can be passed over to the banks, on-lent by them, and thus converted 
into active money capital. Capitalism abhors idle capital as much as idle employ-
ees, and by centralising the cash reserves of firms, the banking system can reduce 
to a minimum the proportion of total reserves which individual companies need 
to keep available in liquid form to meet their working requirements.

Banks also create linkages between the circuit of productive capital and other 
sectors of the economy. Marx notes that banks make available for investment the 
temporarily unoccupied money, not just of companies, but of all social classes. 
He writes (1981: 529) that, ‘small sums which are incapable of functioning as 
money capital by themselves are combined into great masses and thus form a 
monetary power’.

Marx repeatedly underscores the centralising function that banks play in rela-
tion to the savings and reserves both of capitals and individuals, and the power 
which this role gives to banks as allocators of capital:

The business of banking consists … in concentrating money capital for loan in large masses 
in the bank’s hands, so that, instead of the individual lender of money, it is the bankers as 
representatives of all lenders of money who confront the industrial and commercial capital-
ists. They become the general managers of money capital … they concentrate the borrowers 
vis-à-vis all the lenders, in so far as they borrow for the entire world of trade. (1981: 528)

The financial system allows industrial capitals to increase their rate of profit by 
accelerating turnover. A firm need not wait until the commodities it produces are 
sold to realise the money value of its output.5 It can borrow from a bank, using 
as collateral the IOUs supplied by its creditors. These were called bills of 
exchange in Marx’s period and, as he explains, the monetisation of these com-
mercial debts was then a major element in banking profitability. Marx’s analysis 
of bills of exchange can now be seen as a pioneering study of securitisation – the 
techniques of debt commodification which in recent years have made possible a 
huge increase in the size and profitability of finance, but have also made the 
system vulnerable to new and highly damaging forms of crisis, as for example in 
2007–12 in the USA and Europe.
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Credit can drive an acceleration in the scale of productive operations. Note the 
summary by Engels of a longer text which Marx added to the French edition of 
Capital Volume 1 in 1872:

Not only is [the development of the credit system] itself a new and mighty weapon in the 
battle of competition. By unseen threads it also draws the disposable money, scattered 
across the surface of society, into the hands of individual or associated capitalists. It is the 
specific machine for the centralisation of capitals … In its turn centralisation … shortens and 
quickens the transformation of separate processes of production into processes socially 
combined and carried out on a large scale … the productivity of labour is made to ripen as 
in a hothouse. (1976: 778)

Marx saw credit mechanisms as central in the internationalisation of capitalism 
and in technological development. He writes that:

The English, for example, are forced to lend their capital to other countries in order to create 
a market for their commodities. Overproduction, the credit system etc., are means whereby 
capitalist production seeks to break through its own barriers and to produce over and 
beyond its own limits … Hence crises arise, which simultaneously drive it onward and 
beyond [its own limits] and force it to put on seven-league boots, in order to reach a devel-
opment of the productive forces which could be achieved only very slowly within its own 
limits. (1972: 122)

FICTITIOUS CAPITAL

Marx notes that central to the operation of a financial system is the creation of 
contractual obligations to be discharged in the future. Such contracts Marx refers 
to as fictitious capital. There are two major forms. First, shares, which represent a 
permanent transfer of money capital to a firm to finance its activities. In Marx’s 
period, joint-stock companies were developing, especially for large-scale enter-
prises in mining, banking, railways, and in international trade, all of which required 
the tying up of capital for long periods of time. Second, bonds, IOUs given by a 
borrower to a lender, promising to repay money at some date in the future, and 
indicating a rate of interest, this being usually fixed rather than floating.

Fictitious capital is created as companies raise capital by issuing shares or by 
giving bonds in exchange for money borrowed. Shares and bonds are the form of 
legal entitlement which owners of interest-bearing capital receive as they commit 
money which they own to finance the operations of companies. Both shares and 
bonds are legal claims on part of the stream of future income to be generated by a 
company. Shares are also titles of ownership of part of the productive assets oper-
ated by the company, but Marx argues that such titles must still be considered as 
fictitious, since the owner of a share is not able to realise it directly in the form of 
any part of the real capital which he or she nominally owns. The owner of shares 
in a railway company cannot trade them in for a few rails or a wagon. A share 
is no more than a piece of paper. The money paid over when the share was first 
issued has long ago been spent. What remains are what Marx calls:
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[p]aper duplicates of annihilated capital … the ownership titles to joint-stock companies, 
railways, mines, etc are genuinely titles to real capital. Yet they give no control over this 
capital. The capital cannot be withdrawn. They give only a legal claim to the surplus value 
that this capital is to produce. (1981: 608)

Marx speaks of a paper world consisting of securities in the form of legal con-
tracts entitling their owner to part of future flows of surplus-value in the form of 
interest or dividends (1981: 622).

He argues that the contribution which the banks make to profitability by reduc-
ing the costs of the reproduction of capital are closely associated with the many 
ways in which the financial system plays a parasitic role in relation to productive 
capital. For example, the productive system is exposed to damage as speculative 
movements of finance distort valuations on whose accuracy efficient allocation 
of capital depends. The many swindles which flourish, especially in a speculative 
boom, are noted in Capital. Marx comments that the development of the joint-
stock company allowed the emergence of:

[a] new financial aristocracy, a new kind of parasite, in the guise of company promoters, 
speculators and merely nominal directors – an entire system of swindling and cheating with 
respect to the promotion of companies, issue of shares and share dealings … private produc-
tion unchecked by private ownership. (1981: 569)

Marx argued that, as money capital accumulates in a society, and the banking 
system develops by collecting money capital and directing it to capitals in the 
productive circuit, there are two important consequences. First, as I have noted 
earlier, a division develops between two sorts of capitalists. Those who own 
money capital, the rentiers, and those who lend it to the functioning capitalists, 
namely those who operate businesses in production or commerce. Thus Marx 
makes a clear distinction between capital as property and capital as function. The 
money capitalist secures a share in surplus-value in the form of interest or divi-
dends, entitlement to which is based on contract. Marx anticipates later discus-
sion of the managerial revolution, as, ‘the transformation of the actual functioning 
capitalist into a mere manager, in charge of other people’s capital, and of the 
capital owner into a mere owner, a mere money capitalist’ (1981: 567).

The second consequence of the development of money capital on a large scale, 
is that certain illusions become widespread. Money is deposited in a bank; a year 
later the money is still there, it seems, but has grown in the meanwhile by the 
amount of interest paid by the bank to its owner. It becomes easy to forget what 
has happened in the interim – that (in the paradigm case) the bank has lent the 
money to a functioning capitalist, and that the interest paid to the bank on this 
loan is a share of the profits made by the active use of the money as productive 
capital. But in the calculations of the rentier who has lent money to the bank, its 
active use as capital is readily obscured. It becomes easy for the rentier to think 
of the growth of money capital via interest payments as an automatic process. In 
interest-bearing capital, Marx writes, the relationship between capital and labour, 
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‘reaches its most superficial and fetishised form’. Money capital appears as a 
mysterious and self-creating source of interest and so generates its own increase. 
It comes to seem, ‘as completely the property of money to create value, to yield 
interest, as it is the property of a pear tree to bear pears’ (1981: 516):

Interest-bearing capital is the consummate automatic fetish, the self-expanding value, the 
money-making money, and in this form it no longer bears any trace of its origin. The social 
relation is consummated as a relation of things (money, commodities) to themselves. 
(1972: 455)

Marx considered the distinction between fictitious capital and real capital to be 
vital, and the failure to make that distinction clearly to be a major source of ideo-
logical mystification. For the individual who holds it, the government bond 
represents capital. The right to a flow of interest which it embodies can be sold 
to someone else and the bond thus realised as money capital. But what is capital 
for the individual owner, is not capital for the state, which pays the interest out 
of tax revenue. ‘The capital of the national debt remains purely fictitious’ (1981: 
596). The influence on security prices of prevailing interest rates, and of judge-
ments about future interest rate levels, and (in the case of shares) about future 
flows of dividends, means that the prices of assets on financial markets move 
independently of the value of the underlying real assets. Marx argues that this 
fact has strong ideological consequences. ‘The independent movement of the 
values of these ownership titles – not only those of government bonds, but also 
of shares – strengthens the illusion that they constitute real capital besides the 
capital or claim to which they may give title’ (1981: 598). From the point of view 
of their owners, these paper claims are saleable commodities and can therefore 
be transformed into capital in the money form. But from a social point of view, 
claims on surplus-value are not capital, but a deduction from the total of availa-
ble value. This kind of inversion between appearance and underlying reality is a 
characteristic product of interest-bearing capital, which is, writes Marx, ‘the 
mother of every insane form, so that debts, for example, can appear as commodi-
ties in the mind of the banker’ (1981: 596).

Marx notes the power which the centralisation of capital allocation in the 
banking system gives to those who control that system. He carefully studied how 
the 1844–5 Bank Acts had the consequence that, in the credit shortage of the 
1847 crisis, interest rates could be forced up to very high levels. The passage 
of this legislation reflected the power of the bankers in and around the Bank of 
England who stood to profit from high interest rates. Marx comments bitterly on 
the power given to banks and other financial capitals by the centralising mecha-
nisms of credit:

The credit system, which has its focal point in the allegedly national banks and the big 
money-lenders and usurers that surround them, is one enormous centralisation and gives 
this class of parasites [dieser Parasitenklasse] a fabulous power not only to decimate the 
industrial capitalists periodically but also to interfere in the actual production in the most 
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dangerous manner … The Acts of 1844 and 1845 are proof of the growing power of these 
bandits [dieser Banditen], added to whom are the financiers and stockjobbers. (1981: 678)

Marx also stresses the ways in which the role of the financial system varies 
through the business cycle, and how finance acts to magnify the oscillations of 
the cycle. It is here that he identifies a deeper level at which the financial system 
implements the law of value – in encouraging the build-up of financial fragility, 
the subsequent bankruptcies of weaker companies, the destruction of less com-
petitive and profitable capitals, and a general devaluation of existing industrial 
capital. This allows recovery from recession and a renewed upsurge in profits 
and growth.

Marx sees capitalism as originating in an already internationalised economy, 
and credit processes as playing a central role in the successive rise of leading 
economies:

Along with the national debt there arose an international credit system, which often con-
ceals one of the sources of primitive accumulation in this or that people. Thus the villainies 
of the Venetian system of robbery formed one of the secret foundations of Holland’s wealth 
in capital, for Venice in her years of decadence lent large sums of money to Holland. There 
is a similar relationship between Holland and England. By the beginning of the eighteenth 
century, Holland’s manufacturers had been far outstripped. It had ceased to be a nation 
predominant in commerce and industry. One of its main lines of business, therefore, from 
1701 to 1776, was the lending out of enormous amounts of capital, especially to its great 
rival England.6

The same thing is going on today between England and the United States. A great deal of 
capital which appears today in the United States without any birth-certificate, was yesterday, 
in England, the capitalised blood of children. (1976: 920)

Marx never forgets that, beneath the fetishised surface, the ultimate source of 
financial wealth and profitability is the exploitation of workers. Sometimes this 
is made directly explicit – as here, in the reference to child labour.7

CONTEMPORARY EMPIRICAL RESEARCH AND CONTROVERSIES

I have space only for a brief review of some of the ways in which Marx’s work 
on money and finance has been developed and debated in the recent literature. 
The influence of Hilferding’s Finance Capital, published in 1910, continues to 
be pervasive. The organisational structure of capital is generally very different 
now in comparison with the Central European pattern analysed by Hilferding – a 
distinctive fusion of financial and industrial companies into conglomerates con-
trolled by the banks. But Hilferding updates Marx’s account of financial markets 
in perceptive ways, and poses questions about the power of finance which are as 
relevant now as in his period.

François Chesnais makes the term finance capital central to a recent book 
which can be commended as one of the most comprehensive Marxist studies of 
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finance now available. Banks and industrial firms remain separate enterprises in 
most countries today and are not merged into single enterprises, but as Chesnais 
perceptively explains:

Contemporary capitalism confronts us with the simultaneous and combined centralisation/
concentration of money capital, industrial capital and merchant or commercial capital … The 
parasitic traits of interest-bearing capital intuited by Marx and later emphasised by Lenin 
permeate the operations of all money, commercial and industrial capital alike. (2016: 8)

Defined in this way finance capital refers to the interlinked operations and col-
laborative power of the largest corporations and banks in the major economies. 
Chesnais notes, however, that it is the smaller firms which are more exposed to 
the predatory power of banks and the threat of leveraged buy-out by private 
equity companies. Hilferding’s treatment of power in relation to the organisa-
tional configuration of finance and industry continues to have a wide influence 
in current research.8

FINANCIALISATION VS RATE OF PROFIT AS CAUSE OF 
STAGNATION AND CRISIS

This question continues to be a major focus of controversy. The work of Gérard 
Duménil and Dominique Lévy combines careful statistical research with a broad 
historical sweep, and focuses mainly on the USA. Their data indicates that four 
major economic crises have hit the USA since Marx’s period. They argue (2011) 
that the crises of the 1890s and the 1970s were caused by a fall in the rate of 
profit in the USA as well as other major economies. However, they strongly hold 
that the Great Depression of the 1930s, and the crisis of 2008, were not caused 
by profit decline, but rather by a previous rapid over-expansion of the financial 
sector. In both of these cases, the concentrated power of finance had been used 
by the owners of capital – the rentier class – to drain money capital out of the 
productive system. Investment in the productive economy became insufficient to 
support a vast increase in financial claims of all sorts, and crisis ensued. Like 
many other researchers, Duménil and Lévy stress shareholder value in the 
run-up to the 2008 crisis – the ways in which, from the 1980s onwards, the 
owners of companies developed the organised power to force companies to pay 
out high dividends and to buy-back shares rather than expand investment and 
production. Lavish salaries and stock options were used to persuade executives 
to implement these processes of value extraction from the corporate sector.

As against this type of explanation, a number of influential Marxist research-
ers hold that all major capitalist crises have a single underlying cause – a decline 
in the rate of profit. Michael Roberts, for example, writes that:

Each crisis of capitalism has its own characteristics. The trigger in 2008 was the huge expan-
sion of fictitious capital that eventually collapsed when real value expansion could no longer 
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sustain it, as the ratio of house prices to household income reached extremes. But such 
‘triggers’ are not causes. Behind them is a general cause of crisis: the law of the tendency of 
the rate of profit to fall. (2016: 26)9

No one questions that the 2008 crisis was financial in an immediate sense. US 
banks had lent far too much in mortgages to several million home owners who 
were not in a position to sustain repayments if house prices began to fall – as they 
did in the USA in 2007. The mortgage-originating banks had created vast numbers 
of securities based on the future flow of mortgage repayments and these had been 
widely sold to other banks and investment funds in Europe as well as the USA. As 
mortgage defaults soared, the value of these securities tanked and the fact that some 
major banks were facing imminent collapse caused the global banking system to 
seize up – with a traumatic and immediate impact on trade credit, international 
trade, and employment. Household finance played a crucial role in the causation of 
the crisis. Here Atif Mian and Amir Sufi (2014) have provided an outstanding study 
of the role of mortgage default in the USA as the cause of a crash in house prices 
and resulting large fall in consumer demand. This, in turn, resulted in an increase 
in unemployment and a hit to profits. Thus, the implication of their analysis is that 
falling profits were a consequence, not an underlying cause, of crisis.

Research has also focused on why there was a huge increase in the supply of 
what Marx called loanable capital flowing into the banks in the pre-2008 period. 
The size of these inflows – together with central bank easy money policies – 
resulted in historically low levels of interest rates and huge pressure on the banks 
to find borrowers. The billions of dollars lent in subprime mortgages in the USA 
was one result of this pressure. The tide of loanable capital had three main sources: 
corporate cash reserves as profits stayed high and investment fell; the money capi-
tal of the rising numbers of the ultra-wealthy; and the financial flows which were 
the counterpart to international trade deficits, especially that of the USA. For an 
exploration of the role of surplus loanable capital as one of the underlying causes 
of the crisis, see Jim Kincaid (2016).

On the specific logics at work in the financial crisis, Simon Mohun (2016) 
offers a lucid explanation of how international banks had become highly interde-
pendent via the repo system in which banks borrowed securities from each other 
on a huge scale. Mohun explains how, as the interbank market began to seize 
up in 2008, feedback and amplification processes came into play which rapidly 
deepened the crisis into one of exceptional severity.

But what caused the huge increase in the size and weight of the financial 
system which underlay the disastrous shock wave of 2008? Here writers such 
as Michael Roberts (2016) argue that the key driver of financialisation was the 
inadequacy of profit rates in the productive sector. Firms found they could get 
a better return by using their capital to speculate in financial markets and these 
grew explosively. In the run-up to the crisis, shareholder value pressures were of 
secondary importance. Its underlying and decisive cause was low profitability. 
The same applied to the Eurozone crisis of 2010–12.10



MONEY AND FINANCE 113

The thesis that the basic cause of financialisation was a low profit rate in 
industry has been criticised from a number of different directions – and, in my 
opinion, convincingly. For example, estimates of profitability in the USA are 
based on National Accounts data which cannot cover tax evasion and thus does 
not take account of the trillions of profits laundered by companies through tax 
havens.11 Current research is tracing the ways in which tax avoidance operations 
have been central to contemporary financialisation in the global corporate sector. 
This is an important strand in the powerful account which Cédric Durand has 
developed in a recent book (2017). Profitability world-wide, he argues, is more 
than high enough to support much greater investment than present levels. He 
finds evidence that institutional investors have been using their power of control 
to compel companies to set very high hurdles for return on prospective invest-
ment, and to distribute to shareholders the spare capital released by restricting 
investment. Durand also argues that financialisation and tax evasion are central 
to the siphoning off, by companies based in the rich countries, of much of the 
value created by a doubling, in recent decades, of the global workforce avail-
able for surplus-value extraction – an extra 1.5 billion workers, mainly in poor 
countries, and mostly paid low wages. Here Durand’s account takes its place in a 
large literature in which finance is analysed as a key element in patterns of global 
domination by the advanced countries, led by the USA.12

Costas Lapavitsas has also strongly attacked the low profit explanation for 
financialisation. He argues that to see the explosive growth of the financial sys-
tem as only a kind of overspill from the productive sector is to fatally underplay 
the dynamism of finance, its greed, and its effectiveness at extracting profit from 
lending to households as well as to industry.13 Lapavitsas notes that, since the 
early 1990s, there has been a profound change in the world banking system. 
Increasingly, the corporations have cut down on borrowing from banks having 
found it more profitable to raise capital by issuing bonds. Short-term corporate 
reserves are lent out more lucratively on the money markets, not kept in banks. 
Yet most big banks have remained amazingly profitable. They have achieved this 
by tapping into two other sources of revenue: (1) the extraction of cash from busi-
nesses through fees, notably via an advisory role in takeovers and other forms 
of restructuring of ownership of companies; and (2) lending on a vast scale to 
the household sector. In both of these activities the banks have proved endlessly 
fertile in developing ingenious swindles.

The explosive growth of bond markets and of derivatives has provoked 
renewed interest in Marx’s analysis of fictitious capital. The two dimensions of 
Marx’s account are given due weight in the literature. On the one hand, finan-
cial markets as parasitic – developing according to their own speculative logic 
and imposing damage on the productive system, jobs, and living standards. On 
the other, finance as implementing a form of capitalist rationality – a system of 
regulation imposing Marx’s law of value, his term for the competitive pressures 
on firms to use means of production efficiently and to maximise the extraction 
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of surplus-value. Consider, for example, the debt crises and exchange rate crises 
of the emerging economies starting with Mexico in 1982, through the East Asian 
crisis of 1997 to Argentina in 2001. The IMF provided rescue finance, but, in 
alliance with the banks and financial markets, imposed the agenda known as the 
Washington Consensus. This forced an abandonment of import-substitution strat-
egies of development, and effected a currency depreciation which cut wages and 
state welfare. Governments were compelled to open their borders to capital flows 
and to allow local resources of labour and means of production to be bought up 
by international firms at bargain-basement prices.

One form of fictitious capital has been crucial as a source of both the profit-
ability and the instability of the modern banking system. Dick Bryan and Michael 
Rafferty (2006) have produced a path-breaking Marxist analysis of derivatives, 
suggesting that they have become vital in allowing capital to establish a single 
dimension of commensurability for a wide range of risks that might affect future 
operations. The pricing of derivatives acts as a system of capitalist calculation 
which in turn enables risk to be commodified. The trading of risk via derivatives 
allows firms to insure against future price changes which would affect their prof-
itability – a change in exchange rates, for example, or in interest rates, or in the 
prices of raw material inputs. Here Bryan and Rafferty have opened up a large 
agenda for further research. See, for example, an ambitious book by Sotiropoulos 
et al. (2013) in which derivatives and risk management are central to the analysis. 
They use insights from Althusser (on ideology) and Foucault (on governmental-
ity) to develop Marx’s thesis of fictitious capital as fetish, and argue that pricing 
in financial markets acts as a disciplining technology of class power. Two final 
chapters usefully help to qualify their sometimes exaggerated view of the capital-
ist rationality of derivatives trading.

CONCLUSION

I have briefly illustrated some of the wide range of ways in which Marx’s theo-
risation of money and finance is being deployed in the current literature. The 
many differences of emphasis, and the disagreements, I hopefully believe to be 
an indicator of the vitality of the research agenda. Among contributors to the 
literature there is general agreement about some key points. Despite the efforts 
of governments and central banks to reform and control the financial system, the 
present situation remains deeply unstable. Debt levels around the world continue 
to rise. The rate of growth in output, productivity, and investment is insufficient 
to validate the mounting mass of bonds, equities, and other forms of fictitious 
capital. Inequalities of wealth and income continue to deepen. Financialisation is 
not about how the City or Wall Street abuse productive capital. What is at stake 
is a deeper process in which governments and finance capital combine to transfer 
the costs of crisis onto labour and the less powerful sections of society – in wage 
and welfare cuts, increased unemployment, and the destruction of communities.
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Notes

 1  For comments on this chapter and on allied work, thanks to Pete Green and Demet Dinler.
 2  There are lucid accounts of Marx’s complex argument about money and value in Capital Vol. 1 in Itoh 

and Lapavitsas (1999) and Harvey (2010). Note however some differences of emphasis. The two for-
mer authors do not believe that Marx has convincingly established a money-abstract labour-time con-
nection. Harvey argues that he has. For two rigorous accounts of the logic Marx uses in his analysis 
of money, see Campbell (1997) and Murray’s brilliant (1990) book. However, neither of these writers 
say much about Marx’s linkage of money with labour-time. See also Moseley (2005). How far Marx’s 
theory of exploitation requires that money reflects labour-time remains a controversial question.

 3  Thus modern money is a hybrid form interlinking state currency and private bank credit (Lapavitsas, 
2013, 2017). There is a continuing debate between the chartalist school who sees the role of the 
state as fundamental, and those who stress, as Marx did, the roots of modern money in private capi-
talist transactions. See Shaikh (2016: 667–723) for a lucid discussion of Marx’s monetary theory in 
relation to other theoretical currents both mainstream and alternative.

 4  Industrial here refers to the production of services as well as goods.
 5  The large effect of turnover time on the rate of profit is analysed at length in Marx (1992: 233–424).
 6  Arrighi (1994) builds on these insights into the role of international credit in his fascinating account 

of successive cycles in the development of capitalism, those led by Genoa, Venice, Holland, the UK 
and the USA.

 7  Marx even finds a place in the text of Capital to record the names and voices of exploited children. 
William Wood, for example, 9 years old, who starts work at 6 am in a pottery kiln – ‘I work till 9 
o’clock at night six days in the week’. Or J. Murray, 12 years of age, who says: ‘I turn jigger and run 
moulds. I come at 6 am. Sometimes I come at 4 am. I worked all night last night, till 6 o’clock this 
morning. l have not been in bed since the night before last’ (1976: 354).

 8  Notable examples include Durand (2017), Sotiropoulos et al. (2015), and Marois (2012) in his out-
standing study of emerging finance capital in Mexico and Turkey.

 9  For similar arguments, see Carchedi (2011), Callinicos (2014), and Freeman (2016). See also Harvey 
(2016) for a robust challenge to what he condemns as the monocausality of the falling rate of profit 
position – and the reply by Roberts in the same book.

10  On the causes of the Eurozone crisis, strong evidence to support financialisation rather than falling 
profits is presented by contributors to two outstanding books edited by Lapavitsas in 2012.

11  This is explicit in the US National Accounts, in which the particular tables which are the major source for 
the US rate of profit calculation cover only profits domestically generated. The concealment of corporate 
profits via transfer through tax havens is examined in an important book by Zucman (2013).

12  See, for example, Desai (2013), Guttmann (2016), Harvey (2003), Norfield (2016), Panitch and Gin-
din (2012), and Panitch and Konings (2008). See also the value chain analysis in Smith (2016), 
though this book has been criticised because it portrays exploitation as operating between rich and 
poor nations, rather than classes.

13  But see the critique of Lapavitsas’ analysis in Fine (2010).
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INTRODUCTION

The centrality of the notion of ‘labour’ in Marx’s critical social theory and in 
particular its determining character as the key to his materialist perspective on 
human society and its historical development, seem to be beyond dispute.1 It is 
also quite uncontroversial, at least on the basis of textual evidence, that Marx 
presented the simplest or most general determination of labour as consisting in 
the conscious and voluntary transformation of external nature by human beings 
in order to appropriate its potentialities for the satisfaction of human needs. 
Controversies arise, however, when it comes to establishing if Marx was right, 
whether in his views on the essential determinations of labour or concerning its 
defining role in the constitution and development of the forms of existence of 
human subjectivity.

Against the backdrop of these debates, this chapter will provide a compre-
hensive discussion of the notion of labour in Marxian social theory, with the 
aim of providing a systematic reconstruction of the ‘unity of its many determi-
nations’, which appear scattered in Marx’s own writings. In order to do so, it 
will address the multiple dimensions and aspects associated with this essential 
concept, both as they were originally formulated by Marx and in some of the 
main subsequent debates outside and within Marxism to which the former gave 
rise. Taking as the point of departure the simplest determination of human labour 
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as conscious life-activity, this chapter will probe further into the different, more 
concrete determinations which comprise the material character of production and 
its changing historical modes of existence. Through this close scrutiny of the 
concept of labour, the chapter will make two fundamental points. In the first, and 
substantively, it will bring out the centrality of the material determinations of 
human productive subjectivity for the comprehension of the content and histori-
cal trajectory of society. Second, and formally, it will show that it is possible to 
find an underlying ‘systematic’ unity which articulates those different determina-
tions of the Marxian concept of labour into a ‘concrete whole’.

MARX’S DISCOVERY OF LABOUR, OR CONSCIOUS LIFE-ACTIVITY, 
AS HUMANITY’S ‘SPECIES-BEING’

Marx’s discovery of the centrality of labour to social life can be traced back to 
the Paris Manuscripts of 1844 (Marx, 1992a [1844]) and was a direct result of 
Marx’s first attempt at the critical investigation of the specific nature of modern 
society through the critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (1991 [1821]), i.e. 
through an analysis of bourgeois political forms. As Marx himself tells us in the 
short intellectual ‘autobiography’ found in the Preface to the Contribution to the 
Critique of Political Economy (1992b [1859], the main conclusion he reached 
was that the key to the comprehension of the specific nature of capitalist society 
was not to be found in the critique of the doctrine of the state. Instead, the critique 
of modern society had to start with the critique of political economy in order to, 
then, continue into a critique of the state (1992b [1859]: 425–6). The former was 
the science that was able to penetrate the ‘internal physiology’ of the modern 
world to be found in ‘civil society’ and, more precisely, in ‘private property’.

In light of this conclusion, in the 1844 Manuscripts (1992a [1844]) Marx turns 
his attention to the material reproduction of human life as the key to the under-
standing of society and its historical development. As Arthur points out, in that 
early text Marx ‘for the first time … attributes fundamental ontological signifi-
cance to productive activity. Through material production humanity comes to be 
what it is … material production is the “mediation” in which the unity of man 
with nature is established’ (1986: 5). In other words, Marx identifies labour or 
productive activity as the specific form in which humanity reproduces its exis-
tence as part of nature.

This means that although the human life-process undoubtedly possesses its 
qualitatively differentiated ‘species-character’, constituted by ‘the nature of its 
life activity’ (Marx, 1992a [1844]: 328), it nonetheless remains a concrete form 
of the natural life-process in general. In this sense, labour realizes in its own 
peculiar fashion the determinations entailed by any form of life-activity, namely: 
being a natural process of self-reproduction through the material interchange with 
‘inorganic nature’, which is ‘life-producing-life’ (Marx, 1992a [1844]: 328).2 
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Consequently, in order fully to account for the specificity of labour, Marx also 
needed to further uncover its immanent more abstract determination as a mode of 
existence of ‘life activity in general’, of ‘species-life’ as such.

Marx’s clearest rendition of this immanent natural content in the determina-
tion of human productive activity can be found in a passage from the third of 
the Paris Manuscripts, in the context of his critique of both idealism (Hegel) 
and (abstract) materialism (Feuerbach) from the viewpoint of what he calls at 
this stage ‘consistent naturalism or humanism’, which is the ‘only [perspective] 
capable of comprehending the process of world history’ (1992a [1844]: 389):

Man is directly a natural being. As a natural being and as a living natural being he is on the 
one hand equipped with natural powers, with vital powers, he is an active natural being; 
these powers exist in him as dispositions and capacities, as drives. On the other hand, as a 
natural, corporeal, sensuous, objective being he is a suffering, conditioned and limited being, 
like animals and plants. That is to say, the objects of his drives exist outside him as objects 
independent of him; but these objects are objects of his need, essential objects, indispensa-
ble to the exercise and confirmation of his essential powers. (Marx, 1992a [1844]: 389–90)

As with any living natural being, the relation of the human being to nature con-
sists of a process whereby the individual actualizes its own bodily ‘vital’ pow-
ers (i.e. what a few years later Marx and Engels in the German Ideology (1976 
[1845]) would term its ‘corporeal organization’), with the purpose of appropriat-
ing the objective potentialities immanent in their natural environment. This is the 
material process that, later in his life, Marx would refer to as the ‘metabolism 
between man and nature’ (Marx, 1976a [1867]: 133). Moreover, as with every 
animal life-form, this involves the material expenditure of the living individual’s 
corporeality in order to act upon external nature in a particular fashion corre-
sponding to its species-determination, whose end result is the appropriation and 
consumption of the ‘essential objects’ that satisfy its needs, thereby reconstitut-
ing and transforming the materiality of its bodily existence.

Thus, the defining qualitative attribute of the living individual lies in the mate-
rial potential to self-reproduce; that is, to posit through their own activity the 
renewal of the conditions for their continued existence as an ‘objective natural 
being’. This material potential for self-reproduction is expressed in their cognitive 
capacity, which is constituted by their vital, living power to recognize the mutual 
‘affinity’ between their own material potentialities and those of their objective 
environment (Iñigo Carrera, 2007: 43–4). Through the exercise of their cognizing 
activity, the living individual has therefore the power to satisfy their own needs 
by organizing and regulating the actual unfolding of their bodily action upon 
external nature. On the basis of all these determinations, the living individual 
is determined as subject, they are endowed with subjectivity (as opposed to the 
sheer objectivity of non-living forms of nature).

According to Marx’s discussion in the Paris Manuscripts, in its simplest 
expression the distinctiveness of the human species-being (hence of human sub-
jectivity proper) appears at first sight to involve a merely quantitative difference 
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from animal life-forms, one of degree of universality in the scope of its appropria-
tion of inorganic nature (Marx, 1992a [1844]: 329). However, Marx stresses that 
underlying this quantitative difference there is a qualitative specificity in human 
subjectivity, which he finds in the fact that the human being has conscious life-
activity (1992a [1844]: 328). Hence, Marx saw the specifically human form of 
the natural life-process in the fact that human beings regulate the appropriation of 
the objective powers of the natural environment through the organization of the 
externalization of their own vital powers by means of thought, conscious cogni-
tion or knowledge, that is, by ideally appropriating nature’s potentialities as the 
necessary first step before its real appropriation through the effective unfolding 
of action. In other words, human beings are not simply bearers of subjectivity, but 
also know or recognize themselves as subjects in the process of affirming their 
species-powers, thereby ‘making life activity itself an object of [their] will and 
consciousness’ (1992a [1844]: 328).

Now, as Marx and Engels clarified some years later in The German Ideology 
against the backdrop of the Young Hegelians’ ‘empty phrases about conscious-
ness devoid of any material premises’ (1976 [1845]: 37), this conscious subjec-
tivity is but the expression of the fact that human beings ‘can be distinguished 
from animals by consciousness, by religion or anything else you like’, but ‘they 
themselves distinguish themselves from animals as soon as they begin to produce 
their means of subsistence’ (1976 [1845]: 31). In other words, in this text Marx 
and Engels want to throw into relief the immanent material connection between 
the determination of consciousness as a distinctively human attribute and the fun-
damentally mediated character of the human being’s life-process. Their emphasis 
on the production of means of subsistence is therefore meant to stress the distinc-
tively transformative mode of the process of metabolic exchange with nature as 
the simplest content of the human species-being which takes on a more devel-
oped mode of existence in the form of their conscious and voluntary being.

As Sayers (2007: 434) aptly emphasizes, the primordial and most general 
determination of human labour, which qualitatively distinguishes it from the 
broadly unmediated character of the life-process of non-human animals, is to 
be ‘form-giving’ life-activity.3 Thus, in The German Ideology Marx and Engels 
stress that the conscious and voluntary form taken by the human life-process is 
not a dogmatic ‘philosophical postulate’ but a determinate, ‘empirically verifi-
able’, objective natural expression of the ‘corporeal (or bodily) organization’ 
of ‘living human individuals and their consequent relation to the rest of nature’ 
(Marx and Engels, 1976 [1845]: 31). Although in the latter text Marx and Engels 
do not ‘go into the actual corporeal nature of man’ (1976 [1845]: 31), it is clear, 
as Fracchia (2005) remarks, that this ‘corporeal organization’ entails, in the first 
place, the evolutionary emergence of the human brain as the bodily instrument 
whose functioning is expressed in the form of consciousness. But, in the sec-
ond place, Fracchia rightly adds that it is also evident that the development of 
the specific configuration of the human brain has been in turn the outcome of 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM122

prior evolutionary changes in the corporeal organization of hominids eventually 
leading to the Homo Sapiens, all of which made possible the transformative 
or productive character of its mode of life based on labour: opposable thumbs, 
bipedalism, binocular vision, etc. (Fracchia, 2008: 39). This emphasis on the 
‘corporeal roots’ of human beings and their subjectivity might seem at first sight 
a self-evident triviality, yet it is not if, as Fracchia (2017) notes, familiarity ends 
up breeding neglect, as is arguably the case in much contemporary social theory. 
Thus, the relevance of this reminder about the natural and evolutionary dimen-
sions of human subjectivity can be said to transcend the historical context of 
Marx and Engels’s polemic against the Young Hegelians and has become very 
contemporaneous.4

In this sense, consciousness is the most potent evolutionary development that 
eventually emerged to regulate the greater cognitive complexity entailed by the 
growing instrumental, spatial, temporal and personal separation between the ini-
tial action that sets into motion the process of human metabolism with nature and 
its end result, which is achieved with the material reproduction of the corporeality 
of an individual human being through the consumption of the product of labour 
(Iñigo Carrera, 2007: 45). In other words, as available paleoanthropological sci-
entific evidence confirms, consciousness evolved as a result of the increasingly 
mediated character assumed by the forms of practical transformative activity of 
our hominid predecessors, and which eventually led to the emergence of strictly 
human (in the sense of the modern Homo Sapiens) modes of life.5

In light of the determinations of human labour unfolded so far, we can now 
proceed to further specify the way human beings distinguish themselves from 
animals and why they do so. As we have seen, according to Marx the simplest 
difference consists in the capacity to produce its means of subsistence. This is 
the specific determination of the human life-process seen, as it were, from a syn-
chronic point of view. However, that simple specificity manifests itself also in a 
further determination when grasped from a developmental perspective. That is, 
when seen from the perspective of the way in which human beings expand the 
potentialities of their process of metabolism in contradistinction to other animal 
life-forms (Iñigo Carrera, 2007: 44). Due to their more limited ability to modify 
external nature to make it apt to satisfy their needs, non-human animals can only 
develop their capacity to appropriate natural forms by means of a genetically 
induced mutation of their own corporeality, which allows them to adapt to what 
they confront as given conditions of existence, i.e. by evolving into another spe-
cies (Fracchia, 2017). Conversely, in having developed the capacity to alter their 
life conditions through conscious productive practice, human beings have also 
qualitatively ‘sublated’ the way in which, as living subjects, they expand the 
powers of their metabolic process with nature. The key to those developmental 
dynamics of the natural life-process no longer only resides in further biologi-
cal speciation through the modification of bodily organs. Instead, humans can 
‘change their own nature’ (Marx, 1976a [1867]: 283) through the development 
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of the transformative powers of their life-process, i.e. of the productive powers 
of their own labour. The development of the ‘material forces of production’, 
Marx thus concluded, becomes determined as the most general qualitative con-
tent that gives underlying unity to the ‘history of humanity’ (Marx and Engels, 
1976 [1845]: 43).

As a result of these specific developmental dynamics, human beings can not 
only universally expand the areas of nature which become determined as con-
crete forms of their activity, but they can also complexify the mediations involved 
before the final appropriation of natural objects as use-values that are immedi-
ately apt for the satisfaction of human needs, thereby consuming properly ‘human 
objects’. In other words, they can extend and deepen the ‘humanization of nature’ 
(Marx, 1992a [1844]: 329, 352–4; Marx and Engels, 1976 [1845]: 39).

Furthermore, this applies to all kinds of human need, whether they spring from 
the ‘stomach or the imagination’ (Marx, 1976a [1867]: 125). Thus, the material-
ity of the satisfaction of human needs involved in the ‘metabolic exchange with 
external nature’ by means of labour does not only refer to ‘those of the individual 
… reduced to a natural subject’ (Marx, 1993 [1857–8]: 528), but also to ‘historic 
needs … created by production itself, social needs’ (Marx, 1993 [1857–8]: 527). 
Moreover, they are not just of a ‘physical’ nature (Marx, 1976a [1867]: 275, 341) 
but also include ‘intellectual and social requirements’ whose extent and number 
‘is conditioned by the general level of civilization’ (Marx, 1976a [1867]: 341). In 
a similar vein, the product of labour to be consumed comprises not only ‘goods’ 
but also so-called ‘services’, whose result may not be a ‘useful object’ but still 
involves a material ‘useful effect’ which also changes the form of external nature 
(Marx, 1978 [1885]: 135). As Sayers (2007: 444–8) perceptively notes, the same 
could be said about the ‘symbolic’ and ‘affective’ content of use-values that is 
so central to contemporary theories of ‘immaterial labour’ (Hardt and Negri, 
2005). In all cases, the satisfaction of those needs is the necessary material form 
for the reproduction and/or expansion of the productive powers of individuals 
(Marx, 1993 [1857–8]: 717fn), that is, of the ‘aggregate of those mental and 
physical capabilities existing in the physical form, the living personality, of a 
human being, capabilities which he sets into motion whenever he produces a use-
value of any kind’ (Marx, 1976a [1867]: 270, emphasis added; see also 717). In 
other words, there is no satisfaction of ‘physical’ and intellectual needs through 
the consumption of use-values which is not determined as an inner moment of 
the development of the specific attributes or powers of the human being as an 
essentially labouring or productive subject, i.e. of the development of the ‘human 
mastery over the forces of nature, those of so-called nature as well as of human-
ity’s own nature’ (Marx, 1993 [1857–8]: 488).

By virtue of these determinations in their synchronic and diachronic unity, 
Marx argued in an obvious ‘activist’ twist to Feuerbach’s (2008 [1841]) ‘con-
templative’ argument in the first chapter of his The Essence of Christianity, the 
human being does not simply have a determinate species-character but actually 
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is a species-being, ‘a being which treats the species as its own essential being or 
itself as a species-being’ (Marx, 1992a [1844]: 329).6

At this juncture, it might be worth remarking that this early discovery of the 
specific determination of the human being as a productive subject, or of human 
individuality as an expression and mode of development of her/his labouring 
activity, would remain unaltered throughout the rest of Marx’s works. The expo-
sition by the ‘mature Marx’ of the general determinations of the labour process 
in chapter 7 of Capital, Volume I, does not involve any substantive change in 
comparison with the discussion of the human species-being by the ‘young Marx’ 
of the Paris Manuscripts (1992a [1844]) or by Marx and Engels in The German 
Ideology (1976 [1845]). Labour is thus defined as follows:

A process between man and nature by which man, through his own actions, mediates, 
regulates and controls the metabolism between himself and nature. He confronts the mate-
rials of nature as a force of nature. He sets into motion the natural forces which belong to 
his own body, his arms, legs, head and hands, in order to appropriate the materials of nature 
in a form adapted to his own needs. (Marx, 1976a [1867]: 283)

Additionally, what gives labour ‘a form in which it is an exclusively human char-
acteristic’, transcending those ‘instinctive forms … which remain at the animal 
level’, is the fact that ‘at the end of every labour process a result emerges which 
had already been conceived by the worker at the beginning, hence already existed 
ideally’ (Marx, 1976a [1867]: 283–4). This result, Marx continues, emphasiz-
ing the form-giving character of the human metabolic process, ‘is a use-value, 
a piece of natural material adapted to human needs by means of a change in 
form’ (1976a [1867]: 287), whose transformation is furthermore effected via ‘the 
use and construction of instruments of labour’, which, ‘although present in germ 
among certain species of animals, is characteristic of the specifically human 
labour process’ (1976a [1867]: 286). In sum, all the determinations of human 
labour as conscious, transformative life-activity are maintained by Marx in the 
most developed version of the critique of political economy unfolded in Capital.7

THE IMMANENT SOCIAL CHARACTER OF LABOUR AND 
HUMAN PRODUCTIVE SUBJECTIVITY: ‘SOCIAL BEING’ AND 
CONSCIOUSNESS

The ‘fashioning of inorganic nature’ (Marx, 1992a [1844]: 328–9) in a form 
‘adapted to human needs’ does not exhaust the intrinsically mediated character of 
human life-activity underpinning the necessity of its conscious form. A further 
mediation that adds to the complexity of the human process of metabolism lies in 
the necessary social character of productive activity (Marx, 1993 [1857–8]: 83–4). 
For, although human productive powers are borne by each particular individual,  
the development and actualization of these potentialities characterizing the  



LABOUR 125

species – i.e. the realization of the transformative powers of the human being – can 
only affirm themselves through the organic unity of individual lives, through social 
life. In effect, as Iñigo Carrera points out (2007: 47–8), individually borne human 
productive powers can only be constituted socially, that is, they can only develop as 
a result of the productive action of other individuals (who, for instance, have partici-
pated in the production of the use-values whose consumption resulted in the pro-
ductive attributes borne by the former individual’s labour-power). Moreover, the 
individual labourer produces use-values not solely for her/his own consumption, but 
for others, that is, social use-values. As Marx puts it in the Paris Manuscripts:

We have seen how … man produces man, himself and other men; how the object, which is 
the direct activity of his individuality, is at the same time his existence for other men, their 
existence and their existence for him … Activity and consumption … in their content are 
social activity and social consumption. (1992a [1844]: 349)

Note, however, that this does not simply mean that human productive activity 
always presupposes a ‘social context’ within which it takes place (e.g. socio-
logically conceived social ‘institutions’ that ‘structure’, ‘condition’ or ‘constrain’ 
human ‘agency’). Thus posed, the relation between the social and individual 
character of human productive activity is rendered completely external. This is 
why a few lines later, through the example of the seemingly isolated activity ‘in 
the field of science’, Marx throws into relief the immanent social character of 
labour as an individual action, i.e. its determination as a material expenditure of 
individually borne yet socially constituted corporeal powers to transform exter-
nal nature, consciously, into a means for human life:

It is above all necessary to avoid once more establishing ‘society’ as an abstraction over 
against the individual. The individual is the social being. His vital expression – even when it 
does not appear in the direct form of a communal expression, conceived in association with 
other men – is therefore an expression and confirmation of social life. Man’s individual and 
species-life are not two distinct things. (1992a [1844]: 350)

Thus, the organization and regulation of the individual process of human 
metabolism with external nature acquires an additional qualitative and quantita-
tive cognitive complexity. It needs to affirm itself as an organic ‘element of the 
total labour of society’ (Marx, 1976a [1867]: 165), i.e. to posit its underlying 
general social unity through its material articulation with the life-processes of 
other human individuals. To put it differently, the production of life through the 
expenditure and development of the productive powers or forces of the human 
individual, i.e. a material or natural relation, takes on necessary concrete shape 
(and is thereby necessarily mediated) in and through social relations, which are 
therefore determined as social relations of production:8

The production of life, both of one’s own in labour and of fresh life in procreation, now appears 
as a twofold relation: on the one hand as a natural, on the other as a social relation –  
social in the sense that it denotes the co-operation of several individuals, no matter under 
what conditions, in what manner and to what end. (Marx and Engels, 1976 [1845]: 43)
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The essential most general determination at stake in all social forms of the human 
life-process is therefore the organization of the unity of the social character of 
individual labours, that is, the social regulation of the allocation of the total 
labour of society in its different individual concrete forms in order to reproduce 
and expand the materiality of the productive powers of human beings. The his-
torically changing character of the social relations of production is given by the 
specific form in which each society mediates ‘the participation of the individual 
in general production’ or the positing of ‘the labour of the individual … as social 
labour’ (Marx, 1993 [1857–8]: 171–2).9

On the other hand, this means that in its material condition as the specifi-
cally human capacity to organize the life-process, consciousness always entails 
a twofold determination as much as the labouring activity that it organizes and 
regulates (Iñigo Carrera, 2007: 43–9). Consciousness thereby does not simply 
undertake the regulation of the individual appropriation of the potentialities of 
external nature in order to transform it, but must also mediate the establishment 
of individual labour’s immanent unity with the socially general metabolic pro-
cess of which it is an organic element. In other words, consciousness needs to 
articulate the determination of individual productive activity as part of the general 
social division of labour. As an attribute borne by the individuality and corporeal-
ity of each human being, consciousness is thus the personal power or capacity 
to partake in the establishment of the unity of social labour through individual 
productive action, i.e. to regulate the social character of individual labour.

In this sense, consciousness, and along with it language (hence, human subjec-
tivity proper), are also ‘evolutionary’ products of the development of the social 
character of labour:

Language is as old as consciousness, language is practical, real consciousness that exists for 
other men as well, and only therefore does it also exist for me; language, like consciousness, 
only arises from the need, the necessity, of intercourse with other men. Where there exists 
a relationship, it exists for me: the animal does not ‘relate’ itself to anything, it does not 
‘relate’ itself at all. For the animal, its relation to others does not exist as a relation. 
Consciousness is, therefore, from the very beginning a social product, and remains so as long 
as men exist at all. (Marx and Engels, 1976 [1845]: 44, emphasis added)10

The determination of consciousness by the social character of labour not only 
pertains to its natural genesis. It also underpins its subsequent modes of existence 
and development, so that, as Marx and Engels stress in their well-known aphoris-
tic statement, ‘consciousness [das Bewusstsein] can never be anything else than 
conscious being [das bewusste Sein], and the being of men is their actual life-
process’ (1976 [1845]: 36). Moreover, insofar as this actual life-process is form-
determined in historically changing social modes of existence, so will be the 
concrete forms of human subjectivity that, in turn, mediate the establishment of 
the unity of the social relations of production through the conscious and voluntary 
action of individuals. In other words, all concrete social forms assumed by human 
conscious and voluntary subjectivity are the way in which individuals see both 
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themselves and the historically determined modes of existence of their social rela-
tions, which are two sides of the same coin once the apparent exteriority between 
society and individual is overcome. Through the different forms of subjectiv-
ity, human beings therefore organize the unfolding of their individual actions as 
organic moments of the material reproduction of the socially mediated unity of 
their metabolic process with nature, i.e. their consciousness is always determined 
as ‘consciousness of existing practice’ (Marx and Engels, 1976 [1845]: 45).

It follows that the point of Marx’s materialism is not to conceive of social 
being as a self-subsistent existence that externally ‘causes’, ‘conditions’ or ‘func-
tionally moulds’, from such exteriority, an equally self-subsisting consciousness. 
Such severance and consequent external relation of social being and conscious-
ness, with the latter floating in mid-air in an ontologically conceived ‘super-
structure’ of society, would certainly be idealist. Analogously to the relationship 
between productive forces and social relations discussed earlier, the key to over-
coming such dualistic representations is to grasp social being or social relations 
of production as the inner material and social content, which is necessarily real-
ized, and therefore exists, in the form of the determinations of the conscious-
ness of the human individual.11 As Marx bluntly and succinctly puts it in the 
1861–63 Manuscripts, ‘social relations only exist between human beings to the 
extent that they think’ (1988 [1861–3]: 232). In other words, there are no social 
relations of production or forms of human productive practice (and, a fortiori, 
no material productive forces of labour) whose determinations could be con-
ceived of in abstraction from (i.e. not immanently mediated by) consciousness. 
Productive powers of social labour, social relations of production and forms of 
consciousness constitute the indissoluble unity between the content and form of 
the determinations of human productive subjectivity and practice in the process 
of ‘natural history’, that is, of human labour and its historical development.

CONTROVERSIES OVER MARX’S PERSPECTIVE ON HUMAN 
LABOUR

A first strand of critiques of Marx’s notion of labour emerged outside Marxism 
in the second half of the twentieth century and are of sociological or philosophi-
cal origin. Thus, Habermas (1971 [1968], 1987 [1985]) argues that Marx’s con-
ception of labour one-sidedly conceives of human practice as ‘monological’ or 
merely instrumental activity, and fails to throw into relief the constitutive ‘inter-
actional’ or ‘communicative’ dimensions of human action. In other words, Marx 
is read as unable to grasp the difference between ‘labour’ and ‘interaction’ or, in 
Habermas’ later formulation, that between ‘instrumental’ and ‘communicative’ 
action, which allegedly lies at the basis of the social life-process. For her part, and 
in a similar vein, Arendt (1998 [1958]) considers that Marx confuses or conflates 
the threefold distinction that constitutes the human being’s vita activa, that is, 
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‘labour’ (as animal-like, merely biological metabolic activity with nature), 
‘work’ (as purposeful activity that humanizes nature in a lasting, non-ephemeral 
way), and even more starkly, ‘action’ (as radically self-initiating, necessarily col-
lective and ‘public’, end in itself). In light of the earlier discussion, one could 
argue that these critiques are predicated on a misreading of Marx’s perspective on 
the determinations of labour (particularly serious in the case of Arendt) (Holman, 
2011), insofar as they overlook the irreducible immanent social character of pro-
ductive activity. Thus, it is these authors who actually, and wrongly, reduce labour 
to an asocial, purely individual material interchange with nature. As a conse-
quence, they then need to come up with other dimensions of human action, which 
are therefore rendered ‘autonomous’ from the material reproduction process, in 
order for social life to attain unity. In other words, in Habermas’ and Arendt’s 
respective approaches, the intrinsic unity between the different determinations of 
human labour become ‘fossilized’ into extrinsically related ‘dimensions’ of 
human action or, worse still, into plainly distinct forms of human action.12

In the second place, some Marxists themselves have raised certain objections 
that partly take issue with (the early) Marx’s own treatment of labour, insofar 
as it involves an ‘affirmative’ view of labour as the ‘transhistorical’ essence of 
human life which would be emancipated with the overcoming of capital. Instead, 
they put forward a negative critique of the historically specific self-mediating or 
ontological role of labour in capitalism, which must actually be abolished under 
communism. Paradigmatically, this is the case of Postone’s (1996) more broadly 
discussed work and of the lesser-known but similar approach by Kurz and the 
German Wertkritik (Jappe, 2014; Larsen et  al., 2014). More concretely in the 
case of Postone, he argues that whereas in non-capitalist societies ‘the social 
distribution of labour and its products is effected by … manifest social relations’, 
in ‘commodity-determined society’ (i.e. capitalism) ‘labour itself constitutes 
a social mediation in lieu of overt social relations’ (Postone, 1996: 149–50). 
According to Postone (1996: 148), this socially self-mediating role of labour 
in capitalism in turn derives from the dual character that it acquires, by virtue 
of which it not only produces use-values for others as intentional activity that 
transforms nature in a determinate fashion (what Marx terms concrete labour) 
but also acts as a means of acquisition of the products of others. And since ‘there 
is no intrinsic relation between the specific nature of the labour expended and 
the specific nature of the product acquired by means of that labour’, that histori-
cally determinate function of labour as ‘means of acquisition’ must be done by 
abstracting ‘from the specificity of … its own concrete form’ and on the basis of 
its character as labour in general (i.e. as abstract labour) (Postone, 1996: 151–2).  
Social interdependence in capitalism, Postone concludes, is not achieved by 
means of overt social relations but specifically by (abstract) labour itself (1996: 
151–2). As a further corollary, Postone (1996: 58–68) states that the ‘traditional 
Marxist’ notion of labour that sees its socially constitutive role as a generic 
or transhistorical determination leads of necessity to the naturalization of the 
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capitalist form of labour and, a fortiori, of the alienated or objectified forms of 
social mediation (and concomitant impersonal forms of domination) to which the 
former gives rise.

Now, there are several and wide-ranging problematic and controversial issues 
in Postone’s undeniably thought-provoking contribution; here I can only mention 
two which are of immediate relevance to this chapter. In the first place, and at a 
formal argumentative level, one could say that Postone’s rejection of the generic 
determination of labour as the specific form of action that is socially constitutive 
of human subjectivity is based on a combination of terminological conflation 
(between ‘labour’ and ‘abstract labour’) and non-sequitur reasoning.13 Leaving 
aside other shortcomings in his discussion of the socially mediating function of 
labour in capitalism,14 all that he manages to demonstrate is that in this society 
the social positing of labour is uniquely established on the basis of its abstract or 
general character. But this does not necessarily mean that labour as such, broadly 
understood as human transformative activity upon nature, does not play this 
social function in non-capitalist societies. It might as well mean, as Marx himself 
argues in Capital, that in those other societies the intrinsic social character of 
individual labour is established on the basis of its particular, concrete character 
(Marx, 1976a [1867]: 170–1), which still is an immanent determination of the 
organization of social labour, and not of other, undetermined forms of social rela-
tions lacking in material, productive content, whatever those might be.

This leads us to a second, substantive weakness of Postone’s approach. Postone 
(1996: 56) does not seem to disagree with Marx’s view that ‘the entire productive 
activity of man, through which his metabolic interchange with nature is mediated’ 
(1991 [1894]: 954) ‘is a condition of human existence which is independent of all 
forms of society’ (Marx, 1976a [1867]: 133). Moreover, he concedes that ‘labour, 
of course, has a social character in all social formations’ (Postone, 1996: 150). 
However, on closer inspection it transpires that for Postone this social character 
is not immanent in the very materiality of labour. Instead, Postone submits that 
‘in noncapitalist societies, laboring activities are social by virtue of the matrix 
of overt social relations in which they are embedded’, the latter being ‘the con-
stituting principle of such societies’, so that the ‘various labors are imbued with 
meaning by the social relations that are their context’ (Postone, 1996: 150). The 
very choice of terms in Postone’s formulations (‘embeddedness’, ‘social context’) 
betrays the irreducible externality in the relation that he posits between ‘labouring 
activities’, which are represented as a sheer material process lacking in imma-
nent social content and, on the other side, ‘manifest social relations’, whose inner 
purpose and general unity (i.e. their raison d’être) is never positively spelt out by 
Postone (they are only negatively defined as not grounded in labour), but which 
are nonetheless said to impose, from such exteriority, their (self-grounded?) 
meaning and significance to labour and its products (Postone, 1996: 171–3).

Lastly, the other significant controversy among Marxists which I shall 
mention in this section concerns the essential developmental dynamic which, 
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according to Marx, underlies and gives unity to the historically evolving modes of  
existence of human subjectivity, namely the development of the material produc-
tive forces of labour. In the view of certain critical commentators, this perspec-
tive can only lead to a ‘technologically determinist’ materialist philosophy of 
history, in which, the ‘exogenous’ development of productive forces (understood 
as instruments of production or as a particular ‘combination’ of means of pro-
duction and labour-power required by a certain technique of production, i.e. in 
both cases as ‘things’) acts as the motor that mechanically engenders a linear 
succession of ‘corresponding modes of production’ in a rigid evolutionary chron-
ological sequence. As a result, these critics conclude, the Marxian ‘materialist 
conception’ implies an ‘objectivistic’ view which downplays or simply ignores 
the role of human subjectivity and action in the development of history (Gunn, 
1992). As Clarke (1980: 21–2) points out, however, a first problem with this line 
of thought is that such a crude ‘technological determinism’ is completely alien 
to Marx’s ideas and is more a reflection of its codification into a dogmatic phi-
losophy of history by the orthodox Marxist tradition, in particular that which was 
consolidated as the state ideology of the former Soviet Union.15 More specifi-
cally, Clarke forcefully shows in his pioneering critique of structuralist Marxism, 
a crucial shortcoming of the orthodox reading of Marx’s thought lies in the very 
notion of production, which the Marxist orthodoxy represented as an abstractly 
‘technical’ process, with social relations brought down to relations of distribution 
constituted by ownership of means of production, and extrinsically superimposed 
onto the direct labour process (Clarke, 1980: 21–2).16

In contradistinction to this orthodox reading, we have seen that Marx’s 
account of the determinations of the labour process involves the indissoluble 
and contradictory intrinsic unity between the material relation between human 
beings and nature and its socially mediated character (hence between productive 
forces, social relations of production and their actualization in and through the 
conscious practice of individuals). We have also seen that ‘productive forces’ 
do not simply belong in a world of objects or ‘things’ (i.e. the instruments of 
production), abstractly external to human subjectivity, with their mutual relation 
represented as mechanistic causality or functional/structural correspondence. Or 
rather, they do comprise the world of things but to the extent that the latter are 
grasped as ‘products of human industry; natural material transformed into organs 
of the human will over nature, or of human participation in nature. They are 
organs of the human brain, created by the human hand; the power of knowledge, 
objectified’ (Marx, 1993 [1857–8]: 706). Moreover, we have argued earlier that 
there is no conceivable shape of the productive forces which does not exist in and 
through the form-determinations of consciousness. The former’s historical devel-
opment is, of necessity, that of the consciousness of human beings, albeit mate-
rialistically grasped as essentially productive subjects. In sum, the development 
of the forces of production is tantamount to the development of the materiality 
of human productive subjectivity. In this sense, ‘productive forces’ belong in the 
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innermost realm of human individuality and, more precisely, of the specifically 
human capacities or powers for conscious transformative action. So this view 
can hardly lead, as implied by the critical commentators referred to earlier, to an 
‘objectivistic’ denial of subjectivity and action in the unfolding of history. What 
it does deny, however, is the rendition of human consciousness and will (hence of 
human subjectivity and action) as idealistic constructs, which can only thereby be 
grounded on an abstract natural freedom of the individual, and therefore deprives 
the very specificity of the conscious human subject that it purports to extol of any 
material foundation in the movement of its life-activity as a ‘sensuous objective 
being’. By contrast, Marx’s view that the development of the productive forces 
of labour constitutes the essential content of history uncovers the immanent (as 
opposed to mechanistic) material determination of human subjectivity and its 
conscious and voluntary activity in the social life-process.17

Notes

1  In this chapter, and following Marx’s usage in his later writings, I will use the term ‘labour’ (Arbeit) 
as denoting human productive activity in general, that is, as broadly as possible as ‘formative activ-
ity’ upon nature (Sayers, 2007). The terminology was different in the early writings such as the 1844 
Paris Manuscripts or the German Ideology (Arthur, 1986: 12–19). In these latter texts, the term 
‘labour’ was sometimes equated with alienated productive activity under the rule of capital, whereas 
‘self-activity’ or ‘practical human activity’ tended to denote the conscious transformation of nature 
by human beings. This is the reason why it is possible to find various passages in the early writings in 
which Marx states that human emancipation and the supersession of alienation entail the ‘abolition 
of labour’ (e.g. Marx and Engels, 1976 [1845]: 87).

2  On the Hegelian lineage of this perspective on the determinations of the natural life-process, as well 
as on the ‘organic/inorganic nature’ distinction, see Foster and Burkett (2000).

3  As Sayers (2007) also notes, this broad view of labour as form-giving activity upon nature can be 
traced back to Hegel (cf. 1977 [1807]: 118; 1991 [1821]: 56, 196–7). This is not to deny that other 
species are capable of ‘objectification’ (albeit mostly instinctually rather than intentionally), in the 
sense of ‘transforming what is naturally given into worlds made in the image of their own needs and 
capacities’ (Fracchia, 2005: 44); a phenomenon of which Marx was perfectly aware (Marx, 1976a 
[1867]: 283, 1992a [1844]: 329). However, not only is the transformative power of non-human ani-
mals very limited and one-sided (Fracchia, 2017), but its human forms entail not just a quantitative 
difference (i.e. one of degree) but a qualitative self-differentiation of the natural life-process beyond 
its merely ‘animalistic’ modes of existence (and this includes whatever incipient ‘mental’ powers for 
‘reasoning’ could be found among non-human animals).

4  In effect, as McNally suggests (2001: 79), with the advent of post-modernism as the dominant form 
of self-proclaimed radical social thought, any reference to natural determinations in human life is usu-
ally seen as an old-fashioned ‘modernist prejudice’. On the other hand, the question gets even more 
compounded by the ideological use of evolutionary theory made by ‘sociobiology’, which naturalizes 
existing forms of domination by locating their source in our genes (McNally, 2001: 79). However, the 
post-modern reaction that stresses the ‘cultural production of the body’ could be said to be its mirror 
image, substituting a ‘sociological/cultural’ reductionism for a biological one. In other words, the mere 
reversal of the terms of the relationship between nature and society does not do away with the inevi-
table externality of their connection thus conceived. Instead, the challenge for a critical materialist 
standpoint is to overcome the dualism in the relationship between nature and society, which means 
recognizing their ‘unity-in-difference’.
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5  See on this McNally´s stylized but well-informed account of the evolution of human thought and 
language, which shows that crucial in this process has been the ‘use of intermediary objects (such as 
tools) to affect the environment to determined ends’ (2001: 93).

6  An insightful and pioneering discussion of this point can be found in Colletti’s Marxism and 
Hegel (1973 [1969]), who also traces the intellectual lineage of Marx’s discussion of the human 
being as a species-being further back than Feuerbach’s (2008 [1841]) The Essence of Christian-
ity (Colletti, 1973 [1969]: 234–43). Of particular significance is Colletti’s discussion of the quali-
tative specificity of human beings as natural living subjects vis-à-vis other natural life-forms, 
which gives them the character of a genus, vis-à-vis the rest of the animal species (Colletti, 1973 
[1969]: 244–6). For this reason, as the translator of Marxism and Hegel rightly notes, ‘generic-
being’ is actually a more adequate English rendition of the German Gattungswesen (Colletti, 
1973 [1969]: 233, fn. 76).

7  For a contrary reading, see Wendling (2009: 62–6, 83–8, 96–7), who submits that Marx changed 
his views (albeit with ambiguity), from an initial ‘vitalist’ perspective in which labour was seen 
as the self-actualization and form-giving objectification of human subjectivity in the natural 
world, to an ‘energeticist paradigm’ adopted from the thermodynamic science of the scientific 
materialists.

8  Thus, social relations of production are not for Marx simply ‘economic’ but encompass the unity of the 
human life-process in all of its moments (Marx, 1977 [1847]: 212).

9  That is the gist of Marx´s oft-quoted letter to Kugelmann (Marx, 2010 [1868]: 68).
10  Again, as McNally (2001: 100–3) reports, contemporary scientific evidence from evolutionary theory 

validates Marx and Engels’ insights on the qualitative specificity of the social character of tool-making 
(or ‘co-operative heterotechnic toolmaking’ as this author puts it) as a distinctively human phenom-
enon, on the one hand, and on its intrinsic material connection with the emergence of consciousness 
and language, on the other.

11  In this sense, Marx’s whole discussion of the fetish-like character of the commodity could be seen as 
the simplest expression of the historically specific mode of existence of the immanent unity between 
productive forces of human labour, social being and forms of consciousness in the capitalist mode 
of production (Starosta, 2017). That is why Marx can claim both that value is the thing-like form of 
existence of social relations between people (Marx, 1976a [1867]: 166) and that the reduction of 
the ‘material thing to the abstraction, value … is a primordial and hence unconsciously instinctive 
operation of their brain’ (Marx, 1976b [1867]: 36).

12  For an early Marxist reply to Arendt, see Suchting (1962). A more recent methodologically minded 
Marxist assessment of the weaknesses of Arendt’s threefold distinction can be found in Holman 
(2011). For a Marxist critique of Habermas along the lines suggested above, see Reichelt (2000), Elbe 
(2017) and Sayers (2007: 446). Postone (1996: 231) also develops an insightful Marxist critique of 
Habermas, albeit based on his idiosyncratic rejection of the generic constitutive role of labour in the 
development of human subjectivity.

13  This terminological conflation between ‘labour’ and ‘abstract labour’ is also key to the German Wert-
kritik’s ‘Manifesto against Labour’ (Krisis Group, 1999).

14  For instance, he ambiguously and interchangeably posits labour or the product of labour as perform-
ing the function of social mediation (Postone, 1996: 150).

15  The standard source for this codification is Stalin’s Dialectical and Historical Materialism (2013 
[1938]). However, a more recent and methodologically more sophisticated and cogent statement of 
the orthodox ‘traditional historical materialism’ can be found in Cohen (2001 [1978]).

16  As Clarke notes, this notion of production is characteristic of Althusser’s early work as well.
17  For a substantiation of this general methodological argument through a detailed exposition of the 

developmental dynamics of the historically specific contradictory unity between materiality and social 
form of capitalist production (i.e. the real subsumption of labour to capital), which also underlies the 
immanent ground of modern forms of subjectivity (both capital-reproducing and capital-transcend-
ing), see Starosta (2016).
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INTRODUCTION: TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY AUTOMATION

During the 2010s, there was a torrent of discussions and debates regarding the 
possibility and prospective effects of a new wave of automation across the 
‘advanced’ capitalist economies of Europe, North America, and East Asia. 
Invariably, these discussions took as their point of departure an earlier wave of 
automation that took place in many of these same economies beginning in the 
1950s, unfolding unevenly across the globe over the course of three decades or 
more. That wave largely affected the global manufacturing sector. Industries 
such as petrochemicals, steel, automobiles and, later, those producing household 
consumer goods, became increasingly more automated, and therefore more effi-
cient in their use of labor inputs. These labor-saving innovations meant that, over 
time, these industries shed workers. Some of these workers would eventually be 
absorbed by an ever-expanding ‘service’ sector, a process that picked up rapidly 
in the USA beginning around 1970. The service sector was able to absorb some 
of those workers displaced by automating labor processes in the manufacturing 
sector while also accommodating the large-scale entry of women into the work-
place.1 Today, workers employed in this sector, such as it is defined by national 
accounting statistical methods, make up well over 80% of employment in many 
countries in North America and Europe.

The service sector incorporates vastly different types of concrete labor pro-
cesses, and enormous divergences exist in skill and wage levels. What many of 
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these jobs have in common are labor processes that can be called labor-intensive, 
meaning they are carried out without the use of large amounts of complex and 
expensive machinery, at least relative to the levels of capital-intensity prevailing 
in the manufacturing sector. During the 2010s, however, there were a number 
of books and studies, many of which received significant attention in the popu-
lar media, that predicted advances in automation would soon make possible the 
use of machinery to perform a significant number of the tasks carried out by 
service sector workers in restaurants, retail stores, hospitals, warehouses, and 
schools.2 Were this to take place, these studies claimed, many workers currently 
employed in these industries would find themselves unemployed and, cut off 
from the wage, unable to survive in a society in which access to a share of the 
social product requires prior access to money, which most people obtain by work-
ing for wages. One particularly well-known study suggested that almost half of 
current US jobs are ‘vulnerable’ to being automated by the end of this decade 
(Frey and Osborne, 2013).

Importantly, the 2010s, during which these discussions took place, was also 
one of unrelenting economic crisis. There was a deep disconnect between projec-
tions of a near-future replacement of a significant fraction of the workforce by 
machines and the actual performance of these economies over the same decade. 
The period from the onset of the crisis in 2008 forward has been marked by intrac-
table stagnation for most of these high-income countries, whether the indicator 
is growth in GDP, the rate of business investment, or, most importantly, labor 
productivity gains. Indeed, the Bank of England recently published a report con-
tending that the crisis decade exhibited the lowest gains in productivity growth 
since the eighteenth century (Lewis, 2018). Business investment in fixed capital, 
which we would expect to explode in a decade during which rapid advances in 
automation are occurring, was reported to be roughly one-tenth of what it was in 
the 1990s, when the richest economies experienced a modest surge in the comput-
erization of certain retail operations and business services (Steward and Atkinson, 
2013). I have elsewhere examined the full extent of this divergence between the 
rhetoric of automation typical of this crisis decade – a decade marked by the rise 
of social media, smart phones, and ‘the algorithm’ – and the actual performance of 
the economies of the USA, the UK, and other high-income nations (Smith, 2020).

In what follows, I will be concerned neither with the performance of the 
advanced industrial economies during the 2010s, nor with the claims made by 
automation theorists and promotors regarding the potential effects – on labor 
productivity, GDP growth, and unemployment – a top-to-bottom mechanization 
of large sections of the service sector might bring about. Instead, I want to turn 
to the theorization of automation proposed in Marx’s Capital, in particular the 
first volume. For though the term ‘automation’ itself was only coined in 1946 
by Del Harder (a Ford vice president), the principles of automation were clearly 
formulated by the early nineteenth century. It is no accident, for example, that 
the Scottish industrialist Andrew Ure could describe and attempt to theorize ‘the 
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automatic factory’ in the 1830s, in the capitalist mode of production’s infancy 
(Ure, 1835). The debates occasioned by the thoroughgoing mechanization of 
particular industries are as old as capitalism itself; in many ways, contemporary 
discussions of the phenomena mark either a repetition of, or regression relative 
to, the debates of the nineteenth century. Marx’s Capital represents the culmina-
tion of this discourse, insofar as his value-theoretical reflection on the ‘laws of 
motion’ of the capitalist mode of production can account for the emergence of 
the ‘contradictions and antagonisms inseparable from the capitalist application 
of machinery’ which confounded the political economy of his time (Marx, 1992: 
568). In particular, Marx’s analysis addresses the relationship between the mech-
anization of particular industries and its effect on labor productivity, unemploy-
ment, and wage levels in terms pertinent to any discussion of automation today. 
Marx also ties capitalism’s drive toward the replacement of labor with machinery 
to the immanent tendency toward systematic crisis. As we shall see, Marx’s fun-
damental argument in Capital is that rising labor productivity in core industries 
will, for most workers, result not in unemployment, but in displacement toward 
other, less capital-intensive industries. Many of these jobs (which we today might 
identify as ‘service sector’ employment) will entail labor processes that resist 
(‘by their nature’, as Marx puts it) automation; many are also activities that pro-
duce neither value nor, a fortiori, surplus-value. This concentration of labor in 
industries that merely circulate value, rather than produce it, will have crippling 
effects on the accumulation of capital itself.

MARX AND THE AUTOMATIC FACTORY

Scottish industrialist Andrew Ure first used the expression ‘automatic factory’ 
(as well as ‘automatic plan’ and ‘the automatic system of machinery’) in the 
mid-1830s to describe the changes in manufacturing labor processes occurring 
in certain industries – textiles, especially – in England. Marx devoted the longest 
chapter of Capital to analyzing the nature of this ‘automatic factory’, and relied 
a great deal on the technical descriptions of the factory system by Ure, whom he 
dubs the ‘Pindar of the automatic factory’ (Marx, 1992: 544).3 He did so in order 
to examine, in turn, any number of effects brought about by the introduction of 
machinery into production processes: on wages and employment, on the division 
of labor, on the composition of the working class, on the time and intensity of 
work itself.

The first section of Marx’s chapter on machinery and large-scale industry is 
devoted to what he calls the ‘physical constituents of the factory’, the technical 
and material features that distinguish it from the manufacturing system. A defin-
ing feature of the automated factory, he writes, is a power source that is ‘entirely 
under man’s control’, a ‘prime mover capable of exerting any amount of force, 
while retaining perfect control’ (Marx, 1992: 499, 506). Marx’s emphasis here 
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is on the notion of control, or power, over nature (the energy source) and also 
over the labor process itself, and therefore over the labor-power employed by 
the factory owner. The invention of the double-acting steam engine exemplifies 
such a prime mover. Not only does it permit ‘perfect control’ over the speed at 
which production unfolds, its mobility means factories can be concentrated in 
cities, rather than dispersed across the countryside, in rural and often remote 
locations near rivers.4 The application of the ‘automatic principle’ in industry, 
in turn, implies a radical reformatting of the division of labor within the labor 
process itself. In the system of manufacture, the increasingly refined division of 
labor imposed by the capitalist still had its basis in the old ‘hierarchy of special-
izations’ inherited from the guild system. It could be defined as a ‘combination 
of specialized workers’ brought together by a business owner, yet who continue 
to maintain a great deal of control over the labor process itself. Much of the 
knowledge required to carry out production is still subjective in nature, as Marx 
puts it, insofar as it is the result of extensive craft training and embodied in the 
person of the laborer. This modicum of control over the labor process permits 
such workers a wide range of resistance to capitalist discipline: work slowdowns, 
the withdrawal of labor, even sabotage.

In the automatic factory, in contrast, the technical division of labor is ‘objec-
tive’ insofar as it is no longer founded on a pre-existing system of specializa-
tions, but on the application of the principles of ‘mechanics, chemistry and the 
whole range of the natural sciences’ (Marx, 1992: 590). The division of labor 
in the automatic factory is now objectified, as it were, in the machinery itself. 
The articulations of the labor process are now based on the application of sci-
entific principles, rather than on distinct and stratified skill levels. The physical 
activity of machine operators is made to conform to the precise movements of 
the machines themselves, ones they no longer command. Under such conditions, 
the distinction between skills rapidly erodes, with workers performing simpli-
fied tasks that are increasingly interchangeable. As work becomes increasingly 
deprived of ‘content’, workers themselves become interchangeable; they can be 
moved around, from workstation to workstation, from factory to factory, and 
from one industry to another. Since machine operators no longer require skills 
obtained over years, traditional barriers preventing women and children from 
entering the workforce break down as well. Such ‘deskilling’ lowers, in turn, the 
value of labor-power; so, too, does the lower cost per unit of articles necessary for 
the reproduction of labor-power, as labor productivity gains are wrung from the 
increased use of automatic machinery in certain industries (food, clothing, etc.).5

CAPITALIST AND COMMUNIST USES OF MACHINERY

What is the relationship between the automatic factory and the capitalist organi-
zation of social production? Does the technical and material configuration of the 
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former express, in some way, the social relations prevailing under the latter? In 
the passages I have cited, Marx’s emphasis is on the real subordination of factory 
laborers to the machinery they serve and operate. The implementation of a divi-
sion of labor based no longer on the old specializations of the craft system but 
on the application of scientific knowledge meant that workers ceded significant 
control over the labor process to a configuration of machines driven by a central 
power, and whose functioning was largely automatic, ‘self-regulating’. Marx 
cites Ure’s description of this subsumption of human labor activity to the autom-
aton in both Capital and the Grundrisse: ‘a vast automaton, composed of various 
mechanical and intellectual organs, acting in uninterrupted concept for the pro-
duction of a common object, all of them being subordinate to a self-regulated 
moving force’ (Marx, 1992: 544, 1993c: 690). Marx’s commentary on this pas-
sage underlines the emphasis he has placed, so far, on the way in which the 
means of production can also be a means of domination and control. Ure’s 
system of machinery is not simply ‘an automaton’, he stresses, ‘but an autocrat’ 
as well. The automaton in Ure’s description is characterized by Marx as a ‘domi-
nant subject’, commanding a self-regulating process in which workers are 
reduced to ‘merely conscious organs’. Yet the mere subordination of the com-
bined collective worker to the objective constraints of the labor process does not, 
for Marx, mean the mode of production embodied in the system of automatic 
machinery is inherently capitalist in nature. Indeed, at the center of Marx’s 
reflection on the automation factory is his consideration of the specifically capi-
talist ‘use’ or ‘application’ of machinery.6

It is in the Grundrisse, rather than Capital, that Marx offers his most 
extended account of the relation between the factory ‘in its most developed 
form’ and what he calls the ‘concept of capital’. In these notebooks, Marx 
succinctly defines capital as the ‘appropriation of living labor by objectified 
labor’ (Marx, 1993c: 694); later, in the posthumously published ‘Results of the 
Immediate Production Process’, he will revise this formulation, characterizing 
the ‘actual function specific to capital’ as ‘the appropriation of unpaid labor 
in the course of the actual process of production’, unpaid labor whose objec-
tive form is surplus-value (Marx, 1992: 978). Capital is not content, however, 
merely to appropriate a given quantity of unpaid labor; it has an inner drive or 
‘tendency’ to reduce to an absolute minimum the labor necessary for the repro-
duction of the worker. This tendency compels capital constantly to increase the 
productivity of labor through the transformation of the means of production. 
‘In the machine’, Marx writes, ‘and even more in machinery as an automatic 
system, the use value, i.e. the material quality of the means of production, is 
transformed into an existence adequate to fixed capital and to capital as such’ 
(Marx, 1993c: 692). In its infancy, capital could only take over or ‘adopt [auf-
nehmen]’ existing labor processes and means of labor, inherited from an earlier 
mode of production and its social relations. The craft system entailed a relation 
between the laborer and the means of labor defined by the laborer’s mastery 
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over his ‘instrument’, who makes it ‘his organ with his skill and strength, and 
whose handling depends on his virtuosity’. The historical development of capi-
tal is marked by the progressive abandonment of this readymade labor process; 
the inner tendency of capital is to ‘posit’ a material form of production ‘ade-
quate’ to its own concept (‘the most adequate form of capital as such’ (Marx, 
1993c: 694)), and therefore capable of ‘actualizing’ its tendency: the automatic 
factory. The automatic factory is made in the image of capital.

The automatic factory, as the fully developed material form of the means of 
production posited by capital, brings into being a production process in which 
the laboring activity of the worker is ‘subsumed’ as a mere moment in an autono-
mous process, a ‘conscious organ’ of a self-regulating activity it merely ‘super-
vises and guards against interruption’ (Marx, 1993c: 692). Capital therefore gives 
itself its adequate form in the material shape of the factory and its large-scale 
machinery. And yet this use-value, this technical and material configuration, is 
not ‘identical’ to capital, Marx cautions, no more than money that circulates as 
capital should be confused with capital: ‘This is no way means this use-value –  
machinery – is capital, or that its existence as machinery is identical with its 
existence as capital’ (Marx, 1993c: 699). The automatic factory is the mode of 
production most capable of serving the needs of capital: the production of surplus- 
value or, more precisely, an ever higher rate of exploitation (expressed in the ratio 
of necessary to surplus labor).

Yet Marx, following Robert Owen, equally saw the ‘factory system … to 
be theoretically the point of departure for the social revolution’ (Marx, 1992: 
635n46). Such a ‘revolution’ – this is one of the very few appearances of this term 
in Capital – would not necessarily break with the material form of the factory, 
above all not in view of restoring a new version of the handicraft system. The 
social revolution would mark instead a rupture with the ‘capitalist application 
of machinery’, the capitalist use of its use-value. In his only reference to a com-
munist society in Volume 1 of Capital, Marx insists that ‘the field of application 
for machinery [that is, the automatic factory, its developed form] would therefore 
be entirely different in a communist society from what it is in bourgeois society’ 
(Marx, 1992: 515n33).

In the opening lines of his chapter on the automatic factory, Marx cites an 
observation made by John Stuart Mill in 1848: the plethora of labor-saving 
devices deployed in English industry over the past half century, though they 
brought about enormous increases in the productivity of workers, had not ‘light-
ened the day’s toil of any human being’. Instead, they intensified the labor pro-
cess for many workers, while extending, rather than reducing, the length of the 
working day.7 Why is this? The objective of the ‘capitalist use of machinery’, as 
Marx puts it, is not to reduce the time of work tout court, but to shorten that part 
of the day during which the worker labors to reproduce his or her own status as 
a wage-laborer – so-called necessary labor – in order to prolong that part of the 
working day during which the capitalist is able to appropriate unpaid or surplus 
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labor. This is what Marx calls an immanent ‘tendency’ of capital: ‘the greatest 
possible negation of necessary labor’ (Marx, 1993c: 693). But the apparent con-
tradiction between the labor-saving capacities of large-scale machinery and the 
extension of the working day in the first decades of the factory system of produc-
tion is one among a host of contradictions that Marx identifies as originating with 
the ‘capitalist use of machinery’:

Machinery in itself shortens the hours of labor, but when employed by capital it lengthens 
them; … in itself it lightens labor, but when employed by capital it heightens its intensity; … 
in itself it is a victory of man over the forces of nature but in the hands of capital it makes 
man the slave of those forces; … in itself it increases the wealth of the producers, but in the 
hands of capital it makes them into paupers. (Marx, 1992: 568–9)

By distinguishing between machinery ‘in itself’ and its capitalist application, 
Marx has two objectives: to analyze the ‘contradictions and antagonisms’, as he 
puts it, that arise as a result of this peculiar use of machinery, and to hold open the 
possibility of what we have already identified as another, speculative, ‘commu-
nist’ use of machinery. The prospects for this alternative use lie beyond the limits 
of his critique, but its core objective is clear: raising labor productivity in order to 
reduce the ‘day’s toil’, so that the time and intensity of work are lessened. In the 
Grundrisse, Marx spells out the potential effects of ‘the general reduction of the 
necessary labor of society to a minimum’: the ‘free development of individuali-
ties … the artistic, scientific, etc. development of the individuals in the time set 
free’ (Marx, 1993c: 706).

THE ‘ABSOLUTE LAW’ OF AUTOMATION

It is only on these few occasions that Marx’s analysis of the capitalist mode of 
production brushes against the speculative possibilities of another, non-capitalist, 
application of machinery. For the most part, he is content to track down and 
formalize the ‘contradictions and antagonisms’ that arise from the capitalist use 
of the automatic system. He emphasizes, as we have seen, the way in which the 
revolutionized means of production represented by large-scale industry actual-
izes an inner drive of the capitalist mode of production: it is the ‘form’ of produc-
tion most adequate to the ‘concept’ of capital. Marx’s primary concern in his 
reflections on the automatic factory, however, is the effect its widespread imple-
mentation has on a number of economic and social phenomena: on wages and 
unemployment, on the division of labor, on control in the workplace, and on the 
nature of work itself (its duration and intensity).

By definition, the use of labor-saving machinery will produce a given output 
with fewer workers than a labor process that does not employ such machinery. 
At the level of the individual corporation, or in some cases an entire indus-
try, labor process innovations do not necessarily entail a reduced demand for 
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labor. Because machine-produced articles are cheaper than those made with 
less advanced techniques, in many cases the lower costs of these articles will 
spur demand for them, compelling producers to increase output. If output rises 
more quickly than labor productivity increases, the effect at the firm or industry 
level is to ‘attract’ rather than ‘repel’ labor. If we abstract from particular cases 
(firms, industries) and observe capital as a whole, however, we can formulate 
an overarching pattern regarding the effect of labor-saving machinery on pat-
terns of employment. It is reasonable to assume, Marx notes, that any diminu-
tion of demand for labor in one industry due to the introduction of advanced 
production techniques will be offset by increases in employment in other, often 
related, industries. Workers will be displaced, forced to migrate from one line 
of production to another.

When the textile industry developed ‘automatic’ factories that substituted 
machine operations for what were once manual actions performed by wage- 
laborers, the net effect over time – abstracting from the fluctuations of the 
business cycle – was a reduction in the size of that industry’s labor force. But 
the introduction of such machinery led to increased employment in other, 
related industries. Because more capital-intensive, efficient factories could 
produce cheaper articles, their output often rose to meet rising demand. This 
increased output required, in turn, more raw materials, such as cotton, the 
production of which required more labor in this industry (in this case, primar-
ily slave labor in the US South). More output also required more coal to run 
the steam engines that powered the looms; and more steam engines required, 
in turn, more laborers employed in still other factories that produced these 
machines etc. Higher output will in turn draw in more workers in the circula-
tion phase of the capital circuit, in transport and warehousing, in telecommu-
nications, and in what today we would call ‘business services’ (accounting, 
law, etc.).

Whatever might be the offsetting effects of the increased demand for labor in 
ancillary industries, however, Marx insists that by definition there is no simple 
compensation mechanism that automatically reallocates the labor replaced in one 
industry to others where demand for labor is rising. At the level of the entire 
social process, Marx formulates what he calls an ‘absolute law’ regarding the 
effect of machinery on employment, ‘if the total quantity of the article produced 
by machinery is equal to the total quantity of the article previously produced by 
handicraft or by manufacture, and now made by machinery, then total labour 
expended is diminished’. As a result, the compensating effect of absorbing labor 
rendered redundant in one industry or sector ‘must be less than the reduction in 
labor achieved by the employment of machinery: otherwise the product of the 
machine would be as dear as, or dearer than, the production of manual labor’ 
(Marx, 1992: 570). The effect of the introduction of labor-saving machinery in a 
particular industry will necessarily be a net reduction in the overall demand for 
labor employed by capital.
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The immediate effect of the introduction of labor-saving devices in certain 
core industries will often be a contradictory one. If the ‘automation’ of produc-
tion in one industry results in a declining demand for labor, these workers must 
seek work elsewhere in the economy. This flooding of the labor market with 
workers desperate for any work, whose skills are often tied to now obsolete pro-
duction processes, means that employers will in some situations be able to offer 
wages that fall below the established value of labor-power. When this occurs, 
employers will be less inclined to introduce machinery that might raise labor 
productivity and, as Mill puts it, ‘lighten the day’s toil’. Such conditions, Marx 
writes, actually ‘prevent’ the use of machinery in [these] other branches and, 
from the standpoint of the capitalist, makes the use of machinery superfluous, 
and often impossible, because his profit comes from a reduction in the labor paid 
for, not in the labor employed’ (Marx, 1992: 516; my italics)

While Marx understands the increasing mechanization of production to be 
an invariant, long-term, developmental trend of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion, he also insists that capitalists do not pursue increases in labor productiv-
ity for their own sake, but rather to reduce the costs per unit of the items they 
produce. If they can do so by decreasing what they spend on labor inputs, rather 
than on a more efficient use of the labor they employ, they will forego invest-
ing in expensive machinery that depreciates over years in favor of a cheap and 
fungible supply of labor.

Marx offers a poignant image of this phenomenon when he observes that 
in England, the home of the Industrial Revolution, wage-laborers are often 
encountered performing dreadful labors that are elsewhere carried out either by 
machines, or by beasts of burden. ‘In England’, he writes, women:

[a]re still occasionally used instead of horses for hauling barges, because the labour required 
to produce horses and machines is an accurately known quantity, while that required to 
maintain the women of the surplus population is beneath all calculation. Hence, we 
nowhere find a more shameless squandering of human labour-power for despicable pur-
poses than in England, the land of machinery. (Marx, 1992: 517)

This paradoxical condition, in which machines are not employed even when 
doing so would greatly alleviate the ‘toil’ imposed upon workers employed to 
carry out onerous, dangerous or otherwise inappropriate activities, is itself an 
effect of the capitalist application of machines: a sudden surge in technologi-
cal innovation in one sector will produce, ineluctably if unevenly, technologi-
cal stagnation in another. This feature has enormous contemporary significance, 
particularly when considering the fragmentation of global labor markets. One 
of the immediate effects of relocating manufacturing from high-income nations 
to low-income countries with ready supplies of cheap labor is that there is less 
urgency for manufacturing firms to economize on labor inputs by increasing 
the productivity of that labor. While private companies will always be forced to 
reduce their costs of production in competitive markets, in many industries the 
availability of a seemingly endless supply of labor across the globe makes the 
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pursuit of ever cheaper labor costs a more viable option than considerable outlays 
for fixed capital.

AUTOMATION, CAPITAL COMPOSITION, AND CRISIS

Marx’s analysis of the role ancillary industries play in absorbing the labor shed 
by core industries that employ ‘automation’ requires the introduction of a con-
cept that will assume a special importance in the later unfolding of his theory. 
Marx writes:

How far employment is thereby found for an increased number of workers [in ancillary 
industries] depends … on the composition of capital, i.e. on the ratio of its constant to its 
variable component. This ratio, in its turn, varies considerably to the extent by which 
machinery has already penetrated, or is engaged in penetrating, those trades. (Marx, 
1992: 570)

As a general rule, these ancillary industries supplying inputs to core indus-
tries will, at least initially, have a lower capital composition than the most 
advanced sector. Machine production, Marx notes, was originally carried out 
primarily by specialized craft workers who did not employ large amounts 
of machinery. But eventually, as demand for such machinery increased, the 
transformations of the labor process carried out in textile production by the 
use of machinery was in turn applied to machine production itself: machines 
making machines.

When Marx speaks of the composition of capital, he has two distinct but 
inseparable notions in mind. The first is the use-value or ‘technical’ composi-
tion of capital. Technical composition refers to the ‘mass of means of produc-
tion’ a given employee can operate or process in a given labor process (Marx, 
1992: 762ff.). Such a ‘mass’ of machinery and raw materials is measured either 
in individual units, whether the unit is a given machine or, as in the case of raw 
materials, in units such as yards, square feet, pounds, and so on. To say that a 
given firm or industry has introduced machinery in order to raise the productivity 
of its employees is, in turn, to speak in use-value terms: a new combination of 
machinery and labor will produce more hammers in a given period of time than 
another, more labor-intensive combination. The technical composition of capital 
is, however, only half the story. In the capitalist mode of production, use-value 
is inseparable from exchange-value; so, too, the technical composition of capital 
is intimately related to what Marx calls the value composition of capital, that is, 
the relation between the value (rather than the mass) of the means of produc-
tion to the value of the labor employed. These ratios often, but do not always, 
move in concert. If workers in the coal industry go on strike, driving up the cost 
of the fuel necessary to run a factory’s steam-powered machinery, the technical 
composition of capital prevailing in this factory or industry will not change – the 
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same amount of coal, measured in physical units, is used – but the rising costs of 
energy will change the ‘value’ composition. By the same token, when coal mines 
introduce new machinery that makes the cost of coal cheaper, the value composi-
tion will once again change (the value of the constant capital drops), even if the 
quantity of coal used in the factory or industry employed remains constant. Marx 
is therefore compelled to construct another concept, the organic composition of 
capital, to describe those situations in which changes in the value composition 
of capital reflect changes in its underlying use-value or technical composition, 
and vice versa.

The concept of the organic composition of capital provides in turn the founda-
tion for Marx’s crisis theory, which he cumbersomely describes as the ‘law of the 
tendency of the rate of profit to fall’ (Marx, 1993c: chapter 13). The argument, 
in its simplest form, is this: As businesses compete with one another to cut their 
costs of production, they will often do so by increasing labor productivity, that is, 
by increasing their capital composition. By doing so, they increase the amount of 
capital they invest in the means of production relative to what they invest in labor. 
At the level of the individual firm, this indeed results in low production costs; 
but at the level of the economy as a whole, rising organic composition of capital 
tends to reduce the rate of profit, that is, the surplus-value produced across soci-
ety as a whole relative to the total capital advanced. Increased labor productivity 
means that the rate of exploitation, understood as the ratio of necessary to surplus 
labor, also rises. The net effect of rising labor productivity, however, is a reduc-
tion in the mass of labor employed per unit of capital. And because surplus-value 
is produced only through the exploitation of labor in the production process, the 
rate of profit – understood as surplus-value divided by total capital advanced – 
will fall as capital composition rises.

In the manuscript of what was posthumously published as the third volume of 
Capital (1993b), Marx enumerates a number of tendencies that might counteract 
the tendency of the rate of profit to fall. Some of these counteracting factors can 
be seen as extrinsic effects that depend on the actions of capitalists or on ‘tempo-
rary’ changes in the labor market brought about by the automation of a particular 
industry or sector. On the one hand, capitalists can raise the rate of exploitation 
by simply intensifying the labor process, working their employees harder to gen-
erate more output per labor hour, with no change in either technical composition 
or wages. On the other, as I have already pointed out in the case of the ‘women of 
the surplus population’, the displacement of laborers from a recently automated 
sector can drive wages below their value in other sectors, as unemployed work-
ers flood the labor market, willing to take jobs at low wages to get by. Here, too, 
the rate of exploitation is augmented, not by any change in the labor process, but 
simply by a fall in wages.

Among the factors Marx enumerates, however, one in particular stands 
out, namely the automation of labor processes. Once these production tech-
niques spread to ancillary industries that supply the means of production – the 
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production of raw materials and machinery itself – they will ‘cheapen the ele-
ments of constant capital’. When machines begin to produce machines, the 
application of labor-saving methods to the production of constant capital means 
that the value composition of capital will tend to rise more slowly than its tech-
nical composition:

[t]he same development that raises the mass of constant capital in comparison with variable 
reduces the value of its elements, as a result of the higher productivity of labor, and hence 
prevents the value of the constant capital, even though this grows steadily, from growing in 
the same degree as its material volume. (Marx, 1993c: 343)

‘INCOMPLETE SUBORDINATION OF LABOR TO CAPITAL’ OR, THE 
RESISTANCE TO AUTOMATION

This core countervailing tendency, by which the spread of labor-saving devices 
across the economy reduces the cost of constant capital, however, is supple-
mented in Marx’s account by another, seemingly less prominent, feature of 
industrialized economies. Or, rather, two related phenomena that Marx groups 
under a single heading – ‘the relative surplus population’ – but whose connection 
he does not fully elaborate. There are ‘many branches of production’ which, ‘by 
their nature, oppose’ significant resistance ‘to the transformation of manual work 
into machine production’. What are the reasons for this ‘more or less incomplete 
subordination of labor to capital’ in these branches?

Marx suggests two primary reasons. The first is a version of the factor I have 
already discussed: ‘the cheapness and quantity of available or dismissed wage-
laborers’ formerly employed by newly mechanized or automated industries. The 
prevailing ‘cheapness’ of this labor makes it unlikely that business owners will 
invest in labor-saving machinery that would otherwise be employed if wages 
were higher. But the ‘resistance’ to automation Marx also points to has a techni-
cal or use-value aspect as well. Some labor processes, by their nature, are hard 
to mechanize to such an extent that the labor process performed is entirely dic-
tated by capitalist methods and imperatives. Marx does not give any examples. 
He notes, however, that the automation of core industries that produce neces-
sities like food, clothing, and so on leads to the creation of new ‘branches of 
production … particularly in the field of luxury consumption’. Indeed, these 
branches of production ‘take this relative surplus population as their basis, a 
population often made available owing to the preponderance of constant capi-
tal in other branches’ (Marx, 1993b: 344). By luxury consumption Marx does 
not mean, of course, the purchasing of yachts, mansions, and other expensive 
material goods available to the wealthy. He means instead what we would now 
call ‘personal services’, performed by what he designates elsewhere as ‘domes-
tic servants’. The services provided by this class of employees tend to require 
person-to-person interactions (cooking and serving meals, care for children and 
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the elderly, cleaning and grooming activities, etc.) that do not produce a discrete 
material good to be sold on the market. These are the sorts of laboring activi-
ties that oppose a ‘greater resistance … to the transformation of manual work 
into machine production’ than industries such as textile manufacturing, machine 
production, or, in the twentieth century, the making of automobiles, steel, or 
consumer electronics. The first key insight that Marx’s elliptical formulations 
suggests here is that these ‘new branches’ of production resist the total subordi-
nation of labor to capital and exhibit relatively low capital compositions, such 
that ‘both the rate and mass of surplus-value in these branches of production are 
unusually high’ (Marx, 1993b: 337).

There is another implication of Marx’s argument here that is only hinted at. 
When Marx suggests that new branches of production devoted to ‘luxury con-
sumption’ arise with the automation of the manufacturing sector, he is also sug-
gesting that these activities are to be understood as ‘unproductive’, that is, they 
do not produce surplus-value. But he equally suggests by the use of this phrase 
that these activities are paid for not out of capital but out of the private income of 
the wealthy. As a result, the unproductive nature of these activities will have no 
effect on the profit rate, since they do not function as a ‘cost’ to capitalist firms, 
but only to wealthy individuals and families who consume them. Yet in Volume 
2 of Capital, Marx devotes an important set of reflections to another kind of 
unproductive labor: not luxury consumption paid out of private income, but ‘cir-
culation’ and ‘supervisory’ activities that are necessary for the realization, in 
the exchange process, of the surplus-value captured in the immediate production 
process (Marx, 1993b: chapter 6).

UNPRODUCTIVE LABOR AND THE CRISIS TENDENCY

In the Introduction I began by describing a rapidly expanding service sector in 
contemporary capitalist economies, now making up as much as 80% of employ-
ment in the USA and UK. Given the confused nature of the concept of ‘services’ 
as used by traditional economists, this situation is better described as a shift of a 
larger and larger share of labor activities toward ‘unproductive’ activities, be 
they activities of circulation or supervisory and managerial functions that ensure 
the efficient use of labor, materials, and machinery.8 In Marx’s terms, these 
activities are unproductive: they do not produce a product, whether good or ser-
vice, that can be sold for a profit. While a masseuse working for a massage parlor 
produces massages that produce more value than is required to reproduce his or 
her labor, and hence generates a profit for his or her employer, a security guard 
merely ensures that a certain article of property remains private; both his or her 
labor and the security firm’s profits are paid for out of profits generated at the 
enterprise he or she guards. In the same way, financial and retail activities are 
unproductive, as are activities that produce goods and services but are not sold 
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on the market, such as household production and government services. From 
Marx’s point of view, ‘productivity’ in capitalism properly refers to the produc-
tion of value and surplus-value; an increase in supervisory and circulation labor 
means a decline in the amount of labor consumed productively and so capable of 
generating profits for business owners.

Marx’s approach has the virtue of clarifying that the rising proportion of the 
labor force working in circulation and supervision represents an increasing cost to 
the system as a whole. This introduces an added complication to Marx’s theory of 
the tendency for the average profit rate to fall. What if a significant portion of the 
wage bill includes personnel who perform activities that do not produce value, as 
is the case with circulation and supervisory labor? Since these workers do not pro-
duce surplus-value, and even sufficient value to provide for their own reproduction, 
their wages must be paid out of surplus-value produced by productive workers 
elsewhere in the economy, thereby drawing down the total surplus-value available 
to capitalists for new investments. Since this total surplus value must be shared 
between productive and unproductive enterprises, the rising ratio of unproductive 
to productive labor represents an additional downward pressure on the profit rate. 
The increasing productivity of labor, in Marx’s sense of a rising rate of exploita-
tion, must therefore compensate not only for the reduction in the total demand for 
labor relative to the capital mobilized but also for the increasing costs of circulation 
and supervision, as more and more labor is allocated to non-productive activity.

But why do the costs of circulation and managerial labor increase? Aren’t they 
just as susceptible to labor-saving innovations as productive activities, such as 
those in industries like manufacturing, mining, and agriculture? In an important 
commentary on this question formulated 40 years ago, Paul Mattick underlined 
the growing ‘disproportion’ between labor allocated to productive activities and 
to those representing costs of circulation. The increase in these costs is:

[a] consequence of the increasing productivity of labor, for the growing mass of commodi-
ties, produced with less and less labor, requires a disproportionate increase of the labor 
employed in distribution. This disproportionality has its source, on the one hand, in the 
enlargement and extension of the market and, on the other hand, in the as yet unresolved 
fact that the increase of productivity in the distribution process proceeds at a slower pace 
than in the production process … The slower advance in the productivity of the so-called 
service sector of the economy depresses the rate of profit. (Mattick, 1983: 117)

Mattick’s argument here depicts the economy as a whole as divided between 
two sectors, one subject to ongoing and rapid labor productivity increases, the 
other defined by a ‘slower advance’ in the deployment of labor-saving technolo-
gies. Mattick’s argument here tends to identify the (‘so-called’) service sector, 
not simply as a technologically stagnant sector, but one composed in no small 
part by activities that do not produce value or surplus-value. As capitalist econo-
mies produce larger amounts of goods and services, the argument goes, more 
labor must be consumed by private businesses that do not directly produce value.  
The two most important types of activity are supervisory and circulation labor. 
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Since these activities are by definition unproductive, they are a cost to capital, 
rather than a source of new value; they are paid for out of the profits other produc-
tive businesses generate, rather than producing profit themselves.

Why do labor productivity increases in the distribution process (or the so-
called service sector) proceed at a slower rate than those in the productive seg-
ment of capital’s circuit? Why wouldn’t the antidote to the growing disproportion 
in the allocation of productive to unproductive labor be found in accelerating the 
productivity gains of circulation and supervisory labor directly, primarily through 
automating them? Mattick speaks in this passage of an ‘as yet unresolved fact’, 
as if the disproportion were not a structural feature of capital accumulation but a 
contingency that might be overcome in the future. But he also suggests – echoing 
Marx’s suggestion that ‘many branches of production … by their nature, oppose’ 
significant resistance ‘to the transformation of manual work into machine produc-
tion’ – that the limits to raising the productivity of workers tasked with circulat-
ing value in particular reflect a crucial change in the relation between production 
activities and the distribution process. ‘Whereas the production process becomes 
increasingly more centralized into fewer and bigger enterprises’, he writes, ‘the 
distribution process is increasingly “decentralized”’. Here, the laws of motion 
regulating the accumulation of capital are elaborated in terms Marx only left 
implicit: if productive activities tend to be concentrated and centralized in fewer 
and larger firms, distribution activities are by necessity dispersed in space and 
carried out in a large number of, by definition, smaller workplaces, at least rela-
tive to those companies focused on productive activities.

CONCLUSION

This pattern, in which enormous productivity gains captured through economies 
of scale in certain core sectors of the economy are offset by the expansion of 
more labor-intensive activities in the circulation process, appears to be a struc-
tural feature of global capitalist production. What it suggests is that the central 
dynamic shaping the crisis tendency of advanced capital economies – those 
economies whose manufacturing sectors were ‘automated’ to a large extent in 
the post-war period – is the growing disparity between labor productivity gains 
in the productive and unproductive segments of the capital circuit. Since circula-
tion labor, to take the primary example among unproductive uses of capital, is a 
cost to private businesses – necessary to realize surplus-value extracted in the 
production process yet paid out of profits – the enduring disparity in labor pro-
ductivity gains between these two ‘sectors’ of the economy will continue to exert 
downward pressure on the profitability of private businesses across the economy 
as a whole. This pressure will manifest itself, periodically and with increasing 
frequency, in the form of systemic crises. The question raised by this highly 
abstract model of the growing ratio of unproductive to productive labor is 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM150

whether breakthroughs in automation can close the gap in productivity gains 
between the productive and unproductive segments, despite what Marx calls the 
‘greater resistance’ the labor activities associated with circulation labor pose to 
automation. Were such a breakthrough possible, it would most likely restore the 
profit rate, while shedding enormous quantities of labor. This newly redundant 
labor would either swell the ranks of the unemployed, or be absorbed into the 
low-wage, low-skill ‘personal services’ sector (including what Marx called 
‘domestic servants’).

If such a breakthrough is not possible, the only recourse for capital will be 
to intensify labor processes, while keeping wages as low as possible, at times 
even below the value of labor-power. The grim future automation theorists and 
advocates have projected, in which a surge in labor productivity in the vast ser-
vice sector will force a significant fraction of the workforce onto unemployment 
rolls, will likely be replaced with another, equally grim, scenario. A modest rise 
in unemployment is likely enough, even if it goes unreported in official statis-
tics, or is reflected instead in a declining labor participation rate (a trend since 
the turn of the century). But most workers affected by automation in core indus-
tries will find themselves forced to find employment in other lines of work that 
consist largely of low-paid, low-skill activities. This sector of the economy will 
continue to expand in the coming decades, but the combination of low wages, 
and the inherent difficulties these specific labor processes present to attempts to 
introduce labor-saving machinery, will most likely pose insurmountable obsta-
cles to their automation in the near future. These conditions will drag down 
aggregate labor productivity gains across the workforce, as more and more labor 
is allocated to low-productivity employment. As labor productivity gains taper 
off, the capacity for workers to win higher wages will in turn be closed off, since 
without such gains any increase in wages would reflect an increase in the labor 
share of income and therefore a reduction in employer profits. Companies have 
historically fought such scenarios tooth and nail, in defense of their profit mar-
gins. But even as they continue to hold down wages, while increasing productiv-
ity through heightened workplace discipline, the tendency for mature capitalist 
economies to increase the ratio of unproductive to productive labor will exert 
further pressure on their bottom lines, launching future rounds of wage suppres-
sion and the intensification of labor processes. Since the mid-1970s, this is pre-
cisely what has happened in the advanced economies of the world. Since 2008, 
despite the rhetoric of automation that dominated the crisis years, the situation 
has only deteriorated.

Notes

1  Black workers in the core manufacturing industries were particularly affected by the automation wave 
beginning in the mid-1950s. See in particular Boggs (1963).

2  Two prominent ‘popular’ accounts addressing recent advances in automation and their potential 
economic and social effects are Brynjolfsson and McAfee (2014) and Ford (2015).
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3  Ure was writing at a key historical transition, one marked by a struggle undertaken by the industrialist 
class against a fading, landowning, aristocratic elite, on the one hand (the Corn Laws of 1832), and 
an emerging, still-maturing industrial working class, on the other.

4  The transition from water- to steam-powered factories in England is discussed at great length in 
Andreas Malm (2016).

5  On the relationship between mechanization of labor processes and ‘deskilling’, see Braverman 
(1974).

6  On the notion of the capitalist ‘use’ or ‘application’ of machinery, see Panzieri (1980: 44–58). My 
approach to the question of automation here owes much to Panzieri’s groundbreaking essay.

7  The 10-hour workday, a central demand of the labor movement, was only implemented in 1847, and 
only for women and children between 13–18.

8  For criticism of mainstream economics’ theorization of the ‘service’ sector from a Marxist perspective, 
see Walker (1985) and Tregenna (2018).
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INTRODUCTION

Karl Marx thought deeply about matters of method throughout his life; nonethe-
less, he wrote few general reflections on it. He chose not to publish his chief text 
on method, the Introduction to the Grundrisse. He told Engels that in the first 
volume of Capital (1867), method would be much more hidden than in the 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1970b) [1859]. Marx made 
enigmatic comments, declaring himself to be Hegel’s pupil, then complaining: 
‘With him it [the dialectic] is standing on its head. It must be inverted, in order 
to discover the rational kernel within the mystical shell’ (Marx, 1976b: 103). 
Years earlier, Marx had written to Engels, ‘If there should ever be time for such 
work again, I would very greatly like to make accessible … what is rational in 
the method which Hegel discovered but at the same time enveloped in mysti-
cism’ (Marx, 1955a: 102). That time never came.

Marx claims originality for the method of his critique of political economy 
and cautions readers as to its difficulty: ‘the method of analysis which I have 
employed, and which had not previously been applied to economic subjects, 
makes the reading of the first chapters [of Capital] rather arduous … There is 
no royal road to science’ (Marx, 1976b: 104). Reflecting on reviews of Capital, 
he voices disappointment ‘that the method employed in Capital has been lit-
tle understood as is shown by the various mutually contradictory conceptions 
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that have been formed of it’ (Marx, 1976b: 99). Late in life, Marx wrote ‘Notes 
on Adolph Wagner’ (Marx, 1975), an important manuscript that criticizes the 
German economist’s understanding of Marx’s method in Capital.

James Collins writes of the ‘insistency of the sources’ in interpretive work: ‘There 
is the research opening toward the sources on the part of the historian. … This effort 
at understanding is encouraged and sustained by the originative opening from the 
sources themselves’ (Collins, 1972: 52). Our understanding of Marx’s method has 
been aided by the openings to texts by Marx unpublished in his lifetime. Christopher 
Arthur observes of the ‘new dialectic’ interpretation of Marx’s method: ‘What is 
involved in the first place is simply a return to sources, making a serious study of 
what Hegel and Marx really achieved with respect to dialectic’ (Arthur, 2002: 2). 
Among the important posthumous texts of Marx for a discussion of method are the 
Critique of Hegel’s ‘Philosophy of Right’, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts 
of 1844, Grundrisse, Urtext (Original Text of ‘A Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy’), ‘Notes on Wagner’, ‘Results of the Immediate Production 
Process’, Economic Manuscript of 1861–3 (1988a, 1989a, 1989b, 1991), and 
Economic Manuscript of 1864–5 (2015). There is much to digest.

THE INSEPARABILITY OF FORM AND CONTENT: WHY MARX 
WROTE FEW REFLECTIONS ON METHOD

We can trace why Marx wrote sparsely on method to his encounter with Hegel. 
As a 19-year-old student, Marx writes to his father that, while trying to compose 
a Kantian–Fichtean book of jurisprudence, a turbulent reading of Hegel rocked 
his thinking. In the aftermath, he reflects on his first effort: ‘My mistake was that 
I believed one could and must develop the one [form] apart from the other [con-
tent], with the result that I achieved no genuine form but a desk with a number 
of drawers I subsequently lettered with sand.’ (Marx, 1967a: 43). We recognize 
Marx’s debt in Hegel’s statement:

Form and content are a pair of determinations that are frequently employed by the reflective 
understanding, and, moreover, mainly in such a way that the content is considered as what 
is essential and independent, while the form, on the contrary, is inessential and dependent. 
Against this, however, it must be remarked that in fact both of them are equally essential. 
(Hegel, 1991: 202)

This demand is the root of dialectic; it opposes a priori thinking. In this sense, 
Marx is an empiricist. But for Marx, as for Aristotle, experience includes form, 
notably, social form. From this understanding of form and content, we see (1) 
there is little to say in general about method, and (2) matters of method and sub-
stance are inseparable. Getting Marx right on method and getting the substance 
of his views right are two aspects of one task.

In the Critique of Hegel’s ‘Philosophy of Right’ (1843), Marx turns the insep-
arability of form and content against Hegel. Marx charges Hegel with forcing 
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modern society to fit an a priori logic: ‘However, this comprehension [Begreifen] 
does not, as Hegel thinks, consist in everywhere recognizing the determinations 
of the logical concept [des logischen Begriffs], but rather in grasping the proper 
logic of the proper object’ (Marx, 1970a: 92). To grasp ‘the proper logic of 
the proper object’ is the soul of Marx’s method; this is the key to the present 
interpretation. A ‘proper logic’ cannot be known a priori; it requires experi-
ence-based investigation. Hegel fails to meet his own standard with respect to 
the inseparability of form and content. As Marx charges, ‘he does not develop 
his thought out of what is objective [aus dem Gegenstand], but what is objec-
tive in accordance with ready-made thought which has its origin in the abstract 
sphere of logic’ (Marx, 1970a: 14). Years later, Marx would criticize Ferdinand 
Lasalle’s attempt at a Hegelian presentation of political economy: ‘to bring a 
science by criticism to the point where it can be dialectically presented is an 
altogether different thing from applying an abstract ready-made system of logic 
to mere inklings of such a system’ (Marx, 1955b: 102). Marx returns often to 
this accusation of imposing ‘ready-made thinking’. Christopher Arthur finds this 
kind of imposition in Soviet Marxist Diamat: ‘This lifeless formalism proceeded 
by applying abstract schemas adventitiously to contents arbitrarily forced into 
the required shape’ (Arthur, 2002: 3). This is no way to reach ‘the proper logic 
of the proper object’.

Because he fails to engage the dialectic of form and content, Hegel falls into 
both idealism and positivism. Imposing logical forms ‘necessarily has as its result 
that an empirical existent is taken in an uncritical manner to be the real truth of 
the Idea’ (Marx, 1970a: 39). Marx finds the source of this two-fold failure in 
Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit: ‘there is already latent in the Phenomenology 
as a germ, a potentiality, a secret, the uncritical positivism and the equally uncriti-
cal idealism of Hegel’s later works – that philosophic dissolution and restoration 
of the existing empirical world’ (Marx, 1964: 175–6). In failing to grasp ‘the 
proper logic of the proper object’, idealism has bad empirical and political conse-
quences. Thirty years later, Marx returns to this point. When dialectical thinking 
misfires, it turns conservative: ‘In its mystified form, the dialectic became the 
fashion in Germany, because it seemed to transfigure and glorify what exists’ 
(Marx, 1976b: 103). In ‘interpreting’ the world, failed dialectical thinkers only 
entrench it.

ASSESSING CONCEPTUAL HORIZONS

To arrive at his method, Marx first examines existing conceptual horizons. Marx 
concludes the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 with a ‘Critique of 
Hegelian Dialectic and Philosophy in General’. He regards that critique ‘to be 
absolutely necessary, a task not yet performed’ (Marx, 1964: 64). Marx concludes 
that Hegel lapses into the same Enlightenment dualisms that he sought to 
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overcome. He praises Hegel for grasping ‘labor as the essence of man’ yet protests 
that ‘the only labor which Hegel knows and recognizes is abstractly mental labor’ 
(Marx, 1964: 177). With Hegel, ‘the rich, living, sensuous, concrete activity of 
self-objectification is therefore reduced to its mere abstraction … sheer activity’ 
(Marx, 1964: 189), just as value is the objectification of abstract labor. Marx then 
pays Hegel a left-handed compliment:

Hege’s positive achievement here, in his speculative logic, is that the definite concepts, the 
universal fixed thought-forms in their independence vis-á-vis nature and mind are a neces-
sary result of the general estrangement of the human essence and therefore also of human 
thought. (Marx, 1964: 189)

Because Hegel reduces human consciousness to ‘abstractly mental labor’, he nec-
essarily generates ‘fixed thought-forms’ opposite nature and spirit. Anticipating 
his view that value (congealed abstract labor) necessarily is expressed in money, 
Marx says of Hegel: ‘Logic is the money of spirit’. Thus, in his Encyclopedia of 
the Philosophical Sciences, Hegel puts logic ahead of nature and spirit, so that 
‘the whole of nature merely repeats the logical abstractions in a sensuous, exter-
nal form’ (Marx, 1964: 174). Just as commodities are carriers of value, Hegel 
treats the wealth of nature and society as bearers of logical abstractions.

In The Poverty of Philosophy (1847), Marx engages in a simultaneous critique 
of philosophy, political economy, and bourgeois socialism: ‘economists express 
the relations of bourgeois production, the division of labour, credit, money, etc., 
as fixed, immutable, eternal categories’ (Marx, 1963a: 104). Proudhon waxes 
Hegelian and is ‘forced to attribute the origin of these thoughts to the movement 
of pure reason’ (Marx, 1963a: 105). Though he considers Proudhon to be a poor 
Hegelian, Marx reasserts his critique of Hegel:

It is of this absolute method that Hegel speaks in these terms: ‘Method is the absolute, 
unique, supreme, infinite force, which no object can resist; it is the tendency of reason to 
find itself again, to recognize itself in every object’ (Logic, Vol. III). All things being reduced 
to a logical category, and every movement, every act of production, to method, it follows 
naturally that every aggregate of products and production, of objects and of movement, can 
be reduced to a form of applied metaphysics. (Marx, 1963a: 107)1

Proudhon, in his turn, wants to derive ready-made economic categories from a 
ready-made metaphysics.

BEYOND THE BOURGEOIS HORIZON

In criticizing Proudhon, Marx complains that he ‘does not rise above the bour-
geois horizon’ (Marx, 1963b: 190). The bourgeois horizon, which is shared by 
idealism and materialism, fails to recognize the inseparability of subject and 
object, form and content. Marx targets that phenomenological failure in the first 
of the ‘Theses on Feuerbach’:



METHODS 157

The chief defect of all previous materialism (that of Feuerbach included) is that things 
[Gegenstand], reality, sensuousness are conceived only in the form of the object, or of con-
templation [Anschauung], but not as sensuous human activity, practice [Praxis], not subjec-
tively. Hence, in contradistinction to materialism, the active side was set forth abstractly by 
idealism – which, of course, does not know real, sensuous activity as such. (Marx, 1976c: 3)

The fault underlying idealism and the ‘previous materialism’ is the split 
between subject and object, activity and passivity. Practical, sensuous human  
activity, which repels any split between subject and object or activity and passiv-
ity, is Marx’s phenomenological corrective to the bifurcations of the bourgeois 
horizon.2

Marx attributes classical political economy’s failings to its confinement to 
the bourgeois horizon: ‘Yet even its best representatives remained more or less 
trapped in the world of illusion their criticism had dissolved, and nothing else is 
possible from the bourgeois standpoint’ (Marx, 1981: 969). The bourgeois hori-
zon splits the social provisioning process from the historically changeable social 
forms and purposes that constitute it – a false phenomenology of the provisioning 
process. Consequently, generally applicable categories such as wealth, labor, and 
instrument of production get conflated with socially specific ones, such as the 
commodity, value-producing labor, and capital. Marx observes:

The whole profundity of those modern economists who demonstrate the eternity and har-
moniousness of the existing social relations lies in this forgetting. For example. No produc-
tion possible without an instrument of production, even if this instrument is only the hand. 
No production without stored-up, past labour, even if it is only the facility gathered together 
and concentrated in the hand of the savage by repeated practice. Capital is, among other 
things, also an instrument of production, also objectified, past labour. Therefore it is a gen-
eral, eternal relation of nature; that is, if I leave out just the specific quality which alone make 
‘instrument of production’ and ‘stored up labour’ into capital. (Marx, 1973: 85–6)

Here we see the apologetic character of the bourgeois horizon: capital is pre-
sented as permanent.

IMMANENT CRITIQUE AND MARX’S CRITICAL SOCIAL 
EPISTEMOLOGY

Marx’s critique of the bifurcations of the bourgeois horizon owes much to 
Hegel’s critique of the unreconciled dualisms of the reflective understanding 
(Verstand). Likewise, Marx’s practice of immanent critique is indebted to Hegel, 
who wrote: ‘the genuine refutation must penetrate the opponent’s stronghold and 
meet him on his own ground’ (Hegel, 1969: 581). In the notes to his doctoral 
dissertation, Marx directs that thought at Hegel:

If a philosopher has accommodated himself, his disciples have to explain from his inner 
essential consciousness … his essential form of consciousness is constructed, raised to a 
particular form and meaning, and at the same time superseded. (Marx, 1967b: 61)
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We saw that Marx turns Hegel against himself in the Critique of Hegel’s 
‘Philosophy of Right’ and in the final Paris manuscript: Hegel relapses into 
bifurcations that he meant to overcome. As Georg Lukács comments, ‘[Marx] 
measured Hegel’s philosophy by the yardstick he had himself discovered and 
systematically elaborated, and he found it wanting…. Marx’s critique of Hegel is 
the direct continuation and extension of the criticism that Hegel himself levelled 
at Kant and Fichte’ (Lukács, 1971: 17). Immanent criticism requires the sort of 
concentrated textual study that Marx undertook throughout his life.

In Capital, Marx returns to his critique of the bourgeois philosophy of right 
by showing that the principles of liberty, equality, and respect for persons in 
the marketplace present the cheery face of a mode of production that is based 
on the exploitation of wage workers and the domination of all by the price sys-
tem and endless capital accumulation. Marx explains how workers can be paid a 
wage equal in value to the labor power that they sell to capitalists – meeting the 
demands of bourgeois justice – and still be exploited. In arguing that the continu-
ous functioning of the market presupposes production on a capitalist basis, he 
reveals that commodity circulation is driven by capital’s drive for profits and that 
even the apparent justice of the wage contract is a fraud since workers are paid 
from surplus-value previously extracted. The liberty and equality of the market-
place mask realities that thwart the aims of bourgeois right.

Marx argued that the tendency of the rate of profit to fall was immanent to 
the capitalist mode of production, though not due to external factors, as David 
Ricardo thought. Capital’s inherent drive to increase the productive power of 
labor and reap relative surplus-value tends to make production less labor- 
intensive, but that reduction – abstracting from immanent countertendencies – 
diminishes the source of profit. Marx observes:

It comes to the surface here in a purely economic way – i.e., from the bourgeois point of 
view, within the limitations of capitalist understanding, from the standpoint of capitalist 
production itself – that it has its barrier, that it is relative, that it is not an absolute, but only 
a historical mode of production corresponding to a definite limited epoch in the develop-
ment of the material requirements of production. (Marx, 1981: 259)

For Marx, the ultimate immanent critique of bourgeois society is that capital is 
its own barrier.

Marx’s method, rooted in historical materialism, is not only to make immanent 
critiques of key thinkers but also to grasp their form of consciousness in rela-
tion to the mode of production. For Marx, a form of consciousness is not a thing 
apart; it belongs to a form of social life: ‘consciousness can never be anything 
other than conscious being, and the being of men is their actual process of life’ 
(Marx and Engels, 1976: 36). The study of consciousness and its forms, includ-
ing philosophical and scientific thinking, belongs to historical materialism. The 
social form of the provisioning process always has implications for conscious-
ness. As Moishe Postone puts it, ‘the form of social relations’ must be treated ‘as 
an epistemological category’ (Postone, 1993: 176), as a way of understanding 
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ideology. Marx speaks of the bourgeois horizon because he views it as a form of 
consciousness that fits and reinforces the social relations constitutive of capitalist 
society. Critical social epistemology falls within the method of historical materi-
alism. It calls for self-reflexivity on the part of the investigator.

THE 1857 INTRODUCTION TO THE GRUNDRISSE: SIX KEY POINTS

The 1857 Introduction to the Grundrisse is the single most fruitful source on 
Marx’s method; six points may be highlighted with respect to its contribution.

1 Historical materialism is the heart of Marx’s method: ‘Individuals producing in society – hence 
socially determined individual production – is, of course, the point of departure’ (Marx, 1973: 
83). Social determination is not an add on; individuals do not pull on sociality on like a sweater. 
Historical materialism tells you that production is socially determined but not how. It paves no 
royal road to explanation.

2 Marx distinguishes between general and determinate abstractions. Generally applicable cat-
egories have a role to play in Marx’s method: ‘There are characteristics which all stages of 
production have in common, and which are established as general ones by the mind’, but ‘no 
real historical stage of production can be grasped’ with them (Marx, 1973: 88). Determinate 
categories, such as the ones Marx develops in Capital, are needed for that. Marx is careful to 
distinguish between a legitimate, though limited, use of general categories and the notion that 
we can speak of production-in-general: ‘If there is no production in general [production without 
a definite social form], then there is also no general production. Production is always a particular 
branch of production’ (Marx, 1973: 86). We talk about widgets to make general points about 
production, but there are no widget factories.

3 Marx distinguishes two senses of ‘concrete’. One contrasts the actual world from concepts; the 
other distinguishes among concepts. One concept is more concrete than another if it is concep-
tually more developed: ‘the concrete … is the concentration of many determinations’ (Marx, 
1973: 101). Capital, for example, is a more concrete concept than that of the simple commodity.

4 Marx distinguishes between the method of inquiry [Forschungsweise] and the method of pres-
entation [Darstellungsweise]. The method of inquiry works from the concrete (in the first sense) 
to categories that are abstract (not conceptually concrete), while the method of presentation, 
roughly, works from the conceptually abstract to the concrete.3 Henryk Grossman (1992) intro-
duced the idea of successive approximations to interpret Marx’s method of presentation in 
Capital.4 Grossman’s influential successive approximations interpretation has largely given way 
to a systematic dialectical interpretation of Marx’s method of presentation in Capital.5 The two 
interpretations share a conception of Capital as having different stages of analysis moving from 
higher to lower levels of abstraction, but they differ importantly. First, levels of approximation 
are taken to exist independently. In systematic dialectics, by contrast, all the stages in the pres-
entation refer to levels of abstraction from the same object of inquiry – not to independently 
existing stages. Second, in the successive approximations approach, later stages presuppose the 
earlier ones but not vice versa. If they did, they would not be independent. In systematic dia-
lectics, conceptual levels are mutually presupposing; they belong to a totality. Third, in the suc-
cessive approximations approach, what is claimed at earlier stages of approximation is shown 
by later stages of approximation to be false. In a systematic dialectical approach, by contrast, 
the claims made at the higher levels of abstraction, that is, in the earlier stages of the presenta-
tion, are true (though conceptually incomplete) and remain true throughout. Two key examples 
are the claims that the price of the total heap of commodities – but not of commodities taken 
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individually – is determined by its value and that the total surplus-value (interest plus profit 
of enterprise plus rent) – but not the profit realized by the sale of individual commodities – is 
determined by the amount of surplus labor represented in that heap.

5 Marx insists on the phenomenological point that the different aspects of a mode of production 
are distinguishable but inseparable. They belong to a totality: ‘production, distribution, exchange 
and consumption … all form the members of a totality, distinctions within a unity’ (Marx, 1973: 
99). In chapter 51 ‘Relations of Production and Relations of Distribution’ of volume 3 of Capital, 
Marx returns to the phenomenological point that production and distribution are inseparable. 
This important truth has consequences – for example, value cannot be strictly a category of 
production or distribution.

6 Capital is about capital from start to finish: ‘capital is the all-dominating economic power of 
bourgeois society. It must form the starting-point as well as the finishing-point’ (Marx, 1973: 
107). The determinate categories of Capital ‘express the forms of being, the characteristics of 
existence, and often only individual sides of this specific society’ (Marx, 1973: 106). Marx adds 
that this is ‘decisive for the order and sequence of the categories’ (1973: 106), which belies the 
‘logico-historical’ interpretation of the ordering of Capital.

GRASPING SOCIAL FORMS IN THEIR COMPLEXITY

Marx explains how the method of the political economists alternately collapses 
complex social forms into simple ones and abstracts altogether from specific 
social forms:

There are two points here which are characteristic of the method of the bourgeoisie’s eco-
nomic apologists. The first is the identification of the circulation of commodities with the 
direct exchange of products [barter], achieved simply by abstracting from their differences. 
The second is the attempt to explain away the contradictions of the capitalist process of 
production by dissolving the relations between persons engaged in that process of produc-
tion into the simple relations arising out of the circulation of commodities. (Marx, 1976a: 
209–10, n. 24)

Reduce capital’s circuit to simple commodity circulation, then reduce circulation 
to barter: specific social forms vanish. Capitalism is then represented as the resi-
due, the immutable economy-in-general.

METHOD AND SUBSTANCE IN MARX’S CRITIQUE OF POLITICAL 
ECONOMY

Marx is not a political economist but rather a critic of political economy, as the 
subtitle of Capital tells readers. Marx’s critique is at once methodological and 
substantive. As Guido Starosta comments, ‘a proper grasp of the substantive 
content of commodity fetishism can only result from a correct understanding of 
the very form of Marx’s process of cognition’ (Starosta, 2017: 104). Attending 
to specific social forms and purposes is central to the method of Marx’s critique 
of political economy. In Capital, that critique begins with the opening sentence. 
He identifies the object of his inquiry as capitalist societies, where wealth is 
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produced in the commodity form. Marx calls out Adam Smith, who, in the 
Wealth of Nations (1979), makes claim to a science of wealth without any social 
form or purpose – as if wealth existed and was produced in general.

Value and its Necessary Form of Expression

Reasoning from commodities to value, Marx examines not only the substance 
(congealed abstract labor) and magnitude (labor time) of value but also its neces-
sary form of expression (money) – value’s three inseparable aspects. Marx’s 
investigation of the value-form sets his labor theory of value apart from the clas-
sical one: ‘Even its best representatives, Adam Smith and Ricardo, treat the form 
of value as something of indifference, something external to the nature of the 
commodity itself’ (Marx, 1976a: 174, n. 33). Confined to the bourgeois horizon, 
the classical political economists neglect matters of form: ‘With all later bour-
geois economists, as with Adam Smith, lack of theoretical understanding needed 
to distinguish the different forms of economic relations remains the rule in their 
coarse grabbing at and interest in the empirically available material’ (Marx, 
1963c: 92). Value is a consequence of the social form of labor.

Adapting Hegel’s logic of essence – essence must appear as something other 
than itself – Marx shows that value necessarily appears as money (price), and 
he traces that necessity to the peculiarly asocial social form of labor in capi-
talism. Classical political economists employ a pre-Hegelian notion of essence 
and appearance; they take value to be the independent variable and price to be 
the dependent variable. Demonstrating that value (essence) is inseparable from 
money (appearance) is a way that Marx shows value to be historically specific. 
Consequently, embodied labor (classical political economy) and utility (neoclas-
sical economics) are the wrong kind of concepts to explain value.

Two Sore Points: Commodity Money and the 
‘Transformation Problem’

Two reasons commonly given for rejecting Capital are: (1) Marx claims that 
money must have intrinsic value; and (2) the theory of value in Capital, volume 
1 cannot be reconciled with the prices of production introduced in Capital, 
volume 3. In other words, the ‘transformation problem’ has no satisfactory solu-
tion. Expanding on work by Suzanne de Brunhoff (1976), Martha Campbell 
(2017) explains the method of Capital to show how Marx argues in the chapter 
on money in Capital, volume 1 that money need not have intrinsic value, thereby 
laying the basis for his argument in Capital, volume 3 that money in capitalism 
is credit-money. Fred Moseley (2016) argues there is no ‘transformation prob-
lem’ because there is nothing to transform. In both arguments, how Marx’s 
method is understood is key.

In the first argument, three functions of money are examined in chapter 3 
of Capital, volume 1 – measure of value (and standard of price), medium of 
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circulation, and money as money. These are inseparable: each depends on the 
other. What matters is not money’s materiality but that it is socially established 
as the universal equivalent. Money is hoarded for that reason, not for its intrinsic 
value. None of money’s functions require it to have intrinsic value.

In the second argument, when Marx introduces the circuit of capital, M – C –  
(M + ΔM), in chapter 4 of Capital, volume 1, he calls ΔM surplus-value. Both 
the M that begins the circuit and ΔM, which is the goal of the circuit, are sums 
of money. The M introduced in chapter 4 equals c (constant capital) + v (variable 
capital). Since in capitalism individual commodities sell not at their individual 
values but rather at their prices of production, Moseley (2016) reasons, the actual 
prices at which the elements of constant and variable capital are purchased are 
prices of production, not individual values. The commodities are not paid for in 
volume 1 and again in volume 3. So, the prices of the commodities represented 
by c and v need no transformation. But Marx could not develop the categories 
needed to say that until Capital, volume 3. Individual commodities and capitals in 
Capital, volume 1 are aliquot or representative parts of the total heap of commod-
ities and the total social capital. The M and ΔM introduced in chapter 4 are the 
same quantities that appear at the beginning of Capital, volume 3, where Marx 
develops the concepts of profit, cost price, and price of production (cost price 
plus profit as determined by the average rate of profit). Since the price of a com-
modity always was a portion of the money capital expended, that money capital 
always purchased commodities at their price of production. So, there is nothing to 
transform in Capital, volume 3 – no problem to solve. Moseley notes how method 
and substance align: ‘if Marx’s logical method is interpreted in this way, then 
there is no “transformation problem” in Marx’s theory’ (Moseley, 2016: 4). The 
problem created by the successive approximations interpretation is dissolved.

If correct, these two arguments demonstrate the significance of grasping the 
inseparability of method and substance in Marx’s critique of political economy.

GEORG LUKÁCS: METHOD AS MARXIST ORTHODOXY

In ‘What is Orthodox Marxism?’, Georg Lukács (1885–1971) offers this answer: 
‘Orthodox Marxism … refers exclusively to method’. That method is historical 
materialism: ‘Marx’s dictum: “The relations of production of every society form 
a whole” is the methodological point of departure and the key to the historical 
understanding of social relations’ (Lukács, 1971: 9). Marxist method is material-
ist, dialectical, and revolutionary. Historical materialism may hold ‘the key to the 
historical understanding of social relations’, but, as a method, it is thin, a ‘point 
of departure’, not a royal road to science.

In separating method from its object, Lukács makes method inviolable, while 
every individual thesis is disposable. Deflecting criticism of Marx’s critique of 
political economy, this approach distorts Marx’s understanding of method. Marx 
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rejects the separation of method from its object. Already in his early manuscripts, 
Marx develops his understanding of method in step with his ideas on how capital 
constitutes the modern world. The conceptual build-up of Capital is laced with 
methodological considerations: we understand Capital’s structure better only by 
examining its method and its theses jointly. Moreover, decoupling method from 
substantive judgments does not fit Lukács’ own account. He writes of Marx’s 
early critique of Hegel: ‘it is at reality itself that Hegel and Marx part company. 
Hegel was unable to penetrate to the real driving forces of history. … In conse-
quence he was forced to regard the peoples and their consciousness as the true 
bearers of historical evolution’ (Lukács, 1971: 17). Lukács’ transition ‘in con-
sequence he was forced to’ ties Hegel’s substantive shortcoming to his idealist 
method. This better matches Marx.

Lukács’ seminal contribution to Marxist method lies in the light he put on 
form, especially social forms and their dialectic with forms of thought. Lukács 
learned to appreciate form through his early associations with Max Weber, Georg 
Simmel, and Emil Lask, and from the two thinkers who most influenced him, 
Hegel and Marx. Marx begins Capital with the commodity form because, in 
Lukács’ words, ‘at this stage in the history of mankind there is no problem that 
does not ultimately lead back to that question [of the commodity form] and there 
is no solution that could not be found in the solution to the riddle of commodity-
structure’ (Lukács, 1971: 83). The ghostly objectivity of value, the commod-
ity’s fetish character, ‘stamps its imprint upon the whole consciousness of man’ 
(Lukács, 1971: 100). Form matters.

Lukács finds the imprint of the commodity form on modern philosophy: 
‘Modern critical philosophy springs from the reified structure of consciousness. 
The specific problems of this philosophy are distinguishable from the problemat-
ics of previous philosophies by the fact that they are rooted in this structure’ 
(Lukács, 1971: 110). The indifference of value toward use-value that comes with 
the commodity form – value’s ghostly objectivity – is the social basis of the 
antinomies of bourgeois thought. These antinomies result from factoring out 
from experience an empty subject and an unknowable residue – the thing-in-
itself. Lukács renews Marx’s rejection of the factoring philosophy of Kant and 
Fichte: Lukács insists, ‘every object exists as an immediate inseparable complex 
of form and content’ (Lukács, 1971: 126). Marxist method pushes past the bour-
geois horizon.

Lukács turns to Marx’s philosophy of praxis to overcome the antinomies of 
bourgeois thought: ‘the essence of praxis consists in annulling that indifference of 
form towards content that we found in the problem of the thing-in-itself’ (Lukács, 
1971: 126). Lukács identifies the proletariat as the subject of that praxis, ‘the 
identical subject-object, the subject of action; the “we” of the genesis: namely the 
proletariat’ (Lukács, 1971: 149). The proletariat, says Lukács, occupies the class 
position that enables it to overcome the antinomies of bourgeois thought. Lukács 
looks to the proletariat.
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GALVANO DELLA VOLPE: AGAINST THE A PRIORI

Galvano Della Volpe (1895–1968), like Marx, was a convert from idealism to 
materialist dialectics. He writes of the Critique of Hegel’s ‘Philosophy of Right’, 
where Marx criticizes Hegel for imposing logical universals on social particu-
lars, ‘it is already clear how the knowledge of that new dialectical materialist 
method comes into being here’ (Della Volpe, 1979: 166). That ‘method’ is 
directed at what Marx called ‘the proper logic of the proper object’ (Marx, 
1970a: 92). This aim shifts inquiry away from a priori methods. Della Volpe 
followed this lead. Marx worried that the conceptual development in Capital 
‘may appear as … a mere a priori construction’ (Marx, 1976b: 102) – though it 
is not. Della Volpe’s passion was to keep Marxist method free of the a priori. For 
Della Volpe, there is one scientific method, the experimental method. Marx 
directs the experimental method at society:

Marx’s critique demonstrated a fortiori that apriorism, Hegelian or otherwise, is sterile and 
illegitimate in philosophy in general, and therefore also in the so-called moral sciences. The 
prospect of a new science was thereby opened: philosophy as a historical, experimental sci-
ence of humanity. (Della Volpe, 1980: 124)

What Galileo was to natural science, Marx is to social science.
Della Volpe locates Marxist method in the history of Western philosophy. Plato’s 

theory of forms, which splits the intelligible from the sensible, is seminal for a 
priori thinking. Aristotle improves on Plato, but Della Volpe regards Aristotle’s 
essences as residuals of Platonic forms. Like the empiricist John Locke, Della 
Volpe rejects the innate ideas of the rationalists. He praises Immanuel Kant for 
upholding sensibility as a separate and positive cognitive faculty: ‘Kant strikes 
a decisive blow against Leibniz’s Platonism and affirms modern science’s insis-
tence on experience. Against Leibniz, Kant maintains … that “an intuition and 
a concept are representations wholly distinct in kind”’ (Della Volpe, 1980: 5–6). 
But Kant disappoints Della Volpe with his ‘formalization, or intellectualization, 
of transcendental logic’. For Della Volpe, that is ‘fatal, for any attempt to resolve 
the problem of experience adequately’ (1980: 15). Kant ‘replaces the metaphys-
ics of being … with a metaphysics of knowledge’: the soul is replaced with the 
‘I think’ (Della Volpe, 1980: 123). Kant lost touch with Aristotle’s discursive 
reasoning, wherein judgments are simultaneously analytic and synthetic.

Della Volpe sees Hegel as regressing from Kant to Plato’s purely intelligi-
ble forms. Hegel’s method, as Marx revealed, is hypostatization and inversion 
of subject and predicate. Speculation reduces reality to logical ideas, which it 
then treats as subjects whose predicates are the particulars. The Idea is the sub-
ject; family, civil society, and the state are its predicates. Marx plays Aristotle to 
Hegel’s Plato, except that Marx thoroughly eliminates the a priori.

Neither Della Volpe nor Marx is against abstractions; that would be to reject 
thinking. It is the kind of abstractions that matters. Della Volpe cites Lenin 
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approvingly: ‘Marx … discarded all these arguments about society and progress 
in general and produced a scientific analysis of one society and of one progress – 
capitalist’ (quoted in Della Volpe, 1980: 131). Marx sees the futility in attempting 
to do social science with generic categories. This is the genius of Marx’s method:

This specific conception of philosophy as science is synonymous with the ‘determinate’ or 
‘precise’ abstraction, the rigorous scientific abstraction, which Marx discovered and 
employed in the particular ‘moral discipline’ of political economy. He counterposed this 
determinate abstraction to the ‘speculative’, generic, or ‘forced’ abstraction employed by 
traditional economists, who affirmed that there were ‘natural’ and eternal economic laws. 
(Della Volpe, 1980: 183–4)

Marx’s concepts, for example, the commodity, value, money, capital, and wage 
labor, are determinate and historical; they hold for capitalist society, not society 
in general. They are hard won.

ANALYTICAL MARXISM: ANALYSIS WITHOUT PHENOMENOLOGY

Analytical Marxism, like analytical philosophy, fails to recognize that method 
requires analysis and phenomenology. Analysis draws distinctions, but phenom-
enology consults experience to determine when the distinguishable is not sepa-
rable. The failure reaches back to David Hume, who allows no place for 
phenomenology. He recognizes only two types of knowledge: relations of ideas 
and matters of fact or existence. Hume makes phenomenological judgments 
nevertheless, and his conception of a ‘distinction of reason’ requires them 
(Hume, 1978: 25). Hume’s classification of perceptions into impressions and 
ideas based on their force and vivacity relies on this phenomenological judg-
ment: perceptions always have some degree of force and vivacity. Because, like 
Hume, analytical philosophy sees no warrant for phenomenological inquiry, it 
treats the distinguishable as the separable. In following suit, Analytical Marxism 
operates within what Marx called the bourgeois horizon.

Marx’s theory of value has phenomenological roots. First, labor is inseparable 
from its specific social form: value is purely social; it arises from the social form 
of labor in capitalism. Second, value is inseparable from money: price is value’s 
necessary form of expression.6 Value and price are distinguishable but not sepa-
rable: value is not the independent and price the dependent variable. Analytical 
Marxists interpret Marx’s theory of value along Ricardian, Sraffian, or neoclassi-
cal lines, each of which ignores the social form of the labor that produces value. 
Consequently, value is either taken to be a transhistorical reality or dismissed, 
and the necessity for value to be expressed as money cannot be thought.

Analytical Marxism treats the historical materialist concepts that underlie 
Marx’s critique of political economy – forces of production, relations of produc-
tion, superstructure, and forms of consciousness – as separable, though inter-
acting, elements. For Marx’s phenomenology, these distinguishable aspects of 
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social life are not separable. Technological determinism, which treats the forces 
of production as separate and dominant, is not an option for Marx: forces of pro-
duction are always constituted by social forms and purposes that make a mode of 
production a way of life.

The concepts that Marx identifies as constitutive of the capitalist (or any 
other) mode of production are ethically, socially, and politically charged. They 
challenge the analytical divide between description and prescription. Capital 
begins with wealth in the commodity form. Commodity exchanges – buying and  
selling – are undertaken voluntarily by persons equal before the law. Who counts 
as a person and what counts as a voluntary exchange are normatively contested 
judgments. Allen Wood is wrong to claim that Marx’s ideas about value are ‘not 
in any sense normative or “evaluative” ideas’ (Wood, 1981: 225). For the law of 
value holds only where wealth is generally produced in the commodity form. For 
Marx, value is bound up with capitalist liberty, equality, property, and egoism –  
and with capitalist alienation, fetishism, domination, and exploitation. These 
are all normatively charged. Since to be a productive laborer in capitalism is to 
be exploited as a source of surplus-value, Marx observes, ‘To be a productive 
worker is therefore not a piece of luck, but a misfortune’ (Marx, 1976a: 644). 
Marx’s phenomenology of a mode of production repudiates the analytical bifur-
cation between description and prescription.

HORKHEIMER AND ADORNO: FROM ‘TRADITIONAL AND 
CRITICAL THEORY’ TO THE ‘NEUE MARX LEKTÜRE’

On the 70th anniversary of the publication of Capital, volume 1, Max Horkheimer 
(1895–1973) published ‘Traditional and Critical Theory’. The objectivity sought 
by critical theory, Horkheimer writes, is not indifferent to the plight of humanity: 
‘the self-knowledge of present-day man is … a critical theory of society as it is, 
a theory dominated at every turn by a concern for reasonable conditions of life’ 
(Horkheimer, 1972: 198–9). Horkheimer is sympathetic to traditional theory’s 
aspiration to objectivity: ‘Mind [Geist] is liberal. It tolerates no external coer-
cion, no revamping of its results to suit the will of one or other power’, but mind 
‘is not cut loose from the life of society; it does not hang suspended over it’ 
(Horkheimer, 1972: 223). No theory of society is without political motivations, 
so objectivity requires self-reflexivity and humane judgment.

Against the naturalizing empiricism of traditional theory, Horkheimer insists 
on the historical character of theory and its object: ‘The facts which our senses 
present to us are socially preformed in two ways: through the historical charac-
ter of the object perceived and through the historical character of the perceiv-
ing organ’ (Horkheimer, 1972: 200). Critical theory must be open to historical 
changes, for example, a shift from liberal capitalism to forms of monopoly or 
politically steered capitalism.
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Referring to Marx, Horkheimer traces the critical theory of society to 
‘the dialectical critique of political economy’ (Horkheimer, 1972: 206). We 
live, Horkheimer laments, in a world that is ‘the world of capital’ (1972: 
208). Since the social world ‘in principle should be under human control 
and, in the future at least, will in fact come under it’, Horkheimer observes, 
‘these realities lose the character of pure factuality’ (1972: 209). Marx had 
insisted on the transitory character of the capitalist mode of production. 
Likewise, Horkheimer’s critical theory insists that social relations can be 
changed. Critical theory is ‘an element in action leading to new social forms’ 
(Horkheimer, 1972: 216).

Like Lukács, Horkheimer looks to the development of the consciousness of 
the proletariat; like Lukács, he cautions, ‘even the situation of the proletariat is, 
in this society, no guarantee of correct knowledge. … Even to the proletariat the 
world superficially seems quite different than it really is’ (Horkheimer, 1972: 
213–14). The critical theorist’s function is to create ‘a dynamic unity with the 
oppressed class’, to become ‘a force … to stimulate change’. But the ‘possibility 
of tension between the theoretician and the class which his thinking is to serve’ 
is ever present (Horkheimer, 1972: 215).

Critical theory cannot settle, as traditional theory does, for general categories. 
Horkheimer notes: ‘The primary propositions of traditional theory define univer-
sal concepts under which all facts in the field in question are to be subsumed’ 
(1972: 224). Such general concepts are not scientifically adequate. The determi-
nate categories that critical theory demands belong to a totality: ‘The Marxist cat-
egories of class, exploitation, surplus value, profit, pauperization, and breakdown 
are elements in a conceptual whole’ (Horkheimer, 1972: 218). When Horkheimer 
moves to articulate the structure of Capital, however, problems arise.

Though Horkheimer criticizes traditional theory’s reliance on universal con-
cepts, he asserts that ‘the critical theory of society also begins with abstract deter-
minations; in dealing with the present era it begins with the characterization of 
an economy based on exchange’ (1972: 225). But the concept of a society based 
on exchange is not a universal. It is not even ‘relatively universal’ (Horkheimer, 
1972: 226). For, Marx argues that a society of generalized exchange of commodi-
ties is a capitalist society. That Horkheimer does not see this indicates that he is 
adopting the discredited logico-historical interpretation of Capital.7 He goes on 
to say that it ‘is because of its inner dynamism that the exchange relationship, 
which the theory outlines, dominates social reality’ (Horkheimer, 1972: 225). 
But that inner dynamism is capital’s, so the conceptual relationship between ‘an 
economy based on exchange’ and production on a capitalist basis needs to be 
worked out. Horkheimer has trouble with that.

When Horkheimer speaks of critical theory’s principles as ‘established by 
the special discipline of political economy’ (1972: 226), he confirms Moishe 
Postone’s judgment that ‘in 1937 Horkheimer proceeded from the assump-
tion that “labor” transhistorically constitutes society’ (Postone, 1993: 119).  
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That makes Horkheimer a traditional Marxist in Postone’s sense. Postone links 
traditional Marxism to the Weberian turn to instrumental reason:

Lacking a conception of the specific character of labor in capitalism, Critical Theory ascribed 
its consequences to labor per se. The frequently described shift of Critical Theory from the 
analysis of political economy to a critique of instrumental reason does not, then, signify that 
the theorists of the Frankfurt School simply abandoned the former in favor of the latter. 
Rather, that shift followed from, and was based upon, a particular analysis of political 
economy, more specifically, a traditional understanding of Marx’s critique of political econ-
omy. (Postone, 1993: 119)

In Time, Labor, and Social Domination, Postone does not make a case that Theodor 
Adorno is a traditional Marxist, as he does for Horkheimer. More recent research 
finds in Adorno continuity with Marx’s focus on the social forms that constitute 
capitalist society (Braunstein, 2011). Adorno’s critique encompasses class antago-
nism and the precarious historical dynamism of capital’s accumulation process. 
Methodologically insightful reinterpretations of Marx by scholars such as Michael 
Heinrich, Werner Bonefeld, and Moishe Postone, termed ‘die neue Marx Lektüre’ 
in Germany, understand him to be a critic of political economy rather than a radical 
political economist.8 This promising stream of research represents an underappre-
ciated Frankfurt School tradition descending from Adorno and his students Hans-
Georg Backhaus, Helmut Reichelt, and Hans-Jürgen Krahl.9

Classical political economy, traditional Marxism, and the critique of instrumental 
reason share the bourgeois conceptual horizon, which excludes the topic of labor’s 
social form. Marx’s methodological brilliance lies in surpassing that horizon.

Notes

1  Marx claims that reason’s recognizing itself in all things reduces everything to logical categories. Does it?
2  I use ‘phenomenology’ in a broad sense, not specifically Hegelian or Husserlian, to mean experience-

based inquiry into when the distinguishable is separable.
3  On the method of inquiry see Ollman (2003).
4  Grossman begins: ‘until today no one has proposed any ideas at all, let alone any clear ideas, about 

Marx’s method of investigation’.
5  See Smith (1990), Arthur (2002), and Reuten (2018).
6  See Murray (2016): chapters 4 and 8.
7  See Arthur (2002): chapter 2.
8  The new readings are also indebted to the reception of I. I. Rubin’s (1972) work and to the Confer-

ence of Socialist Economists (Elson, 1979).
9  For decades of challenge and support, I thank the other members of the International Symposium on 

Marxian Theory, Moishe Postone, and Jeanne Schuler.
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MARX BETWEEN ‘VALUE’ AND ‘LABOUR’

In Capital, Volume 1, Marx breaks with Ricardo’s labour theory of value turning 
it into the foundation of capitalist exploitation. Gross profits are a share of the 
new value added in the year, which is nothing but the monetary expression of the 
direct labour which has been spent by the working class. We define as direct  
(or present) labour the objectification of the living labour extracted by the capi-
talist class from the human labour power bearers in the hidden abode of produc-
tion. As we will see, in Marx’s theory of value (versus Ricardo’s) it is crucial to 
distinguish conceptually the determinate direct labour resulting after production 
(a given amount) from the living labour expended within production (a fluid, 
which is indeterminate until the end of production). It is equally fundamental to 
clearly have in mind that labour power is ‘attached’ to wage workers as human 
beings, and that living labour is the ‘use’ of that labour power: it is, therefore, 
the ‘consumption’ of workers themselves.

For the discussion that follows, it is useful to look at some categories of the 
Marxian theoretical framework in an analytical form, from a macroeconomic 
perspective. For this purpose, we start by defining the total direct labour, DL, 
which is the crystallisation of the living labour, LL, performed by all the work-
ers. The advanced money capital is composed by two parts: (a) variable capital, 
V, monetarily exhibiting the so-called ‘necessary labour’ (the labour required 
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to generate the commodities needed to reproduce the labour power within the 
period, NL); (b) constant capital, C, monetarily exhibiting the means of produc-
tion (for simplicity, we assume only circulating capital). Since V is the means 
by which capital as a whole makes workers its ‘internal other’, the living labour 
spent by wage workers is the only source of surplus value, SV, monetarily exhib-
its the surplus labour, SL. SL originates from the prolongation of LL over and 
above NL. Looking at the crystallised magnitude of labour, DL, we can write:

 mDL V SV= +  (1)

with mDL as the exhibition of the money value added in the period, MVA. The 
rate of surplus value, sv′, is the ratio of SV over V. In this first abstraction, we are 
assuming that V and SV are proportional to the amount of labour ‘contained’ in 
the means of subsistence (NL) and in the surplus product (SL). Hence, the rate of 
surplus value is also equal to the rate of exploitation, e′:

 e
DL NL

NL

mDL V

V

SV

V
sν′ =

−
=

−
= = ′  (2)

In Capital I, e′ is expressed in the labour quantities corresponding to SL and NL. 
It is clear from the above, however, that any discussion about Marx’s theory of 
value as a theory of exploitation cannot avoid dealing with Marx’s theory of value 
as a system of evaluation of commodities in ‘price’ terms.

THE TRANSFORMATION PROBLEM AND EXPLOITATION

Since the beginning of the twentieth century the so-called dual system interpreta-
tion has been the ‘mainstream’ view of the labour theory of value. Such an 
approach conceives two distinct evaluation criteria for commodities, one in terms 
of what were then called ‘labour values’ (sometimes labelled as ‘exchange 
values’) and the other one in terms of ‘production prices’. Marx is built on the 
possibility of ‘transforming’ the first one into the second one. The metric of 
values and prices was in labour units, disregarding the monetary dimension, 
which is instead essential in Marx since he always expressed value and price 
magnitudes as hours exhibited in some money unit.

Shaikh (1977) defined as ‘direct prices’ the prices proportional to the quanti-
ties of labour contained in the commodities exchanged on the market; de Vroey 
(1981) used the term ‘simple prices’. In the ‘value’ accounting, if the rate of sur-
plus value is equal among industries and the ratio of constant capital over variable 
capital is not, the rate of profit differs; hence, the need to determine the ‘prices 
of production’ (i.e., the prices embodying a uniform rate of profit among indus-
tries). For the dual system interpretation two fundamental equivalences must hold 
for the system as a whole: (a) the equality between the gross product evaluated 
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in simple prices and the gross product evaluated in prices of production; (b) the 
equality between the total surplus value and the total (gross) profits. The latter 
equality was seen as a confirmation of exploitation.

The dual system approach stumbled upon analytical difficulties questioning its 
logical consistency. The articles by Ladislaus von Bortkiewicz ([1907] 1952) fol-
lowed the early contributions by Dmitriev ([1904] 1974) and Tugan-Baranowsky 
(1905), and turned Marx’s transformation from a sequentialist to a simultaneous 
derivation. Sweezy (1942) claimed that Bortkiewicz’s method provided the bridge 
from the ‘value system’ to the ‘price system’. Further contributions within so-
called ‘Traditional Marxism’ – like the ones by Winternitz (1948), Dobb (1955) 
and Meek (1956) – declared the transformation problem ‘solved’. This conclu-
sion seemed to be confirmed by a ‘conclusive’ article by Seton (1957), who set 
price determination in fully disaggregated terms; the given data were amounts of 
labour. However, this solution was rather a dissolution. Very soon it became clear 
that in the description of the economic system labour played the role of a mere 
‘technical’ unit of measurement and could be substituted by other physical kind 
of units. This negative verdict seemed confirmed by the fact that a few years later, 
in 1960, Sraffa published Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities, 
where the given ‘methods of production’ are defined immediately in use value 
terms: level of output as well as labour and non-labour inputs are taken as known. 
If the distribution has a degree of freedom, either the wage or the rate of profit 
must be fixed ‘from outside’. According to Steedman (1977), the results reached 
in Sraffa’s book prove the redundancy of the Marxian labour theory of value, 
since the values of commodities cannot be considered the essential starting point 
for the determination of prices of production, and thus cannot be regarded as 
theoretically prior compared to them: value theory must be jettisoned because 
Sraffa would have demonstrated the futility of the transformation problem.

The arguments proposed by Michio Morishima (1973) and Anwar Shaikh 
(1977) were very different. Morishima proposed the Fundamental Marxian 
Theorem, according to which the positivity of the rate of surplus value is a suf-
ficient and necessary condition for the rate of profit to be positive. The labour 
theory of value is a tool to reveal exploitation as the hidden reality of the capi-
talist mode of production. In Shaikh’s approach, Marx’s theory of value is a 
theory of relative price determination, where Marx’s original transformation ‘is 
only the first step in an iterative transformation from “direct-prices” to “prices 
of production”’ (Shaikh, 1997: 109). The iteration must be pursued until the 
two forms of price converge. The conclusions on exploitation were convergent 
with Morishima.

Most of the neoclassical interpreters reached conclusions not so different 
from Steedman. Paul Samuelson (1974) stigmatised the transformation proce-
dure as a useless detour: ‘Contemplate two alternative and discordant systems. 
Write down one. Now transform by taking an eraser and rubbing it out. Then 
fill in the other one. Voila! You have completed your transformation algorithm’ 
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(Samuelson, 1971: 400). In fact, the rejoinder by another neoclassical, William 
Baumol (1974), can be taken as an effective way to demystify all the prior debate 
on the link between the ‘transformation’ and exploitation that we have already 
surveyed, as well as most of the future contributions on the same topics by friends 
and foes of Marx’s labour theory of value:

The point of the value theory may then be summed up as follows: goods are indeed produced 
by labor and natural resources together. But the relevant social source of production is labor, 
not an inanimate ‘land’. Thus profits, interest, and rent must also be attributed to labor, and 
their total is equal (tautologically) to the total value produced by labor minus the amount 
consumed by labor itself. The competitive process, that appears to show that land is the 
source of rent and capital the source of profits and interest, is merely a distributive phenom-
enon and conceals the fact that labor is the only socially relevant source of output. This is the 
significance of the value theory and the transformation analysis to Marx. (Baumol, 1974: 59)

There is no point in seeing in the determination of individual prices a proof or 
disproof of Marxian theory of exploitation: the error comes, Baumol convinc-
ingly argues, to see in Marx the analogue of Ricardo, where the labour theory 
of value was seen as an (approximate) good model for fixing individual prices.

Two delicate points remain open, however: why labour is the only socially 
relevant source of output, and why Marx’s argument moves from simple prices 
to prices of production. There needs to be a theoretical justification why com-
modities are reduced to a labour content in a way that allows us to assess ‘surplus 
value’ as a monetary exhibition of nothing but surplus labour. A conclusion like 
this implies the resolution of all the value magnitudes (including the ‘value of 
labour power’) to nothing but objectification of living labour, and this propo-
sition cannot be taken for granted. This problem does not seem to bother the 
Neo-Ricardian approach, i.e., the followers of Sraffa. According to Garegnani 
(1984) and his school exploitation is due to the fact that, for institutional reasons, 
workers do not get back the whole net product. Napoleoni (1963, 1976) provided 
a radical critique of this position. Assuming a given ‘productive configuration’ 
as the starting point, like in Production of Commodities (Sraffa, 1960), does not 
provide an answer on how a surplus is born.

THE NEW INTERPRETATION(S)

From the beginning of the 1980s, Duménil (1980, 1983), followed by Lipietz 
(1982) and Foley (1982) suggested an alternative interpretation of labour theory 
of value, known as the New Interpretation (NI).1 The value of net product of the 
economy is the monetary expression of the labour time socially necessary to 
produce it. This value of the net product is postulated to be equal to the price of 
the total direct labour.

Denote by λ = [λj] the row vector of the labour contained in commodities, 
while y = [yj] is the column vector of net products in physical terms, p = [pj] is 
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the row vector of commodity prices of production and j is the subscript denoting 
the n industries of the linear production model.2 What we have argued implies 
that λy = DL. Therefore:

 py m yλ=  (3)

with m = 1/μ.

m is the ‘monetary expression of [socially necessary] labour time’ (MELTsn), 
i.e., the amount of money produced by a unit of labour time. It is defined by the 
ratio between the MVA in the period and the DL objectified within production in 
the same time span. MELTsn would express quantitatively ‘what Marx calls the 
“price form” of the total value created during the period’ (Duménil and Foley, 
2008: 9). It is the inverse of μ, which is what the NI calls the ‘value of money’: 
that is, the amount of labour time ‘exhibited’ in circulation by a unit of money. It 
is defined as the ratio between DL over MVA.

The NI endorses a ‘generalisation’ of μ beyond the case of ‘money as a com-
modity’,3 such that it can be employed both for the ‘commodity law of exchange’ 
(simple prices are proportional to the ratio between the labour contained in the com-
modities exchanged) and for the ‘capitalist law of exchange’ (for production prices 
that proportionality does not hold). For NI, Marx’s theory of value is compatible 
with any price determination mechanism. Insofar as the price rule comes to vary, 
what does change is simply the allocation among commodities of DL. When the 
proportionality between simple prices and the labour contained ratios applies, each 
commodity will ‘command’ (i.e., obtain) in circulation an amount of objectified 
labour just like the one required to produce it. Instead, when prices systemically 
diverge from the simple prices (like in the case of prices of production), each com-
modity will ‘command’ (i.e., obtain) in circulation an amount of objectified labour 
different from the one required to produce it. In other words, this means that – at 
a microeconomic level – some commodities will ‘command’ an amount of labour 
greater than the one contained in them, and some commodities will ‘command’ 
less. The divergences are compensated in the aggregate: equation (3) can be rewrit-
ten as (p − mλ)y = 0, showing that the aforementioned ‘distortions’ offset each other.

The problematic point we want to inquire is that the capitalist law of exchange 
applies to a world where MVA (equal to the national income if all workers are pro-
ductive) is divided into the wage bill plus gross profits, with these latter magni-
tudes quantitatively distinct from variable capital and total surplus value. It is not 
difficult to understand why, but this requires us to pursue another direction than 
NI. The wage bill goes to workers as a monetary amount. The NI redefines the 
notion of NL as the labour time commanded (i.e., obtained on the market) by the 
money wages, and modifies accordingly the notion of the ‘value of labour power’ 
that we find in Capital I. These changes affect the quantitative determination of V, 
thereby SV becomes tautologically equal to gross profits: both exhibit in money 
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the SL which is commanded (obtained) on the commodity market by gross profits. 
Through these terminological classifications the NI reinstates on the one hand the 
formal equivalence between gross profits (Π) and the surplus value (SVμ), and 
on the other hand the one between the sum of wages (W) and the value of labour 
power (Vμ), with SVμ and Vμ referring to surplus value and value of labour power 
according to the NI definitions. Thus, e′μ is the NI exploitation rate:

 e
SV

V

py W

W W

Π
′ = =

−
=µ

µ

µ
 (4)

where SVμ = μΠ and Vμ = μW.

The reason for the result is that the difference between Capital I and Capital 
III is overcome by reading Capital III into Capital I. Conversely, we think that 
Capital I and Capital III must be articulated moving from Volume I to Volume III, 
and fully recognising the difference. The NI transformation procedure takes μ as 
a constant, and to do that NI has to read the value of labour power immediately 
in terms of prices of production, not giving any special role to simple prices. 
An unbiased reading shows instead that in Capital I Marx defined the value of 
labour power as the labour required to produce the subsistence real wage, and 
took it as a given: more precisely, as it becomes crystal clear in section seven on 
‘Reproduction’, the ‘given’ is in fact the real wage of the working class. This 
aspect – which, according to us, is integral to the macroscopic dimension of 
Marx’s value theory – is thrown out without any argument by NI, but also in gen-
eral by most of the new approaches. The NI admits the possibility that the com-
position of the wage goods, which workers buy once the money wage has been 
fixed, may vary, and holds constant the value of money as the numeraire of the 
prices of production system. That is in fact the reason for the label Unallocated 
Purchasing Power (UPP) approach as in Duménil and Foley (2008: 8, 9). As a 
consequence, the rate of surplus value is the same in Capital I and Capital III, 
regardless of the ruling law of exchange, because the money value added (due 
to the ‘postulate’) and the value of labour power (due to the definition of ‘neces-
sary labour’) are unchanged. The rate of exploitation seems fully reclaimed in a 
Marxian fashion. Looking deeper, however, many theoretical puzzles emerge, the 
main one being that the value of money, the value of labour power and therefore 
the exploitation rate can be quantified only ex post. The discourse, wanting to be 
‘operational’, is entirely predicated within the circulation sphere, except for the 
assumption (without any theoretical justification) that MVA is the monetary exhi-
bition of labour quantities. The risk is that we are left with a postulate and a series 
of tautologies, plus a dismissal of Marx’s macro view of class reproduction.

Another approach, not too different from the one discussed earlier and which 
pretends to emphasise the macro-monetary aspects of the Marxian theory of 
value with the aim to wholly restore the original Marxian ‘conservation value’ 
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equivalences, is the one given by Moseley (2015). Moseley suggests extending the 
NI re-evaluation of the value of labour power (by means of the value of money) 
to the value of constant capital, expressing the latter as the labour time equivalent 
of the monetary value of the means of production used as inputs. Following this 
procedure, the Marxian framework is confirmed and the rate of profit matches 
the quantitative definitions in Capital. However, Moseley’s pretence that his 
approach is different from the Sraffian simultaneous approach,4 since the rate of 
profit is given before the determination of prices, is based on assuming the value 
of money as given. This indeed replicates Marx, who assumed money as a com-
modity, though. Moseley’s attempts to escape this conclusion are fragmentary 
and unconvincing (Moseley, 2005).

A ‘LIVING LABOUR’ ALTERNATIVE

Some contributions to the Italian debate help overcome this impasse. Marcello 
Messori was probably the first who argued for a normalisation condition based 
on the invariance of the social net product when it is computed in production 
prices or in simple prices (proportional to DL, i.e., to the objectification of living 
labour). In the very last pages of the appendix to his book titled Sraffa e la critica 
dell’economia dopo Marx [Sraffa and the critique of economic theory after 
Marx] (Messori, 1978), he argued that:

the dual equivalence between total values [i.e., simple prices] and total prices, and between 
the overall surplus value and the overall gross profits, must give way to the equivalence 
among the so-called surpluses (the [sum of] the value of labour-power and surplus labour5), 
measured in terms of labour values [i.e., simple prices] and prices of production.

The basis of this equivalence is that ‘there is, in fact, no argument able to justify 
a variation in the amount of living labour expended as a consequence of changes 
in the distribution of surplus value, and then of the level of [money] wages and of 
the value of constant capital’ (Messori, 1978: 115).

A few years later Augusto Graziani ([1983] 1997) published a long article 
titled ‘Let’s rehabilitate the theory of value’.6 The crucial point by Graziani is that 
a truly macroeconomic perspective has to be assumed to grasp the meaning of the 
Marxian theory of value: we need to look at valorisation ‘not from the point of 
view of an individual capitalist struggling against his competitors but in a macro 
perspective that sets the entire class of capitalists against the class of workers’ 
(Graziani [1983] 1997: 24; translation has been edited). The reason lies in the fact 
that ‘any advantage that the individual capitalist might eventually derive from the 
exchange with other capitalists would be offset by an identical loss suffered by 
his counterpart, and the two items would cancel each other’. It follows that ‘the 
valorization of capital for capitalists as a class can come only from exchanges that 
capitalists effect outside their own class, and hence in the only external exchange 
possible, which is acquisition of labor power’ (Graziani [1983] 1997: 24).7
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The class perspective is the only one appropriate to catch that logical priority 
of the value dimension compared to the price dimension. Value theory discloses 
exploitation as the engine of capitalist valorisation:

[if] the profit of capitalists as a class is born solely from the relation established between 
capitalists and workers … it can only come into being as a product of the difference between 
the total sum of labor extracted and the sum of labor that returns to the workers in the form 
of the real wage. (Graziani [1983] 1997: 24; translation has been edited)

Sraffa’s price determination cannot contradict the Marxian theory of value, since 
‘the relative prices of commodities are … formed in exchanges among capitalists, 
governed by the rules of competition, a phenomenon that is relevant exclusively 
to capitalists in their reciprocal relations’ (Graziani [1983] 1997: 25) and that 
does not involve their relationship with the working class.

In a number of contributions, Riccardo Bellofiore (1989, 2003 with Realfonzo, 
2004) has refined and extended this interpretation of Marx’s ‘Monetary Labour 
Theory of Value’.8 The cycle of money capital is articulated within a monetary cir-
cuit framework borrowed from Graziani (2003), showing how the capitalist pro-
cess of valorisation is parallel and integral to capital’s monetary sequence within 
the period. This perspective was the ‘hidden Marxian core’ beneath the monetary 
heresies of Wicksell, Schumpeter, and the Keynes of the Treatise on Money.

The circuit is ‘opened’ by a transaction which takes place within the capitalist 
class: industrial capitalists (i.e., the firm sector as a whole) have a preferential 
access to the initial finance provided by financial capitalists (i.e., the banking 
system) who create money ex nihilo. This money is advanced as capital by the 
entrepreneurs as a class to include workers as the living labour power bearers 
within the capitalist labour processes, and thus to get hold of workers’ labour 
power as potentiality of living labour. The money capital advanced is the ‘initial  
finance’ allowing the production process to begin – in a true basic macro- 
monetary outlook (where the economy is ‘closed’, the firm sector is vertically 
integrated and there is no state), initial finance condenses into the money wage 
bill. In this approach, the capitalist class autonomously decides not only the 
level but also the composition of output, and then the allocation of the workers 
employed. This ‘fixes’ the amount of commodities made available to workers as 
the ‘given’ class real wage. Most of the time Marx assumed that capitalists have 
to guarantee workers a ‘subsistence’ real wage, whose determination is subjected 
to a historical and moral element, and stems from class struggle.9

Since production prices diverge from simple prices, this ‘subsistence’ real 
wage for the working class must be accounted for in terms of the former and not 
of the latter price rule. The money capital advanced (i.e., initial finance as the 
flow of banking loans to firms, equal to the money wage bill) in Capital III must 
be re-evaluated so that workers are allowed to buy the same subsistence class 
real wage which has been fixed in Capital I by class struggle. If we assume, as 
Marx, that the ex post real wage which is determined on the commodity market 
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at the end of the circuit confirms the real wage expected by workers when they 
bargain the money wage on the labour market at the opening of the circuit (i.e., 
if wage earners’ price expectations are fulfilled), then it is possible to precisely 
calculate the total value of the labour power even before final circulation. Indeed, 
if we divide the money wage bill for the expected (and, given the assumption, the 
realised) price of the wage-basket, we have N, the number of workers employed 
within the period:

 
W

pb
N=  (5)

Note that p is the row vector of the production prices of wage goods and b = 
[bj] is the column vector of the wage goods basket; thus pb = w is the individual 
money wage thanks to which every worker buys his/her lot of the wage-bundle (if 
we assume as Marx a given subsistence real wage). It is important to understand, 
however, that we are not ‘adding up’ the individual wage-bundles to get the class 
real wage: logically it is the opposite, and we just assume for the sake of simplic-
ity that the ‘given’ class real wage is allocated uniformly among workers.

(Bank credit-)money as initial finance to production, i.e., the money wage 
bill, translates into a determinate number of workers. These workers all together 
must secure from capital the class real subsistence wage. Therefore, what at first 
sight seems to be a valueless advanced money capital hides a labour content 
corresponding to the labour required to produce the class real subsistence wage. 
This means that the advanced money capital is not valueless at all. This makes 
it possible to quantify the total ‘necessary labour’, even outside the ‘money as a 
commodity’ case, as follows:

 NL b Nλ )(=  (6)

Total variable capital (V) exhibits NL in simple prices. This definition of ‘necessary 
labour’ is not erased when the price rule changes, as long as we still maintain the 
assumption of a given class real subsistence wage and a macroscopic viewpoint. 
Marx is crystal clear in the ‘Results of the Immediate Process of Production’:

The buyer of labour power is nothing but the personification of objectified labour which 
cedes a part of itself to the worker in the form of the means of subsistence in order to annex 
the living labour-power for the benefit of the remaining portion, so as to keep itself intact 
and even to grow beyond its original size by virtue of this annexation. It is not the worker 
who buys the means of production and subsistence, but the means of subsistence that buy 
the worker to incorporate him into the means of production. The means of subsistence are 
a particular form of material existence in which capital confronts the worker before he 
acquires them through the sale of his labour-power. (Marx, [1867] 1976: 1003–4; italics are 
in the text; underlining is ours)10

Initial finance acts as the monetary ante-validation of the forthcoming expendi-
ture in the sphere of production of living labour by living bearers of labour power. 
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In other words, it is the monetary imprinting of labour power as potential labour 
in motion when workers are incorporated in the capitalist labour process through 
the buying and selling of labour power. Class struggle within the immediate pro-
cess of valorisation results in an actual extraction of (both concrete and abstract/
homogeneous) living labour, which is then crystallised in the objectified direct 
labour monetarily exhibited through the price tags that capitalist firms append to 
the output. Marx very often assumes – though it is crucial to the critique of politi-
cal economy that this cannot be taken for granted – that the ex ante expectations 
of capitalist entrepreneurs about the extraction of living labour are confirmed ex 
post. The resulting expected money value added corresponds to a determinate 
amount of abstract/homogeneous labour turned into actual social labour in final 
commodity circulation. Marx also assumes – and it is crucial to the critique of 
political economy that this too cannot be taken for granted – that the ex ante 
expectations about selling the commodity output are fulfilled ex post. It is then 
possible to quantify the money value added.

We follow Marx’s Capital III in assuming that ‘ordinary demand’ drives pro-
duction, an assumption which corresponds to Keynes’ hypothesis that firms’ short-
term expectations are fulfilled. We are therefore assuming that the new money 
value expected before the final exchange on the commodity market will (eventu-
ally) be validated. The abstraction of labour from the socialisation in immediate 
production is confirmed by the ex post socialisation on the market. The equality 
between supply and demand is due to effective demand driving production (like 
in Luxemburg and Kalecki), not to supply creating its own outlets. It is a kind of 
principle of effective demand which is present in Marx, not Say’s Law.

At the closure of the circuit, industrial capitalists realise the money profits 
from the sale of commodities on the commodity market and return back the ini-
tial finance to the banking sector. At the same time, the employed workers – find-
ing their expectations fulfilled – get a ‘subsistence’ real wage. Since capitalist 
prices – the prices of wage goods and profit goods as well11 – are in general not 
proportional to simple prices, the objectified labour time commanded (obtained) 
on the market by the money wage bill cannot but be different from the labour 
contest of the total value of the labour power (i.e., from the labour contained 
in the means of subsistence) evaluated in simple prices, just like the objecti-
fied labour time commanded (obtained) on the market by gross profits cannot 
but be different from the labour content of the total surplus value (i.e., from the 
labour contained in the profit goods). Such divergences will be offset by defini-
tion because of the posited equality between the money new value evaluated in 
simple prices and the money new value evaluated in prices of production (or any 
other kind of prices).

We will try to clarify this point in a formal framework, remembering the ana-
lytical categories already introduced and denoting by z = [zj] the column vector of 
surplus goods. From the moment that the price of the social net product is only the 
monetary expression of direct labour time, at the macroeconomic level we have:
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 py m yλ=  (7)

which is the same as Equation (3). Accordingly, as long as the ‘law of exchange’ 
is such that:

 pz m zλ>  (8)

which of course can be rewritten as

 pz zµ λ>  (9)

the capitalists as a class in circulation will command an amount of objectified 
labour (the labour-equivalent of gross profits, given the value of money) greater 
than the labour contained in surplus goods extorted through exploitation in pro-
duction. In the final exchanges on the commodity market, workers will corre-
spondingly command an amount of objectified labour value smaller than the 
labour contained in the means of subsistence:

 pb m bλ<  (10)

which of course can be rewritten as

 pb bµ λ<  (11)

Hence, at the aggregate level, it follows that:

 
W

e e
SV

V

Π
= ′ > ′ =µ  (12)

where Π = pz and W = pbN. On the contrary, if the ‘exchange rule’ is such that 
the following inequalities hold:

 pz m zλ<  (13)

 pb m bλ>  (14)

which of course can be rewritten as

 pz zµ λ<  (15)

 pb bµ λ>  (16)
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we get a macroeconomic situation which is ‘upside down’ compared to the previ-
ous one:

 
W

e e
SV

V

Π
= ′ < ′ =µ  (17)

In other words, the surplus value seems redistributed – but it is not! This redis-
tribution is just an illusion – by the ‘law of exchange’ not only between indus-
tries, but between the two social classes. The fact that the objectified labour 
commanded (obtained) on the market by a commodity diverges from the labour 
contained in it does not affect the macro-class distribution, just the amount of 
labour allotted to the firms through prices, which is a micro-individual perspec-
tive. This is the quantitative reflection of the Marxian ‘logical priority’ of the 
macro foundation over the micro appearance. The rate of surplus value origi-
nates from class struggle on the length of the working day and the intensity 
of effort, and therefore it is accurately represented by the labour congealed in 
the surplus goods over the labour congealed in the wage goods: the perspec-
tive, here, is that of the macro and class struggle in production. The ratio of the 
labour-equivalent of gross profits over the labour-equivalent of the money wage 
bill does depend, on the contrary, on the microeconomic price rule, which – in 
turn – relies on a multitude of institutional factors and mostly on the form of 
competition among capitals. As a consequence, the second ratio distorts and dis-
simulates the exploitation of labour in production. From a class perspective the 
only adequate measure of class exploitation remains, in Capital III as in Capital 
I, the rate of surplus value e′ (monetarily exhibiting the labour contained), that 
at the highest level of abstraction is invariant with respect to the ‘ups and downs’ 
of the distribution and circulation. The NI rate of exploitation e′μ represents the 
surface displacement and distortions on e′ resulting from the individual price 
rule affecting circulation.

We may further clarify this point referring to one of the very few authors 
who came near to understanding the issue: Eduard Heimann in his History of 
Economic Doctrines: An Introduction to Economic Theory (Heimann, 1945: 
151–2). He wrote that with production prices being different than simple prices, 
the capitalists employing more labour per unit of capital do not get the full sur-
plus value produced by their workers (relatively to the capitalists of the more 
mechanised industries, who instead receive more than the surplus value produced 
by their workers). The ‘transfer’ however is effected in circulation, where capi-
talists and workers consume different kinds of commodities. If workers are the 
main consumers of commodities tagged with prices of production lower than 
simple prices, it may seem that they get a ‘refund’ equal to the labour-equivalent 
which is lost by gross profits relative to surplus value; and it also may seem that if 
they are instead the principal consumers of commodities whose ‘prices’ exceeds 
their ‘values’, they are, so to speak, super-exploited.
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Unfortunately, Heimann concluded that the labour theory of value is thereby 
‘invalidated’. Nothing of the sort, of course, since in our reconstruction the 
real wage of the working class is given. What is going on is just a redistribu-
tion of the value added in the period among capitalist producers, so that total 
gross money profits may end up being less or more than total surplus value. 
The paid labour (as we call the ‘[objectified] labour commanded’ by the money 
wage bill) to wage workers diverges from necessary labour (as we, like Marx, 
call the contained labour, required to produce the class real wage). The ‘living 
labour’ alternative view we are putting forward maintains that the total living 
labour actually extracted from the working class and the total amount of labour 
required to produce what actually is consumed by workers – the two magnitudes 
determined by the conflictual/antagonistic ‘capital relation’ in Capital I – do not 
change. Hence, also the surplus labour contained required to produce the surplus 
does not change. The price dimension adds to the fetishism of bourgeois society 
and cancels any trace of exploitation, since the labour exhibited by the money 
wage bill is ‘displaced’ relative to the (unchanging) labour content of the real 
wage for the working class. These ‘displacements’ and ‘distortions’ should not 
be ironed out. They are integral to Marx’s analysis of capitalism as governed by 
what Hans-Georg Backhaus (2011) calls (following, again, Marx himself) the 
Verrückte Formen so typical of value, money, capital as fetishes.

WHAT ARE WE TALKING ABOUT WHEN WE TALK ABOUT 
EXPLOITATION?

A proper understanding of Marx’s notion of exploitation must distance itself from 
a merely mathematical terrain of discourse and from the spurious connection with 
the so-called transformation problem. All the discussions have been tainted by the 
idea that exploitation has to do, first of all, with the possibility of ‘solving’ sur-
plus value in surplus labour. This point is surely important, and it is maintained 
also in the perspective we endorse, but it reveals a limited, Ricardian understand-
ing of the specificity of exploitation in Marxian theory. The point may be clarified 
with a reference to a quote by David Schweickart in polemic with Ian Steedman:

[t]he feature that distinguishes labor power from all other input commodities is that techni-
cal conditions do not determine the mass of use-values (days of labor) that the capitalist 
receives when he purchases a unit of commodity (a worker for the production period). Given 
a specified technology, when a bushel of corn is purchased as an input for a particular 
industry, the quantity of other inputs and the quantity of output is determined. When a unit 
of labor power is purchased (e.g., a worker for the production period), the quantity of other 
inputs required and the quantity of output remains indeterminate, ‘a circumstance [that] is 
without doubt, a piece of good luck for the buyer’. (Schweickart, 1989: 295; our italics; the 
quote in the quote is from Marx, Capital I, chapter 7)

Following this lead, we claim that the notion of exploitation that is appropriate to 
Marxian theory cannot be reduced to a merely distributive matter, whether that 
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be understood as a physical surplus over and above workers’ consumption or as 
the surplus labour behind gross money profits. Both these aspects are secondary, 
in the sense that they derive from a more essential and fundamental factor. The 
Marxian notion of exploitation is founded on the peculiar feature that, under cap-
italism, the whole of the living labour extracted from ‘free and equal’ wage work-
ers is a ‘forced’ and ‘abstract-alienated’ performance of labour as activity. It is 
in this pumping out of living labour of capital as a vampire that we find the most 
important meaning of Marxian exploitation: the direct compulsion to do labour 
and surplus labour. Capital must secure for itself labour in actu from potentially 
‘recalcitrant’ workers, who somehow can still claim control over their own activi-
ties. This ‘Other’ from Capital must be ‘embodied’ – namely, made internal and 
controlled, as part of the capitalist ‘machine’ – so that value begets (more) value, 
money brings about (more) money. The new value, even before surplus value 
itself, springs from nothing but an ‘exploitation’ of workers: exploitation here 
means the use of their labour power. Exploitation is therefore co-extensive with 
the whole working day. It is not – we insist – a ‘distributive’ conception, and it 
does not change much if this distribution is of amounts of use values or of labour 
time. Exploitation of this kind cannot but inherently affect the same nature of 
labour as activity, and it cannot be altered by any price rule. Exploitation should 
be understood as the direct and indirect imposition and control that affects all 
labour, in its quantity and nature. Abstraction and exploitation become virtually 
co-extensive especially when the ‘machine and big industry’ stage is reached 
(i.e., at the stage of the ‘real subsumption of labour to capital’).

It is paradoxical that one finds a correct understanding of the meaning of 
Marxian exploitation where one would least expect it. In the early 1940s Piero 
Sraffa, on his path to Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities, 
wrote a note entitled Use of the Notion of Surplus Value (Bellofiore, 2014). Sraffa 
realised that in explaining the origin of surplus value Marx has to start from 
a hypothetical situation (which, however, expresses something very real and 
significant in capitalism) where the living labour extracted from wage workers 
is equal to the necessary labour needed for the production of the historically 
given subsistence. Then Marx proceeds, in a second logical moment, to imagine 
a (or, rather, reveal the actual) lengthening of the working day beyond necessary 
labour. Exploitation, Sraffa sees very well, is nothing but a prolongation of living 
labour relative to necessary labour.

The paradox is compounded by the fact that Sraffa’s understanding of surplus 
value is the same as that proposed by one of the most rigorous critics of Neo-
Ricardianism (and of its assumption of given productive configuration, which we 
unfortunately find replicated in contemporary Marxism). Bob Rowthorn wrote:

variable capital is fundamentally the worker himself, or rather his labour-power. It is true that 
Marx used the term to describe the wage fund, but such a use is derivative and by no means 
fundamental. Thus, variable capital is labour-power – the living or subjective element in the 
labour-process … By calling labour-power ‘variable’ capital, Marx established a conceptual 
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connection between the creation of surplus-value and the despotic nature of the capitalist 
production process. The surplus-value created by workers in this process is not determined 
simply by the means of consumption needed to sustain them, but also by the amount and 
intensity of the labour they are compelled to perform. By increasing the amount or intensity 
of labour his workers perform, the individual capitalist is able to extract additional surplus-
labour. If powerful enough, therefore, he can vary the amount of surplus-value his workers 
create. Thus, the term ‘variable’ draws attention to the fact that the surplus-value actually 
created varies according to the relative power of combatants within the production process. 
(1974: 87; author’s italics)

The distinction in the notion of ‘labour’ between the three aspects of living labour 
power, labour power and living labour, on the one hand, and the insistence on the 
‘variability’ of the living labour made liquid by capital within the period, on the 
other, are the fundamental keys to the return to Marx on exploitation: an inter-
pretation which is far away from neoclassicism, Neo-Ricardianism, but also from 
the old and new Marxist approaches.

Notes

1  Scholars who support this approach nowadays describe it as a Single system labour theory of value 
or, more precisely, as the Price of the net product-unallocated purchasing power labour theory of 
value. See Duménil and Foley (2008: 8).

2  Cf. Passarella (2009).
3  We use the expression ‘money as a commodity’ for Marx’s theory of money to distinguish it from the 

‘commodity money’ typical of Ricardo’s theory of money.
4  Similar conclusions were reached by Wolff et al. (1982), who however knew that they were converg-

ing with Sraffian determination of prices. According to the Temporal Single System Interpretation 
advanced in Freeman and Carchedi (1996), the labour theory of value should instead be framed in 
temporal terms, rejecting the simultaneous method within a general equilibrium context.

5  It should be ‘surplus value’ and not ‘surplus labour’: it is either a typo or a slip. In the quote, ‘labour 
values’ must be interpreted as what we call simple prices. What Messori calls ‘surplus’ reflects what 
usually (and in this work) is defined as ‘net product’. Unfortunately, the book by Messori is not trans-
lated into English.

6  The article is translated into English in a special issue edited by Riccardo Bellofiore for the Interna-
tional Journal of Political Economy (cf. Graziani [1983] 1997).

7  We have here a proper ‘macro-monetary’ interpretation of Marx. It not only (like Messori’s) con-
verges with key aspects of the NI, at the same time overcoming its deficiencies. It is also alternative 
to Fred Moseley’s perspective which, seen from this viewpoint, is neither ‘macro’ nor ‘monetary’.

8  Bellofiore now prefers to define this reconstruction of Marxian theory as a ‘macro-monetary theory 
of capitalist production’, grounded in a ‘value theory of labour’.

9  Paradoxically, here Marx may be less radical than the monetary heretics. It may well not be the case 
that capitalists’ choices respect the expected subsistence real wage. Nonetheless, Marx works with 
this kind of ‘neutral’ hyphothesis to stress how, in a capitalist mode of production, valorisation as the 
systematic extraction of surplus value occurs not because of ‘injustice’ or (moral) ‘unfairness’.

10  The translation has been modified. In this Penguin Classics edition we are using, the error is par-
ticularly important: where we have underlined the English translation by Ben Fowkes gives ‘means 
of production’. The original German for the phrase in question is: ‘Es ist nicht der Arbeiter, der Leb-
ensmittel und Produktionsmittel kauft, sondern die Lebensmittel kaufen den Arbeiter, um ihn den 
Produktionsmitteln einzuverleiben’ (quoted from the MEGA2, II/4.1: 78, 16–18, the italics are ours). 
The Lawrence and Wishart translation is correct: ‘It is not a case of the worker buying means of  
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subsistence and means of production, but of the means of subsistence buying the worker, in order 
to incorporate him into the means of production’ (MECW, volume 34: 411, our underlining). We 
find the same idea, expressing a macro-monetary ‘circuitist’ perspective, also in Capital I: 713: ‘The 
illusion created by the money-form vanishes immediately if, instead of taking a single capitalist and 
a single worker, we take the whole capitalist class and the whole working class. The capitalist class 
is constantly giving to the working class drafts, in the form of money, on a portion of the product 
produced by the latter and appropriated by the former. The workers give these drafts back just as 
constantly to the capitalists, and thereby withdraw from the latter their allotted share of their own 
product. The transaction is veiled by the commodity-form of the product and the money-form of 
the commodity. Variable capital is therefore only a particular historical form of appearance of the 
fund for providing the means of subsistence, or the labour fund, which the worker requires for his 
own maintenance and reproduction, and which in all systems of social production, he must himself 
produce and reproduce’ (Marx’s italics, our underlining).

11  For simplicity’s sake, we assume here that surplus goods reduce to profit goods, i.e., to the commodi-
ties appropriated in real terms by the capitalist class. This assumption must be relaxed when the 
analysis goes beyond a two-class society.
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11
Class

Bever ley  Skeggs

INTRODUCTION

What is class made to do? How is it put to use, by whom, for what reasons? Marx 
argued for this assessment: ‘It is a question of what the proletariat is, and what, 
in accordance with this being it will historically be compelled to do’ (Marx, 
1845/1975: 36–7, emphasis added). As we will see, class is made to do a lot of 
work. In this chapter, I will show how the concept of class takes shape in Marxist 
debates such as abstraction versus empiricism, structuralism versus humanism, 
logics versus difference, epochs versus actual history and in disciplinary divides 
such as the one separating sociology and philosophy. Class also becomes some-
thing else entirely through the notion of stratification even when it retains the 
name class.1 Class carries simultaneously economic explanations and political 
forces. It is at once historical, contemporary and shapes different futures, while 
driving major debates that pit class against, or articulate with, categories like race 
and/or gender. Class works through state institutions, different discourses and 
representations, while being saturated with attributions of moral value. As a rep-
resentation, class has its own symbolic economy, where value is inscribed on 
bodies as if their classed character were a form of property. Class is also paraded 
as if it were an identity, when, as I will show, identity is its most significant con-
stitutive limit. And it is lived; class is a sensuous categorisation, embodying pow-
erful affects such as shame and hate, a repository of ‘ugly feelings’ (Ngai, 2005).  
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In all, it is not surprising that class is given a wide berth by many. Class likely 
fractured under the weight of its explanatory force, as its home – Marxism – was 
destabilised, ruptured by schisms, and other categories of social classification, 
such as gender, sexuality and race, fought for political attention. Yet class lin-
gered, carrying the legacies of its earlier formation.

I’ll begin with Marx, explore the most significant Western Marxist debates on 
the making and shaping of class and examine how this has influenced analysis 
since in the key areas of race and difference, and gender and social reproduction. 
Capital’s state institutions will be examined leading to an argument for under-
standing class through history and methods of articulation. I’ll then draw on two 
research projects on living class which point to the significance of the symbolic 
in order to understand abstraction and experience in their historical conjuncture. 
I’ll be treading a thin provincial line, not referencing every debate about class in 
Marxism (an impossibility), pulling out some illuminating fundamentals in order 
to argue that class is not a singular categorisation but names a dynamic process 
that positions people in struggles for value and life.

MARX ON CLASS

The problem with the analytical specificity of class began with Marx. He was 
never very clear on how to define class, using the concept rhetorically as well as 
analytically, a problem that has beset any analysis ever since. Marx stressed that 
it was not himself but French counter-revolutionary historians who originally 
developed class analysis. In a letter to Joseph Weydeymeyer (1852),2 he argues 
that what he did was to prove that the existence of classes is only bound up with 
particular historical phases in the development of production, namely with the 
emergence of surplus value, whereby one class benefits from the exploitation of 
another. Exploitation establishes a conflict between classes: the fundamental 
antagonism in all class relationships.

In a useful overview, Bertell Ollman3 compiles and analyses most of Marx’s 
uses of the term ‘class’. Needless to say, Marx is not consistent. Sometimes, in 
the ‘classic’ case, there are two classes, bourgeoisie and proletariat. Sometimes 
these are modified with adjectives, the petty bourgeoisie, the lumpen proletariat. 
Other groups are included, such as landowners, while rural workers are some-
times included in the proletariat, sometimes not. Ollman notes how class is used 
interchangeably with the terms ‘group’, ‘faction’ and/or ‘layer’. And he details 
how Marx struggles with the representatives of the bourgeoisie, the ideological 
class, which exist through their relationship to power, promoting political inter-
ests rather than wielding social power through their relationship to production. 
Marx is particularly vitriolic about the lumpen proletariat, considering them to be 
a dangerous class because of their ability to destroy working-class interests (see 
below). Ollman concludes: ‘Marx cannot escape the more serious accusation of 
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having a litter of standards for class membership and of changing them without 
prior warning’ (ud.np).

Nevertheless, Ollman does note some consistency with a tripartite class divi-
sion across Marx’s writings into capitalists, proletarians and landowners, defined 
through their relationship to forms of revenue: respectively wages, profit and 
ground rent. The analysis is never finished, and Ollman notes further compli-
cations: doctors, for example, provide a definitional challenge as Marx begins 
to differentiate between ‘rank’ – key to a Weberian analysis of class that has 
blurred the lines between class analysis and stratification ever since. What is also 
worth noting is how Marx re-signified the term ‘proletariat’. Developing from 
the Roman proletarius, historically associated with derogatory connotations, as 
Nick Thoburn (2002) shows, Marx valorised it into a category of dignity and 
revolutionary force.

What is significant is that for Marx: (1) class is produced through struggle over 
the means of revenue either through labour, ownership of capital and/or land;  
(2) class definitions depend on the groups’ relationship to the means of revenue 
production, and hence to one other; and (3) classes are locked into a dependent rela-
tionship to each other, where one class is always a source of revenue for another, in 
terms of profit and/or rent. It is always the relationship of exploitation – developed 
by Marx through his theories of wage labour, labour-power, labour value and sur-
plus value – which defines classes. This is a straightforward and fundamental defi-
nition of class, as an exploitative dependent dynamic relationship. This crucial class 
relationship is social but premised on people’s location in a fundamental economic 
relationship. In his classic quote: ‘Men [sic] make their own history, but they do not 
make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but 
under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past’.4

Peter Goodwin (2018) also provides a useful excavation of Marx’s use of 
class. Drawing on the analyses of Löwy (2005) and Draper (1977), he notes how 
Marx’s definitions were informed by his encounters with workers in turbulent 
times and how as a result class consciousness became fundamental to Marx’s 
definitions. Marx saw workers coming to an awareness of the conditions to which 
they were subject and organising to change them. As a result, Marx noted how 
they transitioned from a ‘class in itself’ to a ‘class for itself’. Observation and 
participation in European workers’ struggles led Marx and Marxists to attribute 
responsibility to the working class for social transformation of the whole of soci-
ety and human life. Karl Kautsky (1892) and Rosa Luxemburg (1900) viewed 
the emancipation of the proletariat as a step towards total social transformation.

Marx’s writings over time about class, using a variety of tropes and rhetori-
cal flourishes, depend on how he is putting class to use – as a dynamic force for 
revolution (the working class and/or the proletariat), the competitive innovators 
of industrialisation and exploitation (the bourgeoisie), objects of derision and 
contempt (the lumpen proletariat) or later as the bearers of abstract labour, the 
personifications of capital in Capital.
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Not all classes are considered to have agency; some are simply marked by 
their position, such as the lumpen proletariat. Subject to all the venom that Marx 
can muster in his journalistic writings (rather than Capital), his descriptions of 
the lumpen proletariat echo the contempt expressed for the contemporary work-
ing class on British reality TV, but with more flair:

Decayed roués with dubious means of subsistence and of dubious origin, ruined and adven-
turous offshoots of the bourgeoisie, rubbed shoulders with vagabonds, discharged soldiers, 
discharged jailbirds, escaped galley slaves, swindlers, mountebanks, lazzaroni, pickpockets, 
tricksters, gamblers, maquereaux, brothel-keepers, porters, literati, organ-grinders, ragpick-
ers, knife grinders, tinkers, beggars – in short, the whole of the nebulous, disintegrated 
mass, scattered hither and tither… (Marx, 1978: 73)

But as Thoburn (2002) points out, in the 27 different uses by Marx and Engels of 
the lumpen proletariat they are not easily identified, taking on various forms – for 
instance, ‘the financial aristocracy is nothing but the lumpen proletariat reborn 
at the pinnacle of bourgeois society’ (Marx, 1973: 38–9, emphasis added). 
However, Marx’s descriptions of the lumpen proletariat usually cohere around 
expressions like ‘social scum’, ‘dangerous classes’, ‘mob’, ‘swell-mob’, ‘raga-
muffin’, ‘ragged-proletariat’. Thoburn sees the lumpen proletariat as, by defini-
tion, a non-class. Others have re-signified their relationship to the category into a 
positive rendition – for example, the Black Panthers (Pulido, 2006).

In the writing of Capital class seems to go missing. Balibar (1994) asks: why 
is the proletariat – the radical representative of the motor of history – absent from 
Capital? Because, he answers, Marx focuses instead on the detailed workings and 
structure of capital. His political analysis continued elsewhere. Capital develops a 
logic by which classes perform their roles in the theatre of capitalism, carrying spe-
cific functions, as value becomes the central actor. Who then becomes the subject of 
capitalism? Jappe (Chapter 30, this Handbook) proposes that it is not the ruling class, 
nor the proletariat, but value itself. Value as a logic reduces human actors to the exec-
utors or bearers (Träger) of its orders. The subject of capitalism is an abstraction, a 
process that makes subjectivity itself possible. Jappe notes how Marx expresses this 
fact in the paradoxical and surprising formula that value is an ‘automatic subject’,5 
or, as Marx noted earlier, in the Grundrisse, how value enters as subject.

Where did class go? We might say that these different definitions represent 
different forms of attention, to economics, to politics. Their difference is signifi-
cant because they generate very different strands of analysis – especially in the 
bifurcation between class as a dynamic political force and class an abstraction, 
which I’ll explore below.

HISTORICAL EXPLANATION AND CLASS

One of the main schisms in Western Marxist understanding of class was staged in 
the debate that contrasted a historical explanation of experience with structuralism, 
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pitting E. P. Thompson against Perry Anderson, Tom Nairn and Louis Althusser. 
The debate began in the 1960s, intensified in the 1970s and was extensive in its 
reach across disciplines; it has been well documented and continues to haunt, scar 
and shape debates in class analysis, especially debates about race and gender, as 
we will see. The debate was vicious, and to experience the British representatives 
of the debate speak was terrifying.6 Thompson had published The Making of the 
English Working Class in 1963, detailing the experience of the formation of class 
in opposition to Anderson and Nairn’s analysis, which used a structuralist Marxism 
to understand the role of the labour aristocracy and the political quiescence of the 
English working class. Althusser, Anderson and Nairn were accused by Thompson 
of being ahistorical, ossified and reliant on obscure theoreticist models that were 
static and bore no relationship to how class was lived and made. Conversely, 
Thompson was accused of being atheoretical, not understanding structures, his-
torical logic or capitalism itself. His analysis was faulted for being voluntarist and 
parochial, failing to understand empire and imperialism and working with catego-
ries that had no objective co-ordinates.7 The debate was political: where to locate 
change; theoretical: how to conceptualise class; and methodological: Thompson 
stressed indeterminacy, elasticity and provisional actions that could only be known 
through observations over time; Anderson and Nairn promoted a version of 
Marxist history prioritising structural logics over the empiricism of historical 
research; and Althusser, as a philosopher, stressed structures, logics, contradiction 
and overdeterminism of capitalist forms, relative autonomy and the significance of 
abstraction, all elements of a capitalist totality that could be known without refer-
ence to the experiences of people who inhabited its structures.

Thompson stressed the making of class and hence the making of capitalist forms 
‘from below’. He insisted on the agency of ‘real people’ and ‘real context’. He did 
not see class as a structure, not even a category, but as ‘something which in fact 
happens (and can be shown to have happened) in human relationships’; a ‘historical 
phenomenon, unifying a number of disparate and seemingly unconnected events, 
both in the raw material of experience and in consciousness’ (Thompson, 1963: 
9). Concepts, for Thompson, arise out of empirical engagements; they exist in a 
dialectical relationship; they are ‘structural actuation’. Later, he argued that con-
cepts are not models but expectations that facilitate the interrogation of evidence 
(Thompson, 1978a). He maintained that people find themselves within structures, 
but not ones simply formed through relations of production as Marx, Anderson, 
Nair and Althusser maintain. It is their experience of exploitation that leads people 
to become antagonistic towards those who exploit and control them. This generates 
a struggle through which they develop self-awareness and self-identification as a 
class. Thompson insists that ‘class is not this or that part of the machine, but the 
way the machine works once it is set in motion’ (Thompson, 1963: 357).

For Thompson, class is dynamic, relational, is lived and develops through 
struggles around the conditions made by abstract processes. But what is miss-
ing from Thompson’s analysis is a model of how capitalism works (over time).  
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Nor can he explain the role of ideology, as explicated in detail by Althusser’s 
analysis of the role of interpellation and misrecognition. There are no Marxist 
‘appearances’, ‘hieroglyphs’, ‘hauntings’ or ‘hidden abode’ in Thompson’s 
account. It is a transparent description of class as it is made and experienced. 
Class is singular, parochial, observable, yet gender and race are missing as ana-
lytical categories. Thompson was also accused of a lack of political complexity, 
romanticising creativity and failing to understand liberalism.

History from below continues to shape debates today over class through two 
intersections, of class and race and of class and gender, both of which have also 
spawned enormous debates to which justice cannot be done but from which key 
elements will be drawn in what follows.8

RACE, CLASS AND DIFFERENCE

For Marx (1967), slavery was a significant dimension of prior modes of produc-
tion, a form of exploitation that was still residually present in nineteenth-century 
capitalism, a driver of primitive accumulation and part of different capital forma-
tions which enabled colonialism to develop. He was acutely aware of the ‘barba-
rism’, corruption, of the East India Company especially, and the horror of 
colonialism, by which surplus value production became the sole end and aim of 
humanity. Yet for Marx these are the brutal pre-conditions to industrial capital-
ism, ones that took place over a long period of time, from the enclosures in the 
fifteenth century, developing into the conditions that led to the formation of 
classes. His methods of abstraction were based on this history, yet he perceived 
these to be antecedents, precursors to a different beast – industrial capitalism. It 
is this ‘epochal’ analysis, when added to the debate between attention to histori-
cal events and an abstract understanding of the workings of capital, that has 
dogged the debates on race and class since. Put simply, it is a debate between 
those who consider empirical historical acts to be foundational and/or constitu-
tive of capitalism, race and class in the present and those who consider that capi-
tal has particular logics that are not shaped by lived experience (see the journal 
Race and Class (Sivanandan, 2018) and the writings of Cedric Robinson (see 
Bhandar, Chapter 13, and Haider, Chapter 58, this Handbook)).

Lines are drawn among contemporary protagonists in the race and class debates 
between Adolph Reed Jr and David Roediger, on the side of historical significance, 
and Ellen Meiksins Wood as the champion of a view of capitalist class-formation 
that essentially abstracts from race.9 Roediger (1991) situates race not as inciden-
tal to US capitalism, but as a key organising principle. Roediger and Esch (2012) 
survey the history of race management in US corporations, arguing that the ‘pro-
duction of difference’ has been absolutely integral to the efficient extraction of 
surplus value, so that race is not separable from the ‘logic of capital’ – it is integral 
to it. It is difference that makes capitalism. Likewise, and similar to Thompson, 
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Reed argues that capitalism exists not because of wilful efforts to create a system 
that conforms to a set of abstract characteristics; rather, it is the product of prag-
matic struggles by individuals and groups to pursue concrete material interests and 
to improvise institutional frameworks that facilitate their pursuits.

Wood counteracts by positing that class is constitutive of capitalism in a way 
that race is not. She argues that capitalism is conceivable without racial divi-
sions, but not, by definition, without class. For Wood, the question concerns the 
essential features of capitalism. She maintains that capitalism has no structural 
tendency towards racial inequality (a point she also maintains about gender 
inequality) because it does not depend on it for the extraction of surplus value. 
And unlike a slave mode of production or feudalism, capitalism does not depend 
on enslavement and domination. She argues that capitalism has a unique ability, 
via the ideology and institutions of liberalism, to create a form of exploitation 
that does not depend on direct coercive force. If capitalism depends on turning 
the capacity to labour (labour-power) into a commodity (through the wage), and 
turning abstract labour into the substance of value, then slavery is not capitalist, 
since what is bought at the slave auction is not labour-power but the body and life 
of the labourer, as property, as ‘chattels’. But this does not take into account how 
the value made from difference was and continues to be built into many of capi-
tal’s mechanisms. It is historical systems that illuminate capital’s abstractions.

For Himani Bannerji, it is obvious ‘that capital is a social practice, not just 
a theoretical abstraction’ (Bannerji, 2005: 17) – note the word ‘just’. For the 
historian of difference, the categorisation of labour into competitive difference 
has been central to a capitalist logic of depressing and controlling wage claims 
through establishing competition through divide and rule. Difference has been 
long mobilised for accumulation, as Balibar (1991) and contemporary studies of 
the migrant workforces show: hyper-precarity, criminalisation and deportability 
are often institutionalised features for migrant workforces, increasing their vul-
nerability by reducing their ability to claim protection and even wages. Convict 
and indentured labour was a central plank of racial capitalism (see De Giorgi, 
Chapter 12, and De Genova, Chapter 86, this Handbook).

Ruth Wilson Gilmore argues that racism ‘is a practice of abstraction, a death-
dealing displacement of difference into hierarchies that organize relations within 
and between the planet’s sovereign political territories’ (Wilson Gilmore, 2002: 
16). She notes how processes of abstraction organise humans in relation to inhuman 
persons in a hierarchy that produces the totalising category of the ‘human being’. 
This is a process of abstraction that pre-dates industrial capitalism and exists in 
every form of capitalism, spectacularly materialising through the sub-prime crisis 
that generated the 2008 financial crash. It is not epoch-limited; it is a logic.

Likewise, turning to an earlier history, in which the discourse of human-
ity had yet to be developed, Ian Baucom (2005) shows how the Atlantic slave 
trade’s process of abstract classification was built into capital’s institutions of 
valuation. Not classified as persons but only as bearers of value, slaves were 
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subject to calculation, domination and control. The calculation of their value was  
adjudicated in law, as in the infamous 1781 Zong case, where the sea captain 
threw overboard over 130 shackled slaves in order to realise their value through 
insurance. The issue was loss of value, not a matter of life and humanity (Krikler, 
2007).10 This is abstract exchange, not based on labour but financialisation, of 
anticipated future value, built into capital’s mechanisms.

As Brenna Bhandar and Alberto Toscano (2015) also note, building on the 
work of Cheryl Harris (1993), it is the commodification of difference as a process 
of abstraction that enables whiteness to have the status of property in relation 
to white people as full legal citizens. Harris shows how the creation of white-
ness as a form of property that has ‘income-bearing value’ emerges as forms of 
labour come to be legally differentiated on a racial basis. White supremacy was 
enshrined in the social contract, for white workers as ‘free’ could not be enslaved, 
and, significantly, white workers come to identify as ‘white workers’ as a means 
of differentiating themselves from other workers, producing class as well as race 
difference (Roediger, 1991). Race is thus constitutive of capital’s mechanisms.

Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker (2000) chart two and a half centuries 
of extreme violence used to coerce people into providing the labour required to 
make capital. In England in 1606, colonisation was proposed as a solution to the 
unrest created by the ‘surplus’ population which had been thrown off common 
land. The Virginia company, of which the Lord Chief Chancellor was a member, 
legitimated colonisation of the Americas by claiming they were offering a pub-
lic service by removing the swarms of ‘idle persons’ and setting them to work 
building the first American slave colonies. In 1899–1902 (the Boer War), Cecil 
Rhodes deported the destitute, criminalised and troublesome working class to 
build the imperial project of South Africa. Accumulation through dispossession 
and discipline through deportation have long legacies.

A significant understanding of how race, class and gender are articulated in 
capitalism comes from Harold Wolpe (1972), who showed how the historical and 
geographical specificity of South Africa produced a form of capitalism based on 
assemblages with pre-capitalist forms of raced and classed relations. Workers 
could be paid below social reproduction costs because these costs were being 
met in the parallel subsistence economy. The Apartheid state was used to prevent 
stability, ensure deportability and keep wages below reproduction costs. Bridging 
the division between history-making and abstraction, Wolpe further argues that 
theories which attempt to impose the abstract on the concrete cannot under-
stand the relationship between race and class because classes are ‘constituted 
concretely through practices, discourse and organisations. One might say that 
class unity, when it occurs, is a conjunctural phenomenon’ (Wolpe, 1988: 51). 
He notes that opposition to white supremacy did not necessarily unite all Black 
classes against the regime.

It was Wolpe’s concrete historical analysis of South Africa that enabled Stuart 
Hall to develop his model of articulation, which combines lived experience, 
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historical specificity and abstraction11 to argue that racialised practices are not 
equally necessary to the concrete functioning of all capitalisms. He argues that it 
does not make sense to extrapolate a universal structure to race and racism: there 
is no ‘racism in general’; it is always historically and geographically specific 
(Hall, 1980: 341). Rather, we need to understand how race comes to be inserted 
historically, in the relations and practices that are active structuring principles 
of the present organisation of society and the forms of class relations. This is 
how Hall comes to make his famous point that ‘Race is thus also, the modality 
in which class is “lived”, the medium through which class relations are experi-
enced’ (Hall, 1980: 341). This is an expanded view of race and racism that makes 
us sensitive to how it shapes all lives, not just those categorised as raced: ‘For 
racism is also one of the dominant means of ideological representation through 
which the white fractions of the class come to “live” their relations to other frac-
tions, and through them to capital itself’ (Hall, 1980: 341). Hall insists upon the 
mutual articulation of historical movement and theoretical reflection.

Yet, as we have already noted, it is not only race that constitutes and disrupts 
class relations and formations: gender is also central. Gender is another articu-
lation, a modality through which class and race are lived. Factors such as the 
continuing role of the mechanisms of primitive accumulation, the functions of 
the state, colonialism and labour migration are important, but at the heart of the 
intense debate that also raged throughout the 1960s was the question of social 
reproduction and the family. It paralleled many of the features of the histori-
cal specificity versus abstractions debate we’ve already considered, in particular 
asking what sort of value is produced by bio-social reproduction? Does women’s 
labour make a distinctive contribution to surplus value production or is it, as 
Marx considered, a cost to capital?

CLASS, GENDER AND HETEROSEXUALITY

Engels (1884/1933) was concerned with the role of women as private property 
through marriage and the family, just as Marx derides the bourgeois family as 
built on adultery, treating women as private property. But as Federici (2018) 
observes, women are never truly portrayed by Marx and Engels as subjects of 
struggle, as capable of fighting on their own behalf. This, she argues, is because 
Marx saw the industrial system as offering the possibility for more egalitarian 
relations. Marx’s blindness to the unpaid labour of women stems from his single-
minded focus on waged labour, an exclusively productivist view. Therefore, for 
Marx non-paid women’s labour is concrete labour, and unpaid labour does not 
produce surplus value. It is this singular perspective that enabled Marx to ignore 
the largest occupational group at the time he was writing – servants (see 
Schwartz, Chapter 16, this Handbook). He also ignored the significance of sex 
workers’ labour (see Cruz and Hardy, Chapter 76, this Handbook).
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The domestic labour debate (DLD) intended to rectify this omission. It began 
in the 1960s (Mitchell, 1966), culminating in ‘the unhappy marriage’ of Marxism 
and feminism in the 1980s (Sargent, 1981), establishing the foundations for the 
current resurgence of social reproduction analysis12 (see Arruzza, Chapter 74, 
Ferguson et al., Chapter 3, Federici, Chapter 34, and Hensman, Chapter 78, this 
Handbook). The DLD was concerned to examine how unpaid domestic labour 
was in fact productive of surplus value. This highly theoretical debate took a 
direct political turn in 1972 through the Italian Wages for Housework campaign, 
with slogans such as ‘Class struggle and feminism are one and the same’ (see 
Federici and Austin, 2017). Proponents asked: why do we have a sexual division 
of labour? And do women operate as a reserve army of labour? (Breugel, 1979). 
Initially, a ‘dual-systems’ approach was developed to account for gender and class 
(patriarchy and capitalism), which was then challenged by Lise Vogel (1983), 
who proposed a ‘unitary theory’ based on social reproduction more generally.

The analysis moved between abstract theory and political campaigning, exem-
plified by Marxist studies of race and class that identified ‘super-exploitation’ 
(Boyce Davies, 2008), ‘domestic slavery’ and ‘triple jeopardy’ as central to 
capitalist reproduction (Davis, 1981). One of the most significant industrial dis-
putes in the UK was led by South Asian women, the Grunwick strike (1976–8), 
which disrupted the politics and representations of feminism as white and mid-
dle-class. The central concept of feminism, ‘woman’, was also challenged by 
anti-racist studies of imperialism (Amos and Parmar, 2005) and slavery (Davis, 
1981). Heterosexual privilege was brought into the critique by the Black les-
bian Combahee collective,13 and Gayle Rubin (1975), who detailed how hetero-
sexuality was fundamental to class reproduction. In the UK Marxist feminist 
understandings of class also turned to the significance of culture (as ideology, 
hegemony, discourse, as we will see below) and colonial history, via the History 
Workshop Journal (Skeggs, 2006). Global voices also challenged the spaces and 
places of value production: Maria Mies (1982) insisted on an understanding of 
the global constitution of value through the fragmentation and decomposition of 
work processes worldwide.

Understanding of gendered class divisions came from studies of labour, 
acknowledging that working-class women were always forced to work to sur-
vive; the family-household system and gender ideology (Barrett, 1980); and the 
state’s role in the institutionalisation of violence and family structures (Barrett 
and McIntosh, 1982). In a critique of Barrett, Johanna Brenner and Maria Ramas 
(1984) drew attention to how class cut through gender: how working-class hetero-
sexual men and women joined forces to protect their families. They argued that 
campaigns for a ‘family wage’ (a male breadwinner) came about through struggle 
not external imposition, as the working class organised their own reproductive pro-
tections. Likewise, Hazel Carby (1982) argued that the family can be an important 
site of solidarity for both Black women and men, a legacy developed from slavery. 
The scope and variety of the debates was vast, but most positions assumed that 
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capital does benefit from women’s unpaid socially reproductive labour and that 
Marxist theorists would benefit from not considering gender, race and sexuality to 
be epiphenomena. Debates amplified, expanded into new domains (for example, 
queer theory: see Drucker, Chapter 54, this Handbook) and intensified. Schisms 
formed as new struggles vied for political and theoretical attention.

Intersectionality emerged as a challenge to bourgeois white feminism and also 
tried to connect all these vast and unwieldy differences. Operating as a call-out to 
complacency, it is an important reminder against singularity. But as a concept it 
struggles to hold the enormous, diverse and conflicted areas of theoretical analy-
sis, both inter and intra: capitalism, colonialism/post-colonialism, feminism, 
queer and trans theory, and how they operate very differently in different geo-
political domains. By conflating the very different logics that brought the ‘sec-
tions’ of the inter together it often obfuscates theoretical differences and political 
strategies: the logic of class is its abolition, the logic of gender is usually rec-
ognition and accommodation, the logic of race (depending where in the world, 
Marxist or liberal) revolution or rights, the logic of sexuality extinction or recog-
nition. Intersectionality is an important intention and holds people to account, but 
it can also limit explanatory power and may occlude the power relations built into 
different classifications (see Lagalisse, Chapter 40, this Handbook). However, 
this in itself is another enormous debate, brilliantly articulated by Bohrer, 2019 
and Chapter 75, this Handbook.

Fortunately, social reproduction theory has been revived and Caliban and the 
Witch (Federici, 2004) republished. Attention to the familial and domestic has 
been extended into all activities that are ‘life making’, recognising that workers 
exist beyond the workplace (see Farris, Chapter 15, this Handbook). Bhattacharya 
(2017) returns to Marx’s understanding of social reproduction, which is not about 
the household but about the state, juridical institutions and the property-form, 
where for Marx ‘every social process of production is at the same time a process 
of reproduction’ (Marx, 1967: 711). Likewise, Nancy Fraser (2016) argues that 
the abstract separation of economic production from social reproduction is con-
stitutive of capitalism itself.

Paul Cammack (2020) also maintains that Marx did provide a powerful frame-
work for social reproduction in his analysis of how all ‘natural’ relations are 
turned into money relations. In Capital, vol. 1, Marx identified the fundamental 
contradiction of the individual capitalist who extends workers’ production time 
by extracting every minute of energy and time, which ultimately shortens the 
life and use of the worker. Capital left to itself destroys life in its drive to extract 
value: ‘Capital therefore takes no account of the length and life of the labourer, 
unless society forces it to do so’ (Marx, 1967: 380). The logic of capital is to 
search for an inexhaustible supply of surplus-value-producing labour; capital 
does not care about preserving life. Rather, survival, as Marx notes, relies on the 
worker’s drive for self-preservation and propagation (Marx, 1967: 718). While 
the working class struggles for protection against exhaustion and death, capital 
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exhausts the unprotected. As Cammack points out, there has always been a ready 
supply. In a radical move, he argues that capital does not need the family: it can 
always find plenty of exhaustible unprotected labour.14

These important renewals of class analysis are based on global perspectives, 
beyond the parochialism of Western Marxism, and draw on the relationship 
between informal and formal labour (Mezzadri, 2017). Pun Ngai and Chris Smith 
(2007) extend understandings of social reproduction in their studies of indenture 
through the dormitory labour regime in China, which uses a trapped residential 
workforce of permanently young, predominantly female workers. Sara Farris 
(2012) also notes that since the 1970s the number of women migrating has grown 
so much that half of the current migrant population in the Western world is now 
women, employed mainly in one branch of the economy: the care and domestic 
sector, notorious for its informality and lack of labour protections.

If class analysis is to be understood globally, moving beyond a productivist 
prejudice to consider total social reproduction, including forms of protection, 
this must include the processes of migration and racialisation that are inseparable 
from their class and gender dimensions (Ferguson and McNally, 2015). Susan 
Ferguson (2008) notes how understanding the spatialisation of labour enables us 
to see how race is inscribed on the labouring body. This means that racism and 
sexism are not historical aberrations that can somehow be separated from capi-
talism’s ‘real’ or ‘ideal’ functioning; rather, they are integral to capital, actively 
facilitating processes of capital accumulation. As feminists and anti-racist theo-
rists have shown, the state is a key player in this facilitation, having long institu-
tionalised difference in the interests of capital.

CAPITAL’S INSTITUTIONS?

Capitalism has always required particular ensembles of regulatory institutions, 
governmental practices and socio-cultural norms in order to facilitate the general 
process of capital accumulation under specific historical and technological con-
ditions (Jessop and Sum, 2006). It is not just national states, but capital’s supra 
state organisations, such as the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank 
and the ECB, which through racist and misogynist policies, often termed ‘struc-
tural adjustment programmes’, not only maintain strict racial boundaries 
between countries and people but retrench class and national divisions, forcing 
the poorest states to subsidise the richest (Lapavitsas, 2013).

Let’s remember Stuart Hall’s concept of articulations so we can understand how 
race and gender are active structuring principles of class relations: ‘Race [and 
gender are] the modalities in which class is “lived”, the medium through which 
class relations are experienced’ (Hall, 1980: 341). The state, even when offer-
ing protections against capital’s rapaciousness, often reproduces these modali-
ties. Denise Noble (2015) notes how the establishment of the British welfare 
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state (nominally to protect against abject poverty) depended upon British women 
being allocated to the role of reproducing racism: The Beveridge Report (1942) 
proposed that mothers have vital work to do in ensuring the adequate continu-
ance of the British race and of British ideals in the world. Robbie Shilliam (2018) 
details how Beveridge addressed the working class as if they were totally white, 
with a duty to ‘maintain their breed at its best’ (1942: 150). Eugenicist discourse 
has a long history and institutionalisation. All British working-class women were 
forced to attend ‘schools for mothers’ to be trained in how to produce cannon 
fodder for colonial wars waged by the British in South Africa and blamed when 
they didn’t (Davin, 1978). They were assumed to be deficient and so were taught 
‘standards’, an imperative that shapes the architecture of most health, welfare and 
education systems (Duneier, 1992; Shilliam, 2018; Skeggs, 1997).

LIVING CLASS

Liberalism is central to state institutionalisation (Meiksins-Wood, 1986; Wilson 
Gilmore, 2002). Law promotes the liberal myth of ‘freedom’ that Marx identified 
as an essential illusion of capitalism by establishing an equivalence, a formal equal-
ity between the worker and the employer: both are supposedly free to exchange 
their property, but, unless protected, the working class are forced to exchange their 
labour in order to survive. What is key to the ideological myth of liberal freedom 
is how it shapes personhood, telling us who is not exchangeable. Carole Pateman 
(1988) notes how the social contract was devised on the basis of relationships 
between those who could not be imagined as property to each other. These are 
fundamental class and property relations with the working class as the constitutive 
limit to the possessive individual of the European social contract (Skeggs, 2004). In 
two different research projects, I have shown how these class relations are lived, 
through abstractions, in the realm of economic and symbolic value.

In a longitudinal ethnographic study I conducted in the 1980s and 1990s, 
Formations of Class and Gender: Becoming Respectable (1997) I used Hall’s 
framework to analyse the conjuncture of economic, state/institutional, histori-
cal, geographical, political and cultural articulations that shaped the conditions 
of possibility by which a group of white working-class women lived.15 The 
research examined how the subject positions produced by overdetermined struc-
tures shaped by capital’s history and logic were lived. What became significant to 
the women’s experience of class was how their lives were structured not just by 
labour and social reproduction but also by symbolic violence. They were ‘always 
already’ classed within an ideological and state institutionalised system that dis-
tributed cultural and moral value, which subsequently determined their access 
to economic spaces. They were made brutally aware that they were subject to 
continual classification and symbolic devaluation as ‘working-class’, but it was 
a term from which they dis-identified. The category ‘working-class woman’ was 
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so loaded with symbolic negativity that identification would be tantamount to 
symbolic suicide.

In defence, they developed their own class-antagonistic moral economy by 
resisting the pathological value judgements that were made of them in almost 
every encounter with middle-class people, especially representatives of the state 
(their teachers and health and social workers), and also through mainstream 
media. The 1980s began the contemporary demonisation of the working class in 
the UK, which has now developed into outright scorn, derision and hatred. This 
has been extensively documented elsewhere, in studies showing how the deregu-
lated TV industry develops to profit from the symbolic denigration of working-
class women (Skeggs, 2009; Skeggs and Wood, 2012).

Throughout the research many attempts were made by state representatives 
to force working-class women – to reform them – into accepting ‘standards’ of 
bourgeois familial ideology. The ‘caring courses’ they studied were the equiva-
lent of ‘schools for mothers’, a remnant of the colonial project, in which work-
ing-class culture was institutionalised as deficient. The imposed ‘standards’ were 
strongly resisted, but this locked the young women into a defensive competition 
to be a better carer than middle-class women and thus subjected them to contin-
ual scrutiny. Being a better carer secured investment in a caring subjectivity and 
directed them towards ‘voluntarily’ entering caring jobs. Just like Paul Willis’s 
(1977) study of why working-class boys get working-class jobs, the women of 
‘Formations’ generated dignity through gendered resistance to class degradation. 
By defending and claiming value from their own practices of respectability, car-
ing for others became a positive ‘choice’, a protection against devaluation. They 
were located in and lived the abstract positions of capital’s logic, shaped by gen-
dered and raced histories, as they struggled not to live with denigration, to ‘keep 
a floor on their circumstances’, to survive with some dignity.

The hinge between the symbolic and economic has a long history: as Linebaugh 
and Rediker (2000) show, Marx was aware of the symbolic inscriptions that were 
carved into people’s bodies, how in England from 1547 those made destitute were 
branded with the letter V and enslaved for two years, later to be transported for 
colonial exploits. In 1596, prisoners were branded on the face with a hot iron and 
called ‘the King’s Labourers’. Classifying and pathologising was central to the 
imprisonment and transportation policies that enabled the colonial project. The 
Lord Chief Justice of the King’s Bench from 1592 to 1604 developed his ‘theory 
of monstrosity’, listing 30 different types of rogues and beggars and classifying 
them for transportation into five main groups according to potential labour value. 
The use of working-class women as symbols of monstrous moral decay has a 
very long history in England, as Federici (2004) details and which Imogen Tyler 
(2020) charts through to the present. This symbolic economy mediates other cap-
ital and state forces, legitimating power, distributing im/moral values, controlling 
access to work and welfare, enabling exploitation and appropriation. In which 
through an accident of birth people are born into structural and subject positions.
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In another study, Class, Self, Culture (Skeggs, 2004), I show how the middle 
class, through culture, become personifications of capital. Using Bourdieu to 
map the fields of exchange by which cultural capital can be converted into sym-
bolic and economic capital, I detail how the appropriation of culture and exclu-
sion of others from the ability to exchange enable the middle class constantly 
to accrue cultural value to themselves as a modern ‘possessive individual’. 
This involves propertising the culture and affects of those who they appropri-
ate. Unlike the working-class women above, the middle class are able, through 
access to Capital’s institutions, to generate authority and convert their culture into 
economic and symbolic value, legitimating themselves. They shape a personhood 
from which the working class are excluded. If we see culture as a form of prop-
erty that can be embodied in dispositions such as entitlement, we can also see 
how it becomes naturalised in the everyday order of things.

The culture wars that are now being waged have long legacies in liberalism 
and humanism. Also, as we should remember from Harris and Bhandar above, 
cultural property relations are not just classed, but always/already articulated 
with race and gender. As Bhandar (2014) shows, drawing on Bentham, the 
abstract ownership of property is not just based on physical possession, occupa-
tion or even use; it is based on the expectation of being able to use property as 
one wishes. Remember that the social contract is based on an expectation of not 
being propertisable, drawing stark divisions between those considered as abstract 
labour and those with personhood. The working class are unable to convert their 
symbolic degradation into property, unlike those who can accumulate cultural 
capital for its conversion. Unless they offer the opportunity for value extraction 
as labour, the working class in their many modalities regularly appear in front 
of the state as non-persons (Dayan, 2011), rendered wageless, disposable and 
superfluous (Denning, 2010). This is a cultural logic of capitalism, not Jameson’s 
(1981) aesthetic postmodern form, but one based on amplifying and consolidat-
ing difference as competition over the value of one’s culture: as signifier of abjec-
tion or as marker of distinction. It is a competition in which each class faces each 
other in regard to what counts, defensive versus entitled.

Althusser (1971) proposed interpellation and Gramsci (1971) proposed con-
sent as mechanisms by which social reproduction is achieved. I want to add that 
it is realised through the antagonistic struggles for cultural value, mediated by a 
symbolic economy that guarantees the historic reproduction of capital through 
class, race and gender relations: for one group as protected entitlement, expecta-
tion and symbolic value propertised in the formation of personhood; for the other, 
exchangeable (or not) as labour, forced to defend themselves against degradation, 
a source for appropriation (Skeggs and Wood, 2012). These person formations 
are experienced daily as moral value struggles and set limits on how class can 
(not) be an identity for working-class women.16 Through the violence of the insti-
tutionalised symbolic economy lived through encounters with the middle class, 
they engage in a constant struggle for value, survival rather than accumulation.
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IDENTITY

This is why class is not an identity: it is a relation, it is dynamic, it is a movement 
immanent to capitalist relations that compels a ‘perpetual work of refutation, inter-
pretation, and reformulation’ (Balibar, 1994: 136). When class is located in the dis-
courses of liberalism and humanism – namely in appeals for ‘rights’ or recognition 
– the working class operates as the constitutive limit, as symbolically pathological. 
To make a claim for recognition when recognition is always loaded with pathology 
makes no sense. Class is not the subject of capital; as Jappe noted, that subject is 
value. Class is an abstraction that is overdetermined in its articulation and only 
known through an understanding of positions within a system, immanent to it; these 
positions are lived through mediated symbolic formations. Class is therefore lived 
concretely as an abstraction, a position in a system of economic and cultural value.

Balibar (1991) develops this further, arguing that while the bourgeoisie remains 
as an abstract positional personification, the proletariat are concretised in prac-
tice because they are forced to sell their labour. This, he maintains, means that 
the logic of capital ensures that the antagonistic classes never come face to face, 
because they figure within the capital-relation in different ways. The bourgeoisie 
operate as a cypher, as the ‘bearers’ of capital. They stand in for functions that 
the logic of capital performs, above all accumulation. The proletariat, however, 
have a concrete reality as ‘labour-power’. Balibar calls this a historical drama in 
which the bourgeoisie stand for economic personification and the proletariat do 
things as a result. I’d argue they both perform their positions. The occupation 
of the position of expectant, entitled, ever-accumulating bourgeois personhood 
is institutionalised in all ideological and state institutions. They encounter the 
working class through systems of punishment, exclusion and judgement, used to 
secure their distinction. These encounters make the working class do things, and 
feel things, as a result: living a life replete with exposure to violence, denigration 
and contempt, they often fight back. They try to protect themselves. The classed 
encounter is how the abstract is experienced as antagonism, but also as a value, 
part of capital’s logic which reduces human actors to the executors or bearers 
(Träger) of its orders. Class is an abstraction of value, a symbolic space in which 
struggles to extract, defend and protect are dynamically shaped.

CONCLUSION

Class is made from relations and forces across and within apparent entities; race 
and gender are active structuring principles of class relations. They are formed 
in specific historical conjunctures, in articulation, overdetermined: be it by capi-
tal, labour migration, racialisation, medicalisation or criminalisation – through 
symbolic violence, the state and its representatives. These articulations shape all 
social reproduction; they make up the totality of capitalist relations. They can be 
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understood through abstractions of capital’s logic made concrete as they are 
actualised in structures. As Hall (1980) notes, race is a modality in which class 
is ‘lived’, as are gender and sexuality.

The spurious ‘freedom’ of the liberal social contract has been extended from the 
exchange of labour in the economy into the exchange of culture, making it appear 
as if everyone is able to propertise their personhood and develop expectations of 
ownership and entitlement. For some groups, identity may be the mechanism by 
which they shape their struggle to make a claim on the state for protection, but as 
Barbara Fields (2001) showed, this will always lock them into a liberal frame, one 
built from the exclusions of those identified by difference. Re-signification only 
exists within the system of symbolic violence by which it is formed. The classifi-
cations developed from colonialism take on modern forms, no longer branded but 
still inscribed on the body. Personhood is still shaped through politically institu-
tionalised forms of property, of entitlement and limit, enacted daily.

Class is no longer understood only through industrial production, but extends 
beyond labour into social reproduction and other forms of value extraction, 
where rent and financialisation have become dominant forces (Lapavitsas, 2013), 
where intellectual property rights (see Rekret and Szadkowski, Chapter 85, this 
Handbook) and the institutionalisation of corruption are now drivers of value for-
mation. If value is the subject of capital (Jappe, Chapter 30, this Handbook), we 
can see class as an abstraction of value. Just as class is an abstraction of labour, 
it now forms a symbolic space in which struggles to exploit, extract, appropriate, 
defend and protect are dynamically shaped. It is an overdetermined space, within 
a conjuncture, often contradictory, with the different logics of race and gender, 
offering vectors for struggle. Class is lived in a cultural logic of capitalism where 
value is the subject, class its manifestation, a relation and a representation that is 
lived through struggles over value.

Althusser (1971) noted that it is the apparatus of the state that secures capi-
tal’s interests, enabling the reproduction of the social relations of production (now 
extended to value production through different forms). Yet to turn to the state for 
protection of class interests is a many-edged sword. Consider the state-sponsored 
genocide currently occurring across the world as governments prioritise profit over 
people. The necropolitics released as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic represents a 
policy of malevolent neglect by design where the extremes of social reproduction are 
made apparent; the unproductive, those subject to structural adjustment and austerity 
policies, those whose lives have already been subject to slow death and those who 
fight back are more likely to die quickly. This is the current conjuncture where class 
is made vividly apparent, as a struggle for value and life, in its many articulations.

Notes

1  For debates that draw attention to the difference between Marxist class analysis and sociological 
stratification, see Skeggs (2015), Toscano and Woodcock (2015) and Gunn (1987).

2  www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1852/letters/52_03_05-ab.htm#n1. Accessed 09.12.2018.

www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1852/letters/52_03_05-ab.htm#n1
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3  See Dialectical Marxism: The Writings of Bertell Ollman: www.nyu.edu/projects/ollman/docs/class.
php. Accessed 09.12.2018. See also: Ollman, B. (1968).

4  Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte: www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1852/ 
18th-brumaire/ch01.htm. Accessed 09.12.2018.

5  Jappe notes that the phrase appears in Capital, vol. 1, in chapter 4, ‘The General Formula for Capital’, 
but is not translated properly in most English translations.

6  Anderson and Thompson embodied the confidence of the typical British Oxbridge public schoolboy, 
which they were. They were certain, erudite and commanding. For a working-class girl from a north-
ern comprehensive they were both compelling and chilling.

7  See the extensive debates in New Left Review, History Workshop Journal and Social History, Thomp-
son’s (1978b) attack on Althusser in The Poverty of Theory and Perry Anderson’s Arguments within Eng-
lish Marxism (Anderson, 1980). See also McNally (1993), Meiksins-Wood (1995) and Cohen (1980).

8  I am not entering the debates on the role of the middle class: see Therborn (2012, 2020) and Wright 
(1985).

9  See https://advancethestruggle.files.wordpress.com/2009/06/how_does_race_relate_to_class-2.pdf  
and www.versobooks.com/blogs/3321-does-david-roediger-disagree-with-ellen-meiksins-wood. Accessed 
09.12.2018.

10  The Liverpool ship merchant slave owners, including the Mayor of Liverpool, claimed insurance for a 
payout to regain their losses.

11  Gillian Hart (2007) notes how Wolpe and Hall’s use of articulation was very different to the deeply 
impoverished version of articulation offered by Laclau and Mouffe.

12  See also special editions on social reproduction: Historical Materialism 2016, vol. 28 issue 2; Radical 
Philosophy 2019, issue 204 Spring; Viewpoint Magazine 2015, issue 5.

13  https://combaheerivercollective.weebly.com/history.html. Accessed 09.12.2018.
14  For instance, the ILO estimates 188 million people in 2019 are unemployed/precarious: www.ilo.org/

wcmsp5/groups/public/—dgreports/—dcomm/—publ/documents/publication/wcms_734455.pdf.
15  In this historical/theoretical/political moment, at the beginning of the research in the early 1980s, I 

identified the women as white to racialise and de-normalise the race relations they inhabited: see 
Hazel Carby (1982) and CCCS (1982), who called on researchers to name their locations/articula-
tions. This is very different from the current reactionary and racist (Bhambra, 2017) uses of ‘white 
working class’ to make white working-class people appear as if somehow indigenous, or ‘left behind’, 
without recourse to the history of colonialism by which they are located (Shilliam, 2018, 2020).

16  There have been historical moments when white working-class men have been made symbolically 
heroic, promoted as authentic, but these are short periods in the long history of degradation, fear 
and hate.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the early 1980s, global processes of capitalist transformation across 
Western societies have revolutionized both the field of production and the com-
plex of governmental institutions, practices, and technologies that, in the after-
math of World War II, had consolidated into the Keynesian welfare state (Jessop, 
1996, 2016; Mishra, 2014). The neoliberal paradigm of governance that has 
come to dominate Western societies through the last quarter of the twentieth 
century has resulted in a drastic redistribution of social wealth toward the top of 
the racial and class hierarchy, a vertical increase in economic inequalities, an 
acute precarization of work within increasingly segmented labor markets, a mas-
sive attack on workers’ rights, and a systematic dismantling of the social safety 
net that had been instituted in the wake of the Keynesian compromise between 
capital and labor (Bonefeld, 2017; Harvey, 2005; Schram, 2015). In this sense, 
the neoliberal revolution has involved an organized assault against the economic 
relevance and political centrality of industrial labor – and, specifically in the 
USA, against the radical struggles for racial justice that had emerged from the 
civil rights movement (Camp, 2016; Flamm, 2005; Parenti, 1999: 3–44).

These transformations, legitimized through the neoliberal dogmas of absolute 
flexibility, ruthless competition, and rugged individualism, have significantly 
reshaped the field of social and penal control in much of the Western world. 
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Indeed, the same decades that witnessed a reconfiguration of the industrial 
paradigm of capitalist production were also characterized by the unfolding of a 
‘global lockdown’ (Sudbury, 2005) resulting – although with different degrees 
of intensity between the USA and Europe – in a steady expansion of penal pow-
ers across late-capitalist societies (Garland, 2001; Pratt et al., 2005; Wacquant, 
2009a, 2014).

The increasing centrality of punitive practices in the governing of contempo-
rary societies signals a decisive deviation from the trend toward penal moderation 
that had characterized the second half of the twentieth century – particularly in 
the USA, where by the early 1970s incarceration rates had reached historical 
lows and the rehabilitative ideal had become the dominant philosophy, at least 
within the nation’s more progressive correctional systems (Allen, 1981; Simon, 
2014; Tonry, 2004).1 In addition to the increased prominence of carceral insti-
tutions in the governance of racialized social marginality, neoliberal societies 
have also witnessed the simultaneous proliferation of different technologies of 
social control, often operating outside the formal boundaries of the penal field: 
practices of extra-penal detention and surveillance targeting specific categories 
of people and largely immune even to the residual constitutional protections in 
place within the criminal justice system. One obvious example is the administra-
tive detention of migrants from the global South within the large archipelago 
of camps and detention centers surrounding the heavily militarized borders of 
Europe, Australia, and the USA: dystopic non-places governed through a per-
manent state of exception and functioning as engines for the processing of the 
racialized human surplus generated by the new international division of labor (De 
Genova, 2016; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013).

As these global processes precipitate locally in the form of cyclical urban crises 
within the postindustrial metropolis, late-capitalist societies have also witnessed 
the multiplication of technologies of control specifically aimed at the punitive 
governance of segregated urban spaces. One could think here of the endemic dif-
fusion of electronic surveillance – from the omnipresent CCTV cameras to the 
deployment of drones by police departments across major US cities – but also 
of the fracturing of the urban landscape along heavily policed boundaries of race 
and class that mirror the functioning of national borders within the current global 
division of labor (Davis, 2006; De Genova, 2005, 2013; Hill-Maher, 2003). The 
dynamics of capitalist accumulation characterizing the neoliberal city – such as 
the rampant gentrification of former inner cities and the ensuing displacement of 
entire poor communities of color, or the proliferation of securitized gated com-
munities that effectively obliterate any notion of the city as a public space – offer 
clear examples of a neoliberal paradigm of social regulation that unfolds simul-
taneously at the urban and the global level, geared in both cases toward the neu-
tralization of disposable surplus populations created by the predatory dynamics 
of capitalist accumulation (Blakely and Snyder, 1997; Herbert and Brown, 2006; 
Smith, 1996).
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The neo-Marxist criminological tradition known as the political economy 
of punishment provides a critical framework to dissect the developments just 
described and a lens to observe the evolving relationships between racial capital-
ism (Robinson, 1983) and the rise of punitive strategies for the governing of social 
marginality (for a review of this literature, see De Giorgi, 2006: 1–40, 2012). In 
what follows, I will attempt to reconstruct the trajectory of the political economy 
of punishment as it has unfolded since the publication of Georg Rusche and Otto 
Kirchheimer’s seminal work Punishment and Social Structure (2003 [1939]). 
First, I will offer a brief materialist narrative of the origins of modern punishment 
and of the prison as its central institution, outlining the politico-economic condi-
tions that prompted the transition from the bloody corporal punishments preva-
lent in pre-capitalist social formations to the disciplinary institutions of penal 
confinement that would become hegemonic across Europe and the USA at the 
dawn of industrial capitalism (Foucault, 2015; Spierenburg, 1984). Second, I will 
use the theoretical tools forged by the political economy of punishment to offer 
a critique of contemporary penal practices in relation to the neoliberal restructur-
ing outlined earlier. Finally, along the path laid out by some recent critiques of 
the carceral state that have productively integrated the classic materialist analysis 
with an emphasis on the racialized dynamics of capitalist accumulation, I will 
suggest some possible new directions for a structural critique of punishment that 
might avert the economic reductionism of traditional Marxist criminology.

POLITICAL ECONOMIES OF PUNISHMENT

The political economy of punishment focuses on the relationships between penal 
transformations and the evolution of the capitalist system of production. 
Although materialist analyses of crime and punishment inspired by the writings 
of Marx and Engels had already appeared since the early twentieth century (see 
Bonger, 1916), the foundational moment in neo-Marxist criminology is repre-
sented by the 1969 publication of the second edition of Georg Rusche and Otto 
Kirchheimer’s classic Punishment and Social Structure, followed within a few 
years by a wave of critical ‘revisionist histories’ of punishment, including 
Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1977 [1975]), Dario Melossi and 
Massimo Pavarini’s The Prison and the Factory (1981 [1977]), and Michael 
Ignatieff’s A Just Measure of Pain (1978).2 According to these revisionist histo-
ries, penal practices perform a very different task than protecting society from 
crime. The latent functions of punishment can only be grasped by situating insti-
tutions of penal control within the broader economic dynamics and structural 
contradictions intrinsic to capitalist societies. From a materialist standpoint, 
penal change is always connected to historically specific relations of production 
and hegemonic forms of racial and class power. In the classic definition of 
Rusche and Kirchheimer (2003 [1939]: 5):
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Every system of production tends to discover punishments which correspond to its produc-
tive relationships. It is thus necessary to investigate the origin and fate of penal systems, the 
use or avoidance of specific punishments, and the intensity of penal practices as they are 
determined by social forces, above all by economic and then fiscal forces.3

The epistemological objective of the political economy of punishment is thus 
to overcome the dominant theoretical paradigm of criminology as a science of 
criminality and as a state-sponsored form of power/knowledge over the causes 
of crime and to replace it with a historically and economically grounded critique 
of the formation and evolution of different systems of penal control. Penal histo-
riography thus becomes a social and economic history of the repressive appara-
tuses that have contingently emerged to regulate and reproduce existing relations 
of racial and class power. It becomes, again in Rusche’s own words, ‘more than 
a history of the alleged independent development of legal “institutions”’. It is the 
history of the relations of the ‘two nations’, as Disraeli called them, that consti-
tute a people – ‘the rich and the poor’ (Rusche, 2014 [1933]: 258).

In outlining the main theoretical elements of the materialist critique of punish-
ment, Rusche advances two main hypotheses. The first descends from utilitarian 
penal theories: any penal system is ultimately governed by a logic of deterrence – 
that is, by the objective of discouraging potential lawbreakers from violating the 
law. Second, the contingent manifestations of this logic of deterrence evolve in 
relation to existing relations of power, as shaped in particular by the development 
of capitalist labor markets:

Experience teaches us now that most crimes are committed by members of those strata who 
are burdened by strong social pressures and who are relatively disadvantaged in satisfying 
their needs when compared to other classes. Therefore, a penal sanction, if it is not to be 
counterproductive, must be constituted in such a way that the classes that are most crimi-
nally inclined prefer to abstain from the forbidden acts than become victims of criminal 
punishment. (Rusche, 2014 [1933]: 254)

Therefore, different articulations of penal power will emerge on the basis of the 
material conditions faced by the most marginalized social classes. In order to be 
effective, penal practices and institutions will need to impose upon those who 
violate the existing social order worse conditions of life than those available to 
those who – despite their subordinate position in society – nonetheless accept 
to conform to its norms. This means that the living conditions of the most mar-
ginal sectors of the proletariat will define the coordinates of penal policy and the 
regime of ‘legal suffering’ to be endured by those who are punished. The average 
standards of living at the bottom of the racial and class structure will thus deter-
mine the upper limit beyond which no penal reform can go without undermin-
ing the deterrent role of punishment. Borrowing again from Rusche, ‘All efforts 
to reform the punishment of criminals are inevitably limited by the situation of 
the lowest socially significant proletarian class that society wants to deter from 
criminal acts. All reform efforts, however humanitarian and well meaning, which 
attempt to go beyond this restriction, are condemned to utopianism’ (Rusche, 
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2014 [1933]: 255–6). In this sense, penal evolution is clearly not the outcome of 
humanitarian penal reforms. Instead, the structural limit to any process of reform 
and civilization of punishment is represented by the principle of less eligibility, 
just described, to which any penal system must ultimately conform (see also 
Sieh, 1989).

In pre-capitalist economic formations – as well as in capitalist economies char-
acterized by the persistence of slave labor, such as the USA until the end of the 
civil war – living conditions for the proletarian classes were largely the result of 
extra-economic factors derived from feudal sociopolitical arrangements or exist-
ing regimes of labor enslavement. With the consolidation of capitalist relations 
of production, and the partial abolition of slavery with the Amendment to the US 
Constitution, the living standards of the proletariat become a direct consequence 
of capitalist processes of division and organization of labor. The invisible dynam-
ics of the market now assign workers a ‘fair price’ for their labor on the basis of 
preeminently economic standards: the larger the supply of labor, the lower its 
cost, and the worse the material conditions endured by those who own nothing 
but their labor-power. As a consequence, historical periods characterized by a 
large surplus of labor will also witness a toughening of penal practices targeting 
society’s poorest classes:

Unemployed masses, who tend to commit crimes of desperation because of hunger and 
deprivation, will only be stopped from doing so through cruel penalties. The most effective 
penal policy seems to be severe corporal punishment, if not mass extermination … In a 
society in which workers are scarce, penal sanctions have a completely different function. 
They do not have to stop hungry masses from satisfying elementary needs. If everybody who 
wants to work can find work, if the lowest social class consists of unskilled workers and not 
of wretched unemployed workers, then punishment is required to make the unwilling work, 
and to teach other criminals that they have to content themselves with the income of an 
honest worker. (Rusche, 2014 [1933]: 257–8)

Across Europe, the birth of the prison is inscribed within the historical transi-
tion from a penal regime based on the destruction of the body of the condemned 
through the staging of torturous ‘spectacles of suffering’ (Foucault, 1977 [1975]; 
Garland, 1990: 213–247; Spierenburg, 1984) meant to display the absolute power 
of the monarch, to a system that spares the body of the criminal, so that through its 
productivity can shine the economic power of the capitalist. A new conception of 
time as a measure of labor (Thompson, 1967), together with the generalization of 
the principle of exchanges of equivalents, explains the parallel consolidation of the 
legal contract as a stipulation of worktime and of the criminal sentence as a deter-
mination of prison time (Pashukanis, 1978).

At first across northern Europe, and later in the USA – but in the latter with 
the significant exception of slave labor in the South, where discipline was largely 
imposed by the slave-owning class through state-tolerated racial violence, vigilan-
tism, and lynchings (Berg, 2011) – this new philosophy would inspire the construc-
tion of the early disciplinary institutions for the poor: workhouses, poorhouses, 
houses of correction, bridewells, and later penitentiaries. Confinement thus started 
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to become the dominant practice for the control of marginal classes – paupers, 
vagrants, beggars, prostitutes, alcoholics, lunatics, criminals, etc. The body of the 
punished was now treated as a productive entity and as a potential source of value: 
the new systems of control would increasingly focus on correcting the attitudes, 
reshaping the morality, and disciplining the souls of those punished. Detention 
would gradually emerge as the hegemonic form of correctional intervention on 
any kind of social deviance, thus inaugurating what Michel Foucault would define 
as the age of ‘great confinement’ (Foucault, 1988 [1961]: 38–64).

Ultimately, Rusche and Kirchheimer’s analysis builds upon the notion of prim-
itive accumulation elaborated in the first volume of Capital, where Marx (1976 
[1887]) describes the historical moment in which a nascent capitalist system 
needs to create the conditions for its own development – that is, it must subsume 
preexisting relations of production and forcibly transform free labor into wage 
labor (Marx, 1976 [1887]: chapters 26–28). The constitutive contradiction of this 
process is that on the one hand, capital freed labor from the feudal ties of personal 
servitude that had entangled it until then, while on the other, it immediately recap-
tured this productive potential through a more abstract form of subordination. The 
‘liberation’ of work thus unfolded through an expropriation of producers, which 
ultimately consigned them to a higher level of subjugation. In England, masses 
of destitute peasants expelled from the countryside following the enclosure of 
common lands that had effectively deprived them of the subsistence economy 
on which they had survived under the feudal system, were now forced to migrate 
toward the industrializing cities of northern Europe, where they would fill the 
ranks of the new urban poor. Dispossessed of its means of subsistence and brutally 
separated from its land, this proletarian workforce in the making would initially 
appear unable to adapt to the new conditions of production and reluctant to subject 
itself to the new organization of labor in the emerging factories. In the last pages 
of Capital, Marx reconstructs the violent fate awaiting this proto-proletariat: ‘The 
fathers of the present working class were chastised for their enforced transforma-
tion into vagabonds and paupers. Legislation treated them as “voluntary” crimi-
nals, and assumed that it depended on their own goodwill to go on working under 
the old conditions that no longer existed’ (Marx, 1976 [1887]: 896).

A comparable historical trajectory of subjugation through emancipation would 
characterize the fate of former slaves after the partial abolition of slavery in the 
USA. Indeed, if on the one hand the XIIIth Amendment abolished ‘slavery and 
involuntary servitude’, on the other it created the conditions for the perpetuation of 
slavery by constitutionalizing it ‘as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall 
have been duly convicted’. This new form of enslavement would materialize across 
the Southern states through the enactment of ‘Black Codes’ which criminalized 
vagrancy, unauthorized assemblies, lack of a known address, and miscegenation, 
among other behaviors, and then sanctioned them with penal (re)enslavement in 
the form of convict leasing, forced labor, and even the auctioning of ‘black crimi-
nals’ (Childs, 2015: 57–92). As the bloody history of capitalism would illustrate 
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again and again, similar dynamics of violent penal discipline would cyclically 
reemerge whenever the engine of capital valorization would again set in motion 
masses of impoverished populations deprived of their means of subsistence by 
capital’s ongoing movement of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Harvey, 2004).

NEO-MARXIST CRIMINOLOGY AND LATE CAPITALISM

Toward the second half of the 1970s, radical criminologists extended the materi-
alist framework of the political economy of punishment to the critique of penal 
systems in contemporary capitalist societies, particularly the USA. The effects of 
the 1973 oil crisis had started to materialize across the main industrial centers of 
the US ‘steel belt’ in the form of a significant increase in unemployment rates –  
especially among the African American working class, which in the wake of the 
Great Migration from the South had filled the ranks of the industrial workforce 
during the previous four decades (Wacquant, 2008: 13–132; Wilson, 1987, 
1997). This labor force, rendered superfluous by processes of technological inno-
vation, industrial downsizing, and productive relocation, emerged as the postin-
dustrial rendition of the Marxian reserve army of labor: a mass of low-skilled, 
modestly educated workers consigned to economic redundancy by the restructur-
ing of the productive cycle, and yet highly exploitable as a lever for the control 
of labor struggles over working conditions and wage demands by the active 
workforce. Famously defined by Wiliam J. Wilson (1987) as ‘the truly disadvan-
taged’, this racialized human surplus now found itself at the bottom of the US 
labor market, where it would embody once again the ‘lowest socially significant 
proletarian class’ described by Georg Rusche (2014 [1933]: 255).

In the wake of these profound socioeconomic dislocations, incarceration rates, 
which had been relatively stable between the late 1920s and the end of the 1960s, 
started to grow steadily around the mid 1970s, initiating an upward trend that 
would continue unabated for the next 40 years (see National Research Council, 
2014). Faced with these developments, some radical criminologists in the USA 
formulated the hypothesis that the simultaneous increase in unemployment and 
incarceration rates signaled a broader restructuring in the governing of social 
marginality. In the words of Richard Quinney:

Criminal justice, as the euphemism for controlling class struggle and administering legal 
repression, becomes a major type of social policy in the advanced stages of capitalism. 
Emerging within the political economy of late capitalism is a political economy of criminal 
justice. (1980: 107–108)

The first systematic attempt to elaborate an empirically grounded materialist 
critique of the US penal system was developed by Ivan Jankovic (1977) in an 
early article published in Crime and Social Justice. Jankovic’s starting hypoth-
esis was twofold: the first, which he called the ‘severity hypothesis’, was that the 
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worsening of economic conditions at the bottom of society’s class structure – as 
signaled by growing unemployment rates – would prompt a toughening of penal 
sanctions and a significant increase in incarceration rates. The second hypothesis 
was that higher incarceration rates would also perform the indirect economic role 
of regulating the size of the labor surplus, thus becoming a tool in the reproduc-
tion of the Marxian reserve army of labor. After examining the case of the USA 
between 1926 and 1974, Jankovic came up with ambivalent findings. On the one 
hand, the severity hypothesis was broadly confirmed by his statistical analyses, 
which showed that unemployment and imprisonment rates followed parallel 
trajectories. On the other, however, he could not find evidence of any impact of 
incarceration rates on the labor market: although a significant fraction of the 
prison population was (and indeed had been since the invention of the peniten-
tiary) constituted by unemployed and underemployed people, the overall size of 
the prison population was not large enough to exert a significant impact on the 
size of the industrial reserve army of labor.

Between the late 1970s and the early 1990s, other neo-Marxist scholars would 
attempt to test Rusche and Kirchheimer’s hypotheses by analyzing the relation-
ship between unemployment and incarceration. Again, while the severity hypoth-
esis was repeatedly confirmed, the utility hypothesis was not (for comprehensive 
reviews of this literature, see Chiricos and Delone, 1992; De Giorgi, 2006). The 
fact was that during the historical conjuncture in which these analyses were elab-
orated, the penal system had not yet become the current ‘black hole into which 
the detritus of contemporary capitalism is deposited’, to borrow from Angela Y. 
Davis (2003: 16). Indeed, at that time the restructuring of the industrial economy 
and the demise of the Keynesian welfare state had not yet produced the dramatic 
social dislocations that would fully materialize, particularly at the heart of the 
racially segregated US inner cities, during the 1990s. The neoliberal assault on 
the welfare state was only at its inception – respectively under the Reagan and 
Thatcher regimes on each side of the Atlantic – and it had not yet wrought its 
havoc on the most marginalized fractions of the racialized poor. In this context, 
both the welfare state and what Loïc Wacquant would later call the ‘penal state’ 
(Wacquant, 2009b: 111–191) still complemented each other in the governing of 
social marginality, along the lines of a rough division of labor between social and 
penal policies. A sizeable fraction of the surplus population was still managed 
through the welfare system – although in increasingly punitive ways throughout 
the 1980s and 1990s, as attested by the toughening of conditions for access to 
social assistance, the shrinking of welfare benefits, the imposition of demanding 
conditions on welfare beneficiaries, and the introduction of stigmatizing sanc-
tions for recipients who could not satisfy them (Katz, 2013; Soss et al., 2011). 
The boundary along which such division of labor operated was mostly a gender-
based one, with penal strategies focusing specifically on racialized poor male 
residents of the inner city, and an increasingly disciplinary welfare system regu-
lating racialized poor women and their children.
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Along similar lines, Marxist criminologist Steven Spitzer argued that the sur-
plus population emerging from capitalist restructuring could be subdivided into 
two relatively separate components, which he respectively defined as social junk 
and social dynamite. The first term identifies those sectors of the sub-proletariat 
that represent a disposable social detritus, harmless to power elites and to the 
dynamics of racialized capital accumulation, and thus manageable through wel-
fare measures. The second term connotes instead the potentially riotous fractions 
of the surplus population, which represent a looming threat to the existing struc-
tures of capital accumulation and must therefore be governed by penal means: 
marginalized youth of color, young unemployed residents from the inner cities, 
ghetto hustlers, drug dealers, etc. (Spitzer, 1975).

The difficulty to demonstrate any measurable impact of incarceration rates on 
the US labor market, particularly in view of Spitzer’s theorization of a structural 
division of labor between welfare and punishment in the governing of the poor, 
seemed to disprove the more orthodox hypothesis, initially elaborated by Rusche 
and Kirchheimer, of a direct role of penal politics in the management of the indus-
trial reserve army of labor (see also Chiricos and Bales, 1991; Wallace, 1981). 
Yet, this would later prove to be a premature conclusion: during the next 30 years, 
incarceration rates in the USA would increase to reach historical records, leading 
the country to become the world’s most punitive democracy. At the same time, 
the ongoing neoliberal assault on the welfare state – effectively symbolized by 
Clinton’s campaign to ‘end welfare as we know it’ – would drastically reshape the 
configuration of the social and penal arms of the state, prompting the metamor-
phosis of the US welfare state into a hypertrophic penal state (Wacquant, 2009b).

In the wake of these later developments, at the end of the 1990s Bruce 
Western and Katherine Beckett (1999) would again attempt to test the hypothesis 
of a direct role of penal policies in the regulation of US unemployment rates. 
According to their analysis, the relatively low official rates of unemployment 
observed in the USA – compared to European countries – between the 1980s and 
1990s were not the result of high levels of flexibility and labor market deregula-
tion (as argued by the apologists of neoliberalism on both sides of the Atlantic), 
but rather a consequence of the vertical increase in incarceration rates, which 
effectively rendered a sizeable fraction of the surplus population invisible to offi-
cial statistics. Observing the intersection of race and class in the composition 
of the US prison population, Western and Beckett showed that if official statis-
tics were to include the incarcerated population, overall US unemployment rates 
would automatically increase by an astonishing 7.5% among African Americans, 
whose average rates of joblessness had ‘remained around 40% through reces-
sions and economic recoveries’ (Western and Beckett, 1999: 1044). On the other 
hand, the study also shows that in the longer run mass incarceration tends to raise 
unemployment rates by crippling the employment prospects of former prisoners 
upon their release. In the end, continued penal expansion becomes the condi-
tion to maintain lower unemployment rates, thus generating a downward spiral 
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of punitive regulation that signals the complete transition of the governance of 
racialized social marginality from the Keynesian state’s penal-welfare hybrid to 
the neoliberal state’s carceral archipelago.

RACIALIZED SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND PENAL  
DISCIPLINE IN THE USA

The recent literature in the sociology of punishment has focused on the punitive 
turn that has affected the USA during the last quarter of the twentieth century – a 
penal experiment that has resulted in draconian penal policies, historically 
unprecedented imprisonment rates, and a widespread emphasis on the penal 
incapacitation of the new ‘dangerous classes’ (see Garland, 2001; Simon, 2007; 
Tonry, 2004). In this direction, Loïc Wacquant has described the transition of US 
society toward a post-Keynesian paradigm of social regulation as the shift from 
a social state charged with mitigating the effects of economic inequality among 
marginalized populations to a penal state in charge of enforcing the neoliberal 
economic order through the punitive regulation of racialized urban poverty:

Thus the ‘invisible hand’ of the unskilled labor market, strengthened by the shift from wel-
fare to workfare, finds its ideological extension and institutional complement in the ‘iron fist’ 
of the penal state … The regulation of the working classes through what Pierre Bourdieu 
calls the ‘Left hand’ of the state, that which protects and expands life chances, represented 
by labor law, education, health, social assistance, and public housing, is supplanted (in the 
United States) or supplemented (in the European Union) by regulation through its ‘Right 
hand’, that of the police, justice, and correctional administrations, increasingly active and 
intrusive in the subaltern zones of social and urban space. (Wacquant, 2009b: 6)

As a result of these shifts, and despite some modest decreases in the aftermath 
of the Great Recession of 2008, at the time of this writing the incarcerated popu-
lation in the USA hovers around 2.2 million individuals, distributed across a 
penal network of 1,719 state prisons, 102 federal penitentiaries, 901 juvenile 
correctional facilities, 3,163 local jails, and 76 Indian Country jails. With close 
to 3% of the population living under some form of correctional supervision, the 
current ‘productivity’ of the US penal system is historically unprecedented and 
unequalled by any other country in the world (see Kaeble and Glaze, 2016; 
Wagner and Rabuy, 2017).

Against the dominant law and order rhetoric unleashed by US politicians to 
justify penal expansion, often in the wake of media-generated racialized moral 
panics about crime, anti-prison scholar activists have developed the notion of 
the ‘prison industrial complex’ in an attempt to unveil the structural sources of 
carceral buildup (1995; Davis, 2003: 84–104; Parenti, 1999: 211–244; Schlosser, 
1998).4 According to this perspective, prison expansion in the USA has been 
driven not by an attempt to curb crime, but rather by a mixture of structural racism 
and corporate profit-seeking. Particularly since the late 1980s, the skyrocketing 
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costs of the expanding US prison system have worked as a magnet for private 
actors involved in the business of private detention and related prison services, 
such as health care, phone services, transportation, food catering, and so on. 
Multinational corporations like Corrections Corporations of America (founded 
in 1983) and GEO Group (founded in 1984) have consistently lobbied federal 
and state legislators to gain access to the alluring business of incarceration-for-
profit. Although not always successful in these efforts, these companies have 
managed to establish and control a profitable market in correctional services, par-
ticularly at the federal level and in corporate-friendly states like Florida, Texas, 
New Mexico, Georgia, and California (Galik and Gilroy, 2015: 4). As the cost 
of mass incarceration began to be felt by taxpayers in the form of massive real-
locations of funds from welfare, health care, education, and other public services 
toward criminal justice and incarceration (see Beckett and Western, 2001), the 
private prison business gained increasing traction with the promise of reducing 
costs while improving efficiency – a dynamic compounded by the anti-tax senti-
ments of the 1980s and 1990s. Thus, between 2000 and 2013, the number of fed-
eral prisoners incarcerated in private facilities grew by 165%, with the share of 
federal prisoners privately detained rising from 10% to 19%; over the same time 
span, the number of state prisoners held in private prisons grew by 33.8% (Galik 
and Gilroy, 2015: 1). As of 2012, after several years of continuous expansion, 
CCA could count on 91,000 beds across 20 states and the District of Columbia, 
whereas GEO Group had 65,700 beds available in domestic correctional facili-
ties – a total number of private prison beds in the USA higher than the combined 
prison populations of Germany and France (Lee, 2012).

It is important to note here that despite this significant increase, the fraction of 
US prisoners detained within private penal facilities is still limited: as of 2013, 
more than 90% of the country’s prison population was held in government-run 
institutions, and although an increasing share of prisoners do time in for-profit 
prisons, the profit motive – and prison privatization more generally – cannot 
be considered as the main cause of mass incarceration in the USA. Instead, as 
Marie Gottschalk has suggested, ‘mass incarceration helped transform the private 
prison sector into a powerful and nimble political player that today poses a major 
obstacle to dismantling the carceral state’ (Gottschalk, 2015: 65). The profit-
generating motive is only one of the three types of surplus that, according to Ruth 
Wilson Gilmore (2007: 58–86), who writes specifically about California, have 
prompted the emergence of the penal state as a major tool for the punitive gov-
ernance of racialized poverty: (1) a surplus of agricultural land linked to water 
shortages and to the centralization of agribusiness in the 1960s and 1970s, (2) a 
surplus of capital linked to financial speculation and regressive fiscal policies in 
the 1980s, and (3) a surplus of state-bureaucratic capacities linked to the demise 
of the Keynesian state in the 1990s. In such conjuncture, according to Gilmore, 
mass incarceration provides ‘partial geographical solutions to political economic 
crises, organized by the state, which is itself in crisis’ (Gilmore, 2007: 26).
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In any case, whether delivered through public or privatized penal institutions, 
the impact of hyper-incarceration has been felt disproportionately by poor and 
racialized communities residing in the most segregated urban areas of the USA. 
Among the African American population, one in every three males aged 20 to 29 
lives under some form of correctional supervision; an astonishing 3.1% of Black 
men in the nation reside in a state or federal prison (compared to 0.5% for Whites 
and 1.3% for Latinos), and 7.3% of Black men aged 30 to 34 are currently serving 
a prison sentence of more than one year. At current rates, an African American 
man born in 2001 has a 32% chance of ending up in prison during his lifetime –  
a probability that goes down to 17% for Latino males in the same age group, 
and to 6% for Whites (Mauer, 2006: 137). As Bruce Western (2006) has argued 
in his work on punishment and inequality in the USA, incarceration has been so 
intensely concentrated among poor urban communities of color, that imprison-
ment has become a modal life event for disadvantaged African American men.

Ultimately, the construction of the contemporary penal state is the result of 
what Jordan T. Camp (2016: 41) has defined as a ‘carceral counterinsurgency’ 
unleashed by US power elites against the social struggles of the 1960s. This 
politico-economic backlash provided a ‘revanchist solution’ to the crisis of 
hegemony prompted by the civil rights movement, and was aimed at buttressing 
the racial and class hierarchies that had been threatened by the radicalization of 
social movements against racism, capitalism, and imperialism. This broad project 
of political restauration through penal discipline was initially invoked by Barry 
Goldwater in the 1964 presidential campaign, later launched by Richard Nixon 
in the early 1970s, and finally carried out during the last quarter of the twentieth 
century by several presidential administrations under a bipartisan commitment 
to the neoliberal doctrine of privatization, deregulation, and precarization in the 
field of economic policy and to mass-criminalization, militarized policing, and 
punitive discipline in the field of social regulation. Emerging as a new govern-
mental rationality in an age of capitalist restructuring, the US punitive turn has 
thus unfolded through the creation of a vast carceral net in charge of neutralizing 
a racialized ‘underclass’ whose ranks were expanded by the crumbling of the 
industrial economy and the neoliberal assault on the Keynesian welfare state. 
This shift toward an exclusionary model of regulation of the poor put an abrupt 
end to the reformist era defined by David Garland (2003) as ‘penal modernism’, 
during which the USA exhibited prison populations comparable to (and in some 
states even smaller than) those of most other Western democracies.

In particular, the rise of a racialized penal populism demonizing young African 
American men as dangerous and irredeemable ‘superpredators’ lent new legiti-
macy to a whole array of draconian penal practices: life imprisonment for youth 
of color routinely tried as adults; Three Strikes and You’re Out legislation man-
dating life in prison for repeat offenders; and sex offender laws imposing life-
long bans from entire cities on individuals convicted of sex crimes. During the 
1990s, this punitive shift would prompt the resurgence of chain gangs, prolonged 
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solitary confinement, ‘supermax’ prisons, chemical castration, and other extreme 
punishments which the reformist ethos of the 1960s seemed to have consigned to 
the past. In the same years, Clinton’s infamous Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (1996) imposed lifetime bans on food stamps, edu-
cational grants, and unemployment benefits for broad categories of mostly Black 
drug offenders. Meanwhile, draconian One Strike and You’re Out provisions imple-
mented across urban areas during the 1990s by the US Department of Housing and 
Urban Development required public housing authorities to evict entire families 
and ban them for three years from federally subsidized housing for a single drug 
offense – even if just one member of the household was involved, the tenant was 
unaware of the illicit activity, or the incident happened off-site (Ewert, 2016).

The process of social excommunication of the ‘truly disadvantaged’ (Wilson, 
1987) has not been limited to civil and social rights, but has extended to politi-
cal rights as well. As of 2017, 14 states have imposed a temporary voting ban on 
individuals convicted of a felony (even after the sentence has been fully served), 
whereas eight states have imposed a lifetime ban. Forty years after the civil rights 
revolution (and less than 60 years after the beginning of desegregation), 13% of 
African American males are disenfranchised as a consequence of these voting 
bans. According to the Sentencing Project, as of 2016, an estimated 6.1 million 
people (2.5% of the total US voting-age population) could not vote as a result of 
a felony conviction – a 400% increase since 1976. Among African Americans 
alone, 7.4% of the population is affected by felony disenfranchisement (Manza 
and Uggen, 2008; The Sentencing Project, 2016).

It is worth emphasizing that the punitive turn described so far does not reflect 
actual changes in criminal activity. Trends in crime and in punishment have 
grown increasingly disconnected since the early 1990s: even as crime rates have 
declined steadily in this period, the number of people arrested, convicted, and 
incarcerated has continued to grow. The rhetoric of penal severity took roots even 
in the absence of any connection to the crime problem, and public discourses on 
social problems traditionally framed in the language of social policy and welfare 
were now translated into the language of crime and punishment. This paradig-
matic shift emerged as a broadly successful attempt by US power elites to ‘police 
the crisis’ (Hall et al., 1978) of legitimacy created by the widespread social strug-
gles of the 1960s and 1970s, and to build a new paradigm for the punitive gover-
nance of racialized poverty in a neoliberal society.

BEYOND THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF PUNISHMENT?

This chapter has attempted to illustrate how a paradigmatic shift in the capitalist 
regime of accumulation has prompted significant changes in punitive practices 
across late-capitalist social formations. In societies such as the USA, which have 
traditionally leaned toward a laissez-faire model of capitalist development based 
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on deregulated markets and minimal public interventions in the economy, the 
dismantling of the Fordist–Keynesian paradigm has unfolded in an untamed 
neoliberal variant characterized by extreme labor market flexibility, a vertical 
decline in labor unionization, a drastic curtailment of welfare provisions, and 
soaring levels of race and class inequality (Piketty, 2014; Shipler, 2004). In 
European societies, stronger welfare states and a more established tradition of 
unionization have somewhat shielded the national workforce from the heaviest 
consequences of the capitalist restructuring of the 1970s and 1980s, which have 
instead concentrated on the migrant labor force set in motion by the new inter-
national division of labor (see Calavita, 2005; De Giorgi, 2010; Melossi, 2003).

In both cases, the transition to a new regime of accumulation has taken the 
form of a transnational capitalist offensive against the working classes, in a suc-
cessful attempt to reestablish suitable conditions for capitalist profits in a global-
ized economy: stricter work discipline, higher levels of labor flexibility, more 
insecure working conditions, lower social protections, and increased competi-
tion for low-wage work among the racialized global poor (Schram, 2015). This 
process of capitalist restructuring has been successful in producing a dramatic 
shift in the balance of power from labor to capital, at the same time as it effec-
tively reconfigured longstanding structures of race and class inequality. It is in 
the context of this larger realignment of power that a materialist analysis of con-
temporary penal change must situate its critique. Such critique must be able to 
tackle not only the quantitative shifts in the labor market – the main focus of the 
political economy of punishment between the 1970s and the 1990s – but also the 
political, institutional, and cultural transformations that have contributed to shape 
and solidify the neoliberal regime of capitalist accumulation (Lacey, 2008, 2012).

In order to grasp the theoretical implications of this paradigmatic shift, we may 
return once again to Rusche’s original formulation of the concept of less eligibility 
as the logic governing the relation between punishment and social structure. As 
was mentioned earlier, in his original 1933 article Rusche argued that ‘all efforts 
to reform the punishment of criminals are inevitably limited by the situation of 
the lowest socially significant proletarian class which society wants to deter from 
criminal acts’ (Rusche, 2014 [1933]: 255, my emphasis). I would like to suggest 
here that Rusche’s concept of ‘situation’ lends itself to a much broader theoriza-
tion than the economistic reduction to unemployment rates privileged by the quan-
titative political economy of punishment. If the relative power of the workforce in 
a capitalist economy is ultimately determined by the price of its labor, the over-
all situation of that workforce – its position within existing hierarchies of social 
power – is not simply the outcome of labor market dynamics. Instead, it is shaped 
by a range of non-economic factors that contribute to define the overall social 
value of the labor force and of the racialized social groups that fill its ranks. In this 
respect, the social value of labor is a function of the interaction between economic 
structures (e.g. relations of production, models of economic growth, labor market 
dynamics, wealth concentration or redistribution), governmental technologies of 
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social regulation (e.g. welfare/workfare systems, policies of state intervention in 
the economy, penal politics, immigration control regimes), and discursive strate-
gies of cultural reproduction (e.g. hierarchies of social worth, public discourses on 
social deservingness or un-deservingness, dominant representations of crime and 
punishment, social constructions of racial difference). In other words, the over-
all situation of marginalized social classes is determined by their place in the 
economic structure as much as by their position within the ‘moral economy’ of 
capitalist social formations (see also Sayer, 2001).

Following this perspective, a non-reductionist political economy of the fin de 
siècle punitive turn should analyze the changing situation of marginal classes 
against the background of the economic and extra-economic processes that have 
repositioned the postindustrial proletariat within the structure of late-capitalist 
societies. Since the early 1980s, structural processes of capitalist transformation 
(deindustrialization, downsizing, outsourcing, etc.) have significantly reduced the 
economic value of wage labor and consolidated a tendency toward rising work 
insecurity, declining wages, longer working hours, and an overall increase in the 
socially acceptable levels of exploitability of the labor force (Ehrenreich, 2001; 
Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2002; Harris, 1997; Schor, 1992). At the same time, 
a broad reconfiguration of governmental strategies of social regulation – such 
as the transition from welfare to workfare, the adoption of punitive immigra-
tion laws, the increasing commitment to privatization and market deregulation, 
and the consolidation of neoliberal governance in traditionally public areas like 
health care, housing, education, etc. – has dismantled the Fordist–Keynesian 
compromise, deepening social fractures along lines of class, race, ethnicity, and 
national origin. Finally, in the field of cultural signification the neoconservative 
hold on public debates about socioeconomic inequality, reinforced by racialized 
moral panics about street crime, immigration, drugs, welfare, etc., has legitimized 
dominant representations of the postindustrial poor – personified in particular by 
urban minorities in the USA and by migrants from the global South in Europe –  
as an undeserving and dangerous class (Gans, 1995; Handler and Hasenfeld, 
2007; Quadagno, 1994; Standing, 2011).

A non-reductionist neo-Marxist framework informed by cultural studies and 
critical race theory, along the path originally laid out by Stuart Hall and his col-
leagues (Hall et  al., 1978), and further developed more recently by interdis-
ciplinary critical scholars like Jordan T. Camp (2016), Jodi Melamed (2011), 
Nikhil Pal Singh (2017), and Sarah Haley (2016), among others – allows the 
political economy of punishment to overcome its traditional emphasis on the 
instrumental side of penal powers. The materialist critique of punishment should 
of course still emphasize the instrumental outcomes of recent penal practices, 
illustrating their role in ‘imposing the discipline of desocialized wage work …  
by raising the cost of strategies of escape or resistance that drive young men 
from the lower class into the illegal sectors of the street economy’ (Wacquant, 
2009b: xvii). It should also analyze the widespread governmental effects of penal 
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technologies, particularly in conjunction with other tools of social regulation 
such as immigration control and welfare policies, and it should continue to work 
toward a structural critique of the symbolic dimensions of contemporary penal-
ity, emphasizing how hegemonic representations of deserving/undeserving and 
laborious/dangerous classes resonate with – and provide ideological legitima-
tion to – a regime of racialized capital accumulation grounded in the systematic 
devaluation of the poor and their labor.

Notes

1  This is not to suggest any nostalgia for some mythical ‘golden age’ of penal progressivism. In fact, 
despite its mainstream status in some northern regions of the USA during the 1950s and 1960s, the 
rehabilitative ethos was not nearly as prevalent within the country’s more overtly racist Southern 
correctional systems – as documented, for example, by Mona Lynch in her study of the evolution of 
Arizona’s corrections (Lynch, 2009); neither did the ‘rehabilitative prison’ necessarily constitute a less 
punitive alternative to the contemporary warehousing prison (see also Cohen, 1985).

2  More recent works have further enriched the materialist historiography of punishment by adopting a 
race and class lens that emphasizes the deeply racialized nature of capitalist development – including 
both dynamics of capitalist accumulation based on wage labor and processes of racialized dispossession 
through enslavement (Baptist, 2014) – as well as of the capitalist state’s penal practices and institutions 
(see Adamson, 1983; Childs, 2015; Haley, 2016; Hirsch, 1992; Lichtenstein, 1996; Mancini, 1996).

3  Despite this unnuanced definition, the fact that the complex connections between a society’s socio-
economic structure and its punitive institutions could not be reduced to a deterministic relationship 
was clear to Georg Rusche, who already in his seminal 1933 article titled ‘Labor Market and Penal 
Sanction’, which laid the foundation for the larger work he would later coauthor with Otto Kirch-
heimer, wrote that ‘the dependency of crime and crime control on economic and historical conditions 
does not … provide a total explanation’ (Rusche, 2014 [1933]: 254). Rather, the economic field 
simply contributes – although in a position of preeminence over other social forces – to define the 
historically determined configurations of specific punitive systems. This note of caution echoes the 
argument made by Marx and Engels themselves in some of their writings: ‘Political, juridical, philo-
sophical, religious, artistic, etc. development is based on economic development. But all these react 
upon one another and also upon the economic basis. It is not that the economic situation is cause, 
solely active, while everything else is only passive effect. There is, rather, interaction on the basis of 
economic necessity, which ultimately always asserts itself’ (Marx and Engels, 1969: 502). Borrowing 
from Althusser (1967), we could also argue that capitalist relations of production operate as determi-
nants of specific historical articulations of punishment, but only ‘in the last instance’.

4  The concept, first used by Mike Davis in a 1995 article in The Nation titled ‘Hell Factories in the Field: 
A Prison-Industrial Complex’ (Davis, 1995), and later popularized across activist circles through the 
writings of Angela Y. Davis and others, paraphrases the term ‘military industrial complex’, originally 
coined by former US president Dwight Eisenhower in the farewell address he delivered to the nation 
on 17 December 1961.
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INTRODUCTION

I want to suggest a different metaphor for theoretical work: the metaphor of struggle, of 
wrestling with the angels. The only theory worth having is that which you have to fight off, 
not that which you speak with profound fluency… [M]y own experience of theory – and 
Marxism is certainly a case in point – is of wrestling with the angels, a metaphor you can 
take as literally as you like. (Hall, 2019a [1992]: 75)

The place of ‘race’ in Marxism might be best understood through the struggles 
of various intellectuals to articulate the centrality of racism and racialisation to 
capitalism. The struggle lies in apprehending the complexity of the thing itself –  
the mutability of ‘race’ as a concept and its consistent presence in the multifari-
ous modes of dispossession and accumulation that characterise the variegated 
forms of capitalism that emerged in the crucible of slavery and colonisation. But 
it also emerges in efforts to write against traditions of Eurocentric Marxist 
thought that failed to grasp that complexity. Rather than characterise these strug-
gles as being situated ‘within and against’ Marxist traditions of thought, it may 
be more useful to consider the frameworks of analysis that scholars writing from 
non-Eurocentric vantage points have developed – to see them as driven by an 
urgency to grapple with the complex and unstable histories of race and capital as 
necessary to understanding the present, rather than as intellectual engagements 
confined to academic debates about the generative causes and effects of capitalist 
modes of production.
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Another important aspect of how ‘struggle’ informs the field of scholarly 
work that has illuminated the relationship between race, racial formations and 
capitalism is that field’s connection to political histories and social movements –  
in a twofold sense. The long histories of rebellion and revolt by enslaved and 
colonised peoples globally inform scholarly reflections on race and capitalism. 
But the struggle against the resistance of anti-capitalist, left social movements 
and their intellectual touchstones in Europe and North America to incorporate 
an anti-racist politics into their organising and thinking has also informed the 
work of many militant scholars writing in black radical and anti-racist left tradi-
tions. This long-standing struggle has gained increasing poignancy in the cur-
rent moment, when long-standing economic inequalities that have materialised 
in and through forms of racial subordination have rendered many black, brown 
and Indigenous communities particularly vulnerable to the ravages of the global 
Covid-19 pandemic (Nuorgam, 2020; Taylor, 2020; Younge, 2020).

The breadth of critical traditions of thought and activism that have sought 
to grapple with Marxism’s blind spots as to how colonialism, enslavement and 
imperialism have been central to the development of capitalism is truly expan-
sive; and, in different ways, many of these critical traditions are cognisant to 
greater or lesser degrees of the place of race in these entanglements (James, 1989 
[1938]; Spivak, 1999; Roediger, 2019). We can distinguish within these broad 
swathes of intellectual and political work scholars who have focused their atten-
tion on race in all its complexities, as part of their engagements with Marxism, 
or as central to their Marxian analyses of spatial configurations of capitalism 
(Wilson Gilmore, 2007); struggles for freedom from capitalism (Kelley, 2003); 
and capitalist state violence (Sivanandan, 1982), to name but a few examples.

In this chapter, I have chosen to explore the theoretical interventions of three 
very different scholars: Stuart Hall, Cedric Robinson and Angela Y. Davis. Hall’s 
early approach to questions of race and class engaged a trenchant re-working of 
Gramscian and Althusserian concepts in order to develop a conjunctural analysis 
of race and the manifold ways in which it is expressed through class. He re-ori-
ented Marxist analyses of class composition and class consciousness to produce 
a comprehensive reconsideration of how politics, policing, labour relations, law 
and criminal justice and, eventually, media and cultural forms were fabricated 
with and through colonially inscribed histories of race and racism in the UK, 
the Caribbean and elsewhere. Cedric Robinson’s work, unlike Hall’s, presents 
a wholesale critique of Marx’s work; he developed the view that Marxism gen-
erally reflects an overly reductive understanding of the ways in which race is 
fabricated in conjunction with capitalist modes of appropriation and exploitation. 
He also challenged, at a foundational level, the Eurocentrism of Marx’s work 
and argued that by disregarding the many autonomous and pre-capitalist social-
ist movements, Marx and Marxist scholarship have unnecessarily narrowed the 
horizon of liberation to a schema overly determined by bourgeois epistemology. 
Finally, I turn to the work of Angela Y. Davis, whose very conceptualisation of 
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race as inherently gendered opened an entirely different space of engagement 
with Marxism and communist traditions of revolutionary change. We have, then, 
three towering intellectual figures who engaged, transformed, built upon or broke 
with Marxist theory in ways that deepened our understandings of the manifold 
ways in which capitalism is always racial, yet, at the same time, contradictory and 
uneven, replete with resistance and vulnerable or weak points in its formation. In 
the case of Hall, we encounter a re-working of Marxist concepts and methods to 
account for the ways in which race is expressed through class, albeit in a manner 
that is contingent on the particular conjuncture of economic, political and cultural 
forces at work. In Robinson, we have a theorist whose path-breaking work on 
racial capitalism situated him in the position of resolute critic of Marx. Finally, 
Angela Y. Davis is a committed communist intellectual who shows that, while 
for the purposes of analytical reflection ‘race’ is often hived off from ‘gender’ 
and even ‘sexuality’, in practice these axes of subject-making and subordination 
cannot be separated – thus the challenge for Marxian engagements with race is to 
understand how race, as a concept that is inherently gendered, moves through the 
fabric of social relations in capitalist societies.

STUART HALL: ARTICULATIONS OF RACE AND CLASS

Through his engagement with the work of Althusser and Gramsci, and as part of 
a larger and more sustained interrogation of Marx’s oeuvre (Hall, 1974, 1983), 
Stuart Hall reconceived two concepts in particular that form the basis for his 
theorisation of the relationship between race and class. These two interrelated 
concepts – articulation and correspondence – are re-worked to embed an analy-
sis of race and histories of colonisation and apartheid into the very way we 
understand social formations in a Marxian sense. Hall joins critics of an overly 
economistic understanding of how class, specifically, takes shape and what it 
represents; but he goes much further in reinvigorating Marx’s conception of what 
it means for social formations to be ‘determined’ by capitalist modes of produc-
tion, by showing how race and racism can act as both destabilising and stabilis-
ing vectors – which are both contingent and necessary in some sense – to the 
formation of class relations.

How are different social formations articulated, and how does a pervasive 
economistic reductionism in the way that ‘class’ is conceived of, for instance, 
oversimplify and flatten their complexity? In critiquing an economic reductivism 
whereby all social formations are reduced down to expressions of an economic 
base, Hall wrote:

[T]his simplifies the structure of social formations, reducing their complexity of articulation, 
vertical and horizontal, to a single line of determination. It simplifies the very concept of 
‘determination’ (which in Marx is a very complex idea) to that of a mechanical function. It 
flattens all the mediations between the different levels of a society. It presents social 



RACE 235

formations – in Althusser’s words – as a ‘simple expressive totality,’ in which every level of 
articulation corresponds to every other, and which is from end to end, structurally 
transparent… this represents a gigantic crudification and simplification of Marx’s work – the 
kind of simplification and reductionism which once led him, in despair, to say that ‘if that is 
Marxism, then I am not a Marxist.’ (Hall, 2019b [1986]: 28–9)

‘Conjunctural analysis’ as developed by Hall drew on Marxist lineages of the 
term (Gramsci and Althusser in particular), while also remaking it into one of 
the signature methodological concepts of the Centre for Cultural Studies at 
Birmingham. The articulation of a social formation occurs at different levels of 
abstraction, and the conjunctural analysis developed by Hall and others presents 
a means of focusing on a particular level of abstraction, thereby avoiding the 
tendency of some theoreticians to confuse terms and concepts operating on a 
(high) level of abstraction with more grounded, place- and time-specific registers 
of peoples’ lived realities. This is absolutely crucial to grasp, particularly in this 
moment where specific histories of racial oppression are often taken to levels of 
generality and abstraction that enable them to be misread as transhistorical and 
devoid of social and cultural differences, in ways that obscure their particularities 
and impede political lucidity. As Hall wrote:

We expose ourselves to serious error when we attempt to ‘read off’ concepts which were 
designed to operate at a high level of abstraction as if they automatically produced the same 
theoretical effects when translated to another, more concrete, ‘lower’ level of operation. 
(1983: 24)

We might query how such misreadings reflect a refusal or resistance to pay atten-
tion to class differences within a particular racial group, or to deal with political 
fractiousness or contradictions that inhere in any social movement, or to repre-
sent any particular history of subordination.

And indeed, choosing which level of abstraction from which to engage a 
conjunctural analysis involves ‘a strategic political choice’ (Grossberg, 2019: 
42). Thus social formations are articulated through the political landscape of a 
given moment, its political economy and labour conditions, issues of poverty 
and unemployment, forms of cultural production and media representation; the 
conjunctural analysis adequate to grasping this complexity is inevitably partial, 
unfinished and contingent (Grossberg, 2019). The ‘articulation’ of social forma-
tions using a conjunctural analysis aims for maximal specificity of the ways in 
which race and racial subjectivities have been intercalated with class politics in a 
particular location and at a particular point of time, but always in relation to the 
longue durée framework of global colonial capitalism, and of modernity itself.

How do these different levels of abstraction relate to one another, how do 
we understand the specificities of a given moment and place them in the larger 
epochal scheme of things without making lazy connections between the two, and 
thereby falling into the perilous theoretical trap outlined above? Hall thought 
through the nature of the correspondence between different levels of abstraction 
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in analysing social formations. Drawing on the work of Althusser, he noted 
that there is no ‘necessary correspondence between one level of a social forma-
tion and another’ (Hall, 1985: 92). Race and racism may be the primary means 
through which class is expressed in a particular labour market, for instance, but 
this is not necessarily always or inevitably the case. Hall notes that ‘there are no 
guarantees’ that a given social group will respond to economic conditions in a 
particular way. As Hall put it, arguing against Paul Hirst (but also pushing against 
Laclau and Mouffe’s post-Marxism), ‘there is no necessary correspondence’ but 
also ‘no necessary non-correspondence’ (Hall, 1985: 92) between different levels 
of a social formation. Social relations of race, racism and class oppression do not 
(necessarily) adhere to a specific form across space and time.

Hall’s essay ‘Race, Articulation and Societies Structured in Dominance’, pub-
lished in 1980, is a particularly clear expression of how a conjunctural analysis 
operates to identify the (non-) correspondences and articulations between differ-
ent levels of abstraction; in this case, the specific racial and economic structures of 
South Africa are examined in order to ‘stretch’ and re-make both the ‘economic’ 
approaches to race that rely too readily on an economic determinism in their expla-
nation of how race and racism operate under apartheid and, also, the ‘sociological’ 
approaches which, in using the economic approaches as their primary referent 
point, emphasise the non-reductive nature of racial oppression in South Africa. 
What is at stake in the contours of this debate, which Hall claims has characterised 
the larger field of social science in general? Hall emphasises that ‘[d]ifferences 
of theoretical analysis and approach have real effects for the strategies of politi-
cal transformation in such societies’. Thus, an economistic approach leaves the 
racial dimension of apartheid reduced down to a question of ‘deeper, economic 
contradictions’ whereas the sociological position that race is autonomous from 
economic relations means that a change in the latter will not necessarily affect 
a political change in the former (Hall, 2019c [1980]: 174–5). The importance of 
political struggle was thus one of the key motivations for seeking to better theorise 
how racial domination and economic processes are connected to one another.

Political motivations also lay behind Hall’s creative appropriation of 
Althusserian interventions into the history of capital, stretching them in the direc-
tion of an analysis of race and racialisation that was largely not on their radar. As 
he observed:

The emergent theory of the ‘articulation of different modes of production’ [particularly in 
relation to the history of transatlantic slavery] begins to deliver certain pertinent theoretical 
effects for an analysis of racism at the social, political, and ideological levels. It begins to 
deliver such effects – and this is the crucial point – not by deserting the level of analysis of 
economics relations (i.e. modes of production) but by posing it in its correct, necessarily 
complex, form. (2019c [1980]: 193)

Hall’s argument about the more nuanced articulations of slavery as mode of 
production debates is not just relevant for the way it marks one of the key 
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moments at which advances were made in understanding the intercalation of race 
and capital as it pertains to unfree and free labour. It is of lasting relevance in 
terms of how Hall takes these developments and, in the conclusion of his essay 
on race and articulation, offers us a series of insights into the kind of complex 
methodology that remains of the utmost relevance to understanding race and 
capitalism today. In documenting

the emergence of a new theoretical paradigm, which takes its fundamental orientation from 
the problematic of Marx, but which seeks, by various theoretical means, to overcome certain 
of the limitations – economism, reductionism, ‘a priorism’ [and] a lack of historical specificity. 
(2019c [1980]: 210)

He proceeds to argue that race cannot be properly theorised in the absence of a 
complex, if partial, attempt to grasp each level of the social formation through ‘its 
own independent “means of representation”’ (2019c [1980]: 215). In other words, 
‘class-structured modes of production’ appear and are rendered effective in dis-
tinct if interlocking economic, political and ideological registers (2019c [1980]: 
215). Race is operative at each of these levels, and thus Hall concludes that ‘race 
is thus, also, the modality through which class is “lived”, the medium through 
which class relations are experienced, the form in which it is appropriated and 
“fought through”’ (2019c [1980]: 216) – an insight which was also at the core of 
his contribution to Policing the Crisis (Hall et al., 1978: 394). A collective effort, 
Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State and Law and Order, was a series of essays 
that analysed how the criminalisation of predominantly black youth was at the 
centre of conservative efforts in the UK to create a moral panic, which then in turn 
was used to justify racist policing practices and carceral forms of governance.

By grappling with the most pressing debates within the Marxism of his own 
conjuncture, Hall argues that a newly emergent paradigm that builds on Marx’s 
own account of the complexity of articulation gives us a better chance of under-
standing how race operates in relation to class. But leaving the struggles with 
Marxist theory to the side for the moment, he also presents a view of race and 
racism as something that is mutable, changing and contingent on a wide range 
of other social forces. Race and racism cannot be understood separately or ‘in 
abstraction, from other social relations’ (Hall, 2019c [1980]: 212). In relation to 
transatlantic slavery in particular, he writes:

Racism within plantation slave societies in the mercantilist phase of world capitalist develop-
ment has a place and function, means and mechanisms of its specific effectivity, which are 
only superficially explained by translating it out from these specific historical contexts into 
totally different ones. (2019c [1980]: 212; see also Marques, Chapter 14, this Handbook)

One might wonder what Hall would have made of the discourse of ‘global anti-
blackness’ or other such terms that have the propensity to obfuscate the specific and 
differentiated forms that racism has assumed at different moments, and are thus 
predisposed to bolstering what he termed elsewhere as a ‘gestural’ politics  
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(Hall, 2019b [1986]: 48). Racism has been and continues to be constituted differ-
ently through distinct constellations of class domination, from the racisms of mer-
cantilist theory and of chattel slavery; of conquest and colonialism; of trade and 
‘high imperialism; of popular imperialism and of so-called post-imperialism’. 
Racism, in each of these cases, was ‘thoroughly re-worked’, taking forms specific 
to that mode of extraction, appropriation and domination (Hall, 2019c [1980]: 217).

Margaret Thatcher’s resounding electoral victory in 1979, followed a decade 
later by the fall of the Soviet Union, had a massive impact on the British left 
(Avtar Brah, in Bhandar and Ziadah, 2020: 36; Hall and Jacques, 1983; Hall, 
1988). The oft-criticised turn by Marxism Today – the Communist Party of Great 
Britain’s theoretical journal, for which Hall wrote numerous pieces – embod-
ied in the title ‘New Times’ was part of a now forgotten period of intellectual 
ferment as the seeds of New Labour took root and socialist ideals apparently 
went into hibernation.1 However, one may argue that as Hall’s work turned more 
firmly towards media, culture and questions of representation, the conjunctural 
analysis he developed through his earlier engagement with Marxism retained an 
imprint on his thinking, as he continued to emphasise the complex structural 
and conjunctural nature of racism (Hall, 1992). The non-inevitable or contingent 
nature of race and racism as part of a larger social field was masked by its appar-
ent rigidity and seeming historical continuity; ultimately, it is attention to what 
Raymond Williams termed the ‘structure of feeling’ – ‘the attitudes, beliefs and 
conceptions that are always refusing to be so neatly stabilized and fixed’ (Hall, 
1992: 16) – which undermines the notion that race and racisms are trans or even 
ahistorical formations.

CEDRIC ROBINSON: RACIAL CAPITALISM AND THE BLACK 
RADICAL CHALLENGE TO MARXISM

The instability and mutability of race and racisms in the history of the emergence 
of capitalism is perhaps the main contact point between the work of Stuart Hall 
and Cedric Robinson. Both, albeit in very different ways, sought to explain how 
the contingent yet non-arbitrary character of race and racism revealed instabili-
ties that could be utilised, exploited even, for political transformation. Cedric 
Robinson’s conception of racial regimes as ‘unstable truth systems’ points to the 
contradictory (and, as discussed below, dialectical) nature of their formation 
(Robinson, 2007). Not unlike the conjunctural analysis elucidated by Hall, the 
idea of racial regimes frames the examination of the political-economic, cultural 
and juridical relations that give rise to particular instantiations of race and racial 
difference. Before elaborating on Robinson’s materialist theory of racial regimes 
of power, a brief look at his critique of Marxism and its failures not only to 
adequately theorise race as fundamental to capitalist development, but also to 
transcend a partial narrative of European history is instructive.



RACE 239

Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition – a book whose argu-
ably misleading title has led many commentators astray believing it to be Marxist! –  
sets forth the argument that race precedes the emergence of modern capitalism and 
that attention to the modalities of its operation in feudal Europe reveal the continua-
tion of feudal social relations into the long emergence of capitalism. The critique of 
the absence of an understanding of how racialisation and forms of unfree, enslaved 
labour persisted throughout Europe from the Middle Ages onwards is enmeshed with 
the broader critique of the way in which European history is understood by Marx 
and his epigones. The import of this critique is manifold. Robinson sets out a criti-
cal alternative history of forms of free and unfree labour and racialisation in Europe, 
which draws on a wide range of historiography, as well as on the signal contribu-
tion of Oliver Cromwell Cox to a non-Marxian theory of the nexus of race and capi-
talism (Robinson, 2019a [1991]: 75–86). In doing so, he challenges the very basis 
of Marx’s theory of revolution, which remains affixed to the proletarian subject, the 
‘working classes’, a concept that remains insufficiently differentiated in Robinson’s 
view. As Avery F. Gordon puts it, this ‘costly reductionism’ reveals how an ‘intel-
lectual, moral and libidinal investment bound the development of Marxian social-
ism to nationalism, racism, and bourgeois epistemology in such a way as to create 
a blind field at the very center of the socialist vision’ (Gordon, 2019 [2001]: xvii).  
Robinson opens up a terrain for thinking about a Black radical tradition that is not 
grounded in reference (solely) to Marxist traditions of revolution. This sets the 
stage for his later engagement in An Anthropology of Marxism with a sustained 
critique of Marx and Marxism’s failure to adequately contend with pre-capitalist 
and non-proletarian socialisms in Europe itself.

Robinson argues that the ‘racialisation’ of different populations, including 
those of enslaved and indentured labourers, thoroughly imbued pre-capitalist 
social relations. These antecedents to, and ingredients of, contemporary forms 
of race and racism are transformed by a globalised ‘economy of difference’ 
(Robinson, 2007: 29) that sees already existing processes of racialisation change 
with the advent of a global colonial capitalism. Robinson, unlike others, is not 
of the view that race and racism emerge, ex nihilo as it were, with transatlantic 
slavery or European colonialism, but that their precursors can be found in pre-
capitalist European social and political formations. In the opening pages of Black 
Marxism, Robinson marshals the history of enslavement within Europe that pre-
cedes transatlantic slavery to support his argument.

The Negro – whose precedents could be found in the racial fabrications concealing the Slavs 
(the slaves), the Irish and others – substantially eradicated in Western historical consciousness 
the necessity of remembering the significance of Nuba for Egypt’s formation, of Egypt in the 
development of Greek civilization, of Africa for imperial Rome, and more pointedly of Islam’s 
influence on Europe’s economic, political and intellectual history. (Robinson, 1983: 4; also 
Robinson, 2007: 5–6)

Contemporary forms of racialisation and racism may be understood as the 
inheritance of 500 years of colonial capitalism, but modes of racialising people and 
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populations – in conjunction with status, different forms of labour and ways of liv-
ing – has a history that exceeds this period. Moreover, and relatedly, the omission of 
the deep intra-European histories of racial capitalism in Marxist lineages of thought 
obscures the profound entanglement of what comes to be called ‘Europe’ in mod-
ern political imaginaries with Islamic and African polities and states that were not 
merely acted upon by European imperial powers but were active agents in the mak-
ing of modern history. This has, for Robinson, highly significant implications for 
how we understand the history of Black radicalism, and revolution more broadly:

Black radicalism, consequently, cannot be understood within the particular context of its 
genesis. It is not a variant of Western radicalism whose proponents happen to be Black. 
Rather, it is a specifically African response to an oppression emergent from the immediate 
determinants of European development in the modern era and framed by orders of human 
exploitation woven into the interstices of European social life from the inception of Western 
civilization. (1983: 97)

Robinson elucidates what is specific and particular about a Black radical tradition 
that has a global presence, but does so by wrenching the very meaning of ‘radical’ 
out of an unnecessarily narrow and parochial, Eurocentric and liberal-bourgeois 
formation, and by imbuing the idea of ‘Blackness’ with concrete historical mean-
ing. Robinson thus challenges both conventional and Marxian understandings of 
the formation of race, racism and racial difference, while also ‘provincialising’ 
Marx and Marxist understandings of European and world history.

In Black Marxism – building on his critical studies of C. L. R. James, Richard 
Wright and especially W. E. B. Du Bois, whose 1935 Black Reconstruction in 
America is arguably the most significant single work on the nexus of race and 
class – Robinson critiques the notion of the proletariat as the true revolutionary 
subject but also dismantles the idea that there was in fact a British working class 
that was sufficiently united by class consciousness potentially to provide a solid 
basis for international class solidarity. He points to the existence of an ideology 
of English nationalism from the mid 19th century onwards which hampered the 
‘development of a united working class’, with the racialisation of the Irish dur-
ing this period, including by Engels himself, as a primary example of the racial 
divisions among workers (1983: 44). The formation of a labour aristocracy by the 
mid 19th century (1983: 50) emerges in the context of a British colonialism that 
saw the destruction of the livelihoods of workers throughout the empire in the 
service of British manufacturing and industry. It is arguable that the heterogene-
ity of the British working classes, both in terms of what Robinson calls the ‘mis-
taken fixation on industrial and manufacturing centres of capitalism’ (1983: 4) 
but also as regards those classes’ racial composition, is a problem that continues 
to plague left views of the labouring classes, particularly evident in the discourse 
surrounding the Brexit referendum (Virdee and McGeever, 2018).

Yet another aspect of ‘European’ history that is often ignored in understand-
ing both its development and the place of what Robinson calls ‘racialism’ within 
it is the ‘almost entirely exogenous phenomenon of Islamic domination of the 
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Mediterranean’ (1983: 83). Muslim rule throughout Europe, and the reconquista 
that saw the unleashing of virulent anti-Semitic and anti-Muslim violence, ‘leave 
tell-tale marks on Western consciousness’ including the ‘demonization of Islam’ 
(1983: 83). It is in this historical context that a ‘native racialism’ proves its value, 
argues Robinson, ‘by its transformation into an instrument of collective resistance 
and a negation of an unacceptable past’ (1983: 125); European ‘whiteness’ is shored 
up in order to diminish the significance of centuries of Muslim rule over vast parts 
of what would become ‘Europe’. These insights have more than a passing rele-
vance for the resurgence of contemporary forms of xenophobia and Islamophobia, 
a pervasive if not unifying political ideology across much of Europe.

Robinson’s critique of Marx and Marxism is further and, in some ways, 
more systematically elaborated in An Anthropology of Marxism. Robinson goes 
beyond what has become a widely recognised critique of the concept of primi-
tive accumulation, for instance, and deconstructs the very epistemological bases 
of Marx’s historicism and his reliance on a certain empiricism. Taking the three 
fundaments of Marx and Engels’ philosophical writings – political economy, 
German idealism and socialism – each in their turn, Robinson points to the ways 
in which each of these pillars of their theorisations were unnecessarily narrowed 
by ‘the presumption that a field of knowledge, a science, could be an expression 
of a particular national culture’ (Robinson, 2019b [2001]: 5). Marxism bears the 
hallmarks of modern European thought – empiricism, positivism and historicism 
– hardwired into its basic premises, with the result that ‘Marxism crafted a histor-
ical pedestal for itself by transmuting all previous and alternative socialisms into 
poorly detailed blueprints or dead-end protoforms of itself’ (2019b [2001]: 17).

As one of the most astute and original critics of Marx and Engels, and indeed, 
of the Marxist tradition of scholarship and vision of socialism that their work 
gave birth to, Robinson developed a very different concept of the dialectic, one 
that did not fall prey to precisely the kind of reductionism that he discerned in the 
work of Marx and in later Marxist scholarship. In particular, he rejected the idea 
that contemporary racism could be understood as originating in one moment or 
set of processes, such as the commodification of African bodies during the slave 
trade; rather, he was intent on elaborating how racial regimes are complex, some-
times contradictory, and contingent, even as they operate as clear forms of domi-
nation. Moreover, Robinson was intent on tracing the specific histories of how 
race is produced, in order to reveal their complexity. This complexity involved 
foregrounding how forms of resistance and the refusal of racism’s violence were 
and remain an integral part of racial regimes (Robinson, 1997).

Robinson was preoccupied with understanding how the ‘coincidences of dif-
ferent relations of power’ might collide, interfere with or ‘generate resistance’ 
(Robinson, 2007: xi). He urged us to be attuned to contingencies, ‘the intentional 
and unintended’, the fractured and fragmented means by which relations of power 
and cultural forms coalesce in racial regimes. To that end, particularly in his last 
book, Forgeries of Memory and Meaning (2007), he reads across domains of 
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technology, capital investment, infrastructure, cultural practices, political econ-
omy and science to uncover the formation of a new racial regime that emerges at 
the tail end of the 19th century. Taking the development of film and the motion 
picture industry in the USA as the object of study, Robinson also looks to the 
use of exhibitions and fairs to fetishise the cultural production of racist commod-
ity caricatures, as well as to the economic and infrastructural developments that 
provided the scaffolding for this racial regime; in this way film – and emblemati-
cally D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation – could become a site for the newly 
consolidated figure of the ‘Negro’ (Robinson, 2007: 82–126).

Robinson ultimately creates a materialist framework of analysis that fuses 
sociological, philosophical and political-economic trajectories of inquiry into the 
long history of the making of race and capital; in doing so, he systematically pro-
vincialises Marx and Engels’ epistemological assumptions, revealing the costs of 
a reductionism rooted in an attachment to a fundamentally Eurocentric vision of 
labour, revolt and resistance. Robinson’s dialectical thought stretches the concept 
of negation to account for the neglect and deterioration of different forms of 
power and resistance; it is a dialectical form of analysis that is influenced by a 
thorough deconstruction of Marxism and thus in no way confined by it. It is thor-
oughly materialist in its composition, but not bound to a historicism that emerged 
with the signature baggage of modernity; namely an attachment to empiricism, 
positivism and rigidified conceptions of what constitutes political subjectivity. 
Whether one is fully persuaded or not, Robinson breathes new meaning into the 
idea of a ‘black radical tradition’ while also forging a way of thinking about 
capitalism as inherently bound to race and racialism that remains unparalleled 
and continues to inspire new thought and research (Johnson and Lubin, 2017).

ANGELA Y. DAVIS: BLACK FEMINISM, FREEDOM AND THE BLUES

Robinson’s focus on the medium of film in Forgeries of Memory and Meaning 
sits within a larger body of contemporary radical Black thought that identifies art 
and artistic and cultural production as a key site through which to explore histo-
ries of resistance and ways of being that exceed conventional understandings of 
history, agency and politics. Music, film, literature, photography and popular 
culture are the central foci of Black radical theory that has identified the aesthetic 
dimension of life as a fundamental site of both racially inflected ontological 
regulation and subordination, and also refusal and resistance. Writing a review 
of Fred Moten’s (2017) trilogy consent not to be a single being, whose complex-
ity and brilliance resist easy recapitulation, David Lloyd writes that, for Moten,

the black radical tradition is (above all) an aesthetic tradition…Moten’s claim is not that the 
black radical tradition has its accompanying musical forms, but that black music – by exten-
sion, black aesthetic practice in general – is and cannot be separated from black radicalism, 
even by so slight a difference as resemblance entails. (Lloyd, 2020: 79)
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This body of work, along with those of Robin D. G. Kelley, Saidiya Hartman and 
others, has elaborated the aesthetic dimension of Black histories and Black life 
in ways that build upon and critically engage the work of Davis, Hall and 
Robinson, among others.

In the introduction to her path-breaking study of blues music and black work-
ing-class feminist consciousness, Blues Legacies and Black Feminism (1998), 
Angela Y. Davis quotes Stuart Hall, on black popular culture:

In its expressivity, its musicality, its orality, in its rich, deep, and varied attention to speech, 
in its inflections toward the vernacular and the local, in its rich production of counternarra-
tives, and above all, in its metaphorical use of the musical vocabulary, black popular culture 
has enabled the surfacing, inside the mixed and contradictory modes even of some main-
stream popular culture, of elements of a discourse that is different – other forms of life, other 
traditions of representation. (Davis, 1998: xix–xx)

Davis’ remarkable study, which includes her own transcriptions of the entire bod-
ies of Gertrude ‘Ma’ Rainey and Bessie Smith’s available lyrics, presenting the 
reader with a rich archive of material, uncovers a different mode of listening to 
the first recordings of blues music and also of interpreting the history of black 
working-class women in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s.

The mode of analysis that Davis develops in this work is one facet of decades-
long work that has sought to interrogate how critical histories of slavery, work, 
resistance and struggle cannot be adequately grasped without accounting for the 
central role and agency of black women in these social, economic and political 
configurations. In a recently published interview, she points out that while the 
term ‘racial capitalism’

as first used by Cedric Robinson was originally proposed as a critique of the Marxist tradition 
grounded in what he called the Black radical tradition, it can also be a generative concept 
for new ways of holding these two overlapping intellectual and activist traditions in produc-
tive tension. If we set out to examine the many ways in which capitalism and racism have 
been intertwined, from the eras of colonialism and slavery to the present… I think that we 
are not so much ‘stretching Marxism’ as we are continuing to build upon and critically 
engage with the insights. (Davis in Bhandar and Ziadah, 2020: 205)

Davis’ engagement with critical theory has more in common with Hall than 
Robinson in several ways (Davis, 2005). Yet her style of thought stands out 
owing to a feminist consciousness that sets it apart from her contemporaries. 
Davis’ earlier work showed the limitations of socialist and Marxist feminisms 
that failed to account for the racialised and gendered nature of work and the 
labour of women of colour, specifically black women in the USA. For instance, 
Davis argued that the Wages for Housework campaign that emerged in the 1970s 
(primarily in the USA, Italy and the UK), in conjunction with critical theoretical 
work on the place of social reproduction in Marx’s labour theory of value, could 
not account for the history of black women’s paid and unpaid labour in the 
domestic sphere. This was because that perspective on women and social 
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reproduction assumed a particular concept of gender, wherein the category or 
identity of ‘woman’ was defined through ultimately bourgeois, heteronormative 
family relations. Davis therefore challenged the idea that recognising and giving 
economic value to women’s reproductive labour would lead to the eventual 
emancipation of women from the strictures of capitalist heteropatriarchy. From 
the history of black women’s reproductive labour under slavery (and, crucially, 
its contemporary legacies) to the continued prevalence of black women domestic 
workers whose paid labour was sorely undervalued and exploited in the post-
slavery era, Davis questioned fundamental assumptions of Marxism and Marxist 
feminist theory and associated political campaigns (Davis, 1972).

In Women, Race and Class (1983), taking the destruction of black family life 
under apartheid South Africa as her example, Davis showed how racial capitalism 
renders futile the argument that women ought to be paid wages for housework in 
keeping with capitalism’s internal logic. In other words, the extreme exploitation 
of black male workers and the ‘characterization of African women as “superflu-
ous appendages”’ (Davis, 1983: 235) that saw their banishment from urban and 
industrial centres under laws of segregation showed that Black domestic life itself 
was deemed totally disposable or superfluous to the operation of capitalism under 
apartheid. Davis’ method of analysis was to take Black working-class women and 
to centre their realities and histories in unpacking the social, economic and political 
structures, processes and events produced in and through racial capitalism.

Relatedly, in her writing on Black women blues singers, Davis challenges con-
ventional writing and scholarship on the blues which, with an implicitly sexist 
bias, has underplayed women’s contributions. She creates a framework for under-
standing the political nature of music that on its surface does not fall into conven-
tional understandings of protest music; at the same time, it eschews what would 
be a reductive and rather boring exercise of ‘proving’ that the blues music of these 
women contained political content. Through her analysis of the lyrics and lives of 
three of the most important blues singers of the first half of the 20th century, she 
challenges the binary between the ‘personal’ and ‘political’ itself, revealing a much 
more complex and at times contradictory relationship between women, the commu-
nities they came from, and issues ‘emanating from racism and economic injustice – 
crime, incarceration, alcoholism, homelessness, and the seemingly insurmountable 
impoverishment of the black community’ (1998: 92). As she puts it:

Art may encourage a critical attitude and urge its audience to challenge social conditions, 
but it cannot establish the terrain of protest by itself. In the absence of a popular mass move-
ment, it can only encourage a critical attitude. Then the blues ‘name’ the problems the 
community wants to overcome, they help create the emotional conditions for protest, but 
do not and could not, of themselves, constitute social protest. (1998: 113)

In the course of this work, Davis challenges existing scholarship on the blues 
and its gender bias, emphasising that ‘women’s blues provided a cultural space 
for community – building among working-class black women, and that it was 
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a space in which the coercions of bourgeois notions of sexual purity and “true 
womanhood” were absent’ (1998: 42). Sexuality and travel (1998: 67), the free-
dom of mobility and of asserting autonomy over one’s intimate relationships, 
were two hallmarks of the freedom grasped by Black working-class women in 
the decades after the end of slavery. For Davis, the proliferation of blues music 
that focused on the themes of love and sexuality reflect the ways in which ‘sexual 
love’ in the decades following the end of slavery ‘was experienced as physical 
and spiritual evidence … of freedom’ (1998: 45). Blues music was the expression 
of this newly found and cultivated sense of autonomy.

Of course, this was not without complication and Davis does not shy away 
from analysing the sexist stereotypes that pervade some of the music she exam-
ines. The competition between women, and the representation of feelings of jeal-
ousy that sometimes dramatically reaches a violent pitch in its lyrical portrayal, 
was also accompanied by ‘advice songs’ that bound together women in an imag-
ined community rooted in real and widespread experiences (1998: 46–56). These 
were different dimensions of a newly found freedom expressed through sexuality. 
As Davis notes:

Sexuality is not privatised in the blues. Rather, it is represented as shared experience that is 
socially produced. This intermingling of the private and public, the personal and political, is 
present in the many thousands of blue songs about abandonment, disloyalty, and cruelty, as 
well as those that give expression to sexual desire and love’s hopefulness. (1998: 91)

Women blues singers challenged norms about black women’s behaviour inher-
ited from the era of enslavement, as well as from middle-class black women’s 
aspirations towards norms of respectability and propriety. Sexuality and mobility 
were two domains where working-class women asserted their independence and 
‘fundamental humanity’ (1998: 44).

Ultimately, and drawing on the later work of Marcuse, and especially his 
notion of the ‘aesthetic dimension’ (Marcuse, 1978), Davis ‘propose[s] a con-
ceptualisation of “aesthetic dimension” that fundamentally historicises and 
collectivizes it. Rather than a unique product of the solitary artist creating an 
“individual” aesthetic subversion’, she argues that ‘the “aesthetic dimension” 
of Billie Holiday’s work represents a symbiosis, drawing from and contributing 
to an African-American social and musical history in which women’s political 
agency is nurtured by, and in turn nurtures, aesthetic agency’ (1998: 164). This 
aesthetic dimension is also present in the ambivalent relation of spirituals and 
religious belief to blues music, which did not adhere to a strict bifurcation in the 
lived realities of many black women.

Davis’ work on Rainey, Smith and Holiday is a profound intervention into 
the very meaning of what constitutes ‘political’ work, Black feminist conscious-
ness and the conditions for its emergence, the relationship between freedom and 
aesthetics, and why both Marxist and Black radical ways of seeing are neces-
sarily reductive when they overemphasise race or class at the expense of gender 
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and sexuality. Taking social relations as a complex whole, rather than a set of 
deracinated vectors of race, class and gender, she challenges the very categories 
of analysis many radical scholars are habituated to relying upon. Ultimately, in 
turning our minds to contemporary movements for abolition, Davis’ work holds 
invaluable lessons for how to see radical practices of freedom-making that might 
be otherwise hiding in plain sight.

CONCLUSION

The writings of Hall, Robinson and Davis are exemplary of the heterogeneity of 
the Black radical tradition and its engagements with Marxian and Marxist 
thought. Their bodies of work, so foundational for scholars engaged with thinking 
through histories and contemporary manifestations of racial capitalism and racial 
subordination, provide intellectual trajectories that simultaneously critique and 
exceed the limits of Marxist thought in these fields of study, while, in Hall and 
Davis especially, creatively appropriating Marxist concepts and methods. In this 
moment of rising fascisms in many parts of the world, enabled by the inequities 
wrought by decades of neoliberal austerity and the transformation of state appa-
ratuses into conduits for the privatisation and marketisation of public goods, 
frameworks of analysis that enable us to map how race and racisms are encoded 
in the very fabric of liberal, capitalist democracies have never been so necessary.

Note

1  For a scathing rebuke, see Sivanandan (1990).
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Marx is unarguably one of our best guides for the understanding of capitalism. He 
also had a few things to say about slavery, and these can be extremely useful pre-
cisely because of his analysis of capital. His considerations on the relationship 
between capitalism and slavery, however, were made in different contexts and with 
different analytical goals, paving the way for diverse and frequently conflicting 
interpretations that continue to shape debates to this day. Frequently, his discus-
sions of slavery appeared as a counterpoint to capitalism, in a strategy to highlight 
what he saw as the key dynamics of the system. At the same time, as Pepijn 
Brandon (2018) has recently argued, slavery at times was used by Marx as a way 
to distinguish his interpretation of ‘free’ labour from that of classical political 
economy. This could be seen as a variation of the first strategy, but instead of 
emphasizing differences, his discussion blurred the lines between the two catego-
ries. He also referred to the connections between slavery and capitalism in more 
systemic fashion, outlining mutual conditionings and influences, as in the famous 
section on so-called primitive accumulation at the end of Capital. In his description 
of the creation of the industrial capitalist, Marx (1990: 915) included the famous 
passage on the ‘idyllic proceedings’ of primitive accumulation, which were based 
on the extraction of riches from overseas territories with the coerced labour of 
native Americans, Africans, and Asians. Marx also did not have any problems in 
occasionally referring to US slaveholders in the antebellum South as capitalists, 
indicating the possibility of looking at specific slave enterprises or societies as capi-
talist. This position, however, came with important qualifications: in plantations,
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where commercial speculations figure from the start and production is intended for the world 
market, the capitalist mode of production exists, although only in a formal sense, since the 
slavery of Negroes precludes free wage labour, which is the basis of capitalist production. But 
the business in which slaves are used is conducted by capitalists. The method of production 
which they introduce has not arisen out of slavery but is grafted on to it. (Marx, 1963: 302–3)

As Foster et al. (2020) have recently pointed out, a more developed political econ-
omy of slavery can be found in his late works, with environmental degradation 
playing a key role both in the expansion and eventual political crisis of the institu-
tion in the USA. At times, Marx (1990: 925) combined these different analytical 
strategies, as in his famous argument that ‘the veiled slavery of the wage-labour-
ers in Europe needed the unqualified slavery of the New World as its pedestal’. 
The connection between wage labour and slavery is presented in a language that 
also blurs (but does not abandon) the distinction between the two categories.

It was left for twentieth-century scholars to reconstruct the world history of 
slavery based on those and other insights in different ways, also expanding on 
subjects that were not fully explored by Marx, such as abolition in the Americas 
or the role of race and gender in capitalist slavery (Davis, 1972; Robinson, 1983). 
At its best, this scholarship further explored and combined the different Marxian 
analytical strategies in creative ways; at its worst (leaving aside those who sim-
ply reject Marxism as a Eurocentric framework), it elected one of them as the 
legitimate Marxist take on the subject, creating orthodoxies that pervaded a large 
proportion of the scholarship. In any case, a vast scholarship of Marxian inspira-
tion shaped most debates on the history of slavery at different times and places 
(Patterson, 1977). In what follows, I focus on Marxist and Marxist-inspired tradi-
tions that explored the history of slavery in the Americas between the sixteenth 
and the nineteenth centuries as part of the larger debate on the relations between 
capitalism and slavery. For reasons of space and time, this overview has to nec-
essarily be schematic and selective. I have also chosen to put a slightly greater 
emphasis on authors who are less known in Anglo-American academia. I expect 
to show some of the most creative uses of the different insights offered by Marx 
in the study of slavery and capitalism, which have been further explored and 
combined by scholars in comparative, connected, and integrated ways.

FIRST EXPLORATIONS

In his 1903 Der Moderne Kapitalismus, Werner Sombart (1919) emphasized the 
central role of slavery in the New World for the development of capitalism, with 
a discussion of the profits of the African slave trade and slavery in the Americas 
accompanied by observations on the human and environmental costs of those 
enterprises (noting, for example, how sugar production led to the destruction of 
vast swaths of forests in the Caribbean). In European historiography, however, 
the issue of slavery and capitalism remained largely restricted to a few specific 
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chapters and footnotes. In his classic Studies in the Development of Capitalism, 
Maurice Dobb (1947) had a chapter on mercantilism and the primitive accumula-
tion of capital, with a few references to slavery in the New World. Hobsbawm in 
turn, in his classic essay on the general crisis of the seventeenth century, argued 
that ‘developed’ areas were few and scattered in the aftermath of the crisis, with 
entrepreneurs needing a ‘forced draught’ in order to really revolutionize their 
production and ultimately produce an industrial revolution. Among other factors, 
‘a new colonial system, based mainly on the slave-plantation economy, produced 
a special forced draught of its own, which was probably decisive for the British 
cotton industry, the real industrial pioneer’ (Hobsbawm, 1954: 56).

Not surprisingly, it was in the former slave societies of the Americas that the 
largest body of work on the issue of capitalism and slavery appeared. In the USA, 
W. E. B. Du Bois was the first to effectively explore the theme. Although initially 
not using the concept of capitalism, he argued in his 1896 book on the slave trade 
that the compromise with slavery in the aftermath of US independence led to ‘the 
abnormal and fatal rise of a slave-labor large-farming system, which, before it 
was realized, had so intertwined itself with and braced itself upon the economic 
forces of an industrial age, that a vast and terrible civil war was necessary to dis-
place it’. By the early decades of the nineteenth century slavery in the US South 
had become an ‘industrial system’ (Du Bois, 1954: 107). A few decades later the 
argument had become larger: ‘black labor became the foundation stone not only 
of the Southern social structure, but of Northern manufacture and commerce, of 
the English factory system, of European commerce, of buying and selling on a 
world-wide scale’ (Du Bois, 1956: 3). Not only did slavery in the antebellum 
South manifest many characteristics of industrial capitalism, it was one of the 
foundations of the global expansion of the system as a whole. Other works also 
pointed to the relationship between capitalism and slavery during that period, 
such as Philip Foner’s Business & Slavery (1941), which showed the very strong 
connections between New York merchants and slavery in the South all the way 
up to the outbreak of the US Civil War and beyond.

Around the same time, Caribbean historians C. L. R. James and, especially, 
Eric Williams also put the connections between slavery and capitalism at the 
centre of their studies. In Black Jacobins (1938), whose main focus is in fact 
on Toussaint Louverture and his leading role in the Haitian Revolution, James 
not only argued that slavery in Saint Domingue was key to the development of 
various French industries and the enrichment of the French bourgeoisie, but also 
interpreted the British abolitionist attack against the slave trade as a strategy 
to beat French competition (which was made possible by the expansion of the 
British into India). Expanding on this argument, Williams took a step further and 
transformed the history of British capitalism into the history of slavery. In his 
famous argument, ‘the commercial capitalism of the eighteenth century devel-
oped the wealth of Europe by means of slavery and monopoly. But in so doing it 
helped to create the industrial capitalism of the nineteenth century, which turned 
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round and destroyed the power of commercial capitalism, slavery, and all its 
works’ (Williams, 1944: 210). From contributions to the shipbuilding industry, 
the development of British port cities, and the uses of various manufactured prod-
ucts in the slave trade to the connections between specific bankers, industrialists, 
and merchants to the transatlantic slave trade, Williams created a research agenda 
that marked the entire historiography of slavery. His discussion of the broader 
transformations that led to abolition in turn included not only soil exhaustion 
in old British Caribbean colonies and the competition of French colonial rivals, 
but also the political and economic consequences of the American Revolution 
and the new phase of British imperial expansion into Asia, reconfigurations that 
helped understand the expansion of free trade ideology in the Atlantic. Williams 
opened his book emphasizing that it was ‘not a study of the institution of slavery 
but of the contribution of slavery to the development of British capitalism’, but 
James criticized him for ignoring the capitalistic elements of modern slavery. 
‘The great commerce built up on the slave trade and slavery’, James argued, ‘had 
its foundation in a very highly advanced and essentially capitalistic mode of pro-
duction, although this was in the colonies’ (James, 1996: 119).

In Latin America, a colonial past that produced brutal forms of coerced labour 
and land concentration was interpreted by a large number of scholars during the 
first half of the twentieth century as a feudal or feudal-like legacy that explained 
problems of their time. Very early on, however, dissenters such as Caio Prado Jr, 
Jan Bazant, and Sérgio Bagú, among others, emphasized in one way or another 
the modern nature of the colonial experience and its connection to a forming cap-
italist world market (Stern, 1988: 833). Despite differences in conceptualization 
and definition, all these US, Caribbean, and Latin American scholars sought to 
understand the history of their own former colonial societies within the broader 
context of modern capitalism, thus offering some crucial insights for understand-
ing the history of slavery and coerced labour as part of the modern world.

TRENTE GLORIEUSES

The three decades after World War II were marked by the development of a much 
larger body of work on the history of slavery and its connections to capitalism, 
building on the insights of the earlier generations. In Cuba, starting in the late 
1940s, Manuel Moreno Fraginals produced one of the largest and most authorita-
tive body of studies of slavery in the New World, observing the radical social and 
spatial transformations produced by the expansion of sugar production in the 
Spanish colony in the context of an expanding capitalist world economy. 
According to Moreno Fraginals, the nature of slavery itself was transformed by 
this articulation, becoming less patriarchal and more exploitative over the nine-
teenth century, an argument that was also similarly made by Marx for the US 
South (Moreno Fraginals, 1988: 47–8). Unlike Marx, however, the Cuban 
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historian ultimately saw a contradiction between the modernization brought by 
industrial capitalism and the predominance of an enslaved labour force, producing 
tensions that ultimately led to the abolition of the institution. In a later article, 
Moreno Fraginals outlined an interpretation that was closer to Marx’s take on US 
slavery, arguing that slaveholders could be described as bourgeois since two key 
factors of capitalism – production and circulation of commodities – could be 
found in Cuba, but on the whole he continued to conceive of slavery and capital-
ism as two radically different things (Tomich, 2003: 92; Piqueras, 2016: 213–4).

The treatment of capitalism and slavery as contradictory poles became a hall-
mark of many Marxist studies of slavery in the Americas over the 1960s and 
1970s. Attributed not only to Marx, but also to Williams, such a view depends on a 
very partial and incomplete reading of both authors (Neptune, 2019; Foster et al., 
2020). In the USA, the main Marxist works on slavery during this period came 
from Eugene Genovese, even though more than one author has pointed out that one 
should look elsewhere for proper Marxist studies of US slavery (Patterson, 1977: 
426; Ransom and Sutch, 1988: 134; Clegg, 2020: 75). The opposition between 
slavery and capitalism was initially put in even more rigid terms by Genovese 
(1967), who later softened his views on the issue but never really abandoned some 
of the ‘orthodoxies’ that depended on very partial readings of Marx.

In Brazil, a powerful interdisciplinary tradition inspired by the work of Marx 
emerged within the University of São Paulo, with different groups and individu-
als pushing the discussion in multiple directions. Marx was the starting point, but 
the capitalism and slavery debate soon became one of the main themes explored 
within this tradition. This was an obvious choice if we remember that Brazil was 
the largest importer of enslaved Africans in history (approximately 5,800,000 indi-
viduals between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries) and the last country 
to abolish slavery in the Americas, in 1888. Florestan Fernandes (1976), Octávio 
Ianni (1962), Fernando Henrique Cardoso (2003), Paula Beiguelman (1967), 
Emília Viotti da Costa (1966), Roberto Schwarz (1992), Maria Sylvia de Carvalho 
Franco (1997), and Fernando Novais (1979), among others, all published seminal 
works exploring in different ways the relationship between capitalism and slavery. 
As Roberto Schwarz (2017) argues, observers in the capitalist periphery are more 
prone to conceptual invention when exploring European intellectual traditions, 
including Marxism, to understand their own reality. This element of innovation 
appears, for example, when Paula Beiguelman writes that ‘while theoretically 
the capitalist system might be defined with regard to free labor, empirically or 
historically colonial slavery must be considered a constituent part of it’. She then 
continues: ‘From this it follows that a process of progressive purification is not 
what happens, since slavery does not represent a noncapitalist component (as do, 
for example, feudal relations, which were eliminated with the advance of capital-
ism) but, on the contrary, constitutes a capitalist creation’ (1978: 77).

The serious consideration of the history of slavery and capitalism depended, 
therefore, on a very open and rich reading of the work of Marx. Still, the idea that 
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capitalism and slavery were separate and contradictory units did inform some 
of these works, such as Fernando Henrique Cardoso’s Capitalismo e escravidão 
no Brasil meridional (Capitalism and Slavery in Southern Brazil) and Octavio 
Ianni’s As metamorfoses do escravo (The Metamorphoses of the Slave). Even 
though writing of a ‘slave capitalism’ in a later preface to his book, Cardoso 
(2003: 21) considered that slavery nonetheless imposed a structural limit to the 
full development of a proper capitalism (capitalismo pleno). While it helps to 
reveal some of the contradictions of ‘slave capitalism’, the idea of capitalism 
proper does insert a certain teleology into the discussion and reduces the scale of 
analysis to the regional or national scale, reproducing the same duality that can 
be found in the work of Moreno Fraginals, Genovese, and others.

A more radical and less ambiguous break within the whole capitalism and 
slavery debate came with the contributions of Maria Sylvia de Carvalho Franco. 
Recognizing the difficulties of thinking about capitalism as part of the ‘colonial 
system’, Franco used the concept of capitalism not only to explore the connec-
tions of the colonies to ‘commercial capitalism’, but especially to emphasize 
the novelty of the forms of production established by the Portuguese in colonial 
America (Franco, 1997: 15). Her discomfort with the concept of commercial 
capitalism came from the teleological nature of many uses of the concept, which 
at times reproduced the idea that merchant capital merely parasitized old forms of 
production. For others it was synonymous with primitive accumulation, a process 
that helped create capitalism but was not capitalism proper (in this case under-
stood as industrialization). As she would later argue (Franco, 2011), the work 
of Eric Williams complicated the traditional opposition between capitalism as a 
modern, civilizing force and backward slave societies such as Brazil. In her view, 
a number of Brazilian scholars employed concepts such as ‘commercial capital-
ism’ or ‘primitive accumulation’ to safely maintain the idea that slavery – like 
many other ‘backward’ characteristics of the country – was not part of capitalism.

In the following years Franco continued to reject the methodological duality 
that increasingly marked the Marxist historiography of slavery, calling instead 
for an integrated analysis that incorporated it in modern capitalism. In a later 
article, she argued that

the resurgence of slavery, the development of free labour, the making of the bourgeoisie, 
the constitution of the colonial entrepreneur are categories unitarily determined: in modern 
times one does not exist without the other. In other words, the same essential determination 
appears in all of them: in each of them one can find the unification of the various and con-
tradictory elements of the whole. (Franco, 1979: 34)

She conceived her objects of analysis as contradictory totalities whose parts con-
ditioned each other in multiple ways.

Around that same time, Brazilian economist Antônio Barros de Castro also 
made a number of brilliant contributions to the capitalism and slavery debate. 
Castro explored in very creative ways the different Marxian analytical strategies 
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outlined at the outset of this chapter and, in the process, criticized many of the 
orthodoxies that continued to inform much of the debate. One of his first tar-
gets was the idea that free labour was more productive than its slave counterpart 
because of the use of incentives in the former. According to Castro, like slaves, 
modern proletarians have very little interest in their work, largely determined as 
they are by the rhythm and compulsion of machines (thus, like Marx, blurring 
the boundaries between the two forms of labour). The key difference between 
wage and slave labour was to be found in the fact that while modern proletarians 
to some extent endorse their own exploitation by selling the only commodity 
they own, slaves are introduced into and maintained within the system by force 
(Castro, 1980: 77–8). While this distinction has been explored by a number of 
Marxist scholars in terms of the simplistic opposition between capitalism and 
slavery as respectively based on economic and extra-economic forms of labour 
exploitation (for an overview, see Rioux, 2013), Castro goes in a different direc-
tion. In a comparison between ancient and modern slavery, he argues that one of 
the key features of the latter is that sugar mill owners were not exactly in control 
of their properties. In fact, once formed, the ‘mill anthropomorphizes itself and 
starts to determine the actions of the owner’ (Castro, 1980: 87). This happens not 
only as a result of the articulation of this production to a capitalist world market, 
but also because the mass production of sugar in the New World led to the estab-
lishment of a complex productive apparatus that needed to be reproduced over 
time, creating compulsions that were greater than the will of its owners. Labour 
in a sixteenth-century sugar plantation in turn bore more similarities to that per-
formed in nineteenth-century British factories than to the European manufactur-
ing units of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. ‘One does not need to show 
the “external” connections’, Castro argues, ‘to demonstrate the strong similarities 
between modern slavery and capitalism – a proximity that is reinforced by the 
fact that this organization [of slave plantations] appears associated to the birth of 
capitalism, growing and expanding in articulation to it’ (Castro, 1980: 92–3). The 
differentia specifica of modern slavery according to Castro is that, unlike their 
counterparts of the Ancient world, modern slaveholders were subject to a broader 
economic compulsion.

The impersonal compulsion described by Castro stopped at the masters them-
selves, leaving brute coercion to the enslaved labourers. In capitalism, the owner 
of the means of production and the proletarian are personifications of capital 
and wage labour, thus making the history of the working class part of the his-
tory of capital. The slave cannot be the personification of an economic category 
since direct coercion continues to be a central part of labour relations. There is 
still something of the dualistic approach criticized by Franco here, but Castro 
makes this distinction to actually argue that slave agency had important politi-
cal implications for the system as a whole (a point that would later be devel-
oped by James Oakes in the US context) (Oakes, 1986). Unlike the free labourer 
who participates in the system as a seller of his own labour, direct coercion is a 
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key component of slavery (along with other strategies such as the concession of 
incentives, but ultimately with the threat of force behind them), thus leading to 
potential political tensions that are also larger than the plantations themselves. 
His conclusion turns upside-down many of the comparisons between slavery and 
capitalism: ‘the slaves, who continue to be described as “things” by a juridically 
inspired tradition, make the reification of social relations impossible’ (Castro, 
1980: 94). In this way Castro also offered a powerful critique of the earlier 
Marxist historiography that spoke of a ‘thingification’ of slaves, usually relegat-
ing them to a passive role in history. He then proceeds to give a few examples of 
how the actions of slaves interfered in broader developments. The classic transi-
tion from a more patriarchal to a more brutal, industrial slavery, which as we 
have seen Marx and Moreno Fraginals described with reference to the USA and 
Cuba in the second half of the nineteenth century, is usually explained by the 
expansion of the world economy. According to Castro, however, in addition to 
world economic developments, the actions of slaves themselves helped explain 
that transition: namely the fears produced by the combination of an expanding 
slave trade (with the tensions produced by the arrival of a growing number of 
Africans) and the Haitian Revolution. It was for this reason that stronger control 
mechanisms emerged and, in the case of Cuba, political independence was post-
poned (an argument that could be similarly made for the British Caribbean during 
the American Revolution) (Castro, 1980: 102–3). Unlike Franco, Castro offered 
more of a comparative than an integrated analysis. But following in the footsteps 
of Marx, he moved between those different strategies of analysis, at times blur-
ring the differences between slavery and capitalism, at other moments emphasiz-
ing their differences, always without ignoring the clear connections between the 
two. Despite the differences between wage and slave labour, there is no hint of a 
contradiction between slavery and capitalism here.

FROM CAPITALISM AND SLAVERY TO SLAVERY AND FREEDOM

With the rise of dependency theory (to which many of the scholars above con-
tributed), especially the work of Andre Gunder Frank in the 1960s, a new round 
of Marxist debates on the relationship between capitalism and slavery also 
appeared in the 1970s. According to Frank, Latin America had been capitalist 
since its early days in the sixteenth century as part of what he called the ‘devel-
opment of underdevelopment’. Frank made for an easy target: his grasp of 
Marxism was poor and his depiction of colonial history extremely simplistic 
(Stephens, 2018). After an initial critique from Ernesto Laclau (1971: 37–8), 
who argued that Frank had confused ‘capitalist mode of production and partici-
pation in a world capitalist economic system’, a number of other scholars 
expanded the debate. Largely inspired by the work of French structuralist 
Marxism (Althusser, Balibar, Godelier), they explored the idea of an articulation 
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of modes of production within a larger social formation in which capitalism may 
be the dominant mode. Some took these suggestions too far, with extremely 
abstract models that completely annihilated history, leading to a decline of inter-
est in the perspective almost as fast as its emergence (Corrigan and Sayer, 1978). 
Still, the goal of overcoming the linear, stagist interpretations of orthodox 
Marxism, as well as the simplification and homogenization put forward by 
Frank, was an important one, leading to some important work. In Brazil, histori-
ans Ciro Flamarion Cardoso and Jacob Gorender produced a significant body of 
work based on the concept of a colonial slave mode of production (unfortunately 
conflating relations of production and forms of exploitation, as many others did 
in this tradition) (Banaji, 1972; Cardoso, 1975; Gorender, 1978). The duality that 
separated slavery from capitalism was made more rigid by assigning them to 
different modes of production.

In the following years, three additional developments would completely 
reshape the historiography of slavery. First, the idea that colonization could 
have been significant to European development received a sustained attack from 
scholars of different theoretical persuasions in Anglo-American academia. A 
large number of British and US historians, many of them inspired by the meth-
ods of the New Economic History, attempted to show that gains from the slave 
trade and slavery in the Americas contributed very little if at all to European 
development. ‘In the absence of West Indian slavery’, Joel Mokyr (1999: 75) 
argues, ‘Britain would have had to drink bitter tea, but it still would have had an 
Industrial Revolution, if perhaps at a marginally slower pace’.

Second, a widespread reduction in the scale of analysis accompanied the 
development of new methods in social and economic history that depended on 
intensive work in local and regional archives. A large number of works showed 
the differences of slavery over time and space. Such a move was reinforced by 
the critique of more systemic scholars such as Williams and Wallerstein. By the 
1980s, Ciro Cardoso, for example, had incorporated many of the critiques of New 
Economic Historians on peripheral contributions to European development, con-
sidering Capitalism and Slavery a completely discredited book (Cardoso, 1987: 
15–16). With the connection to European capitalism now appearing to have been 
irrelevant, Brazilian scholars of slavery could focus on the dynamics of the insti-
tution within the country. A large number of works explored the dynamics of 
internal markets in opposition to what Maria Yedda Linhares (1996) described 
as a ‘plantationist model’, by which she meant the excessive focus of an earlier 
historiography on the export sector of the Brazilian economy. Eventually some 
of the works produced in this trend simply opposed colonial Brazil to a capitalist 
Europe, showing how the logic of slaveholders was aristocratic and social rela-
tions were eminently non-capitalist (Fragoso, 1998). In the USA, a somewhat 
similar shift took place with the development of New Economic History, which 
simultaneously discarded the kind of systemic approach offered by Williams and 
affirmed the capitalist nature of New World slavery by outlining elements such 
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as the profitability of plantations and the rationality of slaveholders in the US 
South. As more than one observer has noted, this was very similar to the analysis 
of the political economy of slavery developed by Marx in his late work (Ransom 
and Sutch, 1988; Clegg, 2020). But it largely came without the more systemic 
considerations that transcended the nation state as the unit of analysis. Much of 
the debate on capitalism and slavery became a discussion on the logic of slave-
holders, opposing paternalist practices to a capitalist rationality – with opposite 
conclusions in Brazil and the USA.

Finally, the reduction in the scale of analysis also led to a move towards the 
everyday lives of slaves and a number of other aspects of the institution such 
as gender that had been largely neglected by previous studies, with important 
Marxist contributions here as well (Rawick, 1972; Davis, 1983). This was part of 
a broader shift in labour studies as a whole, with a growing attention to the expe-
rience of workers in various settings, their subtle forms of resistance and multiple 
strategies of survival, and in this no other Marxist scholar played a larger role than 
E. P. Thompson. The main goal of a large number of historians of slavery then 
became to show how slaves pursued various strategies of survival, having free-
dom as their ultimate goal, and proving their humanity against a dehumanizing 
system in the process (Genovese, 1974; Johnson, 2003). This research strategy 
largely came from a simplified reception of Thompson, but part of the problem 
could already be found in his own formulations, such as in his excessive emphasis 
of ‘men and women as subjects of their own history’ (Thompson, 1978). In this 
regard, Perry Anderson was right to point to problems in the ways ‘agency’ was 
used by Thompson, who freely moved between (and ultimately conflated) various 
scales of analysis (Anderson, 1980: 21). Ultimately, The Making of the Working 
Class opened with the observation that this process ‘owes as much to agency as 
to conditioning’, but delivered mainly the first half of the equation. ‘The advent 
of industrial capitalism in England’, Anderson argues, ‘is a dreadful backcloth 
to the book rather than a direct object of analysis in its own right’ (Anderson, 
1980: 33). A few years later William Sewell Jr made a somewhat similar point: 
‘by suppressing but unconsciously retaining economic determinism, Thompson 
cleared a vast narrative space that could be filled almost exclusively by specific 
accounts of working-class experience, agency, and consciousness, untroubled by, 
yet globally shaped by, the underlying rhythm of a classical Marxist movement 
from class-in-itself to class-for-itself’. It was this ‘vast narrative space’ that was 
appropriated by scholars of labour across the world, including scholars of slavery 
(Sewell Jr, 1986: 10). While the richness of this research agenda is undeniable, 
it did not favour explorations of the various levels that can be found in a total-
ity. A more radical approach to this focus on labourers appeared in a few works 
(Linebaugh and Rediker, 2000), but the general trend was towards ignoring the 
more systemic approach of earlier generations. Antônio Barros de Castro, as we 
have seen, and many others before him, explored the issue of slave agency within 
the wider structures of which it was part (Aptheker, 1943; Moura, 1959).
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A few Marxist scholars nonetheless continued to produce studies of slavery 
in more systemic fashion, exploring comparisons and connections based on the 
modes of production approach or variations of it (Ashworth, 1995; Post, 2011). 
Perhaps the potential and limits of such an approach for the study of slavery 
is nowhere better seen than in the work of Robin Blackburn. Like Ashworth, 
Blackburn puts class struggle and slave agency at the centre of his interpretation 
of abolition in the Americas. He also places wage labour at the centre of his inter-
pretation of capitalism. Unlike Brenner and a few others, however, Blackburn 
does have some room for discussing so-called primitive accumulation. In his 
view, capital has produced ‘regimes of extended primitive accumulation’ for its 
own reproduction, with New World slavery as ‘the first and least-camouflaged 
expression of this capitalist logic’ (Blackburn, 1997: 554). When looking at the 
plantations themselves, Blackburn emphasizes their modernity in Jamesian fash-
ion. Slave plantations in the New World were ‘not animated by a pure capitalist 
logic but closer to it than European serfdom and slavery would have been, or 
were’. At the same time, he remains attached to the idea that ‘ultimately merchant 
capital, with its reliance on tied labour, was conservative and rigid, and the slave 
plantations it sponsored raise output mainly by multiplying units of production, 
not by raising labour productivity’ (Blackburn, 1997: 24). Blackburn is using a 
subtle form of the articulation of modes of production, as becomes clear in his 
comparison of the Ancient world (where ‘the slave mode of production may be 
regarded as dominant’) with New World slavery (which paradoxically had more 
slaves ‘even though it was now only a subordinate mode of production’) (1997: 
377). While he is sensitive to mutual influences, there is a certain tension in 
Blackburn’s description of the modernity of slave plantations and his view that 
merchant capital is ultimately conservative.

This also reflects on how Blackburn conceives the origins and development 
of capitalism. The capitalist mode of production starts as an English phenom-
enon: it appears in the English countryside (he incorporates Brenner and Wood 
in his explanation) and later receives a contribution from the slave colonies, 
which ‘acted as a “forced draught” fanning the flames of metropolitan accumula-
tion’ (Blackburn, 1997: 232–3). Brenner’s account of this story (1977), which 
is embraced by Blackburn, if somewhat less rigidly, is based on a very selective 
reading of the chapter on the so-called primitive accumulation, which ignores 
Marx’s own observation (Marx, 1990: 876) that his focus on England is because 
this is where the process has taken the ‘classic form’, followed by a footnote that 
singles out Italy as the place where ‘capitalist production developed earliest’. 
England in this reading becomes not the classic, but the first form. It is based on 
this selective reading that many of the comparisons between England and Spain 
appear in a number of Marxist works, usually to take the latter as a non-capitalist 
counterpoint to the former (Fox-Genovese and Genovese, 1983; Wood, 2002). 
This formal comparison establishes these two units as autonomous and coher-
ent entities. The consequence is that slavery in the Iberian empires completely 
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disappears from view once the North Atlantic becomes the key dynamic pole of 
the world economy. Marxist scholars who accept the disjunction between Britain 
and Spain tend to neglect the fundamental role played by coerced labour in the 
plantations, mines, and rivers of colonial Latin America not only for the estab-
lishment of structures that would later be explored by Northwestern European 
powers, but also in its persisting importance within the bundle of global rela-
tions that made possible the development of historical capitalism over the long 
eighteenth century. Precious metals, for example, continued to be fundamental 
for the system as a whole, with the main known deposits largely located in the 
Iberian Americas during that period and coerced labour playing a central role in 
their extraction. From the maintenance of European trade in Asia to the creation 
of a stable financial and commercial environment in Northwest Europe (funda-
mental elements for the construction of a fiscal-military state and investments 
in various enterprises on both sides of the Atlantic), coerced labour in colonial 
Latin America continued to be a critical component within the history of capital-
ism. Blackburn refers to the importance of Brazilian gold for the healthy finan-
cial environment of Britain and the continuance of Asian trade, but completely 
ignores it when exploring the process of primitive accumulation in the British 
empire (and in this reproducing a problem that can also be found in Williams’ 
Anglocentrism) (Marques and Marquese, 2020).

The tradition that explored the connections between capitalism and slavery in 
less orthodox ways was kept alive after the 1970s mainly by the group of schol-
ars within and around the Fernand Braudel Center, as a quick look at the many 
editions of the Center’s journal Review shows. In its second volume, the journal 
already included a section on the issue of slavery and capitalism with two differ-
ent articles: a translation of a section of Paula Beiguelman’s (1978) article cited 
above and Sidney Mintz’s ‘Was the Plantation Slave a Proletarian?’ (1978), a 
critical engagement with the work of Wallerstein. Mintz answered the problem 
announced in the title in ways that strongly resembled the arguments offered by 
Franco only a few years earlier. After discussing the formal comparisons between 
slavery and capitalism that pervaded the modes of production literature, Mintz 
concluded that ‘it is not analytically most useful to define either “proletarian” or 
“slave” in isolation, since these two vast categories of toiler were actually linked 
intimately by the world economy that had, as it were, given birth to them both, 
in their modern form’ (Mintz, 1978: 97) – an obvious variant of Marx’s quote on 
the interdependence between veiled and unqualified slavery.

Mintz would further develop this perspective in Sweetness and Power 
(1986). Here we see the results of the formulation that had already appeared in 
the 1970s: wage and slave labour as mutually constitutive forms linked through 
the world economy. One of the key aspects of Mintz’s work was showing, in 
the footsteps of James, the precocious modernity of the slave Caribbean, where 
enslaved populations were carried from Africa to work under industrial rhythms 
in sugar production, an approach that resembled the earlier one developed by 
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Barros de Castro for colonial Brazil. There wasn’t anything remotely close to 
the New World slave plantations anywhere else in the early modern period. In 
Europe, as Braudel showed so extensively, the transformation of the structures 
of everyday life proceeded at a much slower and contradictory pace. In the New 
World, especially in the Greater Antilles, where the Indigenous populations 
were largely annihilated in a short period of time, capital investments allowed 
for the creation of enterprises from scratch, with the transference of a vast 
labour force from the outside. The modernity of the Caribbean plantation was 
intimately connected to the transformations of everyday life on the other side 
of the Atlantic, with the expansion of consumption in Europe and a redefini-
tion of what Marx called a ‘system of needs’ (Fracchia, 2004). In his famous 
conclusion, Mintz argues that ‘the first sweetened cup of hot tea to be drunk by 
an English worker was a significant historical event, because it prefigured the 
transformation of an entire society, a total remaking of its economic and social 
basis’ (Mintz, 1986: 214). Mintz still suffers from a certain Anglocentrism, 
which leads him to understate earlier transformations. The taste for sugar, for 
example, increased in the North Atlantic as a result of the expansion of sugar 
production in Brazil, which was distributed from Antwerp to various parts of the 
continent in the sixteenth century (Ebert, 2008). His methodological approach, 
as that of others outlined here, however, allows us to explore the longer history 
of capitalism from its beginnings in the Mediterranean (Godinho, 1968: 271–2; 
Arrighi, 1998: 126–8; Moore, 2009).

Over the 1980s, other scholars engaging in these debates produced equally 
vital contributions within the journal and beyond. Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1982) 
brilliantly showed the role of former slaves and their descendants in the expan-
sion of coffee production in Saint Domingue, with local and global implications 
during the years leading to the Haitian Revolution. The methodological spirit of 
earlier Brazilian Marxists such as Franco and Castro, however, appears nowhere 
as clearly as in the work of Dale Tomich. As he argues in the introduction to 
his Slavery in the Circuit of Sugar, neither production nor exchange should be 
treated in isolation, but must be conceived as parts of a contradictory whole. 
Similarly, ‘instead of approaching world, national, and local dimensions as dis-
crete empirical entities, it [this approach] treats them as mutually formative parts 
of a larger whole’ (Tomich, 2016b: 7). By the late 1980s, based on his studies of 
nineteenth-century Cuba, Tomich (2003: 58) also put forward the idea of ‘sec-
ond slavery’ as a way of approaching and understanding the history of the new 
slave systems that were created in the context of the Industrial Revolution, a 
clear sign of the ‘unevenness of capitalist development’. The shifts in historical 
capitalism that left international trade in British hands (thus giving Britain access 
to cheap primary products), combined with the expansion of an internationalist 
anti-slavery movement, ensured that slavery would emerge in previously periph-
eral areas, namely the western lands of Cuba, the Paraíba Valley in Brazil, and 
the southern states of the USA. The recreation of slavery in this context carried 



SLAVERY AND CAPITALISM 261

a series of new characteristics: new rhythms, new technologies, new forms of 
labour organization. At the other end of this world were the expanding working 
classes of the North Atlantic.

PRESENT AND FUTURE EXPLORATIONS

Despite the rich historiography on the relationship between capitalism and slav-
ery outlined above, capitalism as a concept largely disappeared not only from the 
historiography of slavery, but from the discipline as a whole in the last decades 
of the twentieth century. Atlantic History in the USA, for example, a field that 
had figures such as Sidney Mintz as one of its founding fathers, has no room for 
Eric Williams or the whole capitalism and slavery debate in its latest incarnations 
(Bailyn, 2005; Greene and Morgan, 2009). Global History, especially the work 
of Kenneth Pomeranz (2000), has revived aspects of the Williams thesis, but is 
basically concerned with industrialization, not capitalism. In fact, many global 
historians over the last three decades seem to agree that capitalism as tradition-
ally used by scholars is a Eurocentric construction that misrepresents the distri-
bution of power in the early modern era, either projecting the concept back into 
the Ancient world to include all of the Old World or abandoning it altogether 
(Pomeranz, 2009). One consequence of this move has been the appearance of a 
growing number of global studies of slavery that pay very little attention to the 
issue of time (Marquese, 2019).

Nonetheless, a renewal of capitalism and slavery debates has appeared in 
the twenty-first century in different parts of the world. In this concluding sec-
tion I want to briefly point to three different groups that have made important 
contributions to this renewal of the debate. The first and best known is the so-
called New History of Capitalism, whose main works have generated an incred-
ible amount of responses and critiques. In fact, we might have reached the point 
where there are more articles about the New History of Capitalism than from the 
New Historians of Capitalism themselves. Nonetheless, works such as Walter 
Johnson’s River of Dark Dreams (2013), Edward Baptist’s The Half Has Never 
Been Told (2014), and Sven Beckert’s Empire of Cotton (2014), among others, 
have renewed debates on the relationship between slavery and capitalism, even 
if largely focused on the nineteenth-century USA (for a critical overview of this 
scholarship, see Burnard and Riello, 2020).

A second productive trend of the last two decades has been the so-called 
‘Global History of Labour’, which has in Amsterdam’s International Institute of 
Social History one of its main centres. In a number of individual and collective 
projects, scholars associated with this group have explored various aspects of the 
agenda originally put forward by world system scholars and Marxist feminist 
scholars of the 1970s and 1980s, for instance with regard to the combination of 
different forms of labour, the limits of proletarianization, and the importance of 
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household labour. The relationship to Marx is not always clear since, as van der 
Linden has put in a recent definition of the field, ‘different theories can be con-
structed and tested, whether inspired by Karl Marx, Max Weber, John Commons, 
or other thinkers’. For some scholars within the group, the concept of capitalism 
does not have much use (Lucassen, 2019). There has nonetheless been a great 
effort involving many of these scholars to discuss theoretical and methodologi-
cal aspects of the capitalism and slavery debates. What are the strengths and 
weaknesses of the concept of capitalism? How were multiple forms of labour 
combined in specific settings? What were the parallels and connections between 
empire and labour in the Atlantic and Indian oceans (Kocka and van der Linden, 
2016; van der Linden and Rodriguez Garcia, 2016; Brandon et al., 2019: 7)?

A third group of scholars has explored the possibilities of Dale Tomich’s con-
cept of the second slavery. By taking forward the methodological aspects out-
lined earlier, that is, by looking at the three main slave societies of the nineteenth 
century as formed by and formative of the wider relations of historical capitalism, 
scholars have explored not only the connections of these societies to an indus-
trializing North Atlantic, but also the mutual conditionings produced between 
Cuba, Brazil, and the USA themselves. From the circulation of technologies and 
knowledge to the political articulations and tensions produced by slavery and 
the transatlantic slave trade, the fruitfulness of such an approach has appeared in 
a number of books (Marques, 2016; Tomich, 2016a; Rood, 2017). The concept 
of the second slavery has been embraced by Brazilian historians more than any 
other group, perhaps because of the historiographical genealogy outlined earlier. 
These historians have explored not only the economic aspects of the expansion 
of slavery in the industrial era, but also its connections to politics, geopolitics, 
press, legal, urban, and cultural developments within this broader context of the 
second slavery (Marquese, 2004; Salles, 2008; Santos, 2012; Parron, 2015; Silva 
Jr, 2015; Ferraro, 2019; Youssef, 2019). The methodology behind the concept of 
the second slavery has also been employed to explore earlier periods (Tomich, 
2004; Marquese et  al., 2016; Marques, 2020). Directly related to the second 
slavery network has been the development of a specific research group on the 
Paraíba Valley, in Brazil, the largest coffee production region in the world in the 
first half of the nineteenth century. The region works as a kind of laboratory for 
extremely rich theoretical discussions and exhaustive archival work (Muaze and 
Salles, 2015, 2020).

Future scholarship on slavery and its relationship to capitalism will certainly 
be enriched by the ongoing dialogue between these different recent trends. 
While historians of the second slavery may help push the scholarship of slavery 
to incorporate in more effective ways the Iberian world in current debates, the 
‘black radical tradition’ and the recent New History of Capitalism (Robinson, 
1983; Johnson, 2017) can push scholars of colonial Latin America to better 
understand the role of race in the history of slavery in those societies. A better 
grasp of past Marxist traditions may also contribute to this since they dealt with 
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many of the same issues that have been reappearing in the contemporary debates 
on slavery and capitalism. Here one can take inspiration from the theoretical 
flexibility shown by Marx himself, who made fruitful comparisons between cap-
italism and slavery in various ways (approximating and differentiating them), 
noted the connections between the two, and offered integrated interpretations of 
slavery as part of a wider capitalist world. The most fruitful contributions out-
lined above largely followed in these footsteps.

Finally, developments in Marxist theories of value, reification, and abstrac-
tion over the last half century have barely been explored by historians in general, 
including those studying slavery. At the same time, many of these works, espe-
cially the more theoretically inclined, have very little to say about the role of slav-
ery in the history of capitalism, usually only referring to its previous incarnations 
as a counterpoint to capitalist dynamics, thus reproducing only the first of Marx’s 
strategies outlined at the beginning of this article. But the time of capital has his-
torically been plural and contradictory. Bringing the history of slavery to the fore-
front can operate as a constant reminder of the unevenness of the capitalist past 
and present, pushing scholars to explore the multiple temporalities of the sys-
tem in its historical trajectory (Tomba, 2013; Harootunian, 2015; Marquese and 
Silva Jr, 2018). This key aspect disappears when scholars conflate the theoretical 
description of the system offered by Marx in Capital – its ideal average – and its 
historical manifestations (Heinrich, 2012: 31–2). In this sense, neither a crude 
historical application of Marx’s Capital (thus ultimately annihilating history) nor 
the total abandonment of his theoretical analysis of the system will do. One must 
make a constant movement between the two levels, in open and innovative ways, 
in order to fully grasp the place of slavery within the history of capitalism.
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INTRODUCTION

I find the task of writing an entry on gender for a Handbook of Marxism 
particularly daunting. In one of the rare entries on this concept, which had been 
originally planned for the Historisch-Kritisches Wörterbuch des Marxismus 
(HKWM), Donna Haraway (2001) writes that what began as a five-pages long 
‘keyword’ text ended up taking many more pages and six years of work. That 
was not encouraging.

For Haraway, one of the difficulties of writing about gender within a Marxist 
framework was due to its fundamental acceptance of the nature/culture binary 
which, she argues, prevented traditional Marxists from developing gender into a 
political category.

I slowly realised that what I found so baffling in the process of working on 
this chapter was not only due to some of the epistemic difficulties that Haraway 
identified, or to the paucity of examples on which I could draw, but also to the 
widespread conflation within much Marxist and socialist feminist writing of the 
concept of gender with that of women’s oppression. Of course, these concepts 
have in many ways the same history, at least to a point, but more recent develop-
ments in both feminist and Marxist theory, as well as in capitalist social relations, 
have increasingly shown the need to disentangle them, not least because of the 
pathbreaking analyses of queer and transgender Marxists who have pushed for a 
more consistent disambiguation of gender and (female) sex.
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The modern meaning of gender, if not immediately the term, dates back to 
one of the foundational texts of second-wave feminism, The Second Sex, and 
particularly to Simone de Beauvoir’s idea therein that one is not born, but rather 
becomes, a woman. After the publication of de Beauvoir’s tome, the notion of 
gender as a social construct not dictated by biological/sex constraints was widely 
accepted and somehow uncritically employed by Marxist and socialist feminists. 
Gender was de-naturalised while sex remained in the realm of nature, whether 
implicitly or explicitly. The question became then not so much what gender (and 
sex) is, but in what ways the social construction of femininity is based on, and 
reproduces, relations of domination and oppression. It was not until the work of 
Monique Wittig in France in the 1960s and 1970s (Wittig, 1992) and of Judith 
Butler in the USA in the 1990s (Butler, 1990) that the category of sex itself, 
alongside that of gender, was subjected to full political scrutiny.

What follows is an attempt, inevitably selective, to reconstruct some of the main 
tenets of this complicated history and to find organising criteria to comprehend the 
different articulations in which the concept of gender has been discussed by west-
ern, and especially anglophone, Marxist and socialist feminists in particular.

GENDER RELATIONS IN MARX AND EARLY MARXISTS

Donna Haraway is correct when she maintains that the modern feminist concept 
of gender is not found in the writings of Marx (Haraway, 2001: 52). Yet 
comments on women’s role, relations between the sexes, and the nature of 
femininity are scattered throughout his work, albeit not in a systematic form and 
often in ambivalent ways. At times, Marx showed a progressive view for his 
times on women’s role in society; at others, he disclosed rather traditional and 
male-centred ideas. In this section I will provide a brief reconstruction of the 
main tenets of Marx’s view on women’s role and relations between men and 
women (the closest approximation we can find to the modern concept of gender) 
by looking particularly at his early works (The 1844 Manuscripts and The 
German Ideology) and Capital Volume I.

Early Writings

One of Marx’s most relevant statements on gender relations can be found in the 
text ‘Private Property and Communism’ in the 1844 Manuscripts, in which he 
argues that the relationship between men and women is the benchmark to under-
stand the level of development of a society. As he put it:

The immediate, natural and necessary relation of human being to human being is also 
the relation of man [Mann] to woman [Weib]. In this natural species relationship 
humans’ [Mensch] relation to nature is directly their relation to man [Mensch], and his 
relation to the human [Mensch] is directly their relation to nature, to their own natural 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM270

function. Thus, in this relation is sensuously revealed, reduced to an observable fact, the 
extent to which human nature has become nature for him. From this relationship man’s 
[Mensch] whole level of development can be assessed. It follows from the character of 
this relationship how far human [Mensch] has become, and has understood himself as, 
a species-being, a human being. The relation of man [Mann] to woman [Weib] is the 
most natural relation of human being to human being. It indicates, therefore, how far 
man’s [Mensch] natural behavior has become human, and how far his human essence 
has become a natural essence for him, how far his human nature has become nature for 
him. It also shows how far humans’ [Mensch] needs have become human needs, and 
consequently how far the other person [Mensch], as a person, has become one of his 
needs, and to what extent he is in his individual existence at the same time a social 
being. (Marx, 2004 [1844]: 103)

This passage has been interpreted differently by several feminists. Simone de 
Beauvoir and Judith Grant, for instance, understood it to show Marx’s principled 
commitment to the equality between men and women. For de Beauvoir: ‘To gain 
the supreme victory, it is necessary for one thing, that by and through their natu-
ral differentiation men and women unequivocally affirm their brotherhood’ (de 
Beauvoir, 1989 [1949]: 732). For Grant, this passage testifies that Marx’s per-
spective on gender relations was mediated by his idea of what it means to be 
human (Grant, 2006). Grant argues that Marx had a fundamentally dialectical 
understanding of the relationship between humanity and nature. Human beings 
are natural beings, but their world is in constant transformation in relation to the 
natural. Alienation, thus, refers to human beings’ incapability to understand 
themselves as species-beings, that is, as beings who can achieve their true crea-
tive potential by means of their unique capacity at transforming nature for their 
own needs. It is precisely this dialectical feature of Marx’s humanism that, 
according to Grant, makes his position relevant on gender relations as he maintains 
human nature to be ‘self-transformational’, thereby showing a nonessentialist 
understanding of nature.1

Juliet Mitchell and Donna Haraway, on the other hand, understood this passage 
to be a testament to Marx’s understanding of the female as the expression of the 
realm of nature. Mitchell takes Marx to argue that the index of civilisation lies 
fundamentally in ‘the progress of the human over the animal, the cultural over 
the natural’ (Mitchell, 1971: 77). For Mitchell, thus, as Marx seems to associate 
women with nature, he is replicating the nineteenth-century naturalisation of 
gender roles, with women being identified with the non-rational. Similarly, for 
Donna Haraway, ‘the relation of feminist gender theories to Marxism is tied to 
the fate of the concepts of nature and labour in the Marxist canon’ (Haraway, 
2001: 53). Thus, Haraway maintains that traditional Marxist approaches did 
not lead to a political concept of gender because women ‘existed unstably at 
the boundary of the natural and social (…) such that their efforts to account 
for the subordinate position of women were undercut by the category of the 
natural sexual division of labour, with its ground in an unexaminable natural 
heterosexuality’ (2001: 53).
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In The German Ideology and other essays published in the Neue Rheinische 
Zeitung in the 1840s, Marx and Engels present some reflections on the family 
as an institution, which has deleterious effects on women. For Marx and Engels, 
the ‘natural’ division of labour between men and women within the family – 
whereby ‘natural’ seems to refer to ‘biological’, or what is dictated by different 
anatomical configurations between the sexes – leads to an unequal distribution 
and thus to the subordination of women and children to men as the heads of the 
household. As they put it:

the division of labour, which was originally nothing but the division of labour in the sexual 
act, then the division of labour which develops spontaneously or ‘naturally’ by virtue of 
natural predisposition (e.g., physical strength), needs, accidents, etc., etc. Division of labour 
only becomes truly such from the moment when a division of material and mental labour 
appears. (Marx and Engels, 1998 [1846]: 50)

Maria Mies criticised Marx and Engels for arguing that the true division of 
labour appears only with the distinction between manual and mental labour. In 
particular, Mies claims that ‘by separating the production of new life from the 
production of the daily requirements through labour, by elevating the latter to the 
realm of history and humanity and by calling the first “natural”, the second “social” 
they have involuntarily contributed to the biological determinism which we still 
suffer today’ (Mies, 1998 [1986]: 52). Conversely, according to Heather Brown, 
while Mies’ point is well placed, Marx’s views on the division of labour did not 
amount to a glorification of the social over the natural (or sexual) division of labour. 
For Brown, Marx considered the division between manual and mental labour not 
as a superior one, but as an exploitative and alienating process (Brown, 2012: 41).

In his early writings, thus, Marx’s ideas on the relations between women and 
men are mainly informed by his reflections on the binary natural/social. Here 
Marx (and Engels) seem to maintain that women’s seeming ‘proximity’ to 
nature disadvantages them in the realm of the social, when the division of labour 
becomes more complex and rewards those who are able to take distance from, 
and ‘dominate’, nature. Haraway contends that Marx’s inability to historicise – 
rather than naturalise – women’s labour and the division of labour in the family 
was rooted in his failure to historicise sex itself, which Marx seemed to conceive 
as a ‘raw material’ (Haraway, 2001: 53).

Capital

Besides his discussion of ‘simple reproduction’, or reproductive labour (which 
are extensively discussed in this volume), in Capital Volume I in particular 
Marx’s references to ‘gender’ relate both to his assessment of the impact of 
factory work on women and the family, and on femininity. For Marx, the 
introduction of machinery in the labour process, and the subsequent inclusion of 
women and children in factory work, fundamentally changed gender relations 
within the family. As he put it,
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the labour of women and children was (…) the first thing sought for by capitalists  
who used machinery. That mighty substitute for labour and labourers was forthwith 
changed into a means for increasing the number of wage-labourers by enrolling, under the 
direct sway of capital, every member of the workman’s family, without distinction of age 
or sex. Compulsory work for the capitalist usurped the place, not only of the children’s 
play, but also of free labour at home within moderate limits for the support of the family. 
(Marx, 1976 [1867–1875]: 517)

Women and young girls in particular, Marx noted, were employed for the dirtiest 
and worst-paid jobs. In the footnotes Marx quotes long excerpts from factory 
inspectors’ reports arguing that factory work for women led to the ‘deterioration 
of their character’. These inspectors’ reports implied that the subtraction of 
women from their more ‘natural’ roles at home had negative implications on 
their morality. While Marx’s own opinion on these reports is unclear – as he 
often failed to comment on them – there are passages in Capital Volume I in 
which he seems to suggest that, in challenging traditional female roles, factory 
work could have a deleterious effect on women’s morality and gender relations 
more generally. For instance, Marx referred to gang workers as images of ‘coarse 
freedom’, ‘noisy jollity’ and ‘obscene impertinence’, with high rates of teen 
girls’ pregnancy and a general atmosphere of ‘Sodoms and Gomorrah’ dominat-
ing the villages supplying gang workers.

As noted by Heather Brown, in these passages Marx appears to be struggling 
to reconcile ‘his own overall theoretical views on the transitory nature of all kinds 
of “morality” with some remnants of Victorian ideology’ (Brown, 2012: 88). But 
while Marx’s position on female morality and factory work is quite ambiguous, 
what is clear is that for Marx capitalist social relations had profoundly trans-
formed family and gender relations. On the one hand, ‘in overturning the eco-
nomic foundation of the old family system and the family labour corresponding 
to it, [large-scale industry] had also dissolved the old family relationships’, as 
Marx writes in the chapter on the working day. On the other hand, he analysed 
how women were used as a cheap and docile labour force to threaten male labour-
ers’ bargaining power as well as their role as heads of the family. By employing 
all members of the family into labour units, machinery, for Marx, ‘spreads the 
value of the man’s labour-power over his whole family. It thus depreciates it’ 
(Marx, 1976 [1867–1875]: 518). However, Marx regards it as a highly contradic-
tory process with potentially positive effects on gender relations and women’s 
role in particular. As he states:

however terrible and disgusting the dissolution of old family ties within the capitalist system 
may appear, large scale industry, by assigning an important part in socially organized pro-
cesses of production, outside the sphere of the domestic economy, to women, young persons 
and children of both sexes, does nevertheless create a new economic foundation for a higher 
form of the family and of relations between the sexes. (Marx, 1976 [1867–1875]: 620)

Marx, thus, seems to suggest that in shaking patriarchal authority within the 
working-class family, capitalist social relations could have, at least potentially, 
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an emancipatory role on gender relations as old roles were challenged and new 
ones could take shape. Albeit not discussing these issues in detail and often not 
presenting his own position in clear or unambivalent terms, Marx’s understand-
ing of capitalist social relations and gender relations as dialectically tied one to 
the other indicate a method for analysing gender roles in more complex ways. As 
we shall see in the next section, Engels’ work on gender relations attempted to 
apply the historical materialist method by linking the origin of the family and 
class society to changes occurring in the mode of production and gender roles. 
However, as several feminists pointed out, in doing so Engels ended up separat-
ing relations of production and gender relations (or social reproduction) as two 
separate spheres, thereby contributing to the many splits that will characterise 
subsequent analyses among Marxist thinkers in the twentieth century.

GENDER RELATIONS AND CLASS SOCIETY: ON FRIEDRICH 
ENGELS

Friedrich Engels’ The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State was 
seen for decades as the most systematic Marxist account on gender relations and 
women’s oppression. As Michèle Barrett put it, ‘scarcely a Marxist-feminist text 
is produced that does not refer somewhere to Engels’s argument, and if one had 
to identify one major contribution to feminism from Marxism it would have to 
be this text’ (1983: 214). The Origin of the Family was written after Karl Marx’s 
death in 1883, but it was largely based on notes that both Engels and Marx had 
taken on the research of anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan, who had published 
Ancient Society in 1877. Morgan was of great interest to Marx and Engels as he 
was one of the first ethnologists to apply a materialist analysis to the history of 
human social organisation.

By observing the Iroquois in New York State, Morgan thought he could recon-
struct the ways in which primeval humans had organised. He took the Iroquois to 
exemplify primitive human life and organisation and inferred from those obser-
vations that kinship relationships and family life must have been totally different 
in the past when compared with family life in nineteenth-century Britain. Morgan 
was particularly struck by the level of gender equality and women’s prominent 
roles within Iroquois society, which made him conclude that a subsequent pro-
cess of civilisation had spoilt that primitive egalitarianism.

In The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, Engels used 
Morgan’s ideas to argue that the family form as it was known in Britain (and 
Europe) in the nineteenth century was not a ‘natural’ institution, but had been 
the result of the rise of class society. According to Engels, in pre-class societ-
ies gender relations had been much more advanced than in Victorian Britain, 
women and men had more sexual freedom and the family was not conceived as 
the repository and guardian of private property. Engels thus concluded that the 
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monogamous family had been the result of a change in the social and economic 
formation. Famously, he argued that the transition from a prevalently hunter-
gatherer society to an agricultural society led to a distinct gendered division of 
labour, which disadvantaged women. As agricultural societies led to the creation 
of a surplus and the rise of private property, for Engels men came to control the 
sphere of production, while women were relegated increasingly to the sphere of 
reproduction and the family became the means through which property could be 
passed down from generation to generation. The advent of class society, accord-
ing to Engels, turned the household into the realm of the private sphere to which 
women were segregated as the head servants.

Since its publication, Engels’ The Origin has become the reference point of 
Marxist discussions on gender for decades and, as such, it has been subjected 
to praise, but also severe criticisms. While anthropologist Eleanor Burke 
Leacock and other feminists generally praised Engels’ reconstruction of gen-
der relations in primitive societies and the method he used to analyse them 
(Dee, 2010; Delmar, 1977; Gimenez, 2005; Orr, 2015; Vogel, 1983), others 
analysed the Eurocentric underpinnings of his inferences (Anderson, 2010) 
and the many historical and logical shortfalls of his arguments (Barrett, 1983; 
Mitchell, 1974), not least his establishment of a dual analysis in which gender 
relations are subordinated to economic relations (Carver, 1985; Haug, 2005).

In this latter respect, according to Carver, Engels’ fundamental flaw was to 
establish ‘two autonomous lines of explanation for the social order: economic 
relations and family relations, the class war and the sex war’ (Carver, 1985: 449). 
Similarly, according to Frigga Haug, Engels had ‘strengthened a mode of read-
ing that, to a certain extent, comprehended gender relations as an addition to, 
and outside of, the relations of production’ (Haug, 2005: 287). By relegating the 
production of the means of subsistence to the realm of labour and economic pro-
duction, and the production of life to the realm of kinship, Engels, according to 
Haug, failed to write ‘the history of gender relations as a dimension of the rela-
tions of production’ (Haug, 2005: 287). Haug’s criticism of Engels is at the core 
of her entry on ‘gender relations’ (Geschlecterverhältnisse) that she wrote for the 
Historical-Critical Dictionary of Feminism (Historisch-Kritisches Wörterbuch des 
Feminismus). Given its importance in the context of this discussion and this entry, 
the next section is devoted to providing a succinct summary and commentary of 
Haug’s arguments.

GENDER RELATIONS AS RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION

In the attempt to conceptualise what it would mean to understand gender from  
a Marxist viewpoint, German Marxist feminist Frigga Haug argued that the 
greatest obstacle to such an endeavour had been the tendency within Marx’s  
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and Engels’ work to think of gender relations ‘as relationships between men 
and women’ (Haug, 2005: 288). For Haug, different historical modes of produc-
tion must be investigated ‘as gender relations’ because neither of them can be 
comprehended without answering the question of how ‘the production of life in 
the totality of the relations of production is regulated and their relation to the 
production of the means of life, in short, how they determine the reproduction 
of the whole society’ (Haug, 2005: 288). That includes, as Haug maintains, the 
differential ‘shaping of genders themselves, the particular constructions of 
femininity and masculinity, just as much as the development of the productive 
forces, the division of labour, domination and forms of ideological legitimation’ 
(2005: 288).

For Haug, the history of socialist and Marxist feminism shows that gender 
relations always emerged as the women’s question with no attempt at linking  
them with the relations of production. One of the most promising paths to 
understand gender relations as relations of production, in her view, comes from 
feminist ethnology. By looking at the work of Eleanor Leacock (1981) and her 
historical reconstruction of different modes of production and especially domes-
tic economies, of Ilse Lenz (1995) and her rethinking of the concept of power and 
domination in relation to production, and of Maxine Molyneux’s (1977) central-
ity of the concept of gendered division of labour, Haug argues that these works 
were contesting precisely Engels’ dualism of production and reproduction, which 
ended up essentialising the former. While most Marxists according to Haug con-
tinued making this mistake, thereby treating the study of gender relations as a 
field almost separate from the study of production and value creation, Antonio 
Gramsci in her view constituted an exception. His work on Fordism in particular, 
she maintains, provides an exemplary illustration of how a materialist analysis of 
gender relations should be carried out. By investigating the changes in the mode 
of production introduced by Fordism, not only at the level of productive forces 
and technologies, but also at the level of family norms and gendered subject 
formation, Gramsci allowed us to see ‘the disposition of the genders and thus 
essential aspects of their construction, along with political regulations’ (Haug, 
2005: 288).

Ultimately for Haug, ‘research into gender relations as relations of production 
requires a differential combination of historically comparative studies, attentive 
to moments of transition, with social-theoretical and subjective analysis’ (Haug, 
2005: 299). Commenting upon Haug’s theoretical proposal to recombine the 
analysis of gender relations and production relations, Johanna Brenner endeav-
ours to spell out how the latter must be understood. For Brenner, to comprehend 
women and men’s positioning within specific modes of production, we must look 
at ‘social reproduction’ (see Ferguson et al., Chapter 3, this Handbook), which 
she defines as ‘that part of the process of social labor which focuses on meeting 
individual needs for sustenance and on birthing and rearing the next generation’ 
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(Brenner, n.d.: 6). By encapsulating what Haug calls gender relations within 
the concept of social reproduction vis-à-vis production, Brenner claims, we are 
not separating the two spheres, but rather attempting to capture a fundamental 
dynamic of the capitalist mode of production.

Similarly commenting on Haug’s concept of gender relations as relations  
of production, Rosemary Hennessy points at Haug’s promising, but equally 
unclear and contradictory, project. For Hennessy, while Haug identified ‘a 
longstanding theoretical knot’ within historical materialism’s treatment of 
gender relations, and offered an important starting point for thinking the mate-
riality of gender, that is, the standpoint of the reproduction of society, ulti-
mately she offers ‘no clear view of how the production of life and of the means 
of life are related nor of how gender relations feature in both under capitalism’ 
(Hennessy, n.d.: 39).

Hennessy finds that several important debates and fruitful paths forward  
are missing from Haug’s discussion. For instance, can gender be thought as an 
ideological formation? How are gender relations shaped by colonial histories and 
the ways in which they fashioned knowledge production itself? What is the rela-
tionship between gender and race? The emphasis upon feminist ethnology, for 
Hennessy, is also a problematic sign that Haug takes into account the history of 
capitalism in Europe as universal history, thereby naturalising kinship relations as 
trans-contextual. As we shall see in a later section, much of contemporary Marxist 
feminist discussions on gender have been attempts to answer these questions. 
But before I delve into these discussions, the next section provides a brief recon-
struction of ‘dual system analyses’ developed by Marxist and socialist feminists 
particularly in the 1970s and early 1980s. Their richness, as well as shortfalls, 
as I will attempt to show, will mark subsequent attempts to theorise gender as 
ideology as well as to interrogate the ‘whiteness’ and ‘westocentrism’ of much 
Marxist feminist theorising up to the present.

DUAL SEX/GENDER SYSTEMS ANALYSIS

Haug’s identification of the limits of Marx’s and especially Engels’ theorising 
on gender in their distinction of production as the realm of the economy and 
reproduction as the realm of sex and kinship clearly hit the target. Such a 
distinction was rooted in a fundamentally un-dialectical understanding of social 
relations, particularly in Engels, which had important reverberations on 
Marxists’ theory and practice. The most evident one was the tendency many 
communist and socialist organisations had in the first half of the twentieth 
century (and beyond…) to consider gender (or the woman question to be more 
precise) as a secondary contradiction, and women’s liberation as subordinated 
to the abolition of class society. Taking stock of the condescending attitude, if 
not open hostility that many ‘comrades’ expressed towards feminism, in the 
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1970s in particular, several Marxist and socialist feminists decided to officialise 
in theory the split they experienced in practice. The result of such a theoretical 
split goes under the name of ‘dual system theories, or analyses’. In spite of their 
variety and differences, all dual system approaches identify capitalism and 
patriarchy as two different ‘systems’, which need different theoretical tools to 
be analysed.

In France, in 1970, Christine Delphy was one of the first to theorise an influen-
tial version of the dual system analysis in her article ‘The Main Enemy’ (2001). 
Here Delphy identifies unpaid housework undertaken mostly by women as a 
form of servitude that marked their submission to men. She thus theorises the 
existence of a ‘patriarchal mode of production of domestic services’, which she 
conceives as a mode of production different but parallel to the capitalist one. 
Within the patriarchal mode of production, women are to men what the pro-
letariat is to the bourgeoisie: the class of the oppressed. The main enemies of 
women, thus, are men and their inherent desire to subjugate female freedom. 
Delphy’s work, alongside that of Monique Wittig, Colette Guillamin and others, 
developed so-called ‘materialist feminism’, to signal the continuity with Marx’s 
method in their attempt at thinking the economic basis of women’s oppression 
within domestic work, but also their rupture with what they perceived as Marxists’ 
failure to recognise women as a class.

In the USA, Gayle Rubin in 1975 published one of the most important sources 
of inspirations for the dual system analyses within anglophone feminism. In her 
article ‘The Traffic in Women: Notes on the “Political Economy” of Sex’, Rubin 
used Marx’s concept of exchange and commodity to analyse what she called 
‘the domestication of women’. For Rubin, females had historically been the raw 
material for the production of woman which occurred through the exchange  
system of kinship controlled by men. Appropriating Marx and Engels, alongside 
Freud, Lacan and Levi-Strauss, Rubin defined the sex/gender system as ‘the set 
of arrangements by which a society transforms biological sexuality into products 
of human activity, and in which these transformed sexual needs are satisfied’ 
(Rubin, 2011 [1975]: 29).

Rubin’s work was particularly influential on Heidi Hartmann, the author of the 
most representative text of dual system analyses, that is, ‘The Unhappy Marriage 
of Marxism and Feminism’. Published in 1979, Hartmann’s article represented a 
predictable shockwave for Marxist and socialist feminists and Marxist conceptu-
alisations of gender. Besides being in dialogue with Rubin, in this text Hartmann 
meant also to respond to Shulamith Firestone’s book published almost a decade 
earlier, The Dialectic of Sex, which had attracted a great deal of attention and 
greatly influenced a whole generation of feminists.

In a nutshell, in The Dialectic of Sex, Firestone rejected Marx’s and Engels’ 
substantial argument that the roots of unequal gender relations had to be found 
in the division of labour and changes in the mode of production. For Firestone, 
Marx and Engels’ work was fundamentally a form of economic reductionism, 
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not allowing to see that ‘there is a level of reality that does not stem directly from 
economics’ (Firestone, 1970: 5). However, Firestone aimed to employ Marx’s 
and Engels’ method in order to develop ‘a materialist view of history based on 
sex itself’ (Firestone, 1970: 5). Such a view was based on the identification of 
women as the underclass that needs to take control of the means of reproduction 
and to seize control of human fertility (Firestone, 1970: 10–11). Firestone thus 
advocated for the abolition of sexual classes and sexual difference through the 
liberation of women from childbirth.

While treating women as the ‘oppressed class’ in Marxian terms, Firestone’s 
work, according to Hartmann, was ‘the most complete statement of the radical 
feminist position’ (Hartmann, 1979: 9), but her insistence that women’s 
oppression was the fundamental contradiction in society set her apart from 
Marxist feminism. Hartmann, on the contrary, wanted to provide a new 
‘feminist Marxist’ conceptual framework by theorising patriarchy as a separate 
system with a material base. Contra Firestone, the task for Hartmann was not 
to overcome oppression by getting rid of sex difference, but to understand  
‘how sex (a biological fact) becomes gender (a social phenomenon)’ (Hartmann, 
1979: 9). It was Rubin’s sex/gender system that, for Hartmann, would allow 
feminist Marxists to understand patriarchy as that ‘set of social relations between 
men, which have a material base, and which, though hierarchical, establish or 
create interdependence and solidarity among men that enable them to dominate 
women’ (Hartmann, 1979: 14). Though Hartmann sees patriarchy as hierarchical, 
which entails that men of different classes, races, or ethnic groups have different 
places therein, men are still unified in their ‘shared relationship of dominance 
over their women; they are dependent on each other to maintain that domination’ 
(1979: 11).

The material base of women’s oppression for Hartmann thus lies in men’s 
control over women’s labour power, which operates by excluding them from 
certain economic sectors and jobs and by luring them into monogamous hetero-
sexual relations and controlling their sexuality. One of the main problems with 
Hartmann’s argument was that, while claiming to provide a materialist analysis 
of women’s oppression as one rooted in men’s interest in controlling women’s 
labour, she did not explain where this ‘interest’ came from. If men are differenti-
ated by class interests and racial oppression, what do they gain by uniting under 
the banner of women’s subordination? Is such an interest, or desire, rooted in 
anthropology, or psychology?

In the end, one of the fundamental pitfalls of dual system analyses, from 
Delphy to Hartmann, was their assumption that categories such as men, or 
women, could be thought of as leading to internally coherent ‘classes’ linked by 
common interests. Such an assumption in the end was premised (albeit unwit-
tingly) upon whiteness, which disavowed the possibility for these feminists to 
understand the fundamental differences implied by race.



GENDER 279

GENDER AND SEXUAL DIVISION OF LABOUR ANALYSIS

Dual system analyses were strongly criticised by a number of Marxist and socialist 
feminists from early on – from those advocating for a ‘unitary theory’ foreground-
ing social reproduction analysis, as in the case of Lise Vogel, to those suggesting 
an integrative approach that would explain the workings of gender oppression 
without invoking separate systems.2 Iris Marion Young was the proponent of the 
latter approach. The challenge for Young was to develop ‘an analytical framework 
which regards the material social relations of a particular historical social forma-
tion as one system in which gender differentiation is a core attribute’ (Young, 
1981: 50). The point, thus, was not to marry or divorce Marxism, but to take it over 
and transform it into a theory that foregrounds gender as a core element.

By locating patriarchal relationships within the family as opposed to the 
economy, Hartmann, according to Young, had only sanctioned the original split 
proposed by Engels and criticised by Frigga Haug. This ‘model of separate 
spheres’ (Young, 1981: 48) thus tended to hypostasise the division between 
family and economy specific to capitalism into a universal form, thereby 
accepting that traditional Marxist theory is gender-blind and simply adding a 
system of patriarchy to the list. The way forward, instead, for Young was to 
develop a theory of gender division of labour that supplements the concept of 
class within Marxism.

Young maintained that while the category of class at the core of traditional 
Marxism is gender-blind, the way to remain ‘within the materialist framework’ 
was to ‘elevate the category of division of labour to a position as, if not more 
fundamental than, that of class’ (1981: 50). The advantages of foregrounding 
the category division of labour for centring gender within Marxism were 
testified, first, by the fact that such a category was central to Marx’s work itself. 
Second, the category of division of labour was broader than that of class, but 
also more specific. ‘The specific place of individuals in the division of labour –  
she maintained – explains their consciousness and behavior, as well as the 
specific relations of cooperation and conflict in which different persons stand’ 
(1981: 51). Third, gender division of labour analysis brings gender relations to 
the centre of historical materialist analysis as it provides ‘a way of regarding 
gender relations as not merely a central aspect of relations of production, but 
as fundamental to their structure’ (1981: 53). Furthermore, gender division of 
labour analysis for Young could also explain the ‘origins and maintenance of 
women’s subordination in social structural terms. Neither a biological account 
nor a psychological account’ can (1981: 54).

All in all, gender division of labour analysis had the benefit of allowing femi-
nists ‘to do material analysis of the social relations of labour in gender specific 
terms without assuming that all women in general or all women in a particular 
society have a common and unified situation’ (Young, 1981: 55). Young thus 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM280

challenged Hartmann’s assumption – which she shared with many Marxists – 
that capitalism’s inherent tendency was to homogenise the workforce, ‘reducing 
the significance of ascribed statuses based on sex, race, ethnic origin and so on’ 
(Young, 1981: 57).

A gender division of labour analysis of capitalism which asks how the system 
itself is structured along gender lines can give an account of the situation of 
women under capitalism as a function of the structure and dynamic of capitalism 
itself. ‘My thesis is that the marginalization of women and thereby our function-
ing as a secondary labour force is an essential and fundamental characteristic of 
capitalism’ (Young, 1981: 58).

The fact that patriarchy existed before capitalism in Young’s view did not 
prove that it is an independent system, just as the existence of class societies 
before capitalism did not mean that all class societies have some ‘common struc-
ture independent of the system of capitalism’ (1981: 58). Class societies, and so 
gender relations too, undergo historical transformations.

Departing from similar premises, Nancy Hartsock in those same years 
(Hartsock, 1983a, 1983b) focused on the division of labour between men and 
women as key to understanding women’s oppression. Yet, unlike Young, Hartsock 
rejected the terminology of gender and talked instead of the sexual division of 
labour to highlight the bodily dimensions of women’s work. For Hartsock, the 
differential bodily experience of men and women vis-à-vis nature, mediated as 
it was by their different activities, had given rise to entirely different life-worlds. 
This differential experience, for Hartsock, should become the basis for a ‘femi-
nist materialist standpoint’.

THE MATERIALITY OF GENDER SUBJECTIVITY

While many Marxist and socialist feminists up until the early 1980s tried to 
understand the ways in which gender, as a set of roles and social relations of 
oppression and domination, is directly, albeit complexly, tied up with capitalist 
relations of production, we also see attempts at understanding gender in terms of 
subjectivity and identity. How do people identify as female or male? Can pro-
cesses of gender identification be explained through the Marxian method of 
historical materialism?

Three main approaches addressed these questions: the first includes authors 
like Juliet Mitchell and Michèle Barrett, who in different and sometimes even 
conflicting ways, understood gender in psychological and ideological terms. 
The second approach includes Marxist scholars such as Kevin Floyd, Rosemary 
Hennessy and Jordanna Matlon, who instead analysed gender identification as 
a form of reification (Floyd), and consumption (Hennessy, Matlon). The third 
approach can be found in the work of Beverley Skeggs, who analysed gender 
formation as moral class struggle.
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Gender as Ideology

In 1974 Juliet Mitchell published Psychoanalysis and Feminism, which set to 
foreground the Freudian theoretical framework to understand gender formations 
in ways that were still compatible with Marxism. Even though Mitchell was 
focusing upon psychoanalysis, ideology appears in her account as the organising 
principle of the chief gender formation, that is, patriarchy. For Mitchell, ‘ideol-
ogy and a given mode of production are interdependent’; however, ‘one cannot 
be reduced to the other nor can the same laws be found to govern one as govern 
the other […] we are (as elsewhere) dealing with two autonomous areas: the 
economic mode of capitalism and the ideological mode of patriarchy’ (Mitchell, 
1974: 412). The particular expression of patriarchal ideology for Mitchell 
depends upon the way in which it interconnects with a specific mode of produc-
tion. However, capitalism and patriarchy respond to different logics. While the 
former regulates the economy and class formation, the latter, which is expressed 
particularly in the nuclear family, is responsible for women’s oppression and 
gender roles. In Mitchell’s understanding, ideology is what mediates the uncon-
scious, which enables the interiorisation of gender roles and thus the reproduc-
tion of the patriarchal law. ‘The unconscious that Freud analysed’ – writes 
Mitchell – ‘could thus be described as the domain of the reproduction of culture 
or ideology’ (1974: 413). Ultimately, Mitchell, just like Hartmann, supported a 
dual systems analysis which saw patriarchy and capitalism as separate systems 
governed by independent laws. For this reason, for Mitchell, the overthrow of the 
capitalist economy would not in itself mean the end of patriarchy, for ‘the ideo-
logical sphere has a certain autonomy’ (1974: 414). That is why, for Mitchell, we 
need a cultural revolution headed by women as the chief victims of patriarchal 
laws and thus the main subjects of transformation.

In her 1980 book Women’s Oppression Today, Michèle Barrett criticised psy-
choanalytic approaches to the understanding of gender as fundamentally ahis-
torical. Building on Italian Marxist philosopher Sebastiano Timpanaro, Barrett 
argued that psychoanalysis eternalises situations that are historically specific 
and remains suspended in a limbo between the biological and the social without 
choosing either, thereby remaining elusive. A Marxist feminist approach instead, 
for Barrett, needs to understand sexuality and gender at any given period and not 
in isolation from the economic. Mitchell’s fundamental mistake, for Barrett, lied 
in separating the ideological and the economic in such a way that not only fails to 
understand the ideological nature of developments such as the division of labour, 
but also leads to divisive and ineffective political strategies that separate class 
struggle from cultural struggles.

This notwithstanding, Barrett herself conceived of gender as an ideological 
construct too. Gender identity, she maintained, is created ‘in an ideology of family 
life’ and is ‘continually recreated and endorsed, modified or even altered substan-
tially, through a process of ideological representation’ (Barrett, 1980: 206). By 
resorting to an Althusserian frame that conceived of ideology as interpellation, 
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Barrett proposed to analyse the category of gender as ideology. Contra Mitchell, 
however, who had also framed gender as the result of an ideological system  
(i.e., patriarchy) with relative autonomy, Barrett defined ideology as ‘a generic 
term for the processes by which meaning is produced, challenged, reproduced, 
transformed’ (1980: 97). For Barrett, such ideological processes have an integral 
connection with ‘the relations of production’, as becomes clear in the case of the 
capitalist division of labour and the reproduction of labour power. As she put it: 
‘A sexual division of labour, and accompanying ideologies of the appropriate 
meaning of labour for men and women, have been embedded in the capitalist 
division of labour from its beginnings’ (1980: 98). For Barrett, however, the point 
is not to understand the ideology of gender and women’s oppression as simply a 
function of capitalist relations of production, but as a set of ideas and representa-
tions of femininity and masculinity that pre-dated capitalism, but that have been 
well embedded within capitalist social relations (1980: 165).

At the time of its publication, Barrett’s book represented one of the most 
sophisticated and systematic attempts to analyse gender relations without either 
treating them as simple reflections of economic relations, or as autonomous 
from them. However, as Johanna Brenner and Maria Ramas pointed out in a 
rather engaged critique of Barrett, the book ultimately gave ideology too 
much ground and tended to treat ‘the appropriation of gender ideology as the 
relatively passive internalization of an already defined set of ideas about men and 
women that exists at the level of “culture“‘ (Brenner and Ramas, 1984: 35). By 
analysing the ways in which Barrett discusses familial ideology as at odds with 
the structure of the working-class household, which depends also on women’s 
income, while portraying women as unproductive and mainly carers, Brenner and 
Ramas conclude that Barrett ultimately conceived of ideology ‘as a mysterious, 
powerful, unchanging phenomenon – one that imposes itself upon individuals 
who accept it passively and for reasons that are really not very clear’ (Brenner 
and Ramas, 1984: 35).

Gender and Sexuality as Consumption

A new sustained Marxist feminist engagement with the concept of gender, and 
in particular with the idea of gender as ideology, was represented in the early 
2000s by Rosemary Hennessy’s Profit and Pleasure: Sexual Identities in Late 
Capitalism. Here Hennessy attempted to understand gender as an ideology, or a 
set of ideologies, that ‘naturalize and reproduce the asymmetrical social divi-
sions that help to sustain, manage, and maximize the appropriation of surplus 
labour through a variety of complex arrangements’ (Hennessy, 2000: 25). For 
Hennessy, patriarchy is an historical formation, thereby subject to change and 
continual reorganisation. Ideology, in Hennessy’s view, is what naturalises patri-
archal gender hierarchies by maintaining that mainstream ideas of femininity 
and masculinity are the way things are and should be. Hennessy thus links 
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gender ideologies to the sexual formations that are compatible with capitalism at 
any given moment. As she put it:

Bourgeois patriarchy depends on a hetero-gendered social matrix that includes imaginary 
identifications with opposite and asymmetrical masculine or feminine positions (naturalized 
as expressive attributes of males and females) as well as hierarchical gendered and racialized 
divisions of labour. By presenting hetero-gendered differences as fixed and natural 
opposites, patriarchal ideology makes invisible the precariousness of these imaginary 
identifications and the social order they help guarantee as well as the multiplicity of possible 
other engenderings of desire. As supplementary ‘other,’ homosexual identity is a product 
of this discourse even as it threatens to belie the naturalness of the heterogender system. 
(Hennessy, 2000: 25)

While the dominance of hetero-gendered ideology for Hennessy characterised 
especially early capitalism and Fordism, she maintains that late capitalism has 
produced a shift in the realm of sexuality and gender identifications. While the 
latter were naturalised and taken for granted under the early capitalist hetero-
normative order, under late capitalism we witness a move to ‘free choice’. 
Sexuality, desire and the forms of gender identity that ensue from them are no 
longer a given, but rather are presented as a range of options from which the 
late-capitalist consumer can freely select.

The emergence of a new subject of sexual desire was conditioned by the gradual disruption 
of gender distinctions taking place through changes in the division of labor, property, and 
consent law. This was a subject that was not defined so much in terms of species needs for 
reproduction as in terms of individual consumer preferences or the objects he or she desires. 
(Hennessy, 2000: 101)

According to Hennessy, while the move has certainly been liberating for many, 
it has not meant the end of patriarchal hetero-normative ideologies. The shift to 
an understanding of gender as synonymous with sexual identity and the articula-
tion of the concept of gender as object-oriented (i.e., towards an object of desire) 
for Hennessy did not really threaten patriarchy, but rather assimilated to it.

Hennessy’s work in many ways initiated the Marxist reflection on gender as 
consumption that would be subsequently taken on and developed by Kevin Floyd. 
In The Reification of Desire, Floyd set to historicise Judith Butler’s account of 
gender as performance. Like Hennessy, Floyd foregrounded the ways in which 
specific stages of capitalism and their predominant modes of production and con-
sumption produce ideals of masculinity, femininity and gender roles more gen-
erally. For Floyd the changes in the division of labour and the deskilling of the 
workforce that have occurred under capitalism changed also how the gendered 
body and sexual desire have been understood.

Against this background, Butler’s concept of gender as performativity 
becomes intelligible as the capitalist demand to develop new performances, or 
skills, including sexual skills. Floyd linked the development of gender and sexual 
skills with changes in the organisation of labour that occurred between the end 
of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century. Like Hennessy, Floyd 
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analysed the shift in the conceptualisations of desire (see Proctor, Chapter 71, 
this Handbook) and male bodies (see Mau, Chapter 69, this Handbook) that occur 
particularly under Taylorism and Fordism. In such contexts, desire, Floyd argues, 
becomes ‘an isolated, autonomous epistemological object; it is dissociated from, 
made independent of and irreducible to, any particular subject’ (Floyd, 2009: 
62). As desire becomes external to the desiring subject, it is ‘reified’. But such 
‘reification of desire’ can be understood only in connection with the reconceptu-
alisation of male and female bodies that occurs towards the turn of the nineteenth 
century. Here Floyd analyses how the deskilling of male labour that character-
ised the advanced stage of capitalism in the early 1900s is accompanied by a 
crucial shift in gender roles – from manhood to masculinity. While ‘the opposite 
of manhood’ in the nineteenth century was childhood, the distinction pivotal to 
twentieth-century masculinity is the dissociation from femininity. Men are now 
required to abide by a hetero-normative gender regime of performance in different 
ways. These requirements for masculine men are strictly linked to the deskilling 
of labour. While manhood was the reflection of an economic period in which 
industrial manufacture still demanded skilled male labour, masculinity instead is 
the product of the deskilling of labour that occurs under Taylorism and Fordism. 
Deskilled labour at work is matched by the requirements of consumption at home. 
And consumption patterns are now entirely geared towards masculine males and 
feminine females – the drill for DIY enables suburban white men to perform the 
illusion of skilled labour at home, while their wives take pleasure in the kitchen 
mixer enabling them to perfect their caring tasks. The performative ‘character of 
masculinity in the US within the Fordist regime of capitalist accumulation is the 
outcome of a series of prescribed behaviours and patterns of consumption within 
a leisure time rigidly regulated by the commodity form’ (Arruzza, 2015: 48).

The historical materialist method applied by Hennessy and Floyd to fore-
ground the concept of gender enables us to analyse how capitalism transforms 
gender and shapes and re-shapes gender hierarchies. While Floyd in particular 
specifically treats the sexual and gender identity formations he studied as rooted 
in white, American Taylorist and Fordist settings, the discussion of how changes 
in capitalist regimes differentially impact different populations did not receive 
sustained attention from Marxists. One partial exception is the work of Jordanna 
Matlon, who employs the racial capitalism framework and Gramscian concept 
of hegemony to understand the shifts that have invested Black masculinity in 
Africa under neoliberalism. Matlon analyses in particular the masculine gender 
roles available to African urban men in the context of neoliberal crisis and mass 
un- and under-employment. For Matlon, capitalism is that system that mediates 
gender relations. In the context of racial capitalism in Africa, this has meant, 
on the one hand, that ideals of male breadwinner-provider have been increas-
ingly unavailable for most marginalised Black men. On the other hand, successful  
Black masculinity has become the new ideal which is performed by Black 
African men through over-consumption. The identification with a masculine, 
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capital-owner male ideal which is unattainable has led to what Matlon calls 
‘complicit masculinity’. As she put it:

Complicit masculinity underscores the reality of differential aspirational models in the context 
of severe un- and underemployment and the failure of the classic breadwinner model for 
black men globally (…) I return to the Gramscian origins of hegemony to suggest that 
complicit masculinity is a gendered analogue to consent, and consider masculine identities 
and practices in the context of ‘the common sense about breadwinning and manhood’. (…) 
Complicit masculinity represents ideologies that foster consent, ideologies through which 
structurally dislocated men reinforce hegemonic norms. In short, complicit masculinity 
affirms that masculine agency is located within capitalism. (Matlon, 2016: 1017)

Gender Subjectivity as a Classed Moral Formation

In Formations of Class and Gender (1997), Beverley Skeggs partly builds on 
Marx’s insight in Capital Volume I that working-class femininity and moral 
codes had been singularly produced and shaped by capitalist social relations. For 
Skeggs, gender subjectivity is an empty abstraction if detached from class. But 
to understand gender as a ‘classed formation’, we need to foreground the ways 
in which ideals of femininity (and masculinity) from the nineteenth century 
onwards were both circulated as moral codes for respectable behaviour, and built 
upon classed bodies. For Skeggs, gender-classed formations are sensuous 
constellations in which the body itself (its shape, smell, clothing, gesturing) 
functions as a proxy for class, thereby foregrounding class subjectivity as the 
result (and process) of internationalisation of class morality.

In the nineteenth century, gendered notions of sexual propriety (Nead, 1988; 
Pollock, 1989) were incapsulated in the ideal of the middle-class lady, the embodi-
ment of middle-class femininity. As Skeggs put it: ‘Femininity was seen to be the 
property of middle-class women who could prove themselves to be respectable 
through their appearance and conduct’ (Skeggs, 1997: 99), a gendered version 
of the possessive individual. White middle-class femininity was coded as frail, 
soft, passive, while working-class women – both White and Black – were coded 
as hardy and robust. But while these codes have changed over time, it was the 
relation to sexuality that signalled the most important distinction between differ-
ent classed genders. At the same time as being represented as strong and hardy in 
the realm of labour, ‘working-class women – both Black and White – were coded 
as the sexual and deviant other against which femininity was defined’ (Skeggs, 
1997: 99).

Relations to work and the sexual have continued to define gender as a classed 
and raced formation, albeit in different ways and depending upon specific contexts. 
Skeggs offers a longitudinal ethnographic account of living gender through class 
with and against a moral symbolic economy. Focusing on white working-class 
bodies in the neoliberal UK, Skeggs highlights how working-class women’s 
bodies are always represented as in excess and pathological. They are associ-
ated with the ‘lower unruly order of bodily functions’ which is then linked with 
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moral codes of vulgarity and lack of taste. The body signals class through moral 
euphemisms which are not named directly but work through ideological associa-
tions. This leads to everyday moral class battles between middle-class represen-
tatives of state institutions (welfare, education, law) who repeatedly pathologise 
working-class women. The working-class women produce a strong defence by 
developing their own standards of care by which they reverse the moral-classed 
judgement, naming middle-class women’s care as of poor quality and claiming 
‘real’ respectability. But only one group has the backing of symbolic and institu-
tional power and the working-class women’s investment in care locks them into a 
specific position in the division of labour, ripe for exploitation across work, fam-
ily and community. It is a study of the inseparability of class and gender, where 
struggles lived through gender generate investment in exploitative relations (for 
a further discussion of the relationship between gender and class see Skeggs, 
Chapter 11, this Handbook).

GENDER AND RACE

Most Marxist and socialist feminist analyses on gender I have reconstructed  
so far did, wittingly or unwittingly, presuppose and focus on white women’s  
life experiences, practices and institutions in western contexts. Yet, with a few 
exceptions, they tended to pose themselves as universal. Black Marxist and 
socialist feminists, particularly in the USA, strongly challenged this assumption 
of universality.

In 1981 Angela Davis published one of the most profound and detailed analy-
ses of the intermingling of class, gender and race in the US context and one of the 
best examples of ‘intersectional’ analysis from a Marxist feminist viewpoint (see 
Bohrer, Chapter 57, this Handbook). Davis is of great relevance in the context 
of a discussion of Marxist approaches to gender and race because she devoted 
a great deal of attention to the formations of femininity and masculinity among 
Black people under slavery. In many ways, according to Davis, slavery had been 
characterised by the absence of distinct gender formations, to the extent that 
women and men were ‘gender-less’. As she put it:

The slave system defined Black people as chattel. Since women, no less than men, were 
viewed as profitable labor-units, they might as well have been genderless as far as the 
slaveholders were concerned. In the words of one scholar, ‘the slave woman was first a full-
time worker for her owner, and only incidentally a wife, mother and homemaker.’ Judged by 
the evolving nineteenth-century ideology of femininity, which emphasized women’s roles as 
nurturing mothers and gentle companions and housekeepers for their husbands, Black 
women were practically anomalies. (Davis, 1981: 75)

The conceptualisations of gender relations and formations I discussed in previ-
ous sections were largely based upon analyses of gendered division of labour and 
ideals of femininity and masculinity rooted in their different roles as male 
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breadwinners and female carers. Such conceptualisations could not apply to 
Black women who had always worked outside their homes and had often been 
the sole breadwinners in their households. For Davis, the place occupied by work 
in Black women’s lives followed a pattern established during slavery. For slaves, 
men and women alike, work overshadowed everything else; there was neither 
time nor room for considerations of sex. In such a context, ‘the oppression of 
women was identical to the oppression of men’ (Davis, 1981: 76). But Black 
women, Davis reminds us, also suffered in different ways as victims of sexual 
abuse and torturous punishments. Work exploitation made them genderless, 
while oppression and violence was inflicted on them in their ‘exclusively female 
roles’ (Davis, 1981: 76).

Ultimately, the ideology of bourgeois femininity that associated women with 
domesticity and caring, and that impacted women in working-class households as 
well, was completely alien to Black women. Such an ideology allocated women 
to the essential, but inferior, world of motherhood and housewifery, which holds 
true for working-class women too at certain stages of capitalist accumulation. 
However, the economic arrangements of slavery first, and work later, contradicted 
the hierarchical sexual roles incorporated in such a feminine ideology. ‘Male-
female relations within the slave community could not, therefore, conform to the 
dominant ideological pattern’ (Davis, 1981: 16). For Davis, the only exception 
to the representation and reality of Black women primarily as workers occurred 
after the abolition of the international slave trade, when slaveholders found it 
harder to import slaves from Africa and began incentivising enslaved women 
to reproduce in order to sustain the demand for a labour force. Black women 
were increasingly appraised for their fertility, but that did not translate into an 
exaltation of motherhood. They were not to enjoy their condition of mothers, for 
they were treated as breeders, and their children sold as soon as they were old 
enough to work. Davis’ careful analysis of Black female roles here offers a lucid 
and powerful reminder of another key difference between white and black gender 
formations related to the realm of reproduction. As Françoise Vergès discusses in 
The Wombs of Women (2020), reproductive injunctions for non-white women are 
not so much a matter of ideological persuasion and interpellation, but of sheer 
violence.

Davis’ powerful analysis of the inapplicability of gender categories rooted in 
white life experiences to the lives of Black women had an enormous influence 
on subsequent Black Marxist and socialist feminists. These feminists knew they 
could not rely on Marxist frameworks to understand their condition; they had to 
analyse it on their own. Responding to Heidi Hartmann’s provocative article on 
the unhappy marriage between Marxism and feminism, Gloria Joseph talked of 
an incomplete ménage à trois, where the third partner was race. For Joseph, while 
Hartmann had rightly acknowledged that Marxist categories were gender-blind, 
she had not highlighted how they were race-blind as well. But so were Marxist 
feminist categories too. Like Davis and others beforehand, Joseph foregrounds the 
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differences in work and life experiences and, thus, the different roots of inequality  
that impact Black women. Importantly, the main cause of Black women’s oppres-
sion was not (Black) men, as Hartmann had posited, but rather white men and 
women and the racial capitalist system they had established. In this sense, Black 
women and men shared a history of brutalisation and de-humanisation that 
brought them together, rather than dividing them. As she put it: ‘Capitalism and 
patriarchy simply do not offer to share with Black males the seat of power in their 
regal solidarity. […] here is more solidarity between white males and females 
than between white males and Black males’ (Joseph, 1981: 101).

If Black women did not share with white women the gender of their 
oppressor, for white women, just as much as men, could be Black women’s 
enemies, they did not share the place of their oppression either. Whereas most 
Marxist and socialist feminist analysis, from Engels to Hartmann and Barrett, 
had identified the family as the quintessential receptacle and reproducer of an 
oppressive gender ideology that locked women into their inferior roles, Black 
women did not experience the same. Under slavery, the family for Black women 
and men was the place where they could ‘exercise a modicum of autonomy’ 
(Joseph, 1981: 95).

As Hazel Carby effectively put it, the three concepts which were ‘central to 
feminist theory become problematic in their application to black women’s lives: 
“the family”, “patriarchy” and “reproduction”. When used they are placed in a 
context of the herstory of white (frequently middle-class) women and become 
contradictory when applied to the lives and experiences of black women’ (Carby, 
1982: 213). Bhavnani and Coulson (2005) address another issue which has framed 
Marxist and socialist feminist analyses, even those that have been more attentive 
to the issue of race. As I will discuss in more detail in the next section, Marxists 
have often treated the categories of gender and race as fundamentally rooted in 
capitalist social relations at best, or as secondary contradictions at worst. But in 
both cases, they tended to overlap the two. Instead, Bhavnani and Coulson argue, 
while racism and sexism can look like similar processes, for they both rely on 
ideas of ‘natural’ and ‘biological’ differences, gender and race are fundamentally 
different experiences. As they continue, such experiences are organised through 
different institutions and need different forms of analysis to be understood. In the 
words of Carby:

The experience of black women does not enter the parameters of parallelism. The fact that 
black women are subject to the simultaneous oppression of patriarchy, class and ‘race’ is the 
prime reason for not employing parallels that render their position and experience not only 
marginal but also invisible. (Carby, 1982: 2012)

The question of how racism shapes gender identity, how gender is experienced 
through racism and how class is shaped by gender and ‘race’ remain the fundamen-
tal questions that interrogate Marxist feminists today (see Bhandar, Chapter 13, this 
Handbook).
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GENDER AND CAPITALISM

As I mentioned above, several Marxists maintained for a long time that Marx’s 
categories to describe the inner laws and functioning of capitalist exploitation are 
fundamentally gender- and race-blind (Eagleton, 1996; Harvey, 2014). For them, 
capitalism is a system that inherits and exploits gendered and racial oppression, 
but not one that gives rise to them specifically or that is in particular need of them 
at its core. This position is perhaps best expressed with the words of the late 
Ellen Meiksins Wood, who maintained that: ‘If capital derives advantages from 
racism or sexism, it is not because of any structural tendency in capitalism 
toward racial inequality or gender oppression, but on the contrary because they 
disguise the structural realities of the capitalist system and because they divide 
the working class’ (Meiksins Wood, 1988: 6).

Meiksins Wood, like others, did not intend to underestimate the importance of 
gendered and racial oppression for capitalism, for she well recognised that the 
history of capitalism is replete with racism and sexism. What she was trying to 
say, rather, is that what makes the capitalist mode of production absolutely novel 
and unprecedented in the history of modes of production is exploitation as a spe-
cific economic and juridical formula that allows certain individuals to own the 
means of production and to purchase the labour power of ‘formally free’ workers 
in order to use this legally purchased labour power to produce commodities and 
sell them on the market, with the aim of deriving a perfectly legal profit from 
this sale. In other words, Meiksins Wood, like Harvey and others, operates with 
an ‘ideal type’ of capitalism as an abstract ‘marketplace’ in which the race and 
gender of the people involved – whether buyers or sellers – do not really matter 
for the capitalist machine to work. According to them, then, we could think of 
capitalism as ‘indifferent’ to gender (and race), but we could not really imagine 
it without class exploitation.

The ‘indifferent capitalism’ thesis – as Arruzza (2014) called it – is entirely 
specular to the dual systems analysis proposed by Hartmann and others, for they 
both agree that Marx’s categories are gender-blind and thus unable to address the 
specificities of gender under capitalism. The new wave of Marxist feminist theo-
rising that has witnessed a renaissance in the last decade has begun to strongly 
contest these two positions. One such attempt is the publication by Cinzia 
Arruzza of ‘Remarks on Gender’ (2014). Here Arruzza’s attempt is to contrib-
ute towards reopening a debate about how ‘we should conceptualize the struc-
tural relationship between gender oppression and capitalism’. Departing from 
a critical reconstruction of dual system analyses and an engagement with what 
she names Meiksins Wood’s ‘indifferent capitalism’ theory, Arruzza sets out to 
understand what the role of gender and women’s oppression is within capital-
ism. For Arruzza, gender and racial oppression have become ‘an integral part of 
capitalist society through a long historical process that has dissolved preceding 
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forms of social life’. Theoretically, she insists that we have to understand capi-
talism not merely as an economic system or a distinct mode of production, but 
as a complex and articulated social order that essentially consists of relations of 
exploitation, domination and alienation. Such an enlarged conception of capital-
ism allows us to recognise the irreplaceable role of social reproduction in it – the 
daily and intergenerational maintenance and reproduction of social life. From 
such a theoretical perspective, patriarchal gender relations appear intrinsic, rather 
than merely contingent or instrumental for the way that social reproduction is 
organised in capitalist societies.

Arruzza’s remarks gave rise to an engaged dialogue which included Marxist 
feminists from different approaches including Johanna Oksala (2015), F. T. 
Manning (2015) and myself (Farris, 2015). Even though in all these interventions 
we were more concerned with attempting to theorise the place of gender within 
capitalism than with a systematic discussion or definition of the concept of gen-
der itself (which we all took to stand for women’s oppression), there are several 
aspects of this debate that are of particular interest in the context of this entry.

In spite of the important differences between them, all authors agree – contra 
Meiksins Wood – that gender oppression has been pivotal to capitalism and that 
its relegation to secondary contradiction has led to the downgrading of feminism 
by many Marxists. All authors, furthermore, agree that gender oppression is an 
historical configuration that assumes different forms according to the different 
phases and places of capital accumulation. Finally, all authors seem to refuse the 
dual systems analyses that characterised Marxist feminist debates in the 1970s 
and 1980s and aim at an integrated analysis of gender, class and race, even though 
they propose different ways of thinking through such an integration.

In a separate, but related attempt at thinking through the relationship between 
gender, class and race, Maya Gonzalez and Jeanne Neton propose to bridge the 
subjective and economic levels of analysis by advancing an analogy between 
gender and the fetishism of the commodity. For them, gender is the process of 
anchoring individuals to certain activities which results in the production and 
reproduction of two genders – masculine and feminine. While they follow Judith 
Butler in maintaining that both sex and gender are social constructions, and that 
the binary gender/sex de-naturalises gender while naturalising sex, they apply 
Marx’s concept of commodity fetishism to unravel the relationship between the 
two terms of the binary. That is, they conceive of gender and sex as two sides 
of the same coin in which gender (exchange-value) attaches itself to sex (use-
value), as if the value (i.e., meaning) of the former originated in the latter as 
some sort of inner substance. Gonzalez and Neton thus see gender as an external 
constraint imposed on naturalised sexed bodies that capitalism simultaneously 
de-naturalises – through a process of care commodification that appears to detach 
gender from biological concerns – and re-naturalises through the re-allocation of 
(certain) women to the abject role of reproducers, with the abject being ‘what no 
one else is willing to do’ (Gonzalez and Neton, 2013).
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TRANSGENDER MARXISM

Marxist transgender theorists have produced some of the most compelling and 
challenging conceptualisations of gender, recently brought together in a collec-
tive volume (Gleeson and O’Rourke, 2021). For some of these authors, Judith 
Butler’s theory of performativity and her de-naturalisation of sex is the necessary 
point of departure for an epistemic shift within Marxist understandings of 
gender. Rosa Lee, for instance, writes that

the categories Marx presents in Capital – commodity, capital, money – are performatives  
[…] What was thought to be an abiding substance, value, is in fact the result of contin-
gent social practices. Rather than being natural or reliable, value is revealed to be proces-
sual and relational. And rather than appearing obviously, value’s origins mean it  
will always remain unstable and subject to continual change and transformation. (Lee, 
2021: 14)

For Lee, then, Marx’s critique of political economy as one that unravels the 
contingent and historical variability of value and our mode of production is 
‘uniquely useful’ for transgender theory, for it highlights gender’s temporal 
dynamics.

For the authors of Transgender Marxism, ‘the regulation of gender and 
sexuality must be understood as integral to capitalism as it survives across time’ 
(p. 26). As the capitalist state constantly tries to domesticate gender roles and 
sexuality, transgender politics allows for an analysis of how the state and capital 
turn ascriptive distinctions into a material force.

According to their analysis, gender then is not merely ‘a site of expressive 
potential – of self-realisation and self-fashioning – but also, and equally, a site 
bounded by property relations’ (p. 26). Through patterns of ownership and 
entitlement, property seems to be naturalised even though it is in fact deeply 
gendered and racialised. That is how transgenderism represents a threat for 
capitalism, for it breaks with the ascribed roles and continuities on which 
capitalism relies. ‘To transition’, the authors argue, ‘is to renege on agreements 
that were previously assumed, albeit never actually signed for’ (p. 26).

In the same volume’s afterward, Rosenberg outlines a materialist under-
standing of gender as the mediating link between the sexed body and nature, 
through the concept of metabolism. By stressing the troubled history of the 
term Stoffwechsel (metabolism) and its translation into English in Capital 
Volume I, Rosenberg aims to show how Marx’s own rumination on this  
concept unwittingly ‘overcodes the sexual division of labor, the abstraction  
of metabolics, and the question of social reproduction alike’ (Rosenberg,  
2021: 288). Transness, or transgenderism, in this light becomes the locus  
par excellence in which the metabolic process that mediates the social and 
the natural, the body and its significations, sex and gender, takes place most 
clearly.
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CONCLUSION

The outright rejection of dual system analyses and the de-naturalisation of sex 
seem to me to represent some of the most prominent features of recent theorisa-
tions of gender within the Marxist field. On the one hand, dual system analyses 
do not appeal any longer to a generation of Marxist scholars who have grown 
under the aegis of neoliberal and globalised capitalism. In a way, the universali-
sation of the law of profit across the planet has been accompanied by the de-
universalisation of gender, previously conceived as the analytic descriptor of 
white, middle-class femininity. In other words, the more the lives of the world 
population are brought together under the common denominator of capitalism, 
the more we see the multifarious ways in which gender is experienced and 
coopted, colonised and re-appropriated, but hardly ever reducible to an estab-
lished binary pattern. On the other hand, queer and transgender scholars have 
pushed Marxists to question the often implicit assumption that gender operates 
as a kind of super-structure above somewhat stable sexed bases.

Several factors, in my view, have led to these developments in the contempo-
rary Marxist theorisations of gender.

First, albeit running the risk of proposing a triple systems analysis in some 
versions of it, intersectionality theory has represented a fundamental challenge 
for Marxist feminists as it has forced them to look at economic exploitation and 
gender oppression as ‘interlocked’ and equally important expressions of capitalism 
(abandoning both the hierarchies of primary and secondary contradiction and 
the divisions of the dual systems analysis). Second, the changes undergone by 
the family form since the 1970s in many western countries and the increasing 
participation of women in paid labour have pushed feminists writing from a 
Marxist viewpoint to revisit an historical materialist understanding of gender 
oppression as one that manifests itself mainly through the relegation of women 
to domestic, unpaid labour. This shift has fundamentally undermined dual system 
attempts to theorise a domestic mode of production as opposed to a capitalist 
one. Third, and connected to the point above, the commodification of socially 
reproductive labour that has intensified in the last 30 years, and which has shown 
the importance of care chains and the racialisation of care labour (through the 
employment of migrant women from the Global South in particular), is showing 
the various articulations of gender not only in time – from Fordism to post-Fordism, 
for instance – but also in space. The penetration of capitalism in the Global South 
and the growth and feminisation of international migratory movements are all 
phenomena that have complexified our understanding of gender oppression in 
multiple directions. The simultaneous mass commodification and racialisation 
of social reproduction are processes deeply invested in the doing and un-doing 
of gender. While the employment of racialised women in socially reproductive 
activities continues to do gender, as it is women who are still required to undertake 
caring and traditionally feminine jobs, these same racialised women enable their 
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female employers (often middle-class, but also working-class women) to un-do 
gender by allowing them to undertake other non-feminised activities outside the 
household (Farris, 2017).

Finally, the growing scientific evidence that the instability and plasticity of 
sex is not an anomaly (as it used to be understood in the past by clinicians and 
scientists) is profoundly changing our understanding of gender too. According 
to Jordy Rosenberg (2021), the history of the medicalisation of transness could 
shed a different light on gender itself. For Rosenberg, who builds on Jules Gill 
Peterson, in the process of reassigning a sex to intersex infants, medical transi-
tion became a way ‘to align the plasticity of sex with the intractability of gender’  
(p. 286). It is gender, thus, that comes to be understood as ‘a kind of character-
ological predisposition that – unlike the plasticity of sex – is immovable’ (p. 286). 
Gender, in other words, is the social construct that is fixed as binary in order to 
stabilise the instability of sex.

All in all, I believe these will be the main terrains on which Marxist theorisa-
tions of gender will develop in the future. As capitalist social relations continue 
to deepen social divides centred on sexuality and reproduction, the category of 
gender will inevitably be one of the central theoretical and practical battlefields 
on which we will be defining our political strategies.

Notes

1  Related to this discussion, albeit not immediately on the concept of gender, see Nancy Holmstrom 
(1984).

2  For a discussion of US based Marxist feminist dual-system analysis and its limits see Joan W. Scott 
(1986).
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Karl Marx’s interest in servants extended only so far as to explain what they 
were not. They were not part of the working class; they were not producers of 
surplus value; and they had no place within the logic of capitalist modernity 
except as its by-product parasitic luxury. The Grundrisse (1857–61) asserted an 
‘[e]ssential difference between th[e] servant class and the working class’.1 While 
a worker’s labour produced exchange value (a commodity whose value could be 
circulated to generate profit within a wider marketplace), a servant’s labour pro-
duced only use value (a personal service for their employer that would be con-
sumed, and therefore its value entirely dissipated, in that single exchange) 
(Marx, 1993: 401, 465–6). Marx’s understanding of labour power as an abstract 
entity, a potential capacity to labour that does not realise its value until it 
becomes congealed into a commodity, wed him to an understanding of ‘produc-
tive’ labour as only that which produced ‘vendible objects’ (Steedman, 2009: 
42–3). Servants’ labour therefore failed to produce surplus value even when the 
servant class exhibited superficial characteristics akin to those of the industrial 
proletariat, e.g. when it was made up of free labourers, rather than enslaved or 
indentured, and paid in money rather than in kind. Thus, according to Marx, even 
those servants living and working in the modern capitalist societies of nine-
teenth-century Western Europe continued to embody pre-capitalist social rela-
tions (Marx, 1993: 465–8). In chapter 15 of Capital volume 1 (1867) ‘Machinery 
and Large-Scale Industry’, he found humour in the paradox of the supposedly 
modernising forces of industrial capitalism in fact increasing the number of 
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working people employed in the manner of ‘ancient domestic slaves’. 
Mechanisation enabled an accelerated production of commodities embodying 
surplus value and thus an ever larger capitalist class:

Their growing wealth, and the relative diminished number of workers required to produce 
the means of subsistence, begets both new luxury requirements and the means of satisfying 
them… permits a larger and larger part of the working class to be employed unproductively. 
Hence it is possible to reproduce the ancient domestic slaves, on a constantly extending 
scale, under the name of the servant class, including men-servants, women-servants, lackeys 
etc. (Marx, 1990: 573–4)

This description of servants as ‘unproductive’ workers echoed similar sentiments 
already expressed in the Grundrisse, which noted how:

the creation of surplus labour on the one side corresponds to the creation of minus-labour, 
relative idleness (or not-productive labour at best), on the other. This goes without saying as 
regards capital itself; but holds then also for the classes with which it shares; hence of the 
paupers, flunkies, lickspittles etc living from the surplus product, in short, the whole train of 
retainers; the part of the servant class which lives not from capital but from revenue. (Marx, 
1993: 401)

In both these works, Marx elided his discussion of a general ‘servant class’ (‘the 
entire class of so-called services from the boot black up to the king’, including 
many of the professions) with a critique of domestic servants in particular (Marx, 
1993: 465). He understood domestic servants’ labour as the performance of their 
employers’ social status, which reduced them to baubles of luxury rather than 
contributors to a ‘social product’. This was in spite of the fact that the vast major-
ity of nineteenth-century domestic servants were not flunkies or retainers in the 
homes of the wealthy, but general servants employed to do hard manual domestic 
labour in lower-middle-class households. Marx briefly noted this demographic 
fact in a footnote (Marx, 1990: 574), but did not bring it to bear upon his general 
point that not only were servants excluded from the working class, they were 
not really workers of any kind but luxury items in and of themselves. From this 
perspective, servants could not even be understood as (re)producing the capitalist 
class in their daily lives, but were rather the ‘dependents’ or by-products of the 
‘surplus product’. Although from a purely theoretical perspective Marx’s dis-
tinction between productive and unproductive labour was an analytical category 
rather than a value judgement, a more historicised reading highlights the politi-
cally charged nature of this formulation. Marx’s rhetorical flourishes implied 
some kind of alliance or shared interest between the capitalist class and the ser-
vant class. Servants within modern capitalism were not located in opposition or 
antagonism to the bourgeoisie but were its parasites, its cringing ‘lickspittles’.

This had important political implications. Marx firmly declared that servants 
were of no interest to those seeking to mobilise the working class as a revolu-
tionary force and agent of history. Capital volume 1 asserted that ‘types of work 
that are consumed as services and not products separable from the worker… 
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are of microscopic significance when compared with the mass of capitalist  
production’ and may therefore ‘be entirely neglected’ (Marx, 1990: 1044–5). 
Yet, in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, to exclude servants from this 
political project was to exclude the most numerous of all waged workers. Marx 
acknowledged that the 1861 census of England and Wales recorded 1,208,648 
domestic servants out of a potential workforce of about eight million, outnum-
bering all the various forms of industrial worker put together. To neglect ser-
vants was also to ignore the vast majority of the female workforce since, as 
Marx remarked in a footnote, more than 91% of this huge population of servants 
were women (Marx, 1990: 573–5). This remained the case in Britain into the 
1930s, when servants made up between one-quarter and one-third of all women 
in paid employment (Horn, 1990: 171–2). Across Europe domestic servants 
remained one of the most numerous types of waged worker into the twenti-
eth century, declining after the First World War but only definitively disappear-
ing as a central component of the labour market after the Second World War 
(Fauve-Chamoux, 2004) – a development that, as I argue below, might now only 
be viewed as temporary. Servants also constituted an important element of the 
labour market across the territories colonised and settled by European imperial 
powers, and colonial families tended to employ far more domestic servants (both  
Indigenous and European, men and women) than their counterparts in the metro-
pole (Haskins and Lowrie, 2015). Nevertheless, Marx’s contemporaries and suc-
cessors in male-dominated socialist and labour movements tended to neglect the 
domestic workforce. Some even made explicit what remained implicit in Marx’s 
work, suggesting that servants were not merely outside of the working class 
but were in fact a counter-revolutionary force. It was argued that the conditions 
under which most servants laboured – working in private homes, often alongside 
their female employers in tiny workforces of ones or twos, with little free time 
to attend political meetings or socialise with other workers – presented insur-
mountable difficulties to successful union organising and even the development 
of class consciousness (Delap, 2011: 91–2; Schwartz, 2019: 164–5).

Some domestic servants defied such expectations and in the early decades of 
the twentieth century they formed unions in many countries, including Australia, 
Britain, Denmark, Finland, Germany, New Zealand, Sweden and the USA. The 
German Domestic Servants’ Union (est. 1906) was one of the strongest, and was 
initiated by Marxists and Socialists in the Social Democratic Party such as Clara 
Zetkin and Helene Grunberg. The union demanded an end to the semi-feudal 
regulations which still determined servants’ working conditions, a cause that was 
taken up once again in 1917 by the Central Union of Domestic Employees and 
continued into the Weimar Republic. Membership peaked in 1919 at 31,000 out 
of a total of 1,300,000 domestic servants. In 1921 and again in 1927 it spear-
headed attempts to pass legislation regulating household service and limiting the 
working day, although these ultimately failed (Quataert, 1979; Bridenthal, 1983). 
The Domestic Workers’ Union of Great Britain and Ireland (est. 1909–10) was 
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far smaller – a maximum of 2,000 members at any one time – but was led from 
the grass roots by domestic servants Kathlyn Oliver and Grace Neal, as well as 
Jessie Stephen of the Scottish Federation of Domestic Workers (est. 1911), which 
merged with the national union in 1913. They proudly declared their union to be 
an organisation ‘by servants for servants’ and refused to apologise to critics who 
complained that the union was ‘organised along class war lines’. They rejected 
sentimentalised views of the mistress–servant relationship as anything other than 
an employment contract, and insisted that domestic labour could be regulated and 
legislated for like any other job (Schwartz, 2014, 2015, 2019). Around the same 
time, but on the other side of the globe, class consciousness, pride in one’s work 
and claims to professional status were also asserted by migrant Chinese amahs 
(skilled domestic servants, household managers and governesses) in Southeast 
Asia, who formed networks, provided accommodation for fellow servants during 
periods of unemployment and assumed their own professional dress (Gin, 2013; 
Hoerder, 2015: 98). These unions were inspired by a general upsurge in working-
class and feminist militancy in this period, yet rarely received large-scale or active 
support from either movement. As a result, they tended to be sporadic, short-lived 
and disrupted by the First World War. Domestic worker organising in the inter-
war period was both galvanised and ultimately limited by the economic crisis of 
the 1930s and coercive state welfare systems that forced many former domestic 
servants (who had briefly enjoyed far higher wages as factory workers during the 
war) back into service (Bridenthal, 1983; Delap, 2011; May, 2011; Horn, 2014). 
Nevertheless, the real, if uneven, improvement in domestic servants’ pay and 
conditions that occurred in the twentieth century must in part be attributed to both 
formal and informal organising efforts by the workers themselves.

Most nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Marxists and socialists, how-
ever, did not look to the organisation and/or revolutionary activity of domestic 
workers as the solution to their low pay and poor working conditions. Instead 
they argued that domestic service would wither away under socialism through the 
mechanisation and collectivisation of housework. The German Marxist August 
Bebel’s Woman and Socialism (1879), widely translated, reprinted and read by 
socialists across Europe, argued that housework must be modernised in line with 
other forms of industry:

The preparation of food must be conducted as scientifically as any other function… The 
private kitchen disappears… All the former troubles of keeping ranges, lamps etc. in working 
order removed by the central heating and electric apparatuses for lighting. Warm and cold 
water supplies places bathing within reach of all… The central laundries assume the wash-
ing, drying, etc. of clothes and the central cleaning establishment see to the dusting et 
cetera of clothing and carpets… Domestic life being thus radically transformed, the servant, 
this ‘slave of all the whims of the mistress,’ is no more… (Bebel, 1904: 338–41)

Jane Clapperton, Clementina Black and Sylvia Pankhurst in Britain and Charlotte 
Perkins Gilman in the USA also proposed blueprints for collective living and/or 
the collectivisation of cooking, cleaning and childcare (Clapperton, 1894, 1904; 
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Gilman, 1912; Black, 1918; Pankhurst, 1920). While all of them worked within a 
broadly socialist tradition, only Sylvia Pankhurst advocated a Marxist-influenced 
revolutionary politics. Ideas of ‘cooperative housekeeping’ gained a much wider 
audience within the varied political currents of the women’s movement, and also 
drew upon visions of cooperation put forward by the British Owenites and the 
French Fourierists in the early nineteenth century – those whom Marx and Engels 
had labelled ‘utopian socialists’ in the 1848 Communist Manifesto (Taylor, 1983; 
Thomson, 1988, Marx and Engels, 2012).

The early years of the 1917 Russian Revolution also generated a great deal of 
enthusiasm for the collectivisation of housework as part of an even more radi-
cal project for the eradication of the bourgeois nuclear family. The Bolsheviks 
argued that under socialism household labour would be transferred to the pub-
lic sphere, and during the Civil War (1918–21) public dining halls, laundries, 
creches and free food for children were introduced. Vladimir Lenin described 
housework as ‘the most unproductive, the most savage, and the most arduous 
work a woman can do’, reiterating Marx’s belief that it was ‘barbarous’ and 
‘unproductive’ (Lenin, 1934: 63, 69). Alexandra Kollontai maintained that sew-
ing, cleaning and washing would become indistinguishable from mining and 
machine production, condemning the institution of the family for its inefficient 
use of labour, food and fuel. Housewives, rather than domestic servants, were the 
subject of this professed desire to emancipate women from housework, although 
in Russia too the vast majority (80%) of waged women workers at this time 
were either servants or landless agricultural labourers (Goldman, 1993: 3–5). In 
their desire to create a society without household servitude, early revolutionaries 
ignored paid domestic labour and thus excluded servants from their definitions of 
the proletariat. After 1921, however, when the New Economic Policy conceded 
that some form of domestic service would continue, servants were encouraged to 
develop proletarian consciousness and join the state-run trade union of Workers 
of Public Catering and Dormitory Workers. In 1926 ground-breaking labour leg-
islation was introduced, intended to meet the particular needs of servants who 
were not adequately covered by the existing Labour Code designed with factory 
workers in mind. Recognising the flexibility of the domestic labour process, the 
new legislation did not specify a working day but rather a monthly limit of 192 
hours and guaranteed paid holidays. Although it was difficult to ensure that this 
was implemented in private homes, it did give servants a formal legal basis upon 
which to assert their rights as workers. Steps towards including domestic servants 
within the Soviet proletariat were limited by the fact that service was viewed 
as exclusively women’s work, with men still expected to undertake higher sta-
tus ‘productive’ work outside the home. Such value judgements also informed 
the push towards industrialisation from 1929, when women were called upon 
to leave service for ‘real’ work in the factories. By the end of the first five-year 
plan in 1933 the number of servants had fallen from 527,000 women to 241,000 
(Goldman, 2002: 6, 9, 19, 90–1; Klots, 2018: 85–86, 90–92).
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By the end of the Second World War, European domestic life ceased to be 
structured around the assumed existence of a permanent ‘live-in’ servant. In its 
Western social democratic nations, improvements in housing and the mass pro-
duction of household appliances lightened the burden of housework; some of 
this work (notably elder care and care for the sick) was brought under the aegis 
of the welfare state rather than the private home. The growing political power 
of the working classes made domestic service appear even less appealing when 
compared to jobs in the expanding sectors of retail and light manufacturing. The 
post-war valorisation of domesticity propelled many middle- and working-class 
women into the role of unwaged housewife, or at least combining this full-time 
responsibility with part-time waged work. In 1973 the left-wing North American 
sociologist Lewis A. Coser declared uncontroversially that the forces of mod-
ernisation had made domestic service an almost entirely obsolete occupational 
role (Sarti, 2015: 39). Servants were apparently consigned to history, yet they 
did not feature in the Marxist and Marxisant social histories that flourished dur-
ing this high point of social democracy. E. P. Thompson’s heterodox Marxism, 
which famously shunned the scientific socialism of Stalinism in favour of a more 
humanistic vision of class as a ‘relationship’ rather than a ‘thing’, stopped short 
at incorporating domestic servants into a history of The Making of the English 
Working Class (1963). Although Thompson acknowledged that, next to agricul-
tural workers, servants were ‘the largest single group of working people’ during 
the whole period of the Industrial Revolution’, he did not examine their place in 
class struggle (Thompson, 1966: 9–10, 211). The discipline of history was itself 
greatly influenced by the teleology of Marx’s historical materialism, so that his-
torians of class, work and social change followed a plot line that had no room for 
servants (Steedman, 2009; Clark, 2013; Todd, 2013).

In the 1970s and 1980s, with the rise of the Women’s Liberation Movement, Marxist 
and socialist feminists began to critique and reconfigure Marx’s and Marxists’ con-
ceptualisation of domestic labour as unproductive. All feminists asserted the value of 
the unwaged work they performed in the home and argued that men should take an 
equal share in it. Socialist feminists of many hues emphasised how ‘capitalism also 
depends on domestic labour’, arguing that the factory system relied upon a healthy 
and disciplined mainly male workforce, which was enabled by wives at home cook-
ing, cleaning and caring for their husbands and raising the next generation of workers. 
A particular current associated with the Wages for Housework Movement in Britain, 
Italy and the USA engaged most closely with re-writing Marxist theory, arguing that 
the category of the proletariat needed to be expanded to include unwaged housewives 
and that the home was as much a site of struggle as the factory:

In the name of ‘class struggle’ and ‘the unified interest of the working class’ the Left has 
always selected certain sectors of the working class as revolutionary subjects and condemned 
others to a merely supportive role in the struggles these sectors were waging. The Left has 
thus reproduced in its organisational and strategic objectives the same divisions of the class 
that characterise the capitalist division of labour. (Federici and Cox, 2012: 28–9; see also 
Dalla Costa and Federici, 1975)
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Far more controversial was the Wages for Housework argument that domestic 
labour produced surplus value as well as use value and thus directly contributed 
to profit – an idea that provoked a great deal of debate and was by no means 
accepted by all Marxist-feminists (Harrison, 1973; Seccombe, 1974, 1975; 
Coulson et al., 1975; Gardiner, 1975, 1976; Gardiner et al., 1975; Himmelweit 
and Mohun, 1977; Federici and Cox, 2012).

These debates initially focused upon the unwaged housewife, rather than the 
waged domestic worker. This in part reflected the nature of the labour market in 
the historical moment and geographical location in which these ‘second wave’ 
Western feminists were writing. In the global south the demand for domestic ser-
vants did not decline in the decades following the Second World War. Struggles 
for independence and ensuing decolonisation certainly saw the end of the old colo-
nial servant-employing class, but new postcolonial elites continued to employ ser-
vants, while the sudden withdrawal of capital by former colonisers created havoc 
and unemployment, increasing the numbers of people resorting to domestic work 
(Van Nederveen Meerkerk et al., 2015). Critical feminist approaches to Marxist 
theory have also been used to illuminate these contexts in which large numbers 
of women continue to be employed in domestic work and where employing full-
time servants remains the norm for middle-and upper-class families. Raka Ray 
and Seemin Qayum’s study of ‘servitude’ in India engaged ‘with precisely the 
“microscopic” relations that Marx dismissed… and posit[ed] that the macroscopic 
relations of exploitation that interested Marx are rooted in the dialectics of the 
day-to-day and the intimacies of power’ that characterise domestic service (2009: 
5–6, 20, 188–9). These Marxist-feminist interventions must be understood along-
side parallel and intersecting moves within critical race theory and anti-racist and 
postcolonial politics to critique and expand more orthodox Marxist understand-
ings of the proletariat. Looking beyond the Western, white, male factory worker 
has shifted attention not just to domestic workers but also peasants, slum-dwellers 
and a range of ‘subaltern’ subjects. These developments owe as much to thinkers 
and activists who position themselves against the grain of Marxism, as to those 
working within a broadly Marxist remit to rethink some of its categories.

In the last few decades, analysis of domestic work has also been informed by 
Marxisant theories of immaterial, emotional and affective labour. Such schol-
arly developments occurred as the number of domestic workers globally grew 
by almost 20 million between 1995 and 2010 (Van Nederveen Meerkerk et al., 
2015: 12–15). Since the 1980s, paid domestic labour has rapidly expanded to 
become a central feature of neo-liberalism and globalisation. As welfare states 
have been attacked and the majority of women in the global north are now 
employed outside the home (over 70% in Britain), some reproductive labour such 
as convenience food and private childcare has been outsourced to the commer-
cial sphere, and more and more middle-class families have once again begun to 
employ domestic workers in their own homes.2 In the UK around 448,400 people 
worked as cleaners across the industry in 2010, employed by as many as one 
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in 10 British households, and 37% of those in England were migrant workers 
(Institute for Employment Research, 2010; McDowell, 2009: 38, 81; Todd, 2009: 
181). Global inequality has thus been key to delivering cheap labour back into 
British homes, and many migrant domestic workers are enmeshed in a global 
chain of care that requires them to outsource the care of their own homes and 
families in their countries of origin (Anderson, 2000; Cox, 2006). The impor-
tance of migration to the twenty-first-century domestic service industry has also 
led to a rise in the number of male domestic workers in the West. In Italy, where 
this phenomenon is most pronounced, men have made up as much as 17% of 
declared domestic workers in 1996, fluctuating at around 10 to 11% in the first 
decade of the twenty-first century. The vast majority are migrants from East Asia 
and Latin America (Sarti and Scrinzi, 2010: 7; Scrinzi, 2010: 47). Immigration 
controls and fear of deportation among undocumented workers and those whose 
visa is sponsored by their employers, in addition to a more general hostile envi-
ronment affecting all migrant workers, make it difficult to assert even the limited 
employment rights currently in place (Delap, 2012). Yet many migrants have 
become involved in, and indeed spearheaded, a resurgence in domestic work-
ers’ unions and pressure groups demanding governmental and international leg-
islative intervention. These organising efforts began in the global south in the 
1980s and were brought to the global north in the early twenty-first century, 
primarily by migrating Caribbean, Latin American and Asian domestic workers 
(Van Nederveen Meerkerk et al., 2015: 15–17). In Britain, some of the most sig-
nificant gains made by cleaners in the last decade or so have been won by small 
grassroots migrant workers’ unions such as the Cleaners and Allied Independent 
Workers Union, the Independent Workers of Great Britain and United Voices 
of the World, although these have tended to focus on workers in offices and 
public institutions rather than private homes (Rogers, 2017). On a global scale, 
trade unions have begun to give greater recognition to domestic workers and in 
2011 the International Labour Organization passed Convention 189 Concerning 
Decent Work for Domestic Workers (Mather, 2013; Boris and Fish, 2015). At 
the time of writing, this Convention is now in force in 32 nations, but has not 
been ratified in Britain, where cleaners on average earn around £9.44 per hour, 
less than the national living wage (McDowell, 2009: 85; International Labour 
Organisation, 2021; PayScale, 2021).3

Over these last few decades the domestic servants of the past have begun to 
be written back into the history of capitalism, imperialism and class formation. 
Leonore Davidoff’s pioneering work traced how the British Industrial Revolution,  
that laboratory of early industrial capitalism attended to so closely by Marx and 
Engels, generated both the material and ideological separation of home and work. 
This was accompanied by a gendered division of labour that relegated women’s 
economic activity to the private sphere and rendered it non-work. In showing how 
domestic labour came to be devalued and defined as unproductive, Davidoff also 
revealed the historical conditions under which Marx’s own thinking on servants 
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was shaped. Instead, Davidoff maintained that industrial capitalism was founded 
upon the unwaged and low paid labour of housewives and domestic servants in 
the family home. She also highlighted domestic servants’ importance in defin-
ing and affirming middle-class identity, offering a different perspective on the 
lickspittles and flunkies so derided by Marx. In Davidoff’s view such servants 
were not unproductive but, on the contrary, performed the crucial ideological 
and material labour of class formation (Davidoff, 1974, 1995; Davidoff and Hall, 
1987; Davidoff et al., 1999). Whereas Davidoff’s emphasis was on the metro-
pole, Anne McClintock examined the central role of domesticity, domestic labour 
and domestic servants in the formation of the British Empire, drawing an affin-
ity between the ‘denial of the value of women’s domestic work in the industrial 
metropolis and the devaluing of colonised labour in the cultures coming under 
violent imperial rule’ (McClintock, 1995: 138).

More recently, historians have begun to bring domestic servants into labour 
history, to tell a different story about ‘the making of the working class’. Carolyn 
Steedman has done this for eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century England, 
disrupting the ‘plot’ of Thompsonian social history by placing servants at the cen-
tre of accounts of modern labour and property law. Writing about a period before 
the stigmatisation of domestic labour that Davidoff recounted, Steedman insisted 
upon treating eighteenth-century servants not as ‘dirty disgusting… social oth-
ers’ but as workers who, ‘with the means available to them in a profoundly ineq-
uitable society’, were aware of and asserted their legal rights (Steedman, 2009: 
17, 26–8; see also Steedman, 2007). Selina Todd’s history of ‘the rise and fall of 
the [British] working class’ has argued that, far from being marginal to this story, 
servants should be understood as barometers of social change and the fortunes of 
the wider working class (Todd, 2014). Todd has also called for historians not just 
to attend to the personalised aspects of the mistress–maid relationship, but also 
to take a labour-history approach to understanding how wages and conditions 
shaped experiences of service (Todd, 2009). A 2015 special issue of the jour-
nal International Labor and Working-Class History, ‘Historicizing Domestic 
Workers’ Resistance and Organizing’, edited by Eileen Boris and Premilla 
Nadasen, reveals the extent to which such a project is now being undertaken from 
a global perspective. Premilla Nadasen’s history of African-American domestic 
workers, who organised collectively in the 1950s–70s, highlighted the persis-
tence of domestic service in the USA even after the Second World War, whereby 
in 1960 one-third of all employed African-American women were household 
workers. This bucking of the Western European trend towards decline serves as 
a reminder of the importance of race and the legacies of slavery in structuring 
the domestic labour market and cutting across the gains made by a (white male) 
labour movement (Nadasen, 2015; see also May, 2011). Histories of domestic ser-
vants’ efforts to transform the conditions under which they labour point towards 
possibilities and offer lessons for future workplace activism in economies that  
no longer conform to orthodox Marxist visions of the industrial proletariat.  
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The shift in terminology from ‘servants’ to ‘domestic workers’ is significant – an 
indication that it is no longer possible to refuse to recognise them as agents of 
their own history.

Notes

1  Emphasis added.
2  In 2017, 70.7% of women aged 16 to 64 were in paid employment, compared to 79.5% of men, the 

highest female employment rate since records began in 1971 when the figure was at 52.8%, Office 
for National Statistics, ‘Statistical Bulletin: UK Labour Market’ (December 2017), www.ons.gov.uk.

3  In 2017–18, the national living wage was £9.50, rising to £10.85 in London, www.livingwage.org.
uk [accessed 11 June 2021]
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17
Politics

Panagiot i s  Sot i r i s

The question of a theory of politics in Marx has been an open one in the history 
of Marxism. Marx was a thinker immersed in politics even from his very first 
theoretical steps, as part of the ‘Left Hegelian’ circles in Germany, and later by 
his commitment to various organizational efforts of the German and then 
International labour movement, in particular through his involvement in the 
International Workingmen’s Association and the formative process of the 
German Social-Democratic party. His theoretical conceptualization of politics 
went through different phases and the open questions of this theoretical trajec-
tory had a profound effect on the later history of Marxist Theory.

Marx’s work began as a critique of politics. Already in the Critique of Hegel’s 
Philosophy of Right we find Marx’s critique against the inversion of the relation 
between the State and civil society.

The idea is made the subject and the actual relation of family and civil society to the state is 
conceived as its internal imaginary activity. Family and civil society are the premises of the 
state; they are the genuinely active elements, but in speculative philosophy things are 
inverted. When the idea is made the subject, however, the real subjects, namely, civil society, 
family, circumstances, caprice, etc. become unreal objective elements of the idea with a 
changed significance. (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 3: 8)

This inverted relation between the State and actual social practice is combined 
with an idealization of the State which leads to the legitimization of actual State 
practices, presenting them as the realization of an idea:
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The inevitable outcome of this is that an empirical existent is uncritically accepted as the 
actual truth of the idea; for it is not a question of bringing empirical existence to its truth, 
but of bringing truth to an empirical existent, and so what lies to hand is expounded as a 
real element of the idea. (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 3: 39)

For Marx the emergence of the autonomous political sphere of modernity, in its 
particular relation to the State, separates the citizen of the political state and the 
member of civil society. Marx rejects Hegel’s answer to this separation, which 
was the return to the corporatist version of the Estates system, and suggested a 
radical democratic enlargement of political participation, in the form of ‘the 
extension and greatest possible generalisation of election, both of the right to 
vote and the right to be elected’ (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 3: 120):

Civil society is actual political society. In this case, it is nonsense to raise a demand which 
has arisen only from the notion of the political state as a phenomenon separated from civil 
society, which has arisen only from the theological notion of the political state. In this situ-
ation the significance of the legislative power as a representative power completely disap-
pears. The legislative power is representation here in the sense in which every function is 
representative – in the sense in which, e.g., the shoemaker, insofar as he satisfies a social 
need, is my representative, in which every particular social activity as a species-activity 
merely represents the species, i.e., an attribute of my own nature, and in which every person 
is the representative of every other. He is here representative not because of something else 
which he represents but because of what he is and does. (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, 
Vol. 3: 119)

The next step in Marx’s critique of politics took the form of a critique of the 
separation between civil society and the State as a form of alienation. Alienation 
had been a crucial concept in the evolution of Hegel’s philosophy. Separation 
was part of the dialectical process leading to Aufhebung. However, in Feuerbach’s 
critique of religion alienation had taken a negative tone as the separation of 
human beings from their essence through its projection into deity. Marx in a 
similar conceptual strategy defined the development of an autonomous sphere of 
politics, based upon an abstract conception of law and rights, where citizenship 
is defined as abstraction from real social conditions, as a form of alienation. If 
religion is the alienated reified projection of human essence as human capacity 
towards wisdom, love and happiness, by means of the inversion and projection 
of these elements to deity (the core of the Feuerbachian critique), Marx instead 
opts to see the autonomous sphere of bourgeois politics as an alienated and 
inversed form of real human sociality with its forms of inequality, exploitation 
and oppression:

Where the political state has attained its true development, man – not only in thought, in 
consciousness, but in reality, in life – leads a twofold life, a heavenly and an earthly life: life 
in the political community, in which he considers himself a communal being, and life in civil 
society, in which he acts as a private individual, regards other men as a means, degrades 
himself into a means, and becomes the plaything of alien powers. The relation of the politi-
cal state to civil society is just as spiritual as the relation of heaven to earth … In his most 
immediate reality, in civil society, man is a secular being. Here, where he regards himself as 
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a real individual, and is so regarded by others, he is a fictitious phenomenon. In the state, 
on the other hand, where man is regarded as a species-being, he is the imaginary member 
of an illusory sovereignty, is deprived of his real individual life and endowed with an unreal 
universality. (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 3: 154)

Marx’s early critique of politics is a call for the socialization of politics and the 
politicization of the social in order to reverse this process of alienation. It 
includes a radical critique of law and legal rights as inefficient forms that 
reflect this alienation: ‘the right of man to liberty is based not on the associa-
tion of man with man, but on the separation of man from man’ (Marx and 
Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 3: 162). Marx moves beyond the limits of the demo-
cratic political revolution as defined by the French Revolution, since such a 
political emancipation also led to the full liberation of the dynamics of capital-
ist economic forms:

The political revolution thereby abolished the political character of civil society … It set free 
the political spirit, which had been, as it were, split up, partitioned and dispersed in the 
various blind alleys of feudal society … Throwing off the political yoke meant at the same 
time throwing off the bonds which restrained the egoistic spirit of civil society. (Marx and 
Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 3: 166)

Marx suggests a new conception of the revolution as a process that could revo-
lutionize all aspects of social life. In contrast, ‘political revolution resolves civil 
life into its component parts, without revolutionising these components them-
selves or subjecting them to criticism’ (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 3: 
167). This is what motivated Marx’s turn towards communism as the ‘general 
human emancipation’ as opposed to the partial ‘merely political revolution’ 
(Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 3: 184) and towards the proletariat as the 
social class that can accomplish this task, a:

[c]lass with radical chains, a class of civil society which is not a class of civil society, an estate 
which is the dissolution of all estates, a sphere which has a universal character by its univer-
sal suffering and claims no particular right because no particular wrong but wrong generally 
is perpetrated against it; which can no longer invoke a historical but only a human title; 
which does not stand in any one-sided antithesis to the consequences but in an all-round 
antithesis to the premises of the German state; a sphere, finally, which cannot emancipate 
itself without emancipating itself from all other spheres of society and thereby emancipating 
all other spheres of society, which, in a word, is the complete loss of man and hence can win 
itself only through the complete rewinning of man. This dissolution of society as a particular 
estate is the proletariat. (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 3: 186)

In contrast to classical political philosophy, which in its entire trajectory up to 
German Idealism considered the State as the guarantor of rationality and eman-
cipation, Marx sets the rupture with the State and the emancipation of civil 
society, as the condition of human emancipation. Marx’s conception of aliena-
tion as the substance of exploitation and of emancipation as overcoming of self-
estrangement finds its fullest expression in the Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts of 1844:
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Communism as the positive transcendence of private property as human self-estrangement, 
and therefore as the real appropriation of the human essence by and for man; communism 
therefore as the complete return of man to himself as a social (i.e., human) being – a return 
accomplished consciously and embracing the entire wealth of previous development. This 
communism, as fully developed naturalism, equals humanism, and as fully developed 
humanism equals naturalism; it is the genuine resolution of the conflict between man and 
nature and between man and man – the true resolution of the strife between existence and 
essence, between objectification and self-confirmation, between freedom and necessity, 
between the individual and the species. Communism is the riddle of history solved, and it 
knows itself to be this solution. (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 3, 296–7)

However, the question of the particular political practice that could bring forward 
this form of radical emancipation remained unclear.

After 1844 we can see an important conceptual displacement in the way Marx 
(and Engels) theorize the State and political power, a displacement that has reper-
cussions on the question of politics. However schematic and to a certain extent 
inexact Althusser’s conceptualization of an epistemological break in the evolu-
tion of the thinking of Karl Marx (Althusser, 1969; Althusser et al., 2016), there 
is beyond any doubt an important conceptual and theoretical shift in the texts 
after 1845. From the conceptualization of the political sphere as alienated pro-
jection of real human sociality, we move to a theorization of the materiality of 
politics in relation to political power. Already in the German Ideology we find 
the basic elements of this conception: social power is grounded in the production 
process, the State is a material expression of this class domination and exploita-
tion, and the projection of an ‘illusory form of common interests’ (Marx and 
Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 5: 47) is a result of the ideological functioning of the 
State. Consequently:

Communism is for us not a state of affairs which is to be established, an ideal to which real-
ity [will] have to adjust itself. We call communism the real movement which abolishes the 
present state of things. (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 5: 49)

In the Theses on Feuerbach, written in early 1845, Marx defined revolutionäre 
praxis as the combined activity of changing the circumstances and self-change: 
‘The coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of human activity or self-
change can be conceived and rationally understood only as revolutionary prac-
tice’ (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 5: 4). Yet the exact form of this practice 
was to be defined.

According to Marx’s historical materialist conception, political power is the 
expression, in terms of command, authority and coercion, of the dominant posi-
tion of a class in the ensemble of exploitative social relations, which is mate-
rialized in the State apparatuses through which it is exercised. The dominant 
class has the dominant position within the dominant exploitative mode of produc-
tion, but its dominance requires political power and control of the State appara-
tuses. Politics becomes the antagonistic material terrain where social relations 
of force are condensed and played out and where the dominant class ensures the 
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reproduction of exploitative social relations of production. A revolution aiming 
at communism must begin by attempting to seize political power (and the power 
of State) in order to initiate a process of revolutionizing all aspects of social life:

The proletariat will use its political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital from the bour-
geoisie, to centralise all instruments of production in the hands of the State, i.e., of the 
proletariat organised as the ruling class; and to increase the total of productive forces as 
rapidly as possible.

Of course, in the beginning, this cannot be effected except by means of despotic inroads on 
the rights of property, and on the conditions of bourgeois production; by means of meas-
ures, therefore, which appear economically insufficient and untenable, but which, in the 
course of the movement, outstrip themselves, necessitate further inroads upon the old social 
order, and are unavoidable as a means of entirely revolutionising the mode of production. 
(Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 6: 504)

The struggle of the proletariat is defined as a political struggle for emancipation 
that intervenes in democratic upheavals and insurrections in order to transform 
them into social revolutions. The defeat of the proletarian current in the 1848 
revolutions led to a conception of socialism as the full explosion of the revolution-
ary dynamic that the bourgeoisie tried to impede was expressed in the formula of 
‘revolution in permanence’. It is a politics of class autonomy, exemplified in the 
demand for an autonomous working-class organization, an ‘independent party’:

But they themselves must do the utmost for their final victory by making it clear to them-
selves what their class interests are, by taking up their position as an independent party as 
soon as possible and by not allowing themselves to be misled for a single moment by the 
hypocritical phrases of the democratic petty bourgeois into refraining from the independent 
organisation of the party of the proletariat. Their battle cry must be: The Revolution in 
Permanence. (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 10: 127)

To the call for an autonomous proletarian organization (‘the emancipation of the 
working classes must be conquered by the working classes themselves’ (Marx 
and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 20: 14)) is added the conceptualization of the dic-
tatorship of the proletariat as not just a political option but as a necessary theo-
retical conclusion:

My own contribution was 1. to show that the existence of classes is merely bound up with 
certain historical phases in the development of production; 2. that the class struggle neces-
sarily leads to the dictatorship of the proletariat; 3. that this dictatorship itself constitutes no 
more than a transition to the abolition of all classes and to a classless society. (Marx and 
Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 39: 64–5)

However, this conception of politics had to confront itself with two opposing 
tendencies in the working-class movement of the Marx and Engels era, the anar-
chist conception of politics, associated with the figure of Bakunin and the statist 
socialism exemplified by Lassalle. Etienne Balibar presented this double limit in 
the following manner:
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Let us mention only one example: the triangle formed by Marx, Lassalle, and Bakunin. In my 
opinion, one does not wonder enough about the fact that such indefatigable polemicists 
such as Marx and his faithful assistant Engels turned out to be incapable of writing an ‘Anti-
Lassalle’ or an ‘Anti-Bakunin’ which would have been practically much more important than 
an Anti-Dühring or even than the reissue of an Anti-Proudhon. No personal and no tactical 
reason in the world will ever be able to explain such a lapse, a lapse which moreover was, 
as we know, heavy with political consequences. They did not write it because they could not 
write it. (Balibar, 1994: 134)

Only after the experience of the Commune did we begin to see a new thinking 
on the question of politics, by means of the ‘rectification’ of the Communist 
Manifesto, and in fact the call for a new practice of politics. For Balibar (1974) 
this ‘rectification’ is evident in the 1872 preface to the German edition of the 
Communist Manifesto:

However much the state of things may have altered during the last twenty-five years, the 
general principles laid down in this Manifesto are, on the whole, as correct today as ever. 
Here and there some detail might be improved. The practical application of the principles will 
depend, as the Manifesto itself states, everywhere and at all times, on the obtaining histori-
cal conditions, and, for that reason, no special stress is laid on the revolutionary measures 
proposed at the end of Section II. That passage would, in many respects, be very differently 
worded today. In view of the gigantic strides of Modern Industry in the last twenty-five years, 
and of the accompanying improved and extended party organisation of the working class, 
in view of the practical experience gained, first in the February Revolution, and then, still 
more, in the Paris Commune, where the proletariat for the first time held political power for 
two whole months, this programme has in some details become antiquated. One thing 
especially was proved by the Commune, viz., that ‘the working class cannot simply lay hold 
of the ready-made State machinery, and wield it for its own purposes’. (See The Civil War in 
France. Address of the General Council of the International Working Men’s Association, 
German edition, p. 19, where this point is further developed.) (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, 
Vol. 23: 174–5)

Balibar insisted this conception implied that proletarian action leads not to 
another politics but to a ‘new practice of politics’ (Balibar, 1974: 99), in an 
explicit analogy to Althusser’s insistence in Lenin and Philosophy to a ‘new 
practice of philosophy’ (Althusser, 1971), based upon the existence of autono-
mous mass organizations of workers and upon the ‘penetration of political prac-
tice into the sphere of “work”, of production’ (Balibar, 1974: 96).

However, there is also another parallel line in Marx, having to do with the 
entire theoretical operation of a critique of political economy. Although unfin-
ished, the elaboration of the theory of value-form represented the emergence of 
a new theoretical paradigm and the possibility not just of a radicalization of clas-
sical political economy but of a highly original theory of the capitalist mode 
of production. Capital and in general Marx’s writings on the critique of politi-
cal economy are not ‘economic’ texts, there is no purely economic relation of 
exploitation:

[t]he direct relationship of the owners of the conditions of production to the direct producers –  
a relation always naturally corresponding to a definite stage in the development of the 
methods of labour and thereby its social productivity – which reveals the innermost secret, 
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the hidden basis of the entire social structure, and with it the political form of the relation 
of sovereignty and dependence, in short, the corresponding specific form of the state. (Marx 
and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 37: 778)

As Balibar has suggested this implies that ‘the labour relation (as a relation of 
exploitation) is immediately economic and political; the form of the “economic 
community” and that of the state “grow” simultaneously out of this “basis”’ 
(Balibar, 1994: 138). Capital offers a novel conception of a theory of exploita-
tion that stresses not only the economic aspects but also the political and the 
ideological. From the reference to the violence of primitive accumulation to the 
entire discussion of the legislation regarding the duration of the working day and 
to the entire conceptual framework of fetishism (not only commodity fetishism 
but also fetishism of value and capital) politics and ideology are present in 
Capital. Consequently, we might follow Balibar in insisting that in Capital we 
are not dealing with an ‘economic theory’ but with:

[t]he short circuit established by Marx’s analyses between two ‘realities’ that the whole 
movement of bourgeois thought, ever since the beginnings of the ‘transitional phase’ in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, tended on the contrary to separate from one another 
as much as possible not only in theoretical discourses but above all by a multiplication of 
material institutions the labor process and the state. (Balibar, 1994: 136)

However, there is unevenness between the theorization of the capitalist mode of 
production and the theorization of politics and political practice. The critique 
of political economy is not combined with a critique of politics. Instead, as 
Balibar (1994) has observed, we have a tension between the notion of the pro-
letariat, in the sense defined in the works preceding Capital, and the notion of 
labour in Capital, which can also be seen as the tension between mass and 
class. Consequently, although Capital points to the direction of an invasion of 
politics in the workplace, the question of the particular new practice of politics 
remains open.

To this we should add another theoretical problem originating in some of 
Marx and Engels’ formulations, namely the idea that communism is the end of 
politics. Engels’ ‘Saint-Simonian’ reference in Socialism Utopian and Scientific 
that in communism ‘the government of persons is replaced by the administration 
of things, and by the conduct of processes of production’ (Marx and Engels, 
1975–2004, Vol. 24: 321) exemplifies this contradiction.

The period of the Second International will leave a legacy of a strongly econo-
mistic and reductionist conception of the relation between base and superstruc-
tures leading to a certain quasi-metaphysical theorization of politics as the simple 
reflection of economics. Despite the invocation of a revolutionary overthrow of 
capitalism, the combination between the defeat of the Paris Commune and the 
organizational and electoral successes of the German Social-Democracy were 
perceived as a possibility to abandon the ‘insurrectionary’ practice of politics 
towards a more parliamentary approach. Even Engels, in his 1895 ‘Introduction 
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to Karl Marx’s Class Struggles in France’, suggested that the era of street fight-
ing, barricades and revolution as insurrection is past and ‘legal’ methods enable 
bigger advances from the proletariat:

With its successful utilisation of universal suffrage, however, an entirely new method of prole-
tarian struggle came into operation and this new method quickly took on a more tangible 
form. It was found that the state institutions in which the rule of the bourgeoisie is organised, 
offer the working class still further levers to fight these very state institutions. The workers took 
part in elections to particular diets, to municipal councils and to trades courts; they contested 
with the bourgeoisie every post in the occupation of which a sufficient part of the proletariat 
had a say. And so it happened that the bourgeoisie and the government came to be much 
more afraid of the legal than of the illegal action of the workers’ party, of the results of elec-
tions than of those of rebellion. (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 27: 516)

In the evolution of the working-class movement one could see the tension 
between a gradualist conception of politics as simply gathering strength, in 
organizational and electoral forms, which was a belief shared in Social-
Democracy by both ‘orthodox’ Marxists and ‘revisionists’ like Bernstein, espe-
cially since German Social-Democracy managed to create a party machine 
without precedent; and a more radical, even if sectarian in certain cases approach, 
especially from the part of anarchist and revolutionary syndicalist tendencies that 
proposed abstention from elections. There was also the recurring tension 
between a politics based on the State and the formation of counter-institutions 
from below such as workers’ councils or strong revolutionary trade unions. The 
question was whether the main vector for a proletarian political practice was the 
party or the autonomous forms of proletarian self-organization, an opposition 
which also led to a negation of the need for parties.

Lenin was to a certain extent the exception to this discussion. Although it has 
been suggested that his ideas were mainly based upon a projection of the con-
ception of the political party developed by the German Social-Democracy (Lih, 
2008), in texts by Lenin such as What is to Be Done? a gnoseology of politics 
emerges, with revolutionary politics depending upon the formation of a revolu-
tionary consciousness, therefore linking the question of political practice to that 
of political intellectuality:

The fundamental error committed by the ‘new trend’ in Russian Social-Democracy is its 
bowing to spontaneity and its failure to understand that the spontaneity of the masses 
demands a high degree of consciousness from us Social-Democrats. The greater the sponta-
neous upsurge of the masses and the more widespread the movement, the more rapid, 
incomparably so, the demand for greater consciousness in the theoretical, political and 
organisational work of Social-Democracy. (Lenin, 1977, Vol. 5: 396)

However, Lenin did not restrict his intervention to the question of political 
organization and to the centrality of political struggle as opposed to simple trade 
union activity. He also insisted that communist political practice proper is one 
that aims at revolution. To this end Lenin added two crucial aspects to the theo-
rization of a potential revolutionary political practice. First, he attempted to 
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rethink revolutionary political intervention as decisive intervention at a moment 
of condensation of contradictions at all levels of social reality, what Althusser 
would later try to define as over-determination. Then, he conceived of dual 
power as an antagonism of contrasting practices of politics, on the basis of 
autonomous organizations such as the Soviets:

What is this dual power? Alongside the Provisional Government, the government of the 
bourgeoisie, another government has arisen, so far weak and incipient; but undoubtedly a 
government that actually exists and is growing – the Soviets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ 
Deputies.

What is the class composition of this other government? It consists of the proletariat and the 
peasants (in soldiers’ uniforms). What is the political nature of this government? It is a revo-
lutionary dictatorship, i.e., a power directly based on revolutionary seizure, on the direct 
initiative of the people from below, and not on a law enacted by a centralised state power. 
(Lenin, 1977, Vol. 24: 38)

Dual power was the basis for a new form of revolutionary power that could initi-
ate a process of the withering away of the State. Although dual power was pre-
sented mainly as a description of a certain conjuncture where there is a 
catastrophic equilibrium between two opposing blocs, it also pointed to the dual-
ity of two antagonistic forms and practices of politics. The entire period of transi-
tion could be described as permanent dual power.

Lenin insisted that the revolutionary political practice should also be a process 
of learning and experimentation: ‘As if one can set out to make a great revolu-
tion and know beforehand how it is to be completed! Such knowledge cannot be 
derived from books and our decision could spring only from the experience of the 
masses’ (Lenin, 1977, Vol. 29: 155), a point similar to Marx’s observation in the 
Critique of the Gotha Program that the question of the transition to communism 
‘can only be answered scientifically’ (Marx and Engels, 1975–2004, Vol. 24: 95), 
therefore experimentally.

The defeat of the revolution in the West and the inadequacy of the concep-
tualization of revolutionary political practice as well prepared insurrectionary 
acts (the ‘Teilaktionen’ of the German Communist Party) along with the rise 
of Fascism led to a renewed thinking of revolutionary politics and strategy, by 
both Lenin and Trotsky, in the form of the United Front, which was combined 
with the question of the possibility of a ‘workers’ government’ (Riddel, 2012). 
Lenin’s ‘last battle’ (Lewin, 1968) centred upon the question of cultural revolu-
tion as a renewed emphasis on mass political intellectuality as a condition for the 
difficult conditions of the transition period. Lukács’ work in the 1920s (Lukács, 
1971) also represented an attempt to answer the open questions of a revolutionary 
political practice and of a revolutionary form of intellectuality, exemplified in his 
assertion that the ‘the question of organization reveals itself to be an intellectual 
(geistig) question’ (Lukács, 2014: 116).

Gramsci, writing in prison, attempted to rethink these questions. Based upon 
an enlarged conception of the integral state (Thomas, 2009) as ‘the entire complex 
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of practical and theoretical activities with which the ruling class not only justifies 
and maintains its dominance, but manages to win the active consent of those over 
whom it rules’ (Gramsci, 1971: 244), he attempted to answer both the question 
of the political form of the United Front (the ‘modern Prince’) and the question 
of mass political intellectuality. He combined all these in his conception of hege-
mony as the modality and stake of political practice that combines politics and 
ideology, coercion, direction and consent, aiming at the formation of a new his-
torical bloc. Based upon his conception of the passive revolution as the political 
practice of the dominant classes in advanced capitalist formations, he suggested 
the war of position as the political practice of the subaltern classes, in the sense 
of a struggle for hegemony, a war of position which is ‘a strategy of anti-passive 
revolution’ (Buci-Glucksmann, 1979: 232)

The evolution of the Soviet Union, the identification of the State with the Party 
and the annulment of any form of initiative from below, led to a conception of 
politics as command from above, reinforced by the emergence of the ‘popular 
democracies’. In the West this was combined with the transition towards a par-
liamentary conception of politics combined with a reformist conception of union 
activity (Claudin, 1975).

However, various forms of communist heterodoxy persisted in the 1940s and 
1950s. Coming from different traditions, such as council communism, hetero-
dox trotskyism, bordigism, libertarian communism, they shared the rejection of 
parliamentarism, of incorporation in national politics and of trade union bureau-
cracy. Despite their relatively small numbers they reproduced a conception of 
revolutionary politics as a combination of theory, a forming of international net-
works, a combination of politics and aesthetics, and attempts to get in contact 
with the new forms of working-class radicalism, preparing in a way the eruption 
of radical political practices after May 1968 (Mattik, 1978; Bourrinet, 2017).

The new wave of radicalism in the 1960s, what we tend to define as ‘1968’, even 
though in fact it was a much longer and complex process than simply the events of 
1968 (Viale, 1978; Harman, 1988), also opened up the question of a new practice 
of politics. Although, initially it was, especially in the USA but also Continental 
Europe, influenced by the renewed interest in the Frankfurt School (Marcuse, 1966, 
1991), in the end it included an entire range of Marxist and communist political 
references. It led to a renewed emphasis on political praxis, a challenge against tra-
ditional reformist electoral politics and a transgression of the barriers between the 
political and the personal, the social and the political. ‘Everything was political’ 
led to a new insistence on the socialization of politics and the politicization of the 
social. From the new forms of factory radicalism and the refusal of the capitalist 
division of labour, to radical feminism and the politics of sex, gender and the body 
and the entire range of ‘new social movements’, one could witness this quest for 
a new transformative practice of politics that could affect all aspects of social life.

The Chinese Cultural Revolution also seemed to offer an alternative in the 
sense of mass mobilization, an unleashing of political potential from the part of 
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the masses and an attempt towards a revolution inside the revolution, suggesting 
a return to a conception of permanent dual power, with movements from below 
becoming the central point (Bettelheim, 1974; Jiang, 2014). Despite the open theo-
retical questions regarding the Cultural Revolution itself and the limits of Western 
Maoism, it offered a point of reference for a radicalization of political practices.

Partially abandoned as a terrain of social contestation in the 1950s as part espe-
cially of Western European communist parties’ turn towards national politics, 
the factory again became the site of intense conflicts in the entire trajectory of 
the 1960s and 1970s, with struggles that did not limit themselves to questions of 
wages but also challenged the capitalist division of labour. This was especially 
evident in Italy where the tendency that came to be known as operaismo attempted 
to redefine communist politics based on the centrality of the figure of the worker, 
attempting both new forms of co-research, reviving Marx’s initial suggestion of 
a workers’ enquiry, and new forms of politics and contestation based on the fac-
tory as the epicentre of an insurrectionary sequence (the attempt to bring ‘Lenin 
to England’) and on the hypothesis that the motor force of the development of 
capitalism is the constant resistance of workers in the workplace in a reversal of 
traditional communist economism (Quaderni Rossi, 1968; Wright, 2002; Tronti, 
2013). On the basis of such struggles and other similar experiences, such as the 
French practice of the établissment, namely the practice of militants going to work 
as factory workers (Linhart, 1978), a broader re-politicization of the workplace 
emerged along with a critique of the capitalist division of labour and of the neu-
trality of science and technology (Coriat, 1973; Gorz, 1973; Braverman, 1974).

Operaismo went through an initial ‘neoLeninist’ insurrectionary phase (Negri, 
2005, 2014) insisting on the possibility of rebuilding the party of insurrection 
based on the new radicalized factory workers’ strata. Later it turned into ‘orga-
nized autonomy’ before the bifurcation between the more ‘creative’ dynamics of 
the 1977 movement and the dead-ends of armed struggle (Lotringer and Marazzi, 
1980; Balestrini and Moroni, 2003). The sequence was over-determined by the 
choice of the Italian Communist Party to answer the profound hegemonic crisis 
of Italian society not with a renewal of revolutionary strategy but with ‘Historical 
Compromise’. Both the inability of the large organizations of the revolutionary 
Left (Lotta Continua, Manifesto, Avanguardia Operaia, Potere Operaio) to actually 
offer an alternative hegemonic strategy and the inability of armed struggle organi-
zations to initiate an insurrectionary sequence, represented the limits of a certain 
conception of communist political practice that faced the very complexity of the 
mechanisms of bourgeois power and hegemony even at a moment of acute crisis.

Regarding Marxist theory, Louis Althusser’s initial project referred not 
only to the possibility of a theoretical correction to the political problems of 
the communist movement but also to an attempt by means of the conceptual 
framework of over-determination to rethink political practice as intervention 
in the uneven dynamics and contradictions of singular conjunctures, rejecting 
the metaphysics of both economism and voluntarism (Althusser, 1969). The 
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Marxist debates on the State of the 1970s were also, in a certain sense, debates 
on the question of political practice, exemplified in the Poulantzas / Miliband 
debate (Poulantzas, 1969, 1976; Miliband, 1970, 1973). The question whether 
the class determination of State was more ‘structural’ or simply reflected the 
empirical presence of representatives of the bourgeoisie in the higher echelons 
of State apparatuses, also had significant consequences regarding the politics 
versus the State. It was the question whether the State was to be revolutionized 
and transformed (or even withered away) or if it was to be basically taken over 
by antagonistic social forces.

During the broad debate about the possibility of left governments in 
the 1970s in Western Europe, associated with what came to be defined as 
Eurocommunism, two distinct answers came forward regarding political 
practice. On the one hand, the conception of a democratic road to socialism 
as a parliamentary road to socialism, led to a more classical conception of 
institutional politics not only at the parliamentary level but also at the level 
of local government and trade unions. On the other, proponents of ‘left-wing 
Eurocommunism’, which was based upon a more complex non-instrumentalist 
conception of the State, suggested the need to combine the strategy for parlia-
mentary majority with grass-roots movements and practices of self-management.  
Christine Buci-Glucksmann defined it as a strategy for a ‘dual power of longue 
durée’ (Buci-Glucksmann, 1977: 153). Poulantzas offered the most advanced 
version of this in his 1978 State, Power, Socialism (Poulantzas, 2000). Based 
upon a relational conception of the State as the material condensation of a class 
relation of forces, he rejected what he defined as the dual-power frontal attack 
on the State and suggested a ‘democratic road to socialism’ that would combine 
forms of representative democracy, with profound transformations of the State 
and ‘the development of new forms of direct, rank-and-file democracy, and 
the flowering of self-management networks and centres’ (Poulantzas, 2000: 
261–2). However, the changing political conjuncture of the late 1970s and late 
1980s made this debate gradually irrelevant, as a result of both the ascendance 
of neoliberalism and the new wave of Social-Democratic governments. After 
1989, the collapse of ‘actually existing socialism’ coincided with the open cri-
sis of communist politics in the West.

The conjuncture after May 1968 called for a philosophy of the event. Alain 
Badiou’s trajectory exemplifies this, beginning with his rethinking of his radical 
Maoism in the second half of the 1970s (Badiou, 2009) and then to the non-
ontology of the (im)possibility of the event in Being and Event (Badiou, 2006), 
which led to a post-Leninist conception of politics insisting that ‘a real politics 
holds itself at a distance from the State and constructs this distance’ (Badiou, 
2005: 119). In various instances this suggested a hostility to electoral or trade 
union politics and an insistence on either topical struggles (such as solidarity 
with sans-papiers) along with continuous fidelity to what Badiou defined as the 
communist hypothesis (Badiou, 2010; Bosteels, 2011).
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Louis Althusser attempted in the 1970s a critique of both the ‘instrumentalist’ 
conception of the State and the Poulantzian version of a relational approach to 
the State, suggesting instead a communist politics exterior to the State, insisting 
upon the potential for popular struggles from below and the ‘traces of communism’ 
(Althusser, 2014) as ‘virtual forms of communism’ in the ‘interstices of capitalist 
society’ (Althusser, 1998: 285). Having abandoned from the second half of the 
1960s any conception of latent structures, Althusser gradually developed a highly 
original conception of an anti-historicist and anti-teleological historical material-
ism, based upon the notion of the encounter (Althusser, 2006). The elaboration of 
the conceptual apparatus of the materialism of the encounter was not made public 
during Althusser’s lifetime and became known gradually by means of the posthu-
mous publication of various manuscripts written by Althusser. It coincided with 
the attempt on the part of Althusser to articulate a left-wing critique to the right-
wing turn of the communist movement. Althusser saw the strategic crisis of the 
communist movement and the particular forms of Marxism associated with it, as 
a potentially liberating and emancipatory moment, especially since there was the 
possibility of mass movements to emerge in their autonomous dynamic, hence the 
need to restore the voice to the people (Althusser, 1977). However, in the end he 
did not manage to formulate a politics based on this new theoretical framework.

The wave of new radicalism after 1999 and the mobilization of Seattle opened 
up the space for a rethinking of politics. Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt 
attempted to offer a theorization of this new form of radical politics by means 
of a rethinking of the collective subject as a biopolitical multitude in confronta-
tion with the Empire, the globalized ensemble of power relations, which in their 
turn represented the expropriated collective potential of the Multitude (Hardt 
and Negri, 2000). This theoretical conception, which resonated well with the 
post-Seattle anti-global radicalism, did not offer a specific conception of poli-
tics except for a celebration of the existing repertoire of activist practices and a 
conception of the programme as a list of basic democratic demands (Hardt and 
Negri, 2004). Even the invocation of the ‘becoming Prince of the Multitude’ in 
Commonwealth (Hardt and Negri, 2009) fell short of a more concrete proposal 
regarding the practice of politics.

The new movements that emerged in the 1990s, such as the Zapatistas in 
Mexico (but also the continuous importance of the MST in Brazil), seemed to 
offer an alternative egalitarian and participative model. John Holloway attempted 
to see in such movements the possibility of ‘changing the world without taking 
power’, in the sense of a politics that would bring together the demands for radi-
cal change from the part of living labour but not by means aimed at State power:

If the state paradigm was the vehicle of hope for much of the century, it became more and 
more the assassin of hope as the century progressed. The apparent impossibility of revolution 
at the beginning of the twenty-first century reflects in reality the historical failure of a par-
ticular concept of revolution, the concept that identified revolution with control of the state. 
(Holloway, 2005: 12)
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In contrast, the evolution of the experiments of left-wing governance in Latin 
America opened up the debate again on the possibility of combining governmen-
tal power with strong popular movements from below, in what has been described 
as the emphasis on the ‘protagonism’ of the popular classes, their active partici-
pation in the process of political decision and social transformation (Harnecker, 
2007). Despite, the limited transformation of social relations and the persistence 
of capitalist forms and even neoliberal practices (Sponk and Webber, 2015), 
these forms of popular power and participation have been treated as a contempo-
rary form of dual power (Ciccariello-Maher, 2013, 2016).

Recent attempts to theorize emerging new political formations and the possi-
bility of left-wing governance in Europe tend to see it more in terms of a politics 
centred upon a political electoral campaign that would give expression to the con-
flict of the people with the political system (Iglesias, 2015), a direction strongly 
influenced by Laclau’s redefinition of populism (Laclau, 2005). However, the 
capitulation of the leadership of SYRIZA in Greece and the acceptance of the 
politics of austerity, despite the impressive dynamics of protest and contestation 
that actually brought the Left into power, can be seen as a manifestation of the 
limits of any traditional conception of parliamentary left politics without a strat-
egy and process of rupture (Sotiris, 2016).

The new wave of mass protests after the end of the 2000s (beginning with 
the December 2008 revolt by the Greek youth) and in particular after 2011, led 
to a renewed emphasis on the possibility of alternative politics and, at the same 
time, on new contradictions and apprehensions of limits to each approach. The 
new emphasis on direct democracy, equal voicing and reclaiming of public space 
(Graeber, 2013) indeed seemed to offer an alternative and antagonistic political 
practice, but which in the end fell short of creating the necessary political force 
that could indeed represent the dynamic of communism emerging in such strug-
gles, making necessary a return to the question of organization (Dean, 2016). At 
the same time, we also saw an increased interest in the possibility of a renewed 
version of an insurrectionary and in a certain sense neo-Blanquist conception 
of politics as an attempt to block the technical networks of power (Invisible 
Committee, 2009, 2015).

CONCLUSION

The possibility of social transformation requires not just another politics but a new 
practice of politics, a profound redefinition of the very notion of politics. It points 
towards not just struggle and class confrontation but also the liberation of the 
potential inherent in the collective practices of the subaltern classes. In this sense 
it includes both destruction and creation. At the same time, the realization that 
communism is neither a destiny nor a pre-inscribed material tendency, but rather 
the contingent outcome of a series of encounters (with the possibility of 



POLITICS 325

non-encounters), requires a politics that is not conceived as simply representing 
some form of historical teleology, In this sense, we can perhaps think of this new 
practice of politics as the art of ‘organizing good encounters’ (Deleuze, 1988: 119), 
in order to conceive political programmes, strategies and hegemonic projects not 
as ‘designs for the future’, but rather as processes of collective experimentation.

Consequently, the question of hegemony re-emerges as the stakes in such a 
conception of politics. Althusser, in his attempt to think over-determination and 
the singularity of the conjuncture as a way to actually conceptualize the possibil-
ity of revolutionary politics, insists ‘Who has really attempted to follow up the 
explorations of Marx and Engels? I can only think of Gramsci’, adding a footnote 
that also insists: ‘hegemony: a remarkable example of a theoretical solution in 
outline to the problems of the interpenetration of the economic and the political’ 
(Althusser, 1969: 114).

This politics of struggle, experimentation, transformation and hegemony 
requires a rethinking of organization as ‘laboratory’, as the terrain for the produc-
tion of new forms of mass critical intellectuality and as the ‘crucibles where the 
unification of theory and practice, understood as a real historical process, takes 
place’ (Gramsci, 1971: 335).

The question of political practice has remained essentially open in the history 
of Marxism. The return of new forms of mass politics inspired by some variety 
of Marxism, the strength (but also the defeat) of important movements and the 
parallel new wave of theory inspired by Marxism in the twenty-first century offer 
the possibility of exactly that terrain of experimentation with such a new practice 
of politics.
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Editor’s note: Neil Davidson (1957–2020), arguably the preeminent Marxist scholar of revolu-
tions of his generation, was tragically unable to complete his entry. We are very fortunate 
that among his papers was a finished draft of the sections of his chapter concerned with 
pre-Marxist conceptions of revolution and with the development of Marx and Engels’ own 
understanding of revolution, with particular emphasis on the questions of bourgeois revolu-
tion and permanent revolution; we publish it here, with minimal editing. Though Neil had 
made significant headway with the part of his entry dealing with developments in the 
Marxist theory of revolution after 1917, lacunae still remained and we did not think it appro-
priate to present this work in its unfinished form. In his abstract, he described that part as 
follows: ‘The chapter will then look at how three subsequent Marxists have extended these 
positions – in Gramsci’s concept of “passive revolution”, Lenin’s identification of workers’ 
councils as an alternative to bourgeois state power, and Trotsky’s version of permanent revo-
lution – but also contributed their own innovations to revolutionary theory and practice, in 
Trotsky’s law of uneven and combined development and Lenin’s interventionist model of the 
revolutionary party’. Though fragmentary, we have decided to include by way of conclusion 
some of Neil’s suggestive remarks on the impasses of proletarian revolution in the present. 
Readers wanting to explore further Neil’s path-breaking work on revolutions should turn to 
his classic How Revolutionary Were the Bourgeois Revolutions? (Chicago: Haymarket, 2015; 
abridged edition, 2017) as well as We Cannot Escape History: States and Revolutions 
(Chicago: Haymarket, 2015) and forthcoming volumes from Haymarket Books.

INTRODUCTION

György Lukács opened his 1924 book on Lenin with the words: ‘Historical 
materialism is the theory of the proletarian revolution’ (Lukács, 1970a: 9). 
Lukács later regretted the ‘single-dimensionality’ of this definition (Lukács, 
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1970b: 90), but his focus on proletarian revolution does nevertheless capture the 
way in which, unlike most other intellectual traditions, Marxism involves both a 
social interpretation of the historical past and a political practice intended to 
produce a particular outcome in the future. The former is a theory which holds 
that the expansion of the productive forces under capitalism produces both the 
material resources to make the transcendence of class society a possibility and a 
working class with the potential, through revolution, of turning that possibility 
into a reality; the latter is a strategy for intervening in the revolutionary process 
which can make the victory of socialism more likely.

Given the centrality of revolution as theory and strategy to Marxist thought, it 
is obviously impossible to survey every aspect of what Marxists have written or 
done in relation to the subject in a single chapter. In what follows, I briefly survey 
the conceptions of revolution which prevailed before Marx and Engels, before 
reviewing their innovations with respect to both the bourgeois and socialist revo-
lutions. I then assess the extent to which the Russian Revolution both confirmed 
and qualified the Marxist theory of socialist revolution, and ask whether Classical 
Marxism contains an explanation for their non-occurrence since October 1917, 
other than as brief episodes, which does not involve concluding that its own cen-
tral thesis about the revolutionary capacity of the working class is false.

PRE-MARXIST CONCEPTIONS OF REVOLUTION

The Marxist conception of revolution is distinct in several ways from those 
which preceded it. The actual term ‘revolution’ had been used since the Middle 
Ages to indicate the cyclical movement of celestial bodies around the Earth and, 
from the work of Copernicus and Galileo onward, that of the Earth’s orbit around 
the sun. It was in this sense of returning to a starting point that the term began to 
incorporate the notion of a ‘cycle of constitutions’ inherited from the ancient 
world, which held that society remained essentially immobile beneath surface 
political changes. Possible regimes or constitutions, which either followed each 
other in cyclical succession or were simply available as alternatives, were few in 
number – in most versions only three, each of which had two aspects reflecting 
whether they were operated justly or unjustly: monarchy and tyranny, aristocracy 
and oligarchy, democracy and anarchy (Aristotle, 1988; Polybius, 1979). But 
whether these types of regime were seen as either endlessly recurring or as a set 
of options, at no point did the ancients see the possibility of one emerging on the 
basis of reconstituting their societies: changes were purely political and always 
revocable. The later Christian tradition opposed the cyclical theory of the classi-
cal world, but in other respects was equally incapable of comprehending the 
possibility of fundamental social change.

For a modern concept of revolution to emerge there had to be the possibility of 
irreversible transition to a new type of society. A proto-theory of social revolution 
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had sporadically emerged and re-emerged between the English and French  
revolutions, all variants of which argued that there was a link between revolution 
and prior changes in socio-economic relations, specifically the emergence of a 
class based on new forms of property and new ways of organizing production. The 
connection was first identified after the English Civil War by James Harrington, 
only to be consciously or unconsciously repressed during the Restoration by 
the theoreticians of the newly triumphant bourgeoisie, above all John Locke, in 
favour of the traditional conception of political revolution restoring a pre-exist-
ing constitution (compare Harrington, 1977 and Locke, 1988). Perhaps the most 
developed version, however, was formulated by the French revolutionary intel-
lectual Antoine Barnave in the early 1790s, although he retreated in practice from 
what was politically necessary for the safety and security of the revolution he had 
helped initiate. He feared the forces it was unleashing from below – entirely jus-
tifiably, since his attempts to contain the Revolution ultimately cost him his life 
(Barnave, 1971). Indeed, an earlier conception of social revolution, in the 1760s, 
by the Scottish political economist (and former Jacobite counter-revolutionary), 
Sir James Steuart, envisaged revolution from above precisely as a means of fore-
stalling a more destructive revolution from below (Steuart, 1966).

By the post-Restoration period, after 1815, one can speak of the consolida-
tion of a bourgeois view of the social revolution, which saw it stretching from 
the Dutch Revolt through the English Civil War before climaxing in the French 
Revolution (see, for example, Guizot, 1846; Saint-Simon and Thierry, 1952; 
and Staël, 1818). But this was relatively short-lived as a dominant strand within 
ruling class thought. The ideological problem was that any assertion of the idea 
that class-based revolutions had been required for social transformation in the 
past was increasingly seen as giving dangerous encouragement to the idea that 
they were also necessary in the present. As this suggests, the bourgeoisie was 
becoming expert in covering its tracks, diverting attention on to false trails – at 
least where capitalism was already dominant – and rewriting the history of their 
own revolutionary rise to power so that each individual moment appeared to be 
a political rather than social revolution, a position which tended to be accom-
panied by the claim that capitalism had essentially always existed. Bourgeois 
thought therefore began to reinterpret the great revolutions in terms that gave 
greater emphasis to ‘liberty’, or the achievement of constitutional government, 
than to ‘property’, or the unshackling of a new economic order (for British 
examples from the latter half of the nineteenth century, see Acton, 1906 and 
Spencer, 1969).

Perhaps because of these bourgeois associations, socialists and other radicals 
in the emergent working-class movement were resistant to the notion that social 
revolutions had ever taken place. They no longer accepted that revolution could 
only involve a cyclical process, but nevertheless still regarded all previous revolu-
tions as having been primarily political in nature. In the 1790s, Thomas Paine had 
hailed the French Revolution as an entirely new type of event in human history, 
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fundamentally different from all earlier revolutions – including those which most 
resembled it, like the Dutch Revolt and the English Civil War – by virtue of 
not merely replacing one set of rulers with another, but establishing a new type 
of democratic politics (Paine, 1969: part 1). Yet Paine was exceptional in hold-
ing this view and from the 1830s at least, working-class radicals tended to fol-
low instead the position of Gracchus Babeuf and were consequently inclined to 
argue that even the French Revolution did not represent a qualitatively different 
type of event from earlier revolutions. ‘The French Revolution is but the precur-
sor of another revolution, far greater, far more solemn, which will be the last’, 
Babeuf had written in 1796: ‘We aim at something more sublime and more just, 
the COMMON good or the COMMUNITY OF GOODS!’ (Babeuf, 1920: 54, 
55). The Irish Chartist leader Bronterre O’Brien certainly agreed with this view, 
but so too did such different figures as the Italian nationalist leader Giuseppe 
Mazzini and the Russian socialist Alexander Herzen: for them, whatever the level 
of popular involvement, previous revolutions were merely political, because they 
involved the replacement of one ruling class by another rather than instituting 
rule by the people. Only a revolution that resulted in the latter could be described 
as genuinely social in character: the only genuinely social revolution would be 
socialist (Herzen, 1956; Mazzini, 1912; O’Brien, 1948).

MARX AND ENGELS REDISCOVER THE SOCIAL REVOLUTION

Marx and Engels do not seem to have been aware of the pre-history of bourgeois 
theory of social revolution. Although they frequently referred to English materi-
alists such as Hobbes, they never referred to Harrington – indeed, Bernstein 
seems to have been the first Marxist to take him seriously, as late as the 1890s 
(Bernstein, 1980). Similarly, although they were obviously aware of Barnave as 
a historical actor in the drama of the French Revolution, his ‘Introduction to the 
French Revolution’ was only published in 1843 and there is no evidence that 
either man read it. They certainly read and admired Steuart, but for his insights 
into what they would later call ‘primitive accumulation’, not his views on revo-
lution (Marx, 1963; Marx, 1987). Nor did they derive their views from the 
French historians of the Restoration, of whom – Guizot above all – they were 
deeply suspicious for entirely justified political reasons. References to 
Tocqueville are few and exclusively concerned with his political role in 1848, by 
which time they had developed their own theory (see, for example, Marx, 1973d: 
219–20). In fact, during the earliest part of their literary and political careers, 
Marx and Engels shared the widespread radical view that social revolution still 
lay in the future.

Engels, for example, recognized the opposed interests of the bourgeoisie and 
the proletariat: but did the bourgeoisie not also have ‘interests’ in the English Civil 
War of the 1640s? Was it consequently not also a social revolution? Apparently 
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not: so long as political life was dominated by the state and economic life was 
characterized by private property – which was certainly the case after both 1660 
and 1815 – no social revolution could be said to have occurred. What Engels did 
not allow for at this time was the existence of different types of state and different 
forms of private property. He did not regard the revolutions of 1640 and 1789 as 
being irrelevant, of course, but they were significant only to the extent that they 
made the forthcoming social revolution possible (Engels, 1975: 419).

Marx started from a similar position to Engels in relation to political and social 
revolutions. However, in his initial critique of Hegel, which was still largely 
conducted using the language and concepts of German idealist philosophy, he 
attempted to distinguish between different types of political revolution, which 
he terms ‘legislative’ (the French) and ‘executive’ (all the others) (Marx, 1975a). 
At this point in his development, ‘revolution’ does not have a particularly posi-
tive connotation for Marx, since – in its executive aspect at least – it can include 
coups d’état or even counter-revolutions. This was soon to change.

In ‘On the Jewish Question’, Marx highlighted the inadequacy of merely 
political revolutions, but now also attempted to define them in relation to how 
far they contributed to what he called ‘political emancipation’. This, he argued, 
‘may not be the last form of general human emancipation, but it is the last form 
of general human emancipation within the prevailing scheme of things’ (Marx, 
1975b: 221). In other words, the achievement of ‘political emancipation’ does 
involve progress, not merely superficial political changes. Furthermore, his 
discussion shows a far greater sensitivity to the changing nature of the state 
than can be found in the work of Engels during this period, where it tends to 
remain an unchanging, undifferentiated source of oppression. For Marx, the 
key achievement of political revolution, the basis for ‘political emancipation’, 
involved breaking the former unity of state (‘politics’) and civil society that 
had characterized feudalism: ‘Political emancipation was at the same time the 
emancipation of civil society from politics, from even the appearance of a uni-
versal content’ (Marx, 1975b: 232). Even in the still very abstract formulations 
typical of Marx’s writings at this time, it is clear that he recognized feudalism 
as a distinct form of society. Like Engels, however, he did not regard its super-
session as a social revolution, since private property survived and consequently 
human liberation remained unachieved, even where this had been the intention 
of revolutionaries.

Germany had not yet attained the level of France and, in 1843 and 1844 at 
least, Marx was sceptical about the capacity of the local bourgeoisie to achieve 
even this much, leading him to pronounce, in one of his earliest dialectical para-
doxes: ‘It is not the radical revolution or universal human emancipation which is 
a utopian for Germany; it is the partial, merely political revolution, the revolution 
which leaves the pillars of the building standing’. This led him to argue in more 
detail what the role of the French bourgeoisie had been in their revolution – a 
revolution that Marx still describes as political:
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If the revolution of a people and the emancipation of a particular class of civil society are to 
coincide, if one class is to stand for the whole of society, then all the deficiencies of society 
must be concentrated in another class, one particular class must be the class which gives 
universal offence, the embodiment of a general limitation; one particular sphere of society 
must appear as the notorious crime of the whole society, so that the liberation of this sphere 
appears as universal self-liberation. (Marx, 1975c: 253–4)

But the embodiment of the general interest was illusionary in the case of the 
bourgeoisie, or at least real only to the extent that the pseudo-universal class was 
able to achieve formal equality before the law (although not yet democracy), 
leaving economic inequality untouched. Some other social force was therefore 
necessary in order to move beyond the mere bourgeois right established in 
France, but still to be established throughout most of Europe, a genuinely univer-
sal class. For Marx and Engels, this was the working class: ‘A class with radical 
chains’ (Marx, 1975c: 256).

What lay beyond bourgeois right was communism, a desirable and potentially 
achievable state of affairs familiar to young radicals like Marx and Engels through 
the projections of Utopian Socialists like Etienne Cabet or through the philosophi-
cal positions of Left Hegelians like Moses Hess. But for Marx at any rate, the 
proletariat still appears as a solution to the philosophical problem of agency: the 
proletariat is a universal class on the basis of its poverty and suffering, its lack 
of private property, but the proletarian ‘heart’ remains on equal footing with the 
philosophical ‘head’: ‘Philosophy cannot realize itself without the transcendence 
[Aufhebung] of the proletariat, and the proletariat cannot transcend itself without 
the realization [Verwirklichung] of philosophy’ (Marx, 1975c: 256). Marx is, so to 
speak, still looking down the wrong end of the telescope and would only change 
his perspective as the result of his increasing knowledge of the working-class 
movement (the activities of the Chartists in Britain and, closer to home, the revolt 
of the Silesian weavers in June 1844) and cumulative encounters with actual work-
ers (the secret societies and the League of the Just while in Paris during 1843–4). 
But this is illustrative of the relationship between social developments and their 
theorization which lies at the core of historical materialism: ‘The existence of 
revolutionary ideas in a particular period presupposes the existence of a revolu-
tionary class’, as he and Engels were shortly to write (Marx and Engels, 1975: 63).

The new conception of the working class that emerged was stated fully for 
the first time by both Marx and Engels in their first jointly written work, The 
Holy Family (1844), and developed in the collection of unfinished notes eventu-
ally published under the title of The German Ideology (1845–6), both of which 
emphasize its structural situation, as in this passage from the former:

It is not a question of what this or that proletarian, or even the whole proletariat, at the 
moment regards as his aim. It is a question of what the proletariat is, and what, in accord-
ance with this being, it will historically be compelled to do. Its aim and historical action is 
visibly and irrevocably foreshadowed in its own life situation as well as the whole organisa-
tion of bourgeois society today. There is no need to explain here that a large part of the 
English and French proletariat is already conscious of its historic task and is constantly work-
ing to develop that consciousness into complete clarity. (Marx and Engels, 1975: 36–7)
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However, in order to appreciate the claims which Marx and Engels were making 
about the revolutionary capabilities of the working class we need to compare 
them with those of its bourgeois adversary.

THE BOURGEOISIE AND THE PROLETARIAT AS  
REVOLUTIONARY CLASSES

One might have expected the discovery of the proletariat as a revolutionary class, 
and the identification of the various ways in which it was distinct from the bour-
geoisie, to merely strengthen Marx and Engels in their existing conviction that 
only the forthcoming proletarian revolution could be regarded as genuinely 
social. In fact, it is precisely at this moment that they extend the concept back-
wards in history to identify the bourgeois revolution. Discovering the capacities 
of the working class as a revolutionary agent in relation to capitalism led Marx 
and Engels to perform the same investigation for the bourgeoisie and feudalism, 
but they did so at the very moment when the bourgeoisie was retreating into what 
Marx would later refer to as ‘the bad conscience and the evil intent of apologetic’ 
(Marx, 1976c: 97). Essentially, Marx and Engels exchanged positions with their 
bourgeois contemporaries: where the latter increasingly denied that the revolu-
tions against feudalism were social revolutions and, like Locke before them, now 
defined them in political terms, Marx and Engels affirmed the opposite, but 
without accepting that these were the only such revolutions that had ever hap-
pened or would ever happen. Revolutions had occurred earlier in history and 
would happen again in the form of the socialist revolution, which, by ending the 
existence of antagonistic social classes, would genuinely be the last social revo-
lution. As Lukács later pointed out:

One of Marx’s greatest theoretical achievements was to distinguish clearly between bour-
geois and proletarian revolution. This distinction was of the utmost practical and tactical 
importance in view of the immature self-delusions of his contemporaries, for it offered the 
only methodological instrument for recognizing the genuinely proletarian revolutionary ele-
ments within the general revolutionary movements of the time. (Lukács, 1970a: 47–8)

If Marx and Engels were aware in practice of the difference between the two 
types of social revolution, their main theoretical discussion – by Marx in ‘The 
Class Struggles in France’ – was brief, highly impressionistic, and concerned 
more with style than substance – not least because they had no examples of pro-
letarian revolution on which to draw, other than the defeated French uprising of 
June 1848 (Marx, 1973d). It is possible, however, to draw out the main distinc-
tions from elsewhere in their work. For the purposes of this discussion, I will 
focus on the different forms of class agency involved.

The earliest successful examples of bourgeois revolution, in the United 
Provinces and England, involved leadership by mercantile, agrarian, and – in the 
case of the latter country – even industrial capitalists, although these tended to 
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be based in the countryside and the colonies rather than the metropolitan centres. 
There was a difference between the French Revolution and these earlier examples 
of bourgeois revolution from below: as a consequence of the relative success 
of the absolutist regime in retarding the development of capitalism, France was 
internally less developed in 1789 than England had been in 1640. But even those 
capitalists who had emerged in France were more inclined to reform than their 
predecessors, not least because of the risk that revolution posed to their property, 
which tended to be more industrial than agrarian or mercantile. From 1789 on, 
therefore, the nature of leadership in the bourgeois revolutions became increas-
ingly removed from capitalists in the class structure: Robespierre was a lawyer, 
Danton a journalist, Roux a priest; only a very few of the leading French revo-
lutionaries, of whom Pierre Louis Roederer was the most important, could seri-
ously be described as capitalists. Nevertheless, figures of this sort were integral 
to the bourgeoisie as a whole, as is well conveyed by Gramsci’s later discussion 
of ‘organic intellectuals’ (Gramsci, 1971: 5–6, Q12§3).

The connection between the non-capitalist and capitalist sections of the bour-
geoisie is that both derive their income, directly or indirectly, from the extraction 
of surplus value from the proletariat, but the former were central to forming revo-
lutionary leaderships for three reasons. First, precisely because they were not sub-
ject to competitive economic divisions within their class, these groups were often 
more able to express the common interests of the bourgeoisie as a whole than 
capitalists. Second, and conversely, they were prepared to temporarily violate 
capitalist property rights in order to better permanently enshrine them. The lead-
ership of the French Revolution was forced to suppress bourgeois private property 
(Marx, 1975b). Third, because these revolutionaries still belonged to a minority 
exploiting class, albeit one broader than their feudal predecessor, they needed to 
involve other social forces, particularly the petty bourgeoisie, which, until 1848 at 
least, invariably provided the foot soldiers for the struggle with feudal absolutism.

The capacity of the non-capitalist bourgeoisie to represent a collective bour-
geois interest, to abandon when necessary the immediate economic manifes-
tations of that interest, and to unite classes outside the bourgeoisie was only 
possible because they tended to act from motives that were not strictly economic 
in nature. These motives varied over time but tended to be more concerned with 
religious or constitutional liberties than with removing absolutist impediments to 
the exploitation of wage labour. In no bourgeois revolution did the revolutionar-
ies ever seek to rally popular forces by proclaiming their intention to establish 
a new form of exploitative society – a goal that peasants, small commodity pro-
ducers, and workers might have been understandably reluctant to support – but 
did so instead by variously raising demands for religious freedom, representa-
tive democracy, national independence, and, ultimately, socialist reconstruction, 
although, as we shall see, with the last of these the dissociation between being 
and consciousness, between reality and representation, had become almost total. 
This should not surprise us, for as Marx noted:
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A distinction is made in private life between what a man thinks and says of himself and what 
he really is and does. In historical struggles one must make a still sharper distinction between 
the phrases and fantasies of the parties and their real organization and real interests, 
between their conception of themselves and what they really are. (Marx, 1973d: 173–4; see 
also Marx, 1975d: 426)

In fact, of all the successive, if overlapping, ideologies under which the bour-
geois revolutions were waged, only that of the Enlightenment can be genuinely 
described as originating within the bourgeoisie, rather than being adopted and 
adapted for bourgeois purposes. And of all the victorious bourgeois revolutions, 
only the French can be said to have been inspired by Enlightenment thought, 
which is only one of several reasons why this greatest of all examples is also the 
most exceptional.

Until 1848, however, revolutionary leadership did at least come from an actual 
section of the bourgeoisie, albeit one distant from the immediate process of pro-
duction. Perhaps the most startling difference between bourgeois and proletar-
ian revolutions is that the former could be carried out by classes quite distinct 
from any section of the bourgeoisie – including by fractions of the feudal nobil-
ity, such as those led by Bismarck in Prussia and Cavour in Piedmont. Until 
the early 1850s, the possibility of ‘bourgeois revolution from above’ was still a 
subordinate aspect of Marx and Engels’ thinking compared to their overwhelm-
ing stress on French-style ‘revolution from below’, a position that expressed the 
historical experience up to 1848. In so far as they did consider ‘revolution from 
above’, they saw the process as largely being one conducted ‘from outside’ by 
Napoleon’s armies across Europe. Post-1848, it appeared that such revolutions 
might also be possible ‘from within’.

In the decades that followed, the non-capitalist sections of the bourgeoisie, 
which had previously provided revolutionary leadership, who had been less para-
lysed by fear of plebeian radicalism and more prepared to face down peasant 
reaction, were increasingly integrated into a society in which their former frus-
trations and humiliations were rapidly becoming things of the past. While all 
bourgeois revolutions involve a ‘passive’ element in the sense that they involve 
larger or smaller minorities taking power in the state, after 1849 the top-down 
aspect became more dominant as the result of two related factors, both products 
of the growth and dynamism of the capitalist system. The first was the emergence 
of the working class as a social force, compelling a formerly revolutionary bour-
geoisie to seek accommodation with the existing regimes rather than risk igniting 
a conflagration that might engulf them. The second factor was the availability of 
agencies that could provide capitalist leadership in the place of this increasingly 
cautious bourgeoisie.

Among later Marxists, Gramsci had perhaps the greatest insight into the process 
of bourgeois revolution from above, or what he called (in this context) ‘passive 
revolution’ (Gramsci, 1971: 115, Q10II§61 and 182, Q13§17). Gramsci identifies 
three main characteristics of passive revolution in Italian history, although these 
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are more generally applicable. The first was a favourable geopolitical context: the 
very conflicts and rivalries which the emergent capitalist system engendered pro-
vided a space and opportunity for new participants to emerge (Gramsci, 1978). 
The second was the key role of a dynamic territorial area as the active core within 
the process of state formation – Piedmont in the case of Italy – operating over the 
head of the local bourgeoisie (Gramsci, 1971: 105). The third was the establish-
ment of a new leading group involving elements of the old, and the consequent 
‘formation of an ever more extensive ruling class’ (Gramsci, 1971).

Finally, once the bourgeois revolution had established a state capable of acting 
as a territorial centre of capital accumulation, what relationship did it have to the 
actual bourgeoisie, particularly the economic core of that class? Here, too, there 
was no need for them to be directly involved. Marx and Engels famously wrote 
in the ‘Manifesto of the Communist Party’: ‘The executive of the modern state 
is but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie’ 
(Marx and Engels, 1973: 69); but this did not mean that the ‘executive’ consisted 
of members of the bourgeoisie. As Engels noted 20 years later:

It is a peculiarity of the bourgeoisie, in contrast to all former ruling classes, that there is a 
turning point in its development after which every further expansion of its agencies of 
power, hence primarily of its capital, only tends to make more and more unfit for political 
rule. (Engels, 1987: 97)

Under all pre-capitalist modes of production, exploitation took place visibly 
through the extraction of a literal surplus from the direct producers by the threat 
or reality of violence: economics and politics were ‘fused’ in the power of the 
feudal lord or the tributary state. Under the capitalist mode of production, exploi-
tation takes place invisibly in the process of production itself through the crea-
tion of surplus value over and above that required in reproducing the labour 
force. This is the basis of the famous ‘separation of the political and the eco-
nomic’ which makes capitalism unique among class societies.

Marx and Engels therefore acknowledged that bourgeois revolutions could be 
the work of a number of different social forces; in their view, socialist revolutions, 
however, could not, since they would be constituted by the process of working-
class self-liberation. This emphasis on the working class as agency should not 
obscure the fact that Marx and Engels saw it as being the core of a much wider 
revolutionary agency. The socialist revolution would require ‘the social move-
ment’, a term widespread throughout socialist and communist circles at the time 
(Marx and Engels, 1976: 486). By the mid 1840s, Marx and Engels had identified 
the proletariat as the only force capable of achieving the social revolution, but 
they did not regard it as acting entirely alone – the minority position of the work-
ing class on a global scale, even at the time of Engels’ death, in 1895, precluded 
that. Their position seems rather to have been that workers would act as both 
the political leadership and the organizational core of the social movement as a 
whole. Indeed, towards the end of his life Marx claimed that in some situations, 
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above all that of British rule in Ireland, it might be the colonial peoples who 
would initiate the process of social revolution; this was why, he wrote in a letter 
to Engels at the end of 1869, ‘the Irish question is so important for the social 
movement in general’ (Marx, 1988: 396).

Nevertheless, the working class plays a unique historical role, in three 
respects. The first, which is really a concretization of Marx’s description of the 
working class as possessing ‘radical chains’, is that it alone has the potential to 
become a universal class. One reason for this is that it has no property. Marx 
and Engels wrote of capital: ‘In order to become an “unendurable” power, i.e., a 
power against which men make a revolution, it must necessarily have rendered 
the great mass of humanity “propertyless”, and moreover in contradiction to an 
existing world of wealth and culture’ (Marx and Engels, 1976: 48). The process 
that characterized the origins of the system was the reduction of peasant farmers 
and urban artisans from people who had previously owned or controlled their 
means of production, and hence were able to provide for their own subsistence, to 
people who had nothing but their ability to labour and were therefore compelled 
to sell it in order to survive. Being propertyless does not, of course, mean that 
workers have no personal possessions, but these are simply commodities, not the 
means of accumulating capital.

The second respect is that the working class is forced to behave collectively. 
Factories, mines, and offices cannot be divided between their workers in the way 
that, for example, a landed estate can be divided up by peasants. As this suggests, 
it is not the case that the simple existence of the working class as an economic 
formation gives it the structural capacity for revolution. Wage labour is more than 
necessary to capital: along with competitive accumulation, it is constitutive of the 
system, but wage labourers have not necessarily been capable of challenging for 
power at every stage in the development of capitalism. Rural labourers and domes-
tic servants comprised the majority of workers in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries respectively, but neither was in a position to overthrow the system. It is 
therefore not only the creation of a working class that we owe to capitalism, but 
the particular way in which capitalism concentrates workers together into col-
lective situations. The very fact of gathering workers together has a perverse if 
unavoidable outcome for employers: it creates the possibility of the exercise of 
their collective strength in addition to the actuality of their collective exploitation.

The third respect is that it is the first exploited (as opposed to oppressed) class 
in history which is capable of making a revolution on its own behalf. Unlike the 
peasantry, it is structured collectively and is therefore the basis of a new form of 
social organization in a way that the former can never be. Unlike the bourgeoisie, it 
has the numeric size and structural capacity to rebuild society without using another 
class as an instrument to destroy the existing system: the working class is not an 
alternative exploiting class to the bourgeoisie and it will not be transformed into 
one by victory. Consequently, the ‘everyday’ class struggles between exploiters and 
exploited and the ‘transformative’ struggles for social revolution are linked by the 
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fact that the same classes are involved: the former always contains the possibility 
of the latter. Nevertheless, it is only through the transformative process of taking 
power that workers can throw off the legacy of years of enforced servility or misdi-
rected anger that capitalism inculcates:

Both for the production on a mass scale of this consciousness, and for the success of the 
cause itself, the alteration of men on a mass scale is necessary, an alteration that can only 
take place in a practical movement, a revolution; the revolution is necessary, therefore, not 
only because the ruling class cannot be overthrown in any other way, but also because the 
class overthrowing it can only in a revolution succeed in ridding itself anew of all the muck 
of ages and become fitted to found society anew. (Marx and Engels, 1976: 52–3)

Yet the form taken by that revolution underwent several changes in Marx and 
Engels’ writings, not least because – as noted earlier – they had no successful 
examples on which to draw. The key problem was the attitude of the working 
class towards the state.

The bourgeois revolutions involved the establishment of capitalist nation-state 
forms capable of acting as territorial centres of accumulation; but as accumulation 
grew and with it the working class, the question of the latter’s democratic rights 
became ever more sharply posed. The ruling classes assumed that if the working 
classes had the vote, they would surely use it to deprive them, their masters, of 
their property. Marx and Engels initially thought so too – that is the meaning of the 
‘battle for democracy’ referred to in the ‘Manifesto of the Communist Party’. Here, 
Marx and Engels argue for the proletariat to take control of the existing state and 
‘wrest, by degrees, all capital from the bourgeoisie … centralize all production in 
the hands of the state, i.e. of the proletariat organised as a ruling class’ and only in 
the future (‘in the course of development’) after a period in which, having ‘swept 
away the conditions for the existence of class antagonisms and of classes gener-
ally’, will we have ‘an association, in which the free development of each is the 
condition of the free development of all’ (Marx and Engels, 1973: 86–7).

Marx’s writings of the early 1850s, particularly in relation to France, show a 
shift from this position, no doubt as a result of the experience of the revolutions 
of 1848–9. In particular, the process of taking over the state is no longer a 
gradual process, but a violent act of seizure leading to what he now called ‘the 
dictatorship of the proletariat’ (Marx, 1973c: 123). But while this conception, 
like its predecessor, certainly envisages the abolition of social classes, it still 
involves utilizing the existing state apparatus, until there is no longer any need 
for it. As both men wrote in a relatively obscure book review from 1850: ‘The 
abolition of the state has meaning for Communists, only as the necessary conse-
quence of the abolition of classes, with which the need for the organised might 
of one class to keep the others down automatically disappears’ (Marx and 
Engels, 1978: 333). There is no suggestion at this point that the working class 
will have to destroy the existing state and replace it with another, and that it is 
this latter form which will dissolve with the transition to full communism.
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In 1852, Marx noted of the French state under Louis Bonaparte: ‘All political 
upheavals perfected this machine instead of smashing it’ (Marx, 1973d: 238); 
yet he does not then go on to argue that this state should be smashed rather than 
taken over. It took nearly 20 years for Marx and Engels to arrive at the former 
conclusion, and, as was typical of their approach, it was only after absorbing the 
theoretical implications of a new development in the class struggle: the Paris 
Commune of 1871. The change in attitude to the state, from conquest to destruc-
tion, is decisive here. In ‘The Civil War in France’, Marx expressed his new-
found discovery that ‘the working class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made 
state machinery, and wield it for its own purposes’ (Marx, 1974: 206):

The multiplicity of interpretations to which the Commune has been subjected, and the mul-
tiplicity of interests which construed it in their favour, show that it was a thoroughly expan-
sive political form, while all the previous forms of government had been emphatically 
repressive. Its true secret was this. It was essentially a working-class government, the product 
of the struggle of the producing against the appropriating class, the political form at last 
discovered under which to work out the economical emancipation of labour. (Marx, 1974: 
210, 212; emphasis added).

The process of transition therefore begins with the destruction of capitalist states 
and the substitution of transitional forms of highly democratic public authority 
(‘states that are not states’), but only as the prelude to their ultimate self-disso-
lution, as capitalist (and in some cases residual pre-capitalist) productive rela-
tions are replaced by socialist ones. In that sense, the transition to socialism 
involves the withering away of both the market and the state.

PERMANENT REVOLUTION: THE WORKING CLASS IN THE 
BOURGEOIS REVOLUTION

What level of capitalist development was necessary for socialism? At one point in 
The German Ideology, Marx and Engels seem to suggest that the forces of produc-
tion would need to exist at a globally even level of development before socialism 
was possible (Marx and Engels, 1976: 49, 51). During the later 1840s, their atten-
tion became focused on Europe and its colonial-settler extensions in North America, 
which they saw as decisive and where the situation was relatively straightforward. 
Capitalism was the dominant mode of production only in parts of Western Europe 
and the eastern seaboard of the USA, and industrialization was still more narrowly 
focused. Elsewhere the bourgeoisie were still politically and socially subordinate to 
the Old Regime. The task for communists was therefore to encourage the bourgeois 
revolutions which would overthrow the feudal-absolutist states, remove the struc-
tural obstacles to capitalist development, and thus create the material basis for the 
international working class that would make socialism a possibility. The working 
class had an interest in overthrowing absolutism, and their methods were required 
to do so, methods from which the bourgeoisie themselves shrank:
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Therefore, where they stood in opposition to the bourgeoisie, as for example in 1793 and 
1794 in France, [the plebeians] were fighting for the implementation of the interests of the 
bourgeoisie, although not in the manner of the bourgeoisie. The whole of the French terror 
was nothing other than a plebeian manner of dealing with the enemies of the bourgeoisie, 
with absolutism, feudalism and parochialism. (Marx, 1973a: 192)

This raises two questions. The first concerns the revolutionary capacity of the 
bourgeoisie even at its most radical. The issue here was not simply the lack of 
social weight possessed by the bourgeoisie and its consequent need for allies; it 
was that the majority of its members would not in any case have demanded the 
necessary action without being pushed from below (Marx, 1976b: 319). Marx’s 
contrast between economic readiness and political vacillation suggest that the 
self-restraint of the bourgeoisie as a revolutionary class and the consequent need 
for representatives of another social class to substitute for it in the realm of politi-
cal action did not begin in Germany in 1848, but had a longer lineage dating even 
further back in time than the French Revolution. From the Dutch Revolt onwards, 
popular forces had been necessary to ensure victory over the absolutist regime 
but had also threatened to take the revolutions in a more radical direction than the 
bourgeoisie themselves were prepared to contemplate, above all in relation to 
democracy. The French Revolution showed this process in the most developed 
form; its most committed opponents, like Burke, and members of its extreme left, 
like Babeuf, understood the logic of escalation as a threat, in the case of the 
former, or as a promise, in the case of the latter (Burke, 1968; Babeuf, 1920). In 
reality, however, both men misunderstood what the outcome could have been. For 
even in France between 1789 and 1794, the social forces involved were incapable 
of sustaining the new society of equality, with the result that it fell back into what 
was historically possible at the time – in other words, a bourgeois regime.

The second question facing Marx and Engels as 1848 drew near was therefore 
whether this was still the only viable result that could be expected from the incip-
ient German Revolution. Marx warned in 1847 that central though the plebeians 
would be to victory over the Old Regime, they would not hold on to power (Marx, 
1976a). In 1847, Marx believed that the material conditions did not exist for the 
proletariat to overthrow bourgeois rule; by 1850, he argued that if not already 
existent, they could be established in a very short time: this change of position 
was the basis of the new strategy of ‘permanent revolution’.

Marx and Engels may have been among the first people to refer to ‘permanent 
revolution’ in print, in 1843 and 1844 (Marx, 1975b: 222; Marx and Engels, 1975: 
123). It was not, however, a concept exclusive to them but one common to members 
of ‘the Democracy’, the alliance of the petty bourgeoisie, peasantry, and working 
class to the left of the bourgeois liberals. Their goal was the Social Republic –  
not socialism, but a regime modelled on the Jacobin state at its most radical; in 
other words, one that went beyond the limits of bourgeois acceptability. During the 
course of the German Revolution of 1848, Marx and Engels held three versions 
of permanent revolution, each successively more radical as the unwillingness of 
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the bourgeoisie to confront the absolutist regime grew more apparent. In the first, 
the bourgeoisie would ally with the Democracy to overthrow the existing regime, 
after which the Democracy would remove the bourgeoisie to establish the Social 
Republic. The second, formulated when it became apparent that the bourgeoisie 
were more concerned with a potential threat to their property than with absolut-
ism, involved the Democracy striking out on its own for the Social Republic – still 
remaining within the boundaries of capitalism, but intent on opening up the way for 
rapid capitalist development while a new revolution was being prepared. The third, 
formulated when it also became apparent that the leaderships of the non-working-
class elements of the Democracy were no more willing to take the revolution for-
ward than the bourgeoisie proper, involved the proletarian revolution as the only 
alternative to counter-revolution, but on the basis of an international movement led 
by the more advanced working classes, most importantly in France and Britain. 
Here, finally, is the idea that the escalation characteristic of the French Revolution 
would, in the new conditions of more advanced capitalist development, lead to the 
victory of the proletariat (Draper, 1978).

It is the third and final version of permanent revolution that is incorporated in 
the most radical text written by Marx or Engels during this period: the ‘Address 
to the Central Committee of the Communist League’ of March 1850. Two themes 
emerge from the main body of this work: first, that the liberal bourgeoisie and the 
social-reformist Democracy would be the most dangerous enemies of the work-
ing class when in power; second, and consequently, the working class needed 
to retain absolute organizational and political independence (Marx, 1973b). The 
reference to ‘make the revolution permanent’ in the address and the concluding 
sentence (‘their battle-cry must be: The Permanent Revolution’) might lead to 
the conclusion that Marx anachronistically saw socialism as being immediately 
realizable. In fact, apart from this climactic rhetorical flourish, Marx argues for 
a more realistic agenda throughout (Marx, 1973b). German workers must main-
tain their organizational and political independence from the petty bourgeoisie to 
push the latter class beyond the satisfaction of its own demands and to continue 
pressing their own class interests even after the feudal-absolutist state has been 
decisively overthrown. Marx confirmed this position later in the same year in The 
Class Struggles in France:

Given this general prosperity, wherein the productive forces of bourgeois society are devel-
oping as luxuriantly as it is possible for them to do within bourgeois relationships, a real 
revolution is out of the question. Such a revolution is possible only in periods when both of 
these factors – the modern forces of production and the bourgeois forms of production – 
come into opposition with each other. … A new revolution is only a consequence of a new 
crisis. The one, however, is as sure to come as the other. (Marx, 1973c: 131)

For Marx and Engels, workers not only could not retain power, they should not 
seek to do so. ‘We are devoted to a party which, most fortunately for it, cannot 
yet come to power’, said Marx at a meeting of the Central Authority of the 
Communist League late in 1850: ‘If the proletariat were to come to power the 
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measures it would introduce would be petty-bourgeois and not directly proletar-
ian. Our party can only come to power when the conditions allow it to put its own 
views into practice’ (Marx, 1978: 628). Marx’s contrast between economic readi-
ness and political vacillation suggest that the self-restraint of the bourgeoisie as a 
revolutionary class and the consequent need for representatives of another social 
class to substitute for it in the realm of political action did not begin in Germany 
in 1848 but had a longer lineage dating even further back in time than the French 
Revolution. The corollary is that the actors who do carry through the revolution 
on behalf of the bourgeoisie are likely to find their own goals impossible to attain, 
as was pointed out in a classic passage by Engels from 1850, on the role of 
Thomas Münzer in the German Peasant War of 1525. While Münzer represented 
the communist aspirations of the peasantry, these were unrealizable at the time 
since the only social force actually capable of achieving them, the working class, 
did not yet exist in sufficient numbers to act as an agency; as a result, all that 
Münzer could have hoped to achieve were the goals of the bourgeoisie, ‘the class 
for whom conditions are ripe for domination’, even though they had signally 
failed to enter the field on their own behalf (Engels, 1978: 469–70).

Part of the case Engels wanted to convey is that the German bourgeoisie has 
always been vacillating and untrustworthy, in 1525 as in 1848. In fact, it is ques-
tionable whether the German lands were even ready for domination by capitalism 
at this period. The essential point had been made by Marx in relation to contem-
porary Germany during 1847:

If therefore the proletariat overthrows the political rule of the bourgeoisie, its victory will only 
be temporary, only an element in the service of the bourgeois revolution itself, as in the year 
1794, as long as in the course of history, in its ‘movement’, the material conditions have not 
yet been created which make necessary the abolition of the bourgeois mode of production 
and therefore also the definitive overthrow of the political rule of the bourgeoisie. (Marx, 
1976b: 319)

Towards the end of his life, Engels concluded that he and Marx had been over-
optimistic: ‘History had proved us, and all who thought like us, wrong. It has 
made clear that the state of economic development on the Continent at that time 
was not, by a long way, ripe for the elimination of capitalist production’ (Engels, 
1990: 513). In fact, the appearance of a working class large and militant enough 
to overthrow capitalism occurred some decades after 1848, following the con-
solidation of bourgeois states in Central and Southern Europe, North America, 
and Japan during the 1860s – at some point between the Paris Commune of 1871 
and the Russian Revolution of 1905. If a symbolic date is required, then we 
might settle on 1889, the year during which the Second International was 
launched. Confirmation might also be found in the literature of the time. William 
Morris’ News from Nowhere, first published in 1890, a year after the International 
was reborn, is perhaps the first novel to imagine a socialist future not as a 
miraculous or unexplained event, but as the result of a revolutionary process 
which became possible at the time the book was written (Morris, 1920).
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CONCLUSION

Revolutionary change is more desperately urgent than ever but we do not know any more 
what revolution means. (Holloway, 2002: 215)

In a lecture of 1887 entitled ‘The Policy of Abstention’, William Morris identified 
the two ‘courses’ which could be followed by the bourgeois as ‘fraud and force, and 
doubtless in a commercial country like this the resources of fraud would be exhausted 
before the ruling class betook itself to open force’ (Morris, quoted in Thompson, 
1976: 457). Exploiting classes have always displayed a far greater awareness of their 
position than the majority of those whom they exploit – indeed, this is a precondition 
of their continuing to exploit them. Exploited classes, on the other hand, have shown 
far less awareness, but it would be wrong to say that any worker who is not commit-
ted to the revolutionary overthrow of capitalism is not class-conscious. On the con-
trary, the levels of consciousness between failing to even recognize oneself as a 
member of the working class and recognition of the revolutionary role of the working 
class are occupied by the particular form of class consciousness produced by the 
tension between accepting the system as an unchanging feature of human society and 
rejecting the way in which specific aspects of it negatively impact on the lives of 
working-class people. For most workers, most of the time, it is the norm, not the 
exception. In this sense, Lenin was absolutely right to argue that:

there could not have been Social-Democratic consciousness among the workers. It would 
have to be brought to them from without. The history of all countries shows that the work-
ing class, exclusively by its own effort, is able to develop only trade union consciousness, i.e., 
the conviction that it is necessary to combine in unions, fight the employers, and strive to 
compel the government to pass necessary labour legislation, etc. (Lenin, 1961: 375)

The notion of ‘trade union consciousness’ is not, however, a particularly helpful 
one, since the type of reformist consciousness Lenin describes can and does exist 
outside of trade unions, whose members have always tended to be a minority of 
the world working class.

It is not true that socialism will arise automatically from the daily struggle of the working 
class. Socialism will be the consequence of (1) the growing contradictions of capitalist 
economy and (2) the comprehension by the working class of the unavoidability of the sup-
pression of these contradictions through a social transformation. (Luxemburg, 1970: 59)

The ascent to revolutionary class consciousness occurs when workers see that the 
negative aspects of their lives are neither accidental nor incidental, but direct 
effects of how the system operates, and that it is possible to replace that system in 
its totality. If the working class has not successfully acted as a revolutionary class 
in the way Marxist theory holds that it should, this is not because of a structural 
incapacity, but rather the continued operation of bourgeois hegemony, which can 
be successfully challenged, but only if contemporary revolutionaries can combine 
appropriate organizational forms with an effective strategic orientation.
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Marx had planned to complement his analysis of capital with an analysis of the 
state in order to develop a comprehensive critical understanding of bourgeois 
society. Since he was not able to put this into practice and never completed the 
intended volume on the state, we have to rely on the bits and pieces which are to 
be found in his other writings. As far as the state is concerned, the most well-
known of these is the ‘Preface’ (1971 [1859]) to ‘A Contribution to the Critique 
of Political Economy’. Here Marx introduced the concept of a ‘superstructure’ 
arising on the foundation of the ‘economic structure of society’ or the ‘mode of 
production of the material life’. Identifying the state and political and legal rela-
tions more generally as part of the superstructure serves Marx as a means to 
counter concepts of history which assume it is the so-called general development 
of the human mind that determines history. Unfortunately, this Preface, time and 
again, has not been understood as a preliminary outline of a concept intended for 
further analysis but as the summary of already achieved results. It was thereby 
wrongly turned into one of the cornerstones of orthodox Marxism.1

There are many explanations in Marx’s writings which should have prohib-
ited this orthodox reading. But his conception of the history of mankind as an 
inevitable sequence of progressive stages didn’t just inspire political activists, it 
also invited the dogmatization of his concepts. This philosophy of history was 
already spelt out in the political ‘Manifesto’ which Marx and Engels prepared 
for the Congress of the Communist League in 1848. The way they explained 
that the transition from capitalism to communism would inevitably occur was to 
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argue that in the history of mankind the development of the productive forces was 
accompanied by certain social and political relations such as property relations, 
which would ‘burst asunder’ whenever they became fetters to the further devel-
opment of the productive forces. This philosophy of history is also present in the 
chapter on the ‘so called primitive accumulation’ in Volume I of Capital. While 
most of the analysis in Capital is focused on the basic structures of capitalism, 
this chapter outlines the prehistory of capitalism and its future. Marx explains 
that at a certain stage of development capitalism will bring forth ‘the material 
agencies for its own dissolution’. The old social organism ‘must be annihilated. 
It is annihilated’ (1974 [1887]: 714). Since history has not confirmed the philoso-
phy of progress, which is present in these explanations, it cannot be considered a 
promising starting point for a Marxist theory of ‘the state’.

ON THE HISTORICAL SPECIFICITY OF CAPITALIST STATES

Against the Hegelian conception of the state as ‘the reality of the ethical idea’, 
Friedrich Engels insisted that the state is the product of society itself. His 
explanation focuses first on the institution of certain functions for society as a 
whole and second on the image of the state as a third power which becomes 
necessary once society is characterized by an ‘irreconcilable [class] antago-
nism’ (1962 [1884]:135).2 Since society is ‘powerless to dispel’ this antago-
nism, policies and regulations are necessary to stabilize the existing society. 
As part of these explanations Engels transfers concepts which Marx developed 
for the analysis of the bourgeois capitalist state to historical epochs that  
preceded bourgeois society. Against this method we have to insist that pre-
capitalist forms of domination were instruments for the appropriation practices 
of those in power. And if anything like the image of a power which stood aloof 
from social and political conflict did indeed exist, it consisted in the symbolic 
practices employed as part of the responsibility of kings to safeguard the 
benevolence of the Almighty vis-à-vis their subjects. The ideological media-
tion of pre-capitalist forms of domination (Konings, 2005: 98) has never gone 
so far as to disguise their instrumentality for the appropriation practices of 
those in power.

Referring to Engels’ explanations as expressions of the fundamental concepts 
of Marxism, W. I. Lenin also advances the idea of a double function of states. 
For him they are organizations which further the development of the produc-
tive forces and ‘organs’ of class domination. While Engels had assumed a whole 
range of possible state functions, for Lenin states were above all a ‘specific power 
of repression’. Even though this is historically more adequate than Engels’ con-
cept of a ‘third power’, Lenin uses this conception for the integration of state 
theory into the Bolshevik theory of revolution: once revolution will have been 
set in motion, the state (i.e. the institution of repression) will not wither away, 
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but will become the instrument of the proletariat for the final victory over the 
expropriators (1993 [1918]).

Apart from these versions of the supra-historical characteristics of states, 
supra-historicity as such has long been present in Marxist writings. This already 
started with Marx himself who – in the context of Vol. I of Capital – did not dif-
ferentiate between the practices of the owners of personal power in pre-capitalist 
societies (who furthered the exploitation of faraway people and aided practices 
of dispossession against people nearer to home), and the bourgeois capitalist state 
(which decreed the English factory acts, thereby helping to safeguard precondi-
tions for the continuing exploitation of wage laborers but also furthering their 
possibility to stay alive).

Another example of this sort of reasoning is contained in Immanuel 
Wallerstein’s hypothesis that from the sixteenth century onwards world trade 
constituted the beginning of capitalism and thereby furthered the development of 
strong states in the core areas of the European world (1974: 134). In this context 
he evidently had to conceive of the states in question as early versions of their 
later forms. These supra-historical concepts of state are very close to the main-
stream explanation of the history of the state as an expansion and refinement of 
its institutional elements.3

THE CONUNDRUM OF SEPARATION AND ALIENATION

It was against the focus on trade as the determining precondition for capitalism 
that Robert Brenner explained and insisted that, in England, capitalism began 
with the violently pursued transformation of agrarian production into market 
production. By focusing on the very specific English development, Robert 
Brenner and those Marxists who rallied under the label of ‘Political Marxism’ 
declared complete market dependency of laborers to be the defining characteris-
tic of capitalism. This not only placed the separation of the economy from the 
state center stage but it also led to the assumption that the English road to capital-
ism could be taken as a general pattern. The theoretical exclusion of extra- 
economic forms of exploitation favored analytical deviations from concrete his-
torical analysis.4 That it also narrowed down the theoretical conception of capi-
talist states is evident in Ellen Meiksins Wood’s (2002a [1999]: 169) theory of 
the capitalist state. It is based on the structural separation of two distinct pro-
cesses with their own logics. Her analysis of the French state at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century is telling. In Wood’s opinion (2003: 120–121), it should 
not yet be considered a capitalist state because state offices continued to be a 
dominant form of property, and the holders of these offices lived on the taxes 
which had to be paid by peasants. But when the French Revolution dispossessed 
the owners of legal rights of domination, it thereby also transformed state offices 
into occupational positions. Even if they offered the possibility to become rich, 
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competences of state were no longer forms of private property. The explanation 
of the separation of the state from society as the origin of the capitalist state, 
which is dominant among scholars who have accepted to be called ‘Political 
Marxists’, is not in accordance with Marx’s conception of the separation of the 
state from civil society.5

This was first spelled out in Marx’s (1843: 277, trans. 1970: 22) discussion 
of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. He started out by confirming Hegel’s statement, 
that the specificity of the modern state, as distinguished from organizations of 
power in pre-capitalist societies, is its separation from the ‘materialism of civil 
society’. In his discussion of Bruno Bauer’s Zur Judenfrage (1844: 343–377, 
trans. 2008/09: 9) Marx then explained that the state abolishes distinctions of 
birth, social rank, education and occupation when ‘it proclaims, without regard 
to these distinctions, that every member of the nation is an equal participant in 
national sovereignty’ (1844: 354, trans. 2008/9: 8).6 But outside of the state all 
of these distinctions continue to exist, because the state allows private property 
to determine transactions in civil society. Citizens, therefore, lead a twofold life: 
as communal beings in the political community and as private individuals in civil 
society. When Marx declared the relation of the political state to civil society as 
being ‘just as spiritual as the relation of heaven to earth’ (1844: 355), he desig-
nated the modern state as the expression of the communion of citizens, albeit in 
an alienated form.7

‘Political Marxism’ is just one of the many examples of Marxist approaches to 
the analysis of the capitalist state which are void of any concept of alienation. But 
it is this theoretical concept which more than anything else differentiates Marxist 
state analysis from mainstream conceptions of the state (see also Reitter, 2011: 
chapter 13). That its outline is to be found in writings of Marx which preceded his 
analysis of capitalist production, but is not referred to in Capital, can be taken as 
an example of the difficulties one has to deal with when endeavoring to make use 
of this concept of separation and alienation for concrete analyses. The first and 
foremost precondition for any such analysis is the acceptance of the historical 
specificity of bourgeois capitalist states.

Historically, the constitution of the state as a public realm was arrived at 
through struggles against privileges, i.e. the lawful usage of means of power for 
private appropriation (Gerstenberger, 2009 [2007] [1990]: part III). Together 
with the advent of the concept of corruption as the illegal usage of state power for 
private ends (which, indeed, marked the goal of separating the spheres of politics 
and economy), the legal definitions of citizenship proclaimed that the state is sep-
arated from the inequalities which reign in society, thereby constituting national 
states as the (alienated) expression of the communality of citizens. Even if, in 
the historical process of its constitution, this separation has, sometimes more, 
sometimes less, also taken on the form of a separation between the political and 
the economical, this separation of functional spheres is not the essence of bour-
geois/liberal capitalist states.8 Therefore, if states intervene in the economy or 
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transform private property into the property of the state, they thereby change the 
relation of the sphere of politics into the sphere of the economy without chang-
ing the essential character of the bourgeois/liberal state as the alienated expres-
sion of communality. The same holds true for the creation of private–public  
partnerships, and private bodies which enact government functions. It could be 
discussed, however, that the use of private military forces as well as of private 
prisons infringes on the state monopoly of legal uses of violence and thereby on 
the state as representing the unity of society.

Contrary to the historical explanation of the constitution of states as alien-
ated forms of the communality of citizens, the so-called derivation school of 
Marxist state theory derived separation and alienation by way of logical reason-
ing from the basic structures of the political economy of capitalism as explained 
in Capital. Adherents to this theoretical approach upheld that just like highly 
developed capitalism needed the legal form of the labor contract, it also needed 
the representation of communality which is the state. Since these necessities 
follow logically from the basic structures of capitalism, the empirical reality 
of capitalist states must necessarily result in their adjustment to this principle. 
Proponents of this concept took their theoretical starting point from a question 
which Eugen Paschukanis asked (1970 [1929]: 119) when he inquired why, 
under capitalism, the apparatus of coercion was no longer directly organized as a 
private apparatus of the dominant class, but had, instead, taken on the form of an 
impersonal public power which was separated from society. His answer focused 
on the fact that in capitalist societies, laborers as well as capitalists are owners of 
commodities. Their communality, therefore, exists in the interest of having their 
property safeguarded by law, i.e. by an institution which is formally separated 
from class conflict. Notwithstanding the objections which can be formulated 
against Paschukanis’ theory,9 the so-called ‘Paschukanis Question’ should be 
retained as an attempt to explain the structural limits of reforms. By sanctioning 
private property regardless of the fundamental differences between the property 
of one’s labor power, the small private property of consumers, and the property 
in means of production, the state sanctions the social preconditions of capitalism. 
Therefore, the transformation to socialism would necessitate the violation of law, 
hence the destruction of the state. In other words, the class character of the bour-
geois/liberal state is not defined by politics, but is already inherent in its basic 
form. It is the state’s capacity to safeguard private property.

The derivation debate achieved a theoretical conception of the limits to any 
reformist strategy and thereby also of the theoretical limitation of any state analy-
sis, which is focused on state functions and political strategies. It developed in 
the 1970s, hence at a time when political conditions in European capitalist soci-
eties seemed to confirm the assumption that developed capitalist societies need 
to institute equality of law in the face of their inherent social inequalities. The 
derivation debate, however, was no exception to the rule that whenever concepts 
of historical necessity come to reign Marxist analysis, the relevance of history 
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is reduced to the illustration of preconceived knowledge. To rely on logical 
derivation and thereby dispense with the necessity to analyze specific historical 
conditions which lead to the constitution of bourgeois/capitalist states not only 
prevented the proponents of this approach from being able to analyze the later 
developments of these states. It also stopped them from theoretically grasping the 
specificities of capitalist states which differ from the bourgeois capitalist form. 
If the political forms which resulted from bourgeois revolutions have become 
functional for the stabilization of social relations in highly developed capitalist 
societies, this has been brought about by political struggles and should, therefore, 
not be mistaken as the logical consequence of the basic structures of capitalism 
which have been spelled out in Capital.10

While I, for one, insist on the fundamental insight that is to be gained from 
the theoretical focus on the form of the state, its applicability to the analysis of 
concrete historical developments is limited. This became evident when the spe-
cific social and political situations which had developed after World War II came 
to an end. The focus on structural limits of reform all but disappeared. Instead, 
Marxists, once again, rather endeavored to explain politics.

HOW TO EXPLAIN STATE FUNCTIONS AND POLITICS

Since the early attempts to grasp the specificities of imperialism, the endeavor to 
explain politics has been an ongoing preoccupation of Marxist scholars. 
Notwithstanding their continuous membership in communist parties (until they 
were expelled), more and more of them left the theoretical confines of ‘Marxism–
Leninism’. While scholars in the Soviet Union and the German Democratic 
Republic modernized the concept of ‘base and superstructure’ into the concept 
of states as instruments for the interests of monopoly capital, Marxist state theo-
reticians in the West attempted to grasp the complexity of the causes of politics. 
While some took Louis Althusser’s suggestion of many different state appara-
tuses as a starting point, it was the turn to Antonio Gramsci’s concept of the 
integral state which decidedly marked the growing theoretical distance between 
these scholars and the Marxist orthodoxy.

The ‘integral state’ is explained as comprising all ideological and practical 
activities of the state, among them the organization of the consent of subaltern 
social groups (Becker et al., 2013: 70). Peter D. Thomas (2009: 68–9) convinc-
ingly argues that Gramsci neither conceived of the political and the social as two 
separate terrains nor conceptualized them as fused.11 Instead, Gramsci understood 
civil society as well as political society as ideological forms which form part of the 
superstructure. This concept went beyond the traditional definition of the state as 
consisting of its bureaucratic and repressive apparatuses plus parliament. According 
to Gramsci, ideology is an objective reality which should neither be conceived of 
as a simple reflection of social reality nor as an illusion. Instead, it is an important 
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terrain for the acting out of social struggles, i.e. of struggles to determine hege-
mony.12 The term ‘historical block’ was used in this context to describe histori-
cally specific political alliances. But as much as these concepts helped to further 
historical analysis of political strategies because they no longer simply assumed 
that states were the instruments of dominant classes, they nevertheless limited the 
theory of the capitalist state to the condensed expression of private interests.

Gramsci’s prison notebooks set off the trend to dissociate theoretical concep-
tions of the capitalist state from its legal form. The most radical version of this 
tendency has been advanced by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. In their 
conception of a discursive theory of the political, the state apparatus is no longer 
accorded any relevance. Its separation from society is theoretically abolished. 
The state is dissolved into ‘the political’, the latter to be understood as the field 
of struggles for hegemony qua articulatory or ‘discursive’ practices. A social 
formation is thought to be shaped by constantly changing ‘nodal points’ (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1991 [1985]: 241).

According to Nicos Poulantzas, it was the theoretical shortcomings of the 
Second and the Third International that determined the absence of a theory of 
the state. This led to the Comintern’s disastrous analysis of fascism. Poulantzas 
sharpened his own conception of the state by criticizing Ralph Miliband’s assump-
tion that the class character of the state is based on personal relations between 
the ruling class and the personnel of the state (2009 [1969]). Against Miliband, 
Poulantzas insisted that the state personnel actualizes the class character of 
the state through its objective function in the state apparatus (1969, reprinted 
in Martin, 2008).13 Following the example of Gramsci, Poulantzas suggested 
that the conception of the state should no longer be restricted to the ‘classical 
Marxist sense of the term’, i.e. the apparatus of repression, but include the eco-
nomic and ideological apparatuses (2013 [1978]: 97). If the repressive apparatus 
always remains in place, it is the greater autonomy of the ideological apparatuses 
which enhances their possibility to maintain the cohesion of a social formation 
(1969, reprinted in Martin, 2008: 183–4). In other words, the relation of politics 
to the economy is not determined but dependent on the results of class struggle. 
Different from Gramsci (and especially from Laclau and Mouffe) Poulantzas dis-
tinguishes between state power and state apparatus, i.e. the material existence of 
the state. Though it is clear that this implies the state is neither to be conceived of 
as the instrument of the ruling class(es) nor as the direct reflection of the changes 
in the power relation between classes, Poulantzas’ formulation that the state is 
‘the condensation of power relations’ (‘condensation d’un rapport des forces’) 
(2013 [1978]: 183–232) remains vague.

Poulantzas’ theoretical concepts evolved over time and some of his concepts, 
especially his explanation of the relative autonomy of the state, have provoked 
widespread criticism.14 That they continue to be present in debates about Marxist 
approaches to state theory is proof of the fact that Poulantzas struggled with theo-
retical problems which, as of yet, have not been convincingly resolved.
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STAGES OF CAPITALISM AND STAGES OF CAPITALIST  
STATE FORMS

Not only Lenin’s concept of imperialism, but also its modernized version 
‘Monopoly Capitalism’ focused on the forms of market competition as decisive 
preconditions for state actions and hence also for the development of revolutionary 
movements. While ‘Monopoly Capitalism’ more or less disappeared from interna-
tional debates after the end of the Soviet Union, the concept of stages of capitalism 
and hence of stages of capitalist states remains on the agenda of Marxist debates.15 
In 1980, Nicos Poulantzas remarked that, until that point, he had assumed one 
cannot speak of a third stage after industrial capitalism and monopoly capitalism 
and that, therefore, he had thought ‘authoritarian statism’ should not be considered 
a distinct stage. But now he realized that the problems were ‘much more compli-
cated’ and that ‘authoritarian statism’ should in fact be considered the political 
expression of the structural crisis of the capitalist state (1979 reprinted in Martin, 
2008: 399). If his theoretical conclusions remained tentative, his remarks on the 
growing economic functions of the state ‘which are plainly to be seen in the vastly 
increased state interventions in all spheres of social life’ were soon to become 
general knowledge (1980, reprinted in Martin, 2008: 409).

In the 1970s French scholars proposed to conceive of historically specific 
stages of capitalism as being determined by the correlation between technologi-
cal and social forms of production, on the one hand, and strategies of regulation, 
on the other. Taken together these factors are said to shape historically specific 
regimes of accumulation which are constituted as a result of crises. This analyti-
cal approach has come to be known as ‘théorie de la régulation’. Early versions 
of the concept of regulation had been restricted to practices of setting wages and 
prices. But then Joachim Hirsch as well as Robert Jessop, while adopting its basic 
assumptions, criticized the absence of an analysis of the state. Jessop broadened 
the theoretical concept of regulation to incorporate an analysis of those institu-
tional elements of states in advanced capitalist societies, which developed after 
World War II. Because, according to him, this development necessitates analy-
ses which focus on economic and social policy, it is acceptable to analytically 
ignore the repressive functions of states (2005 [2002]: 1–3). He has since come 
to explain that states are constituted by historically specific strategic relations 
between state and society (Jessop, 2016). If this allows for historical contingen-
cies and hence many variations of states in capitalist societies, he still retains a 
strong focus on institutional structures and even advances the notion of ‘normal’ 
and ‘exceptional’ versions of statehood in capitalist societies. By explaining that 
liberal bourgeois democracy is the ‘adequate’ form of state in societies where 
market-mediated accumulation is dominant (Jessop, 2016: 211),16 he, once again, 
gives structural conception preference over historical analysis.

Joachim Hirsch’s introduction of regulation theory into Marxist state theory 
resulted in him suggesting the term ‘Fordism’. According to Hirsch the Fordist stage 
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of capitalism was marked by new technological and social forms of production (of 
which the assembly line in the Ford factories was taken to be the symbol), and these 
forms of production not only correlated with new forms of (mass) consumption 
but also with the development of the interventionist state. Dominant political strat-
egies were oriented towards social policy, thereby furthering class compromise. 
Endeavoring to integrate form analysis into the analysis of historical specificities, 
Hirsch stated that while processes of globalization provoked the advent of national 
competitive states, the national state remained the fetishized expression of society 
(1995: 118–119). But during the era of ‘Fordist statehood’, policies of the ‘national 
competitive state’ are no longer oriented towards domestic structures. Instead, gov-
ernments now endeavor to unite wage-earners and capital owners in the goal to 
successfully compete on the world market (Hirsch, 1998: 75). Since these policies 
discriminate against interests which are different from those of globally competing 
capital owners, they endanger social stability (1998: 120). Strengthening national 
security capacities has, therefore, become one of the characteristics of national 
policies in the era of globalization. Hirsch’s terminological suggestions have been 
widely accepted. In the meantime, discussions about ‘post-Fordism’ or ‘neo-lib-
eralism’ have even been followed up by discussions about post-neo-liberalism.17 
Alex Demirović argues that notwithstanding the many changes in political strate-
gies which have been provoked by the crisis of neo-liberalism, ‘the substance of 
politics has not changed’ (2009: 55). We should be very clear: the focus of these 
discussions is on politics. That this, more often than not, excludes the question of 
the historical specificity of capitalist statehood as such, is evident in the discussion 
about the nature of international institutions.

ON THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN STATES AND STATE-LIKE 
INSTITUTIONS

Governments of capitalist states have long endeavored to establish internation-
ally valid rules for economic activities as well as for decisions over war and 
peace. In the course of the twentieth century, and especially after World War II, 
the heretofore dominant practice of using international conferences for this goal 
was superseded by the establishment of a plethora of international organizations. 
The range of their areas of deliberation and decision-making, as well as the 
set-up of administrative structures, provoked discussions about the new possibil-
ity to make use of different political ‘scales’,18 but also about the ‘nature’ of 
these international organizations. Those, who, like David Harvey, suggest that 
they should be considered state-like institutions, argue that they decide interna-
tional regulations and usually assume that these regulations are actually adhered 
to. According to William I. Robinson, state apparatuses are the instruments 
through which dominant classes enforce and reproduce class relations. And these 
apparatuses do not have to be national states (2002: 214f.). Those who object to 
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this interpretation usually focus on the fact that supra-state institutions are not 
able ‘to perform the administrative and coercive functions that sustain the system 
of property and provide the kind of day-to-day regularity, predictability, and 
legal order that capitalism needs more than any other form’ (Wood, 2003: 141).19 
If international institutions are set up to reduce the range of policies that fall into 
the remit of national governments, their actual relevance is, nevertheless, limited 
by the sovereignty of nation states, hence dependent on changes in relative eco-
nomic power and national policies. In any case, even if governments would 
decide to transfer many more competences to such institutions, these would not 
become the alienated expression of the communality of citizens, but remain 
international organizations.

ON BOURGEOIS AND NON-BOURGEOIS CAPITALIST STATES

For a very long time Marxists used the term ‘bourgeois state’ as a synonym for 
‘capitalist state’. But the term ‘bourgeois state’ came into use in Europe in order 
to differentiate the new political apparatus from its aristocratic predecessor. This 
mainstream historical use of the term is more precise than the traditional Marxist 
one, because – contrary to the assumptions in long-time dominant Marxist expla-
nations – the legal constitution of the bourgeois state form did not necessarily 
coincide with capitalist forms of production becoming dominant in the respec-
tive states. Therefore, the term ‘bourgeois state’ should only be applied to those 
states which resulted from bourgeois revolutions and only for those periods in 
which laws expressly privileged the political influence of members of the bour-
geoisie (Gerstenberger, 2009 [2007] [1990]: 679–80).

Post-colonial states are capitalist states, they are not bourgeois states. Their 
historical predecessors tried to prevent the development of a public in which indi-
viduals could strive to voice and pursue their interests. Colonial states were agen-
cies for the exploitation of the dominated people and the natural resources of the 
lands they inhabited. When these apparatuses were transformed into post-colo-
nial states, their history was not, at the same time, eradicated. Notwithstanding 
the fact that the constitutional forms which characterized the bourgeois state 
form have been adopted by many post-colonial states as well as by many post-
socialist states, these have not thereby become bourgeois capitalist states. And 
if political oppositions in these states strive to make use of their constitutional 
rights in order to further their interests, they are not only confronted with oppos-
ing interests in the national context but also with the economic and political 
forces of present-day imperialism.

The sovereign competences of the first capitalist states were based on their 
acceptance by other states, but this, in turn, was based on the effectiveness of 
their power. If diplomacy has sometimes20 led to the creation of sovereign states 
which did not fulfill this requirement, this phenomenon only became widespread 
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after the United Nations decided to ‘grant’ independence to colonial countries 
and people in 1960. Because coercion can now be cloaked over with contracts 
between formally equal sovereign states (Chemillier-Gendreau, 1995: 281–93, 
321), international law has become a means for strategies of appropriation. The 
range of such strategies has been further enlarged by recent developments in 
the sphere of international law (Picciotto, 2011a). While international political 
debate focuses on the practices of corruption in many a post-colonial state, the 
most important basis for these practices is their integration into the world market, 
hence the relation to transnational capital.

Many of these relations are either illegal or dependent on those informal 
juries which decide conflicts between states and transnational capital. Their 
most important form, however, is the partial commodification of sovereignty 
through the constitution of fictitious states. More and more often the competence 
of governments to enact laws which are to be observed in the political space 
of the respective nation is being used to create ‘offshore’ spheres of law. The 
term alludes to the fact that legal conditions for foreign investors are constituted 
‘outside’ of the (legal) mainland. Offshore spheres of law exist in the form of 
offshore financial markets (Picciotto, 2011), ‘flags of convenience’ (Alderton 
and Winchester, 2011 [2002]) and ‘export processing zones’ (Gerstenberger, 
2018 [2017]: 485–503). Their creation of especially advantageous conditions for 
investment transforms sovereign rights into a commodity that is offered on the 
world market. In all of these legal spaces capitalism reigns more or less unre-
stricted by national governments.

THE PLURALITY OF CAPITALIST STATES

Within Marxism there is hardly a tradition of theoretically taking into account 
the plurality of states (Teschke, 2005). This became evident when the breakdown 
of the world monetary system in the 1970s did not just set off an accelerated 
development of financial markets, but also provoked governments to concentrate 
on competing for capital by establishing legal and economic conditions which 
would prevent capital owners from investing outside of the national realm while 
drawing foreign investors into the respective national economy.21 Discussions 
about the changing relation between ‘the state’ and the international market 
abounded at the time. At the beginning of these processes, some Marxists, just 
like mainstream state theoreticians, tended to interpret the political focus on 
conditions of international economic competition as marking a fundamental 
reduction in, if not even the end of, national sovereignty.22 Robinson (2002) sug-
gested that the new world order was brought about by a global ruling class. 
Michael Hardt and Toni Negri concluded that the ‘new capitalist project’ brings 
together economic power and political power. In their opinion it ‘tends to project 
a single supra-national figure of political power’ (2000: 9).
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Yet, over time, the enduring relevance of the nation state was asserted. Sol 
Picciotto (2011b) showed how capitalist states changed in order to assist transna-
tional capital. John Holloway remarked that capitalist states reshaped themselves 
by differentiating between citizens and non-citizens. Making use of national 
anthems and other symbols of national unity, they reproduced the fetish of the 
state as the representation of a nation (Holloway, 2002: 115–118). While Hirsch 
and Kannankulam (2011) also noted the potential to mobilize nationalism, they 
stressed the fact that the particularization of statehood makes it possible to achieve 
class compromises in order to enhance the competitive strength of national capi-
tal on the world market. Ellen Meiksins Wood (2002b: 30) concluded that it is 
‘the very nature of capitalism to intensify the contradiction between its expan-
sionist imperatives and the territorial divisions of its original political (and eco-
nomic) form’. It was only Claudia von Braunmühl (1978 [1974]) who pointed 
out that Marxist theoreticians had always interpreted imperialism as a sort of 
‘spill-over’ from basically national economies, which is why they failed to rec-
ognize that the world market has a consistency of its own. While Colin Barker’s 
(1978: 118–126) insistence that the capitalist state only exists in the plural is, of 
course, present in Marxist analyses of international relations and in endeavors to 
analyze the extraterritoriality of law;23 it has not yet sufficiently been integrated 
into dominant Marxist debates.

This failure may go back to the virtual absence of this topic in the work of 
Marx and Engels. Both of them followed international conflicts and commented 
on them in numerous articles. Friedrich Engels was a thoroughly knowledgeable 
specialist of the social, technological and political elements of military organiza-
tions. He wrote about different national organizations of the military, analyzed 
ongoing military conflicts and – at the end of his life – debated possibilities 
of international disarmament. That his ‘theory of force’ (which is developed in 
‘Anti-Dühring’) did not amount to a materialist theory of war24 is explained by the 
fact that this would have required a theory of the international which amounted 
to more than a conception of the world market. The assumption that the develop-
ment of capitalism would not only develop the world market but also lead to an 
increasing uniformity in the mode of production and in the conditions of life, had 
already been put forward by Marx and Engels in the ‘Manifesto’. They assumed 
that this development would provoke the globalization of class conflict. Benno 
Teschke (2019: 6) concludes that the mediating impact of the inter-state system 
on the expansion and reproduction of capitalism had to remain a non-problem 
for Marx because he arrived at his conception of globalization by extrapolating 
‘directly from the national to the universal, eliding inter-state relations as the 
decisive instance’.

This notwithstanding, there have been attempts at a Marxist theory of the 
international. If Immanuel Wallerstein only conceived of ‘the international’ as 
being constituted by markets, his approach did further discussions about long 
lasting structural inequalities in the international sphere. Justin Rosenberg (1994) 
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insisted on the ‘corollary’ between capitalism and the international political  
system, but he did not explain how this had come about. It was Benno Teschke 
who was able to illuminate their link when he showed that basic structures of the 
modern international system preceded the development of capitalism. Analyzing 
the results of the peace deliberations which were held in Münster in the year 
1648, he argued that the princes who were represented at these deliberations 
ended the war by deciding to henceforth recognize the sovereignty of each other. 
In other words, the political system which was founded in 1648 was not a system 
of sovereign nation states but a system of ‘proprietary dynasticism’ (Teschke, 
2003: 238). The capitalist successor of this overwhelmingly dynastic system only 
came into being with the rise of capitalism in post-revolutionary England. Thus, 
capitalism emerged in a territorially pre-figured states system (Teschke, 2003: 
265),25 and the political organization of the modern world system is not a func-
tion of capitalism.

When David Harvey explained that ‘the geographical patterning of capital 
accumulation’ is not only brought about by the logic of capital but also by a ter-
ritorial logic of power (2003: 103f.), he accepted the requirement for a Marxist 
theory of geopolitics. Unfortunately, his suggestion comes with the assumption 
of a perennial nature of the state and without any concept of the specificity of 
capitalist statehood.

A starting point for the development of a Marxist concept of inter-state analy-
sis may be the recognition that in spite of the fact that many individuals profited 
from geopolitical strategies, colonialism and classical imperialism were eco-
nomic failures as far as national economies were concerned. Instead, long-term 
political strategies played a decisive role in the development of international cap-
italism. A new situation was reached, when former colonies became sovereign 
states and capitalists could enter into contracts with their governments, thereby 
insinuating the equality of partners. China Miéville (2005: 319) concludes that 
since international law has become the political form of imperialism, it cannot be 
successfully made use of for struggles against imperialism.

THE STATE?

No capitalist state is the institution of a separation from the sphere of the capital-
ist economy. Instead, there is a separation of coercion. While all capitalist states 
claim the monopoly of ‘legitimate use of force’, coercion in the private sphere is 
based on ‘the rights of property’.26

International law defines states as the representatives of nations in the inter-
national realm. The extent to which this definition can conceal the class conflicts 
inherent in capitalist societies depends on political constitutions and ongoing 
political struggles. There undoubtedly exists more than one form of capitalist 
statehood.
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Notes

1  In 1890 Friedrich Engels stated (in a letter to Joseph Bloch) that neither Marx nor he himself had ever 
conceived of the economy as being the only determinant for all the components of the superstructure 
because this would transform their proposition of the economy being ‘the ultimately determining 
element in history’ into ‘a meaningless, abstract, senseless phrase’. See: Marxists.org 1999

2  The citation is taken from ‘The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State’ which was pub-
lished in 1884. In ‘Anti-Dühring’ (Engels, 2020 [1878]) Engels had not yet understood the state as 
being necessary for stabilizing class societies but thought it started as an organization for the tasks 
necessary for all of society to then be transformed (by functions becoming hereditary) into an orga-
nization which dominated society.

3  See e.g. Michael Mann’s history of ‘The Sources of Social Powers’ (1986 and 1993). Though Mann 
agrees that ‘modern states’ require specific theoretical evaluation, he proposes a concept of powers 
the elements of which can be traced throughout much of the history of mankind (see especially Vol. 
I: chapter 2 and 37). This, notwithstanding his critique of Marxist state theory, though reducing much 
of it to economic reductionism, is worth taking into consideration (see especially Vol. II: chapter 3).

4  Samuel Knafo and Benno Teschke (2017: passim) propose to better historicize Political Marxism by 
separating it from the idea of a structural logic of capitalism which neglects the historical relevance 
of concrete social struggles.

5  This critique – spelled out in Gerstenberger (2017) – also refers to the assumption that there is no 
extra-economic violence present in capitalist forms of accumulation.

6  See also Ollman (1971: chapter 30).
7  When Marx stated that in capitalist economies commodities appear as ‘natural’ facts which exist 

independently of the social labor from which they resulted, he referred himself to the belief in 
‘fetishes’ which are present in natural religions  (1974 [1887]: 86–7). The use of the term implies 
that the belief produces a fact, which is then considered to exist independently from the conditions of 
its constitution. The term ‘state-fetishism’ refers to the belief that the state not only has an existence 
which is independent of social forces, but is also decisive for the development of society. Eugen 
Paschukanis has coined the term Rechtsfetischismus [fetishism of law], thereby indicating that law 
in bourgeois societies is supposed to create an image of equality (1970 [1929]: 96). While in the 
1970s, Marxists not only discussed the meaning of the fetishized form of commodities, money and 
capital but also of the state, the concept of ‘state-fetishism’ or the fetishization of the state more 
and more disappeared from theoretical debates in the following decades. However, John Holloway 
and Joachim Hirsch persevere in its usage. The concept of alienation is related but not identical to the 
concept of ‘fetishization’, because the latter not only stresses the conversion of a product of society 
into its subject but also points to the fact that this process is more or less determined by dominant 
social theories.

8  In terming the society–state distinction ‘a fetishized social construct’ Bob Jessop criticizes the 
assumption of separate spheres (2016: 79) but does not thereby make use of the Marxist concept of 
state-fetish.

9  For example, that owners of different commodities concur in their interest to have law safeguard 
their property, does not satisfactorily explain the state. Not only in pre-capitalist time but also in the 
era of globalization, private actors have produced non-state law regulating commodity exchange. 
Lex mercatoria (the ‘law’ of merchants which in early modern times consisted of customs of dealing 
among merchants that were not sanctioned by political powers) is still present in decisions of the 
International Chamber of Commerce and in the fact that the creation of private arbitration courts is 
being included in Free Trade Agreements.

10  On the different approaches which have been followed in this debate as well as on their respective 
shortcomings, see Holloway and Picciotto (1978) as well as Clarke (1991: chapter 1).

11  Thomas argues decidedly against the reading of Gramsci’s state theory by Perry Anderson, which,  
at a certain time, had become widely adopted (see especially Anderson, 1976). Drawing on his  
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experience of translating the ‘prison notebooks’, Joseph A. Buttigieg stated that given the conditions 
of Gramsci’s production of theory, there will never be anything like a ‘correct’ or ‘true’ interpretation 
of the ‘prison notebooks’ (2011: 302). W. F. Haug remarked that Gramsci’s critique of objectivism was 
not coupled with the critique of political economy (2011: 213–214).

12  The ‘Amsterdam School’ or ‘Amsterdam Project’, which focused on transnational capital and class 
fractions (albeit not empirically), can be seen as one of the offshoots of this concept of hegemony 
(Jessop and Overbeek, 2019).

13  In his clear-sighted overview of ‘the State Debate’ Simon Clarke pointed out that the early discus-
sions in the ‘Conference of Socialist Economists’ reproduced this debate (1991: 23).

14  See for example, Jessop (1985: passim); Hirsch (2005: 21–30); Demirović (2007: passim, esp. part II); 
Reitter (2011: chapter 14).

15  Richard Westra has produced what should probably be considered the most sophisticated example 
of this method of periodizing capitalism (2019).

16  This makes it unavoidable to conceive of capitalist states in the global South as being formally inad-
equate to capitalism (Jessop, 2009: 79), a conclusion with which I disagree (Gerstenberger, 2009: 
103–136).

17  Discussion of ‘Post-neo-liberalism’ started in the context of left-wing governments which came to 
power in Latin America in the 2000s. This debate of political strategies provoked discussions about 
the theoretical value of the concept (Brand and Sekler, 2009).

18  The respective political strategy is called scaling. It was made possible by the processes of spacial-
temporal reorganization of capitalist societies which have come to be termed globalization (Wissen 
et al., 2008: 8).

19  See also Hirsch and Kannankulam (2011).
20  For example, in the course of the peace deliberations after World War I.
21  Johanna Stark provided a thorough discussion of the relevance of this development of law markets 

(2019: especially 152–155).
22  Tobias ten Brink insightfully outlines the various theoretical approaches (2008: 98–102).
23  These endeavors are documented in the reader ‘Extraterritoriality of Law’ by Margolies et al. (2019) 

as well as in Pal (2021).
24  This also holds true for Lenin. Since he considered Engels’ theory of the state as the non plus ultra of 

materialist theory, he could only conceive of war as being conducted in the interests of capitalists.
25  This analysis withstands criticism, in spite of the fact that Teschke overemphasized the impact of 

international markets on the development of social forms of production in the states where capital-
ism was first to become dominant.

26  This is explained in Barker (1997: 38).

REFERENCES

Alderton, Toni and Winchester, Nick (2011 [2002]) Regulation, Representation and the Flag Market, 
Journal for Maritime Research, Vol. 4, No. 1, pp. 89–105.

Anderson, Perry (1976) The Antinomies of Antonio Gramsci, New Left Review, Vol. I, No. 100, pp. 5–78.
Barker, Colin (1978) A Note on the Theory of Capitalist States, Capital & Class, Vol. 4, pp. 118–126.
Barker, Colin (1997) Some Reflections on Two Books By Ellen Wood, Historical Materialism, Vol. 1,  

pp. 22–65.
Becker, Florian, Candeias, Mario, Niggemann, Janek and Steckner, Anne, Eds (2013) Gramsci lessen. 

Einstiege in die Gefängnishefte (Argument) Hamburg.
Brand, Ulrich and Sekler, Nikola (2009) Postneoliberalism: Catch-All Word or Valuable Analytical and 

Political Concept? Aims of a Beginning Debate, Development Dialogue, Vol. 51 (Dag Hammarskjöld 
Foundation), Uppsala, pp. 5–13.



STATE 363

Braunmühl, Claudia von (1978 [1974]) On the Analysis of the Bourgeois Nation State within the World 
Market Context, in: John Holloway and Sol Picciotto, Eds State and Capital: A Marxist Debate 
(Edward Arnold) London, pp. 160–177.

Brink, Tobias ten (2008) Geopolitik: Geschichte und Gegenwart kapitalistischer Staatenkonkurrenz 
(Westfälisches Dampfboot) Munster.

Buttigieg, Joseph A. (2011) The Prison Notebooks: Antonio Gramsci’s Work in Progress, in: Marcus E. 
Green, Ed. Rethinking Gramsci (Routledge) Abingdon, pp. 300–305.

Chemillier-Gendreau, Monique (1995) Humanités et Souverainetés: Essay sur la fonction du droit inter-
national (La découverte) Paris.

Clarke, Simon, Ed. (1991) The State Debate (Macmillan) Basingstoke.
Demirović, Alex (2007) Nicos Poulantzas – Aktualität und Probleme materialistischer Staatstheorie 

(Westfälisches Dampfboot) Münster.
Demirović, Alex (2009) Post-Neoliberalism and Post-Fordism: Is There a New Period in the Capitalist Mode 

of Production?, in: Development Dialog (Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation) Uppsala, No. 51, pp. 45–57.
Engels, Friedrich (1890) Brief an Joseph Bloch, MEW 37, Letter to Joseph Bloch, 21 Sept. 1890, https://

marxist.org/archive/marx/works/1890/letters/90_09_21.htm
Engels, Friedrich (1962 [1884]) Der Ursprung der Familie, des Privateigentums und des Staats, in: Marx 

Engels Werke (MEW) Vol. 21; The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (translated by 
Alick West and Mark Harris), www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1884/origin-family/index.htm

Engels, Friedrich (2020 [1878]) Herrn Eugen Dührings Umwälzung der Wissenschaft, Neue 
Studienausgabe, edited by Rolf Hecker and Ingo Stützle (Dietz) Berlin; Herr Eugen Dühring’s 
Revolution in Science (translated from the 1884 edition by Emile Burns), www.marxists.org/archive/
marx/works/1877/anti-duhring/index.htm

Gerstenberger, Heide (2009 [2007] [1990]) Impersonal Power: History and Theory of the Bourgeois State 
(Haymarket Books) New York.

Gerstenberger, Heide (2009) Über Staatsgewalt in der Sub-Sahara und das Elend der Kategorien, in: 
Hans-Jürgen Burchardt, Ed. Nord-Süd-Beziehungen im Umbruch (Campus) Frankfurt am Main,  
pp. 103–136.

Gerstenberger, Heide (2018 [2017]) Markt und Gewalt: Die historische Funktionsweise des Kapitalismus 
(Westfälisches Dampfboot) Münster.

Hardt, Michael and Negri, Toni (2000) Empire (Harvard University Press) Cambridge, MA.
Harvey, David (2003) The New Imperialism (Oxford University Press) Oxford.
Haug, Wolfgang Fritz (2011) From Marx to Gramsci, from Gramsci to Marx: Historical Materialism  

and the Philosophy of Praxis, in: Marcus E. Green, Ed. Rethinking Gramsci (Routledge) Abingdon,  
pp. 205–216.

Hirsch, Joachim (1995) Der nationale Wettbewerbsstaat (Edition ID-Archiv) Berlin and Amsterdam.
Hirsch, Joachim (1998) Vom Sicherheitsstaat zum nationalen Wettbewerbsstaat (ID Verlag) Berlin.
Hirsch, Joachim (2005) Materialistische Staatstheorie. Transformationsprozesse des kapitalistischen 

Staatensystems (VSA-Verlag) Hamburg.
Hirsch, Joachim and Kannankulam, John (2011) The Spaces of Capital: The Political Form of Capitalism 

and the Internationalization of the State, Antipode, Vol. 43, No. 1, pp. 12–37.
Holloway, John (2002) Die Welt verändern ohne die Macht zu übernehmen (Westfälisches Dampfboot) 

Munster.
Holloway, John and Picciotto, Sol, Eds (1978) The State and Capital: A Marxist Debate (Edward Arnold) 

London.
Jessop, Bob (1985) Nicos Poulantzas: Marxist Theory and Political Strategy (Macmillan) Basingstoke.
Jessop, Bob (2005 [2002]) The Future of the Capitalist State (Polity) Cambridge.
Jessop, Bob (2009) Der strategisch-rationale Ansatz der Staatstheorie in der Südperspektive, in: Hans-

Jürgen Burchardt, Ed. Nord-Süd-Beziehungen im Umbruch (Campus) Frankfurt am Main,  
pp. 69–102.

https://marxist.org/archive/marx/works/1890/letters/90_09_21.htm
https://marxist.org/archive/marx/works/1890/letters/90_09_21.htm
www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1884/origin-family/index.htm
www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1877/anti-duhring/index.htm
www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1877/anti-duhring/index.htm


THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM364

Jessop, Bob (2010 [2007]) State Power: A Strategic Relational Approach (Polity) Cambridge.
Jessop, Bob (2016) The State: Past, Present, Future (Polity) Cambridge.
Jessop, Bob and Overbeek, Henk, Eds (2019) Transnational Capital and Class Fractions: The Amsterdam 

School Perspective Reconsidered (Routledge) New York.
Knafo, Samuel and Teschke, Benno (2017) The Rules of Reproduction of Capitalism: A Historicist Critique, 

www.sussex.ac.uk/cgpe
Konings, Martijn (2005) Political Institutions and Economic Imperatives: Bringing Agency Back In, 

Research in Political Economy, Vol. 22, pp. 85–130.
Laclau, Ernesto and Mouffe, Chantal (1991 [1985]) Hegemonie und radikale Demokratie: Zur 

Dekonstruktion des Marxismus (Passagen Verlag) Vienna.
Lenin, Wladimir Iljitsch (1993 [1918]) State and Revolution, in: Collected Works, Vol. 25: 381–492, www.

marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev
Mann, Michael (1986 and 1993) The Sources of Social Power. Vol I: A History of Power from the 

Beginning to AD 1760; Vol. II: The Rise of Classes and Nation-States (Cambridge University Press) 
Cambridge.

Margolies, Daniel S., Özsu, Umut, Pal, Maı̄a and Tzouvala, Ntina, Eds (2019) The Extraterritoriality of 
Law: History, Theory, Politics (Routledge) Abingdon.

Martin, James, Ed. (2008) The Poulantzas Reader: Marxism, Law and the State (Verso) London.
Marx, Karl (1843) Zur Kritik der Hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie: Kritik des Hegelschen Staatsrechts, in: 

Marx Engels Werke, Vol. 1 (MEW I); (1970 [1843]) Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (Cambridge 
University Press) Cambridge, www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1843/critique-hpr

Marx, Karl (1844) Zur Judenfrage, in: Marx Engels Werke Vol. 1 (MEW I); (2008/9) On the Jewish 
Question, www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1844/jewish-question/

Marx, Karl (1971 [1859]) Vorwort zur Kritik der Politischen Ökonomie, MEW 13, (Dietz Verlag) Berlin, 
pp. 7–11, (1977) Preface. A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (Progress Publishers) 
Moscow.

Marx, Karl (1972 [1890] [1864]) Das Kapital: Kritik der politischen Ökonomie; Vol. 1 in: Marx Engel 
Werke, Vol. 23 (Dietz Verlag) Berlin; (1974 [1887]) Capital: A Critical Analysis of Capitalist Production, 
Vol. 1 (Lawrence and Wishart) London.

Marx, Karl and Engels, Friedrich (1974 [1848]) Manifest der Kommunistischen Partei, MEW 4, (Dietz-
Verlag) Berlin, pp. 459–493; (1969) Manifesto of the Communist Party. Selected Works, Vol.1 
(Progress Publishers) Moscow, pp. 98–137.

Miéville, China (2005) Between Equal Rights: A Marxist Theory of International Law (Brill) Leiden.
Miliband, Ralph (2009 [1969]) The State in Capitalist Society (Quartet) London.
Ollman, Bertell (1971) Alienation: Marx’s Conception of Man in Capitalist Society (Cambridge University 

Press) Cambridge.
Pal, Maı̄a (2021) Jurisdictional Accumulation: An Early Modern History of Law, Empires and Capital 

(Cambridge University Press) Cambridge.
Paschukanis, Eugen (1970 [1929]) Allgemeine Rechtslehre und Marxismus. Archiv sozialistischer 

Literatur, Nr: 3 (Verlag Neue Kritik) Frankfurt-am-Main.
Picciotto, Sol (2011a) International Transformation of the Capitalist State, Antipode, Vol. 43, No. 1,  

pp. 87–107.
Picciotto, Sol (2011b) Regulating Global Corporate Capitalism (Cambridge University Press) Cambridge.
Poulantzas, Nicos (1969) The Problem of the Capitalist State, New Left Review,58, November–December, 

reprinted in Martin (2008).
Poulantzas, Nicos (1979) Interview with Marxism Today, pp. 198–205, reprinted in: Martin (2008),  

pp. 387–402.
Poulantzas, Nicos (1980) Research Note on the State and Society, International Social Science Journal, 

Vol. 32, No 4, pp. 600–608, reprinted in: Martin (2008), pp. 403–411.
Poulantzas, Nicos (2013 [1978]) L’État, le pouvoir, le socialism (Les Prairies Ordinaires) Paris.

www.sussex.ac.uk/cgpe
www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev
www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev
www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1843/critique-hpr
www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1844/jewish-question


STATE 365

Reitter, Karl (2011) Prozesse der Befreiung: Marx, Spinoza und die Bedingungen eines freien 
Gemeinwesens (Westfälisches Dampfboot) Munster.

Robinson, William I. (2002) Capitalist Globalization and the Transnationalization of the State, in: Mark 
Rupert and Hazel Smith Eds Historical Materialism and Globalization (Routledge) Abingdon,  
pp. 210–229.

Rosenberg, Justin (1994) The Empire of Civil Society: A Critique of the Realist Theory of International 
Relations (Verso) London.

Stark, Johanna (2019) Law for Sale: A Philosophical Critique of Regulatory Competition (Oxford 
University Press) Oxford.

Teschke, Benno (2003) The Myth of 1648: Class, Geopolitics, and the Making of Modern International 
Relations (Verso) London.

Teschke, Benno (2005) Bourgeois Revolution, State-Formation and the Absence of the International, 
Historical Materialism, Vol. 13, No. 2, pp. 3–26.

Teschke, Benno (2019) War and International Relations, in: Marcello Musto, Ed. The Marx Revival 
(Cambridge University Press) Cambridge.

Thomas, Peter D. (2009) The Gramscian Moment: Philosophy, Hegemony and Marxism (Brill) Leiden.
Wallerstein, Immanuel (1974) The Modern World System: Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the 

European World Economy in the Sixteenth Century (Academic Press, Inc.) New York.
Westra, Richard (2019) Periodizing Capitalism and Capitalist Extinction (Palgrave Macmillan) Cham.
Wissen, Markus, Röttger, Bernd and Heeg, Susanne (2008) Politics of Scale: Räume der Globalisierung 

und Perspektiven emanzipatorischer Politik (Westfälisches Dampfboot) Munster.
Wood, Ellen Meiksins (2002a [1999]) The Origin of Capitalism: A Longer View (Verso) London.
Wood, Ellen Meiksins (2002b) Global Capital, National States, in: Mark Rupert and Hazel Smith, Eds 

Historical Materialism and Globalization (Routledge) Abingdon, pp. 17–39.
Wood, Ellen Meiksins (2003) Empire of Capital (Verso) London.



The Irish question is therefore not simply a question of nationality, but a question of land 
and existence.

Marx – On the Irish Question (1867; in Marx and Engels, 1985: 317)

‘If you see us as comrades, we can find common interests. If you see us as competitors, the 
suffering will continue.’

‘But this is what I was saying,’ Okoi intervened. ‘That a nationalistic emphasis prevents this.’

Akande smiled.

‘Nationalism’, he said, precisely, ‘is in this sense like class. To have it, and to feel it, is the only 
way to end it. If you fail to claim it, or give it up too soon, you will be merely cheated, by 
other classes and other nations.’

Raymond Williams – Second Generation (1964)

Nationalism is the pathology of modern developmental history, as inescapable as ‘neurosis’ 
in the individual, with much the same essential ambiguity attaching to it, a similar built-in 
capacity for descent into dementia, rooted in the dilemmas of helplessness thrust upon most 
of the world (the equivalent of infantilism for societies) and largely incurable.

Tom Nairn – The Break-up of Britain (1977: 359)

For Marxist theory and historiography – and for socialist political practice – the 
nation has always constituted a key problem. In theoretical terms, posing ‘the 
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national question’ has meant considering where to place the nation within the 
schema of the critique of capitalist production: is it an entity that serves ideologi-
cally to ground the labour market? Is it merely an apparatus to regulate and seg-
ment the ‘bearers’ and ‘guardians’ of labour power, and guide them to the sphere 
of exchange? Is it a real reflection of division among peoples? Is it an ancient 
entity, on par with the state, which persists into the modern era? And what should 
be the clarification of how the nation functions within the cycle of reproduc-
tion, in which capitalism must interact with elements exterior to its own cyclical 
movement in order to guarantee its social basis and persistence?

On the other hand, in historical terms, Marxist thought has always had to con-
tend with elements of the nation whose clarification is essential to formulating 
‘lines of march’ and plans of action in concrete socialist political practice. The 
colonial question, the globally divergent functions of race, ethnicity, and language, 
the fractures of federated states containing multiple national entities, the impe-
rialist subordination of some nations to others, the relation of class and nation, 
questions of culture, and above all, the complexity of the distinction between 
oppressor and oppressed nations, have all constituted key points of contestation 
in the history of socialist movements. Separate from debates over the relation to 
the state, the electoral sphere, state institutions, and so on, the question of how 
to relate a socialist political practice to the terrain of the national – the regime 
of culture, national sentiment, linguistic and territorial imagination, and so on – 
has remained fundamentally unresolved, despite exhaustive attempts to settle it 
as a problem. How should socialists act as citizens of imperialist or oppressed 
nations? How should they relate to their counterparts? How can resistant nation-
alisms vis-à-vis the imperialist exterior relate to national minorities within the 
nation-state? How to combat ‘great nation chauvinism’ in the larger federated 
states of the world? How to orient Marxist theory around the possibilities or limi-
tations of the project of the national independence of small nation-states? Can 
national independence serve as a lever for a socialist political transformation, or 
is the terrain of the national itself something permanently warped by the ethno-
territorial cultural project of rightist reaction?

Although these two aspects – one theoretical and the other historical or  
political – have often been treated in isolation from one another, an overall grasp 
of nationalism and the national question within the history of Marxist thought 
must place them into dialogue, both because of their interconnected historical 
development and also in order to exploit the gap that opens between them. The 
national question has often been a catch-all term for Marxism, as a conceptual 
umbrella under which a vast array of analyses of ‘backwardness’, ‘late develop-
ment’, ‘specificity’, or ‘particularity’ has taken place.

Politically speaking, debates over the national question in the history of the 
socialist movement often resolved into a debate over the theory of the ‘two-stage’ 
revolution: the notion that an anti-colonial or anti-feudal ‘national democratic’ 
revolution must necessarily precede socialist demands. This logic of the ‘double 
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revolution’ was first articulated by the early Comintern in the 1920s in relation to 
the national question in East Asia. It subsequently became developed in a variety 
of situations: in the Indian subcontinent (persisting in the theory of ‘semi-feudal, 
semi-colonialism’), in the South African theory of ‘colonialism of a special type’, 
in the USA in relation to the African American national-colonial question (both 
on the left in the form of the Black Belt nation thesis, and on the right in the form 
of Browderism and its inheritances), in the UK by means of the ‘British road to 
socialism’, in diverse Latin American situations, and many others. All of these 
examples express a common revolutionary imaginary of the relation between 
global capital and local circumstances that itself informed this ‘double structure’, 
founded also on the theory of ‘dual economy’ (an ostensibly partially feudal, 
partially capitalist structure) in the world periphery.

Tom Nairn’s famous text on the nation as ‘The Modern Janus’, one visage 
facing ‘backwards towards the past’ while the other squarely faces ‘modernity’ 
(Nairn, 1975), provides one frame for understanding the double function of the 
nation, but we might also look here to Georges Dumézil’s famous conception of 
the duality of sovereignty in the split gods Mitra-Varuna, combining a mythic, 
narrative aspect (the magician/sovereign) and a law-forming, institutionally 
defensive aspect (the jurist or priest) (Dumézil, 1988). After all, the nation is 
not only a mythic, ideological construct that will simply collapse when exposed 
to its historicity; it is also a remarkably central, forceful, and persistent institu-
tional figure of the materiality of the juridical-political order of our world. In 
other words, the nation cannot be thought through only one of these two aspects. 
Neither can we develop any kind of serious critical grasp of the function of 
nationalism within the Marxist camp unless we recognize both the ideational and 
material character of the nation – not material in the sense of something possess-
ing physical properties, but in the sense of something that, while imaginary in 
a strict sense, nevertheless crystallizes within itself and subsequently organizes 
real social relations.

In taking in not only the long history of theorizations of the national question 
in the general orbit of Marxist thought, but also the political history of debates 
on the nation within socialist practice, this chapter will attempt to present not an 
exhaustive history of specific debates on the nation (far too numerous to encom-
pass in this short space), but rather a holistic theoretical assessment of the lim-
its and possibilities for the analysis of the national question in contemporary 
Marxist thought.

THE NATIONAL QUESTION: ORIGINS AND DEBATES

Marx and Engels began their theoretical work at a time of remarkable change for 
the status of the nation in central Europe – the middle of the nineteenth century, 
a period when their ‘own’ national formation was in tremendous flux. The Holy 
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Roman Empire had been dissolved in favour of the German Confederation, 
whose existence paralleled the Kingdom of Prussia in encompassing German-
speaking central Europe (with the notable exceptions of Alsace and German-
speaking Switzerland). Virtually all of Western Europe, with the sole exception 
of Britain, perhaps, had only a tenuous relation to the notion of stable – to say 
nothing of ‘eternal’ – borders. The status of national minorities, based on linguis-
tic groupings, remained complex and unresolved, while the very notion of terri-
torially bounded and inherently ‘appropriate’ national states, even for 
long-standing regions of settled cultural character, constantly changed.

From the outset, what distinguished the perspective that Marx and Engels 
took vis-à-vis the nation was not their focus on single national units, but their 
emphasis on the primacy of relation, seeing national entities always in a paral-
lax with the network of relations in which they emerged and existed.1 In other 
words, they did not begin from the presupposition of the nation’s legitimacy or 
retrojection into the distant past, but from the actuality of its relational posi-
tion in the present. Encapsulated in Engels’s statement in the pivotal year of 
1848 that ‘Germany will liberate herself to the extent to which she sets free 
neighboring nations’ (Engels, 1848), Marx and Engels fundamentally treated –  
implicitly, at the start, and later explicitly – nations as either oppressed or oppres-
sors. When it came to oppressor nations, Marx and Engels never made any con-
cession to ‘great nation chauvinism’, even if their earlier works inherited certain 
formulas from the Hegelian philosophy of history’s less fruitful moments (‘his-
torical’ and ‘non-historical’ nations, nations with the capacity for development, 
and others consigned to the ‘dustbin of history’, and so forth). By the 1880s, as 
the second wave of great Marxist thinkers (such as Kautsky) emerged, Engels 
could write, summing up the experience of the mid nineteenth century, ‘It is 
historically impossible for a great people even to discuss internal problems of 
any kind seriously, as long as it lacks national independence’2 – establishing 
the national question as an essential lever of socialism itself, in some sense its 
precondition. This implied temporality – first, the national question and, second, 
socialism – would later become an object of momentous Marxist polemics. Marx 
and Engels’s conception of the national question, which would furnish the basis 
for the developments of early twentieth-century Marxism stemmed in particu-
lar from their engagement with two specific national situations. Both situations 
involved the evaluation of the colonial question, or more broadly, of the project 
of national independence: Poland and Ireland.

Throughout the nineteenth century, rule over Poland was divided between 
Austria, Prussia, and Russia, and the long history of Polish non-rule over lands 
inhabited by Poles constituted one of the principal national contradictions in 
Central-Eastern Europe. Reflecting on this period, and specifically on the Polish 
situation, Engels emphasized to Kautsky that, contrary to certain tendencies in 
the international landscape of socialist movements, ‘an international movement 
of the proletariat is possible only among independent nations’. He continues:
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Only historical events could teach them – and several others also – and still must teach them 
daily that international cooperation is possible only among equals, and even a primus inter 
pares can exist at best for immediate action.

Every Polish peasant or worker who wakes up from the general gloom and participates in 
the common interest, encounters first the fact of national subjugation. This fact is in his way 
everywhere as the first barrier. To remove it is the basic condition of every healthy and free 
development. Polish socialists who do not place the liberation of their country at the head 
of their programme, appear to me as would German socialists who do not demand first and 
foremost repeal of the socialist law, freedom of the press, association and assembly. In order 
to be able to fight one needs first a soil to stand on, air, light and space. Otherwise all is idle 
chatter.3

Engels here synthesizes the perspectives on the national question that he and 
Marx had developed over their long working relationship by making two crucial 
theoretical moves. First, Engels notes, there is no possibility of simply bypassing 
the national question, either by considering it as already sorted out or by simply 
placing the point of emphasis on the social question, and treating the national 
element as something that will be automatically resolved through the pathway of 
revolution. Rather, there is an order of priority here: if you do not deal with the 
national question as such (the ‘first barrier’), it will disable the very possibility 
of social revolution by placing it from the outset on an ‘unfree’ and ‘unhealthy’ 
basis. Second, while emphasizing the dialectical unity of national freedom and 
social struggle, Engels notes that the goal of national liberation is not to enjoy 
one’s own nationalism and eternalize it, but rather to create the proper condi-
tions for international socialist revolution, a process which itself would entail a 
dramatic transformation of relations of force around the world, and which would 
break the structure of national dominations (empire and colony, oppressor and 
oppressed nations). Engels thus sums up a position he certainly held – as did 
Marx – by the time of their mature work:

Thus I hold the view that there are two nations in Europe which do not only have the right 
but the duty to be nationalistic before they become internationalists: the Irish and the Poles. 
They are internationalists of the best kind if they are very nationalistic. The Poles have under-
stood this in all crises and have proved it on the battlefields of all revolutions. Take away their 
expectation to re-establish Poland; or persuade them that the new Poland will soon fall into 
their laps by itself, and they are finished with their interest in the European Revolution.4

If Marx and Engels posed the question of the nation in starkly materialist and 
especially political terms, this was not always the case in the years following 
their active engagement.

The current of thought known generally as ‘Austro-Marxism’, and associated 
principally with Otto Bauer (along with others such as Karl Renner, Victor Adler, 
Rudolph Hilferding, and more), emerged at the turn of the twentieth century, 
developing a specific socialist culture of political thought in Austro-Hungary and 
later the Austrian Republic. But the crucial question that Bauer in particular dealt 
with was a revision or innovation in the Marxist theory of the national question. 
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Not content with Marx and Engels’ scattered remarks on nationalism, national-
ity, and the form of the nation, Bauer’s 1907 The Question of Nationalities and 
Social Democracy attempted to theorize the nation in a form that would take 
account of the status of ‘national minorities’ in the larger imperial or federal 
states of Europe, proposing that rather than a territorial-political unit, the prin-
cipal element of the nation was ‘the totality of human beings bound together 
through a common destiny into a community of character’ (Bauer, 1907; see also 
Czerwińska-Schupp, 2016; Munck, 1985). A definition meant to consider how 
multiple nationalities could exist in a single nation-state while nevertheless being 
granted a certain principle of ‘personal autonomy’, this conception of the nation 
would become the target of intense and vitriolic polemics. Bauer’s formulation is 
a definition of the nation that risks everything on the category of ‘national charac-
ter’, a concept that, needless to say, cannot be grounded in anything material, but 
is rather a collection of prejudices, situational observations, customs, and other 
discrete pieces of information bound together by an attribution of these observa-
tions to an apparently eternal or supra-historical form. In its furthest extension, 
this concept of the nation can easily give rise to an essentialist theory of race, 
ethnicity, and cultural belonging, rendering the nation into something self-evi-
dent rather than a modern political production. The Bolsheviks were, en bloc, 
essentially hostile to the Austro-Marxist theory of the nation, not only because 
of its ahistorical and immaterial character but especially because in the guise of 
‘self-determination’ it could even be the catalyst for a form of ethnic separatism, 
imagining the socialist political project as one of the separation of human beings 
on the basis of cultural-racial character.

Stalin’s (1942 [1913]) Marxism and the National Question more or less remains 
the central text around which has developed the modern conception of the nation 
within Marxist thought and socialist practice. It is a text devoted principally to 
the critique of Austro-Marxism and Bauer’s reintroduction of the discourse of 
‘spirit’, ‘character’, in other words, some concept of the national essence. In con-
trast, Stalin’s definition, formed through his famous list of attributes of nations, 
emphasized that nationality is formed through the historical constitution of a 
territorial, linguistic, psychological, and economic commonality whose bonds 
are cultural (Stalin, 1942 [1913]). In refusing, however, the theory of ‘national 
autonomy’ so beloved of Bauer and his co-thinkers, Stalin re-emphasized the  
categories of history and politics that are so crucial to the development of the 
nation, which followed on from Lenin’s work, in which the nation is principally 
posed as the form taken by community to constitute a labour market.

When attempting to define Leninism as a specific current, Stalin produced the 
influential formulation that ‘Leninism is Marxism, in the era of imperialism and 
the proletarian revolution’ (Stalin, 1965), forever linking Marxism to a specific 
anti-imperialist orientation and a concomitant stance on the national question, 
focused on the liberation of the colonial and oppressed peoples, along with the 
sanctified status of ‘the right of the self-determination of nations’. But there is 
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a further specification. Stalin’s famous formulation continues as follows: ‘To be 
more exact, Leninism is the theory and tactics of the proletarian revolution in 
general, the theory and tactics of the dictatorship of the proletariat in particu-
lar’. Without sidestepping into the concept of the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ 
(Balibar, 1977), this point nevertheless marks an important transformation in the 
nature of the national question for the history of Marxism. If the work of Marx 
and Engels constituted a theoretical archive of concepts, clues, and formulations, 
some incomplete, for thinking the national question in relation to the critique of 
political economy, Leninism as a doctrine of twentieth-century revolutions pro-
vided something different. In contrast to its bourgeois equation with totalitarian-
ism, ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ is a modulation of the term democracy: the 
kratos (rule) of the demos (the people, the masses, the citizenry). In this sense, 
Leninism is a doctrine of ‘victorious subjectivity’, in Badiou’s terms (1985), a 
Marxism of the victory of struggle and the new post-revolutionary project to 
conceive of a mode of ruling. Once we enter into the question of rule rather than 
resting content with preliminary theoretical considerations, we are dealing not 
with how to conceive the national question but how to implement policy related 
to the form and contradictions of the nation. In this sense, beginning with Lenin, 
the national question would cease to be a theoretical projection, in a speculative 
mode, about communist society and become part of a body of concepts in power, 
influenced thereafter by the concrete policy choices of the construction of social-
ism. This latter development through the twentieth century, and into the present, 
has had major consequences for the theory of the national question, not least 
because we have a concrete history of national policy within socialist political 
practice to examine.

The early twentieth century was a time of extraordinary upheavals concern-
ing the form of the nation. From new nations carved out of existing ones to 
national-revival projects, the assertion of new linguistic sovereignties and newly 
discovered national borders, it appears at first glance a historical moment at 
extraordinary odds with the post-1991 conjuncture, in which we were all told of 
a new ‘post-national’ world characterized by free movement, an end to national 
sovereignty, and the promise of a globalization that would have done with the 
limits of national consciousness.

THE NATION-FORM: CAPITAL AND THE NATION

‘The history of nations, beginning with our own, is always already presented to 
us in the form of a narrative which attributes to these entities the continuity of a 
subject’ (Balibar and Wallerstein, 1991: 86).5 So begins Étienne Balibar’s now-
famous inquiry into the ‘nation-form’, the term he gives to the aggregate of 
‘apparatuses’ and ‘practices’ that institute the individual as ‘homo nationalis 
from cradle to grave’ (1991: 93). Balibar’s remark on the history of nations 
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introduces us to an entire network of concepts and issues that orbit around a 
theoretical question that is not only historical but profoundly actual: the relation 
between the inner logic of capital, the fundamental expression of modern social 
relations, and the form of the nation-state, the quintessential ‘entity’ within 
which the modern form of belonging is cartographically, politically, and concep-
tually organized. In turn, this excavation of homo nationalis is inseparable from 
a set of questions posed in another famous text, where Balibar introduces us to a 
very specific problematic characterizing our modern world order: the volatile 
articulation or process of referral between the citizen and the subject. Here, he 
emphasizes something that is central for the present inquiry when he states: ‘The 
citizen is the subject, the citizen is always a supposed subject (legal subject, 
psychological subject, transcendental subject). I will call this new development 
the citizen’s becoming-a-subject (devenir-sujet)’ (Balibar, 1991: 46). As we 
attempt to think the relation between the nation-form and the citizen-subject, we 
will need to examine the problem of supposition and presupposition. This con-
ceptual sequence of Hegelian derivation – the entire discursive economy of 
Setzung and Voraussetzung in Marx – will allow us productively to complicate 
the ways in which homo nationalis remains not merely a corollary or peripheral 
question to the broad concerns of capitalist development, but rather a profoundly 
historical field of force located at the very core of the logic of capital, in which 
the abstract individual who is the presumed subject of exchange is always pre-
supposed not merely as a subject, but as a national subject.

When we imagine ‘the national question’, we generally think of a field of 
problems that presumes or presupposes the givenness of the nation-form. That 
is, we often presuppose that the national question involves simply the excavation 
and categorization of the putatively ‘national’ factors of development, the relative 
stage of a given national capital in relation to various other national capitals, the 
dynamics internal to a particular national formation’s reproduction, and so forth. 
In other words, the national question is typically posed as if the national itself is 
not a question, but rather an answer: the notion of specificity or particularity is 
frequently treated here as if it were something that explains, rather than some-
thing to be explained.

It is common to conceive of the nation as a form in which belonging is orga-
nized and to which the state responds. In this view, the nation must precede the 
state, because it legitimates and justifies the state, providing the latter with a 
solidity that would otherwise be lacking. But this sequence cannot be logically 
sustained for a number of reasons. First and foremost, if the nation were to pre-
cede the state, it would imply that a concept of boundary or border (Mezzadra 
and Nielson, Chapter 87, this Handbook) could be rigorously drawn between 
one nation and another prior to the advent of the modern political community. 
It would imply, for instance, that national language or custom could be strictly 
delimited or demarcated within boundaries that corresponded to concrete dif-
ferences at the level of the concept. This in turn would imply that prior to such 
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nations, there would exist a natural stratum of difference, in which difference 
could be understood as already organized. In this sense, it would imply that 
each national community was simply a historical concretization of a set of dif-
ferences that existed not only in antiquity, but eternally, in an infinite regress, 
but always corresponding to some natural hierarchy that would be inscribed in 
the earth itself.

Needless to say, we know, and have known for centuries, that such a concep-
tion of an inherent systematic ordering of difference never existed. Nations rise 
and fall, they are constituted and dispersed, the borders of languages fluctuate 
and mutate in historically complex waves, groupings emerge, accidentally aggre-
gated groups become ‘peoples’, migrate, resettle, colonize, are colonized, are 
eradicated, or flourish. None of the communities that emerges from or submerges 
into the historical body of the earth has ever corresponded to a prior systematic 
ordering of difference, in which their divergences and continuities could be sim-
ply ‘proven’ by reference to a given ‘natural’ stratum. This leads us, therefore, 
to assert the precise opposite of the commonly held wisdom. In other words, it is 
that the state – a social form always associated with an intensive concentration 
of systems and institutions that in turn are made to correspond to an extensive 
territoriality and formation of borders – must always precede the nation. This 
would lead us quickly to another means of understanding why the nation-form 
is so critical to modernity in general, but also to two of its fundamental charac-
teristics: its determination by the irreversible historical fact of imperialism and 
colonialism, and the fundamental basis of modern social relations in that form 
we call ‘capital’.

If we provisionally accept the view of the nation-state as a building-block or 
unit of analysis through which the modern international state system was formed 
and maintained, it remains to be clarified why this form of the nation should 
be necessarily produced. In thinking this problematic, we may be reminded of 
the famous line from Alfred Jarry’s Ubu roi, later borrowed by Lacan: ‘Long 
live Poland, for without Poland there would be no Poles!’ (Copjec, 2002). At 
first glance, there is something uncanny about how this declaration upends our 
expectations about the relation between the nation-form and the national subject. 
It strikes us as humorous precisely because it apparently implies its inverse – 
‘There must be Poles first, so that they can constitute a Poland’ – as a matter of 
course. But in fact, we should read quite faithfully: the national people, as an 
extension of the presupposed national subject, is a production of the nation-form, 
itself a technology of belonging that is subsequent to the form of the state, not 
the reverse. The supposedly ‘concrete’, ‘obvious’, and ‘real’ national subject is 
always a derivation from the most abstract schema of modern life.6

But behind this problem of the temporality or ordering of the genesis of the 
nation-form lies a more basic problem regarding the national question. Because 
the national question is essentially concerned with the specificity or particularity 
of a ‘given’ national scenario, it is always linked to a specific field of historical 
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concerns. That is, it is always linked to the question of the transition. The vari-
ous debates on the transition to capitalism on a world-scale have long been at the 
centre of the problem of the nation-form. Why and for what concrete material 
reasons should a certain national situation develop a particular trajectory of capi-
tal accumulation, particular expressions of social relations, particular ‘cultural’ 
features, customs, linguistic specificities, and so on?

This type of question was typically answered with reference to the specific 
mixture of local social factors that preceded a given transition to capitalism. 
Was there a strong feudal social stratum, as in Western Europe, with its broadly 
developed seigneurial system and burgeoning urban centres? Was there a type 
of ‘absolutist’ social system with an inverted form of overpopulation in the rural 
village rather than the city, as in the Russian or Japanese countryside? Was there 
a strong legal character to the transition, as in the English Enclosures Act and 
‘Poor Laws’, both throwing the peasantry off the land and simultaneously crimi-
nalizing movement through the category of ‘vagabondage’, or as in the eastern 
German Bauernlegen, stripping land tenancy protections from small farmers and 
subordinating them to a vast estate system? And what about the profoundly colo-
nial character of the transition to a world capitalist system throughout Africa, 
South and East Asia, and Latin America, wherein the growing global character of 
markets was from the very outset tied to the experience of slavery and imperial 
plunder of natural resources?

What we see in all these cases is that the transition to capitalism has always 
been tightly linked to the history of the formation and global ordering of puta-
tively national communities. In this sense, the historical background of the 
transition to world capitalism, situated just behind the formation of the global 
and systematic arrangement of the world on the basis of the form of the nation-
state, is always linked to the production of national subjectivity. That is, the 
nature and character of the national question, when investigated historically 
and theoretically, always reveals itself to be first and foremost a question of 
how this peculiar and generalized arrangement, in which territory, human 
beings, and social systems are articulated together into national units, came 
into existence in the first place.

The question of why this particular arrangement should obtain is indissociable 
from that of the production of individuals who would furnish, in their forms of 
citizenship and of subjectivity, the ‘raw materials’ through which the nation-form 
could emerge, in the guise of that homo nationalis which the social apparatuses 
of our modern world system essentially presuppose. Marx makes the decisive 
point in his devastating polemics against Bakunin, when he emphasizes that ‘eco-
nomic conditions … create conditions and differences among peoples indepen-
dent of the “State”’ (Marx, 1989: 507). The capacity to segment or hierarchize 
the population is not the exclusive purview of the state: typically, we are familiar 
with the state as the principal actor of this kind under capitalism, subjecting the 
undifferentiated mass of the population to its regime of calculation and measure –  



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM376

via censuses, tax surveys, and the wide array of ‘statistical’ work. But what is the 
nation in this sense? Or more specifically, what is the economic functioning of 
the nation as an apparatus?

In his unpublished writings of the 1970s, Althusser reflected at length on 
this question, pointing out that fundamentally, ‘behind the dialectic of labour 
exalted by Hegel, Marx points to a silent, invisible process that controls the for-
mer: the reproduction of the conditions of production’ (Althusser, 2018: 272). 
The latter is a relayed process linking the relations of production to the specific 
character of a social formation that enables such a general reproduction to take 
place. Althusser seizes upon the status of the national in the context of the 
broad reproduction of society in general, linking the nation-form to a general 
investigation of the specific forms of different social formations, and emphasiz-
ing that it is the form of the nation that is specific to capitalist society and to it 
alone, leading him to the remarkable conclusion that under a communist mode 
of production, the specific form of society would absolutely not be the nation 
as such. He asks:

Why do capitalist social formations ‘exist’ under the nation-form? Because, in the final 
instance … the nation-form is imposed by the existence of the market, the geographic area 
of existence and of development of capitalist commodity production: not just the market for 
manufactured goods (commodities), but also the market for means of production and also 
the market for labour power. This is the obligatory starting point, and not only the starting 
point, but also the obligatory material basis, inscribed in geographic space, of every capital-
ist social formation. (Althusser, 2018: 235)

In essence, this is not significantly different than the perspective of the early 
Lenin, for whom the nation constituted first and foremost the social form of the 
labour market. But Althusser adds an important twist when he emphasizes that 
the internationalization of trade and the imperialist expansion of markets does 
not constitute an abolition of the nation-form, but rather requires its presence. 
This latter point of Althusser’s resonates with Poulantzas’ important work from 
the late 1970s, which stressed that:

Capital is a relationship between capital and labour; and it is because it moves in the inter-
national spatial matrix of the labour and exploitation process that capital can reproduce itself 
only through transnationalization – however deterritorialized and a-national its various forms 
appear to be. (Poulantzas, 1978: 106)

In other words, capital, by its very drive for the exploitation and utilization of 
all sorts of differentials, maintains and nurtures the nation as a form. This is not 
to suggest that the nation is simply a product of capital; it is not. It is a product 
of an entire series of forms and relations key to the modern state – the invention 
of tradition to ground the state as an apparatus in the local situation, the need 
to distinguish on a ‘cultural’ basis an exterior and interior of belonging, and so 
forth. But capital and the nation are co-extensive as forms of relation. Deleuze 
and Guattari once argued as follows:
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The constituents of the nation are a land and a people: the ‘natal’, which is not necessarily 
innate and the ‘popular’ which is not necessarily pregiven. The natal or the land, as we have 
seen elsewhere, implies a certain deterritorialization of the territories (community land, impe-
rial provinces, seigneurial domains, etc) and the people, a decoding of the population. The 
nation is constituted on the basis of these flows and is inseparable from the modern State that 
gives consistency to the corresponding land and people. (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987: 504)

Nationality, or the sentiment of nationality, covers over this paradox by means 
of the putative unity of the citizen: the citizen must testify to the inheritance or 
continuity of the presumed national subject. And yet, since the advent of this 
modern concept of the citizen, those who cannot be located in this continuity and 
are placed in a separate position of difference in one way or another must also be 
encompassed within the concept of the citizen. But strictly speaking, those placed 
in this position cannot be assumed to have inherited the nation in the expected 
manner (Balibar, 1991). The position of difference or minority (understood in a 
very broad manner, referring to any socially expressed divisions) is the quintes-
sential position of the modern system of nation-states, because it expresses the 
irresolvable tension that difference or minority must exist within the regime of cit-
izenship, and yet simultaneously be excluded from its most basic presupposition.

There are two historical arguments regarding the tendency for the nation to 
incarnate itself in the nation-state: (1) a conservative or traditionalist one that sim-
ply argues that the nation-state is the ‘realized’ form of the nation, that nations 
without corresponding states remain frozen in a form of infancy; (2) the typically 
Marxist argument that the tendency towards the articulation between the nation and 
the state is an effect of the development of capitalism, in which individual labour 
markets tend towards centralization and concentration, alongside a political trend 
towards a hierarchical arrangement of unevenly distributed modes of development 
(the specific economic stage of imperialism). This latter argument was developed 
by Lenin, Gramsci, and others to emphasize the necessity in political strategy for 
independent nation-states. In this view, only independent nation-states, corre-
sponding to their respective labour markets, would allow for relations of solidarity 
between working-class movements from different national formations. Without 
this national anchoring, the working-class movement would merely mirror in its 
internal organization the global hierarchies installed by capital as an abstract and 
overarching figure of social relations. If there is a strategic space for ‘nationalism’ 
here it is not in terms of the inevitability of the nation-state. Rather, it emphasizes 
that the nation-state, while utilized by capital to form the field of the supply of 
labour, also serves as a device or arena for moving beyond the nation-form.

THE NATION AFTER GLOBALIZATION

Once we emphasize the nation’s pivotal place within the cycle of capitalist repro-
duction, we are faced with a crucial task – to deal not just with the logical place 
of the nation within the functioning of capitalism, but with the historical and 
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actually existing nation as a form of social organization, whose dynamics do not 
completely correspond to those of capital.

Chantal Mouffe, for instance, argues as follows:

A left populist strategy cannot ignore the strong libidinal investment at work in national – or 
regional – forms of identification and it would be very risky to abandon this terrain to right-
wing populism. This does not mean following its example in promoting closed and defensive 
forms of nationalism, but instead offering another outlet for those affects, mobilizing them 
around a patriotic identification with the best and most egalitarian aspects of the national 
tradition. (Mouffe, 2018)

For Mouffe, a left-populist investment in the nation must occur through the con-
struction of a people formed by the drawing and enforcement of new boundaries 
and borders. But this confuses two aspects of the national question: the tactical 
stance vis-à-vis the nation as an existing entity, and a strategic vision that must 
grapple with the nation’s futurity, as well as with its tendency to conjure up forms 
of the archaic. This tendency towards archaism is perhaps the most foundational 
dimension of the nation-state. Archaism is the nation’s mode of self-legitimation, 
of ‘proving’, so to speak, that the national-political community was a necessary 
development from what was there before, that everything that pre-existed the 
nation was itself merely ‘pre-national’.

Today, archaism is everywhere. It is the driving force behind the resurgence 
of ‘white nationalism’, a cheap rebranding of early twentieth-century revanchist, 
racist ethnocentrism. But it is not just the driving force of the nationalisms of the 
right. Archaism – the displacement of questions of the present into the infinite 
regression of a putative originary past – is perhaps the political tactic par excel-
lence. Today, we are always ‘restoring’ rather than newly creating. We are mak-
ing something ‘great again’, attempting to live up to an image of the past whose 
primary function is to exert an effect on the present, to eliminate contemporary 
contestations by conjuring up political forms of sentiment in order to enact forms 
of hegemony over ‘common sense’. Common sense – that fundamental category 
that Gramsci reintroduced to a Marxist political vocabulary – is the most crucial 
medium here, not least because its inner dynamics tend to privilege precisely the 
ancient, the inherited, that which can be posed as the cultural ground. What is the 
next step for the political analysis of archaism and its ‘return’?

Marx, in his late ‘Russian texts’ (the multiple drafts of the letter to Vera 
Zasulich, the letter to the editorial board of Otechesvenniye zapiski, the intro-
duction to the Russian edition of the Manifesto), gives us only a very brief and 
impressionistic sense of this problem, when he argues that the rural commune 
could be a point of departure for the new rather than simply the burdensome 
spectre of the old (Shanin, 1983; Walker, 2016). But what are we to do within 
Marxism with the residues that politically surround us and buttress our present? 
If we attack them as signs of the ‘backwardness’ of the supposedly ‘progressive’ 
order, we run the risk also of abandoning the category of the mythic, the legend-
ary, the ‘grand narratives’, to the right.
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Stalin’s presentation of the national question has remained foundational, if 
disavowed, for Marxism since its publication over 100 years ago: so much so, 
in fact, that even entirely oppositional trends, for instance Trotskyism broadly 
conceived, the left-communist tradition, and even Maoism, have more or less 
upheld its arguments. Stalin was surely correct in emphasizing the materiality of 
nationality in contrast to the Austro-Marxist deviation towards ‘spirit’, ‘national 
character’, and other such mystifications, but Stalin’s text equally installed cer-
tain key prejudices into the core of Marxist ‘common sense’: the iron-clad belief 
in the superiority of large, multinational federated states (a belief that tended 
to become a form of ‘great nation chauvinism’); the formal presentation of the 
national question, producing a ‘model’ that could be applied anywhere and any-
time; a tendency to distrust any expression of ‘national culture’ as a slippery 
slope towards ‘bourgeois nationalism’. As Blaut, for instance, has argued:

First, Stalin in 1913, and most Marxists at that time, believed that nations emerge only in the 
period of early, rising capitalism, and die or dissolve with the socialist revolution. But nations 
have been born since 1913 under all manners of circumstances, socialist as well as capitalist, 
and more crucially, nations can also be destroyed under capitalism itself. (Blaut, 1987: 71)

But Lenin also innovated significantly after the emergence of Stalin’s famous 
essay. Between 1914 and his death in 1924, Lenin began to rethink the national 
question in relation to imperialism. That is, he began to argue that imperialism 
did not connote an epoch in which the national question would wither away, 
but rather that imperialism would pose the national question in an even more 
intense form. In his last years (1921–24), Lenin moved further to the left in his 
position on the national question, and began to seriously criticize Stalin’s formu-
lations and their implication, despite the fact that Lenin himself (and virtually 
the entire leadership of the CPSU(b)) had been in a firm agreement with the 
(1942 [1913]) text on the national question. Why did Lenin change his mind? 
First and foremost, Lenin began to see the policy effects of a formal theory of 
the national question that did not take its historical, contextual, and contingent 
variation into account. He also began to sense the problem behind the dyadic 
structure of the nationalism of the large, federated state vis-à-vis the national-
ism of small, oppressed nations. We must emphasize once again that this late 
position of Lenin has not been the dominant position in the history of the world 
communist movement – quite the contrary. As mentioned earlier, no matter what 
the position taken on ‘the Russian questions’ (i.e., the inner-party struggle for the 
leadership and hegemony within the CPSU(b)), virtually every Marxist tendency 
(and their successors) wittingly or unwittingly adopted the positions first elabo-
rated in Stalin’s Marxism and the National Question. Among other effects of this 
was an intense suspicion, throughout the history of Marxism, that struggles for 
national independence, or the self-determination of nations, was merely a thin 
veneer behind which lurked the spectre of a particularistic, closed, integralist 
retreat into the ethnos or national essence. In many ways, this prejudice contin-
ues to play an outsized role within Marxism – suspicions of ‘racial separatism’, 
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‘bourgeois nationalism’, ‘communitarianism’, etc. persist in our current moment. 
What makes the late Lenin so interesting in this respect was his intensely dialecti-
cal, even paradoxical, mode of argumentation on the question, in effect empha-
sizing that what appears as the closure of national or even racial struggles for 
self-assertion can also be read as openings to the world, the condition of possibil-
ity for another point of departure for a truly global socialism:

Nothing holds up the development and strengthening of proletarian class solidarity so much 
as national injustice; ‘offended’ nationals are not sensitive to anything so much as to the 
feeling of inequality and the violation of this equality, if only through negligence or jest – to 
the violation of that equality by their proletarian comrades… That is why the fundamental 
interest of proletarian solidarity, and consequently of the proletarian class struggle, requires 
that we never adopt a formal attitude to the national question. (Lenin, 2002: 190)

In other words, Lenin points out quite correctly that a truly ‘formal’ (or ‘norma-
tive’) presentation of the national question will only result in an evacuation of the 
political evaluations required seriously to deal with the degree of sentiment or 
imagination that subtends the nation-form. It is impossible universally to uphold 
an independentist orientation, for instance, in a world where nations rise and 
fall with the passage of history, where the forms of one nation’s oppression by 
another constitute historically formed relations, which in turn work on the capac-
ity to determine political strategy. For example, while we can point to the his-
torically, politically, and socially progressive character of national independence 
in many situations (Ireland, Québec, Kashmir, Okinawa, and many more), this 
determination can never be carried out ‘formally’. For instance, today, the Israeli 
state has transformed the very character of its own legal conception of national-
ity with the passage of the 2018 ‘Nation-State Law’, in which the right of ‘self-
determination’ solely accrues to ‘the Jewish people’, Hebrew is established as the 
dominant ‘official language’ of the territory, and the expansion of the national 
state’s territorial scope is justified so long as it is ‘Jewish settlement’, something 
given a recognized ‘national value’. In such a situation, the self-assertion and 
self-determination of the Palestinian nation is only possible on the basis of a 
pluri-national federated state of Palestine, where Jewish nationality would be 
recognized as a foundational component. That is, it is not just independence that 
can lead to a resolution of the national question in all circumstances; the determi-
nation of the political tasks related to the nation-form must always be based on 
the historical, social, and political investigation of the specific situation.

Samir Amin, concisely expressing the innovations of world-systems theory in 
general historiographical terms, argues that:

The national question, which in the nineteenth century was primarily that of oppressed 
European nations, was transferred in the twentieth century to Asia and Africa, where it 
became the colonial question. This was not only a geographical transfer. As a correlate of 
the formation of the imperialist system, it implied a change in the very nature of the national 
question. The old national question, that of European nationalities oppressed by the absolut-
ist feudal regimes, was part of the incomplete bourgeois revolution … The principal axis of 
the new national question is defined by its anti-imperialist character. (Amin, 1980: 173)
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Amin’s understanding is essential for a grasp of how the national question in 
Marxist theory transformed from the situation of the Second International to the 
world-situation of the mid twentieth century. Today, another development of the 
national question is essential, and it involves the problem of how to account for 
the persistence of the nation-form under conditions of capitalist integration on a 
world-scale. This new stage of the national question, then, is also concerned with 
rethinking its content – in conditions of global capitalist integration that intensify 
year by year, we do not see the ‘falling away’ of national conditions of oppression 
or exploitation. Instead, we see a new strengthening of the nation-form as a mode 
of global organization. The post-1945 international world is gradually disappearing 
and a new configuration is taking shape. China’s role is becoming a profoundly 
complex issue. The Atlantic order will likely never return to the imperial and colo-
nial hegemony it enjoyed for 450 years. The current crisis is rapidly becoming a 
generalized crisis of large, federated states, and it is possible that the era of federal-
ism as such, as a mode of post-empire political organization, may be over. In such a 
context, the future of the nation-state will become an important site of interrogation.

CONCLUSION

In concluding this chapter, which can only serve as a brief overview of an 
extraordinarily complex, historically dense, and politically volatile question, I 
want to return to my three epigraphs. In three divergent circumstances and 
moments, from very different political and theoretical angles, they all disrupt in 
productive directions, the ‘common sense’ that we hold with regard to the 
nation-form, something ubiquitous and foundational for our modern life.

In 1867, in a short speech to the International Workingmen’s Association on 
the Irish question, Marx emphasized, after a detailed discussion of the political-
economic background to the circumstances of Ireland under British colonial rule, 
the following striking formulation: ‘The Irish question’, he states, ‘is therefore 
not simply a question of nationality, but a question of land and existence’ (Marx 
and Engels, 1985: 317).

In other words, what is at stake in the national question is not merely the 
self-assertion of the nation, or its recovery from the yoke of colonial rule. The 
national question concerns two truly fundamental categories of the social: land, 
the dimension of property, governance, and hegemony, in other words every-
thing that belongs to the state; and existence, in other words, the cultural, social, 
linguistic, and political forms proper to peoples and the inscription of commu-
nity onto the earth. The national question is not merely the self-assertion of the 
nation-form, something that is essentially impossible in and of itself. The nation 
is not an institution, neither is it a practice. It cannot be grasped solely in its 
materiality, despite its material effects and material consequences. This is why 
Marx’s point, that the national question concerns everything related to land and 
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existence, is so important. The national question in such an optic is not merely 
related to a political nationalism, that is, to one political choice among others; it 
is related to the totality of human territorial, institutional, and cultural life in a 
given location and situation.

Almost 100 years after this address to the International Workingmen’s 
Association, Raymond Williams, in his 1964 novel Second Generation, provides 
us with a crucial vignette, written against the backdrop of the wave of decolo-
nization and national liberation struggles across the former colonial world. In 
response to the rather general dismissal of nationalism by a student, Akande, 
foreign minister of an unnamed African state in the grips of the revolutionary pro-
cess replies: ‘Nationalism is in this sense like class. To have it, and to feel it, is the 
only way to end it. If you fail to claim it, or give it up too soon, you will merely 
be cheated by other classes and other nations’. Already, we have a difference with 
Marx – the object of Williams’ point is not nationality or the national question, 
but nationalism, and his point concerns not the broader import of the nation-
form, as does Marx’s point, but rather the stratum of sentiment, of passion. What 
is it to feel part of a nation? What is it in turn to feel your nationality denied? 
What is it to inherit, in the colonial context, an empty nationality, subsumed 
under another? And is it possible to alter such relations without an affirmation of 
nationality that would take the modern form of nationalism? What about those 
who belong to the oppressor nation? What should be their comportment vis-à-vis 
their ‘own’ nation? In a sense, Williams’ argument is a precursor to the current 
debates around left populism, but with an important corrective: here, Williams 
speaks of claiming nationalism as one’s own, not in order simply to achieve gov-
ernmental hegemony, or successfully rule for a time, but rather paradoxically, 
as a necessary step in order to end nationalism, or even to end the nation-form 
as a constraint. Yet, the point acknowledges that the national constraint between 
peoples cannot be simply wished away or hastily abandoned – doing so simply 
eternalizes the nationalism of the oppressor nations. In this sense, Williams is 
faithful to the Leninist orientation, for which the right of self-determination of 
nations is not an end in itself, but a form of creating comradely relations among 
peoples. To give up on the nation too quickly, to say that it is merely an enclosure, 
risks delivering it over, lock, stock and barrel, to the side of reaction. Mouffe’s 
recent work begins at this point, but also ends there. The late Lenin instead taught 
us that to fight for national independence, the self-assertion of nations under the 
yoke of others is itself a worthy cause, but in the final analysis it is one whose 
tactical value is linked to the overall strategic orientation of a new political point 
of departure for the entire earth.

The third of these overarching statements is from Tom Nairn, in his now-
classic The Break-up of Britain (Nairn, 1977). Nairn here famously diagnoses 
the character of nationalism in psychoanalytic terms, giving a more or less ‘nor-
mative’ definition that has perhaps served, in the ensuing 50 years, as a kind of 
unspoken ‘common sense’ on the left:
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Nationalism is the pathology of modern developmental history, as inescapable as ‘neurosis’ in 
the individual, with much the same essential ambiguity attaching to it, a similar built-in capac-
ity for descent into dementia, rooted in the dilemmas of helplessness thrust upon most of the 
world (the equivalent of infantilism for societies) and largely incurable. (Nairn, 1977: 359)

Just as the neurotic can no more ‘know’ his or her own condition, in the sense of 
comprehending it from an external standpoint, Nairn argues that in our modern 
capitalist world, formed from an order of nation-states, we can never be outside 
the bounds of nationalism. In this sense, he is right. But this point has a twofold 
implication. On the one hand, it alerts us to the fact that nationalism and its ten-
dencies exist within societies as pathological formations, structures within which 
political and social forms arise but that can be no more dispensed with than the 
psychological structures within which we think. On the other, it emphasizes that 
there is no fundamental way out of the bind of nationalism without another mode 
of human social and political organization that is not simply our capitalist ‘mod-
ern developmental history’. In that sense, Nairn signals the volatile fusion of 
capital and nation, a combination that can never be disaggregated.

For us today, on the national question, as for so much else, we would do well 
to remember, as Althusser once wrote, that:

[t]he basic task of Marxist theory, its strategic task, has Marxist theory itself for its object. I 
mean, to be quite precise, that Marxist theory has to know exactly what it is as a theory, and 
to know exactly what point it has reached in its development, in order to know what kind 
of theoretical work it must and can accomplish. (Althusser, 2003: 10)

In any case, in contrast to a frequent tendency to relegate this problem to the past, 
we must accept that the national question is a real and actual question, not only 
in the long-standing sites of independence struggles but on a global scale. There 
can be no resolution or settlement of the national question without a valoriza-
tion of this question as a question: the nation is not an answer to anything, but a 
volatile, powerful form of human relations, and one that can be developed in a 
reactionary or emancipatory direction. The nation in this sense is a grammar of 
common sense, a repository of commonalities and divergences, one that exerts a 
decisive force over the social field, and into which, therefore, we have no choice 
but to intervene.7 The nation as a form of common sense must be fought for, it 
must be a terrain of combat for hegemony over the forces it organizes. In Marx’s 
own terms:

Collisions proceeding from the very conditions of bourgeois society must be overcome by 
fighting, they cannot be reasoned out of existence. The best form of polity is that in which 
the social contradictions are not blurred, not arbitrarily – that is, merely artificially, and there-
fore only seemingly – kept down. The best form of polity is that in which these contradictions 
reach a stage of open struggle in the course of which they are resolved. (Marx, 1848)

Is there a pathway through these divergent modes of analysis towards a future – a 
new and unanticipated future – for the national question in Marxist theory? If 
there is, it must reckon with the haste and superficiality with which the nation 
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as a form has often been treated, as if it were a mere prehistorical vestige bound 
to wither away with the passage of time and the development of the productive 
forces. If anything, this argument today appears almost incoherent, as we fully 
enter into a ‘post-globalization’ era in which the prospects of global governance, 
global markets, and global culture recede into mere nostalgia for the 1990s ‘Third 
Way’ and its passing reign in the advanced industrial countries. Today, the nation 
has fully returned to the stage of history, both for the right and for the left, as 
much in the global North as in the global South. If there is to be another thinking 
of the nation for Marxism – and there must be – we must put into question all 
the inherited prejudices of the history of socialist movements and produce a new 
point of departure for the analysis of this remarkably persistent form of human 
social organization.

In particular, I would single out the near-total twentieth-century consensus 
within Marxist thought in support of the form of the large pluri-national federated 
state-form, and in some ways, the hostility to the project of small, independent 
national states (here, it should again be stated that nearly every socialist political 
tendency adhered to this position, largely indistinguishable from Stalin’s 1913 
text). There is no theoretically coherent position that can demonstrate the superi-
ority of ‘great nation’ nationalism over ‘small nation’ nationalism; we would do 
well to take a set of clues from the late Lenin instead, who taught us that:

[i]nternationalism on the part of oppressors or ‘great’ nations, as they are called (though they 
are great only in their violence, only great as bullies), must consist not only in the observance 
of the formal equality of nations but even in an inequality of the oppressor nation, the great 
nation, that must make up for the inequality which obtains in actual practice. Anybody who 
does not understand this has not grasped the real proletarian attitude to the national ques-
tion, he is still essentially petty bourgeois in his point of view and is, therefore, sure to 
descend to the bourgeois point of view. (Lenin, 2002)

In re-emphasizing today the burning need for this self-reflexive and rigorous 
internationalism of the late Lenin, the theorization of the national question in the 
history of Marxist theory teaches us that perhaps it is a world constituted from 
the independence of the small nation that will be the closest transitional form to a 
global superseding of the nation-form itself, and in turn the capitalist system that 
sustains the current geopolitical order.

Notes

All translations from languages other than English are mine unless otherwise indicated.
1  It is impossible in this short space to even cite adequately a general cross-section of texts dealing 

with the national question, because the literature within Marxism is vast. For a general overview, see 
among many other texts, Blaut (1987); Chopra (1984); Davidson (2016); Haupt et al. (1997); Löwy 
(1976); and Petrus (1971); see also the debate between Neil Davidson and John Foster (Davidson, 
2002; Foster, 2004).

2  ‘Nationalism, Internationalism and the Polish Question’, Letter of Engels to Kautsky, 7 February 1882, 
originally published in Marx and Engels (1933), and with a short introductory statement by Karl 
Kautsky (Kautsky, 1935: 66–72).
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3  Ibid. My emphasis.
4  Ibid.
5  I expand on this in Walker (2013).
6  Although I cannot take it up here for reasons of space, this question should also be developed in 

relation to the work of Nicos Poulantzas, in particular his final work (Poulantzas, 1978). See the 
exceptionally important set of reflections in Balibar (2010), in particular his discussion of the specific 
form of the nation-state (2010: 185–188).

7  See the passionate and powerful essay by Eric Martin (2017), an exceptional text that should be 
widely read not only on the specificity of Québec, but on the national question in general.
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THEORY, BELIEF, AND DIALECTICS

Why… have science at all?… Once interconnection is grasped, all theoretical belief in the 
permanent necessity of existing conditions collapses before their collapse in practice. Here, 
therefore, it is absolutely in the interest of the ruling classes to perpetuate a senseless confu-
sion. (Marx and Engels, 1955: 197)

The eclectic is … too timid to dare to revolt. (Lenin, 1899b)

The crisis is the spectacle: Where is the Real? (Badiou, 2010)

The Marxist theory of crisis gives us a logic and a revolutionary common sense 
to construct strategies and programmes to advance working-class struggles from 
the analysis of capitalist crisis to the analysis of the necessity of revolution and 
the planning of a transitional epoch from capitalism to socialism and commu-
nism (Althusser and Balibar, 2015: 350–5, 441–80; Bettleheim, 1975; Mandel, 
1952; Marx, 1978; Uno, 1974). The theory of crisis is revolutionary, however, 
because of its fidelity to Marx’s ‘power of abstraction’ (Marx, 1990a: 90), his 
immense theoretical revolution in Capital  (Althusser and Balibar, 2015: 337). 
This revolution in theory is inseparable from Marx’s theoretical exposition  
(or ‘narrative’) of the inner-interconnections of the ‘capitalist mode of produc-
tion, its relations of production and forms of intercourse [exchange] that corre-
spond to it’ (Marx, 1990a: 90).
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What is the effect of this exposition? Marx writes, ‘Once interconnection is 
grasped, all theoretical belief in the permanent necessity of existing conditions 
collapses before their collapse in practice’ (Marx and Engels, 1955: 250–3). This 
double sense of collapse is fundamental to Marx’s method in Capital, and it pro-
vides us with a basic reason to renew the theory of crisis today, as a critique of 
capitalist and neo-reformist forms of consciousness that are ‘too timid to dare 
to revolt’, too enthralled by capitalist crisis itself, beholding it as a spectacle of 
horror or fascination, and perpetuating eclectic explanations over the cause of 
capitalist crisis, interminable analyses of their sudden appearance, and specula-
tive prognostications over their future recurrence. The Marxist theory of crisis 
cuts through this nonsense and explains how capitalist crises are inevitable and 
signs of the impermanence of existing conditions of capitalism. Thus, it shows 
how irrational it is to believe in the permanent necessity of these conditions.

In the place of irrational belief, the theory of crisis gives us a logic based on 
dialectical materialism, which guides us to the Real. In his notebooks on Hegel’s 
Logic, Lenin summed up the essence of dialectics: ‘The splitting of a single whole 
and the cognition of its contradictory parts … is the essence … of dialectics’. He 
then lists examples of dialectics at work in the natural and social sciences:

In mathematics: + and – Differential and integral

In mechanics: action and reaction

In physics: positive and negative electricity

In chemistry: the combination and dissociation of atoms

In social science: class struggle. (Lenin, 1972: 359)

To this list, we add the Marxist theory of crisis, which dialectically grasps the 
phenomenon of capitalist crisis as something that is split into two contradictory 
parts, what Marx called ‘excess capital alongside surplus populations’ (Marx, 
1991: 359–68)

Crisis Theory as a Theory of ‘Excess Capital Alongside 
Surplus Populations’

As Badiou says, ‘It is safer and more important to say that the existing world is 
not necessary than it is to say … that a different world is possible’ (2010: 64). 
From the perspective of the theory of crisis, what is most unnecessary about the 
capitalist mode of production is its own, periodic and inevitable crisis (‘the 
necessity of crisis’), expressed most egregiously in ‘excess (or surplus) capital 
alongside surplus populations’. Similar to the late nineteenth century, we face 
again the necessity to bring about an end to the artificial scarcity capitalism 
produces through sheer waste, hoarding, and privatization (Ross, 2016: 127).
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On one side, we are dominated not only by capital, but by capital in the form 
of an excess: a ‘plethora of capital’ that exists as an ‘immense collection of com-
modities’ that cannot be sold. So long as capital remains in this state it is doomed 
to periodically repeat a process of forcible devaluations, degradation, and decom-
position, much like the value of a putrefying mass of harvested vegetables in an 
unplugged refrigerator. One thinks: unbelievable, what an immense waste, how 
stupid and unnecessary!

This plethora of capital, however, is born of the same causes that produce 
surplus populations: ‘The so-called plethora of capital … arises from the same 
causes that produce a relative surplus population that complements the latter, 
even though the two things stand at opposite poles – unoccupied capital on the 
one hand and an unemployed working population on the other’ (Grossman, 1929; 
Marx, 1991:359).

Surplus populations represent the great human masses whose everyday lives 
are defined and interrupted by the world of capital – and the state – and held or 
detained indefinitely in the precarious position of never knowing whether they 
will live to realize the value of their potential to create and work, their labour 
power. As Marx writes, ‘The uncertainty and irregularity of employment … are 
all symptoms of a relative surplus population’ (Marx, 1990: 866). Under the 
domination of capitalism – especially in its imperialist stage – if we cannot sell 
our labour power as a commodity and realize its value, we cannot labour as an 
activity and obtain money in the form of wages; if we cannot obtain wages, we 
cannot purchase our daily necessities (i.e. other commodities), with money; if 
we cannot consume our daily necessities, we get sick unto death. With every 
passing day of unsold and unemployed labour power, the bodies and minds of 
surplus populations cannot avoid becoming devalued and degraded on a mass, 
decomposing scale. Again, one thinks: unbelievable, what an immense waste, 
how stupid and unnecessary!

Blind-Spots in Crisis Theories: Labour Power and the ‘Law 
of Populations Peculiar to Capitalist Society’

In analysing the phenomenon of capitalist crisis as one that is split between 
excess capital and surplus populations, one of our theoretical intentions is to 
delineate our approach alongside two, especially dominant theories of crisis in 
Marxist discourse: first, theories of the falling rate of profit, and second, theories 
of over-production and under-consumption.

Where do these theories locate the epicentre of crisis, and how do these theo-
ries grasp the ‘cause’ of crisis? Broadly speaking, in theories of the falling rate 
of profit, the epicentre of crisis is found in the sphere of production, and revolves 
around the exploitation of surplus labour time, the changing values of the organic 
composition of capital, and the question of wages. Specifically, the cause of cri-
sis is found in the tendency of the profit rate to fall in the face of rising wages 
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(Shaikh, 1978; Weeks, 1977). On the other hand, theories of over-production and 
under-consumption locate the epicentre of crisis in the sphere of circulation and 
the process of accumulation, where the cause of crisis is seen in the dispropor-
tion between Department I and II (the production of means of production and the 
production of articles of consumption), and ultimately in an inability to realize 
surplus value and sell products of labour to workers (Grossman, 1929; Lenin, 
1899a; Luxemburg, 1951; Mattick, 1974).

The former approach emphasizes the immediate conditions of exploitation, 
while the latter emphasizes the conditions for the realization of that exploitation. 
As Marx says, these conditions are not identical. ‘Not only are they separate in 
time and space, they are also separate in theory’ (Marx, 1991: 352). Theories of 
crisis that fall onto one side or the other, however, only ‘see’ the cause of crisis in 
an ‘immediate’ sense within their respective spheres, and cannot simultaneously 
see a deeper, more hidden, cause of these causes themselves, one that mediates 
their very appearance. Like a Luden’s Vase, they see the contours of two, oppos-
ing faces, or the contours of a vase, but never both at the same time. This is the 
problem of a ‘parallax view’ (Karatani, 2005; Zizek, 2006).

The parallax view has specific theoretical effects, akin to a blind-spot. For 
example, theories of the falling profit rate, which have led to important tactics 
and strategies for organizing workers who are currently employed and exploited, 
often lose sight of how the very possibility of employment (and capitalist exploi-
tation itself) is necessarily interconnected with – and dependent on – the forma-
tion of a vast ocean of the unemployed, struggling to survive in various forms of 
the surplus populations (Jameson, 2014: Shaikh, 1978). This leads us to consider 
a cause of crisis that is not reducible to falling profit rates only, but also to the 
contradictory movement from employment to unemployment, and ‘vice versa’. 
As Marx says:

The condemnation of one part of the working class to enforced idleness by the over-work 
of the other part, and vice versa, becomes a means of enriching the individual capitalists, 
and accelerates at the same time the production of the industrial reserve army on a scale 
corresponding with the progress of social accumulation. (Marx, 1990: 790)

The secret of this condemnation is found in the notion of vice versa, and in Marx’s 
analysis of the law of populations peculiar to the capitalist mode of production: 
‘The working population … produces both the accumulation of capital and the 
means by which it is itself made relatively superfluous … This is a law of popula-
tion peculiar to the capitalist mode of production’ (Marx, 1990: 784).

For workers, this law represents ‘the secret of why it happens that the more 
they work, the more alien wealth they produce, and that the more the productiv-
ity of their labour increases, the more does their very function as a means for the 
valorization of capital become precarious’ (Marx, 1990: 793). This precarious-
ness throws the notion of ‘the progress of social accumulation’ into question, and 
places the commodification and social reproduction of labour power at the centre 
of analysis (Althusser, 2014: 49; Fortunati, 1995; Tronti, 2019: 152; Uno, 1974).
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In theories of over-production and under-consumption, on the other hand, a 
blind-spot is found in the theoretical reliance on Marx’s reproduction schemes 
of Capital, Volume 2, which even offer algebraic equations to demonstrate the 
inevitable and cyclical instability between capitalism’s two departments (Marx, 
1992: 468–74). But what is the proper object of analysis of the reproduction 
schemes? In addition to the turnover time of capital, which remains a crucial 
problem for understanding capitalism’s (and imperialism’s) cyclical temporality, 
they examine the totality of the products of labour, i.e. ‘an immense collection 
of commodities’ that have been produced and that now must be bought and sold, 
in a market, to realize surplus value. In short, the reproduction schemes only see 
commodities in the form of products of labour and never ask the all-important 
question: how is labour power ‘itself’ transformed into a given commodity, with-
out which no other product of labour could even come into existence, as a com-
modity, to be bought and sold on a market in the first place? For a theory of crisis, 
this is carried out by the ‘law of populations peculiar to the capitalist mode of 
production’, which mediates the laws of value and profit in a theoretically inter-
connected totality.

Grasping the law of populations is crucial because it reveals one of the most 
oppressive conditions of the working class overall, which is that the process of 
the commodification of labour power can never be assumed to be one that is 
always already complete, a fait accompli. It is never merely an accomplished 
fact, only a fact to be accomplished – or not (Althusser, 2006: 198). What is, 
empirically, an accomplished fact is that of excess capital co-existing alongside 
surplus populations.

NARRATING THE POSSIBILITY OF CRISIS: THE EXCHANGE 
PROCESS AND THE LAW OF VALUE

The leap taken by value from the body of the commodity into the body of the gold is the 
commodity’s salto mortale. (Marx, 1990: 200)

With the narration of the possibility of crisis, we rely on Marx’s theoretical expo-
sition of the law of value and the process of exchange in the opening chapters of 
Capital, i.e. the abstract analysis of the commodity-form, commodity fetishism, 
and the metamorphosis of the forms of value that the commodity undergoes in 
the process of exchange. As Marx writes, ‘The commodity appears at first sight 
an extremely obvious, trivial thing. But its analysis brings out that it is a very 
strange thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties’ 
(Marx, 1990: 163).

The abstract and formal possibility of crisis is found in ‘simple circulation’, 
and in the division of the commodity-form into two contradictory parts, use-value 
and exchange-value. Crisis is formally a possibility because a commodity’s use-
value will always remain latent, virtual, and unrealized unless the qualitative, 
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sensuous use-value of a given commodity is quantitatively abstracted in the body 
of another, equivalent commodity.

In the most abstract and formal sense, the commodity-form discloses two, for-
mally asymmetrical social positions representing two forms of value: the ‘relative 
form of value’ (20 yards of linen), which can be called the position of selling; and 
the ‘equivalent form of value’ (1 coat), or the position of buying (Marx, 1990: 
163). Crisis is always possible because the very form of the commodity implies 
two asymmetrical and contradictory social positions, separated in time and space 
from each other, the positions of selling and buying (Karatani, 1995: 164).

For this reason, when Marx writes of simple circulation and the ‘first meta-
morphosis’ of the commodity into money, or C-M, he begins his analysis from 
the perspective of the position of selling, and not from the position of buying 
(M-C). C-M represents a position that cannot avoid what Marx calls a risky 
leap of faith, a salto mortale. This risk is never experienced by the position of 
buying. He writes, ‘C-M. First metamorphosis of the commodity, or sale. The 
leap taken by value from the body of the commodity into the body of the gold is 
the commodity’s salto mortale … If the leap falls short, it is not the commodity 
which is defrauded but rather its owner’ (Marx, 1990: 200; see also Karatani, 
1995: 117).

The centre of possibility of crisis is thus found in the salto mortale, which 
expresses the risk of selling that inheres in the very form of the commodity. 
The salto mortale is always a gamble, a speculation, an uncertain relation to 
the Other. As Marx says, if the commodity is not sold, ‘their use value and their 
exchange value go to the devil’ (Marx, 1968: 496). In the capitalist epoch, the act 
of selling is equivalent to an act of praying. The position of selling is driven by 
faith and speculation, an irrational belief.

Marx theoretically overcomes the salto mortale in simple circulation to 
show how the commodity-form transforms into the form of money (the ‘general 
equivalent’). While the form of money is derived from the contradiction of the 
use-value and exchange-value of the commodity-form, money now appears in 
circulation as if it were independent of the commodity-form. With the ‘general 
formula of capital’, now expressed as M-C-M’ (or merchant’s capital), capital’s 
‘monotheistic’ structure is revealed:

Value suddenly presents itself as a self-moving substance which passes through a process of 
its own … It differentiates itself as original value from itself as surplus, just as God the Father 
differentiates himself from himself as God the Son, although both are of the same age and 
form, in fact one single person; for only by the surplus-value of £10 does the £100 originally 
advanced become capital, and as soon as this has happened, as soon as the son has been 
created and, through the son, the father, their difference vanishes again, and both become 
one, £110. (Marx, 1990: 256)

With M-C-M’, sellers of commodities cannot avoid always having to sell par-
ticular commodities to owners of the universal equivalent of money. In selling, 
the salto mortale of the position of selling is endemic to the process of exchange; 
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it is structural and therefore cannot be eliminated, only deferred by credit.  
As Karatani writes, ‘The essence of credit lies in its avoidance of the crisis inher-
ent in the selling position – the postponement of the present crisis to some future 
date’ (Karatani, 1995: 179; see also DeBrunhoff, 1976).

The possibility of crisis, whose overcoming from C-M to M-C discloses capi-
tal’s fundamentally speculative structure, only offers a formal framework for 
thinking of the necessity and inevitability of crisis. As Marx writes, ‘the factors 
which turn this possibility of crisis into (an actual) crisis are not contained in 
this form itself, it only implies that the framework for a crisis exists’ (Marx, 
1968: 509).

The ‘Deepest, Most Hidden Cause of Crisis’: Political 
Economy’s Unconscious

The fact that bourgeois production is compelled by its own immanent laws, on the one 
hand, to develop the productive forces as if production did not take place on a narrow 
restricted social foundation, while, on the other hand, it can develop these forces only within 
these narrow limits, is the deepest and most hidden cause of crisis, of the crying contradic-
tions within which bourgeois production is carried on and which, even at a cursory glance, 
reveal it as only a transitional, historical form. (Marx, 1968: 88)

In Capital, the notion of the cause of crisis is split into two interrelated levels of 
causation. One level perceives a range of immediate or direct causes of crisis, 
which are all too visible, even spectacular. On another level, it perceives a deeper 
cause of the outwardly visible causes, but it is hidden, disavowed, or repressed 
by the very perception of the outwardly visible causes themselves. As Althusser 
writes, ‘The invisible is not therefore simply what is outside the visible … but 
… inside the visible itself’ (Althusser, 1990: 26). In exposing the limits of what 
political economy sees as the cause of crisis, Marx makes visible, for the first 
time, the deepest cause of crisis, hidden beneath the superficial circuits of 
money-capital, and co-extensive with the narrow, restricted social foundation of 
capitalist production.

Why is this social foundation of capitalist production necessarily narrow and 
restricted? First, it points to how the social passage to the world of ‘employ-
ment’ (i.e. the commodification of labour power) is necessarily narrow and 
restricted. As Marx says, above the door to capitalist production hangs the sign: 
‘No admittance except on business’ (Marx, 1990: 280). In other words, the ‘nar-
row and restricted social foundation of capitalist production’ is inseparable from 
the sale and purchase of labour power (Marx, 1990: 270), which tells us that, in 
thinking of the inevitability of crisis in the capitalist epoch, it is never about a 
generic (i.e. mercantile) commodity economy in which mere products of labour 
are exchanged (M-C-M’). Rather, it is about a specifically capitalist commodity 
economy of wage-labour, one that is based on the transformation of labour power 
into the form of a commodity. As Marx writes:
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Capital … announces from the outset a new epoch in the process of social production … 
The capitalist epoch is therefore characterized by the fact that labour-power, in the eyes of 
the worker himself (sic), takes on the form of a commodity which is his property; his labour 
consequently takes on the form of wage-labour. (Marx, 1990: 274; see also Kawashima, 
2005; Walker, 2016)

Second, the narrow and restricted social foundation refers to the social reproduc-
tion of labour power itself, which is closely tied to what Marx called the ‘power 
of consumption’ and the:

[a]ntagonistic conditions of distribution, which reduce the consumption of the vast 
majority of society to a minimum level, only capable of varying within more or less 
narrow limits … The more productivity develops, the more it comes into conflict with the 
narrow basis on which the relations of consumption rest. (Marx, 1991: 352–3, italics 
added)

The ‘antagonistic conditions of distribution’ – which are themselves determined 
by the antagonistic conditions of exploitation in production – are ultimately 
based on the sale and purchase of labour power, and to what Marx called, ‘The 
ultimate reason for all real crises’, which ‘always remains the poverty and 
restricted consumption of the masses, in the face of the drive of capitalist produc-
tion to develop the productive forces as if only the absolute consumption capac-
ity of society set a limit to them’ (Marx, 1991: 615, italics added).

Finally, by foregrounding the ‘deepest and most hidden cause of crisis’ and 
the ‘narrow restricted social foundation of capitalist production’, Marx’s analy-
sis critically exposes the unconscious of ‘political economy’, which is sustained 
by nervous and anxious forms of disavowal and apologetics over capitalism’s 
excesses, encapsulated in the innocuous phrase, ‘as if’ (als ob). Disavowal allows 
the ruling classes and the state to think and act as if capitalist production is not 
based on a narrow and restricted social foundation; as if there is no hidden or 
deep cause of crisis, only superficial and visible ones to manipulate; as if the 
consumption of the masses was not restricted by capitalist productivity itself; 
and as if everyone was absolutely free to consume. These are symptoms of a gen-
eralized disavowal which recognizes and denies, simultaneously, the difference 
between commodity and money; labour power and labour; value and surplus 
value; employment and unemployment; and wealth and poverty. Various expres-
sions of disavowal go on and on, interminably. What does Marx especially hear 
in the capitalist choir of disavowal? Of course, David Ricardo’s ‘Absurd denial 
of the over-production of commodities accompanied by a recognition of the over-
abundance of capital’ (Marx, 1968: 496).

Disavowal quickly leads to the ever-recurring tendency of apologetics. As 
Marx says, ‘The theory of the impossibility of general over-production is essen-
tially apologetic in tendency’ (Marx, 1968: 527). In the face of capitalist crisis, 
disavowal and apologetics expose the nervous breakdown of the capitalist class 
and its sycophant, ‘political economy’.
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Narrating the Inevitability of Crisis: The Vicious  
Cycle of Accumulation

The theoretical exposition of the inevitability of crisis begins by grasping the 
social foundations of the capitalist mode of production and the specific circuit of 
industrial capital. The form of industrial capital is: M-C … P {lp/mp}… C’-M’, 
which forms a ‘loop’ or cycle from M to M’, and from M’ back to M. Industrial 
capital differs from merchant’s capital, M-C-M’, insofar as it differentiates the 
commodity ‘inputs’ of labour power (lp) and means of production (mp) into the 
process of production (P).

In Capital, however, capitalist production is inseparable from its reproduction, 
for without the reproduction of the relations and means of production, capital 
would be unable to accumulate and expand production. Capitalist accumulation, 
however, abides by a cyclical movement, one that alternates between phases of 
prosperity and phases of depression. Mediating this cycle is the phase of crisis 
itself (Itoh, 1988: 290; Uno, 1974). Let us look at this vicious cycle more closely.

The accumulation phase of prosperity

In the accumulation phase of prosperity, the production process ‘absorbs’ sur-
plus populations (formed in the previous phase of depression) through the sale 
and purchase of labour power, and on this basis, production expands and widens. 
Expansion is based on the presence of unemployed workers, but also on gener-
ous extensions of credit from banks, the use of available idle funds and hoards, 
which sets low interest rates for industrialists and commercial capitalists 
(DeBrunhoff, 1973: 86; Marx, 1991: 435). These conditions allow industrial 
capitalists to reinvest a portion of their profits back into the production process, 
and to focus on exploiting as much surplus labour time within the production 
process as possible, without having to worry about final sales to consumers. 
Commercial capital – the ‘modern’ form of merchant’s capital – assumes this 
function of sales to final consumers, which allows the industrialist to focus on 
‘production for production’s sake’ (Marx, 1991: 379).

In the phase of prosperity, this drive for production increases the organic 
composition of capital by investing proportionally more into constant capital 
than variable capital. With widened production, prices of raw materials become 
inflated while larger and larger masses of surplus populations are absorbed into 
production as a class of wage-labour. This absorption, based on the commod-
ification of labour power, raises wage-levels and pulls down profit rates over 
time. The resulting tendency of the profit rate to fall, however, is itself phenom-
enally concealed by exuberant speculations by creditors, who gamble on the 
prices of increasingly overstocked commodities, which continue to be produced 
without any care for sales to final consumers (Marx, 1990a: chapter 25; 1991:  
parts 3–5).
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With credit and loan capital mediating finance, industry, and commerce, the 
conditions for the transformation of the possibility of crisis into an inevitable 
necessity are actualized at the zenith of prosperity, when the forecasted and spec-
ulated prices of commodities cannot be actualized in a sale, cannot realize sur-
plus value in the sphere of circulation, which leads to the appearance of excess 
capital in the form of unsold means of production and means of subsistence 
(Marx, 1991: chapter 15, section 3). Phenomenally speaking, it now appears as if 
the root of crisis is found in the fact that, while commodities have been produced, 
they cannot be sold (Uno, 1974).

Since credit always implies a time limit for the borrower, when the latter 
cannot pay back the interest on these loans (let alone the principal), a chain 
of defaulted payments spreads between industry, commerce, and finance, par-
alysing the circulation of capital. Spatially, everything goes from ‘meuble’ 
to ‘immeuble’ (Marx, 1990: 227). Industrial and commercial capitalists now 
scramble desperately for money as a means of payment (DeBrunhoff, 1973: 
44–5; Marx, 1990: 232). Bankers react by cutting back on lines of credit while 
increasing interest rates, a last-ditch attempt to compensate for rampant default-
ing. Rising interest rates then collide with falling profit rates, now fully exposed, 
resulting in the inability of the capitalist to reinvest a portion of their profits 
back into production and maintain production. Simply put, M’ cannot return to 
M, cannot complete the cycle of its circuit (Marx, 1990a: chapters 23–24; 1991: 
parts 5 and 7).

The accumulation phase of crisis

In the accumulation phase of crisis, the chain of payments is ‘broken in a hun-
dred places’, interrupted indefinitely, bringing production to a halt, and bringing 
about ‘sudden forcible devaluations’ and ‘an actual decline in reproduction’ 
(Marx, 1991: 363).

In ‘crisis itself … capital already invested is in fact massively unemployed, 
since the reproduction process is stagnant. Factories stand idle, raw materials 
pile up, finished products flood the market as commodities’ (Marx, 1991: 614). 
Moreover, workers, once indispensable for production in the prosperity phase, 
now begin to turn into the opposite, becoming disposable and falling into unem-
ployment and precarity. Here, a ‘surplus of productive capital’ (Marx, 1991: 614) 
comes into being alongside ‘a growing surplus population’ (Marx, 1991: 353).

The formation of the surplus populations is the result of capital’s devaluation 
of the existing organic composition of capital in the phrase of depression, and 
discloses the law of populations peculiar to capitalist society. The formation of 
the relative surplus population – a capitalist prosthesis of the originally absent 
labour power commodity – allows the capitalist to now think that labour power is 
a pre-given commodity, indistinguishable, in form, from any other (Kawashima 
and Walker, 2018).
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The accumulation phase of depression

Finally, in the phase of depression, the phenomenon of excess capital, in the form 
of unsold means of production and means of consumption, exists alongside a 
growing mass of the surplus population. These two parts are held in suspense as 
capital devalues itself (‘the destruction of capital’), as well as the value of labour 
power, until the historical point can be reached when labour power can be com-
modified (again) so that surplus value can be produced (again). This is done by 
reforming the organic composition of capital (especially through the replacement 
of fixed capital) and reorganizing the relations of production, thereby establish-
ing the necessary social conditions for a new phase of prosperity, and theoreti-
cally completing the narration of capital’s vicious cycle of accumulation (Marx, 
1991: chapter 6, section 2).

In sum, narrating the inevitability and necessity of crisis follows the circuit of 
industrial capital in the process of accumulation from: (a) the sphere of circula-
tion (the sale and purchase of labour power and means of production); into (b) 
the sphere of production (where surplus value is produced); (c) back out into the 
sphere of circulation (where commodities must be sold to realize surplus value); 
and (d) back again to production (to replace and replenish the component parts 
of production, now on an expanded scale). Theoretically, it is in the movement 
from (c) to (d) that we see the outbreak of crisis, expressed and visible in the 
phenomenon of ‘excess capital co-existing alongside surplus populations’. The 
sense of this cycle is that it constantly gives the presentiment of inevitable crisis, 
even during the most prosperous of times.

THE SUSPENSION OF THE CAPITAL-RELATION:  
WEALTH AND POVERTY

From day to day it thus becomes clearer that the relations of production in which the bour-
geoisie moves do not have a simple, uniform character but rather a dual one: that in the 
same relations in which wealth is produced, poverty is produced also; that in the same rela-
tions in which there is a development of the forces of production, there is also the develop-
ment of a repressive force. (Marx, 1995: 134)

Some people are so poor, all they have is money! (Bob Marley)

The contradictory splitting into two parts of excess (capital) and surplus (popula-
tions) viciously repeats a dead-zone – a void, a place ‘up for grabs’ – between 
the spheres of production and circulation. Here, reproduction is fundamentally 
interrupted. This signals the capitalist interregnum (Gramsci, 1989: 276), an 
indefinite suspension and interruption of the capital-relation and class contradic-
tion between capitalists and workers. Now, capitalist contradictions appear 
within the masses; class contradictions from the factory have extended into mass 
contradictions of society, as well as into contradictions of the ‘planner state’ 
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(Negri, 1988). In this suspension of the capital-relation, the ‘old is dying and the 
new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms 
appear’ (Gramsci, 1989: 275–6). A prevailing symptom of the interregnum is a 
loss of the sense and sensibility of class contradictions, for in crisis, the capital-
relation itself is suspended and interrupted. However, where this contradiction 
collapses, a new one emerges, ideologically and discursively, to replace it: 
wealth and poverty.

In Marx’s Capital, wealth is inseparable from the possession of use-values and 
money, from a power to purchase labour power and to command wage-labour, 
and thus from a right to exploit surplus labour time and alienate workers from 
their own work (Oki, 2019). Moreover, wealth is inseparable from a passion to 
accumulate capital, a passion that is in Faustian conflict with the desire for pri-
vate enjoyment (Marx, 1990: 741). From the specific perspective of a theory of 
crisis, however, wealth is inseparable from excess capital in a process of devalu-
ation, which unleashes ‘anxious calculation’ and the ‘passion of avarice’ in the 
present (Marx, 1990: 741). Most importantly, because wealth is inseparable from 
excess capital, it is fundamentally impermanent and thus something that is peri-
odically and inevitably lost.

Wealth never exists in isolation but is always born alongside poverty. For Marx, 
poverty is not an accidental condition that one falls into. Rather, it is an unavoid-
able effect of how ‘the higher the productivity of labour … the more precarious 
therefore becomes the condition for their existence, namely the sale of their own 
labour-power’ (Marx, 1990: 798). Poverty is an omnipresent and formal possibil-
ity, endemic to the position of selling labour power, which ‘constantly affect[s] 
precarious and transitory forms of existence’ (Ranciere, 1989: 31). In this sense, 
Marx speaks of the ‘virtual pauper’ (Marx, 1973: 604).

Here, however, we emphasize the question of poverty in relation to ‘a given 
framework of antagonistic conditions of distribution’ and the ‘power of consump-
tion’ (Marx, 1991: 352–3). For Marx, this is connected to the ‘absolute general 
law of accumulation’, the ‘Lazarus-layers of the working class’, ‘the industrial 
reserve army’, and ‘official pauperism’. As Marx writes:

The more extensive, finally, the Lazarus layers of the working class, and the industrial reserve 
army, the greater is official pauperism. This is the absolute general law of capitalist accumu-
lation. Like all other laws it is modified in its working by many circumstances, the analysis of 
which does not concern us. (Marx, 1990: 798)

For a theory of crisis today, however, the analysis of this ‘modification’ is of 
utmost concern.

Lazarus, the Industrial Reserve Army, and Repressive Force

If the analysis of the possibility of crisis revealed a theological and monotheistic 
fetishism of money in circulation, then Marx’s analysis of the inevitability or 
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necessity of crisis leads to an opposite pole, represented in Capital by the  
biblical figure of Lazarus, the poor beggar denied food by the king, and the 
entombed, dead brother of Mary, resurrected by Jesus four days after his death, 
another example of the theological niceties of the world of capital.

By introducing the figure of Lazarus into Marx’s analysis, the stratifications, 
segmentarity, and forms of existence of the industrial reserve army (the float-
ing, latent, and stagnant forms of the surplus populations) all become extremely 
important for Marx’s notion of the absolute general law of accumulation. The 
Lazarus-layers are entombed beneath these strata, far below the employed 
strata of the proletariat, and condemned to the lumpenproletariat (Marx, 1990: 
794–8).

Crisis marks the impossibility of Lazarus’s resurrection, shattering any illu-
sions of being saved by money-capital. Instead, crisis raises from the grave the 
spectre of insurrection. For this reason, however, when Marx discusses the prob-
lem of official pauperism and poverty (not to mention capitalist productivity), he 
raises the problem of a repressive force. This is closely tied to the suspension of 
the capital-relation, the interregnum, in which class contradictions are in disarray 
and where the ruling class has lost its consensus. As Gramsci writes:

If the ruling class has lost its consensus, i.e. is no longer ‘leading’ but only ‘dominant’, exer-
cising coercive force alone, this means precisely that the great masses have become 
detached from their traditional ideologies, and no longer believe what they used to believe 
previously. (Gramsci, 1989: 276)

On the one hand, this returns us to the problem of belief and its collapse. On the 
other, the analysis of this force needs to be developed in relation to the narrow 
and restricted social foundation of capitalist production, the absolute general law of 
accumulation, the antagonistic conditions of distribution, the power of consumption, 
and the social reproduction and commodification of labour power. These are prob-
lems of the limits of the capitalist mode of production, its relations of production, 
and the forms of exchange corresponding to it. These limits mark the place where 
the analysis of crisis necessarily opens onto problems of state power, state appara-
tuses, and state policy (Althusser, 2014; DeBrunhoff, 1978; Poulantzas, 1978).

Crisis and State Apparatuses: The Production of Difference

In the suspension of the capital-relation in crisis, state power appears in a crisis 
of its own, precisely in managing, policing, and repressing capitalism’s excesses 
and its suspended class contradiction. Here we ask two key questions: by what 
institutional mediations and concrete apparatuses is a class of owners of labour 
power necessarily transformed into a mass of surplus populations – and vice 
versa? Second, how is this mass of surplus populations distributed into an 
‘industrial reserve army’ and its many forms of existence, and into a ‘part that 
has no part’ (Ranciere, 1999).
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These are questions pertaining to what Marx called the capitalist ‘mode of 
distribution’ (Marx, 1990: 192), which is also a vast ‘distribution of the sensible’ 
that is endemic to ‘policing the crisis’ (Hall et al., 2013; Ranciere, 1999). Not 
only is this a distribution of income, which is often senseless (‘the 1%’); it is also 
a distribution of the sense and meaning (sens) of labour power itself, precisely as 
a surplus population.

Ideological and repressive apparatuses of the state differentiate and individ-
uate surplus populations, thereby bestowing upon them a particular sense and 
meaning, a statistical legibility and legality. It does so by ‘liberally’ representing 
and distributing populations on an individual, case by case and biopolitical basis, 
typically according to particularizing discourses of nationality, race, gender, and 
sexuality, but never of class (Foucault, 2004). In this sense, state apparatuses 
modify and represent the ‘absolute general law of accumulation’ as a problem of 
the ‘antagonistic conditions of distribution’. The apparatuses (re)produce domi-
nant sensibilities of distribution as antagonistic effects, and maintains a most 
impoverished strata of the surplus population, entombed like Lazarus.

Ideological state apparatuses practise interpellation, or the process of calling 
and identifying individuals as Subjects, which represents an ‘imaginary relation-
ship of individuals to their real conditions of existence’ (Althusser, 1971: 262). 
This imaginary relationship is central to the commodification of labour power 
and the reproduction of relations of production (Althusser, 1971: 262), but also 
to the ‘imagined community’ of the Nation (Anderson, 1991), which the state 
conjures up through state-led education, universities, the mass media, and the 
orchestration of public opinion, i.e. the training and cultivation of the mind, the 
colonization of language, the imperial guidance of the ‘voice in one’s head’, and 
the normalization of monolingualism (Balibar and Wallerstein, 1991; Derrida, 
1996; Dolar, 2006). Through citizenship, the state is invested in maintaining a 
‘part that has no part’ within a nationally ‘purified’ surplus population, and in 
modifying representations of (post)colonial populations, immigrants, ‘illegals’, 
‘refugees’, and ‘the undeserving’ (Balibar, 1972, 2015; Fraser, 1989; Kawashima, 
2009). Ideological state apparatuses seek to control the mind of labour power and 
surplus populations through the power of language and the voice, and constantly 
modify the division between intellectual and manual labour (Sohn-Rethal, 1978) 
through a massive production of difference.

By contrast, the repressive state apparatuses – the military and the police – con-
trol, colonize, incriminate, incarcerate, and capture the body of labour power and 
bodies of surplus populations. This is done through vicious cycles of race-racial-
ization-racism, which only see the skin colour of faces and bodies. As a vicious 
cycle of its own, this triplet represents three discursive processes and diverse 
institutional ‘apparatuses of capture’, such as the prison, the state’s archetypical, 
repressive enclosure (Davis, 2003; Deleuze and Guattari, 1987; Foucault, 1979, 
2003: 255; Hall et al., 2013; West, 1993). Race-racialization-racism disavows 
capital’s vicious cycle and its suspended capital-relation, fetishizing instead – or 
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condemning one to – particular forms of racial belonging. Moreover, it enforces 
a division between the proletariat and the lumpenproletariat by unleashing brute 
force against a particular race, condemning it to the Lazarus-layers of the indus-
trial reserve army (Allen, 1997; Cleaver, 1972; Thoburn, 2002).

State racism is a mode of organizing surplus populations in the face of the 
suspended class contradiction, most visible in prolonged periods of depression. 
It modifies the antagonistic conditions of distribution as an ‘absolute’ ground of 
capitalist accumulation, and directly impacts the power of consumption of the 
masses in extremely unequal ways, while constantly maintaining a racialized 
‘part that has no part’, a ‘Lazarus’. Moreover, state racism unleashes populist 
and nationalist discourses of essentialism, nativism and archaism (Harootunian, 
2000), and a fascist ‘jargon of authenticity’ (Adorno, 2002), such as ‘being-
toward-death’, ‘whiteness’, ‘male-supremacy’, ‘Blood and Soil’, ‘Yamato-race’, 
‘Chinese characteristics’, ‘Homeland Security’, etc., which are accompanied by 
a general disavowal of inequality. Disavowal and official apologetics rear their 
ugly heads again, sustaining inequality, sexism, segregation, discrimination, rac-
ism, homophobia, and senseless violence, especially at the groping hands of the 
police and thugs. This is necessarily challenged by popular movements for equal-
ity and social justice, but also for revenge.

The struggles for equality against the disavowal of inequality often produce 
a vicious and vengeful cycle of their own, one in which a sense and sensibility 
of class contradictions does not exist (Haider, 2018). In this cycle, it is as if the 
capitalist interregnum, which suspends the capital-relation, is a permanent condi-
tion and not, in fact, a transitional one. The transitional nature of capitalist crisis 
is further clarified in the theory of imperialism.

CRISIS-AS-TRANSITION AND THE THEORY OF IMPERIALISM

In Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism, written in 1916 in the midst of 
the First World War, Lenin brackets out Marx’s abstract-logical analysis of crisis 
and approaches crisis as a fundamentally historical factor in the transition from 
capitalism in its liberal stage to the highest and most contemporary stage of 
imperialism (Lenin, 1975: 213). In terms of the form of capital, crisis marks the 
relative decline of industrial capital and the ascent of finance capital and monop-
oly capital after the 1870s (Baran and Sweezy, 1966; Braverman, 1974; 
Hilferding, 1985; Lenin; 1975). At the same time, in imperialism, the form of 
capitalist crisis itself changes (Uno, 1974: 24–35).

For a theory of crisis, what is the significance of finance capital? Fundamentally, 
it is related to joint stock companies, bank monopolies, the credit system, and the 
specific forms of loan capital, interest-bearing capital, and money-lending capi-
tal, or M … M’. Finance capital funds operations of industrial and commercial 
capital through loan capital (based on idle funds organized by banks), subsuming 
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them within the mobile circuits of interest-bearing capital. Interest-bearing capi-
tal, of course, has mercantile origins in medieval and baroque times, and goes 
back to the old form of money-lending capital and usury-capital (LeGoff, 1990; 
Marx, 1991: chapter 36). But with capitalism in the stage of imperialism after 
1870, finance capital preserved interest-bearing and money-lending capital, only 
now it is used to subsume industrial capital. In the stage of imperialism, the for-
mula of industrial capital is hidden, as it were, in the ellipsis between M … M’.

The significance of this hidden relation is that, with the dominance of finance 
capital, monopolistic investments in increasingly larger and larger forms of fixed 
capital raise the organic composition of capital to an unprecedented scale. This is 
because the dominant commodities of this era (i.e. after 1870) are iron and com-
modities in the extractive, heavy, and chemical industries (Uno, 2016: 173). In the 
wake of crisis, however, the upswing towards the phase of prosperity is dragged 
out, and phases of depression become extended over longer and longer periods of 
time. This is due to the difficulties in selling off such large quantities of fixed capi-
tal, the capitalists’ salto mortale. The spatial fix of excess capital alongside surplus 
populations becomes a chronic phenomenon over time. As Kozo Uno writes:

After the 1870s … the periodicity of crisis not only changed from what it was  
before; gradually, the mode of the cyclical process itself – of boom, crisis, and depression – 
changed … More and more, the tendency to move steadily towards so-called chronic depres-
sion became common. (Uno, 1974: 30–1)

With chronic unemployment in the imperialist home country, the state’s justifi-
cation for foreign conquest, colonial domination, and war becomes a discursive 
norm. Lenin quotes Cecil Rhodes, ‘millionaire, a king of finance, the man who 
was mainly responsible for the Anglo-Boer War’:

I was in the East End of London yesterday and attended a meeting of the unemployed …  
I pondered over the scene and I became more than ever convinced of the importance of 
imperialism … My cherished idea is a solution for the social problem, i.e., in order to save the 
40,000,000 inhabitants of the United Kingdom from a bloody civil war, we colonial states-
men must acquire new lands to settle the surplus population in the factories and mines …  
If you want to avoid civil war, you must become imperialists. (Lenin, 1975: 236)

In the stage of imperialism, the cyclical form of capitalist crisis morphs into 
chronic depression and chronic unemployment, which creates justifications and 
apologies for war and imperialist expansion in the global South. As Marx says, 
‘The internal contradiction seeks resolution by extending the external field of 
production’ (Marx, 1991: 353). Crucially, excess capital is now at the centre of 
the export of capital. As Lenin writes:

[s]urplus capital will be utilized not for the purpose of raising the standard of living of the 
masses in a given country … but for the purpose of increasing profits by exporting capital 
abroad to the backward countries. In these backward countries profits are usually high, for 
capital is scarce, the price of land is relatively low, wages are low, raw materials are cheap. 
(Lenin, 1975: 226)
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The export of excess capital to the global South is accompanied by a repetition 
and reinvention of so-called primitive accumulation, led by the state, which cre-
ates a surplus population out of whole cloth (Federici, 2004; Kawashima, 2009; 
Marx, 1990: 873; Walker, 2016). This lays the foundations for thinking – now 
in relation to imperialism – of Marx’s analysis of ground rent, the formal sub-
sumption of labour, and a third form of extracting surplus value, one that is not 
reducible to the production of absolute or relative surplus value, and that extracts 
‘super-profits’ by raising productivity through new inventions and by press-
ing wage-levels, through social forms of domination, below the value of labour 
power, i.e. through ‘super-exploitation’. This is visible, for example, in the gold 
mines of South Africa during the Anglo-Boer War (Higginbottom, 2011, 2012, 
2014; Marx, 1991: 780; Smith, 2016). The necessity and inevitability of crisis 
is now transplanted to the global South, extending and reproducing conditions 
for capitalist crisis around the world, enforcing a world-wide division between 
intellectual and manual labour, and creating stratifications and boundaries of the 
industrial reserve army on a world-wide scale, a ‘global’ Lazarus.

Imperialism, State Power, and Crisis: Borders and War

In imperialism, the relation of state power – and its violence – to capitalist crisis 
is altered fundamentally, for the state governs not only national or domestic 
crises but also foreign, colonial crises, themselves the effects of capitalist contra-
dictions in the home country. On the one hand, state power mediates so-called 
native workers as active workers and the most pauperized sections of the surplus 
populations within the national economy, often coded as immigrants; on the 
other, it mediates a labour aristocracy of workers and colonized workers in the 
peripheries and domestic households of the capitalist world-system (Dalla Costa 
and James, 1972; Lenin, 1975; Meillassoux, 1981).

The state can only manage this precarious balancing act through an immense 
production of difference and borders, led by the work of the ideological and 
repressive state apparatuses (Balibar, 2002; Messadra and Neilson, 2013). 
Bordering processes, combined with an immense, discursive production of dif-
ference, work to ensure that the unique, proletarian risk of the commodification 
of labour power is never eliminated, only deferred here and there for some, but 
never for all.

Finally, chronic depression in the stage of imperialism becomes the crucible in 
which the inevitability of crisis morphs into inevitable war. As Kozo Uno writes 
in the case of Japanese imperialism prior to the Second World War, ‘Excess facil-
ities of fixed capital were now seen alongside a chronic surplus of labour power, 
and it is here that the unproductive military industry discloses its peculiar mean-
ing’ (Uno, 1974: 33). War becomes a doctrine of state policy to extricate national 
economies from chronic depression. In war, however, the industrial reserve 
army is now absorbed into the state’s standing army. Unemployed workers, 
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who formerly toiled as ‘appendages’ to machines in capitalist production, now 
become appendages to unproductively circulating military machines and weap-
ons, as in drone warfare. When wars end, the state throws discharged soldiers 
back into various reserves, but especially into the industrial reserve army and 
lumpenproletariat (Marx, 1990b: 75).

Interest-Bearing Capital: Time is Out of Joint!

The abiding lesson of Marx’s analysis of crisis in Capital, first published in 
1867, is that it is based on the specific form of industrial capital. Today, well after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union and amid the periodic (even decennial-like) 
crises of capitalism since 1973 to the present – in short, with the emergence and 
decline of neoliberalism – the world-historical relevance of Marx’s analysis of 
industrial capital continues to endure alongside Lenin’s analysis of finance capi-
tal and imperialism.

As we mentioned earlier, finance capital is based on the modern credit sys-
tem, interest-bearing capital, and money-lending capital, or M … M’, which sub-
sume industrial capital. At the same time, interest-bearing capital has origins in 
a much earlier, medieval or pre-modern form of capital, namely money-lending 
and usury-capital. How are we to grasp this duplicity?

Money-lending capital, in fact, reveals a peculiar relation to industrial capital 
and to capitalist crisis, specifically. If the basic formula of industrial capital, upon 
which Marx’s demonstration of the inevitability and cyclicality of crisis is based, 
is: M-C … P {lp/mop} … C’-M’, then the inevitability of crisis points to the 
circular movement in which the final term, M’, cannot automatically return back 
to the first term, M, in order to reproduce the capital-relation. The inevitability of 
crisis can therefore be grasped as M’ … M. This is the inverted form of M … M’, 
the formula of money-lending capital. As Kozo Uno writes:

M … M’ … takes the form of money-lender’s capital. Money lenders, who intercept part of 
merchants’ profits as interest on loans, do not even directly deal with commodities in order 
to reap a surplus. Their method rather is to dispossess others, sometimes with the ruthless-
ness characteristic of so-called usurer capital, which seizes the property of the insolvent. 
(Uno, 1980: 15)

In this sense, capitalist crisis creates a ‘time out of joint’, an inversion or a short-
circuit, between present-day capitalism and its distant, medieval past, resur-
recting the ethos and sensibilities of the pre-modern creditor and producer of 
debt, the usurer, ‘that old-fashioned but ever-renewed specimen of the capitalist’ 
(Marx, 1990: 740). The usurer shows, ‘how the love of power is an element in 
the desire to get richer’ (Marx, 1990: 740). His method of enrichment dispos-
sesses others, seizes the property of the insolvent, and does not alter the mode of 
production. Rather, it ‘clings on to it like a parasite and impoverishes it … sucks 
it dry, emasculates it and forces reproduction to proceed under ever more pitiable 
conditions’ (Marx, 1990: 731).
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Today, in our trumped-up, disoriented, and digitally distracted era, when we 
often don’t even realize how deeply we are caught in vicious cycles; when usurious 
and dispossessive practices are ever renewed by various parasitic specimens of the 
capitalist (e.g. real estate brokers and financial agents of the sub-prime mortgage 
crisis of 2007–8); and when capitalism in its highest and most contemporary form 
can (still) only repeat the backward, historical dawn of usurious money-lending 
capital and its medieval and authoritarian passions of avarice – the Marxist theory 
of crisis gives us a logic and a revolutionary common sense to construct new 
strategies and programmes to break capitalism’s vicious cycle, once and for all. 
It enables us to critique eclecticism and overcome the timidity to dare to revolt, 
and to plan for the transitional epoch from capitalism to socialism, and ultimately 
to a communist society based on the eternal decommodification of labour power, 
the abolition of wage-labour and unemployment, and the collective ownership of 
the means of production by freely associating, direct and singular producers. ‘All 
theoretical belief in the permanent necessity of existing conditions collapses, even 
before the collapse takes place in practice’ (Marx and Engels, 1955).
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INTRODUCTION: THE MANY VOICES OF COMMUNISM

Stripped of a reference to communism, of a communist standpoint or perspec-
tive, Marxism loses its singular (and for many chimerical) status as a revolution-
ary science, to take its disciplinary place as another sociology, political economy 
or methodology. This subtraction of communism from Marxism is the premise 
for the periodic mainstream plaudits to Marx as an analyst of capitalism and 
crisis, now finally freed of the burdensome legacy of ‘historical communism’. 
Contrariwise, the first two decades of the twenty-first century have also wit-
nessed a wide-ranging theoretical effort to reassert the vitality of communism as 
the idea of a thoroughgoing alternative to capitalism, what Marx once called our 
‘religion of everyday life’ (Douzinas and Žižek, 2010; Badiou and Žižek, 2013; 
Žižek, 2013; Bosteels and Dean, 2014).

In what may appear a curious inversion of the 11th thesis on Feuerbach, this 
assertion of the necessity of a communist perspective in the wake of the col-
lapse, defeat, suicide or capitalist transfiguration of historical communisms, has 
emphasised the need for a philosophical affirmation of communism as a prelude 
to a recovery or reinvention of a communist politics. Among its most prominent 
advocates, the return of communism as an idea or ‘hypothesis’ has been justified 
in terms of a historical context that bears far more analogies to the 1840s (as a 
time of revolutionary setbacks and unbridled capitalism) than it does to the titanic 
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struggles against capitalism and imperialism that marked the ‘short twentieth 
century’ (Badiou, 2010: 66–7). Sympathetic critics of this philosophical return 
of communism have stressed the strategic deficit that marks this debate, the loss 
of the perspective of transition, of the determinate and politically oriented nega-
tion of the capitalist social order that distinguished Marx’s proposal from the 
other communisms of his age (Garo, 2019). Others have underscored the need 
to supplement and displace Marxian and philosophical conceptions of commu-
nism by foregrounding the common, not as an objective production of capital to 
be expropriated and appropriated by the proletariat, but as the outcome of anti-
capitalist practices of associationism – in a qualified return to Proudhon, as well 
as to a whole history of workers’ self-management and self-organisation (Dardot 
and Laval, 2019).

These efforts partially overlap with an attention to practices and discourses of 
the commons that glimpse a living post-capitalist potential in a wide variety of 
collective practices that oppose the framework of possessive individualism and 
private property – whether in terms of the continued vitality of Indigenous and 
subaltern lifeways or in view of the production of the commons at the cooperative 
cutting-edge of cognitive capitalism (Hardt and Negri, 2011; Linebaugh, 2014). 
Some of this literature has found succour in the increasing recognition of the late 
Marx’s concern with communal forms, namely the Russian peasant community 
(obshchina), but also the political institutions of the Iroquois (Haudenosaunee), 
viewed as potential vehicles for an abolition of capitalist relations that could 
circumvent the need to replicate the ideal-typical stages of Western bourgeois 
development (Shanin, 1983; Rosemont, 1989; Basso, 2015).

The more classically political counterpart to this emphasis on practices of 
communing, understood as instances of a communist praxis alternative to the 
historical horizon of state communism, has been a renewed interest in the com-
mune as a political form (Bosteels, 2017), as well as in the possibility of experi-
ences of dual power (Jameson, 2016), which would see islands of communism 
coexist, temporarily, with capitalist social and political relations. Efforts to draw 
on practices and ideas of the common(s) and the commune – with their attendant 
need to confront Marx and Marxism’s complex relations to the very idea of com-
munity as both a brake upon and a horizon of revolution – aim, among other 
things, at shaking off the fetters on political praxis and imagination imposed by 
the historical record of state (and party) communisms. They also endeavour to 
draw precious sustenance for contemporary communisms from subterranean or 
heretical traditions.

An analogous remark can be made regarding the contemporary prominence 
of the notion of communisation. Updating a whole arsenal of insurrection-
ary Marxisms and ultra-left theories historically marginalised by Stalinist and 
Eurocommunist perspectives (from Amedeo Bordiga to strands of 1970s autono-
mism, passing through groups like Socialisme ou Barbarie or the Situationist 
International), theorists of communisation generally display a steadfast fidelity 
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to Marxian value-theory in their drive to jettison the very notion of transition as 
defining the strategic horizon of communism. This repudiation of transition, and 
especially of any notion of a transitional programme (and of programmes tout 
court), is often based in the passage from an industrial antagonism grounded 
in the collective identification of workers waging strikes to the contemporary 
struggles of increasingly wageless populations in the realm of circulation that 
coalesce in riots (Clover, Chapter 65, this Handbook). As outlined by the group 
most responsible for honing the notion of communisation:

In the course of revolutionary struggle, the abolition of the state, of exchange, of the division 
of labour, of all forms of property, the extension of the situation where everything is freely 
available as the unification of human activity – in a word, the abolition of classes – are 
‘measures’ that abolish capital, imposed by the very necessities of struggle against the capi-
talist class. The revolution is communization; it does not have communism as a project and 
result, but as its very content. (Théorie Communiste, 2012: 41; Toscano, 2012)

This chapter will strive to articulate an understanding of communism that main-
tains an emphasis on the strategic and political problem of transition, which, 
as the concluding section will propose, requires reflection on the very meaning 
of abolition in Marx and Marxism, as well as on the latter’s relation to broader 
traditions of abolitionism (including but not exhausted by the abolition of feudal 
and patriarchal privileges, of racial slavery, of the death penalty and prisons). 
To delineate communism in terms of the contemporary question of the transi-
tion from and abolition of capitalism, I will begin by providing a brief sketch 
of communism’s pre-Marxian history. I will then explore some of the different 
articulations of communism in Marx’s own work, move to a reflection on the 
transvaluation of transition that took place in the ‘long ‘68’, and finally address 
the thorny issue of abolition itself.

Before undertaking this investigation, however, it might be both pertinent and 
useful to acknowledge the polyvalence and equivocity of communism (Balibar, 
2015: 12), the fact that it is rarely if ever spoken of with ‘one voice’. It is not sim-
ply a matter of differences in political practice or orientation; what is at stake is the 
very location of communism in the conceptual networks of Marxism and affine 
discourses. Communism may define a form of government (the Commune, the 
dictatorship of the proletariat, the post-revolutionary state); a mode of production 
(in the radically different meanings of primitive communism (Davidson, Chapter 
63, this Handbook) and that of a post-capitalist communism); a social formation; 
a distinct form of social relations (Balibar, 2015: 14); ‘the end of the economy as 
a separate and privileged domain on which everything else depends’ (Dauvé and 
Martin, 2015: 52); or even ‘a life plan for the species’ (Basso in Bordiga, 2020: 
88), as well as the party or movement oriented towards the achievement of the 
foregoing principles or visions.

Movement can in turn take the more restricted, if potentially planetary, char-
acteristics of the workers’ movement or, in a more abstract dialectical vein, as 
in Marx’s arguably most celebrated (but also profoundly under-determined) 
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definition of communism, ‘the real movement which abolishes the present state 
of things’. The scope of communism has also been considerably extended beyond 
the various levels at which Marx (and Marxists) articulated the abolition of capi-
talism. Communism has been defined from a radical anthropological standpoint 
as a ‘principle immanent in everyday life’ (Graeber, 2014: 68); it has been delin-
eated as an ontological and ‘technical’ condition in excess of politics, ‘the imbri-
cation of everything and everyone’ (Nancy, 2011: 44–5); it has been articulated 
as a ‘communism of thought’, a movement intrinsic to thinking and human needs 
over and above any determinate social or political formation (Mascolo, 2018 
[1953]; May, 2018: 60–93); it has even been captured as a ‘community of the 
possible’ in which human individuals can fully actualise an opening to sociality 
and collectivity grounded in their very biological makeup, and especially their 
linguistic capacities (Cimatti, 2011: 139–169).

Moreover, there are a welter of communisms whose relation to the Marxian 
variant is historically, geographically and conceptually remote, from the aristo-
cratic anti-property utopia of ‘Platonic communism’ (Garnsey, 2007: 6–58) – 
itself an echo of ‘Spartan communism’ (Della Volpe, 2018 [1946]: 11) – to the 
recovery of a sui generis ‘Incan communism’ as an Indigenous resource for revo-
lutionary politics by the Peruvian thinker José Carlos Mariátegui (Löwy, 1998); 
from the adoption by insurgent Mediaeval peasants of the biblical dictum omnia 
sunt communia (everything in common) to the 1970s slogan of uprisings in the 
Italian ‘social factory’, Vogliamo Tutto (we want everything). The language of 
communism has also consistently posed a scandal in the face of the supposed 
sophistications of elite political discourse. As the Guyanese Marxist historian and 
revolutionary Walter Rodney observed in his lectures on the Russian Revolution in 
Dar es Salaam: ‘Marxist writers have inevitably had to find new terms to describe 
society in the way it is seen by the members of oppressed classes. The language 
lacks the urbanity and refinement that the bourgeoisie developed as an expression 
of its own disassociation from sweat and cow dung’ (Rodney, 2018: 14).

COMMUNISM BEFORE MARX

Though a powerful claim can be made for the existence of ‘communist invari-
ants’ (Badiou and Balmès, 1976) that long predated the consolidation of a world 
market, the modern acceptation of communism emerged around the time of the 
French Revolution. Jacques Grandjonc’s lexicographic inquiries attest to an 
extended if lacunary history in Europe, beginning around the twelfth century, for 
a number of terms contiguous with communism, rooted in the realities of medi-
aeval communal life and punctuating the written record in the wake of the revolts 
of peasants and commoners. In the history of French usage, as detailed by 
eighteenth-century dictionaries, communiste would appear to emerge in the 
Middle Ages as an equivalent for communalis or comunarius – an officer of the 
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commune. Alternatively, it could designate the members of a community of 
goods, more specifically a communauté de main morte – the kind of tacit com-
munity (communauté taisible) that villagers subjected to the rights of feudal 
lords over their property would establish in order to retain possession of their 
lands and goods across generations (Grandjonc, 1983: 144).

This understanding of ‘communists’ as members or partisans of a community 
of goods is registered in Latin, Polish and Dutch in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, in terms like communelli and communicantes and with reference to the 
communal doctrines of radical Protestant sects like the Anabaptists, Hutterites and 
Waldesians, as well as to the peasant and communal insurgencies against feudal 
mastery that punctuate this phase of European history. It is in this context that the 
term communista appears in a Polish manuscript from 1569, alongside the neolo-
gism oeconomista (Grandjonc, 1983: 145). In the eighteenth century, the term is 
used to refer to the inhabitants of rural communes or those with rights of communal 
usufruct over shared goods – a testament to the affinity between the commons, com-
munity and communism that many contemporary authors continue to mine.

It is to the end of the eighteenth century that we must turn to see the tentative 
emergence of communism and communist as terms referring to political move-
ments or ideologies oriented towards the abolition of private property and the 
establishment of communal ownership. The libertine novelist, thinker and pornog-
rapher Restif de la Bretonne (1734–1806) first uses the French term communiste 
in 1785, and in his book Monsieur Nicolas (1797) coins the modern term com-
munisme, under the influence of Gracchus (François-Noël) Babeuf’s Conspiracy 
of Equals (Conjuration des Égaux) of 1796 against the Thermidorian Directory 
(Grandjonc, 1983). Especially after Philippe Buonarrotti’s 1828 retelling, in his 
Histoire de la Conspiration pour l’Égalité dite de Babeuf, of its defeated efforts 
to uphold the radical promise of the French Revolution against the Thermidorean 
revenge of the propertied classes, Babeuf’s ‘conspiracy’ became a touchstone 
for the mid-nineteenth-century crystallisation of a communist workers’ movement 
(Mazauric, 2006). The political and intellectual revolutions of the late eighteenth 
century appropriated the deep-seated languages of the common, the commune 
and the community, refunctioning them into wholesale challenges to class rule, 
state power, clerical authority and multiple forms of domination. A (disputed) 
fragment from the German poet Friedrich Hölderlin, penned in 1790, at the 
time of his close friendship with Hegel, is entitled the ‘communism of spirits’ 
(Communismus der Geister) (D’Hondt, 1989; Lacoue-Labarthe, 2004: 15). In 
1794, the first attested use in German of Kommunismus is inscribed in the inter-
rogation transcripts of an Austrian Jacobin (Grandjonc, 1989: 19).

The repression of the radical, egalitarian wings of the French  Revolution and 
its European avatars meant that the ruptural meaning of communism (as well as of 
some of its less successful French cognates: communautiste, communismal, com-
munionisme, communaliste (Grandjonc, 1989: 21)) inaugurated in the 1780s and 
1790s was forced underground, only to re-emerge decades later as neo-Babouvist 
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activists and intellectuals mixed with a surging workers’ movement. Before the 
‘spectre’ (or ‘hobgoblin’, in Helen Macfarlane’s translation of the Manifesto) 
would rear its head in the late 1830s and 1840s, the utopian and egalitarian chal-
lenge to the status quo would be channelled by different discourses and terminolo-
gies, ones that Marx and Engels would later term ‘critical-utopian socialisms’. In 
the writings of Fourier, Saint-Simon, Owen and others, neologisms like ‘societal’, 
‘industrialism’, ‘mutual’, ‘mutualism’, ‘cooperation’ were coined. ‘Socialism’ 
itself is first recorded in the 1830s, and shortly thereafter comes to be juxtaposed 
to communism – in a terminological division within the ‘anti-capitalist’ camp that 
would repeat itself in the wake of the Russian Revolution (Williams, 1985: 73– 5). 
Then, as Grandjonc recounts, we witness the appearance of

[c]ommunist, refound or recreated by the anonymous neo-Babouvists of the secret associa-
tion of Egalitarian Workers in Paris or in Lyon at the end of 1830, and communism, which 
starts to circulate after the public debates of July 1840 on the theory of these communists, 
and which will only really gain momentum, and in an immediately international fashion, 
during the same year. (Grandjonc, 1983: 143)

Both politically and discursively, 1840 is thus a watershed. On 1 July, in the 
Parisian neighbourhood of Belville, a ‘communist banquet’ was held in the con-
text of mass strikes supported by the expatriate workers and intellectuals of the 
Bund der Gerechten, the League of the Just, inheritor of the League of Outlaws 
(Bund der Geächteten) and later to morph into the Communist League for which 
Marx and Engels would draft their Manifesto. Labour migration thus played a 
critical role in this communist fermentation; in particular, the ‘small collectiv-
ity’ of German emigré workers and artisans ‘radically redefined the concept of 
private property’ (Herres, 2015: 18). The year 1840 was ‘the key year for the 
distribution of the word communisme in the modern sense of common owner-
ship of the means of production and the socialization of production; 1840 saw 
the foundation of the “communist party”; and 1840 saw the flourishing of the 
press of the various communist currents’ (Meyer, 1993: 89). In 1842, the neo-
Babouvist activist Théodore Dézamy (1808–1850) would publish his Code de la 
Communauté, viewed by some as the most advanced theoretical document of the 
French communism of this period (Mazauric, 2006).

By 1842, communisme was a common term in French for ‘all programs that 
espoused egalitarianism through the abolition of private property’ (Herres, 2015: 17).  
In this same moment, the German labour leader Karl Schapper provided a limpid 
summary of this vision of communism, with its emphasis on the material presup-
position for a radical democratic republicanism: ‘Collective property is the first and 
most essential requirement of a free democratic republic, and, without it, this is 
neither thinkable nor possible. With an unequal division of property we remain com-
pletely and absolutely dependent on the wealthy’ (Herres, 2015: 18). By June 1843, 
responding to the polemics of conservative Christian journalists against the ‘artisan 
communism’ of Wilhelm Weitling (whose authoritarian dimensions he neverthe-
less rejected), the young Mikhail Bakunin could write that ‘communism has now 
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become a global question and it is no longer possible for a statesman to ignore it, 
and even less can he repress it through force alone’ (Bakunin, 2007: 151). We are, he 
continued, ‘on the eve of a great world-historical transmutation’ (2007: 158).

MARX’S COMMUNISM

Critique and Overcoming of Other Communisms

In 1843, Marx – who that year had launched into a critical survey of literature on 
the theme, including Lorenz von Stein’s Socialism and Communism in France 
Today (1842) – still considered the communism advanced by the likes of 
Weitling or Étienne Cabet a ‘dogmatic abstraction’. As he remarked to Arnold 
Ruge, in correspondence published in the Deutsche-Französische Jahrbücher:

[t]he advantage of the new movement [is] that we do not anticipate the world with our 
dogmas but instead attempt to discover the new world through the critique of the old. 
Hitherto philosophers have left the keys to all riddles lying in their desks, and the stupid, 
uninitiated world had only to wait around for the roasted pigeons of absolute science to fly 
into its open mouth. (Marx, 1992: 207)

Some years later, Blanqui would echo in his own pungent rhetoric this opposition 
to a static, apolitical image of communism as a confected utopian edifice, when 
he wrote that communism was ultimately ‘a general result [résultante], and not 
an egg that can be laid and then hatched in a corner of the world by a two-legged 
bird without feathers or wings’ (Blanqui, 2018: 257).

Marx’s adoption (and transformation) of the language of communism was 
largely mediated by his friend, comrade and intellectual accomplice Friedrich 
Engels, whose conversion to communism came from conversations with Moses 
Hess, himself deeply impressed by the ‘communist manifesto’ of Baron de  
Colins – which spoke of a ‘rational people’s community (a commune as under-
stood by committed communists)’ (Herres, 2015: 20). Marx’s communism, like 
the bulk of his concepts and arguments, was forged through critique. From 1844 
to the end of his life, Marx, along with Engels, would repeatedly subject the 
communisms and socialisms of his day to exacting and often coruscating polemi-
cal evaluations. While his principal demarcation was from the wide gamut of 
socialisms – in the Manifesto subdivided into reactionary socialisms (feudal, 
petty-bourgeois and ‘true’ or ‘German’ socialisms), conservative/bourgeois and 
critical-utopian (Leopold, 2015) – self-described communisms (those of the 
‘Icarian’ utopian Étienne Cabet, or of the artisan-philosopher Weitling) would 
be repeatedly castigated by Marx for their penchant for asceticism and crude 
egalitarianism or for a mere generalisation of private property that failed to make 
the transition to social property, to a communism of productive abundance and 
the liberation of needs rather than to a ‘barracks’ communism based on economic 
levelling and political regimentation.
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Marx’s ‘insight’ into the ways that capitalism bodied forth its own negation 
and overcoming in communism – critical to breaking with communism as an 
abstract dogma – would have to wait for his mature critique of political economy 
(especially the Grundrisse), but his philosophical ‘vision’ of communism, articu-
lating a critique of political liberalism together with an anthropology of labour, 
would already find consummate expression in the Economic-Philosophical 
Manuscripts (or Paris Manuscripts) of 1844 (Berki, 1983). The widely accepted 
understanding of communism, hinged on the passage from private to collective 
property, was articulated with unprecedented depth by Marx in notes that drew 
on his critical readings of Hegel and Feuerbach, as well as, more distantly, his 
exposure to historical regimes of property in his earlier legal studies. The ‘vision’ 
of communism elaborated in 1844 was capacious indeed, its overcoming of pri-
vate property heralding a transmutation in consciousness, politics and the very 
relationship of humanity to nature:

Communism is the positive supersession of private property as human self-estrangement, 
and hence the true appropriation of the human essence through and for man; it is the com-
plete restoration of man to himself as a social, i.e. human, being, a restoration which has 
become conscious and which takes place within the entire wealth of previous periods of 
development. This communism, as fully developed naturalism, equals humanism, and as fully 
developed humanism equals naturalism; it is the genuine resolution of the conflict between 
man and nature, and between man and man, the true resolution of the conflict between 
existence and being, between objectification and self-affirmation, between freedom and 
necessity, between individual and species. It is the solution of the riddle of history and knows 
itself to be the solution. (Marx, 1992: 348)

At this juncture, Marx had not yet thoroughly rethought the juridical and economic 
category of private property as capital, with all of its profound repercussions on the 
very concept of communism (but also on the conception of man’s relation to nature, 
which he would later address with the notion of metabolism). But the notion that 
the ‘resolution’ of humanity’s contradictory, alienated condition is to traverse his-
tory rather than dogmatically to negate it, already defines Marx’s demarcation from 
those competing communisms which he found guilty of peddling ‘pocket editions 
of the new Jerusalem’ or drafting recipe-books for the cookshops of the future:

The entire movement of history is therefore both the actual act of creation of communism – 
the birth of its empirical existence – and, for its thinking consciousness, the comprehended 
and known movement of its becoming; whereas the other communism, which is not yet fully 
developed, seeks in isolated historical forms opposed to private property a historical proof for 
itself, a proof drawn from what already exists, by wrenching isolated moments from their 
proper places in the process of development (a hobby horse Cabet, Villegardelle, etc., par-
ticularly like to ride) and advancing them as proofs of its historical pedigree. (Marx, 1992: 348)

Here we can also see how the communist (workers’) movement, but also the 
tendencies to communism inhering in capitalism, are first crystallised in the early 
Marx in terms of a movement in historical ontology itself. After the recovery and 
publication of the Manuscripts in the 1930s, their historical-philosophical and 
anthropological vision of communism became a crucial source for the renewal of 



COMMUNISM 417

Marxist thought. From Henri Lefebvre to Georg Lukács, Amedeo Bordiga to 
Raya Dunayevskaya, twentieth-century revisionings of communism drew amply 
on Marx’s economic and philosophical notebooks. As with so many aspects of 
the Marxist corpus, philology and militancy were never far apart – the first partial 
translation in English of the Manuscripts, for instance, was produced by the 
Johnson–Forest Tendency (led by Dunayevskaya and C. L. R. James) in a trans-
lation by Grace Lee Boggs (under the nom de plume Ria Stone) (Marx, 1947).

Communist Individualism, Communist Freedom

I want to pause briefly on two interpretations of the legacy of the Manuscripts, by 
Herbert Marcuse and Galvano Della Volpe, respectively. Commenting on the pas-
sage that delineates the positive overcoming of private property, quoted above, 
Marcuse – writing in the early 1940s from his US exile – saw this as a warrant to 
draw from Marx’s text the idea of a communist individualism. As he argued:

It is, then, the free individuals, and not a new system of production, that exemplify the fact 
that the particular and the common interest have been merged. The individual is the goal. 
This ‘individualistic’ trend is fundamental as an interest of the Marxian theory … 
Communism, with its ‘positive abolition of private property’, is thus of its very nature a new 
form of individualism, and not only a new and different economic system, but a different 
system of life. (Marcuse, 2000 [1970/1941]: 283–6)

This argument relied in turn on Marcuse’s earlier investigations (partially 
inflected by Heidegger’s teaching) into the Marxian anthropology of labour 
(Toscano, 2009).

Marx’s conception of labour in the Manuscripts allowed one to overcome 
liberal individualism as well as one-sided materialism, by grasping the social 
and sensuous character of individuality. In keeping with the Marx of the 1844 
Manuscripts, Marcuse depicts labour as self-creation and man (sic) as an objecti-
fying animal. Production is appropriation, transformation, revelation and, indeed, 
objectification. The question for Marcuse is not to have done with objectification, 
but with reification (Wendling, Chapter 28, this Handbook), the obstacle in the 
way of the sensuous assumption of man’s capacity for free and social production. 
Note that the link between sensuousness, production and objectification in the 
early Marx, as identified by Marcuse, also involves an element of passivity – such 
that it is not merely a matter of possessing objects but also of being an object (this 
too is part of the definition of man as a social individual), of seeing man as an 
‘affixed, passive and suffering being’ – even a being that finds a certain enjoy-
ment in such suffering. As Marx wrote:

To be sensuous, i.e. to be real, is to be an object of sense, a sensuous object, and thus to 
have sensuous objects outside oneself, objects of one’s sense-perception. To be sensuous is 
to suffer (to be subjected to the actions of another). Man as an object of sensuous being is 
therefore a suffering being, and because he feels his suffering [Leiden], he is a passionate 
[leidenschaftliches] being. Passion is man’s essential power vigorously striving to attain its 
object. (Marx, 1992: 390)
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The effort to find in the early Marx a resource to critique and surpass liberal (or 
social-liberal) individualism would be given a political steer in Galvano Della 
Volpe’s contemporaneous work. In 1946, Della Volpe drew from Marx’s early writ-
ings a ‘critique of the person’ that would provide the prelude and groundwork for a 
conception of ‘communist freedom’. The Italian philosopher also stressed how the 
idea of a positive suppression of private property required moving beyond the mere 
negation of the bourgeois order and towards a socialisation of nature (Della Volpe, 
2018 [1946]: 54), grounded in a conception of labour as inherently collective and 
mediated by technics. For Della Volpe, the ‘total man, in the communist sense, is at 
the same time extremely individual, differentiated’. But he (sic) cannot be substan-
tialised. ‘The person-substance, the hypostatic individual … which is the self-con-
scious man, this metaphysical receptacle of all moral inertia, privileges and abstract 
egoisms, is the dogma that hinders the understanding of how the individuality of 
man springs from that spiritual concentration that is technicity, the synonym of 
sociality, free or communist technics’ (Della Volpe, 2018 [1946]: 111–112).

Drawing on the German Ideology, Della Volpe argues that hitherto personal 
freedom has been a mere ‘enjoyment of contingency’ (Genuss der Züfalligkeit). 
Classist freedom, or traditional bourgeois freedom, is the freedom of contin-
gency (libertà del caso) – by contrast with communist freedom, which is the 
individual ethical moment in the context of a normative community grounded 
in socialised labour. Notwithstanding its suggestiveness, this juxtaposition of a 
communist libertas maior with a liberal libertas minor – this ‘direct contact and 
contrast between the problem of freedom and the perspective of communism’ 
(Tronti, 2000: 53) polemically oriented against post-war social-liberalism and 
social-democracies – also bears the stamp of its time, not least in Della Volpe’s 
use of the Soviet hero of labour Stakhanov as an emblem of this new freedom.

Here, by way of correction, we could turn to an impressive recent effort to 
recover the centrality of associational freedom (rather than communal equality) 
in a reading of Capital from which Marx emerges as ‘a radical republican and an 
(admittedly heterodox) Owenite communist’ (Roberts, 2017: 231). Rather than 
seeking communist freedom in a socio-technical anthropology of labour, we have 
here ‘republicanism in the realm of production’, the anticipation of ‘a communist 
economy managed by deliberation and debate’ (2017: 251), in ‘a global system 
of interdependent cooperatives managing all production by nested communal 
deliberation’ (2017: 255).

Beyond Equality and Value

After the Manuscripts, the more speculative or philosophical dimensions of com-
munism would lose some salience in Marx’s work, first as urgent political strug-
gles took precedence, then as the critique of political economy both absorbed and 
transformed the earlier formulation of the ‘riddle of history’. The discursive set-
ting in which Marx and Engels wrote the Manifesto was one where communism 
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had ‘already come to indicate not only a scheme of social reform more ambitious 
than socialism … in that its institutional aims included some public control of 
productive resources (and consequently the transformation of private, or “bour-
geois” property) – but also a political orientation towards the working class’ 
(Leopold, 2015: 35). The articulation of this proletarian standpoint was already 
evident in the December 1847 programme of the Communist League: ‘the over-
throw of the bourgeoisie, the rule of the proletariat, the abolition of the old bour-
geois society based on class distinction and the establishment of a new society 
without class and without private property’ (quoted in Herres, 2015: 22), as well 
as in Engels’s 1847 pre-Manifesto sketches, the ‘Draft of a Communist 
Confession of Faith’ and ‘Principles of Communism’ (Marx and Engels, 1976: 
96–103 and 341–7).

Marx’s political re-articulations of communism cleaved closely to the struggles 
of his time – no more so than in the moment of the Paris Commune, as recorded 
in his The Civil War in France (Marx, 1969), where the reality of workers’ self-
emancipation and self-government, and the challenge of breaking the bourgeois 
state machine, made themselves intensely and tragically present (Lefebvre, 1972; 
Toscano, 2021). Yet it was perhaps in the more prosaic ideological struggles 
within the social-democratic political wing of the German workers’ movement 
that Marx made what was arguably his most enduring contribution to posing the 
problem of communism. For it was in the 1870s that Marx most clearly defined 
the problem of communism not just as a critique of the person, but as a critique of 
equality, one closely linked to the economic, juridical and political problematic 
of the transition from capitalism.

The parliamentary-capitalist or liberal saturation of the concept of equality is 
so powerful as to pose an enormous danger of capture and neutralisation to any 
emancipatory politics. This risk is perhaps the central theme in Marx’s critique 
of the social-democratic followers of Ferdinand Lassalle. It is also a critical con-
cern for Engels who, in the same year as the ‘Critique of the Gotha Programme’ 
(1875) (Marx and Engels, 1989), and after having himself proposed the substitu-
tion of the false idea of a ‘free people’s state’ with Gemeinwesen or commune, 
tells his correspondent August Bebel:

The concept of a socialist society as a realm of equality is a one-sided French concept deriv-
ing from the old ‘liberty, equality, fraternity’, a concept which was justified in that, in its own 
time and place, it signified a phase of development, but which, like all the one-sided ideas 
of earlier socialist schools, ought now to be superseded, since they produce nothing but 
mental confusion, and more accurate ways of presenting the matter have been discovered. 
(Marx and Engels, 1991: 64)

The fundamental thesis that can be gleaned from the ‘Critique of the Gotha 
Programme’ is that the equality waved like a banner by the social-democrats 
subsumes the image of communism to a conception of work which is in the 
final analysis immanent not just to the ideology of bourgeois society, but to the 
functioning and material reproduction of capital, a reproduction itself sustained 
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by a juridical ideology. In this perspective, every ‘equality’ – including the one 
imagined in the social-democrats’ programme as the equitable distribution of the 
product of labour – remains prisoner both to a neglect of the difference between 
labour and labour-power and to an image of justice that ignores that profound 
solidarity between the inegalitarian laws of capitalist exploitation and the egali-
tarian ideology of right. The equality of ‘equal rights’ to which social-democracy 
refers is an equality in measurement, in quantifiable standards and norms. As 
Marx notes in the 1875 ‘Critique’, ‘the equality consists in the fact that mea-
surement is made with an equal standard, labour’ (Marx and Engels, 1989: 86). 
Consequently, ‘this equal right is an unequal right for unequal labour’. ‘It is, 
therefore, a right of inequality, in its content, like every right’, since right ‘by its 
nature can exist only as the application of an equal standard’ (Marx and Engels, 
1989: 86). And so:

[i]f the concept of equality is based on the same principle as the exchange of commodities, 
and if the commodity is the fundamental cell-form of capitalism, then the abolition of capi-
talism necessarily entails an end to the ideal of equality, as a right that is always at odds with 
reality. But if that is the case, then the concept of a socialist society that emerges in Marx’s 
critique of the law (which is embedded in his critical theory of capitalism) is a paradoxical 
one; it is that of a classless society without equal rights, a classless society in which the law 
of equality is not realized, but, rather, is no longer applied. Like [Walter] Benjamin, therefore, 
Marx identifies the end of class society not with the establishment of a more just legal order, 
but rather with a liberation from law, together with its insuperable legal antinomies. 
(Nguyen, 2015: 114; see also Knox, Chapter 48, this Handbook)

The knot that binds together right, equality, measurement and labour means that 
every hope that one could ground a non-capitalist measurement directly in right, 
equality or labour stands revealed in its falsity, fatally haunted by its immanence 
to the capitalist mode of production. This is why Marx, and Lenin after him in his 
1917 State and Revolution (Lenin, 2014), were compelled to mark their differ-
ence from the social-democratic mainstream and to think of communism not as 
the liberation of a fundamental equality but as the invention of a non-dominating 
way of experiencing and composing inequalities. Beyond measurement, outside 
of the homogeneous standard of an ‘equal right’, these inequalities will perhaps 
turn out to be no more, and no less, than differences – thereby giving a political 
inflection to the idea of a ‘differentiated’ individual already glimpsed by Della 
Volpe in the Manuscripts.

If every equality is an equality of measurement – a measurement originating 
in labour, money, the juridical status of the person or right and law in general – 
perhaps we will need to cease imagining communism as a politics of equality. 
This was the view of Althusser, for instance, who, in his posthumously published 
self-interview, The Black Cows (Les vaches noires), warns that the ‘demand for 
egalitarianism is historically an impasse and a trap’, and who suggests, with ref-
erence both to Marx’s marginal notes (Randglossen) on the Gotha programme 
and Lenin’s gloss on the same, that ‘for unequal rights to cease, right itself must 
cease, and the real inequality of individuals among themselves must emerge’ 
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(Althusser, 2016: 306, 308) – a real inequality, or difference, we might add, that 
we struggle to think or practise enmeshed as we are in the ideological and mate-
rial apparatuses that secure capital’s reproduction, and which will only surface 
in that singular process that Althusser himself calls the formal subsumption of 
capitalism by communism.

TRANSITION AFTER ‘68

To gauge the vitality of the problem of communism for contemporary Marxist 
theory it is worth thinking of the resurgent interest in the communist idea as itself 
inheriting the political and theoretical transformations crystallised by what short-
hand dictates we call ‘1968’, but which could go under the Italian monikers of 
decennio rosso (red decade) or Maggio strisciante (creeping May), the French 
les années rouges (the red years), or the ‘world sixties’. This tumultuous context 
made possible the widespread recovery of that strand of Marx that identified ‘the 
anti-capitalist revolutionary process both with a democratization (where neces-
sary, a democratization of democracy itself, in the restricted forms it has hitherto 
assumed) and with a destruction of the class structure and its juridical, political 
and economic conditions of existence’ (Balibar, 2017a: 159).

Contributing in 1970 to the programme Per il comunismo (For Communism) 
of the independent group Il manifesto, Lucio Magri declared the maturity of com-
munism, as signalled by the social development of needs that could be realised 
immediately if only capitalist social relations were swept aside. ‘1968’ had 
revealed the new forms of the classical Marxian logic of contradiction, mak-
ing communism in its radical sense – a communism of the multi-dimensional 
development of social individuals through the collective appropriation of wealth 
in a transmuted relation to nature – a possible political programme ‘for the first 
time in history’ (Magri, 2012: 172). Prolonging the Marxian ‘insight’ into the 
immanence of communism in capitalism first truly crystallised in the Grundrisse 
(Berki, 1983), Magri and his comrades in Il manifesto argued that capitalism had 
rendered possible a reversal or upturning of history. Accordingly, communism:

[i]s not a new political economy but the end of political economy, not a just State but the 
end of the state; not a hierarchy reflecting different natural worths, but the end of hierarchy 
and the full development of all; it is not the reduction of work but the end of work as an 
activity which is extrinsic to man, a pure instrument. (Magri, 2012: 176)

This did not mean that attaining the realm of freedom was in any sense a foregone 
necessity: ‘The maturity of communism is only one face, the positive one, of a gigan-
tic historical contradiction, whose other face is catastrophe’ (Magri, 2012: 176).

Seven years later, after a series of ebbs and defeats, Magri would dissent from 
‘autonomist’ claims about the presence of communism in contemporary social rela-
tions, and suggest that the very changes in class composition that from the 1960s 
onwards had made the growth in wealth and needs possible had also undermined 
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the very idea of capital spawning its own negation in the guise of a united, combat-
ive proletariat (Magri, 2012: 224); capital, Magri declared, has broken ‘the relation 
between the maturity of the revolution and the maturity of the subject supposed to 
carry it out. It produces its own putrefaction and that of the social body, but not its 
own gravedigger or the equipment required for the burial’ (Magri, 2012: 236).

By contrast with Magri’s realist reckoning with the paradoxical nature of this 
communist ‘maturity’, objectively rich but subjectively disoriented, Negri would 
instead stress the autonomy and ‘self-valorisation’ of the motley proletariat of 
the metropolis and social factory (Negri, 1980), developing the tendency to com-
munism in its own midst against an increasingly despotic and parasitic capitalist 
state. Retrieving Marx’s own vision of communism embodied in the forms-of-
life and association of workers themselves, rather than in any abstract politi-
cal programme (Birnbaum, 2011) – and, perhaps inadvertently, Georges Sorel’s 
conception of the autonomy of proletarian morality – Negri would declare that 
‘Communism is normativity; it is the normalisation of a creative subjectivity’ 
(Negri, 1982: 125). This kind of normativity must be defined from below as 
‘command over what one is’ (1982: 135). Accordingly:

One may speak of a revolutionary communist norm only when the latter is grounded in the 
immediacy of use value and involves a reorganisation of social cooperation, over the arc of 
the social working day, tending – with a strong degree of acceleration – towards the aboli-
tion of the relation between surplus value and necessary labour. (Negri, 1982: 144)

The sense of maturity or imminence felt in the wake of ‘68 among ample sectors 
of Marxist and communist theory and practice often meant emphasising com-
munism as an immanent tendency within capitalism. It also involved challenging 
a Third-Internationalist (or Stalinist) orthodoxy wedded to a mechanical stage-
ism, and reviving the polemics against ‘socialism’ (or social-democracy) of the 
1840s, 1870s or 1920s. This was most forthright perhaps in Althusser’s conten-
tion that there is no such thing as a socialist mode of production (Althusser, 
2020: 84). In keeping with Althusser’s asseverations against ‘expressive totali-
ties’, his thinking about the virtuality of communism in capitalism is not 
grounded in a global tendency (of the kind limned by Negri), as much as in 
attention to the traces of communism in the present, and to their contingent 
recombination into a full-blown challenge or alternative to capitalist domination 
(Sotiris, 2020). As Althusser remarked:

The forms in which communist elements appear in capitalist society itself are countless. Marx 
himself names a whole series of them, from forms of children’s education combining work 
and schooling to the new relations reigning in proletarian organizations, the proletarian 
family, the proletarian community of life and struggle, joint-stock companies, workers’ co-
operatives and so on, to say nothing of the ‘socialization of production’, which poses all sorts 
of problems, yet should also be noted. (Althusser, 2020: 64)

Althusser also mentioned ‘proletarian inventions in the class struggle’ (2020: 
64), including the 1973 occupation at the LIP watch factory, concluding that 
‘they are not all communist elements. They are elements for communism. 
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Communism will adopt them, combine them, perfect them and develop their 
potentiality, integrating them into the revolution in the relations of production 
which commands everything and is still absent from our world’ (2020: 65). But 
this tendency is not ‘in things themselves’, it requires both the Leninist capture 
of the Kairos, the ‘right moment’, and the long march of transition to reassemble 
these ‘elements of communism’. This is a communism not of totality, as much 
as of ‘assemblage’ (Berki, 1983: 5).

Althusser suggestively analogises the contemporary detection and political 
coordination of traces, interstices or islands of communism to Marx’s Epicurean 
metaphor, whereby capitalism was not born at the core of the feudal world, but in 
its intermundia. Building on his rejection of the idea of a socialist mode of pro-
duction and the chimeric idea of socialised (state) property, Althusser suggests 
that what matters for the prospect of communism is not relations of property as 
much as relations of production, where what is at stake is ‘possession’ (Besitz, 
détention) (of the means of production) not property (Eigentum, propriété). A 
communist mode of production will be defined by relations of production (and 
social forms) characterised by the possession of productive forces by workers 
themselves and ‘this communal [communautaire] possession [détention] will 
have to do without any commodity relations at all’ (2020: 84).

Distinguishing between a mode of production and a multiplicity of social 
formations, Althusser does acknowledge that this communism-to-come will not 
necessarily be homogeneous; there will be ‘different forms of organization of the 
communal or communist relation of production in classless social formations’ 
(2020: 83). Attention to the conditions of existence and inexistence of a com-
munist mode of production requires Althusser to reflect on the possibility that 
certain forms taken by particular social formations hinder the existence of a mode 
of production, leading to the theoretical and political question:

in which forms (not just the nation-form) a socialist social formation has to exist so that 
the communist mode of production, which exists in it (Lenin) in an antagonistic relation to 
the capitalist mode of production (Lenin), may have real chances of existing, that is, of 
prevailing over the subsisting elements of the capitalist mode of production, while also 
preparing the forms of existence of this communist mode of production. No? (Althusser, 
2020: 131–132)

If Marxism is not to morph into a philosophy of history and disavow political 
contingency – if it is to be what Althusser called a ‘finite’ theory, open to the 
aleatory rather than closed into a system – little can be theoretically anticipated 
about the forms of transition and the nature of a non-bourgeois practice of poli-
tics (and even less about the social forms and relations of communism ‘itself’). 
More reason why a critique of our images of communism, including Marx’s own, 
remains vital, since, as Althusser noted:

[e]xperience shows that even the vague representation of communism that men [sic] make 
for themselves, communists especially, is not extrinsic to their way of conceiving contempo-
rary society and their immediate and imminent struggles. The image of communism is not 
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innocent: it can nurture messianic illusions that guarantee the forms and future of present 
action, deviate them from the practical materialism of the ‘concrete analysis of concrete 
situations’, nourish the empty idea of ‘universality’ which we find in some ambiguous ersatz 
variants. (Althusser, 1978: 18)

CONCLUSION: COMMUNISM AND THE MATTER OF ABOLITION

How is capitalism to be undone? And what is the character of this undoing? 
Following a leitmotif in Marx’s writings, itself echoing a broader communist 
discourse he did not create ex nihilo, the major name for this undoing is arguably 
abolition (this could also be thought of as the content of that form, or forms, we 
call transition). Trying to define what he would elsewhere call the ‘immutable 
tables’ of the communism forged by Marx and Engels, Amedeo Bordiga, for 
instance, would assert – by contrast with the communist individualism men-
tioned above – that ‘the original content of the Communist programme is the 
abolition of the individual as economic subject, holder of rights and actor of 
human history’ (Bordiga in Camatte, 1974: 73–114). He did this while also 
warning that abolition could not be conceived as an act of will, something that 
would of course fly in the face of his demand for a ‘reduction to zero of the 
individual factor in history’ (Bordiga in Camatte, 1974: 98). Against any 
‘Carlylean spectre’ of historical heroism, for Bordiga what is called for is a 
finally impersonal party for an anonymous revolution.

This trenchant fidelity to Marxian abolition is of course predicated on demar-
cating it from any Hegelian ‘sublation’ or ‘overcoming’ – terms that translate into 
English one of Marx’s words for abolition, Aufhebung. It is in the latter that some, 
like Lucien Sève (2018), have seen fit to identify a communist dynamic that carries 
a large quotient of conservation, and is never reducible to wholesale destruction. 
Building on his rejection of Sève’s arguments – which he deems insupportably 
reformist and philologically ungrounded – Patrick Theuret (2016, 2019) has pro-
vided an imposing audit of the Marxian language of abolition, helpfully itemis-
ing the targets of abolition. Among those which are the object of Aufhebung we 
find, in the Manifesto alone: class antagonism; the spatial scattering of means of 
production; bourgeois individuality, independence and freedom; the family and 
the exploitation of children by parents; the role of women as mere instruments of 
production; prostitution, exploitation (of man by man, of one nation by another); 
the town–country distinction, etc. Objects of Abschaffung (the term used for the 
abolition of slavery in German) are, inter alia: feudal property, personal property, 
nationality, eternal truths, religion, inheritance and bourgeois relations of produc-
tion. These negations are summed up and crystallised, of course, by the abolition of 
private property – or, in Marx’s mature lexicon, of the capital-relation.

Against Sève’s insistence that Aufhebung is far more of a supersession, a con-
serving negation or even extension, a dépassement, than a destructive movement, 
Theuret (2016, 2019) points out that in French translations approved by Marx, 
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Aufhebung was rendered most frequently as suppression, abrogation or aboli-
tion, while in the English ones checked by Engels it is rendered by abolish, do 
away, destroy. And there is of course an ampler galaxy of terms that Marx (and 
Marxists) drew upon, including dissolution, Auflösung – with its prosaic reso-
nances with Lösung, solution, and its ‘messianic’ ones with Erlösung, redemp-
tion (Balibar, 2017b).

But the language of abolition was of course deeply entangled with that of 
slavery. Though the use of the slave analogy in Marxism has been the object of 
Black radical critique (Johnson, 2004; Shilliam, 2015), it is also worth noting 
not just Marx’s passionate investment in US abolitionist politics, but also how an 
unorthodox Marxist politics was interwoven, already in the nineteenth century, 
with the ‘slave’s cause’:

After the [US Civil] war, an abolitionist–labor alliance found organizational expression briefly 
under Marxist auspices. Former abolitionists, Chartists, Owenites, utopian socialists, follow-
ers of Proudhon, labor, and ‘free love’ advocates like Andrews and Victoria Woodhull joined 
the First International, begun with Marx’s formation of the IWA in 1864 in London. Despite 
Marx’s criticism of utopian socialism in contrast to his own brand of allegedly scientific social-
ism, many of these reformers were the first converts to Marxism. Abolitionists such as 
Richard Hinton, a follower of John Brown who led a black regiment during the Civil War, and 
William West, who had brought up the plight of wage slaves in the pages of the Liberator 
before the war, were prominent in the First International, which earned the support of 
Sumner and Phillips. Andrews translated and Woodhull published Marx’s Communist 
Manifesto (1848) in the United States for the first time in her newspaper, Woodhull and 
Claflin’s Weekly … After the suppression of the [Paris] commune, the IWA, now headquar-
tered in New York, held a huge demonstration in sympathy that included an all-black 
Skidmore guard named after Thomas Skidmore. (Sinha, 2016: 370)

The nexus of anti-slavery abolitionism and the international workers’ movement, 
of the abolition of racial domination and the abolition of capital, has made itself 
felt at various junctures, often involving a creative appropriation of ‘mainstream’ 
communist discourse and dogma for Black peoples’ liberation projects (Du Bois, 
1951; Baldwin, 2002; Boyce Davies, 2007;  Olsavsky, 2018). In 1930s Alabama, 
African American sharecroppers could mobilise the Communist Party as a vehi-
cle for self-organisation. This even included a militant translation of its other-
wise worst moment, that of Third Period sectarianism, appropriating the Stalinist 
rhetoric of a ‘new world’ through Black traditions that ‘emphasized both a strug-
gle for survival and the transcendent hope of deliverance’ (Roediger, 1994: 57; 
reviewing Kelley, 1990). In the domain of culture, the spiritual ‘Give Me That Old 
Time Religion’, was adapted, ending ‘It was good enough for Lenin, and it’s good 
enough for me’ (Roediger, 1994: 58). As Aimé Césaire wrote in his 1956 letter to 
Maurice Thorez, bidding farewell to the French Communist Party: ‘what I want is 
that Marxism and communism be placed in the service of black peoples, and not 
black peoples in the service of Marxism and communism’ (Césaire, 2010 [1956]: 
150) – a sentiment that could well be echoed by other subjects, in other domains.

As anti-racist protests against police murders and mass incarceration take root in 
our own day, abolitionist imaginaries have come to the fore, articulated especially 
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around the horizon of prison abolition, and more recently the abolition of the very 
institution of the police. There is no straight line or mutual reduction between these 
contiguous but distinct senses of abolition – a certain abolition of capital may see 
the persistence of the prison and punishment, a certain kind of decarceration could 
be compatible with the reproduction of the capital-relation. And yet there is much 
to be gained from creating, or better recovering, lines of communication between 
contemporary theories of abolitionism and the ‘many-headed’ communist lineage 
I’ve sought to track here – not least in terms of thinking the relation between the 
negation of the contemporary forms of domination and the conjunction of the 
‘traces’ or ‘elements’ of liberated collective life. As Ruth Wilson Gilmore enjoined 
in an interview in the wake of the mass insurgencies in response to the murders of 
George Floyd, Breonna Taylor and many many others:

abolition has to be ‘green’. It has to take seriously the problem of environmental harm, 
environmental racism, and environmental degradation. To be ‘green’ it has to be ‘red’. It has 
to figure out ways to generalize the resources needed for well-being for the most vulnerable 
people in our community, which then will extend to all people. And to do that, to be ‘green’ 
and ‘red’, it has to be international. It has to stretch across borders so that we can consoli-
date our strength, our experience, and our vision for a better world. (Gilmore, 2020)

Such a red and green abolitionism, which is also to say a communism for an age 
of disaster capitalism, will perforce also confront the vexed issue of what is to be 
done with the vast socio-technical and energetic ensembles that have long made 
capital into a climactic, ecological and geological agent. If communism may also 
be understood, in Jacques Camatte’s evocative formulation, as ‘the resurrection of 
dead labour’ (Camatte, 1988: 126; Camatte, 1976), how much of that dead labour 
will need to be ‘left in the ground’ or disactivated, along with all the supervisory 
and political functions that permit its reproduction and amortisation? How can we 
prise apart the communist use-values of ‘machinery’ integral to and form-deter-
mined by capital (see Saenz de Sicilia, Chapter 33, this Handbook and Smith, 
Chapter 8, this Handbook) – machinery now encompassing algorithms, logistical 
and communication systems, and the whole material framework of our social rela-
tions – from the place of that machinery in the valorisation process? Whether we 
are evaluating the potentials for reconfiguring or refunctioning capitalist infrastruc-
tures in a communist horizon (Bernes, 2013; Toscano, 2014; Dyer-Witheford et al., 
2019), or delineating the urgency of an ‘ecological war communism’ in a warming, 
pandemic world (Malm, 2020), these are practical and theoretical questions that 
any real move to abolish the present state of things cannot avoid.
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‘Our every action is a battle cry against imperialism’, thundered Che Guevara in 
his final political statement (Guevara, 2003: 362). Later that year, he lay dead, 
murdered by Bolivian soldiers advised by the CIA. But his political project did 
not die with him. Quite the contrary. The global struggle against imperialism was 
about to reach entirely new heights. In the 1960s and 1970s, ‘imperialism’ 
became the most central term in the radical vocabulary, even more so than ‘capi-
talism’. Hundreds of radical movements on every habitable continent identified 
imperialism as their enemy. Anti-imperialism mobilized millions, united diverse 
struggles, and theorized not only the possibility, but the necessity, of revolution 
on a world scale. It was the guiding idea of the most serious global revolutionary 
upsurge in human history.

But in many places today the very notion of imperialism has entered into cri-
sis. Some deny imperialism exists at all. Others say the term is politically suspect, 
arguing that the struggle against imperialism has justified some of the most mon-
strous regimes in history, like that of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia. For many 
others, especially the newly radicalized, the term has no specific meaning at all, 
except to signify something bad that must be opposed. While there are many rea-
sons for this stunning reversal, notably the defeat of anti-imperialist movements 
since the 1970s, a central reason is that Marxist theories of imperialism have run 
into major limits. Faced with this impasse, quite a few theorists have recently 
expressed scepticism about the concept, claiming that reality has become far 
too complicated for inherited models of imperialism. David Harvey, author of  
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The New Imperialism, has gone so far as to assert that imperialism has become 
a kind of ‘straitjacket’ preventing us from understanding new historical develop-
ments (Harvey, 2017).

These limits are not new. From the start, most Marxist theories of imperialism 
struggled to offer an accurate account of history. For a time, these limitations were 
overlooked, not only because the theories did seem to explain some important 
features of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but because ‘imperialism’ 
doubled as a rallying cry that could galvanize millions. But developments in the 
late 1970s and 1980s forced many thorny questions – some old, others new – onto 
the table. Why was it that in many cases colonialism preceded capitalism? How 
do we explain the fact that colonial expansion in the late nineteenth century was 
not always motivated by the search for greater profits? How come many empires 
fought to retain their colonies even though the extreme violence they imposed 
on subjugated peoples did not really generate anticipated profits for the metro-
pole? How was it that some peripheral countries supposedly doomed to perpetual 
‘backwardness’ came to develop highly advanced capitalist sectors? Why did 
newly independent countries themselves start to exhibit imperialist behaviours?

As dire as these challenges may be, the solution is not to jettison the con-
cept of imperialism, but to rethink it. That means breaking with some of the 
core assumptions of older Marxist theories, the most fundamental of which is 
the tendency to reduce imperialism to capitalism. The primary weakness of most 
Marxist theories, this reductionism has generally taken three forms: imperial-
ism is a policy directly caused by capitalism; imperialism is a stage of capital-
ism; or imperialism simply is capital export, capitalism, or the capitalist world 
system as such. In recent years, some theorists have tried to move beyond this 
problem by foregrounding the state, arguably the most under-theorized aspect of 
classical theories of imperialism (Milios and Sotiropoulos, 2009). Incorporating 
insights from a more robust theory of the state promises to recover the specificity 
of imperialism, explain why imperialist policy is so often over-determined, and 
better theorize the relationship between imperialism as a policy and imperialism 
as a larger system that organizes such policy. This entry will therefore survey 
some key Marxist theories of imperialism, reflect on their limits, and suggest 
avenues for further research. Since theories of imperialism are some of the most 
over-politicized aspects of Marxism, with the theory sometimes simply justifying 
already-decided-upon political positions, I will conclude with a brief discussion 
of anti-imperialism.

MARX

Karl Marx rarely used the term ‘imperialism’. When he did, it described the 
regime Louis Bonaparte forged during the Second Empire. Born of crisis, Marx 
argued in The Civil War in France, the Second Empire was ‘the only form of 
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government possible at a time when the bourgeoisie had already lost, and the 
working class had not yet acquired, the faculty of ruling the nation’ (Marx, 
1986). This ‘imperialism’, then, was a form of government that united competing 
social forces by promising something to everyone, including the restoration of 
national glory, often through foreign conquest. While this has little to do with 
contemporary definitions, Marx did write extensively about a range of topics that 
one would now associate with the concept of imperialism, such as the world 
market, international relations, and above all colonialism.

Marx tended to take an ambivalent view of colonialism. On the one hand, 
he roundly denounced its destructiveness; but on the other, he noted its histori-
cally progressive effects, both in Europe and in the colonies. At home, in Europe, 
colonialism served as a crucial precondition for the development of the capitalist 
mode of production, destroying the old world while making possible the new. 
Abroad, in the colonies, it had a similar ‘double mission’ – annihilating ‘old 
Asiatic society’, while building the positive foundations for ‘Western society’, 
the basis for future emancipation (Marx, 2007). Some critics have argued that 
this view was couched in Eurocentric stagism, pointing to Marx’s claim that ‘the 
country that is more developed industrially only shows, to the less developed, the 
image of its own future’ (Marx, 1990). Colonialism, however calamitous it may 
be for the colonized, could push this process along.

But as others have pointed out, Marx was more nuanced, and later distanced 
himself from these assumptions (Ahmad, 1992). Whereas his earlier writings on 
India saw destruction and development as unfolding in tandem, his subsequent 
work on Ireland suggested that colonialism actually hinders, and even prevents, 
the development of the capitalist mode of production in the colonies (Anderson, 
2016). At the same time, Marx reconceptualized the role of anticolonial struggle. 
In contrast to his earlier writings, which suggested that India could be liberated 
only when the English proletariat overthrew its ruling class at home, Marx now 
claimed the opposite, arguing for example that the ‘decisive blow against the 
English ruling classes (and it will be decisive for the workers’ movement all over 
the world) cannot be delivered in England, but only in Ireland’ (Marx, 1975). In 
this way, although he never developed a concept of imperialism, Marx did implic-
itly raise some of the questions that would dominate debates in the twentieth  
century: why do states pursue imperialism? How does imperialism relate to  
capitalism? What is anti-imperialism?

HOBSON

Marx died just a year before the famous 1884 Berlin Conference, which heralded 
a new era of colonialism. Between 1870 and 1900, the largest colonial powers 
came close to doubling the size of their territories. By the turn of the twentieth 
century, a handful of great powers controlled nearly 90% of the entire globe. 
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Hoping to make sense of this development, commentators from across the politi-
cal spectrum revived the word ‘imperialism’, which took on a range of new 
meanings. But the term’s popularity often led to frustrating vagueness. What, 
exactly, was this imperialism that everyone kept talking about?

In this context, a liberal British journalist named John A. Hobson published 
one of the first detailed studies of imperialism in 1902. According to Hobson, 
the rapid growth of monopolies in the major capitalist countries had led to a 
contraction of workers’ disposable income. This in turn had triggered a fall in 
consumption, which foreshadowed economic catastrophe. In response to this 
crisis of underconsumption, he claimed, capitalists searched for other invest-
ment opportunities, ultimately deciding to export their surplus capital to the 
rest of the world, with European states acting as the pliable instruments of 
these ravenous monopolies. It was precisely this insatiable search for profits 
that drove European powers to carve up the globe (Hobson, 2011). For Hobson, 
then, ‘imperialism’ referred to a specific policy – aggressive actions by one state 
against another. But it was, he thought, a bad policy because it would heighten 
rivalries between imperial powers in a way that could lead to world war. He 
hoped his book could convince British statesmen to pursue a different path 
(Arrighi, 1983).

Although not the first to do so, Hobson made a strong case for linking impe-
rialism to capitalism. In this way, he set forth an important line of inquiry that 
Marxists embraced enthusiastically.1 In 1910, for example, Rudolf Hilferding 
theorized that bank capital and industrial capital had begun to fuse into ‘finance 
capital’, which he claimed would lead national monopolies to close off large 
territories to foreign competition (Hilferding, 1981). In 1913, Rosa Luxemburg 
argued that chronically insufficient effective demand in the capitalist countries 
meant that capitalism had to seek out markets in the non-capitalist world. Without 
these new consumers, excess surplus value would not be realized, and capitalism 
would collapse (Luxemburg, 2015).

Although most Marxists thought imperialism was fundamentally based in 
capitalism, they disagreed about their precise relationship. Since all Marxists 
believed that theorizing imperialism was a precondition for action, how they 
defined imperialism informed what they thought should be done about it. 
Nowhere was this clearer than in the controversy surrounding Karl Kautsky. One 
of the most respected thinkers in the international socialist movement, Kautsky 
suggested that while capitalism led states to take aggressive actions, world war 
was avoidable. Since a non-imperialist capitalism was possible, and would in 
fact be better for capitalists, social democratic parties should work with progres-
sive elements of the bourgeoisie to organize peace campaigns. Capitalists could 
reform their ways, curb their belligerent foreign policies, and create a kind of 
‘ultra-imperialism’ without war. In the longer term, he wrote in a 1914 article, 
competing ruling blocs might even come together in a ‘holy alliance’ to peace-
fully rule the globe (Kautsky, 2012).
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LENIN

Furious, radicals like V. I. Lenin accused Kautsky of promoting class collabora-
tion. In fact, just a few weeks after his article appeared, war erupted between the 
empires, and the Second International effectively collapsed as its leading parties 
supported their governments instead of uniting against war. Lenin argued that 
proposing the possibility of ‘ultra-imperialism’ made this betrayal possible: 
instead of fighting for world revolution to overthrow imperialism, socialists were 
encouraged to participate in government to reform capitalism in a more peaceful 
direction. As Lenin fumed, Kautsky’s theory

is a most reactionary method of consoling the masses with hopes of permanent peace being 
possible under capitalism, by distracting their attention from the sharp antagonisms and 
acute problems of the present times, and directing it towards illusory prospects of an 
imaginary ‘ultra-imperialism’ of the future. Deception of the masses – that is all there is in 
Kautsky’s ‘Marxist’ theory. (Lenin, 1974b: 294)

To refute Kautsky’s reformism, Lenin attempted to demonstrate that imperialism 
was not just one policy among many, but rather the inevitable consequence of cap-
italist development as such. In his pamphlet Imperialism: The Highest Stage of 
Capitalism, he drew on both Hobson and Hilferding to argue that capitalism had 
entered a distinctly new stage since the 1870s, defined by the following features:

(1) the concentration of production and capital has developed to such a high stage that it 
has created monopolies which play a decisive role in economic life; (2) the merging of bank 
capital with industrial capital, and the creation, on the basis of this ‘finance capital,’ of a 
financial oligarchy; (3) the export of capital as distinguished from the export of commodities 
acquires exceptional importance; (4) the formation of international monopolist capitalist 
associations which share the world among themselves; and (5) the territorial division of the 
whole world among the biggest capitalist powers is completed. (Lenin, 1974b: 266)

The concentration of capital, the compulsion to export capital, and the pressures 
that monopolies now exerted on the state, Lenin argued, compelled individual 
countries to pursue a reckless imperialist policy that would inevitably lead to 
world war. Imperialism, then, was the necessary product of this stage of capital-
ism, and therefore one that could only be overcome by destroying capitalism as 
such. The only way out was revolution.

Although Lenin’s theory did play an important polemical function, it was not 
free from errors. Lenin overestimated the importance of monopolies, exagger-
ated the role of capital export as the main driver of imperialism, and, by his 
own admission, downplayed other crucial non-economic aspects of imperialism. 
Moreover, while it is true that the phrase ‘highest stage’ was a translation error, 
the theory was also thoroughly stagist, treating capitalist history as a sequence 
of bounded periods. Lastly, although Lenin placed much greater emphasis on 
the state than other classical theorists, he treated it as the instrument of capitalist 
monopolies. In explaining the actions of states, and therefore imperialist policy, 
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by looking to the purported needs of capitalism, Lenin ended up in a kind of 
functionalist economic reductionism (Brewer, 1990: 116–23).

Significantly, Lenin’s pamphlet shifted the meaning of the term ‘imperial-
ism’ from a specific policy to a capitalist stage that made such policy necessary. 
‘Imperialism’, he declared, ‘is the monopoly stage of capitalism’ (Lenin, 1974b: 
266). Although this move was designed to enrich the theory, defining imperialism 
in this way caused more confusion: what about other factors? Why did imperialist 
policies differ from country to country? When would this stage of capitalism end? 
Would countries enter this stage at different times, independently of one another?

Lenin’s little pamphlet was hastily written, primarily designed to intervene 
in a political debate, and rooted in a very specific historical conjuncture. It was 
meant, as its subtitle made clear, to serve as a mere ‘popular outline’, rather than an 
exhaustive theory of imperialism. But Lenin’s enormous stature after the Bolshevik 
Revolution, coupled with the fact that his prediction about growing inter-imperialist  
rivalry seemed to be coming true, ensured that this text would be codified as not 
only a general theory of imperialism, necessarily applicable in all contexts, but 
the orthodox theory of imperialism for the international communist movement for 
decades to come. The consequences were enormous: not only were the weaknesses 
of his model amplified on a grand scale, but subsequent theorists felt constrained 
to work within its terms, even if historical changes seemed to point beyond them.

DEPENDENCY

The Second World War generated a new conjuncture marked by decolonization, 
the Cold War, and the relative decline of inter-imperialist conflict. This in turn 
sparked a new round of theorizing in the 1950s and 1960s that tried to update 
some of the classical theories in light of such sweeping changes. One of the 
assumptions that came in for re-examination was the belief that ‘backwards’ 
countries subjected to imperialism were at earlier stages of development, and 
that they would progressively move through all the intermediate stages to capi-
talism. As Marx had once predicted, they could come to resemble the dominant 
social formations of North America and Western Europe.

By the 1950s and 1960s, such a view was untenable. Most countries in the 
Global South had clearly taken a different path from those in North America and 
Western Europe. Even formal political independence, which most Latin American 
countries had won in the nineteenth century, had not ushered in the kind of eco-
nomic development most had expected. A new cohort, beginning with figures like 
Raúl Prebisch and Celso Furtado, and followed by theorists such as Andre Gunder 
Frank, Immanuel Wallerstein, Terence Hopkins, and Samir Amin, sought to not only 
explain why this had happened, but to find solutions to the problem of development.

Their efforts would culminate in what came to be known as ‘dependency 
theory’, whose most famous early representative was Frank. The development 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM436

of the wealthy capitalist countries, Frank explained, was not unrelated to the 
poverty of the poorer countries. The latter, in fact, was a consequence of the for-
mer. Backward countries were not ‘undeveloped’, that is, languishing in a kind 
of retarded state, their normal path to capitalist development blocked. Rather, 
they were actively ‘underdeveloped’ by the developed capitalist countries. The 
development of the ‘core’ and the underdevelopment of the ‘periphery’ were part 
of the same global capitalist process (Frank, 1966). Frank saw a single capitalist 
world system characterized by an international division of labour between the 
core and the periphery. In this system, the former forcibly extracted surpluses 
from the latter, driving the periphery into a state of dependency. Since this was a 
zero-sum game, in which the ‘metropoles tend to develop’ and the ‘satellites to 
underdevelop’, the only way forward was for states to ‘delink’ from the capitalist 
world system.

Dependency theory inaugurated a fundamental shift in perspective. Although 
earlier theorists always adopted a global view, they were primarily concerned 
with rivalries between the European powers. By contrast, dependency theorists 
argued that the primary axis of international conflict now ran between the capital-
ist powers and the rest of the globe. In the context of decolonization, anti-impe-
rialist internationalism, and postcolonial development, this approach became 
immensely popular. It allowed many theorists to update Lenin’s classical theory 
for changed conditions. It played an enormous role in anti-imperialist social 
movements in the Global South. And it shaped the thinking of many postcolo-
nial governments, even informing major international projects such as the New 
International Economic Order of the mid 1970s.

But dependency theory soon came under fire (Leys, 1977). Some argued that 
it was based on an idiosyncratic definition of capitalism that had little to do with 
Marx’s critique of political economy. In a scathing assessment, Robert Brenner 
argued that Frank and Wallerstein effectively reduced capitalism to ‘a trade-based 
division of labour’ that took for granted capitalism’s in-built tendency towards 
endless accumulation instead of explaining its historical emergence (Brenner, 
1977: 38). Others observed a lack of clarity about the relationship between impe-
rialism and capitalism, exacerbated by Frank’s generally vague terminology 
(Noonan, 2017). In some of his work, for example, Frank combined the two 
terms as ‘capitalism/imperialism’, which he defined as the economic exploita-
tion of the ‘underdeveloped periphery to the benefit of the developed metropole’ 
(Frank, 1982: 72). Not only did this definition do little to distinguish it from 
Frank’s concept of capitalism, it failed to distinguish between different kinds of 
imperialism. US imperialism became another instantiation of the same centuries-
old relationship: ‘This imperialism is an expression of the entire capitalist system 
today. Though differing in technical detail from its forerunners, it remains, espe-
cially for the underdeveloped world, essentially the same as all previous forms of 
capitalism-colonialism-imperialism: the source and systemization of exploitation 
and underdevelopment’ (Frank, 1982: 56).
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Beyond its theoretical limits, one of the many reasons for the decline of depen-
dency theory in the late 1970s and 1980s had to do with changing historical cir-
cumstances. Given centuries of dependency, many theorists argued that it would 
be extremely difficult for capitalist development of the kind seen in the metropo-
les to take hold in the Global South, with Frank himself initially claiming it was 
simply impossible in the current world system. But already in the 1970s, several 
countries in the Global South, such as Taiwan, Singapore, South Korea, or Brazil, 
were developing quite spectacularly. In the twenty-first century, they would be 
joined by a whole host of capitalist countries outside the conventional metropoli-
tan core, such as India, China, Turkey, or Thailand, to name only a few. Changed 
conditions increasingly suggested the need for a changed theory.2

NEW THEORIES OF IMPERIALISM

The defeat of the anti-imperialist revolutions of the 1960s and 1970s gave way 
to an era defined by revived American power, debt crises in the Global South, the 
collapse of communism, and the triumph of neoliberalism. In addition, the 1990s 
and 2000s saw a host of wars, including devastating US invasions of Afghanistan 
and Iraq. All this prompted renewed interest in the idea of imperialism, as writers 
took the opportunity to not only explain the ‘new imperialism’, but to rethink 
some of the earlier theories (Harvey, 2007: 58–9).

This third wave saw a number of influential books by Antonio Negri and 
Michael Hardt, Ellen Meiksins Wood, and Alex Callinicos, among others (Hardt 
and Negri, 2001; Wood, 2005; Callinicos, 2009). One of the most prominent 
accounts was David Harvey’s The New Imperialism, published in 2003, just as 
the Iraq war was breaking out. Drawing on his earlier work, he argued that capi-
talism necessarily suffers from crises of over-accumulation (Harvey, 1982). One 
solution is to find areas ‘outside’ of capitalism to make available to surplus capi-
tal. This includes distant geographical regions, but it can also mean re-opening 
areas that have been closed off. The ‘outside’, in other words, can be created in 
the heart of capitalism. Harvey calls this process ‘accumulation by disposses-
sion’, which refers just as much to privatizing industries in the Global North as 
to prying open new markets in the Global South. This, for him, is the meaning of 
contemporary imperialism: a solution to the crisis of the 1970s in which states 
use massive violence to force open areas for surplus capital (Harvey, 2005).

Although ‘accumulation by dispossession’ sheds light on what is commonly 
called ‘neoliberalism’, critics like Robert Brenner argue that Harvey tends to 
overburden the concept (Brenner, 2006). For Harvey, it includes everything from 
dispossessing peasants in Nigeria to foreclosing on the homes of Americans who 
could not meet their mortgage payments. What, one might ask, is not ‘accumula-
tion by dispossession?’ The problem is not only that it is so expansive, but that 
it includes processes that are in fact quite normal to capitalism. While Harvey is 
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correct to argue that capital is limited in its ability to create the necessary conditions 
for its reproduction, and so must at times rely on state power, it is also true that in 
many cases capitalists can create those conditions on their own. Including these 
processes within the same concept of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ undermines 
its usefulness. As Brenner argues in his review of The New Imperialism:

The beating out by agribusinesses of family farms … is an all-too-familiar aspect of capitalist 
competition. It is hard to fathom why Harvey would want to assimilate this to accumulation 
by dispossession any more than he would the destruction of family businesses (small or large) 
by giant corporations; likewise for the loss by Enron workers of their pensions along with 
their jobs when the firm went out of business. It deprives accumulation by dispossession of 
its substance to treat as the same sort of thing as workers’ loss of employment through their 
firm’s bankruptcy, which is a standard result of a well-established process of capital accumu-
lation, and the expropriation of peasants from their land – in the English enclosures of the 
eighteenth century or through the destruction of the ejidos in contemporary Mexico – which 
is about creating the conditions for capital accumulation. (Brenner, 2006: 101)

In so doing, Harvey ends up making imperialism virtually indistinguishable from 
capitalism.

Like many before him, Harvey’s account risks reducing imperialism to crisis 
theory, which is striking since Harvey begins his book by attempting to escape 
economic reductionism. Drawing on Giovanni Arrighi, he argues at the outset 
that there exist two logics of power: the ‘territorial’ logic of state expansion and 
the ‘capitalist’ logic of accumulation. Leaving aside the problem of ascribing to 
the state a single logic, as if it were a monolithic entity with one invariable inter-
est, Harvey never explains the relationship between the two logics, and in the 
end, the capitalist logic largely instrumentalizes the state logic: in response to a 
crisis of over-accumulation at home, capitalism, now in the form of accumulation 
as dispossession, needs state force to pry open new space of accumulation. As in 
the classical accounts, the state becomes a kind of tool wielded by capitalists to 
further their singular interest of capital accumulation.

LIMITS OF EXISTING THEORIES

Despite their diversity, most Marxist theories of imperialism share the same 
general weakness: a tendency towards economic reductionism. This generally 
takes three forms.

First, imperialism is sometimes simply equated with capitalism. For some, 
imperialism is nothing other than foreign investment. For others, any expansion 
of capital beyond national borders is automatically classified as imperialism. 
For still others, imperialism is basically the same as the capitalist world system. 
But if this were true, why even use the word imperialism? After all, the con-
cept of capital already implies its global expansion in search of self-valorization. 
Capital, in other words, always tries to move wherever it can to find a higher 
rate of profit. Businesses might move to other countries for the same reason that 
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a firm might move some of its operations from one town to another in the same 
country. Calling normal processes of capitalism ‘imperialist’ is not only redun-
dant, it effaces the specificity of imperialism.

Second, imperialism is reduced to a ‘stage’ of capitalism. Setting aside the 
general problem with all stagism, that is, the tendency to homogenize entire peri-
ods into expressive totalities, effectively foreclosing any real analysis of uneven-
ness, the major drawback of this approach is that it cannot explain the history of 
imperialism. Since the Second World War, the old empires have collapsed, formal 
colonial rule has largely come to an end, the nation-state has become hegemonic, 
the Cold War came and went, major capitalist powers continue to cooperate with 
one another, transnational corporations stretch across the globe, new financial 
institutions exercise great power, and capitalism itself has been restructured. 
Although imperialism as a stage beginning in the late nineteenth century is over, 
imperialism as a policy continues to exist, albeit in very different forms. The 
fateful coupling of the two has therefore made it very difficult to explain how and 
why imperialism has changed over the last century and a half.

Third, while some theorists distinguish imperialism from capitalism, they see 
the former as immediately caused by the latter. State intervention abroad, for 
example, is said to happen at the behest of capital. While some states certainly 
pursued imperialist actions out of economic imperatives, they also did so for 
other reasons, such as winning national glory, securing military outposts, divert-
ing internal social discontent, spreading a civilizing mission, or preventing colo-
nies from falling into the hands of rivals. For example, in the late nineteenth 
century Otto von Bismarck intended to use colonies as bargaining chips in future 
negotiations over European affairs. At the same time, the renewed emphasis on 
empire in France was driven not simply by economic motivations, but also by 
France’s humiliating defeat in the Franco–Prussian War. And while the British 
terrorized the globe for resources, markets, and investment opportunities, they 
also sought to control certain territories not for their intrinsic economic value, but 
because they helped to strategically secure the route to India, their prize colony. 
The problem with reductionist theories that claim imperialism exists to realize 
capitalist interests is that they not only fail to take into account the many other 
factors propelling imperialist policy, they cannot explain why these competing 
factors sometimes undermine the interests of capital. Historical examples of the 
non-correspondence between imperialism and capitalism have been far too com-
mon to be explained away as mere anomalies but need to be directly addressed.

A WAY FORWARD

A number of contemporary theorists, such as Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin, John 
Milios and Dimitris P. Sotiropoulos, and Spyros Sakellaropoulos and Panagiotis 
Sotiris, suggest that one way to move beyond this impasse is to re-theorize the 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM440

least-developed aspect of theories of imperialism: the state (Milios and 
Sotiropoulos, 2009; Gindin and Panitch, 2012; Sakellaropoulos and Sotiris, 
2015). State theory can nuance theories of imperialism in at least three ways.

First, centring the state restores the specificity of imperialism. Instead of con-
flating it with capitalism, imperialism should be seen as an extension of state 
power. For something to be called imperialism, the state has to be involved. When a 
European firm invests in a West African country, that is not imperialism, but simply 
capitalism. But if that country tries to block this foreign investment, prompting the 
foreign state to intervene, that is imperialism. Imperialism, then, is an act of aggres-
sion by one state against another, which can include sanctions, adjusting monetary 
policy, orchestrating coups, military invasion, and outright annexation.

This approach can also help account for the diversity of imperialisms. Most 
people generally define imperialism as existing between North American and 
Western European countries and the Global South, an association so pronounced 
that imperialism is often rendered synonymous with ‘Western’ imperialism, or 
even just US imperialism. Although there are obvious reasons to foreground 
these relations, limiting imperialism exclusively to ‘Western’ domination has the 
unintended effect of obscuring other kinds of asymmetrical relations. The unpal-
atable truth is that history is rife with imperialist conflicts between countries that 
were themselves subjected to imperialist domination. The most famous case is 
Japan, a country once forced open by US gunboats, which then went on to deal 
a devastating blow to French, British, Dutch, and American imperialisms dur-
ing the Second World War, but then imposed its own set of imperialist relations 
on conquered Asian territories under the guise of anti-imperialism. But Japan 
is far from alone; with the proliferation of nation-states since 1945, imperial-
ist relationships within the Global South have become widespread. Contrary to 
most assumptions, imperialism, as a policy, is not only an attribute of powerful 
‘Western’ states, but of all states.

Second, a more robust theory of the state can better explain the varied, and often 
contradictory, reasons driving imperialist policy. Most classical Marxist theorists 
of imperialism tended to treat the state as either a thing to be used by classes that 
stand outside of it or as an independent subject with its own logic perched above 
the struggles raging below. By contrast, some state theorists have argued that the 
state is a relationship. Nicos Poulantzas, for example, famously defined the state 
as the ‘material condensation of a relationship of forces’ (Poulantzas, 1978: 128). 
That is to say, the state is not only an ensemble of apparatuses, but that ensemble 
is traversed by struggles between different social forces. Antagonistic classes 
pursue their own interests, different state institutions compete with one another, 
and different branches within the same apparatus work at cross-purposes, all of 
which leads states to behave in erratic ways. As Poulantzas summarized, ‘The 
establishment of the State’s policy must be seen as the result of the class contra-
dictions inscribed in the very structure of the State (the State as a relationship)’ 
(Poulantzas, 1978: 132).
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Since the state is traversed by struggles, different social forces operating within 
different state institutions will fight over different ideas about imperialism. This is 
the key to explaining why imperialist policy is so over-determined, why imperial-
ism often takes such contradictory forms, and why states sometimes act in ways 
that undermine the interests of capital. Certainly, some figures may be interested in 
using state power to aid those corporations with which they are affiliated to make 
profits. But others may wish to reshape the globe according to their worldview, 
which may cut profits for some industries. Still others may simply take actions 
to appease their constituents, or shore up allies, even if they know that doing so 
will harm specific capitalist interests. Even when representatives of the dominant 
classes seem to be in complete control, and share the same general objective of 
expanding capitalism, they often represent competing industries, promote different 
strategies, and operate in different state apparatuses with distinct capacities. The 
result can be inconsistent, incoherent, even unpredictable imperialist policy.

Lastly, state theory can help us think about imperialism as something beyond 
just a collection of actions. Defining imperialism as an antagonistic policy illumi-
nates how powerful states continue to dominate others even if they do not make 
recourse to overtly violent operations. While this certainly highlights the subtle 
ways that imperialism works today, the problem with such a definition is that it is 
too expansive. If any form of aggression between one state and another is impe-
rialism, then what isn’t imperialism?

For that reason, it is important to build a definition that connects these indi-
vidual acts of aggression to some larger system. Here again, state theory, espe-
cially the work of those who see the state as a relationship, offers insights. In 
a recent interview, Bob Jessop clarified the importance of seeing the state not 
simply as a relationship of social forces, but as the institutional condensation of 
those relationships:

It is not just a changing balance of forces that is at stake because this is conditioned by the 
prevailing institutional matrix or ensemble. That is why social forces struggle over institu-
tions, why there are struggles for state power. If institutions did not matter, there would just 
be struggles for power tout court. In sum, institutions are important because they influence 
the balance of forces, and changes in the latter can rearrange the institutions in a sort of 
never-ending cycle. (Jessop, 2016: 309)

The same can be said about imperialism; there is a kind of institutional material-
ity that needs to be taken into account. Following the lead of state theorists, we 
can say that if the state is the material condensation of a relationship between 
social forces, then imperialism is the material condensation of the international 
relations of force between states. Imperialism, then, is not simply definable in 
terms of individual actions by one state against another, but rather constitutes 
the terrain on which such acts are made possible. In other words, imperialism 
must be understood as comprising both acts of aggression, or ‘imperialist policy’ 
and the material condensation of international relations, or what we can call the 
‘imperialist chain’, following the efforts of some thinkers to breathe new life 
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into Lenin’s old metaphor (Milios and Sotiropoulos, 2014; Sakellaropoulos and 
Sotiris, 2015).

The concept of the ‘imperialist chain’ refers to a hierarchically ordered net-
work of individual states – the ‘links’ – that are bound together not only through 
direct relations with one another, but through numerous regional, international, 
and global bodies. The totality of these overlapping, competing, and contradic-
tory connections is precisely what comprises the ‘institutional materiality’ of the 
chain. Spreading out in all directions, uneven and tangled, this chain is a constantly 
shifting field of competition. Strong links emerge as hegemonic leaders, poles of 
attraction that draw together other states, creating dense knots in the chain. ‘Rogue 
states’ contest this leadership, sometimes developing rival clusters in other corners 
of the chain. But at the end of the day, all states, even those with different modes of 
production, belong to this same chain, which is why it is not possible to character-
ize the chain as a priori capitalist. In fact, the imperialist chain is often the ground 
on which the struggle between different developmental models has played out.

Consider the history of the Cold War, which was not a simple rivalry between 
superpowers, but a bloody competition between different visions of the future 
for the chain as a whole (Westad, 2007). After the Second World War temporar-
ily ruptured the imperialist chain, the USA not only assumed responsibility for 
the reproduction of capitalism on a global scale, but sought to reshape the chain 
in its own image. The Soviet Union, a highly contradictory formation claiming 
to make the transition to communism, proposed a different model of develop-
ment for the chain. As the old empires gave way to independent states, both sides 
competed for the allegiance of the new links in this dramatically enlarged chain.

With the Cold War now over, a certain kind of capitalism has come to dominate 
the entire chain, which is now more tightly bound than ever before. And yet, since 
the 2000s, this same chain has paradoxically grown more politically fractured. 
The USA’s ability to exert its vision is faltering, regional rivalries continue to 
heighten, and new competitors challenge the USA. With the Russian annexation 
of Crimea, regional conflicts in the Middle East, trade war between China and the 
USA, and crisis in the EU, we may be witnessing the return of inter-imperialist 
rivalry. These new imperialist policies are restructuring the chain.

In this way, both terms, imperialist policy and the imperialist chain, are 
needed. Without a concept of the imperialist chain, we will be lost in a sea of 
endless aggressive state actions, with no real theory explaining why they take the 
form that they do: the imperialist chain is the terrain on which states act, and its 
configuration at a given conjuncture establishes the parameters of those actions, 
setting limits on what can and cannot be done. But without a concept of imperial-
ist policy, we will have only a vague system, with no theory of how imperialism 
actually operates: it is precisely through the individual actions of its constituent 
links that the imperialist chain not only comes alive, but reproduces itself, chang-
ing over time. ‘Imperialism’ is the relationship between both these terms, the 
imperialist chain and the acts of imperialist aggression in a given conjuncture.
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AGAINST IMPERIALISM

While nearly all Marxist thinkers believed that theories of imperialism are not 
academic exercises but guides for action, they disagreed over how to engage with 
imperialism. In the early twentieth century, some, like Eduard Bernstein, sup-
ported imperialism because they believed it uplifted colonized peoples. Others, 
like Kautsky, condemned imperialism but discouraged revolts in favour of self-
rule. Still others, like Lenin and Luxemburg, called for the immediate overthrow 
of imperialism.

But even these fervent anti-imperialists disagreed about the best way to  
stop imperialism (Löwy, 1976). Lenin, for example, argued that the core of anti-
imperialism was the struggle for the right of nations to self-determination, which 
he believed was the precondition for true international unity (Lenin, 1974a). 
Others, like Luxemburg, disagreed, countering that national liberation would 
only paper over irreconcilable internal class antagonisms, that nation-states were 
inherently reactionary, and that capitalist development would inevitably dissolve 
national particularities anyway (Luxemburg, 1976). In her view, self-determina-
tion had nothing to do with socialist internationalism.

Whatever the merits of each side, Lenin’s positions on the national question 
achieved a kind of hegemony after the Bolshevik Revolution. At the Second 
Congress of the Communist International in 1920, which decided the communist 
movement’s official stance on imperialism, Lenin set the terms of the debate, 
arguing that the revolution in the colonies would have to pass through two stages: 
first, national liberation, which would be based in an alliance with progressive 
bourgeois elements; then, after the fundamental tasks of the bourgeois demo-
cratic revolution had been completed, the struggle for socialism proper would 
commence.

At the Congress, M. N. Roy objected to Lenin’s call to ally with the national 
bourgeoisie, forcing the Comintern to nuance its approach to alliances. In addition, 
Roy pressured Lenin to consider the possibility that revolutions in these ‘backwards’ 
countries might bypass capitalism on the way to socialism. As Lenin explained 
in his report to the Comintern, ‘the Communist International should advance the 
proposition, with the appropriate theoretical grounding, that the backwards coun-
tries, aided by the proletariat of the advanced countries, can go over to the Soviet 
system and, through certain stages of development, to communism, without having 
to pass through the capitalist stage’ (Riddell, 1991: 212–13). Significantly, both 
Lenin and Roy assumed this path would only be possible if the communist revolu-
tion met imminent success in the West. Barring that outcome, the revolution in the 
colonies and semi-colonies would likely still have to pass through two stages, with 
Roy himself stating that the ‘revolution in the colonies will not be a communist 
revolution in its first stages’ (Riddell, 1991: 221).

Although subsequent thinkers, especially Leon Trotsky and Mao Zedong, 
would introduce important changes to this strategy, the Leninist problematic 
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fusing anti-imperialism with the right of nations to self-determination remained 
hegemonic among most Marxists. The assumption was that nations exist, they 
oppress one another, oppressed nations have the right to define their political 
future, and it is the duty of all anti-imperialists, especially those living in imperial-
ist countries, to do whatever possible to lend a hand. After the Second World War, 
with the old empires collapsing one after the other, the right to self-determination 
came to mean primarily the struggle to win independent nation-states: oppressed 
nations would overthrow imperial rule, establish strong nation-states to construct 
socialism at home, and collaborate internationally to build world socialism. What 
this meant concretely was an internationalism of nation-states.

To be sure, some Marxists dissented from this view. Some argued that national 
liberation was not a genuine movement of the working class, but of the peasants 
led by a tiny petty bourgeoisie. Others observed that the leadership of many of 
these movements paid little attention to democracy, which almost guaranteed 
that the states created by anti-imperialist struggle would become dictatorships of 
one kind or another. Still others were unsure how these movements would possi-
bly create socialism given their relative underdevelopment. While some of these 
criticisms had merit, those who issued them were generally either uninvolved in 
anti-imperialist organizing, or found themselves on the margins, which meant 
their positions were often ignored.

But in the 1970s and early 1980s, the limits of this Leninist problematic 
became clear for all to see. Some newly independent states became dictatorships. 
Others failed to achieve economic independence, finding themselves crushed by 
debt crises. Still others went so far as to align with the USA, as when China, once 
considered a leader of global anti-imperialist struggle, supported US foreign pol-
icy, backed the coup in Chile, and undermined national liberation movements in 
Africa. Most painfully, despite paeans to unity, many of these states constantly 
fought with each other, their disagreements at times erupting in violent conflict. 
In many cases, they behaved in ways that would be difficult not to characterize 
as imperialist. This meltdown of internationalism was most poignantly captured 
by the Third Indochina War, in which Vietnam, Cambodia, and China – all three 
nominally socialist, all three once united in the struggle against the USA, all 
three important reference points for movements elsewhere – went to war with 
one another (Anderson, 2006; Westad and Quinn-Judge, 2006). Taken together, 
these developments undermined the idea of national liberation, and because the 
right of nations to self-determination had been made on the basis of the struggle 
against imperialism, anti-imperialism as such entered into terminal crisis in the 
1980s (Mohandesi, 2017). Although struggles continue to rage across the globe, 
anti-imperialism has not yet fully recovered.

Despite some important advances in theories of imperialism in the last few 
decades, there has been comparatively less new work on strategies of anti-
imperialism, which is notable since the whole point of most Marxist theories of 
imperialism was to better organize struggles against it. The way forward remains 
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uncertain, and can only be resolved through struggles themselves, but new 
research highlighting the role of the state in imperialism, and the relationship 
between imperialist policy and the imperialist chain, may help. This approach 
foregrounds the need to build unity among social forces in different links of the 
chain. It refocuses the target of anti-imperialism to the entire chain without aban-
doning the need to counter individual acts of imperialism, since this is how that 
chain is reproduced in the first place. And it casts doubt on the state as an eman-
cipatory vehicle, nuancing the old strategy of defending one link against another.

This last point must be emphasized, since there is still a tendency among 
many on the left today to defend whatever regime opposes the USA. The under-
lying concerns animating this response are often very real, but this kind of anti-
imperialism runs the risk of substituting antagonistic relations between the social 
forces comprising a state with the antagonistic relations between nation-states. 
With classes homogenized, and internal struggle downplayed, or even erased, 
the subject of liberation becomes the nation-state itself. At its extreme, this kind 
of thinking can lead to supporting authoritarian states that destroy the domestic 
left and repress workers’ self-activity because they are said to be embarking on 
an autonomous, anti-imperialist path of development in the face of ‘Western’ 
imperialist depredations. There are enormous differences between, say, US and 
Iranian imperialism, but for those who call themselves Marxists, the objective 
would have to be the abolition of both, not the defence of one against the other.

While anti-imperialism cannot be reduced to selectively countering the actions 
of one especially despised state while remaining silent about the other states 
comprising the chain, one should be careful not to bend the stick too far the 
other way. On the other side, some sit back with arms crossed, refusing to assist 
any struggle in the Global South because they fail to meet unattainable criteria 
abstractly established in North America or Western Europe. Here, too, the under-
lying concerns are real. After watching so many movements morph into oppres-
sive states that have nothing to do with socialism, some are rightfully leery. While 
such circumspection is welcome, this approach, which overlooks the fundamental 
unevenness of the imperialist chain, risks devolving into either quietism, that is, 
simply waiting for the chain to collapse on its own, or into a kind of Eurocentrism 
in which anti-imperialist work is limited to the imperialist metropole in which 
one lives. Though important, it’s not enough to organize in one’s own country; 
that work has to be coordinated with movements in other links of the chain. This 
is the real meaning of internationalism. Anti-imperialism, then, means organiz-
ing sustained opposition to all acts of imperialism in a way that makes possible 
the internationalist struggle to overthrow the imperialist chain of states as such.

Notes

1  For useful overviews of the major theories of imperialism, see Mommsen (1980), Brewer (1990), 
Milios and Sotiropoulos (2009), and Noonan (2017).

2  For a criticism of dependency theory that bends the stick too far the other way, see Warren (1980).
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Totality1

Chr is  O’Kane

Despite the ambiguous and incomplete status of Marx’s conception of totality, a 
theory of totality has been central to a number of approaches to Marxism. These 
Marxist approaches share a double-faceted conception of totality as (1) a critique 
of the insufficiency of approaches – such as liberalism, political economy, ideal-
ism or positivism, but also certain variants of Marxism – that fail to grasp history 
and/or society as an interconnected whole; (2) a theory that grasps history and/
or capitalist society as an interconnected whole from an emancipatory perspec-
tive. Yet these approaches diverge in their interpretations of Marx and in their 
ensuing conceptions of totality. Moreover, although the ‘crisis of Marxism’ in 
the academy coincided with criticisms of totality and a retreat from theories of 
the whole, there has been a return to the theories of totality in recent years. This 
chapter outlines the development of Marxist conceptions of totality from Marx 
to the contemporary revival of totality.

Part 1 provides a brief outline of Marx’s relationship with Hegel, his ambigu-
ous conception of totality in the critique of political economy and the gaps that 
remained in his work. Part 2 turns to the development of the classical Marxist 
conception of totality by Engels and its elaboration by Karl Kautsky, Eduard 
Bernstein, V. I. Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg and Anton Pannekoek. Part 3 turns to the 
Western Hegelian-Marxist conception of totality. Here it is shown that, in con-
trast to the scientific historical determinism and economism of classical Marxism, 
Western Hegelian-Marxism developed a conception of historical and capital-
ist totality premised on the dominating and mystifying properties of alienated 
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human praxis viewed from the perspective of its emancipatory overcoming. Part 
4 moves to Althusserian Marxism. This section focuses on Althusser’s critique 
of the Marxist humanist notion of totality. It then assays Althusser’s notion of 
totality as a decentred ‘structure in dominance’. Part 5 provides an overview of 
the critical Marxist critique of traditional Marxism and its conception of negative 
totality by focusing on the work of Benjamin, Adorno and Horkheimer. Part 6 
provides an overview of the criticism and retreat from totality following the crisis 
of the workers’ movement and the crisis of Marxism in the academe. Here it is 
shown that such a retreat also led to the development of systematic accounts of 
moments of the totality of capitalist society – value, the state, domestic labour 
and gendered subjugation, imperialism and racial subjugation, and nature – that 
had been neglected or excluded in the classical Marxist, Western Hegelian-
Marxist, Althusserian, and critical Marxist conceptions of totality. Part 7 outlines 
the return to theories of totality that draws on these systematic accounts in recent 
theories by Jason W. Moore, John Milios, Nancy Fraser and Werner Bonefeld 
that likewise attempt to grasp the multifaceted problems of today from an eman-
cipatory perspective. The conclusion summarizes and points to the further devel-
opment of the Marxist conceptions of totality.

1. MARX AND TOTALITY

Eugen von Böhm-Bawerk famously characterized the critique of political econ-
omy as a ‘torso’ (Böhm-Bawerk, 1941: 3). For the purpose of this chapter it is 
more apt to think of Marx’s extant work as a heart or, to invert Deleuze and 
Guattari, an organ without a body. This is because in Marxist approaches to total-
ity, the critique of political economy is essential (if not sufficient) to understand-
ing what powers the historical and social body. Moreover, as we shall see below, 
the changing focus and ambiguities in Marx’s work and the times in which they 
were published are likewise essential to the different Marxist approaches to total-
ity. For these reasons, this section eschews a reconstruction of Marx’s work, 
focusing on these issues as they relate to the concept of totality in the critique of 
political economy.

Marx undertook the critique of political economy at the end of the 1850s. He 
famously characterized this project in a letter to Ferdinand Lasalle at this time 
as the ‘critical expose of the system of the bourgeois economy. It is at once an 
expose and, by the same token, a critique of the system’ (Marx and Engels, 1983: 
270). Yet in the decades that Marx worked on the project, the double-faceted 
exposé and critique that he had envisioned went through a number of different 
plans and drafts. A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy was pub-
lished in 1859 (Marx, 1977). Yet the first volume of Capital was not published 
until 1867 (Marx, 1992). Volumes 2 and 3 were never published during Marx’s 
lifetime, let alone his numerous preparatory manuscripts.
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As we now know from the publications of Marx’s manuscripts and  
correspondence, one of the reasons Marx revised and reformulated the plan of 
the critique of political economy was the difficulty Marx encountered in estab-
lishing the relationship between his research and his method of presentation. We 
know that Marx found re-reading Hegel’s Logic to be helpful when working out 
the method of presentation of his critique and exposé of the system of bourgeois 
economy. Yet Marx’s cryptic remarks that the ‘dialectical method’ he used in 
Capital was ‘exactly opposite to’ Hegel’s does little to illuminate how he con-
ceived of Hegel’s dialectic, totality or system, nor how Marx was using them in 
Capital (Marx, 1992: 102–3).

The matter is not cleared up by examining how Hegel defined these linked 
concepts. As Lars Heitmann notes, ‘totality is a frequently used concept in 
Hegelian philosophy’. The concept can be found in Hegel’s work on numerous 
topics including logic, but also religion, anthropology, history, epistemology and 
social and political philosophy. In these writings,

‘Totality’ … refers to a whole that is more than the sum of its individual parts that stand 
external to each other; this whole, therefore, does not exist on its own as such, but rather 
subsists in the parts. Each moment can thus only be thought in its ‘mediation’ with all other 
moments of the ‘totality’. At the same time, each individual moment is always already deter-
mined as self-contradictory: it is always itself and not itself, both immediate and mediated 
at the same time. (Heitmann, 2018: 590)

Yet, crucially, for Hegel, the totalities mentioned in these writings are not dis-
crete. Hegel’s comprehensive ‘dialectical system of science’ unites nature, soci-
ety, consciousness and history into a totality. Indeed, Hegel’s

‘system’ is conceived as the conceptual reconstruction of the self-actualization of ‘absolute 
spirit’ through various forms … In so doing, Hegel unfolds the objects from each other (or 
‘derives’ them) by always showing how simple forms have contradictions that lead to higher 
forms. (Heitmann, 2018: 591)

Hegel’s system thus purports to grasp the unified historical development of nature, 
society and consciousness as a totality. In such a process of development, humanity 
comes to see itself as the self-consciousness development of spirit and embodies 
spirit in the institutions of society, uniting subject and object, and realizing free-
dom. Hence referring to Hegel’s system or his conception of totality does not 
clarify Marx’s remarks, nor the matter in which Marx used these concepts.

Finally, the issue is not cleared up if we read Marx’s letters, notebooks or even 
the published volumes from the critique of political economy he oversaw (Heinrich, 
2009). For they evidence a shifting method of presentation – most notably the pre-
sentation of the value-form – and an unresolved ambivalence between Marx’s neo-
Ricardian and value-theoretical definitions of abstract labour and value.

Consequently, the method of presentation provided in Capital and the total-
ity presented therein were interpreted in two very distinct manners. The logico-
historical interpretation reads Volume 1 as the development of the totality of 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM454

economic history from simple commodity production to capitalism’s breakdown 
and revolutionary overthrow. The logical-systematic interpretation reads Volume 
1 as the systematic development of the capitalist mode of production compris-
ing the historically specific totality of production and circulation from the most 
abstract historically specific form of capitalist wealth to its most complex. These 
different interpretations are given support by different aspects of Capital Volume 
1. For instance, the logico-historical interpretation is lent credence in chapter 32 
of Volume 1 on the historical tendency of capitalist accumulation, while the his-
torically specific interpretation is corroborated by the first sentence of Volume 1, 
referring to wealth in the capitalist mode of production.

Finally, the unfinished status of Capital does not include an array of phenom-
ena central to a critique of the system of bourgeois economy – such as class and 
the state. As a result, rather than Marx providing a definitive conception of total-
ity, these different facets and meanings of the double-character of Marx’s notion 
of totality would be drawn on and developed by the interpretations of totality in 
different Marxist traditions.

2. CLASSICAL MARXIST TOTALITY

Classical Marxism developed the first interpretation, elaboration and systemati-
zation of Marx’s thought as a theory of totality. Friedrich Engels – Marx’s com-
rade, patron and co-author – made the foremost contribution to the creation of 
this conception of totality. Engels edited Marx’s manuscripts of 1867–8 and 
1877–81 for publication in Volume 2 of Capital and Marx’s manuscripts of 
1864–5 for the publication of Volume 3. Engels also authored influential inter-
pretations of A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy and Volume 3 
of Capital. Finally, he wrote a number of works that complemented and systema-
tized Marx’s work into a science that purportedly grasped historical development 
of nature and society as a totality, in particular Anti-Dühring (which featured a 
small contribution from Marx), Ludwig Feuerbach and The Origin of Private 
Property and the Family. They showed how the natural law of the negation of the 
negation was realized in the progressive contradictory development of modes of 
production. This process of development would culminate in classless society, in 
which nature was consciously subordinated, realizing freedom.

Engels’ classical Marxist conception of totality was so influential in the 
Marxism of the Second and Third Internationals that the ambiguities in his own 
efforts at supplementation and systematization – especially over the relationship 
between the state and revolutionary tactics – served as the respective bases for 
the reformist and revolutionary strands of classical Marxism. Engels’ account 
of historical development also served as a basis for the theories of finance capi-
talism, imperialism, state-monopoly capitalism and late capitalism that broke 
with but extended his progressive account of historical development. For this 
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reason, in a somewhat qualified manner classical Marxism has been referred to 
as ‘Engelsism’ (Elbe, 2012).

Yet Engels and the classical Marxists who followed him saw themselves as 
Marxists and referred to their approach to totality as the ‘materialist conception 
of history’, ‘historical materialism’ or ‘scientific socialism’, which they held had 
been developed by Marx. In Engels’ interpretation, later formalized by Kautsky 
and popularized by Lenin:

Marx was the genius who continued and consummated the three main ideological currents 
of the 19th century, as represented by the three most advanced countries of mankind: clas-
sical German philosophy, classical English political economy, and French socialism combined 
with French revolutionary doctrines in general. (Lenin, 1977)

Marx was said to have built on German philosophy by turning Hegel’s idealist 
system of the historical development of social and natural totality ‘on its head’, 
rendering it materialist. Marx’s ‘revelation of the secret of capitalist production 
through surplus value’ was also said to have ‘consummated’ English political 
economy providing a scientific explanation for the exploitation of the proletariat 
by the capitalist class. Finally, ‘[w]ith these discoveries socialism became a sci-
ence’, consummating French socialism (Engels, 1987: 27). Consequently, in 
Lenin’s later popular formalization, such a ‘totality’ of ‘Marx’s views’ were said 
to ‘constitute modern materialism and modern scientific socialism’ (Lenin, 
1977: 21).

However, just as Engels had developed this classical Marxist conception of 
the ‘totality’ of ‘Marx’s views’, it was Engels who developed these views into 
a systematic totality. In what is probably the most influential work in classical 
Marxism, Anti-Dühring, Engels synthesized his interpretation of the critique of 
political economy with an account of nature, society and consciousness to create 
the classical Marxist account of the materialist conception of history as a science 
of the historical development of totality.

In Engels’ account, dialectics is ‘the science of the general laws of motion 
and development of nature, human society and thought’ (Engels, 1987: 132). 
The core law of development is ‘[t]he law of negation of the negation, which is 
unconsciously operative in nature and history and until it has been recognised, 
also in our heads’ (Engels, 1987: 132). Accordingly, historical materialism was 
held to grasp the inner law of the progressive development of the natural and 
social world as a totality.

According to Engels, Marx ‘briefly outlined’ the ‘principal features’ of such 
an account of totality in the preface to the A Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy, resulting in the (in)famous classical Marxist stagist concep-
tion of natural laws of historical development (Engels, 1859: 469). In this concep-
tion of totality, the material economic base consisted in the forces and relations of 
production, which determined the superstructure (ideas, laws, culture). A mode 
of production delineated the configuration of the base and the superstructure 
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(Haldon, Chapter 2, this Handbook). Yet these modes of production were not 
discrete. Rather, the evolutionary ‘general laws of motion’ of the negation of 
the negation were expressed in the contradictory development of the productive 
forces and the relations of production, which proceeded from lower to higher 
stages of modes of production. Hence although history as a whole was character-
ized by the development of the productive forces, ‘[a]t a certain stage of develop-
ment’ in each mode of production:

the material productive forces of society come into conflict with the existing relations of 
production or – this merely expresses the same thing in legal terms – with the property rela-
tions within the framework of which they have operated hitherto. From forms of develop-
ment of the productive forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an era of 
social revolution. The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or later to the trans-
formation of the whole immense superstructure. (Marx, 1977, quoted in Engels, 1859)

According to Engels’ influential interpretation, Capital provided a systematic 
account of the contradictory evolution of the base in terms of the development of 
the socialization of production in the context of class appropriation. In Engels’ 
view, Marx’s method of presentation in Volume 1 thus proceeded from the early 
primitive stages of simple commodity production, through the rise of capitalism, 
to its ‘inevitable’ revolutionary succession by socialism.

Marx himself had shown why such a revolution was inevitable in chapter 32 
of Volume 1. The contradiction between socialized production in the factory and 
private appropriation by the capitalist class would develop to the point where 
capitalist appropriation became a fetter on planned and socialized production. 
The productive forces would be developed to the point where they could produce 
a society of generalized abundance. Yet the majority of the population would be 
immiserated. Hence the negation of the negation of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion would be realized in the expropriation of the expropriators and the unleash-
ing of the productive forces under socialism.

Yet Marx himself had not provided guidance on how this process of expropria-
tion would happen in regard to political power and political strategy nor what 
such a socialist society would look like. Engels himself addressed these lacunae. 
In his historical account of the development of private property, the family and 
the state, Engels offered an influential transhistorical definition of the latter. In all 
modes of production, the state was a semi-autonomous but neutral power mani-
festing class contradictions but nonetheless above society – and could thus be 
used by any class to achieve its own political objectives. Hence socialism neces-
sitated taking state power. For Engels, it was only on this basis that the anarchy 
of production as the expression of blind historical development could be replaced 
by the conscious planning of society as a whole. Consequently, humanity would 
for the ‘first time becomes the real, conscious lord of nature’, realizing freedom 
and with it the development of historical totality (Engels, 1987: 270).

The paramount questions for classical Marxism were thus: how should the 
state be used to advance the development of socialism? And what sort of tactics 
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and party should enact this development? Engels himself advanced two strate-
gies. He argued that the state would ‘wither away’ following the revolutionary 
seizure of power and the dictatorship of the proletariat. But he also argued that 
he and Marx had been wrong to think that the revolution was imminent or that 
it would be the work of a small minority party, when it should be led by a broad 
party that strives to establish socialism through state reforms. These two strands 
of Engels’ thought were taken up in the debate over reform and revolution.2

Karl Kautsky, ‘the socialist pope’, close associate of Engels and lead theoreti-
cian of the largest workers’ party in the world (the Social Democratic Party of 
Germany (SPD), argued that the demise of capitalism was not imminent and so 
the conditions for revolution were not yet ‘ripe’. Since the state was a neutral 
instrument, the SPD – as a big-tent workers’ party – should participate in the 
electoral process to enact progressive reforms until conditions were indeed ripe. 
Eduard Bernstein, another leading theoretician of the SPD, made a more contro-
versial case for reformism. Bernstein argued that Marx’s theory of immiseration 
had been disproved as non-scientific: capitalism had not collapsed, and the liv-
ing standards of the working class had improved. Using Engels’ comments in 
favour of reformism as justification, Bernstein argued that reformism – and more 
specifically electoralism and even government by coalition – was the only road 
to socialism.

Left opponents of the dominant social-democratic position, including V. I. 
Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg and Anton Pannekoek, argued for revolution, drawing 
on and developing non-reformist classical Marxist accounts of historical evolu-
tion and Engels’ comments on the revolutionary seizure of state power. Lenin 
advocated for a small revolutionary model of the party and for a revolutionary 
seizure of state power along the lines Engels had sketched in The Origin of the 
Family, Private Property, and the State. Lenin’s Imperialism, the Highest Stage 
of Capitalism (Lenin, 1963) argued that capitalism’s final crisis had been staved 
off by Western countries engaging in imperialism, at the behest of monopoly 
and finance capital, sustaining profit rates on the basis of new sources of super-
exploitation, raw materials and markets. Nonetheless, this period of imperial-
ist expansion had culminated in the First World War between imperial powers, 
and would culminate in revolution, spreading from the immiserated workers of 
the undeveloped countries to those in the developed world. Luxemburg’s The 
Accumulation of Capital (2016) had previously provided a theory of imperialism 
on the basis of her ‘under-consumptionist’ reading of Capital. Luxemburg argued 
that non-capitalist markets were a necessary component of capitalist profits. This 
was because exploitation entailed that proletarian workers were not paid enough 
to ensure a profitable demand for commodities. Imperialist expansion to non-
capitalist markets ensured such a demand. However, this process of expansion 
also transformed non-capitalist markets into capitalist markets, setting the seeds 
for the breakdown of capitalism. Luxemburg supported the tactic of the mass 
strike and, following Lenin’s seizure of power, advocated for a return of power to 
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the Soviets. Pannekoek was a persistent believer in spontaneity, workers councils 
and the inevitability of the final crisis.

Yet these newer stages of capitalism did not lead to its revolutionary collapse. 
Following the failure of the German revolution, the death of Luxemburg and 
Lenin, the failure of world revolution and the rise of Fascism and Stalinism, clas-
sical Marxists developed new theories of state-monopoly capitalism and then late 
capitalism, which diagnosed how the productive forces had continued to develop 
even while the state and imperialism counteracted capitalism’s collapse. These 
theories point to the modified persistence of the classical Marxist notion of total-
ity, which we will return to below. In the meantime, such a historical trajectory 
and the legacy of reformism also help contextualize the emergence of the Western 
Hegelian-Marxist notion of totality.

3. WESTERN HEGELIAN-MARXISM

Western Hegelian-Marxism is an imprecise term that draws on two imprecise 
and anachronistic categories that are nonetheless central to the reception of 
Marxism: Western Marxism and Hegelian-Marxism. Despite the overlap 
between Eastern and Western Marxism, the persistence of Eastern Marxists in 
the West and important differences between thinkers in this tradition, the term 
Western Marxism was popularized by Merleau-Ponty (1973) and then taken up 
by an array of thinkers and historians as a way of designating an approach to 
Marx distinct from the classical Marxism of the Eastern bloc (Anderson, 1979; 
Jay, 1986). Despite the interpretations of Hegel and totality that were central to 
classical Marxism, the term Hegelian-Marxism also developed into a popular 
way of designating a Hegelian interpretation of Marx that centres on the con-
cepts of alienation and totality, in contrast to the economic and historical deter-
minism of classical Marxism. Despite the problems with these terms, and some 
important differences between those who employ them, I draw them together and 
use Western Hegelian-Marxism to designate one strand of Western Marxism as 
well as a particular framing of totality.

Like classical Marxism, Western Hegelian-Marxism promulgated its own 
interpretation of Marx’s double-faceted critique of methodological approaches 
that fail both to grasp reality as an interconnected whole and to critique that whole. 
Yet unlike classical Marxism’s doctrine of the unity of the three sources, the 
interpretation of Marx that was central to the Western Hegelian-Marxist concept 
of totality focused on Marx’s relationship with Hegel. Moreover, in distinction 
to classical Marxism, the Western Hegelian-Marxist interpretation of Hegel and 
Marx distinguished between the realms of society and nature. Western Hegelian-
Marxism was accordingly critical of classical Marxism’s scientific understand-
ing of nature, history and society, particularly its reformist interpretations. For 
Western Hegelian-Marxism, totality did not include nature, nor the natural laws 
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of historical development. Moreover, the dynamic of capitalism’s emergence and 
overcoming was not conceived in terms of the contradictory development of the 
productive forces and the relations of production, nor the economic determinism 
of base and superstructure. Rather, in the Western Hegelian-Marxist theory of 
totality, history and capitalist society were grasped as an interconnected whole 
in terms of the historical development of the alienated separation of subject 
and object. Capitalist society was seen as a totality insofar as the spheres of the 
economy, state, bureaucracy, culture and everyday life were separated from the 
subjects that created them, dominating them and mystifying this process, thereby 
leading to alienated subjectivity. Emancipation was conceived as the overcoming 
of the separation of subject and objective via proletarian seizure and rule of these 
objects, overcoming alienation.

Karl Korsch’s 1922 Marxism and Philosophy (Korsch, 2013) and Georg 
Lukács’ 1923 essay collection History and Class Consciousness (Lukács, 1972) 
provided the seminal Western Hegelian-Marxist formulations of totality. In the 
first place, Korsch and Lukács criticized the foremost reformist thinkers of the 
Second International interpretation of classical Marxism – such as Kautsky, 
Bernstein and Hilferding – for embracing a natural and social-scientific under-
standing of historical development that imitated bourgeois science and failed 
to grasp history and society as a totality created by human praxis. In contrast, 
Korsch and Lukács argued that ‘Orthodox Marxism refers exclusively to method’ 
and that such a method amounted to conceiving of history and capitalist society 
as a reified totality crated by human praxis (Lukács, 1972: 1).

Lukács’ theory of reification elaborated the repercussions such a notion of 
totality held for capitalist society and revolutionary praxis, providing an analysis 
of capitalist society as reified totality from the perspective of its overcoming. 
Lukács conceived of such a totality in terms of the separation of subject and 
object creating a mystified second nature. Part one of the central essay in History 
and Class Consciousness, ‘Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletariat’, 
shows how such a process of separation and mystification leads to individuals 
passively following capitalism’s socio-natural laws in the factory, bureaucracy 
and a number of other areas of capitalist society (including marriage and journal-
ism). Part two provides an overview of the development of philosophy culminat-
ing in Hegelian philosophy, which in spite of its dialectical method cannot grasp 
historical development due to its idealism. Part three focuses on how the prole-
tariat as the creators of totality, and the subject/object of history, can come to 
consciousness, grasp totality as their creation and seize it, thus reuniting subject 
and object, overcoming reification.

In the years following the publication of History and Class Consciousness, 
Lukács made a number of concessions to the official Soviet line in philosophy, 
leading to his self-criticism of the theory of reification. Korsch would go on to 
write an influential interpretation of Marx and introduction to Capital (Korsch, 
1970, 2017). Following the publication of Marx’s Economic and Philosophical 
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Manuscripts of 1844 in 1932, other thinkers would develop related and more 
sustained interpretations of this Western Hegelian-Marxist conception of total-
ity, based on the young Marx’s idea of alienation. More elaborate accounts of 
the relationship between Hegelian and Marxist notions of alienation were devel-
oped by notable Western Hegelian-Marxists such as Herbert Marcuse, Raya 
Dunayevskaya and Erich Fromm, who likewise developed social theories based 
on these interpretations (Marcuse, 1941; Dunayevskaya, 2002; Fromm, 1961). 
But perhaps the most sustained theorist of the Western Hegelian-Marxist concep-
tion of totality was Henri Lefebvre.

Lefebvre was not only the first translator of Marx’s 1844 Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts into French, but his (1936) Mystified Consciousness 
(co-authored with Norbert Guterman) was the first work to place alienation at the 
heart of a Marxist conception of historical development and capitalist society. 
And in 1939, Dialectical Materialism (Lefebvre and Guterman, 2009) provided 
the seminal Western Hegelian-Marxist articulation of the relationship between 
Hegel and Marx, with Marx providing a materialist interpretation of dialectics, 
totality and alienation, and of historical development and capitalist society as 
alienated praxis. The multiple volumes of Critique of Everyday Life (collected 
in Lefebvre, 2014) represent a decades-long attempt to grasp how the alienated 
totality pervaded quotidian existence, while Lefebvre’s work on space (Lefebvre, 
1991) attempted to grasp how it was shaped by alienation. Lefebvre’s four-
volume work on the state and his writings on autogestion (self-management) 
(excerpted in Lefebvre, 2009) likewise thematized alienation and emancipation 
in multiple registers. While these works responded to criticisms of totality’s 
reductionism by developing the notion of levels of totality and the interpenetra-
tion of the economy, state and space by neo-capitalism, Lefebvre’s analysis of all 
these phenomena was firmly rooted in conceiving them as instances of alienation 
bolstering oppressive and mystifying realms of capitalist society that were none-
theless resisted by qualitative humane activities. His notions of revolution and 
autogestion pointed to the overcoming of this alienated reality, reuniting subject 
and object.

4. ALTHUSSERIAN MARXISM

Louis Althusser (1969, 1970, 2003) developed a ‘structuralist’ conception of 
totality opposed to the Western Hegelian-Marxist (or what he termed the 
‘Marxist humanist’) position.3 Althusser’s theory of totality took up motifs from 
classical Marxism, synthesizing them with Spinoza and an array of ‘structuralist’ 
contemporary approaches to the human and social sciences.

Mirroring the classical Marxist interpretation of Marx’s double-faceted cri-
tique of political economy, Althusser distinguished between ideology and sci-
ence. Althusser referred to an array of approaches to understanding history and 
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society as ideological because they were unable to grasp reality as a complex and 
evolving whole. Marxist humanism was exemplary of such a fall into ideology. 
Marxist humanism’s essentialist notion of human nature and alienation formed 
the basis of its notion of expressive totality. Such an essentialist standpoint failed 
to grasp the creation of subjectivity by a historically contingent process of inter-
pellation. Rather than a theory that grasped the creation of a complex whole, 
Marxist humanism thus possessed a monocausal essentialist theory. Finally, 
Marxist humanism failed to grasp the epistemological break that occurred 
between the early humanist and the late scientific Marx.

In contrast to the Western Hegelian-Marxism of Marxist humanism, Althusser 
developed a ‘scientific’ interpretation of Capital premised on a Spinozist notion 
of ‘structural causality’. For Althusser, ‘social formations are “structures of struc-
tures” integrated or articulated into a meaningful whole, yet each individual struc-
ture has a distinct existence in its own right’ (Resch, 1992: 35). Consequently, 
by contrast with expressive totality: ‘Social structures within a social formation 
are inscribed within a hierarchy of determinations that assigns them a place and a 
function, yet each possesses its own relative autonomy and mode of determination 
nonetheless’ (Althusser quoted in Resch, 1992: 35). Nonetheless, such a ‘totality 
of instances’ is ‘articulated on the basis of a determinate mode of production’ 
(Althusser et al., 1970: 207). It is within this context that Althusser recast the 
classical Marxist notion of base and superstructure. Rather than the economistic 
notion of the base determining the superstructure, Althusser’s notion of struc-
tural causality holds that the superstructure possesses ‘relative autonomy’, but 
it is determined by the base in the last instance, although this last instance may 
never come. In a sophisticated rethinking of classical Marxism, the contradiction 
between the forces and relations of production, as animated by the class struggle, 
remains the motor of history.

5. MARXIST CRITICAL THEORY

The foremost thinkers who developed the conception of negative totality are usu-
ally grouped within Western (Hegelian) Marxism. In the most influential 
accounts of Western Marxism, by Perry Anderson (1979) and Martin Jay (1986), 
Adorno and Horkheimer are used to mark the totalizing dead end of this tradition 
in order to advocate for a less totalizing approach. Such a categorization makes 
for a neat developmental narrative that reflects the context in which Jay and 
Anderson’s books were written. However, it fails to recognize the distinct critical 
Marxist approach to totality that takes issue with classical and Western Hegelian-
Marxism and offers its own account of historical development and capitalist 
society as a negative totality.

This critique of classical and Western Hegelian-Marxism is modelled on the 
critical theoretical interpretation of Marx’s double-faceted critique of political 
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economy. Classical and Western Hegelian-Marxism are said to share presupposi-
tions akin to those of classical political economy, German idealism and positiv-
ism. Like these other approaches, classical and Western Hegelian-Marxism fail to 
grasp the mutual mediation of the parts and the whole, leading to a foreshortened 
understanding of totality that does not grasp its negativity. As a result, the clas-
sical and Western Hegelian-Marxist approaches to totality cannot account for 
the regressive trajectory of historical development, nor for the perpetuation of 
capitalist society.

Walter Benjamin’s ‘Theses on the Concept of History’ (Benjamin, 1969) and 
Horkheimer and Adorno’s 1944 Dialectic of Enlightenment (Horkheimer and 
Adorno, 2007) exemplify the conception of historical development as a nega-
tive totality. Both criticize the Engelsian notion of the natural laws of historical 
development culminating in the coming to consciousness of the proletariat, the 
seizure of the state, the unfettering of the productive forces and the domination 
of nature. Adorno’s later work criticized Lukács’ theory of reification and the 
notion of alienation along similar lines: these epiphenomenal theories could not 
account for the maiming of subjectivity, and their notion of emancipation via sub-
ject–object unity would perpetuate the domination of nature (Adorno, 1973). By 
contrast, Benjamin, Adorno and Horkheimer argued that universal history should 
be construed as a permanent catastrophe premised on the domination of external 
and internal nature that Adorno in particular, contra Engels, argued characterized 
human civilization up to the present.

For Adorno (as well as other contemporary theorists that can be grouped in this 
tradition, like Guy Debord and Jacques Camatte), then, mid-twentieth-century 
Western social democracy did not represent working-class gains, the Keynesian 
compromise or the golden age. Adorno noted that Keynesian fiscal and monetary 
policies had counteracted capitalism’s crisis tendencies and raised standards of 
living. However, this had not led to the progressive realization of freedom. Late 
capitalism had not overcome social domination, class antagonism or misery, all of 
which continued to persist. Rather, Keynesianism had led to total integration and 
to the subsumption of the state, household, and subjectivity to the reproduction of 
capital by virtue of the internal relation between these spheres and their forms of 
negative universality. Such a negative totality represented an inversion of classi-
cal Marxism’s predictions about the development of the productive forces under 
socialist planning, in which ‘[m]aterial production, distribution, consumption are 
administered in common. Their borders, which once separated from inside the 
total process of externally separated spheres, and thereby respected that which 
was qualitatively different, are melting away. Everything is one. The totality of 
the process of mediation, in truth [is] that of the exchange-principle’ (Adorno, 
2001), which ‘confronts’ individuals within class relations as a kind of ‘doom’ –  
cultivating forms of thought identical to the exchange principle, crippling auton-
omy and rendering individuals, as character-masks and personifications of eco-
nomic categories, reliant on their own unfreedom.
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In this tradition, emancipation would thus not consist in the seizure of totality 
via the revolutionary seizure of the state, the centralized planning of produc-
tion and the conscious domination of nature, nor in subject–object unity. Instead, 
emancipation would entail the abolition of capitalist totality and the non-domina-
tive relation between outer and inner nature.

6. THE CRISIS OF TOTALITY AND THEORIES OF MOMENTS

From the late 1960s through to the 1980s, the concept of totality became the 
object of criticism. The New Social Movements, alongside emerging poststruc-
turalist, postmodern and system theories, called into question and criticized the 
classical and Western Hegelian-Marxist models of totality premised on an essen-
tialist humanism or on the perceived conflation of oppression with the exploita-
tion of white male industrial workers. Those working in the tradition of Adorno 
and Horkheimer, such as Jay and Habermas, likewise portrayed the approach to 
negative totality advanced by the authors of the Dialectic of Enlightenment as a 
social and political dead end. These criticisms were part of the ‘crisis of 
Marxism’ in the academy. While this crisis led to a retreat from theories of total-
ity, the period also witnessed the systematic development of moments of totality, 
often inspired by the New Social Movements, that had been minimized or 
excluded by the aforementioned theories of totality.

6.1 Marx’s Theory of Value

The Marxist approaches to totality we have discussed were not greatly concerned 
with detailed scholastic investigations of Marx’s theory of value. Certainly, the 
neo-Ricardian interpretation of Marx’s labour theory of value popularized by 
Engels was central to classical Marxism’s account of historical development. 
Western Hegelian-Marxism and critical Marxism also drew on the theory of 
fetishism as a theory of alienation, reification or social domination. Yet the devel-
opment of these theories of totality had not been influenced by any of the pio-
neering scholastic studies of Marx’s theory of value, and indeed these studies had 
been marginal to the development of Marxism.

Starting in the 1960s, scholarly investigations and debates over Marx’s theory 
of value began to proliferate: first between neo-Ricardian and Sraffian economists 
over the validity of the neo-Ricardian interpretation of Marx’s labour theory of 
value as an economic theory of price determination, then over the question as to 
whether or not Marx’s theory was neo-Ricardian or even a labour theory of value 
(See Redolfi Riva, Chapter 5, Bellofiore and Coveri, Chapter 10 of this Volume).

The neo-Ricardian interpretations essentially defended, formalized and fur-
ther developed the classical Marxist interpretation of the labour theory of value 
(often by drawing on Althusser). In this interpretation, Marx’s theory of value 
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was a substantialist theory that had improved on Ricardo’s embodied theory of 
value by developing the category surplus value, thus providing a scientific expla-
nation of exploitation and class struggle. Value was created in production, wages 
paid to workers were less than the value they created and capitalists appropriated 
the remaining surplus value as profit. Contra Sraffian economists, the transfor-
mation problem could be solved, and such a labour theory of value could explain 
price formation. Ultimately, Marx provided a substantialist account of abstract 
labour, which held that value was created in the sphere of production.

The neo-Ricardian position, especially its substantialist interpretation of 
abstract labour, was criticized by a new approach, often termed ‘value-form the-
ory’, that emerged in a number of countries in the 1960s and 1970s, partly on the 
basis of a rediscovery or initial translation of preparatory materials from the cri-
tique of political economy. The approach to value-form theory in West Germany 
(also known as the Neue Marx-Lektüre, the new reading of Marx) was pioneered 
by a number of Adorno’s students – Alfred Schmidt (1968, 1981), Hans-Georg 
Backhaus (1980) and Helmut Reichelt (1970) – whose study of Marx had been 
motivated by what they saw as Horkheimer and Adorno’s insightful but unsys-
tematic comments on Marx’s theory of value. Schmidt, Backhaus and Reichelt’s 
pioneering work argued for a reconstruction of Marx’s monetary theory of value. 
Such a theory of value was presented dialectically in a manner homologous with 
Hegel’s logic. In distinction to Ricardo, Marx’s theory did not hold that value 
was a substance embodied in commodities by labour, but a theory of social valid-
ity. Value was necessarily expressed in money and the value of commodities 
produced for the market depended on whether or not they were purchased. On 
this basis, capital was conceived of as negative totality, comprising production 
and circulation, with value mirroring the Hegelian subject, mediating individu-
als within the class antagonism as personifications of economic categories to 
reproduce capitalist society via the process of accumulation. Value-form theory 
was later developed by Moishe Postone (1993) into a critique of the historically 
specific form of labour.4

6.2 Marxist State Theory

Theories of the state were certainly important to the approaches to totality dis-
cussed above. Yet much like the theory of value, these unsystematic approaches 
to the state explicitly or implicitly relied on Engels’ instrumentalist view. Such 
an instrumentalist state theory had been essential to the classical Marxist expla-
nations of the new stages of capitalism that had emerged as states engaged in 
imperialist projects or fiscal and monetary policies that temporarily staved off 
capitalism’s immiserating tendencies. Engelsian state theory had also been incor-
porated into the Western Hegelian notion of totality by conceiving of the state as 
an alienated instrument that could nevertheless be used to overcome alienation 
before dissolving itself, and into the Althusserian notion of totality, 
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which conceived of the state as a semi-autonomous instrument. Finally, although 
critical Marxism’s critique of negative totality conceived of the state as imma-
nent to capitalist totality, it did not do so in a systematic manner. Yet Marx’s own 
comments on the state in the critique of political economy went against any 
instrumentalist interpretation. So too did the political-economic reality of the late 
1960s and 1970s, in which states were unable to counteract anti-imperialist inde-
pendence movements and crisis tendencies. Such a background informed waves 
of state theories and state debates.

The Poulantzas–Miliband debate is probably the best known of these debates 
in the Anglophone world.5 Miliband (1969) is often portrayed as a proponent 
of the instrumentalist view of the state. However, it is more accurate to say that 
he developed a more sophisticated classical Marxist theory that conceived of 
the state as a neutral institution within the context of a broader theory of the 
monopolization of the institutions of capitalist political economy by the ruling 
class. Rather than simply wielding the state as an instrument, the ruling class had 
‘direct and indirect control over the state apparatus as well as over the economy 
and over the means of legitimating its rule’ (Clarke, 1991a: 19). On this basis, 
Miliband turned to documenting how capital exercised control over the state, 
thus limiting the extent of social-democratic reforms. Drawing on and develop-
ing the Althusserian interpretation of Marx, Poulantzas argues that the capitalist 
state is a semi-autonomous entity by virtue of the structural role it plays in repro-
ducing capitalist society. According to Poulantzas, the capitalist state does this 
within particular historical conjunctures by securing the reproduction of capital-
ism through ideological (as well as repressive) means that represent the interests 
of the capitalist class as a whole in opposition to those of particular capitalists, 
while simultaneously fragmenting the working class (Poulantzas, 2008).

The West German ‘state-derivation debate’ proceeded from value-form-the-
oretical premises.6 This debate was occasioned by the economic crisis that put 
an end to the Wirtschaftswunder (economic miracle) of the 1970s and Jürgen 
Habermas and Claus Offe’s state theories. As the term indicates, the conceptual 
framework of this debate was influenced by the New German Reading of Marx 
and the later rediscovery of Soviet legal scholar Evgeny Pashukanis. Pashukanis’ 
theory had differentiated itself from Marxist theories of the content of the state and 
come to focus on why the dominance of the capitalist class takes on the form of 
official state domination; it had done so by deriving the form of capitalist law and 
the capitalist state from commodity exchange (Knox, Chapter 48, this Handbook). 
Contributions to the state-derivation debate focused on explaining the necessary 
functions of the capitalist state and its limits, by deriving the form of the state from 
the dynamic of capital accumulation. The ensuing ‘world-market debate’, which 
featured many of the same participants, revolved around the issue of grounding a 
form-analytic conception of the state in the concrete context of the world market.7

The CSE (Conference of Socialist Economists) state debate integrated 
insights from the Poulantzas–Miliband debate, the state-derivation debate and 
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the world-market debate in an effort to answer the question of how to conceive 
the capitalist state within the context of the crisis of Keynesianism and the rise 
of monetarism in the UK. At the same time, participants in this debate sought to 
address the shortcomings of earlier debates in two ways: by developing a theory 
of capital and the state as forms of class struggle (Clarke, 1991b; Holloway and 
Picciotto, 1991) or by refining and integrating this theory into a Poulantzasian 
framework (Hirsch, 1991). Following the electoral victories of the New Right, 
participants in the CSE developed accounts of the restructuring and recomposi-
tion of the British state in the context of post-Fordism that built on their contribu-
tions to the original CSE state debate.8

6.3 Domestic Labour and the Subjugation of Gender

Engels, Kollontai and a number of other classical Marxists had written about 
women and the family. However, these theories treated women and the family 
as part of the superstructure, determined by the historical development of the 
class struggle and the productive forces. And despite Hegel’s focus on the 
family, Western Hegelian-Marxists had almost entirely neglected these topics. 
Althusser conceived of the family as a site of reproduction and interpellation. 
Horkheimer and Adorno critiqued the family as a site of socialization integral 
to the negative totality of capitalist society. Yet it was not until the rise of the 
feminist movement in the 1960s that Marxist feminists began to develop sys-
tematic theories of household production, domestic labour and the oppression 
of women (See Ferguson, Bhattacharya and Farris, Chapter 3, Farris, Chapter 
15,  Aruzza Chapter 74, Hensmen Chapter 78 of This Handbook).

Participants in the domestic-labour debate took up these issues by develop-
ing accounts of the role that domestic labour played in capital accumulation and 
reproduction. Some of the participants argued that domestic labour was produc-
tive labour and created surplus value. Others argued that domestic labour was 
non-productive but nevertheless essential to understanding capitalist accumula-
tion and reproduction. While the former position was popularized by the work 
of Dalla Costa and James (1975), the latter was systematized by Vogel (2013). 
Drawing on Marx’s comments in Capital, Vogel argued that non-productive 
labour that contributed to the maintenance of current and future generations 
of labour-power was reproductive labour. Vogel then proceeded to provide an 
account of how reproductive labour contributed to the reproduction of class 
and capitalist society. She developed a concept of domestic labour specific to 
capitalism without fixed gender assignment.

Later work by Roswitha Scholz (2014) went against Vogel, providing histori-
cal and value-theoretical accounts of the creation and subjugation of gender, the 
family and the gendered private sphere. Where Federici (2004) argued that these 
identities and institutions were created as part of the process of primitive accu-
mulation, Scholz’s ‘value dissociation theory’ posited that feminized identity, 
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domestic labour and the private sphere were created through a process of disso-
ciation and mutual mediation with value. Hence the gendered identity of women 
and household production took on the opposite qualities of masculine labour in 
the productive sphere. As moments in the negative totality of capitalist society, 
gender, domestic production and the private sphere must accordingly be abol-
ished alongside productive labour and value.

6.4 Imperialism and Racial Subjugation

The national liberation and civil rights movements that preceded and were some-
times continuous with the New Social Movements likewise animated new Marxist 
theories of imperialism and racial formation. Since these issues had essentially 
been neglected by Western Hegelian-Marxism, Althusserian Marxism and critical 
Marxism (with the partial exception of the study of anti-Semitism), the develop-
ment of systematic theories of these moments of totality harkened back to classi-
cal Marxist theories of imperialism, super-exploitation and racial formation, 
developed by Lenin and others (See Bhandar, Chapter 13 and Mohandesi, Chapter 
12, Haider Chapter 58, Wilson Chapter 60 of this Handbook).9

The proponents of dependency theory – such as Paul Baran, Paul Sweezy, 
Andre Gunder Frank and Walter Rodney – argued that the prosperity of the capi-
talist economies in the global North was premised on the colonization and under-
development of economies in the global South, which provided the developed 
economies in the global North with cheap labour and cheap raw materials that 
were the key to prosperity in these countries. World systems theorists – such as 
Immanuel Wallerstein, Samir Amin, Giovanni Arrighi and Beverly Silver – took 
up this core–periphery relation and analysed it in terms of the hegemonic rule of 
core countries over world systems characterized by global value chains realized 
as profits in the core.

The formation of race and racism was analysed within this context of capi-
talist and imperialist subjugation on an international and national level on the 
basis of dependency theory and world systems theory. Taking up and developing 
earlier theories of racial formation, which conceived of race in terms of imperial-
ist subjugation or the internal fragmentation of the working class, Balibar and 
Wallerstein (2011) argued that racial identities were created by the subordinate 
position of groups in the global capitalist division of labour.

In contrast to these approaches, critical Marxist thinkers such as Postone (2006) 
argued that the core–periphery and imperialist relations were elements of the total-
ity of the capitalist world market. Anti-imperialism and national liberation were 
not anti-capitalist movements. Racism was a pernicious type of identity formation 
premised on abjecting subjugated identities, while anti-Semitism presupposed the 
personalization of capitalist exploitation. Both of these types of racism scape-
goated oppressed minorities and failed to grasp totality. Along with anti-imperi-
alism and national liberation, they contributed to the reproduction of capitalism.
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6.5 Nature and Ecology

Finally, the environmental movement and environmental devastation wrought by 
capitalism was mirrored in the proliferation of Marxist theories of nature. While 
nature had essentially been neglected by Western Hegelian-Marxism, Adorno 
and Horkheimer’s idea of nature was essential to their critique of negative total-
ity. However, the wave of theories that developed in this period returned to and 
sought to develop a Marxist concept of nature on the basis of Marx’s comments 
on nature in his critique of political economy, with especial focus on its ecologi-
cal dimension (Huber, Chapter 39, and Saito, Chapter 37, this Handbook).

This philological approach was pioneered by Schmidt (1971), who also first 
drew attention to Marx’s concept of metabolism. However, in distinction to the 
ecological approaches to Marx’s conception of nature, Schmidt was interested 
in providing a more thorough grounding for Adorno and Horkheimer’s idea of 
nature in a Marxist conception of nature that distinguished itself from classical 
Marxism. In contrast to Engels, Schmidt argued that Marx’s idea of the metabo-
lism with nature held that ‘the whole of nature is socially mediated and, inversely, 
society is mediated through nature as a component of total reality’ (Schmidt, 
1971: 79). This is because Marx states that ‘by acting on the external world and 
changing it’, humanity ‘at the same time changes his own nature’. Consequently, 
contra Engels and classical Marxism, ‘In a wrongly organized society, the control 
of nature, however highly developed, remains at the same time an utter subjection 
to nature’ (Schmidt, 1971: 42).

The ensuing work on Marx’s theory of nature followed Schmidt’s method 
from an ecological perspective. James O’Connor (1991) developed an ecological- 
crisis theory on the basis of what he termed the ‘second contradiction of capital’. 
Mirroring some of the arguments in the domestic-labour debate, and drawing 
on Capital, O’Connor argued that capitalist production treats nature as a free 
gift, realized in profits, but also in the destruction and crises of nature. Foster 
(2000) drew together Marx’s theory of alienation and the notion of metabolic rift 
to develop his influential approach to eco-Marxism. He argued that capitalism 
separates humanity from nature, while accumulation leads to ecological deple-
tion and crisis.

7. THE RETURN TO TOTALITY

The revival of Marxism that followed the 2007–8 crisis has led to a return to 
theories of totality. These new theories of totality draw on and incorporate dif-
ferent approaches to the systematic development of the moments that the earlier 
approaches to totality had neglected, and they try to overcome the criticisms of 
economism, essentialism and one-dimensionality levelled at earlier approaches 
to totality. Nonetheless, these new approaches draw on and share premises with 
the theories of totality discussed above.
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The approach Jason W. Moore has developed incorporates the classical Marxist 
notion of capitalism as a historical totality into his account of the historical emer-
gence and impending decline of capitalism as a world ecological system. Moore 
(2015) draws together and extends the classical Marxist neo-Ricardian notion of 
exploitation to conceive of capitalism as a way of managing nature premised on 
‘four cheaps’: labour, food, energy and raw materials that are realized in profit. 
Patel and Moore (2018) add three more ‘cheaps’ to this theory: money, care and 
lives. In conjunction with world systems theory’s neo-classical Marxist theory of 
imperialism, Moore argues that capitalism has developed as a historical totality 
driven by strategies of cheapness. The impending decline of capitalism is due to 
a crisis of cheapness, stemming from the fact that this process of expansion has 
reached its limits. To move beyond capitalism, Moore calls for ecological repara-
tions, the overcoming of cheapness and the creation of an ecological democracy.

John Milios and a number of co-authors (Milios et  al., 2002; Milios and 
Sotiropoulos, 2009) have developed a neo-Althusserian theory of totality that 
articulates value-form theory and imperialism. Following the Althusserian concep-
tion of the ‘primacy of class struggle’, Milios contends that the capitalist mode of 
production (CMP) is constituted by two contradictions. The ‘principal contradic-
tion’ is the ‘contradiction’ of the relations of production, which ‘divides society 
into two fundamental (and unequal) classes: the capitalist and working classes’ 
(Milios and Sotiropoulos, 2009: 131). Yet in the CMP, these ‘agents of production 
embody other secondary power relations (contradictions)’ because ‘certain rela-
tions of production presuppose the existence of specific legal-political and ideolog-
ical relations: the so-called superstructure’ (Milios and Sotiropoulos, 2009: 132). 
Therefore, while these ‘secondary contradictions are not the pure expressions of 
the principal contradiction’, they ‘actually constitute its condition of existence, just 
as the principal contradiction constitutes their condition of existence’ (Milios and 
Sotiropoulos, 2009: 132). Thus, rather than a one-way determinism, for Milios, 
the relationship between these contradictions is reciprocal; for, while in the ‘last 
instance’ the relations of production ultimately ‘determine the general form of the 
superstructure’, these secondary determinations also possesses ‘relative autonomy’ 
and act on the base (Milios and Sotiropoulos, 2009: 132). Consequently, the CMP 
‘is not exclusively an economic relation. It applies at all levels of society (social 
instances). It also includes the core of (capitalist) political and ideological rela-
tions of power, that is the particular structure of the capitalist state’ (Milios and 
Sotiropoulos, 2009: 105). Adapting Lenin, the CMP also manifests itself in a global 
imperialist chain. Multiple capitals and states vie for accumulation and expansion, 
encapsulating a complex internally contradictory global class struggle. Overcoming 
capitalism thus consists in breaking the chain via the conquest of state power.

Nancy Fraser’s systematic ‘crisis-critique of capitalism as an institutionalized 
social order’ sets out to overcome the economism of classical Marxism and the 
essentialism of Western Hegelian-Marxism (Fraser and Jaeggi, 2018). Drawing 
on Vogel, Federici, Habermas, Offe, O’Connor, Bellamy-Foster, Moore and 
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world systems theory, Fraser develops a conception of capitalism as a crisis-prone  
totality premised on the contradictory relationship between the ‘foreground’ of 
the economy and the ‘background’ of social reproduction, nature and the state.10 
In a manner akin to Moore’s extension of the classical Marxist notion of exploi-
tation, Fraser argues that these foreground–background conditions are contra-
dictory and crisis-prone because the capitalist economy treats the background 
conditions as free gifts that are realized in profit. This consequently undermines 
social reproduction, nature and/or the state, leading to crises. Fraser advocates 
for a new idea of socialism in which the foreground–background relationship 
of these domains constitutive of capitalism is overcome and, mirroring Hegel 
and Western Hegelian-Marxism, in which the norms in these domains take on a 
relationship of equality that is expressed in a democratic market socialist state.

In contrast to the economism of classical Marxism and the woolly humanism  
of Western Hegelian-Marxism, Bonefeld (2014) draws on the work of 
Horkheimer, Adorno, Backhaus, Reichelt, Postone, Johannes Agnoli, Simon 
Clarke and others to develop a critique of negative totality as a critique of eco-
nomic and social objectivity. Bonefeld conceives of such a historically specific 
totality as dependent on primitive accumulation. The ensuing class dynamic of 
antagonistic reproduction that issues from these conditions thus constitutes and 
reproduces the ‘perverted’ and autonomous social whole in which the supersen-
sible real abstractions of value subsist through the sensuous practice of class 
struggle. The capitalist state, which is separate from yet integral to the economy, 
perpetuates class relations by ‘facilitating the (free) economy as a politically 
ordered freedom’. My own recent work (O’Kane, 2021a, 2021b) has sought fur-
ther to develop this notion of negative totality, drawing on Schmidt and Adorno’s 
notion of domination of nature, Horkheimer and Adorno’s account of maimed 
subjectivity and Kirstin Munro’s (2019) critique of reproductive labour to pro-
vide an account of how these moments of society are mediated by and mediate 
accumulation and reproduction, thus incorporating early critical theory and the 
new reading of Marx into a new interpretation of the negative totality of capitalist 
society. In this approach, in contrast to the anti-imperialist, nationalist and state-
centric approaches of the other new theories, emancipation is conceived as the 
abolition of negative totality.

CONCLUSION

Rather than providing a definitive Marxist approach to totality, this chapter has 
shown how a variety of approaches to totality have sought to extend and complete 
Marx’s critique of political economy as a double-faceted critique of (1) approaches 
that fail to grasp history and society as a totality and (2) the system of bourgeois 
society as a whole from the perspective of its emancipatory overcoming. Following 
the crisis of Marxism and of theories of totality, I have also outlined the return to 
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theories of totality in the wake of the 2007–8 crisis that have drawn on systematic 
theories of the moments of totality – value, the state, domestic labour and the sub-
jugation of women, imperialism and racial subjugation, nature and ecology – that 
were neglected or under-systemized in earlier approaches. Barring the emancipa-
tory transformation of capitalist totality, we can expect that the development of 
Marxist theories that seek to grasp capitalism as totality from the perspective of its 
emancipatory transformation will continue to flourish.

Notes

1  I would like to thank the anonymous readers for their detailed comments and the editors for their 
support and patience. Any errors or foreshortened understandings of totality in what follows stem 
from the author’s partial grasp of the whole.

2  The contributions to this debate are collected in the Communist Research Cluster’s reader, European 
Socialism and Communism, available at https://communistresearchcluster.wordpress.com/readers/. 
Last accessed 21 June 2021.

3  ‘Structuralism’ is a loose term, which has become the standard way of referring to the predominant 
interpretation of Althusser’s most influential interpretation of Marx. I use it to provide an overview of 
this influential interpretation.

4  For a global overview of these value debates, see Hoff (2016).
5  For an overview, see Barrow (1993).
6  For an overview and translations of the contributions to the debate, see Holloway and Picciotto (1978).
7  For an overview of the world-market debate, see ten Brink and Nachtwey (2008). Unfortunately, the 

contributions to this debate by Christel Neusüss, Klaus Busch and Claudia von Braunmühl have not 
been translated.

8  These contributions to the CSE debate are collected in Clarke (1991a). The contributions to the 
recomposition debate are in Bonefeld and Holloway (1991).

9  Angela Davis’ important work, which combines ‘classical’ commitments with the legacy of critical 
theory, especially Marcuse, is a notable exception.

10  Fraser’s notion of totality draws on and overlaps with the notion of totality developed by social repro-
duction theory (Ferguson et al., Chapter 3, this Handbook).
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INTRODUCTION

As the logic of contradiction, dialectics has a long pre-history before Marx, one as 
long as the history of philosophy itself. But the adventure of the dialectic, as Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty put it (1973), did not start again until the late modern period, when 
Immanuel Kant rediscovered the problem of the dialectic in The Critique of Pure 
Reason. This rediscovery had massive implications for the rest of the history of phi-
losophy and constitutes the essential pre-history of Marxist dialectics. Kant’s redis-
covery also shapes the contemporary reception of Marx’s dialectic, since the debate 
between Kant and Hegel on the limits and scope of dialectical reason has never 
ended. In appropriating Hegel’s dialectic for the critique of political economy, the 
status of dialectics in Marxism has been ambiguous, oscillating between efforts to 
circumscribe dialectics to a particular field of knowledge production and affirmations 
of dialectics as a universal science of being and thinking. What one might call the 
main tension between Kant and Hegel, or the tension between critique or system, 
runs throughout the conceptual history of Marxist dialectics.

KANT’S REHABILITATION OF DIALECTICS

In his 1763 work, ‘An Essay to Introduce the Concept of Negative Magnitudes 
into Philosophy’, Kant argues that nature exhibits real oppositions that go 
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beyond the formal ones that only exist in thought. Real oppositions are a ‘law of 
reality’ that Newtonian physics accepts in the mathematical concept of negative 
magnitudes. As Kant states, anticipating Hegel’s discussion of magnitude in the 
Science of Logic, ‘negative magnitudes are not negations of magnitudes … but 
something truly positive in themselves, only opposed to the other’ (Kant, 1992: 
215; Marcuse, 2014: 139). But Kant’s discussion of real opposition was limited 
to natural science and did not rise to the level of general thought-determinations 
for reality itself. In other words, the dialectic for Kant could not be a universal 
science of being, or any kind of ontology.

In his critical period, Kant elaborates what he means by dialectical thinking in 
the discussion of the ‘transcendental dialectic’ in The Critique of Pure Reason. 
Here, dialectical thinking is at once necessary for human reason, and yet illusory. 
The illusion of dialectical thinking arises when concepts go beyond the limits 
of possible experience, and hence thinking arrives at what Kant refers to as the 
antinomies: that the universe can be understood as infinite or finite, or that human 
freedom can be thought of as determined or as irreducible to the laws of nature. 
These positions have equal weight, because they are not bounded by empirical 
intuitions; for instance, concepts such as totality can only be grasped as some-
thing postulated, i.e. as a regulative ideal. It is important to stress that for Kant, 
this transcendental dialectic is part of our thinking, even if it produces illusions. 
We cannot give up dialectics or metaphysical speculation, any more than one may 
give up breathing (Kant, 2002: 156).

As Kant famously sought to limit knowledge to make room for faith, he like-
wise limited the scope of dialectics, denying its ontological claims. In contrast to 
Spinoza, Kant abjures the idea of intellectual intuition of the infinite. Instead, for 
Kant, we can only think the infinite without ever hoping to know it. Against medi-
eval and Leibnizian metaphysics, traditional concepts like God and freedom were 
reconstituted as assumptions for practical reason, as regulative ideas to strive for, 
but not as knowable things of theoretical reason.

FICHTE AND SCHELLING

It is Johann Gottlieb Fichte who resurrected the idea of intellectual intuition 
against Kant. But in contrast to Spinoza, intellectual intuition is not an intuition 
of the infinite as a substantial reality, but an intuition of the activity of the Ego. 
The Fichtean Ego, or ‘I’, attempts in its activity to overcome what is other than 
itself, i.e. it strives to overcome the ‘non-ego’ as an act of practical reason. Put 
differently, Fichte posits a never-ending process of the Ego trying to overcome 
empirical intuition, without any moment of reconciliation. The truth for Fichte 
must be proved through activity, or through the movement of the concept over-
coming (i.e. sublating) what is external to itself. The immediacy of experience is 
thus negated and overcome in favor of a mediating process. For Fichte, however, 
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it is not a question of positing the mere givenness of certain conceptual categories, 
as Kant had done, but of showing how concepts overturn and develop into one 
another. This development and overturning of concepts is possible through the 
attempt of the ‘I’ to be free of external matter, and Fichte classifies philosophers 
as ‘dogmatic realists’ (such as Spinoza and the French materialists) or as critical 
‘idealists’ like Kant and himself. Either one understands the ideality of the world 
as a structure of subjectivity with Kant, or one dogmatically asserts the objectivity 
of the world by forgetting one’s own freedom (Fichte, 1992: 92).

Friedrich Schelling went on to challenge his mentor Fichte, accusing him 
of privileging subjective concepts over objective intuitions. Put otherwise, this 
meant Schelling challenged the Fichtean Ego’s domination over nature. In their 
correspondence, Fichte accused Schelling (and, by extension, Schelling’s intel-
lectual partner from the Tübingen seminary, Hegel) of returning to a dogmatic 
realism against a proper idealism. By giving equal weight to a philosophy of 
nature, Schelling was breaking from Fichte’s subjectivism, and hence return-
ing to ‘Spinozism’. Fichte initially wished to paper over these differences 
with Schelling, declaring to the latter: ‘I do not want to make you [and Hegel], 
but solely Spinoza, into my opponent’ ((Fichte and Schelling, 2012: 73). But 
Schelling made it clear that the differences between them were too real to ignore. 
‘Your view that you have annihilated nature with your system is not unintel-
ligible, though for the greater part of it, on the contrary, you do not get beyond 
nature’ ((Fichte and Schelling, 2012: 64). For Schelling, it made no difference 
to grasp the absolute from the side of the idea or the side of nature, or what 
Spinoza previously had discovered as the parallel attributes of mind and exten-
sion. Relative to these two, the absolute was a ‘point of indifference’, with the 
subjective and the objective sides functioning like negative and positive poles of 
a magnet. In one of his final letters to his old mentor, Schelling located Fichte’s 
main problem as follows: ‘You believe you have fulfilled the whole demand of 
speculation through the latter [viz. taking the path of the finite ego]; and here is 
one chief point on which we differ’ (Fichte, 1992: 241–85).

HEGEL’S DIALECTIC

According to Hegel, insofar as Schelling accepted the rigid distinction between 
the understanding (i.e. the faculty comprising those formal categories that grasp 
finite objects) and reason proper (i.e. the faculty that can grasp the infinite), he 
remained within the confines of Kant and Fichte’s critical philosophies. Schelling 
had inherited from Fichte the dialectical overcoming of conceptual moments into 
larger wholes, but he also inherited Fichte’s inability to resolve the contradiction 
between thinking and reality. Further, when it came to the absolute itself, 
Schelling did not see it as resulting from a dialectical process of thinking, but as 
something intuited in an undialectical leap from the finite into the infinite. The 
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standpoint of reason in Schelling annihilates the position of the understanding, 
as the absolute cannot be understood via proofs or other mediating principles. 
Instead, reason for Schelling is entirely free of proofs. To know reality, then, is 
not a question of discursive reason, and art replaces philosophy as the real orga-
non for intuiting the absolute. The dialectical reason of the philosopher is inca-
pable of knowing the absolute, unlike the savant or artistic genius who knows 
through immediate intuition (Lukács, 1980: 144).

The meaning of negation in Hegel has a different meaning than a simple break 
from what is finite. Dialectical negativity now means a movement of negation, 
preservation, and elevation towards a higher determinate whole. What Hegel 
means by the German phrase Aufhebung, or sublation, is not to simply to ‘cancel’ 
something, but to overcome what is merely contingent about a thing in favor 
of what is necessary and essential. Put differently, to sublate something does 
not just mean to erase, but to deepen. The main programmatic thesis of Hegel’s 
Jena Phenomenology, that the truth is the whole, grasps totality not as some-
thing immediate or abstract – as in Schelling’s ‘intellectual intuition’ – but as the 
result of a process of human cognition and history. This human activity, or the 
structures of consciousness, history, and culture that humans traverse to know 
the absolute, is what Hegel calls ‘spirit’, or ‘mind’ (Geist). The labor of spirit, 
or what Hegel refers to in the Phenomenology as ‘the tremendous power of the 
negative’, replaces the aristocratic intuition of the absolute with what the late 
Schelling will call a ‘plebeian’ form of philosophizing: that knowledge of the 
absolute is inseparable from the mundane activities of human beings laboring, 
struggling, and thinking (Hegel, 1977: 19; Schelling, 2007: 145).

This contrast to Schelling helps shed more light on the nature of the Hegelian 
dialectic in the Phenomenology. It also helps to illuminate famous, but equally 
obscure, passages. For instance, when Hegel argues that it is not enough to com-
prehend truth as substance but that it must be grasped as subject as well, he is 
not simply negating Schellingean substance in favor of a Fichtean subject. He 
is arguing that the absolute in Schelling’s system is undifferentiated and barren, 
precisely because it is assumed ‘like a shot from a pistol’ instead of something 
that is proven in a system. Schelling’s romantic Spinozism thus degenerates into 
a kind of Parmenideanism, where the absolute is ‘the metaphysical night’ where 
all difference is obliterated and ‘all cows are black’ (Hegel, 1977: 7). If the abso-
lute lacks a systematic structure, if we do not appreciate this motor of negation 
and development as inherent to the whole itself, then the whole can only be dog-
matically assumed, but not grasped scientifically. The absolute is a syllogism, 
and the ‘autobiography of God’ that Hegel can be seen to write is an extended 
proof of his existence (Hegel, 2008: 192).

Philosophy as described in Plato’s Symposium is a love of wisdom but is not 
itself knowledge of wisdom. If this is what philosophy means in its strict sense, 
then Hegel cannot be strictly speaking a philosopher. In Hegel’s system, the abso-
lute is cognized as the essential moment in a system of knowledge. Wisdom is not 
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only possible, but something already achieved. We thus transition from philoso-
phy to science (in the expansive sense connoted by the German Wissenschaft), 
i.e. from the love of wisdom to actual wisdom (Hegel, 1977: 3). In Reason and 
Revolution, Marcuse makes the point that ‘The Preface to the Phenomenology is 
one of the greatest philosophical undertakings of all times, constituting no less 
an attempt than to reinstate philosophy [not merely as the love of wisdom, but] 
as the highest form of human knowledge, as “the Science”’ (Marcuse, 2000: 97).

Within the context of Hegel’s metaphysical logic, he defines the dialectic as 
‘the immanent self-activity of the object of thought going beyond itself, but this 
activity remains within the scope of the original determination itself’ (Hegel, 
2008: 73). The dialectic of the Science of Logic shows how the absolute Idea dif-
ferentiates and realizes itself as a concrete reality, through what Hegel calls ‘the 
tremendous power of the negative’ (Hegel, 1977: 19). These negations of the Idea 
from more abstract expressions to more concrete ones follow the Idea through 
three distinct phases. The first phase grasps the Idea in its pure immediacy in 
the doctrine of Being; the second phase grasps the Idea as a negative unity of 
opposites in the doctrine of Essence; and finally, the third phase grasps the Idea 
as a positive unity of itself with what is other in the doctrine of the Concept. 
Throughout these conceptual transitions, the movement the dialectic traces are 
the movements of the same Idea. For Hegel, progress in knowledge is a return to 
what was always already at the beginning, and so real progress is achieved when 
we recognize the circular nature of the infinite (Hegel, 1991: 39).

At the end of the Science of Logic, the Idea recognizes itself as complete, or as 
able to integrate within itself all the essential moments and categories of think-
ing. The Idea does not undergo any more mediation or negation at the very end of 
its development, but instead ‘releases’ (or ‘freely discharges’) itself into Nature, 
i.e. the totality of finite matter in motion (Hegel, 2010: 753). Or, as the Lectures 
on Logic puts it, ‘[t]he difference between God and the world exists only for the 
consciousness which makes such a distinction’ (Hegel, 2008: 227). Since there 
is no absolute or real difference between the Idea and the world in Hegel, we 
can also say that the Idea at the end of the Logic reveals itself to be Nature. This 
is what Lenin called the tendency of absolute idealism to transform itself into 
dialectical materialism, since, as he puts it, the Idea ‘stretches its hand’ towards 
nature (Anderson, 1995: 244).

THE YOUNG HEGELIANS

It is a misnomer to call Bruno Bauer or Ludwig Feuerbach Hegelians in the strict 
sense of the word. They were stamped with the birthmarks of the Hegelian system, 
but their break from Hegel incorporated older Kantian and Fichtean themes into 
their respective theoretical positions. Bauer characterized Hegel as a philosopher 
who tried to synthesize the opposite poles of Fichtean self-consciousness and 
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Spinozian substance, ultimately building a house that was divided against itself 
(Moggach, 2003: 108). Bauer called for a more activist conception of dialectics 
that went beyond the perceived stolid edifice of the Hegelian system; he inaugu-
rated an entire trend of left-criticism of Hegel that tried to – in Georg Lukács’ turn 
of phrase – ‘out-Hegel Hegel’ (Lukács, 1971: xxiii). However, in this attempt to 
go beyond Hegel, Bauer merely returned to Fichte, and specifically back to 
Fichte’s criticisms of the Spinozistic (i.e. materialist) elements in Schelling and 
Hegel. This opposition of self-consciousness as opposed to substance is also 
reproduced in Bauer’s distinction between the progressiveness of Hegel’s method 
as opposed to the perceived static nature of the system. This opposition between 
method and system that we find in Marx and Engels originates in Bauer’s own 
theory of critique, along with their shared rejection of the absolute Idea as the 
lynchpin of Hegel’s conservative system.

Another important source of young Hegelian criticism is not so obvious at 
first, but scholars like Manfred Frank have made this connection clearer. The late 
Schelling’s critique of Hegel, even if couched in a new philosophy of mythol-
ogy and revelation, had a profound if indirect influence on the young Hegelians, 
including Feuerbach (Frank, 1989). As liberals, republicans, and radical demo-
crats, the young Hegelians denounced the conservative Schelling as a lackey of 
throne and altar. But Schelling’s criticisms of Hegel’s alleged weaknesses did not 
go unnoticed, and in construing Hegel’s philosophy as essentially ‘negative’, i.e. 
formal and abstract, Schelling emphasized ‘positive’ existence over the concept. 
Schelling’s claim that Hegel’s identity of subject and object was a conceptual far-
rago helped influence the evolution of Feuerbach to completely abandon the abso-
lute in favor of the finite and philosophical anthropology (Breckman, 2001: 102).

THE YOUNG MARX AND THE DIALECTIC

In collaborating against the Bauer brothers in The Holy Family (1845), Marx and 
Engels took up Feuerbach’s humanist criticism of metaphysics and Hegelianism. 
Specifically, they accepted that the metaphysics of Descartes, Spinoza, and 
Leibniz had already been ‘overthrown’ in the criticisms of Pierre Bayle, and they 
subjected the dialectic of Bauer’s ‘critical criticism’ to hilarious parody. It is hard 
to demarcate where their criticism of Bauer begins and where the criticism of 
Hegel ends, but Marx and Engels make clear that the empiricism of Feuerbach’s 
anthropology and the philosophical legacy of French materialism provide the 
main philosophical orientation of the communist proletariat. John Locke’s empiri-
cism, as refined by Helvetius, in turn contributes the logical basis for Babeuf’s 
conspiracy, from which modern socialism is born (Marx and Engels, 1975a: 131).

Marx and Engels also elaborated upon Feuerbach’s critique of dialectics’ 
‘magical’ transformation and inversion of abstract concepts into things. In con-
trast to the position of materialism, Hegel was an idealist, and the Bauer brothers 
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vulgar idealists, since all of them reified abstractions (such as the absolute Idea 
or self-consciousness) into concrete entities. Substituting the idea for the real 
leads to the liquidation of experience, putting the conceptual cart before the 
material horse (Marx and Engels, 1975b: 58). In the German Ideology (1845), 
Marx and Engels go further in accusing Feuerbach of liquidating real history 
in favor of the conceptual abstractions of humanism (Marx and Engels, 1998); 
Marx will repeat many of the same charges about the formalism of Hegel’s 
‘absolute method’ in his polemic against Proudhon, The Poverty of Philosophy 
(1847). While Marx pillories Proudhon for misunderstanding certain nuances 
of Hegel, he also repeats what Marx calls Hegel’s ‘sacramental formula’ of 
‘thesis, antithesis, synthesis’, or ‘affirmation, negation, negation of negation’ 
(Marx and Engels, 1975c: 163).

The German Ideology announced that the absolute Idea was not only dead, but 
rotting, obscuring the real misery and backwardness of German class society. In 
contrast to the formal abstractions of the German Idealists, which leave the status 
quo intact, material analysis and social critique had to be resolutely empirical and 
historical, constituting what Marx and Engels called the materialistic conception 
of history. There was only one science and that was the science of history. But in 
radicalizing Feuerbach’s critique of Hegel and historicizing it, at this early stage 
Marx and Engels lost the Hegelian process of abstraction and the emphasis on 
logical forms needed to grasp history. This tarrying with concepts, or what Marx 
will call the determinate abstractions of economic categories in Capital, is miss-
ing, and instead we are offered in the German Ideology a historical empiricism 
with faint Hegelian overtones (Morris, 2016). Further, this historical empiricism 
assumes not only the Kantian dualism between intuitions and concepts, but also 
the Fichtean dualism between human activity and nature. We see this Fichtean 
dualism emerge explicitly in Marx’s first thesis on Feuerbach, when Marx con-
trasts active praxis with the sensuous object (Rose, 1981: 215).

Nonetheless, the early Marx did go further in his appreciation of Hegelian 
dialectics than Feuerbach, and we find elements of this appreciation in the 1844 
Paris Manuscripts. Marx argues in Hegelian terms that communism represents 
‘the negation of the negation’ of social contradictions. It is the solution to the rid-
dle of history (Marx, 1959: 43). The contradictions of essence and appearance, 
freedom and necessity, will have found resolution under communism, and man 
as a universal being of nature – a ‘species-being’ that reproduces the whole of 
nature through its activity – will flourish. Further, however much Marx criticizes 
the Phenomenology of Spirit as a mystical story of alienated self-consciousness 
(which reminds one more of Bauer than of Hegel), Marx understands the esoteric 
side of the Phenomenology as a story about alienated human labor in history 
(Marx, 1959: 67). Hegel’s idea of absolute negativity and the negation of the 
negation, categories that Feuerbach outright rejected as idealist, Marx assimi-
lates as the essential logic of history, of human beings negating their immedi-
ate experience through appropriating and humanizing their environment. This 
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negativity, or the externalization and objectification of human powers in science, 
art, technology, and industry, is itself alienated under capitalism, and requires the 
second negation enacted by communism (Marx, 1959: 43).

MARX RETURNS TO THE SCIENCE OF LOGIC

If the young Marx appropriated certain categories and styles of thinking from the 
Phenomenology of Spirit, the later Marx appropriated from Hegel a second time 
in 1857–8. In the Grundrisse, Marx is arguably much more Hegelian at the level 
of methodology than he ever was (Dunayevskaya, 2003: 61). But this time, it was 
mostly from Hegel’s Science of Logic that Marx gained inspiration. He wrote to 
Engels in January of 1858 how their friend Freiligrath ‘found and made a present 
of several volumes of Hegel, originally the property of Bakunin’. Marx explains 
the tremendous effect re-reading Hegel had on him: ‘I have thrown over the 
whole doctrine of profit as it existed up to now. In the method of treatment the 
fact that by mere accident I have again glanced through Hegel’s Logic has been 
of great service to me’ (Marx and Engels, 1942: 102).

In his correspondence with Lassalle, Marx had admitted that the Hegelian 
dialectic was the ‘last word’ in philosophy: ‘This [Hegelian] dialectic is, to be 
sure, the ultimate word in philosophy and hence there is all the more need to 
divest it of the mystical aura given it by Hegel’ (Marx and Engels, 1983: 316). 
Marx confided to Engels his rather low opinion of Lassalle’s own felicity with 
Hegelian dialectics. Writing about Lassalle’s Heraclitus study, Marx told Engels 
that Lassalle ‘will learn to his cost that to bring a science by criticism to the 
point where it can be dialectically presented is an altogether different thing from 
applying an abstract ready-made system of logic to mere inklings of such a sys-
tem’ (Marx and Engels, 1942: 123). Here, Marx argues that one cannot apply 
the dialectic as a formal method of categories to a ready-made object. Rather, it 
is imperative to show how the object of science itself develops dialectically. In 
another letter, Marx returns to Lassalle’s formalistic handling of the dialectic: 
‘The ideologising [of Lassalle] pervades everything and the dialectical method 
is falsely applied. Hegel never called dialectics the subsumption of a mass of 
“cases” under a general principle’ (Marx and Engels, 1942: 129).

In these statements, we see how far Marx had come from the Feuerbachian 
criticism that the Hegelian dialectic is a pan-logical system of abstract reifica-
tions. The conceptual categories used to understand an object are not separate 
from that object’s own development, and hence we return to Hegel’s point that 
the conceptual method is one with its content. Marx’s re-acquaintance with the 
Science of Logic also goaded him to criticize Feuerbach, but from a Hegelian 
position, as we see in another letter to Engels: ‘The gentlemen in Germany (all 
except the theological reactionaries) think Hegel’s dialectic is a “dead horse.” 
Feuerbach has much to answer for in this respect’ (Marx and Engels, 1942: 233).
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Marx goes beyond the Kantian dualism of concept and intuition, or thinking and 
matter, when he invokes Hegelian dialectics as the organon for understanding mat-
ter. In a letter to Kugelmann from 1870, he writes about Friedrich Albert Lange’s 
empiricist reaction to his economic writings: ‘Lange is naïve enough to say that I 
“move with rare freedom” in empirical matter. He has not the slightest idea that this 
“free movement in matter” is nothing but a paraphrase for the method of dealing 
with matter – that is, the dialectical method’ (Marx and Engels, 1942: 201).

For Marx, the Hegelian dialectic is the essential method for understanding the 
laws of thinking and material motion. Further, the method was not only limited 
to the critique of political economy, as we shall see below. In letters to Joseph 
Dietzgen, Engels, and others, Marx on a few occasions expressed his wish to 
write an independent treatise on dialectics. He told Dietzgen that ‘once my work 
on economics is finished, I shall write a Dialectics. The laws of Dialectics have 
been formulated by Hegel, though in mystical form. What we have to do has 
to strip it of that form’ (Dietzgen, 1917: 180). Thus, it was Marx’s intention to 
materialistically reconstruct Hegel’s dialectic (something he will mention again 
in the afterword to the second German edition of Capital), and it should be noted 
that this was no idle wish. Marx projected ‘2–3 sheets’ (around 80 pages) on 
the ‘rational aspect’ of Hegel’s dialectic, and we see the elements of such a long 
essay in a notebook of Marx’s from 1860–1, which ‘includes the beginnings of 
a summary of Hegel’s Logic; the summary [specifically] includes Hegel’s doc-
trine of “Being”, and it breaks off after a few lines on the doctrine on “Essence”’ 
(O’Malley, 1977: 30).

DIALECTICAL METHOD AND SYSTEM IN MARX AND ENGELS

In his writings, Engels distinguished scientific socialism and dialectics from 
‘metaphysics’. If Hegel’s absolute Idea was outmoded, then the dialectical 
method remained essential to understanding natural and social phenomena. But 
however insightful and brilliant Engels’ explanations of dialectics against Eugen 
Dühring were, there remained a fundamental flaw in Engels’ presentation. Since 
he repeated the young Hegelians’ separation of method and system, Engels also 
repeated their dualisms (Engels, 1954: 39). The forms of thought essential to 
dialectics are not deduced from a concept of reality (as they are in Hegel’s move-
ment of categories from being to the absolute Idea) but are posited and assumed 
as products of empirical investigation and natural science. The problem is that 
the necessity of these dialectical laws cannot be demonstrated through sense-
perception; it cannot be seen with the naked eye. They are verifiable as essential 
concepts of reality and thought but cannot be treated like inductive generaliza-
tions to be falsified by further experimentation. Thus, the necessity of Engels’ 
three dialectical laws – the law of the unity and conflict of opposites, the law of 
the passage of quantitative changes into qualitative changes, and the law of the 
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negation of the negation – are more postulated than actually proven (Engels, 
1954: 165–79).

Marx was also inspired by Eugen Dühring’s attacks to write a new afterword 
for the second German edition of Capital. There, he explicates what he means 
by dialectical method, quoting favorably from a review of Capital written by I. I. 
Kaufmann. As Kaufmann put it:

The one thing which is important for Marx is to find the law of the phenomena … Of still 
greater importance to him is the law … of their development, i.e., of their transition from 
one form into another … Marx treats the social movement as a process of natural history 
governed by laws. (Marx, 1982: 102)

Marx found this formulation absolutely congenial to his scientific approach: 
‘Here the reviewer pictures what he takes to be my own actual method, in a strik-
ing and, as far as concerns my own application of it, generous way. But what else 
is he depicting but the dialectical method?’ (Marx, 1982: 102). The movement 
from the abstract to the concrete, the conceptual determinations and transitions of 
the commodity-form, as an ‘economic germ cell’ that Marx traces to grasp value 
in its ‘pure form’, echoes, as Engels knew, the movement of categories we see 
in Hegel’s Science of Logic, particularly in the transition from Being to Essence 
(Marx and Engels, 1942: 495).

According to Marx, one needs the force of abstraction to break through 
appearances, and such a critical moment of negation is necessary to break up the 
blur that reality initially presents itself as to us (Marx, 1982: 90). We do this by 
elucidating the conceptual form of the object, and thereby unlock its essence. In 
terms of the critique of political economy, the logic of the value-form must be 
resolved and comprehended before we can understand the empirical history of 
capitalism. Indeed, Marx does not start with the pure contingent fact of capital-
ism divorced from its conceptual logic; he does not start with the pure fact, but 
sees, like Hegel, how the empirical is a universal (or, as Lenin expresses it in his 
notebooks on Hegel, ‘the sensuous is a universal’ (Lenin, 1976: 277)). According 
to Engels, value for Marx is not a conceptual fiction, or a Kantian postulate, but 
an essential determination of capitalism as a historical system (Marx and Engels, 
1942: 527). It is part of its definition.

In various passages in Capital, Marx affirms what Engels will later codify in 
Anti-Dühring as the three ‘dialectical laws’. From describing the proletariat’s 
‘expropriation of the expropriators [the bourgeoisie]’ as a negation of the nega-
tion (Marx, 1982: 929), to accepting in another passage the dialectics of quan-
titative changes turning into qualitative ones (Marx, 1982: 423), Marx repeats 
what he told his correspondents: that dialectics is a science for understanding 
the laws of nature and society. In Capital, Marx states that the essence of the 
Hegelian dialectic is its understanding of ‘contradiction’ (Marx, 1982: 744), and 
this dialectic is just as applicable to the seeming paradoxes of elliptical motion as 
to the economic law of the motion of capital (Marx, 1982: 198). Further, in the 
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third volume of Capital, Marx repeats the old categories of German Idealism to 
comprehend the transition from a realm of necessity to a realm of freedom under 
communism. As categories, freedom and necessity are not treated formally, but 
as the real conceptual determinations of human beings in society and in nature 
(Marx, 1991: 958–9). They have ontological, and not merely formal, import.

What Marx, alongside Engels, retains is a Feuerbachian interpretation of Hegel’s 
Idea as a kind of Platonic demiurge. This understanding of Hegel’s absolute as a 
formal and negative abstraction stems ultimately from Feuerbach’s empiricist style 
of critique, with all its late Schellingian overtones. Such a contrast with Hegel’s 
idealism enables Marx to cast his method as materialist, while Hegel’s idealism can 
only mystify and distort the ‘critical and revolutionary’ nature of his own dialectics. 
For Marx, who declares himself a pupil of Hegel, we should not treat Hegel like 
a ‘dead dog’ à la Dühring but acknowledge that idealism has turned Hegel upside 
down. The point is not to reject or to refute Hegel as much as to put him back on his 
head, so that the absolute Idea is rejected in favor of an idea that reflects ‘material 
reality’, or the objective material world (Marx, 1982: 103).

This inversion of Hegel that Marx shares with Engels contains its own 
Hegelian quality. What is Hegelian is the movement from the absolute Idea to 
material reality, which parallels the ‘inversion’ at the end of Hegel’s Science 
of Logic, when the Idea reveals itself to be nature. Since Marx does not accept 
Feuerbach’s rejection of Hegel’s categories, or his extra-logical rejection of them 
in favor of something irreducibly finite and empirical, he assumes that matter and 
society must come with conceptual determinations that only dialectical logic can 
grasp. Marx and Engels do have a dialectical and Hegelian understanding of the 
material world, but they lack a dialectical argument for the necessity of the mate-
rial world itself. Their dialectic ironically suffers from its own dialectical deficit.

Engels seems to remedy such a deficit in the Dialectics of Nature. He reha-
bilitates more elements from Hegel’s philosophy of nature, and even argues for 
human cognition of the infinite (Engels, 1946: 326). He also emphasizes the pri-
macy of theoretical philosophy in understanding the empirical world, and how 
the current fads of seances and psychics do not suffer from a lack of empiricism 
but from a lack of conceptual and theoretical coherence about the nature of real-
ity (Engels, 1946: 309). However, as much as Engels makes progress, he falls 
back on positivistic arguments, and argues that we know things wholly through 
experimental ‘practice’ (Engels, 1946: 171). This is true in the sense that experi-
mental practice is a necessary moment in our knowledge of the finite world, but 
it is not sufficient for knowing the conceptual form of an object, much less the 
essential characteristic of reality as a unified material thing. Engels still lacks a 
conceptual argument for the necessity of materialism.

It is ironic that such an argument for materialism can be found in what Lenin 
paradoxically called the most ‘materialist and idealist’ section of Hegel’s Science 
of Logic: the section on the Absolute. In the externalization of the Idea as nature, 
we have the conceptual movement of the infinite Idea revealing itself as Nature. 
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Lenin noticed what Hegel’s old romantic critics Schelling and Franz von Baader 
said before, that Hegel’s dialectics of the Absolute is a ‘sophisticated Spinozism’ 
and a materialism (Fluss, 2016). Lenin understood how the most idealistic sec-
tion in Hegel was also the most materialistic, that this was a ‘contradictory’ fact 
(Lenin, 1976: 233).

DIALECTICS AFTER ENGELS

After the death of Engels and before the First World War, dialectics suffered 
neglect or rejection among the dominant center and right-wing political elements 
in European socialism. Karl Kautsky, the acknowledged theoretician of German 
social democracy, took up an agnostic attitude regarding Marxism’s philosophi-
cal foundations, remaining largely indifferent to philosophical questions. Eduard 
Bernstein on the other hand openly repudiated Hegel in favor of neo-Kantianism, 
or, as he made clear, not so much a return to Kant, but to the anti-materialism of 
Friedrich Lange (Bernstein, 2004: 210). Bernstein rejected materialism and dia-
lectics for a descriptive sociology, dualistically separating what we can describe 
from formal ethical ideals. Georgi Plekhanov and Rosa Luxemburg militantly 
fought against Bernstein’s revisionism, with Plekhanov taking up the task of 
defending ‘dialectical materialism’ against neo-Kantian trends in social democ-
racy (Marcuse, 2000: 400).

Lenin returned to Hegel in 1914 after the guns of August fired, specifically 
to Hegel’s Science of Logic. Building on the work of C. L. R. James and Raya 
Dunayevskaya, Kevin Anderson has demonstrated how Lenin’s return to Hegel’s 
Logic philosophically equipped him to avoid the limits of the mechanical positiv-
ism of the Second International, while stimulating Lenin to advance new concep-
tions of revolution, the state, and anti-colonial struggle (Anderson, 1995). Lenin 
was not the only Bolshevik leader who felt the need to seriously engage Hegel; 
Leon Trotsky’s notebooks from exile and Nikolai Bukharin’s prison notebooks 
(Pomper, 1998; Bukharin, 2005) are noteworthy efforts at examining the relation-
ship between Marxism and Hegelian dialectics.

Russell Jacoby makes a distinction between Soviet dialectics and the dia-
lectics of the first generation of Western Marxists. While Soviet philosophers 
such as Abram Deborin emphasized Hegel’s Logic with its objective categories 
of being, the young Lukács and members of the Frankfurt School focused on 
the subjective dialectic of consciousness (Jacoby, 2002). This debate between 
a dialectic of being and a dialectic of consciousness reached its first expres-
sion in the controversy surrounding Lukács’ History and Class Consciousness, 
with Deborin accusing Lukács of not only evacuating Marxism of the dialectics 
of nature, but of putting Marxism on ‘neo-Hegelian’ and idealist foundations. 
Lukács responded to Deborin’s criticisms in ‘Tailism and the Dialectic,’ where 
he affirmed the dialectics of nature (Rees, 2002).
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Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s critical theory made more explicit 
what was implicit in History and Class Consciousness, separating a dialectic of 
society from what was considered mechanical and shallow about Engels’ laws 
of dialectics. But unlike Lucio Colletti and Louis Althusser, who shared in some 
respects the early Frankfurt School’s rejection of Engels’ Marxism, the Frankfurt 
School did not entirely reject Hegel. Instead, it sought to limit the claims of 
Hegel’s absolute reason for the sake of a critical theory capable of overcoming a 
reified present. Hence Adorno’s dictum ‘the whole is false’, which clearly con-
trasts with Hegelian monism (Adorno, 1973: 50). This critique of the absolute 
was something shared by Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse, and the second gen-
eration of Frankfurt School criticism represented by Jurgen Habermas (Adorno, 
1973; Jay, 1984).

While the early Frankfurt School repeated many of Marx and Engels’ criti-
cisms of the Hegelian dialectic, they went further in the direction of separating 
method not just from system, but also from ontology. Adorno affirmed this in his 
lectures on dialectics: that we must remain skeptical of metaphysical ontology if 
we are to maintain a critical dialectics (Adorno, 2017: 108). Horkheimer went 
furthest in rejecting Hegelian dialectics itself in his Dawn and Decline apho-
risms from the 1960s, as a metaphysical atavism pervading idealistic systems 
(Horkheimer, 1978: 124). Unlike the Frankfurt School or the later Marxism of 
Jean-Paul Sartre, Lucio Colletti and Louis Althusser sought to overcome a dia-
lectic of consciousness with Hegelian overtones. If Althusser was trying to over-
come the legacy of French Hegelianism in phenomenology and existentialism, 
then Colletti continued Galvano Della Volpe’s overcoming of Italian Hegelianism 
in the guise of historicism. But what Colletti appreciated about Marx’s critique 
of Hegel was not the same as what Althusser had emphasized (Anderson, 1976: 
70). Indeed, the difference can be located in the distance between Colletti’s 
Kantianism and Althusser’s theoretical anti-humanism, as even Althusser was 
willing to accept the category of contradiction that so irked Colletti and the Della 
Volpean school (Althusser, 1976: 141). Althusser was not so vehement as to out-
rightly dismiss the dialectics of nature but rejected Hegel’s metaphysics of the 
subject in favor of viewing history as a process without a subject. As for Colletti, 
he attacked the Hegelian absolute and its alleged obliteration of finite positive 
knowledge (Colletti, 1979). In later writings, Althusser rejected Engels’ idea of 
dialectical laws for provisional ‘dialectical theses’ (Althusser, 2017: 188), while 
the later Colletti abandoned Marxism as hopelessly Hegelian (Jay, 1984: 461).

The status of dialectics in contemporary Marxism can be roughly schema-
tized according to Fredric Jameson’s ‘three names of the dialectic’ (Jameson, 
2009: 3–70). Those who subscribe to ‘the Dialectic’ with a capital D tend to 
remain stuck for Jameson in Hegel’s metaphysics, and those who use ‘dialectics’ 
to denote a set of specific logical operations may find themselves locked into a 
similar rigidity. But treating dialectics as naming an effect – declaring something 
to be ‘dialectical’ – keeps dialectics open in terms of describing new phenomena 



DIALECTICS 487

that cannot be locked into a system or philosophical monism. Jameson does not 
say we can totally do without the first two names, but he humbles them, reactivat-
ing post-structuralist criticism of Hegel for a pluralistic kind of dialectics. This 
kind of dialectics, what Jameson calls (following Saussure) ‘difference without 
positive terms’, and without the absolute, dominates much of the current theoreti-
cal conjuncture (Jameson, 2009: 17).

Contra Jameson, Slavoj Žižek and Alain Badiou want to return to some notion 
of absolute truth, but with echoes of Heidegger as a dialectics of the ‘event’. For 
Žižek, Hegel’s absolute is an empty placeholder that reveals reality itself to be 
a gap that allows for the totally new to appear. Rather than the absolute being 
a metaphysical substrate of the universe, it is reconceptualized as a void, or a 
crack within Being (Žižek, 2004: 45). Like Žižek, Badiou wants to think the new 
as an event, i.e. as something that ruptures from Being. Unlike Žižek, Badiou 
is not committed to Hegel; Hegel, like Spinoza for Badiou, is a philosopher of 
the monistic ‘one’ that cannot think chance and the production of new truths. 
Whether Badiou is offering an anti-dialectics or a new dialectics has been a sub-
ject of controversy between Peter Hallward and Bruno Bosteels (Hallward, 2003: 
50; Bosteels, 2011: 8).

The question of dialectics and colonialism is directly addressed in the work 
of George Ciccariello-Maher, who builds on the work of Frantz Fanon. From the 
perspective of decolonial theory, Ciccariello-Maher criticizes the Eurocentrism 
of Hegel and Marx as linked to their understanding of universal dialectics. The 
universalizing tendency of dialectics tends to efface the concrete struggles of the 
colonized in favor of abstract notions of progress, which often mask the interests of 
European chauvinism (Ciccariello-Maher, 2017). Timothy Brennan has a different 
reading of the Hegelian dialectic as implicitly anti-colonial and defends the slo-
gans of modernization invoked in anti-imperialist revolts of the twentieth century. 
The dialectics of anti-colonialism thus are not to be confused with the perspective 
of a decolonial theory fundamentally suspicious of modernity (Brennan, 2014). 
Domenico Losurdo likewise traces the anti-colonial dimension of universalist dia-
lectics in his studies in Hegel and class struggle (Losurdo, 2016).

We will end our discussion of contemporary Marxist dialectics with the debate 
between those who endorse what Tony Smith and Chris Arthur call a ‘new dia-
lectics’ of formal systematization over and against those Marxists who want to 
return to Hegel’s absolute. Its terms were clearly expressed in Kevin Anderson’s 
debate with Chris Arthur. First, Arthur agrees with Anderson that Marx took 
over Hegel’s logical schema for his mature critique of capital but disagrees 
that Marx also adopted Hegel’s other philosophical commitments by doing so 
(Arthur, 2006). Anderson’s critique of Arthur stems from the tradition of Raya 
Dunayevskaya’s Marxist-Humanism, which was unique in urging Marxists to 
return to what Dunayevskaya called ‘Hegel’s Absolutes’. Dunayevskaya distin-
guished herself from C. L. R. James (Anderson, 1995: 205) and Herbert Marcuse 
(2000: 86) in rehabilitating not only the importance of Hegelian dialectics in 
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Marx, but the absolute Idea as well. Dunayevskaya anticipated Gillian Rose’s 
own return to Hegel’s absolute in her study Hegel Contra Sociology (Rose, 1981). 
The efforts of these two thinkers have yet to be systematically compared.

However, the Marxist-Humanist tradition seems hostile to Engels’ dialectics 
of nature or the dialectics of an ontological system, opting for a more histori-
cized and pluralistic dialectic. As Dunayevskaya put it, they are not returning 
to Hegel’s absolute as much as his ‘absolutes’. Even Rose’s conception of the 
absolute in Hegel has an Adornian inflection, since the absolute is thought of as 
part of a phenomenological process that reveals the non-identical (Latz, 2018: 
112). The absolute for these thinkers is not the always already present logic of 
the objective universe, but a concrete result of human activity. Such a historicist 
and phenomenological approach renders the structure of being something inde-
terminate, where reality itself is renewed through social forces. This approach to 
dialectics again separates a societal dialectic from an ontological one, repeating 
the theoretical problematic of the young Lukács.

The separation of a historical dialectic from a dialectic of nature repeats at 
a deeper level not only the theoretical problematic of the first generation of 
Western Marxists, but the separation of method from system we witnessed under 
the Young Hegelians. These separations are what govern the adventures of the 
dialectic in the twentieth century, but they are adventures that retrace and repeat 
the same conceptual maneuvers (and arguably mistakes) inherited from the nine-
teenth century. In overcoming this separation between method and system, the 
Kantian wedge that rests on Kant’s own separation between concepts and intu-
itions, we can start a new adventure for a dialectic unafraid to make ontological 
claims on the world. This would be a non-formal and rational dialectic, closer to 
Hegel’s original project, without any self-imposed limits from positivism or neo-
Kantianism. As Hegel showed, a dialectic without ontology will lead to skepti-
cism, while an ontology without dialectics leads to dogmatism. We must steer 
clear of these dangers, if the adventure of the dialectic is to continue.
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THE VALUE OF TIME

The capitalist mode of production not only develops in space and time but 
changes space and time. If Kant elevated these two categories to pure, metahis-
torical and universal forms, Marx showed their historically determined nature. 
By doing so, Marx took time and space out of the paradise of the pure forms in 
which Kant had confined them and brought them into the hell of capitalist pro-
duction processes. Time and space do not cease to function as categories that 
organize knowledge and human practice, rather they become categories of capi-
tal and, as such, organize human life and social relationships well beyond the 
intent and will of individual people. Kant had placed the transcendental subject 
at the center of the universe and called this shift in perspective the ‘Copernican 
Revolution’. Marx made a second Copernican revolution by decentralizing the 
self-important modern subject and showing it as a function of supra-personal 
processes: ‘by an exchange, we equate as values our different products, by that 
very act, we also equate, as human labour, the different kinds of labour expended 
upon them. We are not aware of this, nevertheless we do it’ (Marx, 1996: 85–6).

Before looking at the implications of the Marxian concept of value on the 
concept of time, it is useful to pursue the shift in perspective of Capital. In the 
preface to the first German edition (1867), Marx wrote that ‘individuals are 
dealt with only in so far as they are the personifications of economic catego-
ries’ (Marx, 1996: 10). This means that the capitalist is not considered a moral 
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subject to whom the cruelty of exploitation can be attributed. Rather, exploitation 
is intrinsic to the capitalist mode of production, in which the individual subject is 
a personified economic category. For the analysis of the time we will do here, this 
means that the pace of work is not simply dictated by the individual capitalist’s 
greed for profit, but by the economic laws governing capitalism and competition 
between capitals.

In The Poverty of Philosophy (1976 [1847]), Marx showed, for the first time, 
how time had become a central category of the capitalist mode of production: 
‘Time is everything, man is nothing; he is, at the most, time’s carcass. Quality no 
longer matters. Quantity alone decides everything; hour for hour, day for day; but 
this equalizing of labor … is purely and simply a fact of modern industry’ (Marx, 
1976 [1847]: 127). This reduction of quality for quantity would be analyzed in 
Capital in terms of abstract labor and time. Specifically, Marx investigates the 
concrete time of human life reduced to the abstract time of work from a dual per-
spective: from the points of view of circulation and production. The point of con-
tact between these two spheres is work, or rather the workers that have become 
the ‘carcass’ of their force of labor, which is measured in terms of abstract labor. 
In Marx’s analysis, there are different implications for the notion of time in play 
depending on whether the circulation of goods or their production is favored.

If, with Marx, the starting point for developing a criticism of the capital-
ist mode of production is the commodity and its dual nature – value and use 
value – this same incipit must also be the starting point for an analysis of 
capitalist temporality. Schematically, we can say that use value expresses the 
quality of concrete labor supplied in view of the production of objects suitable 
for human needs. Instead, value corresponds to abstract labor, labor without 
a specific quality, if nothing other than to be supplied in view of valorizing 
value. In other words, these are commodities that are produced in order to be 
sold so as to make a profit that will allow the production process to begin again 
in an extended fashion. This is the cyclical-expansive temporality of capital: 
M-C-M’. You invest money (M) to produce commodities (C) which, given their 
increased value of a surplus value, provide a greater amount of money (M’) to 
resume the cycle. One can already see that production and circulation are not 
separate spheres, but involve each other.

What characterizes the capitalist mode of production and constitutes its 
uniqueness from a historical point of view is neither the value nor the use value as 
such, but their relationship, which modifies their essence. Indeed, in the capitalist 
mode of production, unlike other modes of production, production and exchange 
do not occur in view of satisfying human needs and their qualitative differences. 
What is exchanged are definite quantities of congealed labor time. With the capi-
talist mode of production, an enormous inversion takes place: the exchange value 
of the commodity becomes the true engine and the aim of production, while 
the use value, the specific quality of the commodities, becomes the mere bearer 
of value. Starting from this inversion, and therefore this relative indifference of 
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use value with respect to value, objectified time in commodities also undergoes 
a transformation: it is not considered as the specifically qualitative time of the 
manufacturer’s skill, but as abstract time. Hence the emergence of clock-time 
in the hegemonic position in the hierarchy of various temporalities (Martineau, 
2015). What needs to be determined is what measures the clock-time when it 
becomes a universal category of the capitalist mode of production.

Indeed, from the Marxian point of view, the question is not that time is also 
beat and measured in non-capitalist social forms, or that the hourglass was 
invented well before the birth of the capitalist mode of production. The question 
is how the concept of time changes and what it measures when it is reconfigured 
in a social form dominated by the capitalist mode of production. What Marx 
has to demonstrate, and what lies at the heart of his notion of value, is that if a 
producer takes five hours to produce a given commodity while another producer 
only takes two hours to produce the same commodity, that commodity contains 
the same amount of abstract labor time and is exchanged at the same value, which 
does not correspond to the individually delivered and objectified labor time put 
into the commodity but to the socially necessary labor time. This is a crucial 
step in dealing with the question of time in Marx. Time, measured in relation to 
socially necessary labor time, can be expanded or compressed. A workday whose 
productivity is more substantial than that of a socially necessary workday, takes 
substantially more time and therefore can be greater than the 24 hours marking 
a calendar day.

The confusion in the distinction between value and exchange value, abstract 
labor and socially necessary labor, together with the lack of distinction between 
capital in general and competition between many capitals, has led to all kinds of 
misunderstandings. Marx only managed to clarify those differences for himself 
in the 1860s. It is no coincidence that the Grundrisse still lacks a chapter devoted 
to the analysis of value and that Marx repeatedly re-elaborated the chapter on it in 
Capital, even after the first edition was printed. The Grundrisse, while containing 
extremely original theoretical and political ideas, operates at a very abstract level, 
favoring the point of view of capital in general, and not yet addressing the issue 
of competition among capitals, which was key in the 1860s.

Depending on whether one looks at capital in general or at production in a 
context of competition among capitals, different theoretical and political per-
spectives emerge. Schematically it is possible to trace these differences back to 
two different conceptions of temporality. On the one hand, the inversion between 
use value and value, and thus between concrete labor and abstract labor, places 
the temporality of the latter as dominant. Qualitative differences are canceled in 
the abstraction of exchange between equivalents. Quality is subsumed in quan-
tity. The abstract nature of labor is derived from the exchange of equivalents. 
And since capital, starting from the commodification of human labor, tends to 
commodify every kind of relationship, in this perspective it becomes possible to 
understand abstract time as a totalizing concept, which not only tends to subsume 
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any other concrete temporality but also becomes the temporalizing principle of 
time as clock-time. This is an analysis that can be entirely carried out from the 
point of view of circulation – as the Frankfurt school has done.

On the other hand, if we look at the spheres of production and socially neces-
sary labor time, various types of temporal conflicts arise: conflicts and friction 
between the different temporalities of the forms of exploitation in the world mar-
ket. And conflicts between the normative temporality of capitalist production and 
the resistance of bodies and forms of life of laborers in the spheres of production 
and reproduction.

Before analyzing these two perspectives at work, I need to clarify the dif-
ference between time and temporality. The former is the normative time of the 
socially necessary labor which imposes a specific pace and rhythm on diverse 
pre-existing social and economic configurations. The result is a conflict of tempo-
ralities expressing different forms of life. I use the term temporality to denote the 
collective experience of time through traditional, social, political and economic 
practices. A historical example can help to clarify this distinction. With the affir-
mation of the capitalist modernity, the old time of the Church, organized around 
prayer and work on the field, was replaced by abstract time measured by clocks 
and merchants (Le Goff, 1980: 29ff.). Workers’ lives got marked by the ‘despotic 
bell’, at the command of which they had to wake up, eat, drink, work and sleep  
(Engels, 1975 [1844]: 467–8). This was the new capitalist temporality, whose 
affirmation, however, has been challenged and syncopated by the counter-tem-
poralities of workers’ uprisings that aimed to silence the Werkglocke (Le Goff, 
1980: 29). What is at stake is not the choice between the dominant temporality 
of socially necessary labor or the nation-state and local temporalities anchored 
in traditional relationships. Rather, it is about considering the tension between 
those different temporalities as a field of possibility open to different political 
outcomes. Late Marx, as we will see, worked on these alternatives.

LABOR PRODUCTIVITY AND TIME COMPRESSION

In several famous pages of the Grundrisse, which were widely reviewed in 
analyses during the twentieth century, Marx sought to predict the implications of 
an increase in labor productivity through the use of machines: ‘the creation of 
real wealth becomes less dependent upon labour time and the quantity of labour 
employed than upon the power of the agents set in motion during labour time’ 
(Marx, 1987: 90–1). As is well known, according to the law of value, it is human 
labor objectified in a commodity that represents its value. For this reason, con-
sidering an increase in labor productivity through machines and the replacement 
of living labor with machines, the value objectified in the products should 
decrease. It results that ‘capital works to dissolve itself’ (Marx, 1987: 86). Marx 
dismisses the contradiction between value and real wealth in a teleological 
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philosophy of history. This reading is fascinating because of the tendential nature 
of Marx’s analysis, especially in view of an apparent marginalization of indus-
trial labor in more developed countries. Whoever harks back to these pages of 
the Grundrisse finds themselves sharing, consciously or not, a Eurocentric vision 
that sees in technological development the tendency on which to consider pro-
gress and backwardness of production modes.

In Time, Labor and Social Domination, Moishe Postone (1993) analyzes capi-
tal as a process of self-valorization governed by abstract labor, which assumes the 
totalizing nature of universal mediation. Postone’s analysis essentially takes up 
what Hans-Georg Backhaus (1997) and Roman Rosdolsky (1977) have already 
written. The latter focused on capital in general, the former on the form of value 
as a form of universal mediation that was unique to the capitalist mode of produc-
tion. In Postone’s analysis, abstract labor as a social form of mediation assumes 
the nature of what he calls ‘social domination’ (Postone, 1993: 30, 125, 158, 295, 
300). In essence, in reading Postone, the abstract time of capital acts as totalizing 
time, universal measure and the principle of temporalization of historical time. 
The latter is characterized by the tendency toward a general increase in produc-
tivity through machinery and technological innovation. Postone distinguishes 
between the abstract time of value and the historical temporality, in which the 
dialectical and contradictory relationship between value and wealth is historically 
configured. Recalling the Marxian analysis of the Grundrisse, Postone (2008) 
highlights a dialectic between total product value, which would remain constant 
or tend to decrease with the diminished number of workers employed in auto-
mated production, and wealth produced, which instead would tend to increase 
as a result of increased productivity. From this, Postone reaches the conclusion 
that the value and the industrial production process would acquire an ‘increas-
ingly anachronistic character’ (2008: 126). This contradiction between increas-
ing wealth and diminishing value is the basis of temporalization of the historical 
time of capital, articulating its various phases: from Fordism to post-Fordism to 
neo-liberalism. The point of view of the Grundrisse allowed Postone to indicate 
a tendency of the historical temporality of capital, which would lead to an ever-
increasing development of automation, thereby making the industrial proletariat 
an increasingly marginal category. It is a vision that looks at a geographical frag-
ment of capitalist production as it is presented in some countries without taking 
into account the combination of forms of exploitation and their different tempo-
ralities at a global level.

Texts inspired by the Grundrisse generally take up the idea of an increase 
in material wealth and a decrease in value because of less labor time used in 
production following the use of machinery. This conception, however, is built 
on the absolutization of one historical temporality that is elevated to a norma-
tive tendency for the whole planet, as if there were only one overall, abstract, 
single capital at stake. It is a Eurocentric vision that assumes the marginaliza-
tion of industrial labor and the production of absolute surplus value as general 
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and normative tendencies without considering the reciprocal implication of  
capitals with different organic compositions. It should not be surprising that in 
the Grundrisse, Marx spoke of a ‘propagandistic (civilising) tendency’ of capital 
(Marx, 1986: 466) and justified colonialism in India assigning England a double 
mission: ‘one destructive, the other regenerating – the annihilation of old Asiatic 
society, and the laying of the material foundations of Western society in Asia’ 
(Marx, 1979: 217–8). This vision comes from a way of considering history from 
the centrality of a single historical temporality: the normative one of the modern 
West. It is, unfortunately, the basis of many Marxist concepts of the twentieth 
century.

If, instead, we look at the competition of capitals straining under the tension of 
the dominant temporality of socially necessary labor time, the scenario changes 
significantly. There are multiple intracapitalistic temporalities and counter- 
temporalities that complicate, hinder and reorient that tendency. For this reason, 
Marx himself, in the 1860s, analyzing the competition between many capitals, 
abandoned the implications outlined in the Grundrisse beginning from a growing 
automation of production.

Only in Capital does Marx analyze the establishment of total social capital at 
the three levels of the immediate process of production, the process of circula-
tion and the whole process as a unit of production and circulation. Tombazos is 
credited (2015) with focusing attention on the different temporal levels at stake 
in these three levels. In fact, the categories of the three books of Capital fall 
differently in time: the first book obeys a linear and abstract temporality that is 
homogeneous and measurable – the time of production; the resolutions of the 
second book fall under a cyclical temporality, that of the time of circulation; the 
third book deals with the organic time of capital, the unit of production time and 
circulation. Time, in its various articulations, is the central category of the capi-
talist mode of production:

We have seen that the movement of capital through the sphere of production and the two 
phases of the sphere of circulation takes place in a series of periods of time (Zeitliche 
Reihenfolge) … The total time (Gesamtzeit) during which it describes its circuit (Kreislauf) is 
therefore equal to the sum of its time of production and its time of circulation (Umlaufszeit). 
(Marx, 1997: 125)

The movement of capital takes place over time: it will therefore seek to pro-
long and condense the time of valorization and to diminish the negative times of 
interruptions.

However, this temporality of capital conflicts with other temporalities, first that 
of the bodies and the lives of laborers, which pose a limit to exploitation. Indeed, 
the history of capital, as Bensaïd observes, is always subject to the discontinuous 
times of the relationships of exchange, exploitation and dominion, showing itself 
to be ‘a process of rhythmical determination’, constantly inventing new harmonies 
and disharmonies. Irregular sequences, aperiodic forms, unpredictable recurrences, 
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fractal motifs, magnificent shapes of determinate complexity, a marvelous galaxy 
of ‘topologies, choreographies and genealogies’ – these herald an ‘authentically 
multidimensional and dynamic new logic’ (Bensaïd, 2009: 270).

As William H. Sewell has shown (2008), the different temporalities of capital 
are expansive but without direction: they are loaded with novelty, on the one 
hand, but essentially repetitive and circular, on the other. The abstract logic of 
capital would give rise to a temporality that Sewell defines ‘stillness-in-motion’ 
(Sewell, 2008: 526). In other words, there is constant movement around the 
M-C-M’ sequence, but the movement is, in fact, consistently repetitive. From 
a historiographic point of view, however, Sewell tells us that despite the time 
of capital appearing to be perpetually repetitive, this mode of production has 
emerged in a historically contingent way, from the political, social and economic 
struggles between the fifteenth century and the end of the eighteenth century. 
Capitalism, as a result of history packed with events, has to be investigated in its 
various historical temporalities in order to figure out how its logic can or will be 
overcome. Therefore, capitalist time has to be considered from the perspective 
of its historical temporalities and their friction, both among themselves and with 
other temporalities.

As an abstract, time takes on concreteness in the temporal tensions, in the 
friction that always arises between the immeasurable nature of the process of the 
valorization of value, and the finiteness and limit imposed by the corporeality 
and life of laborers. Peter Osborne (2008) tried to introduce the dimension of 
finitude by having Marx interact with Heidegger and reclaiming from Heidegger 
the idea of finitude grounded in mortality. That way, Osborne places time in the 
context of a complex ontology of the human. But in doing so, Osborne opens up 
an autonomous way of thinking about historical time and its temporalization that 
moves away from the manner in which Marx put the question. That is, beginning 
from production. In Marx, using Heideggerian terminology, time is temporalized 
in multiple layers: abstract time and its discipline on the life of workers; the time 
of socially necessary labor, which dictates the pace of the world market; and the 
time of associated labor (assozierte Arbeit), that is, the collective dimension of 
laborers who exercise their freedom by controlling value in use of production and 
products. Not their control over value, which would be just another way of stay-
ing in the market by accepting its normative measure, but control over use value, 
quality of work and social relationships.

If capital is the dominion of dead labor over living labor, it is in the tension 
between these two elements that a temporal tension loaded with implications 
opens up. To capture this tension one must always look at production. If in fact, 
from the sphere of circulation, we move toward the sphere of production, to which 
three-quarters of Capital is dedicated, the temporality of abstract labor is far from 
abstract. Here workers are disciplined body and soul to the normativeness of capi-
talist time, which confiscates every atom of freedom of the worker and imposes 
the rhythm to which human arts must be synchronized through factory discipline. 
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Historically, as shown by E. P. Thompson (1967), it was a long and violent process 
of disciplining the laborers and interiorizing working-time-discipline. Thompson 
wrote that ‘without time-discipline we could not have the insistent energy of the 
industrial man; and whether this discipline comes in the form of Methodism, or 
of Stalinism, or of nationalism, it will come to the developing world’ (1967: 93). 
This observation is important. It is the process of disciplining not the free will of a 
master, but the universal category of socially necessary labor. But what is impor-
tant in Thompson’s observation is that different political forms, from Stalinism 
to nationalism, use the same process of synchronization to a normative time of 
capital. And it is here that a differentiation between the concept of abstract labor 
time and socially necessary labor time must be carried out. It is this differentia-
tion that allows the pluralization of the times of capital.

PLURALIZING HISTORICAL TIMES

In Reading Capital, Althusser aims to build ‘the Marxist concept of historical 
time on the basis of the Marxist conception of the social totality’ (Althusser and 
Balibar, 2009: 108). To this end, they question both the homogeneous continuity 
of time and its contemporaneity, meant in the Hegelian sense that all elements of 
the present coexist as moments of a single historical present. Althusser calls this 
vision ‘essential section’, that is, the intellectual operation through which one 
makes a vertical slice in the present, so that all of its elements can be found in 
their immediate relationship. According to Althusser, this kind of totality never 
exists, because the whole structure is articulated hierarchically and subjected to 
the order of a dominant structure. Interpreting social totality in this way, 
Althusser speaks of a ‘determination “in the last instance” of the non-economic 
structures by the economic structure’ (Althusser and Balibar, 2009: 110). On the 
one hand, he prolifically manages to pluralize historical times: in a given histori-
cal time there are various temporal levels, which not only can be differentiated, 
but to which a relatively independent time must also be assigned. Therefore, 
several temporal levels, such as art, philosophy, politics, economics, etc., would 
coexist, each at its own pace, but structured in hierarchical terms. These times 
lead back ‘in the last instance’ to the time of economic production, which is 
defined by Althusse as ‘a time of times’, a ‘complex and non-linear time’. On the 
other hand, the internal structure of his conception of plural times within the 
economic production lacks a synchronizing principle. In other words, if, on the 
one hand, Althusser gathers the presence of multiple levels within a single level, 
on the other, he fails to identify the organizational, or synchronizing, principle of 
the different temporalities of production. It is here that the analysis must proceed 
toward the socially necessary labor time.

In the 1860s, when making allowance for the competition of capitals in the 
world market, Marx considers ‘every individual capital … as a part of the total 
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capital, and every capitalist actually as a shareholder in the total social enterprise, 
each sharing in the total profit pro rata to the magnitude of his share of capital’ 
(Marx, 1998: 207). From Marx’s point of view, since it is the socially neces-
sary labor time that is objectified in the value of the commodity, not the labor 
individually carried out by a single capital, the extraordinary surplus value that 
can be produced through the introduction of machinery depends on the differ-
ence between the increased productivity yielded by the capitalist who uses an 
automated production system, and the average productivity of socially neces-
sary labor. The latter can be kept low by creating obstacles against the general 
use of technological innovation. Indeed, when technological innovation becomes 
widespread, the growing productivity of labor obtained through its employment 
becomes socially dominant:

As machinery comes into general use in a particular branch of production, the social value 
of the machine’s product sinks down to its individual value, and the following law asserts 
itself: surplus-value does not arise from the labour-power that has been replaced by the 
machinery, but from the labour-power actually employed in working with the machinery. 
(Marx, 1989: 530)

The capitalist can no longer gain social surplus value through the use of the 
increased productive force provided by the machine (Tomba, 2013).

Capital needs to create geographical areas or productive sectors where it can 
produce an enormous quantity of absolute surplus value to support the production 
of extraordinary surplus value, relative surplus value produced through mechani-
cal innovations. Indeed, the capitalist that cannot use the new machinery, can 
only ruthlessly prolong the working day. The extraction of relative surplus value 
requires differentials in the productive labor-force. Therefore, through different 
processes of accumulation, capital generates a great mass of absolute exploita-
tion in those parts of the world where workers’ resistance is lower or authoritar-
ian government can repress their rebelliousness. The introduction of machinery 
in one branch of industry not only ‘prolong[s] the labour-time of those workers 
who continue to work with the old, imperfect means of production’ (Marx, 1988:  
327–8), it is also ‘the most powerful means for increasing the productiveness 
of labour … for lengthening the working day beyond all bounds set by human 
nature’ (Marx, 1996: 406). In this scenario Marx begins to rethink the categorial 
context of his analysis. He begins to conceive capital not according to the linear 
scheme genesis, development, crisis, but in the combination of these moments 
and their temporalities (Bensaïd, 2009; Tomba, 2013; Tombazos, 2015). He aban-
dons the scheme of the progressive epochs of economic development in favor of a 
historiography of originary accumulation, which he will work on and reshape in 
the diverse editions of Capital.

The different conception of time, or rather of interweaving times, allows Marx 
to think of history differently. Marx stated that the capitalist mode of production 
encounters pre-existing forms ‘as antecedents, but not as antecedents established 
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by itself, not as forms of its own life process’ (Marx, 2000: 468). The result of 
this encounter gives rise, as Harry Harootunian pointed out, to a ‘heterogeneous 
mix rather than the destruction of one made by another’ (Harootunian, 2015: 
206). In the ‘heterogeneous mix’ of temporalities ‘archaic’ forms coexist and 
overlap with new forms. This encounter gives rise to conflicts whose outcomes 
are not predetermined. In order to think about these possible outcomes, later-day 
Marx, in dialogue with the Russian Populists, abandoned his previous philosophy 
of history and depicted history through the geological image of historical layers. 
This later-day Marx’s view on temporalities was developed by the heterodox 
stream of Marxism, by thinkers such as Walter Benjamin and Ernst Bloch.

In the encounter of different temporal trajectories, capital subsumes and 
reconfigures pre-existing forms of production in a new framework, and the result 
is a ‘heterogeneous mix’ of temporalities and forms of life and production. From 
this perspective, formal subsumption does not constitute a historical stage that 
precedes real subsumption, but it denotes how the capitalist mode of produc-
tion encounters and subsumes existing forms without creating a homogeneous 
world. Formal subsumption, that is the subsumption as form, does not belong 
to a specific historical stage but, more generally, it characterizes the encoun-
ter/collision between the temporality of the capitalist mode of production and 
different temporalities (Tomba, 2013; Harootunian, 2015). Indeed, the capitalist 
mode of production requires and utilizes hierarchies and differences, which it 
configures in terms of temporalities. The expansion of capital and its constant 
attempt to subsume different forms of production into the global market gener-
ates a multiplicity of temporal frictions, asynchronies and anachronisms that, on 
the one hand, capital uses to its own advantage, and, on the other, give rise to a 
multiplicity of conflicting elements and possibilities for the reorientation of the 
trajectories of modernity.

The combination of different modes of production is investigated starting from 
concrete historical situations such as Italy through the lens of Antonio Gramsci 
(2011), Latin America with José Carlos Mariàtegui (2011) and Japan with Uno 
Kozo (2018). The latter observed that the failure of capitalism to develop from 
the dissolution of feudalism meant that Japan did not have to go through the 
catastrophic phase of so-called primitive accumulation the way it had taken place 
in England 300 years earlier. In other words, the combination of different forms 
and ways of production allowed and allows for different trajectories compared to 
that taken by England.

From this perspective, not only does the stage-theory of modes of produc-
tion have to be abandoned, but one also has to reconsider the concepts of time 
and history that lie at its foundation. In general terms, one has to abandon the 
(Eurocentric) idea of a necessary historical trajectory that, through the neces-
sary stage of primitive accumulation of capital, goes from feudalism to capital-
ism and, finally, to … socialism. Questioning this unilinear vision of historical 
time means thinking about how different modes of production can be combined, 
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without making judgments, typical of the philosophy of history, on the supposed 
residual nature or backwardness of non-capitalist forms of production.

Making history in a global age requires both a different temporal and histo-
riographical paradigm. It is from this standpoint that one can re-read Marx from 
his late works. If until the 1860s Marx was inclined to think about the trajectory 
of each country in terms of universal history, and therefore to see the transition 
to the capitalist mode of production as a necessary stage in the progress toward 
socialism, in his dialogue with the Russian Populists he began to reconsider his 
own positions. His reply to a letter from Vera Zasulich is famous. In 1881 she 
wrote to Marx:

Nowadays, we often hear it said that the rural commune is an archaic form condemned to 
perish by history, scientific socialism and, in short, everything above debate. Those who 
preach such a view call themselves your disciples par excellence: ‘Marxists’ … So you will 
understand, Citizen, how interested we are in Your opinion. You would be doing us a very 
great favor if you were to set forth Your ideas on the possible fate of our rural commune, 
and on the theory that it is historically necessary for every country in the world to pass 
through all the phases of capitalist production. (Shanin, 1983: 98–9)

Marx hesitated before answering. In his final letter to Zasulich, Marx wrote that 
the analysis of Capital ‘provides no reasons either for or against the vitality of the 
Russian commune. But the special study I have made of it … has convinced me 
that the commune is the fulcrum for social regeneration in Russia’ (Shanin, 1983: 
124). In the first draft of the letter, Marx wrote that Russia is not constrained to 
pass through the ‘the fatal dissolution of the Russian peasants’ commune’ (Shanin, 
1983: 121), which could instead become ‘an element of collective production on 
a nationwide scale’ (Shanin, 1983: 121). With this, Marx showed himself to be 
much closer to the Russian Populists than to the Marxists.

For us today, it is not about taking a position in favor of the Populists or the 
Marxists. It is about re-reading that debate and that political confrontation in 
light of today’s problems, of the expansion of capitalism and the encounter/ 
collision with pre-existing economic forms. Following Plekhanov, Lenin was 
convinced of the inevitable progress of capitalism in Russia. In his critique of the 
Populists, Lenin made fun of the Populist idea of ‘different paths for the father-
land’ (Lenin, 1977a [1894]: 330–1). He maintained that ‘the path has already 
been chosen’ and it was the capitalist path already trod by England. It was only 
a matter of developing large-scale capitalism and its antagonisms, whereas ‘to 
dream of different paths means to be a naive romanticist’ (Lenin, 1977a [1894]: 
361–79). A few years later, in The Development of Capitalism in Russia (1977b 
[1899]), making a very selective use of statistics, read and interpreted in the 
light of an inevitable historical trend, Lenin wrote that capitalism had already 
created ‘large-scale agricultural production’ in Russia and praised the progres-
sive ‘destructive work’ of agricultural capitalism, which was destroying all the 
‘obsolete institutions’ that provoked a ‘tremendous delay in social development 
as a whole’ (Lenin, 1977b [1899]: 314–25). Lenin’s belief was based on the  
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unilinear conception of historical time, according to which the collision between 
different temporal layers did not lead to any alternative road other than that of 
capitalist avenue. The question that arises instead is how to read the co-presence 
of different temporalities.

For historicist Marxism, the Russian commune, like any other ‘archaic’ form 
of production, constitutes a ‘tremendous delay in social development’, an obsta-
cle to brush away. For this conception, historical time runs along the predeter-
mined tracks of universal history. It is as if we were waiting in a subway station, 
and on hearing the announcement of a delay in our train, we imagine how many 
stations away our train is.

But later-day Marx had realized that perhaps the train was not late, but in 
meeting with the ‘archaic’, it could be rerouted in another direction. For this rea-
son, Marx noted, ‘we should not, then, be too frightened by the word “archaic”’ 
(Shanin, 1983: 107). In order to elucidate the simultaneous presence of several 
layers of time, Marx recurred to a geological metaphor, according to which a 
series of layers from various ages are superimposed on each other. The encoun-
ter of the capitalist mode of production with pre-existing forms gives rise to a 
heterogeneous mix of forms of production, which are reconfigured and sub-
sumed in a new framework, but they also provoke frictions among different lay-
ers. From these frictions, different outcomes can arise. ‘For archaism’, writes 
Harootunian, ‘when self-consciously yoked to capitalism, as in Germany, Italy, 
and Japan during the 1930s, played a role reversal to become the “frightful” foun-
dation for fascist cultural ideology, as both Ernst Bloch and Tosaka Jun observed’ 
(Harootunian, 2015: 55). In a brilliant piece of writing on the rise to power of 
National Socialism, Ernst Bloch blended together analyses of social classes and 
social strata that, while living in the same historical present, do not share the same 
time: ‘Not all people exist in the same Now’ (Bloch, 1977 [1932]: 22). Nazism 
is interpreted by Bloch as the result of a conflict between asynchronous tempo-
ralities, which the Communists, branding it simply as romantic or reactionary, 
failed to organize in an emancipatory way. The energy generated by the friction 
between those temporalities was thus left in the hands of the Nazis. Similarly, in 
the same years, Walter Benjamin, in his theses On the Concept of History, recon-
sidered historical materialism and its tradition beyond the concept of progress 
and the unilinear conception of homogeneous and empty time (Benjamin, 2006).

The collision between different temporalities is not solved by taking a stand 
for the tendency of the dominant temporality of capitalist expansion or for the 
romantic archaic one. The latter perspective is often played by fascist regimes. 
The issue lies in the tension between temporalities, where anachronisms can dis-
turb the homogenous linear time of capitalism and the nation-state, and can orient 
the trajectory of political modernity in a different direction. Going back to the 
train metaphor, the anachronisms constitute possibilities for derailing the train 
in another direction. However, this possibility is always the matter of a political 
intervention, never a guarantee. The opening up of these alternative possibilities 
requires a historiographic approach that abandons the unilinear vision of historical 
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time in favor of what Ernst Bloch called ‘a broad, flexible and thoroughly dynamic 
“multiverse”: the voices of history joined in perpetual and often intricate counter-
point’ (Bloch, 1970 [1955]: 143). Indeed, stated Bloch, a ‘unilinear model must be 
found obsolete if justice is to be done to the considerable amount of non-European  
material’ (Bloch, 1970 [1955]: 143).

In the vision of time that Benjamin called ‘empty and homogenous’ (Benjamin, 
2006: 402), when other temporalities and trajectories are compared with the 
dominant modernity, qualitative differences are transformed into quantitative dif-
ferences and delays. One can experience this whenever a non-European culture 
is likened to ‘medieval Europe’ or is defined as ‘primitive’. In fact, only based 
on the normative and absolute time of European modernity, some cultures may 
have ‘wasted time’ and are therefore considered late (economically, politically, 
socially). But there is no such thing as having wasted time or used it poorly. Time 
is used in a different way, and this qualitative difference impresses upon time a 
temporality.

SPACE–TIME

To conclude, and rewind the tape of this discourse, it is possible to return to the 
Grundrisse to seize on a different starting point, especially if integrated with the 
analysis of Capital. It is in the Grundrisse that Marx defines capital as the pro-
cess of ‘the annihilation of space by time’ (Marx, 1986: 448). David Harvey 
develops this Marxian concept in terms of a ‘Time–Space Compression’ (Harvey, 
1989). Indeed, the process of valorization takes place in time and space: time has 
to be compressed and intensified in order to become as productive as possible; 
space has to be shaped according to the needs of circulation and reproduction. 
David Harvey is credited with having called attention to this interweaving of 
space and time and to the ‘necessary creation of a geographical landscape to 
facilitate accumulation through production and circulation’ (Harvey, 2001: 266). 
Commodities, including the force of labor, must be transported and space con-
stitutes an obstacle that capital overcomes through infrastructures, railways, 
airplanes. Not only do commodities have to be moved in order to be sold, but 
also the specific commodity ‘labor-force’ has to reach the abode of production 
as quickly as possible. In Harvey’s analysis, which focuses more on space in 
order to compensate for what he thinks was an excessive emphasis on the 
Marxian concept of time, ‘spatial organization is necessary to overcome space. 
The task of spatial theory in the context of capitalism is to construct dynamic 
representations of how that contradiction is expressed through historical- 
geographical transformations’ (Harvey, 2001: 328). Capital constantly carries 
out a spatial-temporal fix to maximize the production of surplus value through 
not just spatial differentials but also temporal differentials.

Harvey’s analysis is supplemented by Bob Jessop (Jessop, 2002, 2009), 
according to whom the economy of time shapes the spatial-temporal dynamics 
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of capitalist accumulation. The result is that the current phase of globalization 
creates not only spatial contradictions but also temporal contradictions, which 
coexist in the current world market. All of this poses threats to the sovereignty of 
the nation-state, as we came to know it during the Fordist period.

Capital ‘uses’ space and time in all its processes. The process of accumula-
tion requires a new spatial organization of society and a new temporal disci-
pline. Surplus value, after being produced, must be realized and therefore the 
circulation process needs functional infrastructures: the transportation and com-
munication systems modify space to compress time in a functional way for the 
circulation of commodities. Likewise, the process of social reproduction molds 
space and organizes time into times of reproduction of the labor-force, entertain-
ment, health care, etc. These spatial-temporal differentiations are hierarchically 
articulated both in terms of wages and in terms of racial, ethnic and gender divi-
sions of labor. The valorization of capital integrates waged as well as unwaged 
labor, where the latter is mainly composed of the labor involved in social repro-
duction (Dalla Costa and James, 1972). The articulation between production and 
social reproduction occurs not only through public and private categories but also 
by turning a profit from pre-existing and new divisions. Categories such as sex, 
race and nationality produce hierarchical and conflicting differentials between 
waged and non-waged laborers, employed and unemployed workers, all of which 
are functional in the process of valorization (Vogel, 2014).

Capital, structured for the competition between capitals around wage differen-
tials and productivity, needs asymmetries both inside and outside of the nation-
state borders. Capital takes them as it finds them, or meets them as moments of 
its own articulation and development. Time has to be compressed and intensified 
in order to become as productive as possible; space has to be shaped according 
to the needs of circulation and reproduction. Capital aims to prolong the time 
of labor and, when that is not possible, to render the distinction between labor 
time and free time extremely vague. When production time cannot be further 
compressed, capital compresses reproduction time by bringing dormitories into 
the factory – as in the case with Foxconn, huge factories located mostly in China, 
which produce hardware for the information technology company. Times of pro-
duction and reproduction must be considered together, especially in an era that 
tends to increasingly blur the lines between free time and working time.

In Value, Price and Profit, which is the text of a conference held by Marx 
in 1865 at the General Council of the International Workingmen’s Association, 
Marx asserted:

Time is the room of human development. A man who has no free time to dispose of, whose 
whole lifetime, apart from the mere physical interruptions by sleep, meals, and so forth, is 
absorbed by his labour for the capitalist, is less than a beast of burden. He is a mere machine 
for producing Foreign Wealth, broken in body and brutalized in mind. (Marx, 1985: 142)

A further question arises. It concerns the conflict between the temporality of 
capital and that of the ‘living corporeality (lebendige Leiblichkeit)’ of workers, 
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who sell and make available their own labor-power (Marx, 1996: 179). Indeed, 
capitalists are interested in a ‘special commodity (spezifische Ware)’ (Marx, 
1996: 177), that is the labor-power, which they find in the market. But – and this 
is what really makes it special and distinguishes it from other commodities – the 
labor-power is attached to a body whose temporality not only differs but also con-
flicts with that of capital. The tension between the special use value of the labor-
power and the valorization process represents the political peak of the tension 
between value and use value, which is how Capital begins. This tension is mainly 
a tension between temporalities, the abstract and limitless temporality of capital, 
and the concrete and limited temporality of the worker living body. This tension 
configures the capitalist mode of production as the process of destruction of ‘the 
original sources of all wealth – the soil and the labourer’ (Marx, 1996: 508).

Setting a limit on the unlimited tendency of capital to subsume all time into the 
time of valorization is necessary but not sufficient. The interruption of capitalist labor 
time should not simply correspond to hours of free time for eating and reproducing 
the labor-force but should be ‘the room of human development’. That is, it should be a 
qualitatively different time in which associated workers experience new institutional 
forms of togetherness. A time in which art and labor can be reunited and recombined, 
as it was during the Paris Commune (Ross, 2015) and in many insurgencies which 
have experimented with the interruption of time and its transformation in the insur-
rectional dimension of everyday life (Lefebvre, 1978; Jesi, 2014: 46–8, 2013).
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THE ‘SPATIAL TURN’

Space as a keyword is ubiquitous in critical-theoretical discourse today. But this 
term was symptomatically missing from the last edition of A Dictionary of 
Marxist Thought edited by Tom Bottomore (1991), which coincided with Fredric 
Jameson’s now classic work of Marxist cultural theory, Postmodernism, or, The 
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991), and two crucial essays by geographer 
Doreen Massey, ‘A Global Sense of Place’ (1991a) and ‘Flexible Sexism’ 
(1991b). The latter of these essays is now a well-known response to Marxist 
geographer David Harvey’s celebrated work on postmodern time–space, The 
Condition of Postmodernity (1989). These pioneering texts, and the debates they 
elicited, have since come to mark the so-called ‘spatial turn’ in Marxist thought 
and even critical theory more broadly. The curious and contemporaneous 
absence of ‘space’ from the said Dictionary – a very useful guide for the most 
part – suggests that Marxist theory itself obeys a law that is at work in the capi-
talist real world it seeks to interpret and change: uneven development.

Just as capitalism as a new mode of production emerged in particular places 
of the world and sectors of society and then developed intensively (socially) and 
extensively (spatially) in an uneven and combined manner, so conceptions of 
space appeared in Marxism with reference to specific conceptions of capitalism 
and particular strategies of socialist politics. The well-advertised ‘spatial turn’ of 
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the 1980s, most emphatically announced in Ed Soja’s Postmodern Geographies 
in 1989, coincided above all with questions concerning postmodernism, global-
ization and urbanization, although the still growing influence of spatial consid-
erations in left theory and practice is now evident in virtually every inquiry into 
what the Marxist philosophical tradition calls totality.

SPACE AND RADICAL POLITICAL TRADITIONS

It would be an error of historical perspective, however, to suggest that Marxist 
preoccupations with space only originated with this postmodern ‘spatial turn’, 
the handiwork mostly of some geographers and cultural theorists. Space as such 
was not among the most prominent concepts singled out for critique by Marx, 
such as the economy, state or ideology; so the word does not typically feature in 
otherwise wide-ranging surveys such as the Dictionary. But that does not mean 
the founders of historical materialism were by any means inattentive to space and 
specifically spatial problems of politics – as can be seen in their radical reflec-
tions on ‘town and country’ and ‘the housing question’ (Holgersen, Chapter 82, 
this Handbook). The same must be said about Marxism after Marx, especially 
with reference to the revolutionary political generation of Lenin, Trotsky, 
Luxemburg and Gramsci, who contributed vigorously to the spatial sensibility of 
Marxism and related radical political traditions with a series of original concepts 
including imperialism, colonialism, hegemony, the subaltern and, of course, 
uneven and combined development.

Given that imperialism and colonialism in particular are inherently spatial 
phenomena, one also thinks here of the signal interventions into Marxist engage-
ments with space by kindred if critical political-theoretical efforts in the revolu-
tionary anti-colonial tradition, from C. L. R. James to Aimé Césaire, from Frantz 
Fanon to Walter Rodney – especially on the centrality of colonialism and slav-
ery to the historical development of capitalism, as forcefully argued by Cedric 
Robinson in Black Marxism (1983), an indispensable reference for ongoing dis-
cussions of ‘racial capitalism’ involving historians such as Robin D. G. Kelley 
and geographers such as Ruth Wilson Gilmore (Bhandar, Chapter 13, and Haider, 
Chapter 58, this Handbook).

Complementary to these writings were the attempts to historicize and update 
the classical theories of imperialism of Lenin’s conjuncture for the post-war era 
of US hegemony by ‘dependency’ and ‘world-systems theorists’ – including 
Andre Gunder Frank, Samir Amin, Immanuel Wallerstein and Giovanni Arrighi, 
who introduced into our lexicon such phrases as ‘development of underdevelop-
ment’, ‘unequal exchange’ and ‘core and periphery’. Not far from these works 
lay a series of socialist-feminist theorizations of socio-historical totality, includ-
ing Maria Mies’ landmark work of 2014 [1986], Patriarchy and Accumulation on 
a World Scale, which focuses our attention on the constitutive relation between 
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colonization and the domestic servitude of women (‘housewifization’) within an 
unequal global division of labour; or Silvia Federici’s more recent Caliban and 
the Witch (2004), which introduces an entirely new scale and gender perspective 
to the problem of ‘so-called original accumulation’ of capitalism, by way of the 
female body.

WHAT IS SPACE?

Those are some of the main itineraries of the concept of space before the ‘spatial 
turn’ in Marxism and allied political currents. But what can be said of it in contem-
porary theory and practice? One difficulty with this question lies in the sheer mul-
tiplicity of meanings attached to the term ‘space’ in critical discourse today, which 
includes the classical problems of imperialism, colonialism and urbanization, but 
also exceeds and even departs from them in a bewildering variety of directions.

Consider, for example, the call for ‘safe space’ issued in some activist milieus. 
The ostensible purpose of this demand is to safeguard marginalized bodies, rela-
tionships, homes, workplaces, habitats, discourses and imaginaries from domi-
nant social forces, although this largely Anglo-American formulation of ‘safe 
space’ has also been criticized in the same venues for its tendency to avoid 
productive conflict and achieve only a false sense of security. Even in this par-
ticular and contested usage, to be sure, the word ‘space’ assumes many mean-
ings: physical space (body, bedroom, classroom, street, square, neighbourhood, 
nation-state, etc.), social space (domestic space, private space, workspace, public 
space, national space, etc.) and discursive space (what can and cannot be safely 
said, even imagined).

Likewise, the path-breaking feminist conceptual distinction between ‘public’ 
and ‘private’ space stretches across various spatial scales from the body to the 
city, the nation and beyond, while the public–private divide itself cuts across the 
dimensions of physical space, symbolic space and all manner of spatial practices 
essential to social life. But just as the rampant polysemy of space surely enhances 
the current popularity of the term, this surplus of signification also risks trivial-
izing it as a theoretical concept, as we see in the banal assertion that somehow 
‘everything is spatial’. How, then, to raise space above the level of a free-floating 
signifier, to that of a concept with some analytical purchase and political purpose?

LEFEBVRE’S LESSONS

To make sense of space in a holistic and radical way, we can do worse than to 
turn to Henri Lefebvre, the greatest Marxist theoretician of space in the twentieth 
century. Space poses for him, among other things, an organizational problem, 
similar to the one confronted by Fernand Braudel in his magisterial history of 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM510

capitalism, i.e. finding a form to fit the content of his research, that immense 
accumulation of data gathered from around the world, spanning several centu-
ries. His legendary solution to this problem, as succinctly explained in 
Afterthoughts on Material Civilization and Capitalism (1977), consisted in 
delineating the great narrative of capitalism into three related yet distinct levels 
of social reality characterized by their own temporalities: material life or the 
everyday at the ground level; infrastructures of commerce or market exchange at 
the intermediate level; and the combined operations of state and capitalism at the 
most global and abstracted level, which he provocatively called the ‘world’ and 
described as the ‘counter-market’. These three levels correspond directly to the 
tripartite division of Braudel’s (1981–1984) magnum opus Civilisation maté-
rielle, économie et capitalisme, xve–xviiie siècle: 1. Les Structures du quotidien; 
2. Les Jeux de l’échange; 3. Le Temps du monde.

Lefebvre’s Marxist perspective on the world – more precisely, his conception 
of totality – reveals a remarkably similar form involving three dialectically artic-
ulated levels of social reality: ‘everyday life’, ‘the urban’ and the ‘global’. While 
these levels of social reality correspond closely to three of Lefebvre’s most strik-
ing contributions to an ‘open Marxism’ – three volumes of Critique of Everyday 
Life (2014) and other writings on the everyday from 1947 to 1988; a truly origi-
nal intervention on the social production of space ranging from his studies of 
rural sociology such as La Vallée de Campan: Étude de sociologie rurale (1963) 
through La proclamation de la commune (1965) and La droit à la ville (1968) to 
The Production of Space (1991 [1974]); and four tomes of De l’État (1976–1978) 
that critically surveyed Marxist theories of the state, imperialism and colonialism 
by way of such conceptions as mode de production étatique (state mode of pro-
duction) and its political antidote autogestion (self-management) – the manner 
of their mediated articulation is most succinctly laid out in his 1970 classic, The 
Urban Revolution.

SPACE AS A LEVEL OF SOCIAL TOTALITY

The Urban Revolution (2003 [1970]) turns on at least three of Lefebvre’s most 
influential ideas on space: first, the significance of the production of space for 
the survival of capitalism, especially in the post-war, late-capitalist era; second, 
the notion of the right to the city, or the centrality of the struggle over the produc-
tion of space for socialist political strategy, aimed at building a different city for 
a different society; and, third, the aforementioned theoretical perspective on 
levels of totality, which posits urbanization, the decisive mode of production of 
capitalist space, as the key intermediate or mixed level of social reality, posi-
tioned between the global and the everyday. ‘Between [people] and nature, 
between their home … and the world, lies the urban reality’, which for Lefebvre 
(2003 [1970]: 12) is ‘an essential mediating factor’. That is to say, the production 
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of space for him constitutes the crucial mediating level that projects the global 
logics of state and capital through to the level of everyday life, while also trans-
mitting, in the opposite direction, forms of opposition to those logics originating 
in the struggles between the routines and aspirations of the everyday back 
towards the global level, with the potential radically to transform it according to 
communist principles. What’s called the production of space in this sense lies at 
the contested crossroads of the global and everyday levels, occupying a decisive 
central location in the social totality.

The Urban Revolution (Lefebvre, 2003 [1970]) charts the historical emer-
gence of this politically pivotal level of the social, by advancing the seemingly 
audacious (hypo)thesis that urbanization has now superseded industrializa-
tion as the socio-spatial process in charge of late capitalism. It is not only that 
land and nature have been relentlessly commodified in advanced capitalism to 
manage crises of accumulation and reproduce the regnant mode of production, 
but also that the production of space, both natural (raw material, energy) and 
social (habitat of human life), has become increasingly synonymous with sus-
taining the unsustainable conditions of possibility of commodification. In this 
sense, space is no longer the mere container or residuum of social relations, 
but dialectically productive of them. With what Lefebvre announced here as 
the ‘complete urbanization of society’, a truism of radical geographers thus 
assumes unprecedented salience: space is a social product; society is spatially 
constituted. Or, as Lefebvre’s one-time collaborator Guy Debord theorized as 
the social division of labour and the formation of classes (i.e. ‘separation’) 
underlying commodification in The Society of the Spectacle (Debord, 1967: 
§171): ‘While all the technical forces of capitalism contribute towards various 
forms of separation, urbanism provides the material foundation for those forces 
and prepares the ground for their deployment. It is the technology of separa-
tion’. Hence ‘no’ is the answer to Lefebvre’s (1991 [1974]: 11) often-quoted 
and rather rhetorical question: ‘Is it conceivable that the exercise of hegemony 
might leave space untouched?’

THE URBAN REVOLUTION

Lefebvre’s notion of ‘the urban revolution’, however, has two related meanings. 
The first pertains to the historical trajectory of urbanization – through predomi-
nantly political, mercantile and industrial forms of the city to the worldwide 
‘implosion’ and ‘explosion’ of urban society – culminating in the now planetary 
scope of ‘the urban phenomenon’, a condition deemed essential for the survival 
of capitalism today. The second meaning, derived from his La droit à la ville 
(1968), a work originally meant to be a contribution to the 100th anniversary of 
the first volume of Marx’s Capital, points to the necessity of revolutionizing space 
in order to revolutionize society. ‘The Right to the City’ was a slogan and concept 
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coined by Lefebvre in the ferment of May ‘68 in Paris, while he was a professor 
at the University of Nanterre. As Kristin Ross aptly observes of this moment:

The functionalist campus at Nanterre, inaugurated in 1964 and built on the site of the worst 
immigrant slums outside Paris, provided students with a direct ‘lived’ lesson in uneven devel-
opment – a daily experience that Henri Lefebvre, for one, never tired of remarking was the 
foremost ‘cause’ of May ‘68. Nanterre students … acted as a catalyst for distinctly new forms 
of expression, representation, and mobilization of immigrant workers; by 1970, rent strikes, 
hunger strikes, squatting, and other collective struggles unseen before May ‘68 began to 
bring immigrants into direct confrontation with the state apparatus. (Ross, 2002: 95–6)

While being profoundly struck by the revolutionary potential of such (sub)urban 
‘irruptions’ as May ‘68, Lefebvre also registered the fact that the city is no longer 
what it used to be. Between La droit à la ville and The Urban Revolution – 1968 
and 1970 – a certain shift of emphasis appears in his writings: one that moves 
from the city to ‘the urban phenomenon’, although the two are not so neatly sepa-
rated like water and oil. ‘The urban phenomenon’ appears on a planetary scale 
due to the ‘implosion–explosion’ of classical forms of the city under the impact 
of capitalist industry and its imperative of expanded accumulation; in brief, says 
Lefebvre (2003 [1970]: 127–128): ‘The merchant bourgeoisie, the intellectuals, 
and politicians modeled the city. The industrialists demolished it’.

As Brazilian architect and political economist Roberto Luís Monte-Mór 
(2014) clarifies, Lefebvre theorizes here an important distinction between ‘the 
city’ and ‘the urban’; this much misunderstood latter term (‘the urban phenom-
enon’ and ‘urban society’ are its equivalents) refers to the socio-spatial reality 
that emerges from advanced capitalism’s state-led sublation of the classical con-
tradiction between city and country that Marx and Engels wrote about in The 
German Ideology (1998 [1845]) and singled out as something to be resolved in 
communism in the Communist Manifesto (1848). Thus ‘the urban’ is neither city 
nor country understood as distinct if hierarchically related types of human settle-
ments: it is rather their Hegelian Aufhebung, resulting from the progressive domi-
nation of the country by the city alongside the ‘implosion’ and ‘explosion’ of the 
latter, i.e. a new worldwide space of state, capital and struggles of everyday life.

Following Lefebvre, Neil Brenner and Christian Schmid (2015) have theo-
rized this space – which now includes city-centres, suburbs, exurbs, small towns, 
rural areas, residences, schools, malls, farms, feedlots, sweatshops, factories, 
highways, airports, ports, shipping lanes, warehouses, mines, oil fields, military 
bases, waterfalls, rivers, energy grids, communication networks, infrastructure 
projects of various scales and other such entities within the reach of commodity 
form and state power – as one of ‘planetary urbanization’, with special atten-
tion to its ‘concentrated’, ‘extended’ and ‘differential’ moments. Yet the formal 
features of what used to be called the city – centrality, difference and intercourse 
(Verkehr à la Marx) – persist into the now ‘planetary’ phenomenon of ‘the urban’, 
as possibilities to be actualized, and remain essential for the urban revolution that 
Lefebvre sees as integral to the socialist revolution:
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What does the city create? Nothing. It centralized creation. And yet it creates everything. Nothing 
exists without exchange, without union, without proximity, that is, without relationships. The city 
creates a situation, the urban situation, where different things occur one after the other and do 
not exist separately but according to their differences. The urban, which is indifferent to each 
difference it contains, often seems to be as indifferent as nature, but with a cruelty all its own. 
However, the urban is not indifferent to all differences, precisely because it unites them. In this 
sense, the city constructs, identifies and delivers the essence of social relationships: the reciprocal 
existence and manifestation of differences arising from or resulting in conflicts. Isn’t this the 
rational delirium known as the city, the urban? (Lefebvre, 2003 [1970]: 117–118)

EVERYDAY LIFE AND STATE

Lefebvre’s oeuvre on space is best approached by recalling the abiding political 
question animating his enquiries into levels of totality: how has capitalism, in 
spite of its contradictions and crises, managed to survive for so long? Especially 
since the end of the Second World War, Lefebvre felt keenly the need for 
Marxists to broaden their strategic horizons beyond a party-political focus on the 
factory floor of the exploitative labour–capital relation, and venture into hitherto 
sidelined domains of social life. And he came to regard these as ever more central 
sites of political struggle, rather like how feminist critics have identified the 
centrality of the sphere of social reproduction for the survival of capitalism. A 
prime case in point is Lefebvre’s most durable thematic preoccupation lasting 
over four decades: everyday life.

He theorized it as a terrain of the social torn between radical aspirations and alien-
ated routines of late-capitalist subjects; a chosen site for post-war regimes of accu-
mulation to entrench and expand their operations, as Kristin Ross demonstrates from 
a feminist and anti-colonial standpoint in Fast Cars, Clean Bodies (1995), a superb 
study of French modernization in the aftermath of decolonization that draws insight-
fully from Lefebvre and Fanon. But for Lefebvre everyday life still harbours vital if 
diminishing reservoirs of revolutionary-utopian energy opposed to state and capital. 
Echoing the contemporaneous if more pessimistic diagnosis of a ‘culture industry’ by 
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, he coined the phrase ‘bureaucratic society of 
controlled consumption’ in Everyday Life in the Modern World (1971 [1968]) to high-
light the burgeoning preponderance of capital and state logics in the everyday – in the 
face of its promising moments of disalienation, spontaneously expressed as ‘love’, 
‘comradeship’, ‘play’ and so on. In contrast to these ingredients of communism, the 
alienating moments of capital and state (‘neo-liberalism’ and ‘neo-dirigisme’) are 
concentrated and rooted in what Lefebvre called the global level, characterized by its 
tendencies of abstraction and universalization.

The four volumes of De l’État (1976–1978) present Lefebvre’s most sustained 
engagement with this level of the social order, offering a critical review of Marxist 
writings on this subject from Marx to Lenin to Mao with special attention to Rosa 
Luxemburg’s (2015 [1913]) geographical account of expanded reproduction of 
capital. And they culminate in a new perspective on the state as the territorial 
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organizer of hierarchical social relations. Yet in so doing ‘the State engenders 
social relations in space’ according to a self-aggrandizing logic of its own, i.e. 
the mode de production étatique, which for Lefebvre (2009 [1978]: 225) is the 
antithesis of the Marxist and Leninist (Lenin, 1976 [1917]) project of the ‘wither-
ing away of the state’, i.e. the goal of autogestion.

HISTORY OF SPACE

In both The Production of Space (1991 [1974]) and De l’État, Lefebvre (2009 
[1978]: 234) speaks of a ‘history of space’ – a diachrony of ‘analogical, cosmo-
logical, symbolic, and logic[al] or logistical’ space – arguing that ‘each mode of 
production has had its space’, a dominant space that did not exclude residual and 
emergent spaces. ‘Analogic space’ in Lefebvre’s (2009 [1978]: 230–1) historical 
perspective corresponds to the ‘primitive community’, where the ‘village and its 
organization is supposed to represent, or rather reproduce, a divine body, itself a 
projection of the human body’. Likewise, the ‘Asiatic’ or ‘ancient mode of produc-
tion (city, slaves) is linked to a cosmological space’, such that ‘the town is an 
“imago mundi”’, a veritable cognitive map of the cosmos. The medieval town of 
feudalism in this narrative exemplifies ‘symbolic space’, with Gothic cathedrals 
figuring ‘the emergence of the city above the earth and the momentum of a whole 
society toward a clarity which is … conceived as that of Logos, i.e. the Word, 
Christ’; and unlike ‘cryptic space’, where ‘truth remains hidden in the tomb’, this 
space tends towards ‘decryption, an ascent toward the light’. While warning 
against reductive readings of space–society relations, Lefebvre notes that ‘this is 
also the moment of the great class struggle’ of ‘the urban bourgeoisie against the 
landed gentry’, which is the substance of ‘a double-sided symbolism: religious and 
political’. Meanwhile, ‘perspectival space’ dating from the Renaissance corre-
sponds to the ‘ascent of cities (Florence, Siena, Lucca and Pisa) on the basis of 
merchant capital and banking capital’:

These bankers, like the Medici family, build stately homes in the countryside, and around 
these homes, smallholdings. The roads that link their homes to others are planted with 
cypress trees, and the countryside takes on a depth and magnitude that it did not have 
before. The lines towards the horizon are marked out by avenues of cypress, symbols of both 
property and longevity; and from this moment perspective appears … derived from the 
reciprocal influence of towns on the countryside. (Lefebvre, 2009 [1978]: 231–2)

This ‘perspectival space’ also ‘takes over nature in measuring it and subordi-
nating it to the requirements of society, under the domination of the eye and 
no longer of the entire body’. Moreover, it is ‘an entire space that is organized, 
governing the whole of the arts (painting, sculpture, architecture, and town plan-
ning), a space that is common to all; the inhabitants situated themselves in this 
space; the architects and political authorities know how to control it’ (2009 
[1978]: 232). Subsequent ‘capitalist space’, however, destroys ‘perspectival 
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space’, as evidenced for example by ‘Picasso’s analytic cubism and the paintings 
of Kandinsky’ (2009 [1978]: 233):

This destruction of perspectival space is characterized by the fact that a monument, a work 
of architecture, any object, is situated in a homogeneous space and no longer in a qualified 
(qualitative) space … Picasso, Klee and members of the Bauhaus simultaneously discovered 
that one can represent objects in space such that they no longer have a privileged side or 
façade … They are in an indifferent space and are themselves indifferent to this space tend-
ing towards complete quantification. The tower block for which Mies van der Rohe designed 
the prototype is located in a space of the type we can pivot around; it is an object with 
neither face nor façade … Perspectival space is thus replaced by an entirely new space. An 
ambiguity follows from what Le Corbusier and the members of the Bauhaus believed to 
constitute a revolution. We took them for Bolsheviks when actually they inaugurated capital-
ist space. (Lefebvre, 2009 [1978]: 233)

SPACE, STATE, CAPITAL

Is it even possible to define capitalism without reference to space? Not for the 
radical geographer David Harvey (2018a [1982]), who in tune with Lefebvre 
recommends that we replace the term ‘historical materialism’ with ‘historical-
geographical materialism’. To be sure, conventional political–economic exege-
ses of Marx’s critique of capitalism tend to rely heavily on core categories such 
as the relations and forces of production, and the commodification of labour 
power and the consequent reformatting of production processes, leading from 
formal to real subsumption. This yields analyses of the production of surplus 
value and the problem of ‘how surplus value is realized (trade patterns) and how 
it is allocated (investment patterns)’ (Lefebvre, 2009 [1978]: 241); as well as 
conceptions of crises of overproduction, underconsumption and accumulation.

Yet, for Lefebvre, ‘this is not all’, because a holistic perspective on the capital-
ist mode of production must also address ‘the production of social and political 
relations’ that are spatially constituted. So it is also defined by the ‘production 
of a spatial support’, i.e. ‘a foundation for the relations of production and for 
their renewal or reproduction’ (2009 [1978]: 241). It would seem that Lefebvre 
here replaces the ‘base’ of the traditional Marxist base-superstructure model with 
‘space’, by using the terms ‘foundation’ and ‘support’ in a palpably literal sense, 
with no prejudice at all against enquiries into the ideological and symbolic sig-
nificance of space. It is clear too that this spatial ‘support’ and ‘foundation’ of 
capitalism is itself a social product: ‘it is shaped out of pre-existing space’, which 
capitalism both destroys and appropriates according to its own purposes, and 
made by ‘definite agents – developers, bankers, urbanists, architects, landowners, 
political authorities … and sometime by “users”’ (2009 [1978]: 241). Such space 
is social as well ‘in the sense that it is not a thing among things, but the system of 
links, connections, networks and circuits’ that makes all things capitalist possible 
and real. In short: ‘The capitalist mode of production produces its own space; in 
so doing, it is transformed’ (2009 [1978]: 241).
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In The Production of Space (1991 [1974]), Lefebvre characterizes this space 
as abstract space, locating it in a historical arc stretching from pre-capitalist 
forms of ‘absolute space’ to the post-capitalist possibility of ‘differential space’, 
i.e. a space of autogestion, which it is the indispensable task of socialism to pro-
duce as its own space. The abstract space of capitalism is at once homogenous, 
fragmented and hierarchical – and therefore contradictory. It is homogeneous 
because it is subject to the commodity form privileging exchange value over 
use value, identity over difference, rendering it ‘equivalent, exchangeable, inter-
changeable’ (1991 [1974]: 233). Yet ‘on the other hand, this space is fractured 
because it is processed in the form of lots and parcels, and sold on this basis’ 
within a juridical-political regime of private property: ‘it is thus fragmented’ 
(1991 [1974]: 233). In addition, abstract space, which Lefebvre revealingly 
compared to Marx’s conception of abstract labour, becomes hierarchical, as 
inequalities result from exchange and ‘places are arranged unequally in rela-
tion to centres, which are themselves unequal’ (1991 [1974]: 243). Relations 
of centre and periphery, dominant and dominated space, thus develop as social 
struggles and spatial forms are dialectically mediated. This state of affairs how-
ever does not amount to any automatically self-reproducing totality; it is riven 
by crises of accumulation, social reproduction and spatial production, which 
threaten its demise:

The moment at which space becomes predominant, i.e. when a dominant (political) space is 
constituted, is also the moment when production no longer spontaneously and blindly guar-
antees the reproduction of social relations. Although necessary, reproduction inside the 
corporation (investments and amortizations) and beyond (reproduction of the labour force 
in and by the working-class family) is no longer sufficient. The primary role of the modern 
State is to prevent the collapse of the edifice that extends from the labour force to the 
political caste – to maintain a hierarchized system of places, functions and institutions. (1991 
[1974]: 242)

POLITICAL ECONOMY AND URBAN SPACE

In The Urban Revolution, Lefebvre (2003 [1970]: 159–160) mentions in passing 
‘real estate (speculation, construction) in neocapitalist society’, which ‘functions 
as a second sector, a circuit that runs parallel to that of industrial production’, the 
primary circuit of commodity production, ‘which serves the nondurable assets 
market, or at least those that are less durable than buildings’. Urbanism, he says, 
‘is situated at the intersection of these two sectors (the production of movable 
goods and the production of real estate)’, but in a way that ‘conceals that inter-
section’. Crucially, in the face of crises of accumulation:

[t]his second sector serves as a buffer. It is where capital flows in the event of a depression, 
although enormous profits soon slow to a trickle. In this sector, there are few ‘multipliers’, 
spin-offs. Capital is tied up in real estate. Although the overall economy (so-called domestic 
economy) soon begins to suffer, the role and function of this sector continue to grow.  
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As the principal circuit – current industrial production and the movable property that results –  
begins to slow down, capital shifts to the second sector, real estate. It can even happen that 
real-estate speculation becomes the principal source for the formation of capital, that is, the 
realization of surplus value. (Lefebvre, 2003 [1970]: 159–160)

Not an insignificant portion of Harvey’s legendary contribution to radical geog-
raphy and Marxist political economy lies in his detailed elaboration of this pre-
scient point made by Lefebvre. As readers of Limits to Capital (Harvey, 2018a 
[1982]) would attest, it is in this path-breaking book that Harvey fully fleshes 
out his highly influential theorization of the ‘spatial fix’ as a contribution to cri-
sis theory, in the midst of a powerful exegesis, reconstruction and extension of 
Marx’s Capital. One measure of the versatility of this concept is its explana-
tory force well beyond the scale and temporality to which it initially referred, 
as demonstrated by Giovanni Arrighi’s (2004) adoption of the notion of ‘spatio-
temporal fix’ in conjunction with a couple of Harvey’s related conceptual contri-
butions, ‘switching circuits’ and ‘accumulation by dispossession’, to account for 
political–economic–military struggles over the shifting hegemonies of historical 
capitalism. If Harvey himself switched scales from the urban to the world-histor-
ical in The New Imperialism (2003) while reviving Marx’s concept of ‘so-called 
original accumulation’, then in more recent works from Rebel Cities (2012) to 
Marx, Capital and the Madness of Economic Reason (2018b), a dialectical bridg-
ing of the urban and the global scales is more apparent, for example, in his writ-
ings on the ‘urban roots of the financial crisis’ of 2007 and on the contemporary 
relevance of Lefebvre’s notion of the ‘right to the city’.

A similar range of spatial scales figures in the work of Harvey’s ground-break-
ing student Neil Smith, whose Uneven Development: Nature, Capital and the 
Production of Space (2008 [1984]) is possibly the most original Marxist theo-
retical work to emerge from the academic discipline of geography. The concept 
of uneven development, first elaborated by Lenin and Trotsky in the context of 
debates about the possibility of a socialist revolution in Russia, is extended by 
Smith with impressive imagination, to address a broad range of questions oper-
ating at different spatial scales, from the dynamics of gentrification in ‘revan-
chist cities’ to the dialectics of nature–society relations. By radically revisiting 
Marx’s concepts of nature and capital in relation to society and space, Smith 
anticipates a subsequent generation of critical political-ecological writers such as 
John Bellamy Foster, Jason Moore and Andreas Malm.

THE HOUSING QUESTION

In Marxist Thought and the City (2016 [1972]), Lefebvre suggests that although 
Marx and Engels seriously engaged the politics of space in their conception of 
historical materialism, they presented their thoughts on this subject in a scattered 
rather than systematic way. Yet some of their works on space are well known and 
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still inspire both scholars and activists. Perhaps the most significant among these 
is their first, Engels’ (1958 [1845]) The Condition of the Working Class in 
England in 1844, which Mike Davis credits as the prime inspiration for his 
ground-breaking trilogy on Los Angeles – City of Quartz (1990), Ecology of 
Fear (1998) and Magical Urbanism (2000), now benchmarks of radical urban 
studies. Engels’ old classic still remains instructive for historical materialists, as 
it vividly illustrates how he ‘discovers Marxism’ in and by means of the city and 
its relationship to the countryside, even before properly beginning his life-long 
collaboration with Marx. It also helped Marx to become a historical materialist, 
if not a Marxist.

Upon encountering a novel socio-spatial reality triangulated by emergent 
bourgeois social relations, industrial technology and rapid urbanization, Engels 
possessed the good sense in that situation to not make a contrived distinction 
between urban struggle (living conditions) and class struggle (working condi-
tions) en route to socialism. This organic unity between urban and class struggles 
was later seen most paradigmatically by Marx and Engels in the Paris Commune, 
which both Lefebvre and Debord understood as an urban revolution as much as a 
social(ist) revolution. Yet some of this socio-spatial common sense has been lost 
in the mainstreams of both socialism and urbanism, as proletarian parties tended 
to focus on the factory floor and experts of space took over matters of city and 
country into their own economic-corporate hands. Engels’ post-Commune tract 
The Housing Question (1872/1873) could be read as a prophetic response to this 
kind of separation of the social from the spatial, i.e. the divorce of critical spatial 
struggles from radical socialist movements, to the detriment of both. For here he 
warned: ‘it is not that the solution of the housing question simultaneously solves 
the social question, but that only by the solution of the social question, that is, 
by the abolition of the capitalist mode of production, is the solution of the hous-
ing question made possible’; the bourgeoisie cannot therefore solve the housing 
question, but can only move it around.

The point is pertinent even today for urban activists confronting issues of gen-
trification, affordable housing and their ‘right to the city’, as David Madden and 
Peter Marcuse argue in In Defense of Housing:

We take from Engels the idea that the housing question is embedded within the structures 
of class society. Posing the housing question today means uncovering the connections 
between societal power and the residential experience. It means asking who and what hous-
ing is for, who controls it, who it empowers, who it oppresses. It means questioning the 
function of housing within globalized neoliberal capitalism. (2017: 6)

The socio-spatial dialectic of The Housing Question has become ever more rel-
evant, as ‘housing and urban development today are not secondary phenomena’, 
but rank among ‘the main processes driving contemporary capitalism’ (2017: 8). 
Following Engels, who registered with unparalleled force the nefarious conse-
quences of ‘the commodification of housing’, Madden and Marcuse add that the 
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latter no longer serves as a mere ‘infrastructure for living’, but functions also as 
‘an instrument for financial accumulation’ (2017: 26). Yet in their view ‘no other 
modern commodity is as important for organizing citizenship, work, identities, 
solidarities and politics’ (2017: 12); moreover, ‘in all social settings, dwelling 
space structures power relations’, so that ‘it can be used to maintain the social 
order, or to support challenges to it’. To the latter end, the most potent reading 
of the ‘housing question’ has come in effect from socialist feminists such as 
Lise Vogel (2013 [1983]), Tithi Bhattacharya (2017) and Sue Ferguson (2019), 
who have clarified its umbilical connection to what was once called the ‘woman 
question’, with reference to the sexual division of labour traversing the relation 
between working and living conditions detected by Engels. Due attention to 
problems concerning ‘social reproduction’ has led not only to inquiries into the 
fundamentally gendered nature of the restructuring of late-capitalist social space 
and everyday life, as exemplified in Massey’s trail-blazing work Space, Place 
and Gender (1994), but also to a spatial question essential for socialism famously 
raised by Dolores Hayden (1980): ‘What Would a Non-Sexist City Look Like?’.

SPACE AND REVOLUTION

These insights on the dialectically mediated relation between the social and the 
spatial also shed useful light on a series of iconoclastic attempts to revolution-
ize the world by a range of radical architects and urban planners, often misla-
belled modernist and almost universally derided in the ‘postmodern’ academic 
discourses of architecture and urban planning for their alleged sin of totalizing 
and totalitarianism. What actually happened with such attempts to change the 
world is better approached by way of the words of the protagonists themselves. 
In Towards a New Architecture (1986 [1923]), Le Corbusier reflected on the 
epochal crisis of interwar Europe – discerned by him above all in the problems 
of actually existing urban space, which had not kept up with the emancipatory 
potential offered by the technologies of the Second Industrial Revolution and 
the sense of possibility of political revolution that was in the air – with a poign-
ant question: ‘Architecture or Revolution?’. And he responded provocatively to 
his own question in the famous last words of this classic of modern architec-
ture: ‘Revolution can be avoided’ (1986 [1923]: 289). The message, in case 
anyone missed it, was that architecture and urban planning could resolve the 
urgent problems of Europe, without having to bother with revolution. This for-
mulation of Le Corbusier advances the antithesis of Engels’ inescapable con-
clusion in The Housing Question (1872/1873) and it is still typical of so many 
experts who fetishize space, abstract spatial form from social form and bypass 
radical politics – by means of not modernism but modernization.

In that interwar historical conjuncture, modernism – as Perry Anderson (1984) 
argues in a review of Marshall Berman’s influential book on modernity All That 
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Is Solid Melts Into Air (1982) – consisted of radical innovations in three related 
domains: art (futurism, constructivism, cubism, surrealism), technology (auto-
mobile, airplane, telephone) and politics (communism, anarchism, fascism). 
It is the explosive fusion of this triad in Germany, Italy, France and especially 
the nascent Soviet Union that defined the moment of modernism in Europe, as 
vividly recounted in Town and Revolution (1970 [1967]) and Changer la vie, 
changer la ville (1975) by Anatole Kopp – who inspired Lefebvre to intervene 
critically in numerous debates and projects on architecture and urbanism, as 
Lukasz Stanek (2011) has impressively documented. Surveyed by Kopp, who 
understood that ‘modernism is not a style but a project’, and by other kindred 
spirits such as Owen Hatherley in Militant Modernism (2009), are more than a 
handful of architects and planners who aligned – under the auspices of a radical 
conjunction of art, technology and politics – their vocation with that of revolu-
tion. Their thinking found expression not in a question but a slogan: ‘Architecture 
and Revolution!’. But how did their attempts to change the world – both space 
and society – miscarry?

The answer lies in the withering away of the revolution rather than the state 
or capital, which robbed radical modernism of its essential political dimension, 
leaving art and technology in a state that made them liable to rapid cooptation by 
capital and the ‘state mode of production’, upon the Stalinization of the Soviet 
bloc and the consolidation of what Gramsci called ‘Americanism and Fordism’ 
in the overdeveloped capitalist world. The result of that was modernization, not 
modernism. Varieties of the modernist project of changing both spatial and social 
relations persisted, however, in the interstices of post-war capitalist hegemony – 
from the urban activism of the Situationist International through the alliances of 
workerist and autonomist tendencies in Italy with radical architects such as Aldo 
Rossi and Manfredo Tafuri documented in Pier Vittorio Aureli’s The Project of 
Autonomy: Politics and Architecture Within and Against Capitalism (2008) to the 
Occupy Movement, even if the capacity of these mobilizations to approximate 
anything like the Universal Republic – a ‘confederation of free peoples’ (Ross, 
2015: 35) – envisaged by the Communards remains in dispute.

COUNTRY, CITY, COMMUNISM

The socio-spatial dialectic of Marx and Engels, while predating its reincarnation 
in Soja’s 1989 Postmodern Geographies by more than a century and half, also 
addressed in some detail the historical geography of emergent capitalism. ‘The 
division of labour inside a nation’, they wrote in The German Ideology, ‘leads at 
first to the separation of industrial and commercial from agricultural labour, and 
hence to the separation of town and country and to the conflict of their interests’ 
(Marx and Engels, 1998 [1845]: 38). In this text, the authors linked the social 
division of labour of successive modes of production to the evolving spatial 
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forms of town and country and the political–economic–military relations between  
them. Even ‘the most important division of material and mental labour’ corre-
lates in their view with ‘the separation of town and country’, which ‘begins with 
the transition from barbarism to civilisation … and runs through the whole his-
tory of civilization to the present day’. In the course of the latter, as capitalism 
becomes the dominant mode of production, ‘the separation of town and country 
can also be understood as the separation of capital and landed property’ (Marx 
and Engels, 1998 [1845]: 72). Concomitantly, ‘universal competition’ in the 
‘modern world market’:

[p]roduced world history for the first time, insofar as it made all civilised nations and every 
individual member of them dependent for the satisfaction of their wants on the whole 
world, thus destroying the former natural exclusiveness of separate nations. It … took from 
the division of labour the last semblance of its natural character … and resolved all natural 
relations into money relations. In the place of naturally grown towns it created modern, large 
industrial cities which have sprung up overnight … It completed the victory of the town over 
the country. (Marx and Engels, 1998 [1845]: 81–2)

In their survey of ‘the contradiction between town and country’, Marx and Engels 
maintain that it ‘can only exist within the framework of private property’, while 
insisting that ‘the abolition of the contradiction between town and country is one 
of the first conditions of communal life’ (Marx and Engels, 1998 [1845]: 72), 
i.e. communism. Readers of The Manifesto of the Communist Party (Marx and 
Engels, 1848) will recognize the same point in a famous – if controversial, given 
its apparent Eurocentric and metropolitan bias – passage:

The bourgeoisie has subjected the country to the rule of the towns. It has created enormous 
cities, has greatly increased the urban population as compared with the rural, and has thus 
rescued a considerable part of the population from the idiocy of rural life. Just as it has made 
the country dependent on the towns, so it has made barbarian and semi-barbarian countries 
dependent on the civilized ones, nations of peasants on nations of bourgeois, the East on 
the West. (Marx and Engels, 1848)

While The German Ideology (1998 [1845]) conceived of the passage from ‘bar-
barism to civilization’ as a socio-spatial process involving the contradictory city–
country relation, the broader historical-geographical sketch of the Manifesto 
(Marx and Engels, 1848) adds a telling scalar perspective to it. Now the basic 
spatial structure of capitalism stretches across several scales, from the more 
close-to-home country–city separation through the borders between unequal 
nations to a worldwide East–West divide – suggesting a multi-scalar extension of 
the centre–periphery form that territorializes capitalism as a mode of imperialism 
and colonization. The seeds of a theory of combined and uneven development are 
also present in the Manifesto, as is the recognition that communism must produce 
its own space, in anti-colonial and anti-imperialist opposition to the bourgeoisie 
that runs amok around the world to remake it ‘in its own image’. Hence the ninth 
item in the ten-point programme briskly laid out in the Manifesto, demanding the 
‘gradual abolition of the distinctions between town and country’.
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SPACE, CULTURE, HEGEMONY

Few have studied the town–country relation more fruitfully than Raymond 
Williams in The Country and the City (1973). This magnificent book, British 
Marxism’s pre-eminent work on space, begs to be read alongside Lefebvre’s writ-
ings. For it addresses nothing less than the role played by the production, represen-
tation and experience of space in the exemplary – and contentious – development 
of capitalism in England. Williams extracts here the historical–cultural–political–
economic geography of the latter, in a peerless exercise of imaginative interpreta-
tion, from two of the most loaded words in the English language: country and city. 
The essence of the ‘underlying social, economic and historical’ analysis of this 
work is best summed up in its author’s own words: ‘My central case in The 
Country and the City was that these two apparently opposite and separate projec-
tions – country and city – were in fact indissolubly linked, within the general and 
crisis-ridden development of a capitalist economy which has itself produced this 
division in its modern forms’ (Williams, 1989: 227).

In his narrative of the latter, Williams’s awareness of what happened in his own 
country – like Marx and Engels in the Manifesto – is refreshingly global. And it is 
palpable even or especially in his treatment of that most iconic concentration of 
social and symbolic power in the English landscape: as Robin Blackburn (1989: 
xi) observes, Williams unearths in no uncertain terms ‘the process of capital-
ist despoliation at home and colonial slavery abroad behind the culture of the 
English “country house” and the conventions of a pastoral mode that conjured 
them away’ (see also Williams, 1989). Indeed, ‘much of the real history of city 
and country, within England itself, is from an early date a history of the exten-
sion of a dominant model of capitalist development to include other regions of 
the world’ (Williams, 1973: 279). Thus the much admired ‘country-houses which 
were the apex of a local system of exploitation’ in fact ‘had many connections to 
distant lands’, being if not becoming ‘country-houses of capital rather than land’ 
(1973: 280, 282).

Though his focus is on English literature, Williams’ perspective therefore 
does not spare the radical socio-spatial transformations witnessed in the colonies 
themselves, as relations between them and the colonizing countries shifted from 
a predominantly mercantile mode of metropolitan profiteering to one premised 
on what Marx called ‘so-called original accumulation’, typically coupled with 
the ‘development of underdevelopment’ (Frank, 1978) and ‘core–periphery’ rela-
tions characteristic of the ‘modern world system’ (Wallerstein, 2004). Williams 
refers in this regard to ‘the slave trade from Africa’, ‘the new rural economy of 
the tropical plantations’ and other forms of colonial dispossession recorded in the 
novels of R. K. Narayan, Mulk Raj Anand, James Ngugi, Elechi Amadi, Chinua 
Achebe and Wilson Harris, urging English readers to read these authors in order 
to ‘get a different and necessary perspective’ on their own country that they will 
not find in Kipling, Forster or Orwell (Williams, 1973: 282, 285).
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As to what this relationship between England and ‘distant lands’ has to do 
with Williams’ key terms of analysis, he is abundantly clear: ‘one of the last 
models of “city and country” is the system we now know as imperialism’ (1973: 
279). This recalls a striking formulation by Lefebvre (1976–1978: 174) in De 
l’État: ‘Wherever a dominated space is generated and mastered by a dominant 
space – where there is periphery and centre – there is colonization’. Williams’ 
‘cultural materialist’ approach to the English experience of capitalism also sug-
gests a methodological and thematic kinship with Antonio Gramsci, whose acute 
spatial sensibilities are generally submerged in the secondary literature – Stefan 
Kipfer (2013, 2017) being an excellent exception. The city–country relation 
was a longstanding strategic preoccupation for the Sardinian Marxist too, as his 
influential essay Some Aspects of the Southern Question (Gramsci, 2005 [1926]) 
reveals with regard to the problem of hegemony, i.e. the need for an alliance of 
urban workers and rural peasants to combat fascism with communism. Kipfer’s 
(2017) sharp view of Gramsci’s experience of that Italian conjuncture is not with-
out contemporary relevance in much of the world:

Given his biography and his political trajectory from Sardegna to the Piemonte, the Southern 
Question had to impose itself upon Gramsci one way or the other. But it is of course true 
that he elevated this question, which is itself criss-crossed in complex ways by the city– 
country question, to the highest strategic importance … Southern Question (1926) was a 
response to the reality of Mussolini’s fascism … Mussolini’s hordes managed to impose 
themselves not the least due to the defeat of the Factory Council movement of 1919–1920 
and the latter’s relative isolation from other subaltern spaces in Italy. The rise and temporary 
consolidation of Italian fascism illustrated to Gramsci how uneven development in Italy was 
not only a structural limit on bourgeois rule but also a problem with deadly consequences 
for socialist and communist politics and the capacity of the proletariat to exercise leadership.

WHITHER SPACE?

The essential insight for historical materialism to draw from Lefebvre, Williams, 
Gramsci and kindred spirits is simple: as Kipfer (2017) puts it, the point is to 
‘discuss space dialectically, as a product of history and an active historical force’. 
The tendencies to avoid, consequently, should be equally clear: either to neglect 
or to fetishize space. Massey’s (1994: 269) words are therefore apt: ‘the spatial 
is integral to the production of history, and thus to the possibility of politics, just 
as the temporal is to geography’. In relation to these propositions, three lessons 
on space from Lefebvre are especially worth remembering. First, it is unwise and 
in any case erroneous to think of Marxism’s approach to space as merely ‘politi-
cal economic’, not least because in advanced capitalism space is not just one 
commodity among others, but the necessary basis of commodification itself; and 
because the production of space is essential for the reproduction of labour power 
and social relations, as well as for the appropriation of ‘nature’. Second, the 
production of space is a decisive mediation of totality, the level of social reality 
at which the rubber of state and capital hits the road of everyday life, which also 
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opens up the possibility of the former being mortally punctured and deflated by 
the latter, ideally in line with the communist project of ‘the withering of the 
state’ and generalized autogestion. Third, space is physical, social and mental, 
all at once. Indeed, the signal methodological achievement of The Production of 
Space (Lefebvre, 1991 [1974]) is the radically holistic perspective it brings to the 
study of space, seamlessly integrating into a single inquiry the historical varieties 
of ‘lived’, ‘perceived’ and ‘conceived’ space, to speak in Lefebvre’s celebrated 
terms. In other words, the subject of space disobeys the boundaries between 
academic disciplines, revealing their provincialisms. The political corollary and 
implication of this undisciplined nature of space is more promising. Not only 
does the consideration of space usefully broaden our conception of the terrain of 
radical political struggle, from the factory to the prison to the kitchen to the city 
to the nation to the body to ‘nature’, not to speak of the powers of logistics and 
infrastructures connecting and separating them, as Deborah Cowen (2014) and 
Laleh Khalili (2020) have shown us; but the focus on space also establishes pro-
ductive links between otherwise disparate sites, issues and activists, strengthen-
ing the grounds of radical political solidarity, but with close attention to Massey’s 
(1994) conceptualization of ‘power geometry’, which explains how the capitalist 
reformatting of time–space works to the advantage of some at the expense of 
others. But the political point of all this is clear enough: the multitude of strug-
gles over space today is integral to the choice between the actually existing and 
other possible worlds. The stakes of adequately registering space as a decisive 
mediation of totality – with new implications for the politics of time as well – are 
aptly captured in a rhetorical flourish by Fredric Jameson (2015: 130–131) on 
the ‘preponderance of space over time in late capitalism’:

The political conclusion to draw from this development is plain: namely, that in our time all 
politics is about real estate; and this from the loftiest statecraft to the most petty manoeuvring 
around local advantage. Postmodern politics is essentially a matter of land grabs, on a local 
as well as global scale. Whether you think of the issue of Palestine or of gentrification and 
zoning in American small towns, it is that peculiar and imaginary thing called private property 
in land which is at stake. The land is not only an object of struggle between the classes, 
between rich and poor; it defines their very existence and the separation between them. 
Capitalism began with enclosure and with the occupation of the Aztec and Inca empires; and 
is ending with foreclosure and dispossession, with homelessness on the individual as well as 
the collective level, and with the unemployment dictated by austerity and outsourcing, the 
abandonment of factories and rustbelts. Whether you think of the dispossession of peasants 
to make way for industrial parks, or of ecology and the destruction of rain forests; whether 
you think of the abstract legalities of federalism, citizenship and immigration, or the politics 
of urban renewal and the growth of bidonvilles, favelas and townships, not to speak of the 
great movements of the landless or of Occupy – today everything is about land.
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ORIGINS OF THE CONCEPT OF ALIENATION IN POLITICAL 
ECONOMY AND SOCIAL CONTRACT THEORY

The concept of alienation has two distinct origins. The first is eighteenth-century 
political economy and social contract theory. The second is theological. 
Following Hegel, Marx powerfully synthesizes these origins into a concept of 
enduring reach, gravity, and explanatory power.

The German term Entäusserung is the decisive beginning for the development 
of the concept of alienation in Hegel and Marx. Lukács writes that, in Hegel, 
Entäusserung translates an eighteenth-century English word into German (1975: 
538). Sean Sayers follows him in this, emphasizing especially the definition of 
alienation as, on the one hand, the sale or transfer of a commodity and, on the 
other, the relinquishment of a right or freedom into the social contract structure 
(2011: ix). In both English and French, where it is a cognate, the concept of alien-
ation translated by Hegel includes both the transfer of concrete goods, like chat-
tels, and the transfer of abstract goods, like rights. Because of this capacity, the 
concept of alienation links two exemplary eighteenth-century discourses: politi-
cal economy and the social contract. The capaciousness of the concept ripens it 
for the additional transformations it will undergo in Hegel’s usage.

The Oxford English Dictionary’s entries for alien, alienable, alienate, alien-
ating, and, finally, alienation can help us to map the terrain of the concept.  
In all cases, usage begins in the fourteenth century, and so in early modernity.  

28
Alienation
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The concept binds together two distinct, though related, ideas. The first of these is 
the idea of emotional estrangement: especially, though not exclusively, with regard 
to a political body. The second idea is explicitly about the transfer of property, best 
understood against the backdrop of the first idea. The notion of being estranged or 
withdrawn in feeling and affection is elaborated in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries with examples taken from political discourse. In Clarendon’s 1674 usage, 
‘the hearts of the King’s subjects were not “alien’d” from their duty to the King’ 
(Oxford English Dictionary, 1989: 315), but by 1770, Edmund Burke worries that 
discontents ‘grow every day into alienation from this country’ (Oxford English 
Dictionary, 1989: 316). But the usage is not limited to political discourse. As early 
as the fifteenth century, alienation of the mind is a synonym for madness.

In the eighteenth century, Rousseau’s social contract theory requires ‘the total 
alienation [alienation] to the whole community of each associate with all of his 
rights’ (2002: 163; 1822: 17). Conversely, Thomas Jefferson’s version of Locke’s 
natural law theory, which speaks of ‘unalienable’ rights, limits alienation into 
a sovereign power (1776). Locke himself does not actually use the concept of 
alienation in the Second Treatise to describe the transfer of rights to the social 
body (Simmons, 1983: 185). He prefers instead a vocabulary of ‘quitting’ and 
‘resignation’ of natural powers (1960: 324), and then only after his discussion of 
property. Locke does, however, use the concept of alienation in the First Treatise, 
where he writes, ‘a Father cannot alien the Power he has over his Child, he may 
perhaps to some degrees forfeit it, but he cannot transfer it’ (1960: 214; quoted in 
Simmons, 1983: 186). In this usage of the term, ‘to alien’ – and later, ‘to alienate’ –  
is ‘to transfer the property or ownership of anything; to make over to another 
owner’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 1989: 315).

As we have seen, the concept of alienation can govern both concrete and 
abstract property claims, and still more abstract entities, like the rights that are 
increasingly determinate for modern selves. The sentiment behind the earliest 
usage, in 1413, where ‘a servant may make no testament … to alyene any goods 
out of his lord’s hands’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 1989: 315), captures all of 
these dimensions. In this case, the good may be a chattel, but the testament is the 
right to say what becomes of it. The usage is repeated by Adam Smith in 1776: 
‘the vassal could not alienate without the consent of his superior’ (Oxford English 
Dictionary, 1989: 315). In this case, a consent structure makes it possible to dep-
utize the right to alienate. Whether a concrete or abstract good is subject to the 
alienating act is unclear: both are possible. Various other entries make it clear that 
it is possible to transfer money, titles, lands, and offices, elucidating some of the 
conditions of legitimacy and illegitimacy that qualify these transfers. Finally, it is 
possible to transfer persons. Hobbes writes, in 1651, that ‘The Lord may sell his 
Servant, or alienate him by Testament’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 1989: 315).

Many of these examples suggest that the transfers they describe might some-
how be improperly conducted or suspect. This is already very clear in the discus-
sions of how one should feel about king and country, and in Rousseau’s demand 
that alienation should be total. But notice that the examples from the domain of 
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property law also carry this suspicion. Who can alienate what to whom, and under 
what conditions, is a staple feature of these discussions of alienation. Significantly, 
the contrast between master and servant also emerges in many of the examples. 
Discussions of rights, their transfer, and the conditions of the transfer’s legitimacy 
have a relationship to status. The move from the act of alienation, which deploys 
a verbal form of the concept, to an alienated state, which deploys a substantiv-
ized, nominal form, marks an important transition. Such a form is already at work 
as early as the mid fifteenth-century, as evidenced by the earliest example in the 
‘alienation’ entry, from 1430. A king slain in his bed has his title extorted, and a 
false succession ensues, enabled by this ‘alyenacyon’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 
1989: 316). In the substantivized nominal form, alienation harbours a suspicion 
about the transfer of power: the example is regicide, and so could not possibly be 
more extreme.

Thus the idea that Hegel translates has significant conceptual content, even prior 
to his development of the term. Alienation is an emotional estrangement to which 
political transactions make one especially vulnerable. It is also transfer – but when 
it is transfer, it is potentially suspect. We see this very evidently in the way Hegel –  
and, following him in this, Marx – deploys a concept of alienation that firmly 
binds all of these senses of the concept together. Indeed, Hegel identifies emotional 
imbalances that are a result of changes to the modern work process. These imbal-
ances impact the transfer of rights, both within the work process itself and within 
social relations more broadly. Hegel understands that abstract rights are nearly 
always tied to the concrete human practices that make humans rights-bearing in 
the first place: especially to property and contract and, beneath this, to the mate-
rial forms of work and labour. In this limited way, he resembles Locke. In order to 
describe Hegel’s account of labour, Sayers draws our attention to a set of passages 
from Hegel’s Aesthetics which are rarely attended to but which do indeed contain 
some of his richest accounts of labour and its accomplishments (2011: 26–9). Here 
Hegel imagines both alienated and unalienated ways of relating to the work pro-
cess. Importantly, Hegel explicitly recognizes that alienation is possible both for 
the poor and the wealthy in the modern world (1975: 260).

The passage Sayers draws on most extensively comes from a section focused 
on the nature of externality and external expressions of ideals (1975: 244–8). The 
idea of externality being explicated, unsurprisingly, is Äusserlichkeit in the origi-
nal German (1842: 306), and so shares a key root with Entäusserung. The more 
straightforward translation for the basic English term ‘alien’, ‘fremd’, is also in 
the passage as a descriptor of what modern citizens must rely upon for their needs 
(1842: 327). Here Knox misses an opportunity to underscore this by opting for 
‘foreign’ over ‘alien’. Hegel writes:

the individual is not at home even in his immediate environment, because it does not appear 
as his own work. What he surrounds himself with here has not been brought about by 
himself; it has been taken from the supply of what was already available, produced by 
others, and acquired by him only through a long chain of efforts and needs foreign [frem] 
to himself. (1975: 260)
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Drawing on a set of passages from the Jena manuscripts, Lukács draws our atten-
tion to the ways in which Hegel realizes the effects of introducing machinery 
to the work process. If you had to guess the author of the following passage, it 
would be tempting, though incorrect, to guess Marx: ‘For the more he profits 
from the machine … the more degraded he himself becomes … the abstraction 
of labour … dulls his mind and his senses’ (Hegel in Lukács, 1975: 330–1). 
Ultimately, Hegel criticizes the notion of a social contract altogether. This comes 
out very clearly in the Philosophy of Right, where he considers, and then rejects, 
the possibility of the alienation [Entäusserung] of the personality and substan-
tive being that Rousseau embraces (1991: 96; 1911: 67–8). Hegel argues that the 
kinds of rights captured in the social contract are inalienable [unveräusserlich]; 
responsible beings may be able to contemplate their capacity for rights and their 
ethical and religious rights in a practical context, but they cannot permanently 
alienate such fundamental aspects of their being (1991: 96; 1911: 67–8).

The concept of alienation that Marx will develop, albeit with a much more 
acute understanding of the complex development of capitalist modernity, begins 
here. In the loss of self-recognition that accompanies modern labour processes, 
workers and capitalists alike become estranged or withdrawn emotionally, both 
in relationship to the political body and to their own bodies – a state of being that, 
as we shall see, is still usefully associated with madness. Marx also imports the 
suspicion about potential unfairness in transfers of right, especially in contract. 
Even though the labour contract is prima facie neutral and thus fair, by giving 
up his or her working day to the capitalist for the pittance of a wage, the worker 
relinquishes too much. As for the social contract, Marx will argue that it only 
advances bourgeois property interests and then feeds these limited interests back 
to us as if they were universally normative. Thus Lukács and Sayers are correct to 
situate the origins of the concept of alienation in an eighteenth-century term that 
is translated into German by Hegel as Entäusserung. As we have seen, however, 
even prior to Hegel this term is already very rich, binding together the discourse 
of political economy with that of the social contract – and with a hint that some-
thing improper may be afoot.

THEOLOGICAL ORIGINS OF THE CONCEPT OF ALIENATION

To translate is never simply to translate. In the move to German, the concept of 
alienation becomes enriched by a resonance that is not present in English or 
French. As Robert Pippin reminds us, Entäusserung was Luther’s translation of 
the Ancient Greek term kenosis (2018). The relevant passage from the New 
Testament, Paul’s letter to the Philippians, is as follows:

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of 
God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself 
[ἐκένωσεν], taking the form of a slave [μορφή δοῦλον λαβών], being born in human likeness. 
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And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient even to the 
point of death – even death on a cross. (Philippians 2: 5–11; Coogan, 2010: 2064; Ancient 
Greek from the Nestle-Aland, 1986: 517)

The concept of kenosis elaborates an emptying of the high into the low. Indeed, the  
high and the low are bound together here, since it is only by a passage through  
the low that the high will become exalted. Marx’s account of alienation will retain the  
structure of passing through the low in order to reach the high. As Sayers puts it:

[Marx] does not regard alienation and the disharmony of modern society as a merely nega-
tive condition. Rather its impact is contradictory. Although it results in the division and 
fragmentation of people, at the same time it is also the means by which individuality, sub-
jectivity, and freedom develop. (2011: 13)

In the passage from Philippians, two concepts define the act of incarnation: first 
slavery, and then death. The slavery reference is very important, as it is here that 
the concept of kenosis will be open to an assimilation to that of labour. Both slav-
ery and death are used to explain what it means to take human form. They are the 
exemplary markers of the human. Indeed, the passage already prescribes the two 
great modern ontologies of the human that will emerge in German idealism, one 
based on labour and the other on being-towards-death.

Here is Luther’s German translation:

Seid so unter euch gesinnt, wie es auch der Gemeinschaft in Christus Jesus entspricht: Er, der 
in göttlicher Gestalt war, hielt es nicht für einen Raub, Gott gleich zu sein, sondern entäu-
ßerte sich selbst [ἐκένωσεν] und nahm Knechtsgestalt an [μορφή δοῦλον λαβών], ward den 
Menschen gleich und der Erscheinung nach als Mensch erkannt. Er erniedrigte sich selbst 
und ward gehorsam bis zum Tode, ja zume Tode am Kreuz. (1999: 227)

We see kenosis being translated by Luther as Entäusserung, here with a reflex-
ive construction. We see the Ancient Greek word for slave translated as Knecht. 
Only here can Hegel’s famed dialectic from the Phenomenology resonate with its 
fullest range, as Herrschaft und Knechtschaft. This textual lineage also supports 
a point that Paolo Diego Bubbio makes conceptually when he elaborates the cor-
relation between kenosis and all of the major themes of Kantian and post-Kantian 
idealism (2014). As Chris Arthur writes,

Entäusserung is a rather unusual German word … the root ‘äusserung’ means manifestation 
(from äusser – ‘outer’) and the prefix ‘Ent’ indicates establishment of or entry into a new 
state or relinquishment of an old state; thus, in combination, the sense is that something is 
manifested in such a way as to change its state. (1986: Appendix)

Here remembering the kenotic resonance of the term is essential to understanding 
its functioning.

As with Aufhebung – to which it related – Entäusserung will be enor-
mously important to Hegel. As Lukács writes, ‘In the Phenomenology the term 
Entäusserung is deployed at a very high level of philosophical generality. It has 
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flown far above its original use in economics and social theory’ (1975: 538). It is 
precisely the kenotic basis for Entäusserung that causes it to transcend its original 
usage. In English translation, however, this usage is not particularly easy to track. 
The term Entäusserung is variously rendered as externalization, alienation, and 
even as relinquishment (Arthur, 1986: appendix). Interestingly, Miller’s transla-
tion inserts ‘kenosis’ as an explanatory term for Entäusserung in the final para-
graph of Hegel’s Phenomenology. The German ‘diese Entäusserung, ist ebenso 
die Entäusserung ihrer selbst’ (1970: 590) is rendered as ‘this externalization, this 
kenosis, is equally an externalization of itself’ (1977: 492). Miller inserts the Greek 
term in order to capture the sense the German term carries with it in Hegel’s usage.

Lukács (1975: 537–67) and Arthur (1986: chapter 5) both draw our attention 
to this very same final paragraph of the Phenomenology. Here Entäusserung is 
deployed in its full richness and in its deepest connection with other concepts. 
Transformation occurs in cycles of self-externalization and contemplative re-inter-
nalization. In both Hegel and Marx, this becomes the model for labour. Indeed, 
some of the problems of capitalist labour emerge because work acquires a divided 
and abstract form that renders its contemplative re-internalization impossible. 
Labour under capitalism can never know itself in all of its fullness; it knows itself 
only partially and through abstraction. Accordingly, it can never achieve the fulfil-
ment of perfectly knowing its substance. It goes out without ever coming back.

In Hegel, kenotic self-transformation occurs both in a context of repetition 
and in one of progressive development. Spirit feels that it has to begin anew 
each time, but it does so on the basis of what came before, even when it cannot 
or does not recognize this. We are already not very far from Marx’s idea, from 
the German Ideology, that humans produce their lives based on what they find in 
existence and have to reproduce these lives as a condition of transforming them 
(1978b: 150). In the final paragraph of the Phenomenology, Hegel uses the con-
cept of Aufhebung as a name for the raising up that follows Entäusserung, under-
stood as kenosis. He also reflects on temporality, conceived as the duration that 
necessarily accompanies kenotic transformation. Lastly, he specifically invokes 
Christ. Any given historical political realm [Reich] expresses the reign of God 
on earth only incompletely. This is Hegel’s political interpretation of kenosis, of 
what it means for God to be poured out into the world. Hegel takes up the same 
issue, albeit with a different goal, in his account of nature. At the very end of the 
passage Hegel also addresses the question of why God would need to undergo 
kenosis: without kenosis God would be lifeless, alone, and finite. On Hegel’s 
account, God achieves infinity precisely by entering human finitude.

Feuerbach’s very interesting claims about the anthropomorphic essence of 
Christianity must also be read with kenosis in mind (1957). For while Feuerbach 
definitively reverses the direction of who is emptied into what, the structure of 
emptying is the same. From this perspective, who is emptied into what first may 
matter less than Feuerbach seems to think. Already in the Christian anthropol-
ogy, God somehow self-actualizes in a human form. The kenotic element occurs 
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because the two points, the high and low, mutually define one another. In light of 
this, the low defines and exemplifies the high long before Feuerbach decides to 
point this out.

A theme of Marx’s work throughout his life is the issue of how one thing can be 
transformed into another – especially when its properties are hidden, obscured, or 
contradicted in some way by the transformation. The transformation theme goes 
beyond an analysis of appearance versus reality, since in transformation reality 
itself changes shape. The theme will run through numerous issues surrounding 
how labour functions in Marx’s early work. It will still be one of the main theo-
retical mechanisms at stake when Marx diagnoses the commodity fetish in his 
later work. In light of this history, the most accurate characterization of Hegel and 
Marx’s enduring achievement with the concept of kenosis/Entäusserung is their 
enormous synthesis of a range of modern discourses. They have put together the 
concept of kenosis/Entäusserung, as it was derived from Luther’s theology, with 
the already very rich eighteenth-century concept of alienation, as it was derived 
from political economy and social contract theory. Alienation is thus an English 
and French concept that moved into German philosophy, and then returned home 
enriched by this contact, in tandem with Marx’s own migrations. In the return 
home, the concept imports Hegel and Marx’s synthesis of the German interpreta-
tion of kenosis as Entäusserung – originally in Luther, and later in German ideal-
ism more broadly – with the eighteenth-century idea of alienation that sets the 
transfer of rights, capacities, and goods alongside an imbalanced existential state.

Marx’s transformation of the concept of alienation occurs most powerfully 
in his 1844 Manuscripts: the definitive account of alienation in Marx, and one 
that will remain relevant throughout all of Marx’s mature works. In the 1844 
Manuscripts, human beings as labouring beings will externalize their very sub-
stance in the labour process – indeed, we have no other substance beyond the 
capacity to develop in this process. However, in capitalist labour the cycle of 
re-internalization and self-contemplation will be blocked. Because labour builds 
not only objects but also a world, the blockage is existential and political in addi-
tion to material and epistemological. Marx will do the historical work to connect 
this blockage to well-researched details about eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
industrial and commercial life. In light of that research, Marx will name the state 
in which all capitalist subjects dwell alienation.

ALIENATION IN MARX’S 1844 MANUSCRIPTS:  
FROM ENTÄUSSERUNG TO ENTFREMDUNG AND BACK

In the 1844 Manuscripts, the concept of alienation develops, primarily, as a 
modifier for the concept of labour. This is because the concept of labour power-
fully binds together the theological discourse with the discourses of political 
economy and social contract. The idea of labour attempts a purification of the 
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slavery concept, such that the status of the person performing the labour is no 
longer an issue. Bourgeois theories of right and its transfer cannot be explained 
without the concept of labour. Already in Hegel, the Entäusserung is used to 
describe labouring acts. In this context, it is set alongside several important com-
panion concepts, especially Entfremdung (Arthur, 1986). This is also true in 
Marx. However, Marx will ultimately develop a distinction between Entäusserung 
and Entfremdung, albeit one that is subtle and can be difficult to see.

The title of the famous section on alienated labour from the 1844 Manuscripts 
is ‘Die entfremdete Arbeit’ (2000: 510). Here Marx uses the less abstract, more 
normative, term in order to capture the type of labour particular to the discourse of 
political economy and, more broadly, to capture the forms of work process increas-
ingly characteristic of nineteenth-century life. In many passages, Marx will seem 
to use the Entäusserung and Entfremdung concepts synonymously or interchange-
ably. For example, he writes, ‘Labour’s realization is its objectification. In the con-
ditions dealt with by political economy this realization of labour appears as loss 
of reality for the workers; objectification as loss of the object and object-bond-
age [Verlust und Knechtschaft des Gegenstandes], appropriation as estrangement 
[Entfremdung], as alienation [Entäusserung]’ (2000: 512; 1978a: 71–2).

Though the terms thus appear to be interchangeable, this is imprecise. We 
have been told explicitly that we are viewing things from the perspective of 
political economy, that we have accepted its language and its laws (2000: 510; 
1978a: 80). The terms are interchangeable only from this perspective. In fact, 
with Entfremdung, Marx seeks to highlight the important blockages capital-
ism creates in the Entäusserung process. As we learned from Hegel, on its own 
Entäusserung could be neutral or even positive, so long as it is accompanied by 
a suitable Erinnerung [recollection]. But when the form of labour is such that 
Erinnerung is impossible, Entäusserung only ever appears as Entfremdung. Even 
in the passage above that appears to take the terms interchangeably, the concept 
of alienation as Entfremdung precedes the concept of alienation as Entäusserung. 
The second concept does not explicate the first one so much as it is defined by it.

The use of the two terms and their derivatives in the 1844 Manuscripts 
supports this reading. When the two terms occur together, Entfremdung pre-
cedes Entäusserung every single time. In addition, Marx very often qualifies 
Entäusserung as ‘die Entäusserung der Arbeit’, and so as the alienation of work-
ers undertaking a particular historical form of the work process. Marx calls 
work that is fremd, or alien, feindlich, or hostile (2000: 512, 519; 1978a: 72, 
78). Such hostility is an extremely negative term that is thrice associated with 
the Entfremdung concept but never with the Entäusserung concept. Marx uses 
the Entfremdung concept about twice as frequently as he uses the Entäusserung 
concept. Finally, the Entäusserung concept returns at telling times, and espe-
cially when Marx is trying to measure how much damage alienation has done 
to how human beings are defined. For this reason, the term returns with some 
frequency when Marx is describing alienation’s second moment, the alienation 
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from activity, and in the conclusion of the text when he returns to his critique of 
the key concepts of political economy. Marx’s usage of the two terms thus backs 
up Sayers’ thesis that for Marx, alienation is not a general existential or moral 
condition but a condition specific to capitalist social forms: one that is both an 
indictment of this society and a call for its overcoming (2011).

The point can be made with a greater degree of specificity. Alienated exis-
tential and moral conditions have been produced by capitalist society. Capitalist 
social forms also hide their own operations by imposing naturalizing definitions 
of human persons and social life. In its most complete form, capitalist alien-
ation effectively portrays alienation as a general existential and moral condition, 
an ontology of the human. Similarly, it portrays alienated, abstract labour as an 
ontology of the human, abetted here by Christianity’s associations between tak-
ing human form and the sufferings of labour and death. Once such a set of ontolo-
gies is in place, neither an indictment of society nor a call for its overcoming will 
have any place. And yet it is exactly such a call that Marx is issuing, and very 
strongly at this period of his thinking.

ALIENATION’S FOUR MOMENTS IN THE 1844 MANUSCRIPTS 
AND BEYOND

Because of their foundational importance for the concept of alienation, each of 
the four moments of alienated labour that Marx highlights in the 1844 
Manuscripts must be understood with some specificity.

The first moment of alienated labour is the alienation from the object of labour, 
and, relatedly, from the things one needs to survive. Marx makes the point poi-
gnantly, and jarringly, when he invokes the prospect of working hard while starv-
ing to death (1978a: 72). Labourers also no longer have the objects that they need 
to work: this will develop, in Marx’s later work, into the discussion of who owns 
the means of production, such as tools and machinery. In addition, labour itself 
is hard to come by: the worker can get hold of it ‘only with the greatest of effort 
and with the most regular interruptions’ (1978a: 72). The worker’s life substance 
becomes external to him or her, and the worker is given over to what Marx is 
already calling ‘capital’ alongside ‘object-bondage’ (1978a: 72). Marx develops 
the first moment analogously with the religious inversion from Feuerbach: just 
as we humans have put too much into God, not realizing it is only a projection of 
our own properties, so the worker ‘puts his life into the object; but now his life no 
longer belongs to him but to the object’ (1978a: 72). The religious analogies will 
continue throughout each of alienation’s remaining aspects.

The point about object-bondage will ultimately reach full development in 
Marx’s concept of the commodity, and in his discussion of the commodity fetish 
and its functioning in Capital. There he writes, ‘the mutual relations of the pro-
ducers, within which the social character of their labour affirms itself, take the 
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form of a social relation between the products’ (1990: 62). In the following  
paragraph and rather more elegantly, Marx writes, ‘There it is a definite social 
relation between men, that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a relation 
between things’ (1990: 63). The issue of wage labour, or labour recompensed in 
the monetary form, is also relevant to the first moment of alienation. In the sec-
tion from the 1844 Manuscripts on alienated labour, the wage-labour concept 
appears, at the end of the text, as private property’s counterpart from the perspec-
tive of the worker. Marx writes that ‘the wage is but a necessary consequence of 
labour’s estrangement [Entfremdung], for after all in the wage of labour, labour 
does not appear as an end in itself but as the servant of the wage’ (1978a: 79). 
Money then mediates all relationships to the object of labour. I no longer use 
what I make, and I relate to the things I do use only via the intermediary of the 
money form. I have poured myself out, but I have returned only in a very par-
tial, fractured, reduced, and abbreviated way. The consequence is alienation qua 
Entfremdung. Marx’s observations on the functioning of money – and later, of its 
abstract form, value – will be important themes in all of his later work.

The second moment of alienated labour is the alienation from the activity of 
production itself. Here the Entäusserung vocabulary returns profoundly. It does 
so because Marx’s description of this moment follows the kenosis structure, and 
explicitly: in the alienation of activity, the worker no longer belongs to his or her 
own essence [nicht zu seinem Wesen gehört] (2000: 514). For Marx, human essence 
is activity, praxis: the active shaping of the world in which we find our places. 
We have alienation when this activity becomes, first, boring, and so an insult to 
the spirit; second, physically damaging, and so an insult to the body; and, third, 
when the activity belongs not to myself but to someone else (1978a: 74). Marx 
then charts a consequence of this: I feel free only when I am not working, and 
so only in practice that Marx identifies with the lower-order functioning of ani-
mal being. In Capital, Marx will develop the notion of alienation from activity via 
the idea of work with machinery and the divisions of labour that such work both 
exemplifies and advances. The machines capitalism selectively develops hasten 
labour’s deskilling and increase the physical damages of injury (1990: 344–73). 
Marx will develop the idea of the ownership of labour in his discussion of surplus-
value: an excess of what is withdrawn over what is paid for (1990: 153–323). In 
the Grundrisse, Marx’s historically unprecedented discussions of free time develop 
the idea of freedom as freedom from work (1973: 708). Here he envisions free time 
along with the capacity to use it well, especially in aesthetic and scientific practice.

Marx presents the third moment of alienation as an abstract consequence of 
the first two moments. In alienation, humans are prevented from participating in 
the universal construction of what it is to be a human being. This is not only the 
active shaping of the world in which we find our places, but the active, conscious, 
and free shaping of the concept of the human itself. When this participation is 
reduced to merely staying alive (1978a: 76), then humans produce only under the 
pressures of immediate physical need (1978a: 76). The claim that humans must 



ALIENATION 537

be forced to work is a result, a result that can be compared usefully with some 
of the dogmas of political economy. This result obscures a different concept of 
the human, one which defines the human as producing freely. Marx writes, ‘man 
produces only when he is free from physical need and only truly produces in free-
dom therefrom … man also forms things in accordance with the laws of beauty’ 
(1978a: 76). In this case, humans are able ‘to contemplate themselves in a world 
that [they] have created’ (1978a: 76) – and not one that they have created under 
compulsion but freely, and with attention and design.

Alienated humans are thus separated from creating and re-creating the 
essence of the human being, what Aristotle called our second nature. Marx terms 
this aspect of alienation the alienation from human species-being. As Simon 
Skempton points out, the term ‘species’, present in both German and English, is 
rather unfortunate (2010: 101). Because the term has the overtones of biological 
determinism, it is easy to confuse what Marx is trying to capture here with its 
opposite. Marx is not arguing that there are set features of the human species that 
capitalist life erodes. He is claiming instead that the very idea of such set features 
is itself a product of alienation: capitalist life encloses the human species in a set 
of limiting definitions, especially those determinative of homo economicus.

In Marx’s later work, the third moment of alienation is taken over by two 
concepts: false consciousness and real subsumption. Marx explains the aetiology 
of false consciousness very succinctly in the German Ideology: ‘as individuals 
express their life, so they are’ (1978b: 150). If humans express their life only in 
the forms of alienated labour, then they are alienated. Marx develops the real 
subsumption idea in his manuscript work between the Grundrisse and Capital. 
Marx’s Results of the Direct Production Process, originally written in 1864, dates 
from this period (1994). It is one of the very few later texts in which Marx explic-
itly invokes the concept of alienation, and he does so multiple times in connection 
with the idea of real subsumption.

The real subsumption of labour by capital is a consequence of an earlier stage of 
capitalist development that Marx calls ‘formal subsumption’. In formal subsumption, 
capitalism imposes its forms on existing economic arrangements without yet alter-
ing the concepts by which those living in them operate: imposing especially money, 
including the wage form that conditions wage labour; machinery; the compulsion to 
overwork; and abstract domination. In such a configuration, Marx writes, ‘capital 
exists in particular subordinate functions, but not yet in its ruling functions’ (1994: 
471). Over time, this produces pressures that advance and coordinate capitalism’s 
ideological functioning, and so its abilities to rule. In ‘real subsumption’, capital rules 
as an idea, and colonizes all of the relevant concepts, and especially the labour con-
cept, with the norms it imposes. Homo economicus is taken as a natural given, and 
the market concept substitutes for the nature concept. The fantasy of labour becomes 
degraded and subordinate to the fantasy of instant, limitless monetary wealth.

Marx presents the fourth moment of alienation, the alienation of humans from 
other humans, as a consequence of alienation’s third moment. Alienated humans 
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do not live well in community with one another. Marx states the cause for this 
succinctly when he writes that ‘within the relationship of estranged labour, each 
man views the other in accordance with the standard and the position in which 
he finds himself as worker’ (1978a: 77). Working is, at once, the most degrad-
ing act in capitalism’s reality and the most elevated one in capitalism’s theory. 
These dual aspects of work are split and then projected across the fault lines of 
social class. This explains, on the one hand, ideas of hostility and degradation 
that are projected onto working persons. But, on the other hand, it also explains 
the esteem and elevation in which capitalists are held. In fact, workers loudly 
defend capitalists as if they had worked for their wealth: after all, why shouldn’t 
the gods be winged, just as they are (Feuerbach, 1957: 9)?

The division of humans into workers and non-workers is thus one aspect of how 
humans are alienated from other humans. The worker him or herself ‘begets the 
dominion of the one who does not produce over production and over the product. 
Just as [the worker] estranges himself from his own activity, so he confers to the 
stranger activity which is not his own’ (1978a: 78–9). Marx is already calling this 
figure the capitalist, using this new name for the master of labour, or Arbeitsherr 
(2000: 520). Marx’s discussions about political conflicts between workers and 
owners in The Communist Manifesto, Wage Labour and Capital, and The Class 
Struggles in France develop ideas begun here. They are also the basis for Marx’s 
discussion of the characteristics of the bourgeoisie. Before it breaks off, the section 
on alienated labour from the 1844 Manuscripts makes a promise that it does not ful-
fil (2000: 518, 522; 1978a: 79, 81; Sayers, 2011: 28). Marx writes that non-working 
persons are also alienated. All social classes are subject to alienation, albeit in dif-
ferent ways. The path of self-actualization that Entäusserung could describe is also 
blocked for non-workers; they too receive the world of real subsumption as though 
it were a static fact; they too suffer from capitalist social forms.

Interesting work on the contemporary medical diagnosis of addiction, a privi-
leged diagnosis of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, shows that addiction 
plagues persons of all social classes (Svolos, 2017: 113–44). In his reading of 
Marx, Jacques Lacan ties addiction to what he calls ‘the discourse of the capital-
ist’ (1978): a repetitive search for satisfactions based on the commodity form. 
Addiction, literally, is to be spoken for in one’s essential being by something out-
side of oneself, and so to be alienated. It is experienced as a profound unfreedom, 
and by workers and non-workers alike.

TWENTIETH-CENTURY DEBATES ABOUT ALIENATION,  
LABOUR, AND FREEDOM

As we have seen, we get one kind of interpretation, not wrong but probably 
incomplete, when we think of Marx’s thought as originating in France, in the 
long shadow of the French Revolution. We get another interpretation entirely, not 
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wrong either, but also incomplete, when we think of it as taking its origins in 
Germany. This nineteenth-century pattern is repeated in the twentieth century, in 
two iterations. The first iteration crystallizes around the work of Henri Lefebvre, 
the second in that of Louis Althusser.

In the wake of the 1917 Russian Revolution, there was again enormous opti-
mism around the idea of revolution. But, as William Lewis points out, the concept 
of alienation played a complex role in this optimism (2005). Insofar as alienation 
becomes a watchword carrying with it an association of German idealism, sub-
scientific mysticism, intellectualism, and unwillingness to engage in concrete 
political action or invest a revolutionary vanguard, it would need to be banned 
from the official vocabulary of the Comintern. However, the opportunities cre-
ated in the wake of the 1929 global stock-market crash and in the wake of the 
threat from Nazi Germany allowed the German idealists back into the Marxist 
fold, and with them the concept of alienation. Henri Lefebvre’s long and complex 
history with the French Communist Party and at least two waves of German ide-
alism in France – first Schelling and then Hegel, each subsequently suppressed –  
illustrates the point (Lewis, 2005: 83–115).

As William Lewis also points out, these are the debates into which Louis 
Althusser intervenes. Althusser’s best idea about Marx is that we ought to turn to 
Marx’s texts for an interpretation of Marx, and however incompletely Althusser 
himself accomplished this goal, he is to be commended for setting it before 
us in his political moment. Althusser’s best ideas about interpreting Marx are 
likely those of overdetermination and hysteresis. However, the idea for which 
Althusser is famous is the postulation of a break between Marx’s early humanist 
texts and late scientific texts. The idea of a break has slender textual basis, and 
was rejected immediately in the rich accounts of Marx’s theory of alienation 
given in the 1970s by István Mészáros (1970), Bertell Ollman (1971: xiii), and 
E. P. Thompson (1978). Even Althusser himself came to reject his influential 
idea (Lewis, 2005: 189). However, as Lewis also points out, the thesis of the 
break attempts to solve the problem of the politicization of interpretation. This 
politicization had, on the one hand, produced some philosophically thin and dog-
matic party interpretations. On the other – and in response, argued Althusser – it 
had produced a humanist Marxism identified with the concepts of alienation and 
freedom, one that tended to avoid engagement with Marx’s later work, especially 
Capital (Lewis, 2005: 155–87).

It is easy enough to attack dogmatic interpretations of a rich figure like Marx. 
It is perhaps harder to understand, in light of the account given here, what the 
problems might be with a humanist Marx. However, there is a peril to the theo-
logical resonance of the alienation concept. The theological concept, always an 
anthropology of the human, risks portraying alienation as a kind of ontologi-
cal, metaphysical, or psychological state that typifies human beings, and without 
regard to the mode of production in which they are immersed. The worst offend-
ers, at least in France, were the existentialists – and this in spite of their avowed 
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atheism. Another merit of Althusser’s contested thesis is that it attempts to claim 
the power of scientific status for Marx’s later work. Marx himself claimed this 
for Capital in the nineteenth century. But what Marx does not mean by science 
is thin, empirical, or positivistic science, as he is also careful to explain – though 
this latter point is really best understood by turning to his texts as a whole, and 
probably also to Hegel’s.

Today, the endless adjudication of the Marx–Hegel relationship has reached 
the limits of both its theoretical and its political usefulness. But the alienation 
concept has not. The view of alienation that you take depends on the concept of 
labour that you start with. Much of Marx’s later work can be seen as a develop-
ment, modification, and specification of the labour concept in light of the cri-
tiques of alienated labour begun in the 1844 Manuscripts. There is labour and 
wage labour; division of labour and labour theories of value; living and dead 
labour; concrete and abstract labour; and, finally, labour power. Already in the 
1844 Manuscripts, Marx prefers terms other than ‘labour’ to describe non-alien-
ated being: most prominently, ‘activity’ and ‘creation’. As the labour concept 
comes under increasing pressure from real subsumption, it can no longer be used 
in the way Hegel uses it, as a kind of Entäusserung that consciously founds a 
world, a self, and a community that is subsequently enjoyed. Instead, the concept 
of labour functions in Marx’s work exactly as Moishe Postone tells us it does: 
‘as a critique of labor in capitalism’ and not ‘as a critique of capitalism from the 
standpoint of labor’ (1993: 5).

Once labour has been transformed, in real subsumption, once every 
Entäusserung is, necessarily, Entfremdung, alienation will only appear as a nega-
tive descriptor: it loses its positive sense. In fact, alienation is one of a set of 
English concepts that cannot be thought in the same way after Marx as it was 
thought before Marx. Initially positive or neutral, and meaning something like 
use, the idea of exploitation undergoes a similar transformation of meaning in 
Marx’s hands. In addition, Marx has influenced the concepts of technology, 
social class, and domination as we have received them. Finally, Marx is the first 
to offer a comprehensive theory and name for the economic mode of production 
that, no matter our political orientation, we all call capital.

Already in the 1844 Manuscripts, Marx highlights the ways the alienation 
he describes is an offence to human freedom: the word ‘freedom’ and its vari-
ants appear more than ten times just in the short text on alienated labour (1978a: 
70–81) – and then always as the thing that alienation, in its various forms, can-
cels. William Roberts’ recent work on Marx’s republicanism focuses on Capital 
and highlights Marx’s enduring interest in human freedom (2016). George 
Comninel’s Alienation and Emancipation in the Work of Karl Marx ties the free-
dom and alienation concepts together, in light of a new interpretation of the sig-
nificance of the French Revolution (2019).

A puzzle remains. The freedom that Marx advances is hardly the freedom of 
political economy, and yet it would be so very easy to confuse it with exactly 
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that freedom. In fact, we have inherited the freedoms celebrated in current public 
discourse unchanged from eighteenth-century political economy, especially the 
freedom to sell one’s labour and to buy what one wants. While Marx’s concept 
of alienation has shown us that these are no true freedoms at all, he has also done 
a masterful job of showing just how comprehensive capitalist conceptual norms 
have become. Marx thereby poses the political challenge of how we might emerge 
from the alienation and unfreedoms of capitalist life in order for Entäusserung 
to reveal its foreclosed promises of return, self-actualization, self-creation, free-
dom, individuality, and human community.
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The term praxis has a sufficiently complex history within Marxism itself to make 
it worth studying with care, especially with regard to its beginnings. This chap-
ter will not look back to the distant genesis of the contrast between theôria and 
praxis, and neither will it consider the distinction between praxis and poiêsis 
signalled by Aristotle (2014: 101 [1140a]) but in fact ultimately unrelated to the 
views of Marx and his followers (Petrović, 2001; Balibar, 2007 [1993]). I will 
take as my starting point the Marxian concept of praxis which reached maturity 
in the so-called Theses on Feuerbach (TF). Praxis is a Greek word (πρᾶξις) that 
the German language incorporated into its ordinary vocabulary. This means that 
while for the speakers of other languages the use of the original Greek term 
constitutes a cultism or a technical philosophical term, in modern German, by 
contrast, Praxis is used as naturally as practice in English. It is therefore mean-
ingless to attempt to establish a rigorous distinction between praxis and practice 
based on the German word and both terms should be accepted as equivalent. 
There undoubtedly exists a specifically Marxian use of this word, but it must 
be emphasized that for many years there was a misreading of TF, where cer-
tain Marxists seemed to have found a definition of praxis as something differ-
ent from practice. In this way, the various uses of this concept by the Marxist 
tradition have depended fundamentally on the varied ways of interpreting the 
equivocal TF.

29
Praxis

Miguel  Candiot i
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THE PROBLEMATIC EDITORIAL HISTORY OF  
THE THESES ON FEUERBACH

In 1888, Engels published his Ludwig Feuerbach adding 11 short unpublished 
notes by Marx as an appendix that later became famous as TF. In fact, although 
Engels did not say so, he had revised these notes himself. The original version 
had been written by Marx in Brussels in the spring of 1845, shortly before jointly 
writing with Engels himself the draft of what later would be called The German 
Ideology (GI). However, the publication of the latter, a much more detailed and 
extensive manuscript, was not possible at that time and was later discarded by its 
authors (Marx, 1987a [1859]: 264). Another 40 years would have to pass before 
both the original version of TF and the part of GI that deals with Feuerbach, 
which was also written by Marx, would be published.1 This means that for 80 
years it was impossible to properly consider two twin texts, in which Marx 
sought to ‘settle accounts’ (Marx, 1987a [1859]: 264) with Feuerbach’s philoso-
phy. And it also meant that for almost four decades the only version of TF avail-
able for study was that published by Engels,2 which resulted in some confusion. 
Marx’s friend was not mistaken when he asserted that the theses are ‘the first 
document in which is deposited the brilliant germ of the new world outlook’, but 
also when he warned that ‘these are notes hurriedly scribbled down for later 
elaboration, absolutely not intended for publication’ (Engels, 1990 [1888]: 520). 
Precisely for this reason it is regrettable that he could not foresee the misunder-
standings such notes would generate as long as they could not be compared with 
the GI section on Feuerbach, written at the same time.3

The most serious of these misunderstandings was produced around the defini-
tion of ‘practice’ (praxis) as ‘human sensuous activity’ (menschliche sinnliche 
Tätigkeit), in Engels’ version of the first thesis4 and as ‘human-sensuous activity’ 
(menschlich-sinnliche Tätigkeit) in both versions of the fifth. Marx later adds 
that this sensuous activity is, as such, the ‘real’ activity (die wirkliche, sinnliche 
Tätigkeit) of human beings, an ‘objective activity’ (gegenständliche Tätigkeit) 
that, at the same time, must be captured as ‘subjective’ (subjektiv) (Marx, 1975c 
[1888], 1975d [1845], cf. 1978a [1888], 1978b [1845]). What does all this mean? 
In what sense should practice be understood as a ‘sensuous human activity’? As 
an activity which can be perceived by the senses or as activity of the senses? To 
which other human activity can it be opposed as the ‘real’ activity? Is practice an 
‘objective’ activity in gnoseological or ontological terms? And finally, how can it 
be claimed at the same time that it is ‘subjective’?

No one who has read Marx’s other writings from the same period – especially 
the part of GI dedicated to Feuerbach – should doubt that by describing practice 
as human ‘sensuous activity’, that is as such ‘real’ and simultaneously ‘objective’ 
and ‘subjective’, he was not referring to any cognitive or interior activity, which 
is what, as will later be seen, many have thought, but rather to social practice 
that tangibly transforms the ‘sensuous external world’ (sinnliche Außenwelt) to 
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which it belongs (1975b: 273, cf. 1968: 512). Far from attempting to emphasize 
a particular form of the activity of consciousness (that is, cognitive, intellectual, 
theoretical, spiritual, etc.), what Marx does in TF is place the tangible human 
activity that makes consciousness possible, conditioning it from the outset before 
any act of knowing. The following passage from GI should settle all doubts in 
this regard:

Feuerbach speaks in particular of the perception of natural science … but where would 
natural science be without industry and commerce? Even this ‘pure’ natural science is pro-
vided with an aim, as with its material, only through trade and industry, through the sensu-
ous activity [sinnliche Tätigkeit] of men. So much is this activity, this unceasing sensuous 
[sinnliche] labour and creation, this production, the foundation of the whole sensuous world 
[sinnlichen Welt] as it now exists that, were it interrupted only for a year, Feuerbach would 
not only find an enormous change in the natural world, but would very soon find that the 
whole world of men and his own perceptive faculty, nay his own existence, were missing. 
(Marx and Engels, 1975c [1845–46]: 40, cf. 1978 [1845–46]: 44; see also Marx, 1996 
[1867]: 375–6)5

The profound theoretical renewal initiated by Marx consists precisely in the 
recognition that, contrary to what had previously been thought, human intellec-
tual activity is always preceded, exceeded and conditioned by practical activity, 
that is, what the social human being has done and does in material reality, no 
matter what knowledge has accompanied and sought to guide that preceding 
material activity. Indeed, for Marx consciousness is always bounded by material, 
objective, practical, real doing, which does not mean that knowledge cannot, in 
turn, partially direct that action that takes place outside its cognitive interiority. 
It would be foolish to deny the existence of this moment of influence of intel-
lectual activity on the material, but the lesson of Marx is that it is not at all the 
initial or fundamental moment, as had been believed until him. Traditional 
thought had considered practice as subordinate to theory, as a mere application 
or realization of it. This theoreticism prevented sensuous-material action from 
being recognized as different from and prior to knowledge. However, Marx in no 
way proposes that there is a de facto separation between the spiritual-theoretical 
life and the material-practical life, between internal and external doing, since 
these constitute the two sides of total human activity, and are closely linked to 
each other. What he demonstrates is rather the importance of distinguishing them 
analytically by recognizing their specificity. Neither does the Marxian approach 
in any way suppose a dualism between ‘body’ and ‘soul’, or between ‘matter’ 
and ‘spirit’, but rather the affirmation of a single natural and historical reality 
within which human beings carry out one activity that has two moments in per-
manent interaction: a practical one, which takes place outside the mind, and a 
cognitive one (theoretical, intellectual, spiritual, etc.) that only happens within it. 
The totality of human activity is therefore not reduced to practice (external to 
consciousness, although not necessarily unconscious) or to knowledge (interior 
to mind): it is the dialectical unity of both moments, which accompany each 
other and interact without losing their difference, but always under the primacy 
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of practice, that is, of the sensuous, real, material, external, objective and, at the 
same time, subjective human activity.

SENSUOUS ACTIVITY? IDEALISM OR MATERIALISM?

The German word sinnlich has been translated into English as ‘sensuous’, which 
does not resolve its ambiguity. It appears seven times in the short TF (eight in 
Engels’ version) and adopts various forms. It can be understood in two different 
ways. The first is as ‘sense-perceptible’, that is, that which can be captured by 
the senses. The other is ‘sensory’, that is, that which is of the senses themselves 
and their cognitive activity. In the same way the noun form Sinnlichkeit (‘sensu-
ousness’) can mean the capacity to perceive and those things perceptible in 
themselves (Althusser, 1960: 6, 8). And although this second meaning may 
appear unusual, Feuerbach and Marx use Sinnlichkeit above all to allude to the 
‘sensuous world’ (sinnliche Welt) as opposed to an imagined ‘suprasensuous’ 
reality (übersinnlich) of theology or idealism in general.

The distinction between the two meanings – more precisely between the activ-
ity of the senses themselves and the activity they capture – can only be negligible 
from a subjectivist and idealist perspective. Instead, what characterizes the mate-
rialist point of view is the recognition that the reality known through the senses is 
not a mere cognitive production of the latter, but rather exceeds them:

I completely and unconditionally reject absolute, immaterial, self-complacent speculation –
that speculation which generates its material out of itself. I am worlds apart from those 
philosophers who pluck out their eyes to be able to see better; I, for my part, need the 
senses, above all the eyes, to think; I base my thoughts on materials that are given to us only 
through the activity of the senses [Sinnentätigkeit]; I do not produce the object [Gegenstand] 
out of the thought but, rather, the thought out of the object, for that alone is an object that 
exists apart from the brain. (Feuerbach, 1972 [1841–43]: 252–3, cf. 1956 [1841]: 14–15)

Even if it highlights the activity of the senses – something that Marx does not do 
in the TF – all materialism denies by definition that knowledge and reality are 
the same thing, as idealism claims. There are two different sides involved in 
sensuous knowledge: an inner side and an outer one. The relationship between 
them is certainly a unitary and indivisible experience, but it cannot be reduced to 
a mere identity between what perceives and what is perceived, as Marx himself 
has emphasized.6 It is not, therefore, about it being possible to distinguish fully 
between what our senses provide to our experience and that which external real-
ity provides for them, but simply of keeping in mind that the content of that 
complex sensuous experience is always a real relation between the inner world 
and outer world. To ignore this relationship would be to absolutize one side by 
denying the other, thus falling into objectivism or subjectivism. In TF Marx does 
not criticize materialism for establishing a rigid separation between subject and 
object on the plane of knowledge, something that Feuerbach certainly does not 
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do (1881 [1841]: 4–6, 12–13). Marx criticizes previous materialism – that of 
Feuerbach included – for keeping on considering that the fundamental activity of 
human being is knowledge, theory, contemplation, just like Hegel and the whole 
preceding philosophical tradition. In contrast, the new materialism recognizes 
the primordial character of praxis, that ‘sensuous activity’ which is not an ‘activ-
ity of the senses’, a cognitive act, but precisely the human activity that ‘exists 
apart from the brain’, the ‘objective activity’ (first thesis), the ‘material life-
process, which is empirically verifiable and bound to material premises’ (Marx 
and Engels, 1975c [1845–46]: 36). Indeed, for Marx, practice is the social human 
activity (subjective–objective) – not of the senses (sensory) but rather patent to 
them – a movement with immense transforming power that Feuerbach certainly 
did not capture in his perception of the material objectivity (first thesis):

He does not see that the sensuous world [sinnliche Welt] around him is not a thing given 
direct from all eternity, remaining ever the same, but the product of industry and of the state 
of society; and, indeed [a product] in the sense that it is an historical product, the result of the 
activity of a whole succession of generations, each standing on the shoulders of the preceding 
one, developing its industry and its intercourse, and modifying its social system according to 
the changed needs. (Marx and Engels, 1975c [1845–46]: 39, cf. 1978 [1845–46]: 43)

This new materialist conception of practice as the objective human doing that 
traverses and configures reality, thus conditioning all forms of knowledge, rep-
resents perhaps the greatest contribution of Marx to critical thinking. And it 
entails denouncing the state of practical (or material) alienation in which society 
is torn apart by private ownership of the means of production, dominated by 
money and controlled by the modern state apparatus.

PRACTICAL ALIENATION (SOCIAL SELF-ESTRANGEMENT)

The materialist Feuerbach, therefore, fails to understand practice in a materialist 
way, unless we give this adjective its most banal significance: the moral one. 
According to The Essence of Christianity, practice is equivalent to individual 
action driven by selfish interests, and in that sense it is ‘subjective’, as distinct 
from authentic theory, which for Feuerbach is always ‘disinterested’ and, there-
fore, ‘objective’ (1881 [1841]: 112–120, 185–197). Moses Hess, for his part, 
extended Feuerbach’s thought to the social plane and introduced the notion of a 
‘practical alienation’ (praktische Entäußerung) conditioned by a ‘theoretical 
alienation’ (theoretische Entäußerung) arising from the Judeo-Christian religion 
(Hess, 1961: 334–9). And Marx himself, who at that time was also performing 
his own social translation of the Feuerbachian critiques,7 adopted this practical 
version of the concept of alienation coined by Hess, but gave it a distinct, decid-
edly materialistic meaning. Thus, for Marx, it is rather the forms of ‘theoretical 
alienation’ which are conditioned by ‘practical alienation’, and not the other 
way round:
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The basis of irreligious criticism is: Man makes religion, religion does not make man. Religion 
is the self-consciousness and self-esteem of man who has either not yet found himself or has 
already lost himself again. But man is no abstract being encamped outside the world. Man 
is the world of man, the state, society. This state, this society, produce religion, an inverted 
world-consciousness, because they are an inverted world … The immediate task of philoso-
phy, which is at the service of history, once the holy form of human self-estrangement has 
been unmasked, is to unmask self-estrangement in its unholy forms. Thus the criticism of 
heaven turns into the criticism of the earth, the criticism of religion into the criticism of law 
and the criticism of theology into the criticism of politics [and of political economy]. (Marx, 
1975a [1843–44]: 175–176)

Clearly, these ‘unholy forms’ do not constitute the self-estrangement of any type 
of spiritual objectification – as in Hegel and Feuerbach – but rather of the prac-
tice itself understood as material practice, real objectification, which precedes 
and exceeds the field of mere conscience. This social and historical material 
activity – one which Hegel notes only in a mystified (spiritualized) way and 
Feuerbach flatly ignores (cf. Marx, 1975b: 341, 1975d [1845]: 3) – is therefore 
a type of objectification that overcomes the mere knowledge sphere. Through 
praxis, beyond their consciousness (which is not to say unconsciously), human 
beings shape the actual objectivity that they inhabit and which constitutes them. 
Both traditional idealism and materialism still remain trapped in a cognitive 
alienation from practice, that is, in a theoreticism or mysticism of pure theory: 
‘All social life is essentially practical. All mysteries which lead theory to mysti-
cism find their rational solution in human practice and in the comprehension of 
this practice’ (Marx, 1975d [1845]: 5). Indeed, practice is the genuine essence of 
‘human society, or social humanity’ precisely because ‘in its reality it is the 
ensemble of the social relations’ (Marx, 1975d [1845]: 4, 5), of the real (mate-
rial) interactions of individuals with each other and with nature. It is, therefore, 
an unusual essence which is material and historical, permanently changing, and 
as such remains elusive of all essentialist fixity.

It is in the framework of this new materialist conception of practice – or prac-
tical materialism8 – that the Marxian notion of alienation attains its profound 
meaning. All forms of the alienation of consciousness are based on society’s 
ways of material-practical alienation: the State, money and, above all, private 
ownership of the means of production. Thus, shortly after referring to these phe-
nomena as ‘the unholy form of human self-estrangement’, and having already 
specifically approached a critique of the State as an alienation of society (cf. 
Marx and Engels, 1975b: 3–129, 146–174), Marx starts his critique of political 
economy and writes passages like the following:

Religious estrangement as such occurs only in the realm of consciousness, of man’s inner life, 
but economic estrangement is that of real life; its transcendence therefore embraces both 
aspects.

The estrangement of self-consciousness is not regarded [by Hegel, but neither by Feuerbach] 
as an expression – reflected in the realm of knowledge and thought – of the real estrange-
ment of the human being.
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In order to abolish the idea of private property, the idea of communism is quite sufficient. It 
takes actual communist action to abolish actual private property. (Marx, 1975b: 297, 334, 313)

And a few weeks after that, he makes explicit reference in The Holy Family to 
the practical and material character of the social self-alienation he denounces:

The enemies of progress outside the mass are precisely those products of self-debasement, 
self-rejection and self-alienation of the mass which have been endowed with independent 
being and a life of their own … But as those practical self-alienations of the mass exist in the 
real world in an outward way, the mass must fight them in an outward way. It must by no 
means hold these products of its self-alienation for mere ideal fantasies, mere alienations of 
self-consciousness, and must not wish to abolish material estrangement by purely inward 
spiritual action. (Marx and Engels, 1975d [1845]: 82, cf. 1962 [1845]: 86–7; see also Marx, 
1987b: 209–10)

Marx is obviously referring here to that which happens outside or inside in rela-
tion to consciousness, not practice, precisely because the latter is part of this same 
materiality – or sensuous, external, objective reality – which expands beyond 
cognitive interiority. The idea is to emphasize that the practical alienation –  
and hence, dis-alienation – of society and its products is not a phenomenon 
merely interior to knowledge but rather the other way around: knowledge is 
immersed in the practical alienation of society, which certainly precedes and 
exceeds it. This is the core of Marx’s practical materialism; it pervades all his 
work, even before his explicit split with Feuerbach:

Feuerbach starts out from the fact of religious self-estrangement, of the duplication of the 
world into a religious world and a secular one. His work consists in resolving the religious 
world into its secular basis. But that the secular basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself 
as an independent realm in the clouds can only be explained by the inner strife and intrinsic 
contradictoriness of this secular basis. The latter must, therefore, itself be both understood 
in its contradiction and revolutionised in practice. Thus, for instance, once the earthly family 
is discovered to be the secret of the holy family, the former must then itself be destroyed in 
theory and in practice. (Marx, 1975d [1845]: 4, cf. 1978b [1845]: 6)

The theoretical-critical revealing of a problem which is not only theoretical is 
insufficient as are scientific discoveries regarding the objective alienation of 
society:9 ‘in reality and for the practical materialist, i.e., the communist, it is a 
question of revolutionising the existing world, of practically coming to grips 
with and changing the things found in existence’ (Marx and Engels, 1975c 
[1845–46]: 38; see also Candioti, 2017a).10

PRACTICE AND REVOLUTIONARY PRACTICE

What are these ‘things found in existence’, that ‘existing world’ that must be 
changed through revolutionary practice? We already know the answer: they are 
precisely the alienated forms of practice itself, that is, of the material interactions 
of individuals with each other and with nature, and in particular of ‘industry and 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM550

commerce’, of ‘this unceasing sensuous labour and creation, this production, the 
foundation of the whole sensuous world as it now exists’ (Marx and Engels, 
1975c [1845–46]: 40). It is precisely this practical-material basis of the existing 
world that contains oppressive elements that must be transformed, in turn, 
through a special form of practice: revolutionary practice, ‘“practical-critical” 
activity’ (Marx, 1975d [1845]: 3).

This idea of the fundamental materiality of social practice as the ultimate 
nucleus of alienation, which can only be changed through revolutionary practice, 
had become manifest long before Marx’s open rupture with Feuerbach in TF 
[1845]. In the Introduction of 1843–44 several passages highlight the impotence 
of mere criticism when the problems it faces are material, that is to say, when 
they go beyond the theoretical or intellectual level. In these cases, it is essen-
tial that criticism be oriented ‘not towards itself, but towards problems which 
can only be solved by one means – practice’ (Marx, 1975a [1843–44]: 181, cf. 
1975b: 302, 1975d [1845]: 3 [second thesis]). Obviously, the practice to which 
Marx refers here – although he does not use the adjective – is revolutionary prac-
tice: that which consciously and radically attacks the existing social world; not 
practice understood as the normal material production and exchange that daily 
moves reality. What is required, therefore, is a specific form of practice which 
consists not in the mere alteration of the natural environment, but in a wilful 
transformation – in an emancipatory sense – of the existing social order. A con-
scious overcoming of situations of material-practical alienation that pure critical 
theory can only warn about and reject, but not resolve. For ‘material force must 
be overthrown by material force’, a task which falls to practice and not only to 
theory. However, Marx immediately adds: ‘but theory also becomes a material 
force as soon as it has gripped the masses’ (Marx, 1975a [1843–44]: 182), that is, 
when it manages to become assimilated by the masses and guides their powerful 
joint material activity, when it stops being just the critical knowledge of the few 
and translates itself into real revolutionary practice. This reasoning appears again 
with clarity in The Holy Family (1975d [1845]): ‘Ideas can never lead beyond an 
old world order but only beyond the ideas of the old world order. Ideas cannot 
carry out anything at all. In order to carry out ideas men are needed who can exert 
practical force’ (Marx and Engels, 1975d [1845]: 119).

Practical materialism is therefore a theory of material-practical alienation and, 
consequently and at the same time, the guide for a revolutionary practice aimed 
at overcoming this alienation, and on this basis also alienation in its ideological 
forms. Real dis-alienation, collective emancipation, communal appropriation of 
all social-human power, can therefore only be achieved through a ‘criticism’ that 
becomes practical-material that is, revolutionary, ‘practical-critical’ activity:

Communism as the positive transcendence of private property as human self-estrangement, 
and therefore as the real appropriation of the human [social] essence by and for man; com-
munism therefore as the complete return of man to himself as a social (i.e., human) being – a 
return accomplished consciously and embracing the entire wealth of previous development.  
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This communism … is the genuine resolution of the conflict between man and nature and 
between man and man … between the individual and the species … Material, immediately 
perceptible [sinnliche] private property is the material perceptible expression of estranged 
[social] human life … Religion, family, state, law, morality, science, art, etc., are only par-
ticular modes of production, and fall under its general law. The positive transcendence of 
private property, as the appropriation of [social] human life, is therefore the positive tran-
scendence of all estrangement – that is to say, the return of man from religion, family, state, 
etc., to his human, i.e., social, existence. (Marx, 1975b: 296–7, cf. 1996 [1867]: 90, 1968: 
536–7)

PRACTICE, PRODUCTION AND LABOUR

Balibar correctly points out that while the TF develop the concept of praxis, GI 
‘is entirely organized around the notion of production, taken here in a general 
sense to refer to any human activity of formation and transformation of nature’ 
(2007 [1993]: 35). However, it should be noted that this is not production in 
general, but material production, that is, the same ‘objective activity’ or ‘sensu-
ous human activity’ that in the TF was called ‘practice’ (praxis). But then, are 
praxis and labour also the same? Not necessarily. At least in the case of Marx, 
both concepts, although partly overlapping, also overflow each other as they 
presuppose different approaches to human activity.

For Marx, as we have seen, practice is the activity of the human-social subjec-
tivity from an objective standpoint, material and tangible, exterior to the mind, 
and it is equivalent to material production in a broad sense, that is to say, ‘sensu-
ous human activity’, a ‘material life-process, which is empirically verifiable’:

In direct contrast to German philosophy which descends from heaven to earth, here it is a 
matter of ascending from earth to heaven. That is to say, not of setting out from what men 
say, imagine, conceive, nor from men as narrated, thought of, imagined, conceived, in order 
to arrive at men in the flesh; but setting out from real, active men, and on the basis of their 
real life-process demonstrating the development of the ideological reflexes and echoes of 
this life-process. (Marx and Engels, 1975c [1845–46]: 36)

The Marxian category of ‘practice’, therefore, does not refer to consciousness 
and its cognitive or volitional processes, but to the material activity of human 
beings, which profoundly conditions their intellectual activity. The concept of 
‘labour’, by contrast, encompasses all human activity that involves a conscious 
effort to produce a desired result. In fact, unlike the idea of ‘practice’, which 
emphasizes the material nature of subjective activity – and makes an abstraction 
of the consumption of human energy that it requires and of the rational will to 
guide it – the Marxian notion of ‘labour’ always presupposes the consideration 
of a certain intellectual activity and a certain expenditure of human force. That is 
why labour can be solely theoretical (intellectual, cognitive), without ceasing to 
be labour. Therefore, in addition to effort in general, conscious activity is always 
inherent to the consideration of human labour as such (cf. Marx, 1996 [1867]: 
188), whether the predominant activity is intellectual (interior, non-material), or 
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practical (exterior, material), always coordinated with the former. In contrast, the 
Marxian categories of ‘praxis’ and ‘material production’ simply make abstrac-
tion from the conscious level and approach human activity only from its outer, 
objective, material, empirical side.

The terms ‘labour’ and ‘practice’ thus express distinct categories, different 
aspects of human activity. The practical-material-exterior is analytically distin-
guished – even if it cannot be really separated – from the theoretical-intellectual-
interior. Labour, on the other hand, is defined only in opposition to leisure – that 
is, the time of no labour or ‘free’ time – and, like labour itself, may include a 
purely spiritual or also a practical activity. When the work is predominantly or 
exclusively a mental activity it is called ‘intellectual’, ‘cognitive’ or ‘theoretical’ 
labour. On the other hand, if what stands out is the material activity it is usually 
spoken of as ‘manual’, ‘physical’ or ‘practical’ labour, although no labour is pure 
practice. There is no doubt that Marx’s main interest in the social-material trans-
formation of the world leads him to prioritize practical labour over theoretical 
labour, to the point of omitting the adjective. This certainly helps to approximate 
the categories of ‘practice’ and ‘labour’, but does not make them synonymous.

That said, it should be noted that the concept of ‘revolutionary practice’, 
as well as that of ‘labour’, always involves the consideration of a consciously 
directed effort. Indeed, unlike the generic idea of practice, in the specific case of 
the revolutionary practice it is impossible to ignore the intellectual commitment 
that accompanies it, whose peculiarity is that of being a critical will directed 
against the given social order. Therefore, we can say that revolutionary practice, 
precisely because of that theoretical-critical impulse that is inherent to it, also 
constitutes an exceptional revolutionary labour which strives to produce a new 
society by transforming the existing one.

PHILOSOPHIES OF PRAXIS

Up to this point, we have observed that praxis and knowledge are for Marx the 
two great modalities of human activity, its two sides: external and internal, in 
relation to the mind. It is not possible to really separate them, but it is convenient 
to distinguish their peculiarities analytically. For ignorance of human activity as 
a dialectical unit of different elements leads to reductionist positions: from prac-
tice to knowledge, or vice versa. Now, there is a considerable variety of interpre-
tations of the Marxian concept of Praxis, based above all on different ways of 
reading the TF, which is the text where that category acquires its greatest central-
ity in Marx. Antonio Labriola was the first to give the name ‘philosophy of 
practice’ (filosofia della praxis) to what he considered to be ‘the pith of historical 
materialism’ (1912 [1897]: 60, cf. 1973: 702). But what does Labriola under-
stand by praxis? At first sight, the same as Marx did: real human action, social 
activity transforming the objective reality of which it is part, that is, the world 
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which subsists beyond our consciousness and different ways of knowing and 
interpreting it. But a closer look at the explicit mentions of ‘praxis’ by Labriola 
reveals that actually this author considers the concepts of praxis and labour as 
synonyms: ‘In the process of praxis there is the nature, which is to say the his-
torical evolution of man. And in speaking of praxis under this aspect of totality, 
one aims to eliminate the vulgar opposition between practice and theory; 
because, in other words, history is the history of labour’ (1973: 689, cf. 1912 
[1897]: 43). There is an interesting change of emphasis here. While Marx, react-
ing against the whole tradition, stressed the primacy of practice (material activ-
ity) over theory (cognitive activity), Labriola now emphasizes, under the name 
of ‘praxis’ or ‘labour’, the unity of theory and practice: ‘in labour thus integrally 
understood is included the respectively proportioned and proportional develop-
ment of mental and physical aptitudes’ (1973: 689, cf. 1912 [1897]: 43). This 
unity and proportionality pointed out by Labriola thus restores a certain balance 
in the consideration of total human activity (theoretical and practical). But the 
danger of this unitary approach is the return to the old idealist conception that 
makes practice a mere moment or prolongation of cognitive activity (as evident 
in Vico, Fichte, Hegel, Cieszkowski, Hess, etc.). To illustrate what this reduction 
of practice to knowledge consists of, we will take the paradigmatic case of the 
first Italian translation of the TF, produced by the neo-idealist philosopher 
Giovanni Gentile in his 1899 essay La filosofia della prassi (cf. 1974 [1899]: 
59–165). This author interprets menschliche sinnliche Tätigkeit as ‘human sen-
sory activity’, which amounts to taking praxis – or prassi, as he prefers to call it –  
to be an activity of the senses, that is, a synonym of sensory knowledge. He also 
translates Gegenstand as ‘the term of thought’, and wirkliche, sinnliche Tätigkeit 
as ‘real, sensory activity’. Then he properly renders gegenständliche Tätigkeit 
into ‘objective activity’, but he adds a footnote which explains that by this phrase 
must be understood an ‘activity that makes, puts, creates the sensuous object’ 
(1974 [1899]: 68–9). This peculiar praxis of the senses would be the one that 
creates the entire so-called ‘material’ world, including ‘economic facts, which 
are products of human sensory activity’ (1974 [1899]: 156). Everything is thus 
ultimately reduced to the active sensation of human needs and interests. In short, 
according to Gentile, what Marx holds in the TF is ‘the productive nature of the 
sensory activity, forming the whole reality’ (1974 [1899]: 81), an activity which 
he also called ‘praxis’. This leads Gentile to conclude that Marx is an uncon-
scious idealist and an incoherent materialist (1974 [1899]: 164–165), thus turn-
ing Marxian philosophy into a sensist subjectivism, that is, into a subjective 
idealism that asserts the primacy of the senses over the concepts: ‘Reality, there-
fore, according to [Marx], is a subjective production of man; but a production of 
sensory activity (sinnliche Tätigkeit) and not thought, as Hegel and other ideal-
ists believed’ (1974 [1899]: 78; cf. Candioti, 2015).

This interpretation of praxis had several followers. It appears again, with 
different nuances, in Italian authors such as Arturo Labriola (1908), Rodolfo 
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Mondolfo (1968 [1909]), and Antonio Gramsci (1975 [1929–35]). It is not pos-
sible here to fully set out their peculiar subjectivist versions of the philosophy 
of praxis, which they also called ‘real humanism’ or ‘historicist humanism’, 
sometimes attributing it to Feuerbach himself, but always rejecting – in line with 
Gentile (1974 [1899]) and Croce (1973 [1900]), in the midst of the crisis of posi-
tivism and economicist Marxism – all ‘materialism’ as synonymous with meta-
physics, objectivism, determinism, mechanicism, fatalism, passivity, etc. Given 
the current ecological crisis, this anti-materialistic Marxism appears today more 
evidently problematic than 80 years ago. Nevertheless, it was able to develop 
some of the deepest objections to economicist and dogmatic Marxism. Indeed, 
the permanent focus on the primacy of human praxis enabled it to reject any easy 
attempt to subordinate praxis to the contemplation of rigid ‘objective laws’, and 
led it to develop, especially in Gramsci, a highly complex political conception of 
praxis. To put it in a schematic way, for Gramsci, praxis is the historical process 
of social relations understood as an interaction between dominant and subaltern 
groups, whose axis is the struggle to conquer the ‘hegemony’ or ‘intellectual and 
moral direction’ of the whole of society in order to impose a certain ‘collective 
will’ or ‘ideology’. Praxis always constitutes, therefore, a unitary ‘historical bloc’ 
comprising history, politics and philosophy, where ‘intellectuals’ play a key role 
(cf. Gramsci, 1975 [1929–35]; Thomas, 2009; Frosini, 2010; Fernández Buey, 
2014 [2001]; Candioti, 2014b, 2017b). The subjectivist understanding of praxis 
also developed in other countries. In fact, it is a phenomenon so widespread that 
it would be impossible to undertake a complete enumeration of those who at 
some point subscribed to that interpretation, even without being predominantly 
idealistic (in an ontological-gnoseological sense). We will merely provide a few 
names: Shlomo Avineri (1968), György Lukács (1971 [1923]), Michel Henry 
(1976), Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez (1980), Ernst Bloch (1986 [1954–59]), Georges 
Labica (1987) and Michael Löwy (2005 [1970]).

Let us now briefly consider the reduction of knowledge to practice, espe-
cially in a 1963 Althusser writing entitled ‘On the Materialist Dialectic’ (1969 
[1963]), in which he introduces the category of ‘theoretical practice’. If, for 
Antonio Labriola, ‘praxis’ and ‘labour’ were equivalent and referred to the unity 
of theory and practice, for Althusser the synonymy is between ‘practice’ (not 
‘praxis’, at least not explicitly) and ‘labour’. In fact, he indiscriminately uses 
the terms ‘theoretical labour’ (or ‘theoretical work’) and ‘theoretical practice’. 
And in his definition of ‘practice’ he offers an imitation of the way in which 
Marx (1996 [1867]: 187–196) describes the ‘labour process’ (cf. Althusser, 1969 
[1963]: 166–167). Moreover, Althusser introduces a new element: the plural 
form ‘practices’:

This general definition of practice covers the possibility of particularity: there are different 
practices which are really distinct, even though they belong organically to the same complex 
totality. Thus, ‘social practice’, the complex unity of the practices existing in a determinate 
society, contains a large number of distinct practices. (1969 [1963]: 167; cf. Althusser and 
Balibar, 1979 [1965]: 136)
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The main difference that Althusser points out is that which exists between  
‘theoretical practice’ (1969 [1963]: 167) and ‘non-theoretical practices’ 
(Althusser and Balibar, 1979 [1965]: 59). We can then wonder if it is not much 
simpler to speak directly, like Marx, of different manifestations of theory (or 
intellectual activity) and practice (or material activity).

It is impossible to survey all Marxist readings of praxis here. I have had to 
limit myself to considering those that are most relevant by reason of their dif-
ferences. But I believe that pointing out these specific contrasts is like drawing 
a relatively exhaustive map covering the main variants of interpretations of this 
category, since all Marxists subscribe to one of these versions, with greater or 
fewer nuances. In authors as diverse as Engels, Lenin, Mao Zedong, Trotsky or 
Karl Korsch, for example, we find interpretations of ‘praxis’ or ‘practice’ very 
close to that of Marx himself.

It is hoped that in the future a more precise and less eclectic use of the concept 
of praxis will be developed. An interesting way to do so would be to recover 
Marx’s ‘practical materialism’ and its articulation with the Gramscian version 
of the ‘philosophy of praxis’. The former would allow us to recognize the extra-
mental conditioning of knowledge and human productive forces – in deep com-
patibility with ecological consciousness – and at the same time to push criticism 
towards the practical-material overcome of any limit that becomes arbitrary or 
socially unnecessary. Gramscian ‘philosophy of praxis’, for its part, stresses the 
fundamental importance of the intellectual and practical political battle in the 
field of culture, mass communication and organization of social normativity, 
since revolutionary praxis does not spring from the mere quantitative develop-
ment of productive forces, but rather from the active – and at the same time 
patient – construction of an emancipatory hegemony.

Notes

1  Both texts appeared for the first time in 1924, edited by the Marx-Engels Institute in Moscow. A first 
version of all writings grouped under the title of GI was published in Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe 
[MEGA1], I/5, Moscow, Marx-Engels-Lenin Institute, 1932 (cf. Candioti, 2014a; Carver, 2010; Carver 
and Blank, 2014a, 2014b).

2  For a detailed comparison of the differences between Marx’s and Engels’ versions of the theses I 
mainly rely on the works of Bortolotti (1976), Labica (1987) and Macherey (2008).

3  It must be recalled that there is also another key Marxian work, written only a few months earlier, but 
which also came to light only later: the so-called Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, 
which appeared in two simultaneous editions during the same year as GI (Marx, 1932a [1844], 1932b).

4  The original version reads ‘sensuous human activity’ (sinnlich menschliche Tätigkeit) (Marx, 1975d 
[1845]: 3, cf. 1978b [1845]: 5).

5  The texts added in brackets which appear in the quotes, in this case certain terms from the original 
text in German, are by the author – MC.

6  The importance of a passage in Capital which refers precisely to sensuous knowledge as a real relation 
that does not immediately appear as such, but rather as pure objectivity, and that can neither be reduced 
to pure subjectivity, is often overlooked: ‘the light from an object is perceived by us not as the subjective 
excitation of our optic nerve, but as the objective form of something outside the eye itself. But, in the act 
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of seeing, there is at all events, an actual passage of light from one thing to another, from the external 
object to the eye. There is a physical relation between physical things’ (Marx, 1996 [1867]: 83).

7  Towards the end of 1842, Marx wrote to Arnold Ruge: ‘I requested further that religion should be 
criticised in the framework of criticism of political conditions rather than that political conditions 
should be criticised in the framework of religion … for religion in itself is without content, it owes 
its being not to heaven but to the earth, and with the abolition of distorted reality, of which it is the 
theory, it will collapse of itself’ (Marx and Engels, 1975a: 394–5).

8  Balibar wrote: ‘If these remarks are accurate, it means that Marx’s materialism has nothing to do with 
a reference to matter – and this will remain the case for a very long time, until Engels undertakes 
to reunite Marxism with the natural sciences of the second half of the nineteenth century. For the 
moment, however, we are dealing with a strange “materialism without matter”. Why, then, is this term 
used?’ (2007 [1993]: 23). We should remember that for both Feuerbach and Marx ‘materialism’ is not 
the postulation of ‘matter’ as a metaphysical principle, but the assertion that the sensible reality has 
a material subsistence insofar as it is not a mere product of human knowledge, as idealism pretends. 
For this reason, we cannot agree with the characterization of the Marxian ‘materialism of practice’ as 
‘the most accomplished form of the idealist tradition, the form which enables us to understand more 
than any other the lasting vitality of idealism right up to the present’ (Balibar, 2007 [1993]: 27).

9  This is the same idea that would appear, 20 years later, in the whole first chapter of Capital and not 
only in its famous final section on commodity fetishism (Marx, 1996 [1867]: 45–93).

10  The last of the TF affirms almost the same thing but in language more brilliant than it is clear, a 
characteristic of these notes: ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the 
point is to change it’ (Marx, 1975d [1845]: 5). Engels’ famous version adds the connector aber (‘but’, 
‘however’, etc.), giving rise to anti-intellectual, pragmatic or practicist readings (Marx, 1975c [1888]: 
8, cf. 1978a [1888]: 535).
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INTRODUCTION

‘Commodity fetishism’ was considered for a long time to be quite an ‘esoteric’ 
concept. Today, however, it is often considered to be one of Marx’s contributions 
that can still help us to understand the contemporary world. This is particularly 
the case where capitalism is thought of not only in terms of class domination, but 
also as an automatic and irrational system that is pushing the world towards an 
epoch-defining economic and ecological crisis.

‘Commodity fetishism’ is one of the most difficult of Marx’s concepts to 
understand. Marx himself called it a ‘mystery’, and, quantitatively speaking, it 
only makes up a very small part of his critique of political economy. The first 
generation of Marxists attributed almost no importance to it. From the 1920s, 
however, György Lukács and Isaak Rubin began an exploration; in Lukács’ case, 
via the concept of ‘reification’. In the post-war period, the concept of ‘alien-
ation’ became central to Marxist debate. Certain authors claimed that there was 
a great deal of continuity between the use of fetishism in the work of the young 
Marx and in his later works. Fetishism was nearly always understood as a kind 
of ‘mystification’, as a ‘veil’, that hid the reality of capitalist exploitation. From 
the 1970s onwards, a new interpretation began to develop that linked fetishism 
to the concepts of value and abstract labour. It considered fetishism to be a real 
inversion of social life, not simply a matter of consciousness, and argued that the 
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concept is central to how we can use Marx today. Nevertheless, there are many 
different ways of employing the term ‘fetishism’ currently in circulation, even 
outside of the field of Marxism, that generally refer, often in a rather loose man-
ner, to the world of imagination associated with objects of consumption: fetish-
ism as the excessive adoration of commodities. Another approach is to analyse 
the potential continuity between commodity fetishism and older – religious – 
forms of fetishism, though such approaches run the risk of losing the historical 
specificity of modern fetishism from view.

Given the great variety of possible interpretations of fetishism in Marx’s work, 
it is necessary to first let Marx speak for himself. It is not a matter of ‘explain-
ing’ this concept, as one could explain the concept of surplus value, because no 
explanation would be agreed upon by all of those who have attempted to interpret 
his work. The history of the concept of fetishism had led to more divergent inter-
pretations than nearly any other of Marx’s concepts. The second part will briefly 
examine debates about fetishism in Marxism before moving on to deal in greater 
length with the ‘critique of value’ (Moishe Postone, Robert Kurz, Krisis), which 
has placed more importance on the concept than any other Marx-based approach. 
The analysis will conclude with a survey of the, often confused, way in which the 
term is currently used.

MARX ON FETISHISM

It is quite remarkable that Marx used the concept of fetishism even in his earliest 
writings. In his 1842 article ‘Debates on the Law on Thefts of Wood’, Marx 
condemns the attempts of the Prussian legislature to ban the poor from collecting 
wood and hunting hares in the forests. He ends with the words:

The savages of Cuba regarded gold as a fetish of the Spaniards. They celebrated a feast in 
its honour, sang in a circle around it and then threw it into the sea. If the Cuban savages had 
been present at the sitting of the Rhine Province Assembly, would they not have regarded 
wood as the Rhinelanders’ fetish? But a subsequent sitting would have taught them that the 
worship of animals is connected with this fetishism, and they would have thrown the hares 
into the sea in order to save the human beings. (Marx, 1842: 262–3)

This ironic statement demonstrates that the ethnological concept of fetishism, 
and its application to the critique of modern society, was already present from 
the very start of Marx’s critical project.

The word ‘fetishism’, deriving originally from the Portuguese and which car-
ried the connotation of something that is ‘artificial’ or ‘fabricated’, first appeared 
in the seventeenth century. European colonisers used the term to describe, what 
seemed to them to be, the worship of wooden idols by African ‘savages’. It was 
the French writer Charles de Brosses, in his work Du Culte des dieux fétiches [The 
Cult of God Fetishes] (1760), who introduced the term ‘fetishism’ to describe a 
supposedly primitive stage in the historical development of religion.
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There is a profound link between commodity fetishism and religious  
fetishism: not only does Marx refer to it from his very first articles onwards, but 
his mature theory of commodity fetishism is a continuation of his earlier concept 
of ‘alienation’ and, therefore, of his view of religion as an exile of human powers 
into heaven. Marx compared commodity fetishism explicitly to religious fetish-
ism, in which men worship fetishes that they themselves have created and in 
which they attribute supernatural powers to material objects. Thus, Marx speaks 
in Capital of

a mode of production in which the worker exists to satisfy the need of the existing values 
for valorization, as opposed to the inverse situation, in which objective wealth is there to 
satisfy the worker’s own need for development. Just as man is governed, in religion, by the 
products of his own brain, so, in capitalist production, he is governed by the products of his 
own hand. (Marx, 1867: 772)

Twenty-five years after the article on the theft of wood, Marx once again used 
the term fetishism, in a much more consequential manner, at the end of the first 
chapter of Capital (1867). After a somewhat austere architectural structure and 
meticulous logical deductions in which he develops the value form in a highly 
abstract manner (and without ever referring to social classes or other human 
actors), Marx concludes with a subsection, ‘The Fetishism of the Commodity 
and its Secret’, that is no more than 15 pages long. Its style is very different from 
the preceding pages: ironical and witty, full of metaphors and historical refer-
ences that intermingle with literary allusions. It could pass for a simple literary 
digression that the reader could leave out without losing anything important. 
Moreover, as the very title of the chapter states, it is a ‘secret’, and the contents 
of that secret seem at first glance hardly intelligible. In its first four pages, Marx 
uses the expressions ‘metaphysical subtleties’, ‘theological niceties’, ‘mysteri-
ous’, ‘mystical’, ‘enigmatic’, ‘misty realm’, ‘hieroglyphic’. No wonder then that 
this digression has for so long attracted little attention from readers of Capital, 
even more so given that the concept of ‘fetishism’ does not reappear again until 
the end of the first book.

Marx terms commodities ‘sensuous things which are at the same time supra-
sensible or social’, in which relationships between men appear as things, and 
things as creatures endowed with their own will (Marx, 1867: 165):

The mysterious character of the commodity-form consists therefore simply in the fact that 
the commodity reflects the social characteristics of men’s [sic] own labour as the objective 
characteristics of the products of labour themselves, as the socio-natural properties of these 
things. Hence it also reflects the social relation of the producers to the sum total of labour 
as a social relation between objects, a relation which exists apart from and outside the pro-
ducers. Through this substitution, the products of labour become commodities, sensuous 
things which are at the same time suprasensible or social. […] It is nothing but the definite 
social relation between men themselves which assumes here, for them, the fantastic form of 
a relation between things. In order, therefore, to find an analogy we must take flight into 
the misty realm of religion. There the products of the human brain appear as autonomous 
figures endowed with a life of their own, which enter into relations both with each other 
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and with the human race. So it is in the world of commodities with the products of men’s 
hands. I call this the fetishism which attaches itself to the products of labour as soon as they 
are produced as commodities, and is therefore inseparable from the production of com-
modities. […] To the producers, therefore, the social relations between their private labours 
appear as what they are, i.e. they do not appear as direct social relations between persons 
in their work, but rather as material [dinglich] relations between persons and social relations 
between things. (Marx,1867: 164–6)

As a result, in commodity production, ‘the process of production has the mastery 
over man, instead of the opposite’ (Marx, 1867: 175), and for the producers, 
‘their own movement within society has for them the form of a movement made 
by things, and these things, far from being under their control, in fact control 
them’ (Marx, 1867: 167–8). The fetishism is already present in the very fact that 
social activity takes the form of the commodity, value and money, the ‘sem-
blance of objectivity possessed by the social characteristics of labour’ (Marx, 
1867: 167). People are, however, not conscious of this appearance. They produce 
it without knowing it through acts of exchange in which, like a natural law, 
socially necessary labour time imposes itself as a regulatory element. It is the 
money form that makes the real relationship between commodities disappear 
behind a thing-like appearance: the visible fact that a shirt is ‘worth’ 10 euros is 
only a ‘thing-like’ expression of the relationship between quantities of abstract 
time. Thus, productive activity is reduced to a simple ‘productive expenditure of 
human brains, nerves, muscles’ (Marx, 1867: 134). People do not bring their 
private labours into relation directly, but only in a (pseudo-)objective form, with 
the appearance of a thing, namely, equal human labour expressed in a use value. 
Nevertheless, they do not do so in a conscious manner. They attribute the move-
ment of their own products to the natural qualities of these products.

However, ‘the whole mystery of commodities, all the magic and necromancy 
that surrounds the products of labour on the basis of commodity production’ 
applies to commodity society alone (Marx, 1867: 169). Marx shows that in autar-
kic, or self-sufficient, production (he uses the example of Robinson Crusoe), such 
as one finds in medieval society or, on the contrary, in a ‘free association of 
producers’, there is no fetishism and social relationships are not ‘disguised as 
social relations between things, between the products of labour’ (Marx, 1867: 
170). On the contrary, ‘for a society of commodity producers […] general social 
relation[s] of production [consist] in the fact they treat their products as com-
modities, hence as values, and in this material [sachlich] form bring their individ-
ual, private labours, into relation with each other as homogenous human labour’ 
(Marx, 1867: 172). Marx continues to evoke fetishism in the following chapter, 
‘The Process of Exchange’, which concludes:

Men are henceforth related to each other in their social process of production in a purely 
atomistic way. Their own relations of production therefore assume a material shape which 
is independent of their control and their conscious individual action. This situation is mani-
fested first by the fact that the products of men’s labour universally take on the form of 
commodities. The riddle of the money fetish is therefore the riddle of the commodity fetish, 
now become visible and dazzling to our eyes. (Marx, 1867: 187)



FETISHISM 563

However, it is the first lines of the second chapter of Capital that provide the best 
definition of the essence of fetishism, even if the word itself does not appear: 
‘Commodities cannot themselves go to market and perform exchanges in their 
own right. We must, therefore, have recourse to their guardians, who are the pos-
sessors of commodities’ (Marx, 1867: 178). It is the commodities themselves 
which are the real actors – the ‘subject’ – in a commodity society. Human beings 
only enter onto the stage as the servants of these objects, as a necessary evil for 
the sake of production and circulation.

The concept of fetishism returns at the end of volume three of Capital, ‘The 
Revenues and their Sources’, in a chapter entitled, in yet another reference to 
religion, ‘The Trinity Formula’. When Friedrich Engels composed the third vol-
ume with the manuscripts left by Marx, he put together three fragments to form 
chapter 48, one of the last ones, but we cannot know with certainty where Marx 
himself had intended to place them.

In this chapter, Marx analyses the fact that the three principal factors of pro-
duction – capital, land and labour – appear, in the eyes of economic actors, as 
factors that contribute to wealth creation, which would justify the pretentions 
of capitalists and property owners to receive a part of the surplus value realised 
as ‘just’ compensation for the production factor that they contributed. ‘Vulgar’ 
political economy sought to give a theoretical foundation to this sharing out that 
does indeed dominate in capitalist society. Thus, Marx writes:

Capital – profit (profit of enterprise plus interest), land – ground-rent, labour – wages, this is 
the trinity formula which comprises all the secrets of the social production process. […] Capital, 
land, labour! But, capital is not a thing, it is a definite social relation of production pertaining 
to a particular historical social formation, which simply takes the form of a thing and gives this 
thing a specific social character. […] It is not only the workers’ products which are transformed 
into independent powers, the products as masters and buyers of their producers, but the social 
powers and interconnecting form of this labour also confront them as properties of their prod-
uct. Here we therefore have one factor of a historically produced social production process in 
a definite social form, and at first sight a very mysterious form. (Marx, 1894: 953–4)

At a material level, these three factors are obviously necessary for production. 
However, the false appearance that dominates the consciousness of subjects in 
capitalist society – and a little later Marx speaks indeed of a ‘religion of everyday 
life’ – identifies the material and technical factors of production with their social 
form and attributes to the different material factors of labour the capacity to 
produce the value of the commodity:

We have already shown in connection with the most simple categories of the capitalist mode 
of production and commodity production in general, in connection with commodities and 
money, the mystifying character that transforms the social relations for which the material 
elements of wealth serve as bearers in the course of production into properties of these 
things themselves (commodities), still more explicitly transforming the relation of production 
itself into a thing (money). All forms of society are subject to this distortion, in so far as they 
involve commodity production, however, where capital is the dominant category and forms 
the specific relation of production, this bewitched and distorted world develops much fur-
ther. (Marx, 1894: 965–6)
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Thus, fetishistic inversion exists in all commodity production, but reaches its 
apogee in developed capitalist society, and even more so in the form of monetary 
interest, where capital seems to be endowed with the ability to grow without 
having to go through the exploitation of labour.

Capital-profit (or better still capital-interest), land-ground-rent, labour-wages, this economic 
trinity as the connection between the components of value and wealth in general and its 
sources, completes the mystification of the capitalist mode of production, the reification of 
social relations, and the immediate coalescence of the material relations of production with 
their historical and social specificity: the bewitched, distorted, and upside-down world 
haunted by Monsieur le Capital and Madame la Terre, who are at the same time social char-
acters and mere things. (Marx, 1894: 968–9)

In this argument, Marx does not use the word ‘fetishism’, but it is understood that 
this inversion between things and social relationships is the same as that of which 
he spoke at the start of Capital. This is equally true for the following remark:

What is also implied already in the commodity, and still more so in the commodity as the 
product of capital, is the reification of the social determinations of production and the sub-
jectification [Versubjektivierung] of the material bases of production which characterize the 
entire capitalist mode of production. (Marx, 1894: 1020)

The core of Marx’s argument would therefore be the refutation of bourgeois 
economic theory when it affirms that the worker, when receiving their salary, 
receives everything to which they have a right, because the remuneration of other 
social classes corresponds to the multiplicity of factors of production. The denial 
that labour is the only source of value (and therefore of surplus value) is essential 
for the apologists of capitalism because they hope to show that there is no ‘injus-
tice’ in the way that workers are paid. Bourgeois political economy, and the 
spontaneous representations of the ruling classes that it systematises, therefore 
operates a ‘mystification’ of consciousnesses by confusing things – the material 
agents of production – with social relationships.

FETISHISM IN MARXISM

During the first few decades of the dissemination of Marx’s theory, that is, the 
period of the Second International up to the start of the First World War, which 
was dominated by social democrats, the concept of fetishism, along with the 
concept of abstract labour, was practically never discussed. Even today, for many 
traditional Marxists – who primarily understand Marx as having provided a 
theory of social justice that was meant to aid the working classes – the concept 
of fetishism can be summarised in a single word: ‘mystification’. They see fet-
ishism as an epiphenomenon, and above all as a con, as a veil that is, more or 
less consciously, thrown over the truth: that surplus value originates in the unpaid 
labour of the worker. From this perspective, fetishism is not a real phenomenon, 
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but concerns only the relationship between reality and its representation. The 
response to fetishism would therefore be to provide the correct information about 
the origins of value.

The first serious reprisal of the theme of fetishism, as well as that of value 
and abstract labour, appears in György Lukács’ (1923) History and Class 
Consciousness. The term ‘fetishism’ appears there from time to time, but it is the 
concept of ‘reification’, the touchstone of the book, that encompasses the theme 
of fetishism: the transformation of social processes into things (res). Lukács 
recalls the fact that both A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy and 
Capital begin ‘with an analysis of commodities’ and states: ‘For at this stage in 
the history of mankind there is no problem that does not ultimately lead back 
to that question and there is no solution that could not be found in the solution 
to the riddle of commodity-structure’. Consequently, he wishes to analyse the 
‘problems growing out of the fetish character of commodities, both as an objec-
tive form and also as a subjective stance corresponding to it […] Commodity 
fetishism is a specific problem of our age, the age of modern capitalism’. When 
he writes, ‘only by understanding this can we obtain a clear insight into the ideo-
logical problems of capitalism and its downfall’ (Lukács, 1923: 83–4), he ties 
fetishism to ideology, but he does not reduce it to an ideology. In contrast to 
nearly all other Marxists of his time, Lukács gives fetishism a central role:

It has often been claimed – and not without a certain justification – that the famous chapter 
in Hegel’s Logic treating of Being, Non-Being and Becoming contains the whole of his phi-
losophy. It might be claimed with perhaps equal justification that the chapter dealing with 
the fetish character of the commodity contains within itself the whole of historical material-
ism and the whole self-knowledge of the proletariat seen as the knowledge of capitalist 
society (and of the societies that preceded it). (Lukács, 1923: 170)

Lukács notes that, for Marx, every commodity is fetishistic. Capitalism cannot 
therefore be overcome simply by workers appropriating the world of commodi-
ties themselves. However, just as he conflates the Marxian concept of ‘abstract 
labour’ with the Weberian concept of the rationalisation and mechanisation of 
the division of labour, Lukács is still caught between a concept of fetishism as a 
real inversion and an inverted vision of reality.

Isaak Rubin’s Essays on Marx’s Theory of Value appeared in the Soviet 
Union at around the same time. This book, in contrast to Lukács’, had almost 
no impact on contemporary debates (at least not in the West). The author was 
persecuted after 1930 as a ‘Menshevik’ and was executed in 1937. It was only 
with the publication of an English translation of his book in 1969 that its value 
was recognised.

The first chapter of his book is titled ‘Marx’s Theory of Commodity Fetishism’ 
and begins with the phrase, ‘Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism has not occu-
pied the place which is proper to it in the Marxist economic system’ (Rubin, 
1924: 5). He insists on the need to distinguish between the technical and socio-
economic aspects of production, and also argues that the confusion of these two 
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is typical of the kind of fetishism that characterises bourgeois economics and 
everyday life:

The theory of commodity fetishism, which could more accurately be called a general theory 
of production relations of the commodity capitalist economy [is] per se, the basis of Marx’s 
entire economic system, and in particular of his theory of value. […] Marx did not only show 
that human relations were veiled by relations between things, but rather that, in the com-
modity economy, social production relations inevitably took the form of things and could not 
be expressed except through things. (Rubin, 1924: 5–6)

Rubin underlines that ‘the circulation of things – to the extent that they acquire 
the specific social properties of value and money – does not only express produc-
tion among men, but it creates them’ (Rubin, 1924: 10–11). He was also aware 
of the originality of Marx’s theory of fetishism and noted that, although Marx 
quotes antecedents to his theory of value, he practically never does so for his 
theory of fetishism. Rubin states his case clearly:

The absence of direct regulation of the social process of production necessarily leads to the 
indirect regulation of the production process through the market, through the products of 
labor, through things. Here the subject is the ‘materialization’ of production relations and 
not only ‘mystification’ or illusion. This is one of the characteristics of the economic structure 
of contemporary society […] Fetishism is not only a phenomenon of social consciousness, 
but of social being. (Rubin, 1924: 59)

Rubin had a much clearer idea of the nature of value as a social relationship than 
nearly all of his contemporaries:

Thus what is revealed is an inseparable connection between Marx’s theory of value and its 
general, methodological bases formulated in his theory of commodity fetishism. […]One can 
only wonder why Marx’s critics did not notice this inseparable connection between his labor 
theory of value and his theory of the reification or fetishization of the production relations 
among people. They understood Marx’s theory of value in a mechanical-naturalistic, not in 
a sociological, sense. (Rubin, 1924: 72)

Karl Korsch was, alongside Lukács, the other great source of ‘Western Marxism’ 
with his Marxism and Philosophy (1923). However, commodity fetishism is only 
mentioned once in this book. In his Karl Marx (1938), he notes that the para-
graph about fetishism is ‘important for the stand taken by Marx against all bour-
geois economics’. He continues:

[B]y depending in their conscious actions upon such imaginary concepts, the members of 
modern ‘civilized’ society are really, like the savage by his fetish, controlled by the work of 
their hands. Commodities and, in a still more conspicuous form, the particular kind of com-
modity which serves as a general medium of exchange, namely, money, and all further forms 
of capitalistic commodity production derived from those basic forms, such as capital, wage-
labour, etc., are examples of that fetish form assumed by the social production-relations of 
the present epoch. (Korsch, 1938: 131)

However, Korsch actually somehow limits the concept of fetishism by presenting 
it purely in opposition to bourgeois economical science, which is entirely taken 
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in by the fetishistic appearance of economic life. Korsch also stresses another 
important aspect: fetishism presents social conditions as ‘natural’ and ‘eternal’ 
when they are in fact historically specific to capitalist society: ‘the ‘fetishistic’ 
device of bourgeois economics had been shifted from the realm of human action 
to the so-called immutable, nature-ordained relations between things’ (Korsch, 
1938: 137).

The concept of fetishism appears sporadically in works of Critical Theory, of 
the Frankfurt School as it is commonly known, notably in the writing of Theodor 
W. Adorno. He always criticised the concept of alienation as ‘idealist’ and as an 
expression of an aversion to that which is ‘foreign’ (alienus). He would refer to 
the concept of ‘fetishism’ as a more ‘objective’ alternative, but always thought 
of it, essentially, as a form of false consciousness. This approach can be seen in 
his debates with Walter Benjamin in the 1930s (see below) and in his essay ‘On 
the Fetish-Character in Music and the Regression of Listening’ (1938), where 
he refers to the commodification of musical experience as a kind of ‘fetishism’, 
which, for Adorno, means venerating things for their exchange value (their price 
in monetary terms). This understanding of fetishism was partially influenced by 
Thorstein Veblen’s theories of ‘ostentatious consumption’ – indeed, the concep-
tions of fetishism and ‘exchange value’ that circulated in the 1960s and 1970s, 
particularly in terms of a ‘critique of consumption’, often bare traces of a more or 
less unconscious adaptation of Veblen.

Equally, the term ‘fetishism’ in Adorno can also have a positive meaning: by 
singling out an object, notably luxury goods or works of art, fetishisation poten-
tially posits them beyond the sphere of ‘exchange’, which levels everything and 
violates each object’s individual identity. Fetishisation therefore defends qual-
ity against quantity and even preserves the idea of happiness (Adorno, 1951:  
§ 77). Indeed, Adorno’s conception of capitalism turns upon ‘exchange’ and on 
the ‘abstraction’ that exchange produces. Despite his attempts to appropriate 
the categories of the Marxian critique of political economy, at least in his later 
works, Adorno essentially remained fixated upon the sphere of the circulation 
of value. He particularly insisted on the similarities between the philosophical 
categories of ‘identity’, which he criticised for its repression of ‘difference’, and 
‘exchange’, in the sense of exchange value, which also effaced any individuality. 
It was therefore the epistemological dimension of fetishism that mostly inter-
ested Adorno.

Between the 1950s and the 1970s, the theme of ‘alienation’ became the object 
of lively debates that frequently referred to the ‘young Marx’. Fetishism was 
often understood as a reprisal of the same concept in the ‘mature Marx’, who 
was considered to be less concerned with consciousness and more interested in 
‘economic’ factors. However, it was above all the turmoil of 1968 and the devel-
opment of a non-orthodox Marxism that led to a return to the concept of fetish-
ism. Albeit, not everywhere, of course. In the preface to an edition of Capital 
published in French in 1969, Louis Althusser recommended new readers skip the 
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first chapter, which he saw as a nefarious Hegelian metaphysical hangover, and 
declared that the theme of fetishism would lead only to confusion.

The reprisal of fetishism at this time owed a great deal to the pioneering work 
of a Galician exile in the USA, Roman Rosdolsky, whose important study on 
The Making of Marx’s Capital, a detailed and profound commentary on the 
Grundrisse, was published posthumously in 1968. The rediscovery of fetishism 
in the 1960s went hand-in-hand with the rediscovery of the importance of the 
Hegelian roots of Marx’s work, and not only his early works. Rosdolsky begins 
his book by saying: ‘Of all the problems in Marx’s economic theory the most 
neglected has been that of his method, both in general and, specifically, in its 
relation to Hegel’, in particular to his Logic (Rosdolsky, 1968: xi–xii). Rosdolsky 
analyses the role of money as a fetishistic medium and notes that Marx’s con-
cept of ‘commodity fetishism’ was ‘already in evidence in his earliest economic 
works’, as in his notes on Mill from 1844 (Rosdolsky, 1968: 126).

At the same time, and also in the USA, Fredy Perlman translated and pub-
lished the first Western edition of Rubin’s Essays and added an important preface 
where he writes: ‘Later, when Marx refined his ideas of ‘reified’ or ‘congealed’ 
labor, the theory of commodity fetishism provided a focus, a unifying frame-
work for his analysis’ (Perlman, 1972: xii). Perlman demonstrates the continu-
ity between the concept of alienation found in the young Marx (which was not 
known in Rubin’s time) and fetishism, via the concept of reification. Referring to 
the debates of his own time, Perlman writes:

Consequently, the reification of social relations and the fetishism of commodities are not 
‘chains of illusion’ which can be ‘broken’ within the context of capitalist society, because they 
do not arise from ‘stereotyped alternatives of thinking’ (Erich Fromm). The capitalist form of 
social production ‘necessarily leads’ to the reification of social relations; reification is not only a 
‘consequence’ of capitalism; it is an inseparable aspect of capitalism. (Perlman, 1972: xxiii)

The concepts of ‘alienation’, of ‘estrangement’, of ‘reification’ and of ‘fetish-
ism’ tend to coincide. Some authors, such as Guy Debord (1967), in whose work 
the word ‘fetishism’ is almost absent are, in effect, talking about it when they 
evoke ‘alienation’. Debord uses the term ‘fetishism’ explicitly only in thesis 36 
of The Society of the Spectacle:

The fetishism of the commodity – the domination of society by ‘intangible as well as tangible 
things’ – attains its ultimate fulfilment in the spectacle, where the real world is replaced by 
a selection of images which are projected above it, yet which at the same time succeed in 
making themselves regarded as the epitome of reality. (Debord, 1967: 16)

When he writes in thesis 67, ‘like the old religious fetishism, with its convulsion-
ary raptures and miraculous cures, the fetishism of commodities generates its 
own moments of fervent exaltation’ (Debord, 1967: 33), he is instead referring 
to fetishism as the projection of desires onto objects and their adulation.

In Germany, some students of Adorno deepened the concept further. For Hans-
Jürgen Krahl, the critique of fetishism was a continuation of the Kantian critique of 
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pure reason: just as the latter sought to reinstate the autonomy of the transcendental 
subject by demonstrating that what the subject attributed to things actually belonged 
to itself, the critique of fetishism points to the fact that the autonomous relationships 
of production appear as the natural qualities of products (Krahl, 1971: 49).

In Italy, it was Lucio Colletti who, from the end of the 1960s, took up the 
concepts of value, abstract labour, fetishism and their interconnectedness. While 
condemning the Hegelian side of Marx, and rejecting Marx himself from 1974 
onwards, Colletti was one of the first to see that for Marx fetishism was a real 
inversion – even if this was, for Colletti, another reason to condemn Marx in the 
name of logical empiricism and Kantianism. According to Colletti, the processes 
of hypostatisation and substantiation of the abstract, the inversion of subject and 
predicate are not, for Marx, only defective aspects of the logic of Hegel, but rather 
are effectively to be found in the actual structure of capitalist society. The scientific 
Marx, according to Colletti, analysed the ‘natural laws’ of the economy; Marx as 
the critic of political economy examined a fetishistic world turned upside down. 
The theory of fetishism and the theory of the dialectical contradiction as a real phe-
nomenon are therefore only different ways of formulating the same observation. 
As Colletti (1974) argues in Marxism and Dialectic it is not only the representa-
tion of reality that is turned upside down, but reality itself. Indeed, he makes the 
point as early as 1969 in an article on ‘Bernstein and the Marxism of the Second 
International’: ‘Marx’s theory of value is identical to his theory of fetishism and that 
it is precisely by virtue of this element (in which the crucial importance of the rela-
tion with Hegel is intuitively evident) that Marx’s theory differs in principle from 
the whole of classical political economy’ (Colletti, 1969: 77).

When the ‘crisis of work’ became visible from the 1970s onwards, a reading 
of Marx that was centred on the concept of abstract labour and its ties to com-
modity fetishism emerged. It was above all Moishe Postone (1993) in his work 
Time, Labour and Social Domination and the German reviews Krisis and Exit!, 
with their main author Robert Kurz, who developed from the end of the 1980s a 
new approach under the name the ‘critique of value’. Putting aside the differences 
between these authors, we can summarise their approach as follows: fetishism 
means that things govern society in place of human beings because these things 
contain their social relationships within them. This is a real inversion, an inversion 
between abstract and concrete, where, in a socially unconscious manner, concrete 
labour and use value serve only as the ‘bearers’, or ‘supports’, of the underlying, 
invisible substance, which is the value produced by the abstract side of labour. In a 
fetishistic society, the true subjects are not the humans, but value and its tautologi-
cal accumulation. Fetishism is therefore not an epiphenomenon but represents the 
very heart of Marx’s conception of capitalism as a society which is not only unjust, 
but also, in its basic categories, destructive and self-destructive. Fetishism cannot 
be overcome without overcoming abstract labour and value.

The three ‘characteristics’ that Marx describes in his analysis of the value form 
are inversions between concrete and abstract. Use value becomes the phenomenal 
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form of its opposite: exchange value. Concrete labour becomes the phenomenal 
form of its opposite: abstract labour. Private labour becomes its opposite form: 
immediately social labour. That which should come first, the concrete, becomes a 
derivative of that which should come second, the abstract. In philosophical terms, 
we might speak of an inversion between substance and accident. The description 
of alienation that Marx gives in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts 
(1844) does not therefore appear as a fundamentally different approach to his 
later conceptualisation of fetishism, but as a first approximation which already, 
implicitly, stated the essential: the dispossession of people through abstract 
labour has become the principal of social synthesis.

Fetishism is not only an inverted representation of reality, but an inversion of 
reality itself. In this sense, the theory of fetishism is central to the totality of criti-
cisms that Marx aims at the foundations of capitalism. Well beyond the explicit 
use of the word ‘fetishism’, the concept of fetishism as inversion exists through-
out Marx’s critique of political economy and was anticipated by the ‘philosophi-
cal’ works of his youth. The ‘fetishistic’ character of capitalist society is not only 
a secondary aspect but belongs to its ‘cell-form’ itself: the commodity. Far from 
being a ‘superstructure’ belonging to the mental or symbolic sphere of social 
life, fetishism resides in the very bases of capitalist society and permeates all 
of its aspects. Marx’s theory of value and his theory of fetishism are therefore 
essentially identical.

According to Postone, the young Marx understood alienation as the alienation 
of a presupposed subject that exists independently of capitalism and is consti-
tuted by labour – understood as a transhistorical category – and that has to take 
back control of its own objectifications, which have become independent of it. 
The mature Marx had instead arrived at the conclusion that in capitalism both 
the subject and the object developed from the very beginning as alienated forms. 
There is no original essence to reconquer or to raise to victory. Likewise, and 
above all, there is no essence that is constituted by some kind of transhistorical 
human labour. The real moment of ‘rupture’ in the evolution of Marx’s ideas was 
rather the moment when he recognised alienation was inherent to abstract labour 
itself, and not only to the exploitation of living labour.

Traditional Marxism, according to the critique of value, preferred empiricist 
‘common sense’ to Marx’s dialectic when it affirmed that ‘behind’ value the 
‘real’ essence of capitalism was hidden, that is to say, the exploitation of one 
class by another. At first sight, Marx’s passage on the ‘trinity formula’ does pro-
vide some justification for the ‘classical’ Marxist position. The fetishism that 
Marx analyses in the third volume of Capital is not, however, the fetishism ana-
lysed in the first. It is rather a matter of two different levels of analysis that do 
not necessarily contradict one another. The path followed in Capital moves from 
essence to appearance, from categorical critique to an analysis of the empirical 
surface, from pure categories to the concrete forms that these categories assumed 
in Marx’s time. The paradigmatic case is the movement that takes ‘value’ – a 
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non-empirical category – through a number of intermediary steps to its ‘market 
price’, which is the only level immediately perceptible to economic actors, and 
which constitutes the almost exclusive object of bourgeois economic science. 
Marx’s two major developments of fetishism correspond therefore, respectively, 
to its essence and its phenomenological form.

To conceive of fetishism as a category of reality implies that the agents of cap-
italist production are instead acted upon by the logic of value rather than being 
themselves the actors. The real subject of capitalist production is not the ruling 
class, nor the proletariat, but value itself, which reduces human actors to the 
executors of its orders. Marx expresses this fact in the paradoxical and surprising 
formula that value is an ‘automatic subject’ (the phrase appears in Capital, vol. 
1, in chapter 4, ‘The General Formula for Capital’, but is not translated properly 
in most English translations). Earlier in the Grundrisse, Marx already said that 
‘value enters as subject’ (Marx, 1939: 311).

Of course, it is not, as fetishistic appearances suggest, things that are really 
in charge. They reign only to the extent that social relationships have become 
objectified within them. In the value form, something which exists only in the 
mind, a form, as the expression of social relationships, regulates material life. 
Marx explains that

[t]hese objective dependency relations also appear, in antithesis to those of personal depend-
ence (the objective dependency relation is nothing more than social relations which have 
become independent and now enter into opposition to the seemingly independent individu-
als; i.e. the reciprocal relations of production separated from and autonomous of individuals) 
in such a way that individuals are now ruled by abstractions, whereas earlier they depended 
on one another. The abstraction, or idea, however, is nothing more than the theoretical 
expression of those material relations which are their lord and master. (Marx, 1939: 164)

Fetishism is precisely a universality that is not the sum of particularities. It is the 
unwanted result of the particular conscious actions (that do indeed exist) of sub-
jects. From this point of view, capitalism could be seen as the continuation of a 
series of preceding forms of unconscious society, based, in turn, on totemism, 
kinship, land or religion. History would therefore be a ‘history of fetishism’ 
rather than a history of class struggle, and the Marxian idea of an ‘end of prehis-
tory’ was interpreted by the critique of value, at least in its early stages, as the 
construction of a society which would be, for the first time in history, truly con-
scious of what it does. This vision, no doubt, is very far from ‘historical material-
ism’ and its schema of an economic base and superstructure.

In a society where abstract labour – the abstract side of labour – and the value 
that it produces forms the social ties between people and designates their place 
in society, individuals meet only as separated producers that must reduce their 
products to a common measure – which removes their intrinsic qualities – in order 
to exchange and be able to form a society. Abstract human labour, ‘universally 
human’ labour (that is, non-specific, non-social, the pure expenditure of energy 
without regard for content or consequences) has the upper hand over use value 
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and concrete labour. This also means that the members of society lose all control 
over what will become of their products: it is not their beauty, not their useful-
ness, not the conditions of their production, nor their environmental impact that 
counts, but only their capacity to represent in their ‘commodity-body’, in their use 
value, a certain quantity of value and surplus value. This is why Marx calls com-
modities ‘sensible-suprasensible’: behind their sensible appearance a ‘suprasen-
sible’ aspect is hidden, the fact that they are only the ‘bearers’ of an ‘ungraspable’ 
and incomprehensible essence, the value created by the abstract side of labour. 
There is no ‘balance’ between the abstract and concrete sides of the commodity: 
the abstract side necessarily wins out. People find themselves powerless in the 
face of this logic that they have themselves produced and attempt to appease the 
gods of their own creation: exactly like in religion. Commodity fetishism is even 
worse than traditional religion: heaven and earth are not separated, because each 
commodity contains within it a metaphysical quality as it obeys an invisible and 
abstract logic, one that does not refer to the needs of people and that no one has 
chosen. Commodity fetishism is ‘mysterious’ and seems ‘metaphysical’ because 
it exists beyond the traditional ontological distinction between being and thinking.

One of the defining traits of fetishistic capitalist society is that it has a ‘concep-
tual’ nature: abstraction, incarnated in money, does not derive from the concrete, 
but dominates it. The form makes itself independent of its content and attempts 
to disencumber itself of it completely. When, for example, food is thrown into 
the sea in order to raise its price, despite the fact that people are dying of hunger, 
the concrete side of this commodity, its use value, its ‘reality’, serves only to 
‘incarnate’ the phantasmagorical value that it is supposed to possess as a simple 
expenditure of the human energy that in the past was necessary to produce this 
commodity. This is indeed a real inversion.

Value, like other historical forms of fetishism, is an ‘a priori’ in the Kantian 
sense; it is a schema of which its subjects are not conscious, because it presents 
itself as ‘natural’ and not as historically determined. Everything that the subjects of 
value can think, imagine, want or do is expressed already in the categories of the 
commodity, money, value and labour. Nevertheless, it could be objected that the 
Marxian critique of value also wants to unveil the self-movement of things as a false 
appearance. Indeed, human beings are the creators of their own products. People 
are, at the material level, ‘behind’ the objectivised fetishistic form of the commodity. 
However, it is not people as conscious subjects, nor people in control of their own 
sociality, but rather fetishistic individuals. The creator of fetishism is an individual 
who is only a subject in relation to nature, but not with regards to their own society.

SOME MORE PROBLEMATICAL ELABORATIONS OF ‘FETISHISM’

Marx is not the only person to have introduced the term ‘fetishism’ into a larger 
theoretical framework. Two other authors notably took up the notion in the years 
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after the death of Marx, but without drawing upon him. Emile Durkheim argued, 
in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1912), that fetishism and totemism 
are characteristic forms of relationship to the sacred that are found in all religions 
and that are based upon the projection of a ‘collective consciousness’. Sigmund 
Freud, in one of his later works, the short essay on ‘Fetishism’ (1927), links 
sexual fetishism – the transference of desire onto a substitute object –  
to castration anxiety. Although these two uses of the fetishism concept have no 
direct relationship to the Marxian concept, it was inevitable that the enlargement 
of the semantic scope of the term would produce, in later decades, a confluence 
of its different meanings that has led to it being employed in a manner that is 
very broad and often purely associative: today, one can ‘fetishise’ anything.

A sort of precursor to this attitude can already be found in the work of Walter 
Benjamin in the 1930s. Benjamin’s writing, however, would not circulate widely 
until the 1970s and it therefore contributed primarily to the genesis of ‘post-
modern’ theory and its understanding of fetishism. Benjamin mostly took up 
the concept of commodity fetishism in describing (in part through a prolific 
correspondence with Adorno) the transformations that took place in nineteenth-
century France but interpreted it for the most part in the sense of a visual ‘phan-
tasmagoria’. He therefore evokes projection, myth, dream, illusion, adulation, 
chimera and ideology, all of which linked back to the ‘disenchantment of the 
world’ evoked by Max Weber. The bourgeoisie constructed an imaginary and 
seductive world in order to hide the ‘impoverishment of experience’ that capital-
ism had brought about. Although it is very interesting in its own right, Benjamin’s 
understanding of fetishism does not have a great deal of basis in the Marxian 
concept and, in the long run, contributed to promoting a certain conceptual and 
semantic confusion. For Marx, every commodity – as a bearer of a portion of 
value – is fetishistic, without regard for its contents or its relationship to the needs 
and desires of consumers. This implies that no commodity can be more or less 
fetishistic than another one. Moreover, it does not become fetishistic through its 
sale or circulation on the market because its fetishistic character derives already 
from its conditions of production: the production of a use value serves only the 
creation of value and surplus value.

From the 1970s onwards, the term ‘commodity fetishism’ appeared to many 
authors to be a perfect summary of, and handy phrase for, the core characteris-
tics of post-modern capitalism, which is imagined to turn upon consumption, 
advertising and the manipulation of desire. The word has become popularly used 
as a term to describe the excessive love of commodities and an adhesion to the 
values that they represent (speed, beauty, success, etc.). Fetishism is therefore 
widely understood less from the perspective of producers and of abstract labour, 
and more from that of the consumer and the psychological motivations that drive 
him to purchase commodities, as well as the social consensus that consumption 
creates. It should be said, however, that this level of analysis has very little to do 
with Marx’s approach. The fetishisation of objects and the commercialisation 
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of desires are obviously very really facts. However, they are the result of the 
capitalist search for profit under conditions of total competition – and, therefore, 
also a result, in the final analysis, of abstract labour and fetishism – but this is 
a consequence that occurs at the phenomenological level. This level, which can 
indeed be described by psychology and sociology, is not at all identical to the 
deep structure that Marx called fetishism. Some authors, such as Guy Debord 
and perhaps the earlier writing of Jean Baudrillard (The System of Objects, The 
Consumer Society, For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign, The 
Mirror of Production, Symbolic Exchange and Death, published between 1968 
and 1976), attempted to bring together both levels in their use of the term.

The debate about the importance of fetishism has continued in recent years 
in anthropological studies of the sacred sphere that partially look back to the 
works of Marcel Mauss, Georges Bataille and Claude Lévi-Strauss. It could be 
asked (and Baudrillard goes in this direction): is commodity fetishism no more 
than a sub-category of fetishism in general, that is, as a universal phenomenon? 
On the one hand, such an approach contributes, in a positive way, to ‘demythify-
ing’ modern culture and its claims to be radically different – and superior – to 
other cultures: capitalist society is, as such, ruled, like all of the ‘savages’ that it 
despises, by a sacred logic that totally contradicts its pretentions to be rational 
and secular. On the other hand, however, such a perspective ends up losing the 
historical specificity of modern fetishism, of commodity fetishism – which is 
based on the two-fold nature of labour in capitalism – in a sea of other historical 
fetishisms. It therefore becomes difficult to grasp that which radically distin-
guishes capitalism from preceding societies. Fetishism risks being considered 
only as a part of the eternal human condition and being confused with the cat-
egory of ‘mediation’ or ‘symbolic structure’ as such. Yet mediation is not the 
same as fetishism; just as objectification is not the same as alienation. The cri-
tique of fetishism is not a critique of mediation or of symbolism in the name 
of some imaginary immediacy, but rather a critique of fallacious mediations. 
Modern fetishism is not just another form of an eternal human unconscious; it 
is the historical consequence of the domination of social life by abstract labour, 
which ‘embodies’ itself in concrete human activity.
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‘Ideology-theory’ emerged in the 1970s and 1980s, first in connection with 
Louis Althusser in his school in France, then Stuart Hall and the ‘cultural stud-
ies’ in the UK and the Berlin Projekt Ideologietheorie (PIT) founded by 
Wolfgang Fritz Haug in Germany. Claiming a re-foundation of Marxist research 
into ideology, it marked a double distinction: first, from a widespread ‘econo-
mism’, which reduced ideology to a mere epiphenomenon of class interests and 
thus missed the relative autonomy of the ideological; second, from a traditional ideology- 
critique, which understood the ideological merely as a ‘false’ and ‘inverted’ 
consciousness. The objections to the criticism of ‘false consciousness’ can be 
summed up as follows: it overlooked the ‘materiality’ of the ideological, i.e. its 
reality as an arrangement of ‘ideological state apparatuses’ (Althusser), intel-
lectuals, rituals, and praxis-forms. By its fixation on consciousness, it also 
missed the unconscious functioning of ideologies, their capacity to engender 
subjectivities and ‘subjects’, their anchorage in bodily dispositions and attitudes 
of ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu). And it drew attention away from the main task, which is 
to grasp their efficacy in subjecting minds, bodies, and ‘hearts’. According to 
Stuart Hall, the most important question regarding an ‘organic’ connective ideol-
ogy is ‘not what is false about it but what about it is true’, i.e. not in terms of a 
universal truth, but rather of what ‘makes good sense’ (1988: 46).

Since the history of theories often moves through pendulum swings, the 
traditions of ideology-critique and of ideology-theory have developed sepa-
rately and often against each other. Having participated myself in one of the 
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ideology-theoretical ‘schools’, the PIT, I would like to take a step back and 
reconsider this bifurcation. In my view, the ideology-theoretical claim to over-
come the traditional fixation on a critique of ‘false’ consciousness was produc-
tive and is still valid. But the demarcations between the two are not as clear as it 
seems. At a closer look, most of the approaches usually described as ‘ideology-
critical’ (from Lukács to Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse) also try to explain 
the conditions of emergence and efficacy of ideologies, for example by taking 
up Marx’s analysis of ‘fetishism’ and ‘reification’ or by the concept of a ‘cul-
ture industry’. On the other hand, ideology-theories also contain a component of 
ideology-critique, which however shifts from a traditional true–false dichotomy 
to the distinction between domination and an emancipatory capacity to act (in the 
sense of Spinoza’s potentia agendi). In this vein, the PIT proposes to differenti-
ate between an ideological ‘socialization from above’ and dimensions of ‘hori-
zontal’ socialization, which takes place whenever the common is re-claimed and 
re-appropriated from below. It will be shown with the example of Althusser that 
an ideology-theory proclaiming to do without an ideology-critical perspective 
runs the risk of being transformed back into a functionalist theory of legitimacy.

Taking up two allegedly opposite examples, namely Marx and Engels’ criti-
cal concept of ideology and Gramsci’s theory of hegemony, I will deconstruct 
the widespread dichotomy between ideology-critique and ideology-theory. My 
assumption is that this dichotomy is counterproductive and needs to be overcome 
by the renewal of an ideology-critique, which operates with a theory of the ideo-
logical as ‘conceptual hinterland’ (Haug, 1993: 21).

MARX AND ENGELS: BEYOND A CRITIQUE OF  
‘FALSE CONSCIOUSNESS’

There are indeed quite a few passages in which Marx and Engels (for example, in 
relation to religion) spoke of a ‘false’ or ‘inverted’ consciousness, an ‘independent 
kingdom in the clouds’, a ‘distorted conception’, a ‘standing on its head’, and so 
forth.1 The German Ideology summarized the different descriptions of ‘distortion’ 
and ‘inversion’ in the image of a camera obscura: ‘If in all ideology men and their 
circumstances appear upside-down as in a camera obscura, this phenomenon arises 
just as much from their historical life-process as the inversion of objects on the retina 
does from their physical life-process’ (Marx and Engels Collected Works 5: 36).  
In order to disprove the idealistic inversions of ‘German philosophy’, which 
‘descends from heaven to earth’, they claimed to set out ‘from real, active men, and 
on the basis of their real life-process’ and to demonstrate ‘the development of the 
ideological reflexes and echoes of this life-process. […] It is not consciousness that 
determines life, but life that determines consciousness’ (MECW 5: 36ff.).

These formulations became the target of the ideology-theoretical turn. 
Althusser argued that The German Ideology understood ideology as mere ‘form 
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of consciousness’ (forme-conscience), ‘in a plainly positivist context […] as a 
pure illusion, a pure dream, i.e. as nothingness […], empty and vain’ (Althusser, 
1994: 496, 2001: 108). Stuart Hall criticized an ‘empiricist relation of the subject 
to knowledge’, according to which ‘the real world indelibly imprints its mean-
ings and interests directly into our consciousness’ (Hall, 1988: 44). For Raymond 
Williams, it was an ‘objectivist fantasy’ to believe that ‘real’ life conditions 
could be known ‘independently of language’ and that there was ‘first material 
social life and then, at some temporal or spatial distance, consciousness and “its” 
products’, which were, in reality, ‘always […] parts of the material social pro-
cess itself’ (Williams, 1977: 60–1). Terry Eagleton accused Marx and Engels 
of a ‘naive sensuous empiricism which fails to grasp that there is no “real life- 
process” without interpretation’. In reality, humans move in a world of meanings, 
which are ‘constitutive’ of their activities, not secondary to them. The camera 
obscura metaphor was therefore unable to grasp the dynamic nature of human 
consciousness and instead reduced it to a device ‘passively recording objects in 
the external world’ (Eagleton, 1991: 73–6).

Here we should pause a moment and ask whether or to what extent these 
criticisms actually hit the mark of Marx and Engels’ approach. Around the same 
time that The German Ideology was written (1845–6), Marx wrote his Theses on 
Feuerbach (1845, published 1888), whose first thesis criticized that ‘all previous 
materialism’ had conceived of reality and of sensuousness ‘only in the form of 
the object, or of contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice, 
not subjectively’ (MECW 5: 3). The tenth thesis proclaimed to overcome an ‘old 
materialism’, which is tied to bourgeois society (bürgerliche Gesellschaft), by a 
‘new’ one, whose standpoint is ‘human society, or social humanity’ (MECW 5: 5).  
This ‘new materialism’ became the starting point of what Antonio Labriola and 
Antonio Gramsci later called a ‘philosophy of praxis’ (cf. Rehmann, 2013: 62, 
118ff.). Could it really be the case that Marx and Engels in The German Ideology 
assumed a ‘passive’ reflection of the exterior world by consciousness, thus fall-
ing back to the position Marx just denounced?

Let us take up a key passage, in which The German Ideology tried to coun-
ter the philosophy of conscience by developing five aspects of social activity. 
Opposite to the evolutionist interpretation put forward by Williams and Eagleton 
(first ‘real life’, then meaning), Marx and Engels emphasized that these aspects 
‘are not of course to be taken as […] different stages, but just as […] “moments”, 
which have existed simultaneously since the dawn of history’ (MECW 5: 43). 
Human beings must first produce the means to satisfy their basic needs, for exam-
ple, eating, drinking, housing, clothing; they second create new needs; and third, 
while daily re-creating their own life, they also ‘propagate their kind’ and create 
relations between man and woman, parents and children (MECW 5: 41–3); these 
three ‘moments’ so far are then fourth summarized by a surprisingly comprehen-
sive concept of ‘production’, namely, the ‘production of life, both of one’s own 
in labour and of fresh life in procreation’, which are in turn connected to different 
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modes of co-operation (MECW 5: 43); fifth, people also have ‘consciousness’, 
which however does not manifest itself in the ‘pure’ form the idealistic philoso-
phers imagined: it was

from the outset afflicted with the curse of being ‘burdened’ with matter, which here makes its 
appearance in the form of agitated layers of air, sounds, in short, of language. Language … is 
practical, real consciousness that exists for other men as well … and …. arises from the need, 
the necessity of intercourse with other men. … Consciousness is, therefore, from the very 
beginning a social product, and remains so as long as men exist. (MECW 5: 43–4)

This analysis of five ‘moments’ has obviously nothing to do with what Williams 
described as an ‘objectivist fantasy’ of human life devoid of meaning and lan-
guage. Nor is it a demonstration that language and consciousness have only a 
‘secondary’ status. Instead of asserting that consciousness does not belong to the 
real practice of life, they argue that it could only be understood as an integral part 
of life practices, and therefore as a composite of social relations. Therefore, they 
criticize the philosophy of consciousness not from the perspective of an under-
lying dichotomy between (primary) ‘life’ and (secondary) consciousness, but 
rather because it severed consciousness from the practical contexts of life in order 
to demonstrate its nature as a primary force. Where the critics of The German 
Ideology bring out their heaviest guns, the result is ambiguous at best. Their criti-
cism catches Marx and Engels red-handed as they fight a hand-to-hand scuffle 
with their opponents, and thereby move within their opponents’ discursive mate-
rials, taking up their idealistic discourses of a philosophy of consciousness and 
polemically turning it against them – for example, when they assume that ‘life 
determines consciousness’ (MECW 5: 37), or when they famously assert that it 
is ‘not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social 
existence that determines their consciousness’ (MECW 29: 263). Descriptions of 
ideology as ‘false’ or ‘inverted consciousness’ suggest – similarly to the terms 
‘echo’ and ‘reflex’ – a concept of ideology as a volatile epiphenomenon without 
any materiality and efficacy of its own.

But the criticism overlooks the anti-objectivist and praxis-philosophical 
thrust of the overall argument in both the Theses on Feuerbach and The German 
Ideology. It misses in particular that Marx and Engels were not primarily inter-
ested in debunking particular forms of consciousness but rather in explaining 
them from their societal foundation: the ‘inversion’ of ideology, its ‘standing 
on its head’ was for them an effect of the social division of material and mental 
labour, which they saw in turn intimately connected with the formation of private 
property, class and gender antagonisms and the state. It is only because of this 
underlying social division that ‘consciousness can really flatter itself that it is 
something other than consciousness of existing practice, that it really represents 
something without representing something real’. Only by means of this division 
is ‘consciousness […] in a position to emancipate itself from the world and to 
proceed to the formation of “pure” theory, theology, philosophy, morality’, which 
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are practised by specific intellectual groups ‘as a profession, that is, as a business’ 
(MECW 5: 45, 379). What produces and maintains this reversal of consciousness 
is the real detachment of intellectual activities from social production, their grow-
ing independence and their predominant position in relation to production. This 
applies also to the emergence of religion, which is to be distinguished from the 
magic and natural mysticism of pre-state societies by the formation of a special-
ized priesthood, which is set free from manual labour. ‘The first form of ideolo-
gists, priests’, Marx wrote in a marginal note that in turn illustrated a passage 
written by Engels: ‘Division of labour only becomes truly such from the moment 
when a division of material and mental labour appears’ (MECW 5: 44–5).

The camera obscura is therefore to be understood not just as a metaphor for 
‘false consciousness’, but rather for the ‘idealistic superstructure’ of class societ-
ies (MECW 5: 89). The combination of a philosophical term (‘idealistic’) and a 
category for a material and institutional reality (‘superstructure’) is symptom-
atic of the move from a traditional discourse of consciousness to a historical-
materialist ideology-theory.2 The metaphor camera obscura thus stands for the 
material arrangement and the socially unconscious that undergirds the forms of 
consciousness. As Wolfgang Fritz Haug argued, the detachment of conscious-
ness ‘is framed and constituted by the material “dispositive” [in a Foucauldian 
sense] of social domination’ (Haug, 1984: 24). A similar view was held by Pierre 
Bourdieu, who took The German Ideology’s considerations on the divisions of 
manual and mental labour as a starting point from which to develop his concept 
of social ‘field’ in the domain of religion (Bourdieu, 1991: 6, 9). As soon as one 
takes the underlying social arrangement of the division of labour, of class forma-
tion, gender antagonism and the emergence of the state into consideration, one 
can see that Marx and Engels made a decisive shift towards an ideology-theory 
that conceived of the ideological as a material arrangement in society.

A similar method can be observed in the second application of ideology-cri-
tique. When Marx analyses in Capital the fetishism of the commodity, of money 
and of capital, he is not solely concerned with the mystifications in the brain, but 
rather with the objective inversions in capitalism, by which exchange value rules 
over use value, abstract labour over concrete labour, and private capitalist profit 
rules over people’s lives. It is these objective inversions that engender ‘socially 
valid, and therefore […] objective thought forms’, by which people spontane-
ously perceive their conditions (MECW 35: 87, 542; cf. Marx, 1976: 169, 682). 
As an ‘objective thought form’, which (again) combines a term describing con-
sciousness (thought form) and a term referring to ‘reality’ (objective), fetishism 
operates both as a fixed praxis-form in bourgeois society and a corresponding 
form of consciousness, which in turn is both a socially necessary miscognition 
and a pragmatically ‘correct’ account of phenomena ‘of the way things “are 
there”, without it being possible to change them at will’ (Balibar, 2017: 66). 
Marx’s critique thus targets the very normality of bourgeois reality and the nor-
malization of its subjects.3 This capitalist ‘religion of everyday life’ is so deeply 
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anchored in socio-economic reality that it cannot be unhinged by a critique of 
‘false consciousness’: even when scientifically disproved, its everyday validity 
and efficacy remain unbroken: ‘the actual agents of production themselves feel 
completely at home in these estranged and irrational forms of capital-interest, 
land-rent, labor-wages, for these are precisely the configurations of appearance 
in which they move, and with which they are daily involved’ (Marx, 1981: 969).

In a third main usage, the later Engels anchored the concept of ideology in 
a critical theory of the state. He defined the state as ‘the first ideological power 
over man’, followed by the law and the ‘higher’ ideological powers like religion 
and philosophy (MECW 26: 392–3). As a ‘power, having arisen out of society 
but placing itself above it, and alienating itself more and more from it’, the state 
reveals ‘the admission that this society has become entangled in an insoluble 
contradiction with itself, that it has split into irreconcilable opposites which it is 
powerless to dispel’ (MECW 26: 269). According to the PIT, Marx and Engels’ 
reflections on ideology can be ‘summarized’ by the late Engels concept of ide-
ological powers: ‘Marx and Engels’ analyses are focused on the connections 
between state and ideology, their ideology-critique is oriented towards […] the 
withering away of the state’ (PIT, 1979: 19).

What is common to the different usages of ideology by Marx and Engels are 
therefore two characteristics: one, they were actually dealing with structurally 
anchored societal arrangements, even though this focus was at times hidden 
beneath the predominant discourse of consciousness of the time;4 two, they used 
ideology as a critical concept, which means that not every world-view, mode of 
perception, thinking or feeling is by definition ideological. The concept of ideol-
ogy referred to specific powers and forms, which are part of the reproduction of 
class societies. It was therefore a problematic development that both the ‘official 
Marxism’ of the Second International and the ‘Marxism–Leninism’ of the Third 
International carried out a ‘neutralization’ of the concept of ideology, namely 
as an ideational form of expression of class interests in general, which all but 
eliminated Marx and Engels’ ideology-critique in its different varieties. At the 
founding conference of the Second International in 1889, the young Russian del-
egate Georgi Plekhanov invoked ‘our revolutionary ideologues’ (quoted in Jena, 
1989: 67). Kautsky too employed a ‘neutral’ concept when he used ‘intellectual’ 
(geistig) and ‘ideological’ interchangeably (1906: 128f.). It was however mainly 
Lenin who influenced the development of a concept of ideology as a medium for 
antagonistic class interests (cf. Rehmann, 2013: 61ff.).

There were only a few theorists after Marx’s death who took up aspects of Marx 
and Engels’ critical concept of ideology. Georgy Lukács considered the commod-
ity fetishism analysed by Marx to be the cornerstone of an encompassing ‘reifica-
tion’. Whereas Marx had used the concept to describe specific economic thought 
forms, Lukács generalized (and arguably totalized) its meaning so that it meant 
a ‘universal category of society as a whole’, seamlessly penetrating all levels of 
social consciousness (Lukács, 1971: 86, 93). This ideology-critical paradigm was 
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taken up and modified by Theodor W. Adorno and by Max Horkheimer.5 Another 
exception is represented by Antonio Labriola who, in 1896, described what he 
called ‘critical communism’ as being critical of any ‘ideology’, including a com-
munist one. According to him, Marxist theory is opposed to the ‘ideologies of 
every sort’; it is ‘the clear and definite negation of all ideology’ (Labriola, 1966: 
73–4, 98, 123). It is in particular Labriola who leads us to an ideology-critical 
dimension in Gramsci’s approach, which has been overlooked for quite some time.

GRAMSCI’S COMBINATION OF IDEOLOGY-CRITIQUE  
AND THEORY OF HEGEMONY

It has become commonplace in scholarly interpretation that Gramsci had left 
behind Marx and Engels’ ideology-critique and replaced it with a ‘neutral’ con-
cept of ideology. Stuart Hall summarized Gramsci’s concept of ideology as ‘the 
mental frameworks – the languages, the concepts, categories, imagery of 
thought, and the systems of representation – which different classes and social 
groups deploy’ (Hall, 1996: 26). Similarly, Peter Thomas came to the conclusion 
that in Gramsci’s ‘most significant formulation of this concept …, ideology is 
conceived in a neutral sense, as the form in which humans know a world wracked 
by the “real” contradictions of class struggle’ (Thomas, 2009: 281). But thought 
forms ‘wracked’ by class contradictions are not a good example of a ‘neutral’ 
concept of ideology, since Marx and Engels saw class antagonisms (and their 
ideological representations) as a transitory necessity, which is to be overcome in 
a classless society.6

The relationship between Gramsci’s theory of hegemony and Marx and 
Engels’ ideology-critique therefore needs to be disentangled more carefully. This 
is no easy task. Whereas Gramsci’s opposition to the treatment of ideology as a 
mere appearance of the economy was pervasive, his use of the term itself oscil-
lated between different and partly opposite meanings. It is clear for Gramsci 
that Marx’s term ‘ideological forms’ (MECW 29: 263) is not to be understood 
as mere forms of consciousness, but rather as an ideological ‘terrain’ (Gramsci, 
1975: 2359), in which the contradictions of class societies are being fought out. 
Ideologies are therefore ‘anything but illusions and appearance’, but rather an 
‘objective and effective reality’, the terrain of the ‘superstructures’.7 Far from 
being a ‘marché de dupes’ (fool’s bargain), a game of illusions and tricks, ide-
ology is to be understood as the ‘entire ensemble of superstructures’ (1975: 
164). Gramsci thus focuses on what Althusser and other ideology-theorists later 
described as the ‘materiality’ of the ideological, on its ‘trenches’ in civil society, 
‘hegemonic apparatuses’, ‘organic’ or ‘traditional’ intellectuals, complex and 
multiple power relations etc.

On some occasions Gramsci used the concept of ideology positively, pre-
dominantly in cases when a philosophy went beyond the limited bounds of the 
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intellectuals and was diffused into the great masses, where it created new forms 
of mass intellectuality. In this positive usage ideology signified the ‘mass ele-
ment of any philosophical conception’, its conforming ‘moral will’ and ‘norm of 
conduct’.8 The terminology became somewhat blurred by the fact that Gramsci 
described the same connection between world-view and conforming ‘norm of 
conduct’ with Croce’s wide notion of ‘religion’, as well as with terms like ‘faith’, 
‘politics’, ‘culture’, ‘ethics’ or ‘intellectual and moral reform’. When philoso-
phies become ‘ideologies’, they assume the ‘fanatical granite compactness’ of 
the ‘beliefs of the people’, which take on the same energy as ‘material forces’ 
(Gramsci, 1971: 404) – a formulation that refers of course to the famous quote by 
the young Marx that theory becomes a ‘material power as soon as it has gripped 
the masses’ (MECW 3: 182–3). Gramsci explicitly addressed a polysemy of the 
concept of ideology, which could be applied to both ‘arbitrary elucubrations of 
particular individuals’ and the ‘necessary superstructure of a particular structure’. 
Consequently, one must distinguish between ‘historically organic ideologies, 
which … are necessary to a given structure, and ideologies that are arbitrary, ratio-
nalistic, or “willed”’. Whereas the latter only created individual ‘movements’ and 
polemics, the former ‘“organise” human masses and create the terrain on which 
men move, acquire consciousness of their position, struggle’ (1971: 376–7).

But Gramsci’s terminology in regard to ideology is heterogeneous and con-
tains both positive and critical usages. The latter were mostly due to the influence 
of Antonio Labriola, from whom Gramsci also adopted the term ‘philosophy of 
praxis’. It is therefore no coincidence that his critical concept of ideology was 
particularly clear when he used it in the context of his concept of the philosophy 
of praxis, which ‘freed itself (or is trying to free itself) from every one-sided and 
fanatical ideological element’ (Gramsci, 1975: 1487). Like Labriola, who antici-
pated the danger that the philosophy of praxis would again become a ‘new inverted 
ideology’, in particular when people ‘unfamiliar with the difficulties of historic 
research’ transform it into ‘a new philosophy of systematic history’, i.e. ‘history 
conceived as schemes or tendencies or designs’ (Labriola, 1966: 126–7), Gramsci 
pointed out that Marxism was not exempt from slipping back into an ‘ideology in 
the worst sense of the word, that is to say a dogmatic system of eternal and abso-
lute truths’ (Gramsci, 1971: 406–7). Such a relapse into ideology did not only 
occur in an elaborate philosophical form, but also on the level of popular common 
sense: it was the ‘subaltern’ character of certain social strata which necessarily 
created a ‘direct ideological “aroma” emanating from the philosophy of praxis’, 
namely in the form of ‘mechanical determinism’: ‘I have been defeated for the 
moment, but the tide of history is working for me in the long term’. Such a deter-
minism had the historical merit of becoming ‘a tremendous force of moral resis-
tance, of cohesion and of patient and obstinate perseverance’, but at the same time 
it functioned as a ‘substitute for the Predestination or Providence of confessional 
religions’, which meant that the ‘activity of the will’ was present ‘only implic-
itly, and in a veiled and, as it were, shamefaced manner’, lacking ‘critical unity’.  
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Such fatalism was the ‘clothing worn by real and active will when in a weak 
position’. Determinism had intrinsic strength as a ‘naive philosophy of the mass’ 
and ‘religion of the subaltern’, but as soon as it was elevated by intellectuals to 
a thought-out philosophy, it became a cause of passivity and ‘idiotic self-suffi-
ciency’ (Gramsci, 1971: 336–7).

Against the backdrop of this relapse into ideological attitudes, Gramsci empha-
sized the ideology-critical perspective of the philosophy of praxis: whereas other 
ideologies aim at ‘reconciling opposing and contradictory interests’, the philoso-
phy of praxis is the ‘very theory of these contradictions’. Instead of functioning 
as an ‘instrument of government of the dominant groups in order to gain the con-
sent of and exercise hegemony, it is the expression of these subaltern classes who 
want to educate themselves in the art of government and who have an interest in 
knowing all truths, even the unpleasant ones’. For this they needed to dismantle 
not only the deceptions of the upper class, but also ‘and – even more – their own’ 
(Gramsci, 1995: 395–6). Not only does the philosophy of praxis ‘claim to explain …  
the entire past, but also to explain … itself historically’. Gramsci called this a 
‘maximum “historicism”, the total liberation from any abstract “ideologism”, the 
beginning of a new civilization’ (Gramsci, 1975: 1864).

The widespread assessment of Gramsci’s ‘neutral’ understanding of ideology 
flattens out his contradictory usage of the concept. It represses his employment 
of a critical concept of ideology and overlooks that his dealings with ‘common 
sense’, ‘passive revolution’, ‘religion’, ‘Fordism’ etc. are examples of a vigorous 
and differentiated ideology-critique. Let us take as a case in point his distinction 
between ‘common sense’ and ‘good sense’ and their different relationships to 
ideology and philosophy: ‘Philosophy is criticism and the superseding of reli-
gion and “common sense” [senso comune]. In this sense it coincides with “good 
sense” [buon senso], which is opposed to “common sense”’ (Gramsci, 1971: 326; 
cf. Gramsci, 1975: 1378).

Whereas Althusser’s theory of ‘ideology in general’ presents a homogeneous 
top-down model of eternal submission, Gramsci thematizes a heterogeneous 
ensemble of four dimensions: (1) a senso comune, incoherent and disjointed, 
‘strangely composite’ of different historical layers and opposite social perspec-
tives; (2) the weight of ideologies (here religion) upon and within common 
sense; (3) on the other hand the dimension of a buon senso, which he defines as 
a ‘healthy nucleus’ of common sense, characterized by a sense of ‘experimental-
ism’ and open to new experiences;9 and finally (4) a philosophy of praxis that has 
the task of ‘coinciding’ with buon senso, taking it as a stronghold from which it 
works to render common sense more coherent.10

Gramsci’s critique of common sense is thus an ideology-critique that tries 
to push back the overwhelming impact of ideologies on common sense and 
to strengthen the inherent potentials of realistic experiences and capacities to 
act. Contrary to Horkheimer and Adorno, who treat common sense as if it were 
merely a passive effect of a manipulative ‘culture industry’, Gramsci’s critique is 
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not a frontal attack, but rather manifests itself as a ‘criticism of “common sense”, 
basing itself …, however, on common sense in order to demonstrate that “every-
one” is a philosopher and that it is … a question of … renovating and making 
“critical” an already existing activity’ (Gramsci, 1971: 330–1). The apparently 
paradoxical notion of a critique of common sense based on common sense and 
its inherent, ‘already existing’ intellectual activity marks a significant paradigm 
shift from a totalizing ideology-critique to a dialectical and differentiated one. 
Gramsci defines ideology-critique in a way that breaks with the paradigm of a 
mere critique of ‘consciousness’: in the framework of a philosophy of praxis, the 
critique of ideologies ‘involves the ensemble of the superstructures’ in order to 
induce a ‘process of distinction and change in the relative weight’ of the ideolo-
gies so that the ‘old collective will disaggregates into its contradictory elements’ 
(Gramsci, 1971: 195). This approach coincides with Ernst Bloch’s argument in  
Heritage of Our Times (1932) that the left needs to counteract German fascism by 
developing a ‘multi-layered dialectic’ in order to ‘release’ the elements of non-
contemporaneous contradictions which are ‘hostile to capitalism, homeless in it’ 
and to ‘remount them for functioning in a different connection’ (Bloch, 1990: 113).  
These approaches were later elaborated in terms of discourse theory as ‘disar-
ticulation’ and ‘re-articulation’ of ideological formations, by means of which 
ideology-critique needs to operate as an ‘interruptive discourse’ that intervenes in 
the ideological block of the opponent in order to decompose it, to reshape it and 
build effective elements into a new order (cf. Hall, 1988: 56; PIT, 2007: 57–8).

What is remarkable is therefore that Gramsci did not follow the general trend 
of contemporary Marxism–Leninism and altogether abandon the critical concept 
of ideology of Marx and Engels, but combined elements of it – via Labriola – with 
his new concept of hegemony. ‘Ideological’ for him are those mechanisms that 
keep the popular classes in submission to ‘foreign hegemonies’ (Gramsci, 1975: 
713), a submission which impedes the passage from ‘subalternity’ to an eth-
ico-political level. If one resists the temptation to rashly homogenize Gramsci’s 
contradictory usages of ideology and instead maintains the dialectical tension 
between them, one can see that they constitute a particular theoretical strength. 
Gramsci tries to do both – on the one hand understand, long before Althusser, 
the materiality of the ideological, its existence in apparatuses and practices, its 
efficacy, and on the other hand maintain that a philosophy of praxis has to operate 
as a permanent ideology-critique, not least in relation to one’s own tendencies to 
relapse into ideology. Marxist analysis and politics has to deal with the contra-
diction that (1) it must intervene into the ideological forms of the existing class 
society and is thereby necessarily co-determined by them, forced to develop (and 
in part ‘become’) a popular ‘ideology’ of its own, and therefore (2) needs a strong 
ideology-critical philosophy of praxis that helps to think through what it is doing 
and to historicize its own ideological involvements. To obscure or to neglect a 
theoretical understanding of this contradiction only leads to a passive dialectics 
that produces endless splits and defeats.
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BEYOND ALTHUSSER: PERSPECTIVES OF  
A CRITICAL-STRUCTURAL THEORY OF IDEOLOGY

Instead of placing Marx/Engels’ and Gramsci’s concepts of ideology on opposite 
poles (‘ideology-critique’ vs ‘hegemony theory’), both approaches can be char-
acterized by their particular combination of a critical concept and a structural 
concept of ideology, which focuses on the underlying societal arrangements of 
thought forms. The separation of the two strands of critical theory is to a large 
part due to the influence of Althusser, who conceptualizes ideology-theory in a 
way that it has lost its connection with the tradition of ideology-critique.11

Let us first try to identify where Althusser’s ideology-theory intersects with 
and departs from Gramsci’s hegemony theory. As Althusser himself indicated, 
his distinction between repressive and ideological state apparatuses (ISAs) is 
formed following the model of Gramsci’s differentiation of ‘political society’ 
and ‘civil society’, coercion and hegemony (Althusser, 2001: 95 fn. 7). The treat-
ment of the ideological apparatuses as state apparatuses would not be compre-
hensible without Gramsci’s broadening of a traditional narrow concept of the 
state to the wider concept of the ‘integral state’. Both Gramsci’s ‘integral state’ 
and Althusser’s ISAs include those institutions and associations that are usually 
considered to be ‘private’. But whereas Gramsci was primarily interested in the 
possibilities of how subaltern classes develop the hegemonic capacities to occupy 
the different levels of the superstructures, Althusser’s main attention was directed 
to the ways the ideological subjection under the bourgeois state is accomplished 
by the ISAs. The two perspectives are of course not mutually exclusive, but could 
complement each other in a productive way. New in comparison to Gramsci are 
above all the concepts of the ‘subject’ and of the voluntary subjection (assujet-
tissement) that Althusser developed on the basis of the psychoanalysis of Jacques 
Lacan. This enabled him to understand the ideological as an unconscious, ‘lived’ 
relationship and to illustrate the dynamic and active character of ideological sub-
jugation. At the same time, the integration of Lacanian psychoanalysis exposed 
Althusserian ideology-theory to the tension between the historically specific ISA 
concept and an unhistorically conceived ‘ideology in general’ – a contradiction, 
which led to divided receptions and finally contributed to the disintegration of the 
Althusser School.

I will not dive into the many productive insights of Althusser’s ideology-the-
ory,12 but focus on what I think is a fundamental loss: due to his understanding of 
Marxism as a ‘theoretical antihumanism’, Althusser rejected the notions of alien-
ation and fetishism. He mistakenly identified Marx and Engels’ critical concept 
of ideology with the paradigm of ‘false consciousness’, and thus abandoned their 
ideology-critical perspective altogether. ‘Ideology in general’ became for him 
an ‘organic part of every social totality’; it was ‘eternal, exactly like the uncon-
scious’, i.e. ‘omnipresent, trans-historical and therefore immutable in form’, so 
that the human being was conceived of as an ‘ideological animal by nature’.13  
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In this sense, Althusser moved within the ‘neutral’ concept of ideology of Marxism–
Leninism, even though it was now legitimated by a psychoanalytic point of view. 
Based on Lacan’s concept of the ‘imaginary’, the ‘misrecognitions’, which Marx 
had located in the alienated structures of class societies, were once again relocated 
into the individual. Instead of developing the ‘celestialised forms’ of the ideologi-
cal out of the ‘actual relations of life’, which Marx called the ‘only materialist and 
therefore scientific method’ (cf. Marx, 1976: 494, fn. 4; transl. modified), Althusser 
handed over all human practice and thought forms to a timeless structure of alien-
ation and misconception that is based on the premise of a primary ‘un-societal 
foundational structure’ of the individual.14 Concrete analysis of the respective con-
ditions of action was thus replaced with a reductionist procedure: ‘in the night of 
the subject-effect all practices turn grey’ (PIT, 1979: 126).

Like his predecessors of the Second and Third International, Althusser thus 
eliminated again the ideology-critical perspective of Marx and Engels. By doing 
so, he contributed to what Juha Koivisto and Veikko Pietilä described as the main 
‘dilemma’ of the research on ideology, namely a polarization between ideology-
critical approaches fixated on the critique of consciousness, and ideology-theories 
that break with the critique of consciousness but instead re-introduce a ‘neutral’ 
concept of ideology (Koivisto and Pietilä, 1993: 238). The former focused on 
the critique of inverted and reified forms of social consciousness (Lukács) or of 
‘instrumental reason’ and ‘identitarian thought’ (Horkheimer/Adorno), but had 
major difficulties taking into account the discursive struggles in the hegemonic 
apparatuses of civil society; the latter distanced themselves from the totalizing 
tendencies of the Lukács-paradigm, but – by their re-introduction of a ‘neutral’ 
concept of ideology – lost the ideology-critical dimension of Marx and Engels 
and thereby the analytical sharpness of the concept altogether. What was miss-
ing in this arrangement was a ‘critical-structural conception of ideology’ that 
accounted for both the material and alienated existence of ideology and was able 
to connect the two strands in an organic way (Koivisto and Pietilä, 1993: 243).

Such a critical-structural conception of ideology was however developed by 
the Berlin Projekt Ideologietheorie (PIT). Following Engels’ concept of ‘ide-
ological powers’, the PIT distinguishes between particular ideologies and the 
‘ideological’ as an institutional framework determining human practices, thought 
forms and attitudes. The ideological is connected with a specific organizational 
form of class societies reproduced by the state and thus designates the function-
ing and efficacy of an ‘alienated socialisation from above’ (cf. Haug, 1987: 60–2, 
68; Rehmann, 2013: 241–8). But the structural ideology-theory is also ideology-
critical, because it deals with the functioning of ideological powers, practices and 
discourses from the heuristic perspective of their ‘withering away’ in a society 
without class, state and patriarchal domination. Compared to Althusser’s ‘ideol-
ogy in general’, this concept of the ideological is more specific and allows it to 
be distinguished it from other dimensions of socialization, for example ‘horizon-
tal’ forms, by which people try to organize their lives; utopian impulses, which 
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exceed the ideological form; or dimensions of the cultural, in which individuals 
and groups arrange their activities in an enjoyable way and ‘practise what appears 
to them to be worth living’. It is important to bear in mind that these are analyti-
cal distinctions, which in empirical reality intersect and permeate each other. As 
Boltanski and Chiapello have shown with the example of France, many of the 
counter-cultural articulations of the ‘68 movement were successfully co-opted by 
a neoliberal management-ideology and marketed as a new lifestyle (2005: 197f., 
326, 461, 498). And conversely, certain community-oriented functions which are 
represented and preserved in ideologies can be re-claimed by oppositional social 
movements and redirected towards their own capacity to act.

Althusser’s model of interpellation conceptualized the construction of ideo-
logical subjects and subjectivities too monolithically from the top down: the small 
subjects interpellated by the big Subject just ‘turn around’, recognize themselves 
(and each other) in the call and affirm it with their ‘yes’ (Althusser, 2001: 121). 
Judith Butler criticized this model for disregarding different forms of disobedi-
ence. The law might not only be refused, but it might also ‘be ruptured, forced 
into a rearticulation’, so that there is always a ‘slippage’ between the discur-
sive command and the effects, a ‘constitutive failure of the performative’, which 
might open possibilities for resignifying the terms (Butler, 1993: 122, 124). 
Stuart Hall contrasted Althusser’s model with a more flexible and dialectical one, 
which differentiates between the coding of an ideological message and its active 
decoding by the interpellated subject. With this he can distinguish between three 
different types of responses: a ‘dominant-hegemonic’ model, according to which 
the decoding takes place within the dominant code; a ‘negotiated code’, in which 
the dominant position is accepted only on a general level and redefined indepen-
dently with regard to the local conditions; and finally an ‘oppositional code’, by 
which the addressees interpret the message in a ‘globally contrary way’ (Hall, 
1993: 517). Althusser’s model of interpellation only covers Hall’s first variety, 
and even in this case, we have to presume that the interpellated subjects would 
only subjugate themselves ‘voluntarily’ if they recognized something ‘of their 
own’ in the interpellation.

This ‘of their own’ is, according to the interpretation of the PIT, a dimen-
sion of the ‘common’ (Gemeinwesen) that is represented in ideologies, however 
displaced and alienated.15 The ideological itself is not a homogenous block but 
rather contains a dialectic, according to which each ideology that appeals to the 
broader masses must also contain ‘recognizable’ elements of the common; for 
example, plebeian and counter-cultural motifs. This is by no means a peculiarity 
of ‘progressive’ tendencies, but also applies, for instance, to right-wing populist 
and fascist ideologies, whose success, as Ernst Bloch had already shown in the 
1930s, can be explained, among other things, by their ‘thefts from the commune’ 
(Bloch, 1990: 64).

The PIT has conceptualized this inner contradictoriness with the concept 
of an ‘antagonistic reclamation of the common (Gemeinwesen)’, by which the 



IDEOLOGY-CRITIQUE AND IDEOLOGY-THEORY 589

same ideological instances and values are interpreted and claimed in an opposite  
perspective (cf. Rehmann, 2013: 254–61). Different classes, genders and gen-
erations interpret very differently what God’s Will is, what justice means, what 
morality proclaims and what aesthetics and taste define to be ‘beautiful’ or ‘ugly’. 
Correspondingly, there are antagonistic interpellations, including ‘horizontal’ 
and emancipatory ones, and respective collective and individual subjectivities. 
Against this backdrop, the notion of ideology-critique changes its meaning: it has 
to pick up the ‘horizontal’ functions of the common represented in the ideologi-
cal, to claim them and to fetch them back for the development of a capacity to 
act in solidarity. This means, for example, that a critique of religion informed by 
ideology-theory should not try to prove again and again that religion as such is 
an ‘inverted consciousness’ or ‘opiate of the people’. Its analytical task is rather 
to decipher the social antagonisms and struggles in the field of religion and to set 
free its emancipatory impulses (cf. Rehmann, 2011: 151–2).

A critical-ideology theory has of course to be continuously fine-tuned to 
the concrete transformations and conjunctures of neoliberal high-tech capital-
ism. Obviously, the honeymoon of neoliberal ideology is long over. Its earlier 
capacity, based on the new computer technologies, to capture the imagination 
of large parts of the young generation who fancied getting creative jobs in the 
dot.com economy, has been replaced with disenchantment and bleak pessimism. 
Ideological interpellations need a sufficient economic substratum to be effec-
tive in the long run. As this substratum is shrinking in the growing debt crises, 
the capacity to engender mass consent is eroding and the authoritarian, disci-
plinary and panoptic tendencies grow in significance.16 To the extent that there 
is still a consensus, it is for the most part a passive consensus, a consensus by 
default, which reflects primarily the perceived absence of an appealing vision 
that ‘another world is possible’. We cannot determine beforehand for how long 
the elites, their neoliberal ideologues and their right-wing populist counterparts 
will succeed in shifting the blame to competing nation-states, to trade unions, 
immigrants, feminists and other enemy-images, or at what point the fundamen-
tal contradiction between capitalism and democracy becomes visible and opens 
the way to new anti-capitalist movements and alliances. One of the most urgent 
questions is if and how the left is able to respond to neoliberalism’s hegemonic 
crisis by developing an appealing democratic-socialist alternative to high-tech 
capitalism.

Notes

1  For example, Marx and Engels Collected Works (MECW) 3: 175; MECW 5: 27 et sqq., 420; MECW 
35: 19; MECW 50: 164.

2  Marx would later, in Theories of Surplus Value, employ the category of ‘superstructure of ideological 
strata’ (Marx, 1969–71 [1]: 287).

3  According to Balibar, Marx’s theory of fetishism, by rethinking the constitution of social objectivity, 
also ‘virtually revolutionized the concept of “subject”’ (Balibar, 2017: 65): ‘the givenness of the 
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objects of experience is immediately combined with the norm of behavior they call forth’ (2017: 66), 
the fetishistic objectivity ‘constitute[s] subjects which are part of objectivity itself or which are […] 
given in experience […] alongside commodities, and in a relation to them’ (2017: 67).

4  As Fredric Jameson observed, Marx’s theory of ideology is not ‘one of false consciousness, but rather 
one of structural limitation and ideological closure’ (1981: 52).

5  This does, however, not yet apply to the early Horkheimer until the end of the 1930s (cf. Abromeit, 
2011 and Rehmann, 2016).

6  Cf. my debate with Thomas’ interpretation in Rehmann (2014).
7  Gramsci (1975: Q 4, §15, 436–7; Q 10.II, §41.XII, 1319; Q 11, §64, 1492; Q 13, §18, 1595–6).
8  Gramsci (1975: Q 10.II, §41.i, 1292; Q 10.II, §2, 1242; Q 10.II, §31, 1269).
9  Cf. Gramsci (1971: 328, 348; Gramsci, 1975: Q 10.II, §48; Q 11, §56; Q 16, §21; Q 12, §12, 1378).
10  Cf. Gramsci (1975: Q 15, §22, 1780).
11  It is interesting to observe the trajectory of other Althusserian scholars. Whereas, for example, the 

early Balibar juxtaposed ‘two completely different strands in the Marxist tradition’ (epitomized by 
Lenin vs Lukács), whereby the ideology-critical theory of fetishism is ‘not materialistic’, but still 
humanistic and ideological (1974: 206, 220f.), he later proceeded to a complementary reading of the 
theory of ideology as a theory of the State and the theory of fetishism as a theory of the market and 
its ‘subjects’ (2017: 77f.). Michel Pêcheux developed a concept of transformation of the subject-form 
by ‘disidentification’ that tried to break out of the ‘eternity’ of the Althusserian ‘ideology in general’ 
without explicitly challenging it (cf. Rehmann, 2013: 180–5).

12  Cf. Rehmann (2013: 147–78, 285–6).
13  Althusser (1979: 232; 2001: 109, 116).
14  According to the PIT, Althusser’s concept of ‘ideology in general’ is caught in a problematic psycho-

analytic opposition between a ‘needy individual’ and a necessarily ‘repressive society’ – a dichotomy, 
in which the formation of self-determined capacities to act cannot be conceptualized (PIT, 1979: 121 
et sqq.; cf. Rehmann, 2013: 165–73).

15  See PIT (2007: 108). According to Engels, ‘Gemeinwesen’ (literally: ‘common-being’) ‘is a good old 
German word that can very well do service for the French “Commune”’ (Letter to Bebel, 18 and 28 
March, 1875, in MECW 45: 64). As Hardt and Negri point out, the common is not only the common 
wealth of nature, for example, air, water, fruits of the soil, but also the results of social production 
(Hardt and Negri, 2009: viii).

16  For an analysis of ‘disciplinary neoliberalism’, cf. Bakker and Gill (2003: 60, 65, 116 et sqq.).
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INTRODUCTION

The German Marxist economist and philosopher Alfred Sohn-Rethel (1899–
1990) presented the term ‘real abstraction’ as the heuristic framework towards 
the solution to the problem of the systematic cleft between the historical-
materialist (Marxian) and the natural-scientific methods of cognition. Sohn-
Rethel attempted to overcome this divide by tracing back the transhistorical 
validity of the concepts of the intellect to their material genesis in the social 
praxis of the exchange of commodities. For him, the latter constitutes the 
social nexus of value which, in the form of money, presents the synthesis of 
capitalist social relations. Commodity exchange, or the ‘exchange abstraction’ 
(and with it, value and money), therefore originates not from an abstraction in 
thought, but from abstraction in practice, and hence, from a real abstraction. 
Conceptual abstraction and the abstractions of the natural sciences are there-
fore to be derived from the social praxis of value constitution in exchange. 
Thus, through the process of commodity exchange, real abstraction enables a 
process in which people at the same time actively generate and obfuscate the 
material and social origins of their intellectual faculties, and yet remain una-
ware of it. The concepts of ‘cognition’ (Erkenntnis) therefore can be histori-
cally and materialistically deduced from the process of real abstraction as the 
constitution of social praxis. With this rationale, theory and practice, whose 
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unsolved relation hitherto presented a major fetter to both the justification and 
the implementation of Marxist thought, no longer present an opposition, but 
can be both grounded in the history of social praxis itself.

Although Marx, in A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859), 
had already used the term ‘real abstraction’ (reelle Abstraktion) to point to the 
‘conversion’ of all commodities to labour time (Marx and Engels, 1987: 272), the 
general point of reference in the context of Marxist philosophy today originates 
from Alfred Sohn-Rethel’s conceptualisation in his main work, Geistige und 
körperliche Arbeit (Sohn-Rethel, 1970) (Intellectual and Manual Labour (Sohn-
Rethel, change to: 1978)), of which earlier drafts and versions have existed since 
the 1930s.1 At the time of its introduction into theoretical Marxist debates in 
1960s Germany, the intellectual environment was dominated, on the one hand, by 
debates on the heuristic and methodological importance of value-form analysis 
in volume one of Capital (Euchner and Schmidt, 1968) and, on the other, by the 
theoretical authority of the teachings of the Frankfurt School, especially Theodor 
W. Adorno and his interest in the possibilities of a material basis for a dialectical 
unity of epistemological and social critique. Only recently, however, has Sohn-
Rethel’s work begun to gain significance beyond the interests of a small number 
of German Marxist academics.2

The main part of this article focuses on Sohn-Rethel’s theoretical forma-
tion of the concept of ‘real abstraction’ throughout his writings from 1936 to 
1970, the year in which Geistige und körperliche Arbeit was first published 
in German. A second part reviews critical interventions that problematise the 
foundation of ‘real abstraction’ in Sohn-Rethel’s reading of Marx’s theory of 
value.3

Because Alfred Sohn-Rethel takes the conceptualisation of real abstrac-
tion from a particular reading of Marx’s theory of value in Capital, the sec-
ond part focuses on a selection of contributions that have attempted directly to 
develop this theory for an epistemological approach to the problem of value. 
In part because translations from Sohn-Rethel have been slow, incomplete or 
still wanting, the more pertinent debates have taken place in the German con-
text, where we can witness not only what we consider the most far-reaching 
elaboration with regard to the epistemology of value, namely in the work of 
Helmut Reichelt and his notion of ‘validity’, but also the most sustained cri-
tique of Sohn-Rethel’s concept, as well as Reichelt’s theoretical elaboration, in 
the works of, e.g. Frank Engster, Tobias Reichardt, and Ingo Elbe. By draw-
ing attention to recent research that thematises problems of real abstraction 
(e.g. its logical inconsistencies, or its implicit methodological individualism 
and neo-idealism), we hope to show not only where Sohn-Rethel’s concept 
of real abstraction and Marx’s concept of value diverge, but also to problema-
tise a ‘reading’ of value which we consider to be detrimental to understanding 
capitalist sociation and its ultimate abolition, goals that arguably also informed 
Sohn-Rethel’s particular intervention.
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THE THEORETICAL FORMATION OF ‘REAL ABSTRACTION’  
(1936–1970)

The Materialist Impetus: Sohn-Rethel’s  
Early Conceptualisation

To understand the context in which the term ‘real abstraction’ is first conceptu-
alised, though not used verbatim, it is useful to look at the implications of Sohn-
Rethel’s early materialist epistemology in the works of 1936 and 1937.

In the earlier In Place of an Introduction: An Exposé on the Theory of 
‘Functional Socialisation’. A Letter to Theodor W. Adorno, ‘two basic insights’ 
(Sohn-Rethel, 1936/1971: 7) structure Sohn-Rethel’s early conceptualisation of 
such an epistemology.4 The first is articulated in Sohn-Rethel’s understanding of 
Marxist ideology critique: its task would be to trace back the problems of theory 
and cognition (Erkenntnis) to problems of human social praxis. This would entail 
scrutinising the indebtedness of the ‘validity character’ (Geltungscharakter) of 
theory to the praxis of the human being. For Sohn-Rethel, only as the critique of 
‘truth’, proclaimed by theory as its unquestionable basis, does Marxist thought 
secure its own ground as a science distinct from bourgeois philosophy and ideol-
ogy. The task of critique therefore requires a genealogical determination of the 
obfuscated origins of cognition’s ‘truth character’ in human social praxis. In that 
sense, the methodological claim of tracing back the categories of cognition to 
human social practice genealogically, namely with regard to the history of their 
development, should be the decisive criterion for the coherence of Marxist cri-
tique itself, since, with the accomplishment of that task, the concepts ascribed to 
the realm of theory would lose their ahistorical, asocial character. This method 
would allow one to embed the categories of cognition in the ‘complete deductive 
nexus’ (lückenloser Ableitungszusammenhang) (1936/1971: 9) of a materialisti-
cally grounded history of human praxis, ‘so that … the concepts of subjectivity, 
identity, being (Dasein), objecthood (Dinglichkeit), objectivity and the logic of 
the forms of judgment can be unequivocally and without interruption traced back 
to moments of the commodity form of commodities, along with their genesis and 
dialectic’ (1936/1971: 12).

The second ‘insight’ relates to the importance of what Sohn-Rethel calls 
‘functional socialisation’. For the character of the social praxis that is determined 
as the material basis for the forms of thought is identified with the ‘history of the 
human relations of exploitation’ (1936/1971: 12). The idealist thought forms must 
then be conceived as ‘forms of alienation’ (Entfremdungsformen) which in fact 
serve, and have historically always served, to mystify the practical–social relation 
between humans called exploitation. ‘Functional socialisation’ hence describes a 
society which unconsciously derives its own legitimacy from the obfuscation of 
the exploitation of humans by humans in the social praxis of labour. An adequate 
genesis of exploitation would then have to take the historical formations of Old 
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Egypt, the Ancient world, and ‘recent European commodity production’ into per-
spective (1936/1971: 20).5 Here, the paradox of a legitimation strategy that is 
simultaneously unconscious and ‘tacit’ to its agents is something Sohn-Rethel is 
particular eager to explore. In this context, we can find one of the first conceptu-
alisations of what is later to be termed ‘real abstraction’:

What therefore gives identity to the commodities or forms of appropriation, is the role which 
they play as a member of the social nexus, between the exploiter and the exploited. 
Although an object has a completely different meaning to each of them, it is between them, 
in action, in which it changes hands from one to the other, the very same thing, it has an 
existence valid, and yet independent of both of them, it has an objective being; and it does 
not fall apart in this action, but remains as a unit and is one thing. Only long after these form 
characters have begun to play their indispensable and tacit role for functional socialisation, 
intellectual reflection picks them up and declares them as concepts. (1936/1971: 17)

With this development, the real origins of the forms of thought and the forms of 
practice become inverted, for in the course of human history, the properties of the 
object now appear as properties of the intellect or cognition. This early definition of 
real abstraction, without explicitly making use of the later concept, not only already 
implies the structurally unconscious motive of the emergence of thought from 
praxis, but over and above relates the praxis of commodity exchange to the already 
obfuscated nexus of exploitation in which the form of commodity as an identical 
thing facilitates the consolidation of the semblance of equivalent exchange.

The 1937 essay On the Critical Liquidation of Apriorism: A Materialist Study 
is probably even more ambitious in finding a thoroughgoing materialist deduction 
to Kantian transcendental idealism and its cognitive apparatus. Again, without 
explicitly making use of the term ‘real abstraction’, Sohn-Rethel here presents a 
study in the constitutive role of commodity exchange (the ‘act’ of exchange) for 
the emergence of thought-determinations. The main proposition of the essay is 
that the key to the mystification of the origins of human discursive thought lies 
in explaining the transcendental synthesis, i.e. subjectivity, through money, or in 
comprehending money as social synthesis. The deduction of this subjectivity, or 
the ‘transcendental synthesis’, from money is the foremost task in the unfolding 
of the deductive nexus. In order to accomplish this task, Sohn-Rethel goes on 
to explore what he thinks is the most basic praxis of a commodity society, one 
that also accounts for the constitutive concept of ‘identity’ (1937/1971: 66). For 
him, it is the exchange of commodities. Only in commodity exchange, Sohn-
Rethel argues, are ‘things’ identical insofar as they are the ‘objects of activity 
and the centre of attention’ (1937/1971: 44). ‘The identical, thing-like (dingli-
che) existence of commodities in equivalence is the active positing of the act of 
exchange’ (1937/1971: 44). However, exchange does not so much mediate the 
acts of production and consumption as ‘institutionalise’ the separation between 
production and consumption, so that the production of a social surplus by the 
producers (slaves, labourers) and its appropriation by the consumers (the domi-
nant class, i.e. the pharaonic rulers, capitalists) becomes mystified in the activity 
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of equivalent exchange: ‘the exchange of commodities itself already is, precisely 
by virtue of the equivalence that designates it, the form of obfuscation of its real 
historical content’ (1937/1971: 45). In other words, commodity exchange must 
be understood from the historical process of the emergence of an exploited and 
an exploiting class (1937/1971: 47). Sohn-Rethel’s theoretical interest in estab-
lishing the concept of commodity exchange and the categories deriving from it 
(money, identity, being, etc.) as the mode in which exploitation becomes obfus-
cated, here still clearly informs his early epistemology.

His thesis of money as the social origin of transcendental synthesis is that, in 
actuality, ‘the theoretical subject is the money owner’. This idea is developed from 
the ‘steps of reflection of the original relation of exploitation’ (1937/1971: 73)  
and is historically bound to the first forms of commodity exchange between the 
‘old Pharaohs’ and other ‘regions of exploitation’ (1937/1971: 73). From these 
‘steps of reflection’, Sohn-Rethel draws the following conclusion:

Money is the form of reflection of appropriation, and for this reason, it requires the identifi-
cation of its owner with it … in the ancient world, money is the functional instrument of 
exploitation, the means of appropriation of slaves. Our contention is that the identification 
of the money owner with the function of money … becomes the original act of theoretical 
subjectivity. (1937/1971: 76)

For Sohn-Rethel, the identification of the money owner with the function of 
money as a means of appropriation is not only constitutive of the very categories 
of ‘subjectivity’, but more broadly gives rise to the system of what we call ‘logic’ 
(1937/1971: 80).

Since Sohn-Rethel’s theoretical interest primarily lies in exposing the social 
origins of conceptual thought through the history of human praxis, we have to 
note that in his early works we find an equivocation at work in the determina-
tion of praxis in the emergence of ‘thought’: first, the praxis of exploitation and, 
second, the praxis of commodity exchange. As we can see, with the 1936 and 
1937 works, Sohn-Rethel has not yet developed a general term for the praxis 
at the origin of thought, as he will later with the concept of real abstraction. 
Accordingly, to overcome this overdetermination, one of Sohn-Rethel’s concep-
tualisations of social praxis is discarded: namely the praxis of exploitation, and 
with it, the social nexus of production. This is the decisive theoretical departure 
from his early conceptualisation of a materialist epistemology. Starting from the 
1961 essay Commodity Form and Form of Thought, the heuristic framework thus 
becomes limited to the praxis of commodity exchange.

In Commodity Form and Form of Thought: An Essay on the Social Origin of 
the ‘Pure Intellect’ (1961), with the concept of ‘exchange abstraction’ as vantage 
point, Sohn-Rethel attempts to conceptualise a general term for the praxis that has 
historically generated what is commonly assumed to be the transhistorical validity 
of conceptual or logical thought. Here, the focus of the early works on the histori-
cal content obfuscated in the categories of thought has been completely substituted 
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for a focus on two new, more radically elaborated aspects: the separation of  
intellectual and manual labour and the centrality of Marx’s analysis of the com-
modity form. It is in these two new respects that Sohn-Rethel attempts to rethink 
the material basis of intellectual thought, or the form of thought (Denkform). His 
focus is completely relocated to the act of exchange as the social nexus in which a 
commodity economy mediates its own totality. Also, the concept of ‘abstraction’, 
insignificant in his previous works, now gains significance with respect to ‘trac-
ing back’ the categories of pure intellect to their social constituents. Accordingly, 
Sohn-Rethel establishes a taxonomy of the terms ‘abstraction’/’abstractness’ 
(Abstraktheit) in Marx’s ‘commodity analysis’ (1961/1971: 107). However, the 
commodity form itself cannot by virtue of its ontological constituent of abstract-
ness alone induce conceptual thinking. Sohn-Rethel’s focus on social praxis 
demands that human action must come into play: ‘there is no other way to prove 
our assumption, but to autonomously account for the roots of the pure categories 
of thought in commodity exchange’ (1961/1971: 109).

As to how exactly the abstractness of the commodity form imposes itself on 
to the exchange process which then somehow ‘activates’ conceptual thought, 
albeit unconsciously, we are still left in the dark. Sohn-Rethel himself hinted 
at this problem (1961/1971: 114). By way of a solution, it is crucial for him to 
understand the specificity of exchange abstraction as distinct from an abstrac-
tion in thought. Thus, Sohn-Rethel has to resort to emphasising, with regard to 
the specific kind of abstraction we find here, that ‘the abstraction taking place in 
exchange emerges from the exchange relation itself’ (1961/1971: 114). Hence, 
for Sohn-Rethel, the emergence of abstract time and abstract space results from 
the process of exchange, not from the production process – an argument that will 
become eminent in Intellectual and Manual Labour.

Sohn-Rethel’s second theoretical novelty, the emphasis on the separation 
between intellectual and manual labour as the origin of conceptual thought, also 
has to be located in the (historical) emergence of commodity exchange. As soon 
as a given society begins to produce a surplus for exchange, intellectual labour 
becomes a mode of reproducing society’s own self presentation, as is most obvi-
ous in the natural sciences.6 Sohn-Rethel here argues that the ‘scientific’ view of 
nature is itself mediated through the forms of ‘market relations’ (Marktverkehr) 
(1961/1971: 110). Especially in capitalist relations, the cognition of nature 
(Naturerkenntnis) itself becomes, by ‘social necessity’, subsumed under the 
directive of ‘production itself’ (1961/1971: 131).

However, rather than demonstrating ‘by way of which causality’ (1961/1971: 
114) commodity abstraction affects human thought, Sohn-Rethel resorts to a 
methodological observation to demarcate his own method from that of traditional 
metaphysics. Because of the impasse of having to already make use of the con-
cepts of ‘pure intellect’ in order to explain the ‘causality’ [sic] between conceptual 
thought and social praxis, in Commodity Form and Thought-Form Sohn-Rethel 
has to make do with a methodological reassurance demarcating his own approach 
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from that of traditional epistemology and science. This impasse will be countered 
in Intellectual and Manual Labour by a clearer ‘phenomenological’ analysis of 
the exchange or real abstraction.

Intellectual and Manual Labour: Real Abstraction as the 
Praxis at the Origin of Thought

In Intellectual and Manual Labour (1970), Sohn-Rethel endeavours to finally 
prove what had merely been a postulate in his works since the 1930s, namely that 
‘the forms of abstraction which constitute the socially synthetic function of 
money can be separately accounted for, and that they … will prove to be the 
ultimate organisational principles of the cognitive functions of thought in com-
modity producing societies, i.e. societies mediated by money’ (1970: 17). He 
locates these ‘forms of abstraction’ in the praxis of commodity exchange, a 
praxis that induces a kind of abstraction not originating in thought, but in human 
activity itself, and is likewise obscured from the conscious and intentional activ-
ity of the participants of the exchange process, namely real abstraction. More 
perspicuously than in previous works, however, Sohn-Rethel draws attention to 
what is at stake in the question of a materialist epistemology. For this, he stresses 
the interdependency between real abstraction, the separation of intellectual and 
manual labour, and the necessity of the constitution of socialism:

The creation of socialism demands that society is successful in making the modern develop-
ments of science and technology subservient to its needs. If, on the other hand, the scientific 
forms of thought and the technological aspect of the forces of production elude essentially 
historical-materialist understanding, this subservience becomes impossible. Mankind might 
go, not the way of socialism, but that of technocracy; society would not rule over technol-
ogy, but technology over society. If Marxism fails to invalidate the plausibility of the timeless 
claims to truth in the dominating scientific doctrines, the abdication of Marxism as an intel-
lectual standpoint only becomes a question of time. (1970: 14)7

The overcoming of the separation of intellectual and manual labour hence 
becomes the sine qua non for the creation of a socialist (classless) society in which 
the ‘timeless’ objects of traditional epistemology are ‘formally deducible from the 
same level to which manual labour also belongs, the level of social existence’ 
(1970: 38). On a theoretical level, however, this gap can only be closed if one can 
account for the social praxis that actively obfuscates – or, rather, justifies –  
it, namely commodity exchange giving rise to the exchange abstraction.

For Sohn-Rethel, who rejects the localisation of abstraction in the labour pro-
cess,8 the abstraction taking place in the act of commodity exchange is initiated 
by the unconscious and yet actively performed abstraction from the commodi-
ties’ use value: ‘The exchange of commodities is abstract, because it is not only 
different from their use, but also temporally separated from it’ (1970: 39). Taking 
up the earlier argument, Sohn-Rethel contends that the value abstraction is thus 
primarily an abstraction from both the temporal and the spatial aspects of the 
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commodity related to its use, and merely effects a social change with regard 
to the change of its owner. The exchange abstraction hence can be said to be 
an ‘abstracting’ act par excellence: it is not the consciousness of the agents of 
exchange that is abstract, but their act. This also explains the unawareness of the 
agents involved in the process. Merely the actual ‘non-event, the absence of acts 
of use … at the given place and time’ (1970: 42) is what lends abstractness to the 
act of exchange. Guided by the form of the Kantian inquiry – ‘How is social syn-
thesis possible through the exchange of commodities?’ (1970: 42) – Sohn-Rethel 
conducts the ‘phenomenological analysis’ of exchange along the lines of explan-
atory criteria for the abstractive character of exchange itself, as an abstraction 
‘from’ its other (i.e. qualities related to use value). These are predominantly the  
‘practical solipsism’ that each commodity-owner exchange effects as an abstrac-
tion from ‘the other person’ (1970: 51); the ‘abstract quantity’ exchange effects as 
an abstraction from the commodity’s quality (1970: 56); the ‘abstract movement’ 
exchange effects as an abstraction from concrete temporal and spatial change 
(1970: 62); and ‘strict causality’, an organising principle of changes not domi-
nated by nature, but by the authority of the market (1970: 65). These properties 
of the exchange abstraction are held together by the principle of formalism. This 
formalism, according to Sohn-Rethel, is ‘a formalism of a “pure” character of 
abstraction, but nevertheless of spatio-temporal reality’ (1970: 54). Because of its 
pure formalism, abstracting from all objective content, the exchange abstraction 
unconsciously imposes itself on to the ‘private’ minds of the agents in the pro-
cess. This becomes eminent in the phenomenological manifestation of abstrac-
tion-as-such – money. Money, by virtue of its abstractive power as the universal 
equivalent, the negation of use value per se, becomes the direct manifestation of 
a society that cannot but express itself through abstraction as the predominant 
mode of social intercourse. Hence it represents the social synthesis of commod-
ity-producing societies. Yet if the synthesis of commodity-producing societies is 
generated by money, the phenomenally manifest form of value emerging from 
the (historical) praxis of exchange, then Kant’s ‘transcendental synthesis’, under-
stood as the epistemological subject, is no longer bound up with its atemporally 
valid character: then the historically materialist ‘truth’ of the ‘transcendental sub-
ject’ is nothing other than money itself (1970: 56). Drastically, we might add, 
the condition of possibility of ‘synthetic judgments a priori’ – or rather, thinking 
itself, has its material basis in money.

By relating the emergence of thought abstraction to real abstraction – ‘an 
abstraction existing nowhere but in the human mind, but not emerging from it’ 
(1970: 35) – and ‘proving’ its historical origin in the origin of money, dating 
back to the seventh century bce in ancient Ionia with the minting of the first 
coins,9 Sohn-Rethel has accomplished the task he set himself: both tracing back 
the atemporal ‘truth character’ of the intellectual categories to their material con-
stituents in social praxis and accounting for the process by which this nexus is 
obscured from the consciousness of the social agents. However, in light of Marx’s 
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value theory, which Sohn-Rethel himself contrasts with his own, we can ask: are 
Sohn-Rethel’s theoretical premises with regard to the pivotal role of exchange 
as the ‘locus’ of real abstraction convincing? For, even after he has determined 
exchange as the locus of abstraction, Sohn-Rethel still grapples with the problem 
of what it is that makes products of labour relate to one another as commodities at 
all – in Sohn-Rethel’s words: ‘how, then, is exchange itself possible?’ (1970: 50). 
But has he not already proven the possibility of exchange – by exchange itself? 
It is not far-fetched to locate the tautological character of Sohn-Rethel’s argu-
ment in his ignorance of Marx’s specific intervention against classical political 
economy, namely tracing back the naturalisations of categories such as money, 
capital, and profit to the social nexus of abstract labour of which the exchange 
process is always already the fetishistic expression, the level of the ‘surface’.10 
Sohn-Rethel’s incentive to ‘locate’ the origin of conceptual thought at the surface 
of the ‘change of form’ (Formwechsel) of commodity and money lacks insight 
into the totality of production which already evades the problem horizon of capi-
talist self-perception. For Marx, exchange, giving itself the semblance of equal-
ity, while being based on the fundamental contradiction, i.e. unequal exchange 
between capital and labour, poses a problem which can only be solved by looking 
at the specificity of ‘the hidden abode of production’ (Marx, 1976: 279) under the 
dictate of capital. It is here, in production, that the social synthesis is constituted: 
exchange is only production’s inverted and mystified appearance as the ‘very 
Eden of the innate rights of man’ (Marx, 1976: 280). Sohn-Rethel therefore fails 
to explain how exchange, rather than the totality of the conditions of production, 
empowers a ‘social synthesis’ that gives rise to real abstraction. Is the fact that 
labour time becomes the common denominator for all different use values not 
already a ‘real abstraction’ in the most accurate sense? The problem of Sohn-
Rethel’s conscious disavowal of the role of production and abstract labour,11 the 
‘deeply real mode of organisation of labour in the framework of the capitalist 
mode of production’,12 has to give the incentive to a predominant strand in the 
reception of Sohn-Rethel’s theory that we shall briefly turn to now.

CRITICAL ENGAGEMENTS

Against the Exchange Fetish

According to Frank Engster, Sohn-Rethel did not simply pursue conscious objec-
tions to Marx’s value theory through a deliberate (but methodologically imper-
missible) separation of form (exchange) and substance (labour), but was also 
inhibited by an unconscious motive: his misrecognition of the theoretical status 
of value-form analysis. The decisive deviation from Marx’s method, then, con-
sists in Sohn-Rethel’s reading of Marx’s ‘systematic-categorial analysis of the 
value-form of the commodity as an empirical-historical event (Geschehen)’ 
(Engster, 2009: 19).13 Engster’s conclusions are unequivocal:
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By misconceiving the significance of the non-empirical status of value-form analysis, Sohn-
Rethel is unaware that Marx … in no way develops a logic of commodity exchange … [nor] 
an exchange between ‘commodity owners’, but the necessity of money from the purely 
logical-categorial analysis of the value form of the commodity. (Engster, 2009: 20)14

Because Sohn-Rethel misses the point that not real abstraction, but money puts 
labour and exchange, substance and form itself, into an ‘identical social relation’ 
(Engster, 2009: 20), he is blind to the fact that ‘[t]he value constitution from 
exchange and circulation is a necessary semblance [notwendiger Schein]’ 
(Engster, 2009: 20). He overlooks the critical crux of Marx’s critique, namely 
that the ‘exchange relation between commodities and their owners’ is the mere 
appearance of the ‘valorisation of labour and capital, living and dead labour’, 
mediated by money (Engster, 2009: 20). For Engster, Sohn-Rethel’s misrecogni-
tion of the status and task of value-form analysis thus yields an inversion of 
Marx’s critique. Against Marx, who shows that exchange appears as the locus of 
synthesis precisely because in money’s function as ‘means of circulation’, its 
relation to abstract labour is eclipsed (Engster, 2014: 544), Sohn-Rethel hyposta-
tises real abstraction as ‘constitutive for the semblance [Schein] of abstract 
labour as the substance of value, against which the events of exchange and cir-
culation are postulated as autonomous spheres of logical priority and historical 
power [geschichtsmächtige Kraft]’ (Engster, 2014: 544). Exchange, like ‘labour’ 
in Marxism–Leninism, thus becomes in Sohn-Rethel a ‘quasi-anthropological 
constant’ (Engster, 2014: 546).

Tobias Reichardt more strongly argues that Sohn-Rethel’s theoretical inter-
vention is situated around a whole cluster of logical aporias (Reichardt, 2008: 
244–5, 257), two of which are specifically devastating to Sohn-Rethel’s concep-
tualisation of real abstraction originating from commodity exchange: one is that 
value abstraction is ‘essentially an abstraction in thought’, while at the same time 
it must be located in social reality, which ‘requires its separation from thought’ 
(Reichardt, 2008: 247).15 The other is Sohn-Rethel’s endeavour to ‘deduce the 
forms of cognition sociologically, namely by depriving them of any autonomy 
with regard to their social conditions, without impairing the validity and truth of 
cognition itself’ (Reichardt, 2008: 256), which requires precisely the autonomy 
of logical thought that Sohn-Rethel otherwise disavows. Let us first look at the 
aporia of the status of thought and social reality in Sohn-Rethel.

According to Sohn-Rethel, real abstraction predominantly results from the 
abstraction from use value/actions of use in commodity exchange. Reichardt crit-
ically argues that this abstraction, even if we admit its plausibility, does not auto-
matically generate a ‘value abstraction’, but, if anything, an ‘abstract use value’ 
(Reichardt, 2008: 248). This assumption, however, forms the template for Sohn-
Rethel’s claim to the ‘equality’ and ‘identity’ of commodities in exchange – a 
mere social ‘postulate’ (Reichardt, 2008: 249).16 Against this, Reichardt argues 
with Marx that commodities are not ‘made equal’ through exchange: they are 
posited as equals (Reichardt, 2008: 250). The positing of equality in exchange 
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presupposes a specific character of labour that makes its products relate to one 
another as commodities, and therefore as values, in the first place – and that is 
abstract labour. Hence,

[Just] as little as the scientist creates the atoms and molecules he discovers as elements of 
the objects with the help of his instruments, the abstracting social theorist creates value or 
its forms [in thought] … Value is a social relation existing independently of whether people 
think it or not. Moreover, value does not exist in the consciousness of the subjects of 
exchange. It is the result of a social process ‘that goes on behind the backs of the producers’, 
based on the ‘lack of awareness of the people who undergo it’. (Reichardt, 2008: 251–2)17

According to Reichardt, Sohn-Rethel’s conceptualisation of real abstraction as ‘an 
abstraction existing nowhere but in the human mind, but not emerging from it’ 
represents a ‘big confusion’ (Reichardt, 2008: 253) regarding the status of value as 
a social objectivity.18 More to the point, there is an aporia in the contention that the 
status of the validity and truth character of the logical (i.e. Kantian) scientific con-
cepts remains unaffected by their deduction from social praxis. Because ‘logical 
thinking adheres to commodity exchange or a particular society, one should think 
of it as historically contingent. It should disappear with its social foundations’ 
(Reichardt, 2008: 256). Instead, in Sohn-Rethel’s dictum, the content of the con-
cepts of logic are valid transhistorical entities, which the ravages of (historical) 
time do not affect. Because of this aporia of the dependence and simultaneous 
autonomy of the categories of cognition, Sohn-Rethel oscillates between a concep-
tual essentialism and a deductive materialism he is unable to solve with the means 
of his own approach. However, the problem of validity has become pertinent for 
the further trajectory of real abstraction in the context of the problem of value. We 
now turn to Helmut Reichelt to investigate its explanatory power.

The Trajectory of Real Abstraction: Helmut Reichelt

Reichelt’s contribution presents less a direct engagement with Sohn-Rethel than a 
‘reconstruction attempt’ (Rekonstruktionsversuch) of Marx’s theory in the context 
of the Neue Marx-Lektüre since the late 1960s and its broader interest in the epis-
temological dimension of value and real abstraction. Because of its relative impact 
on the German, but also international reception of Marx, we will also consider, by 
way of conclusion, the incisive critique of this framework by Ingo Elbe.19

A former student of Adorno, Reichelt seeks to ‘bring to an end’ what his teach-
er’s research programme merely postulated, namely how the ‘logical unconscious’ 
(Reichelt, 2007: 16) operating in the exchange or real abstraction can be accounted 
for in the category of value itself. In his 2001 essay ‘Marx’s Critique of Economic 
Categories: Reflections on the Problem of Validity in the Dialectical Method of 
Presentation in Capital’, he problematises the concept of value as what Marx calls 
an ‘objective form of thought’ (Marx, 1976: 169),20 a ‘contradictio in adiecto’, 
generating a tension between being a mere ‘abstraction in thought’ and a simulta-
neously really existing entity. Reichelt identifies Marx’s conceptualisation of value 
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in the passage from the first edition of Capital that ‘equivalent only means similar-
ity of magnitude, after both objects have first been reduced tacitly in our head to 
the abstraction of value’ (Marx, 1978: 138).21 Because value, on the other hand, is 
defined as ‘objectively measurable’ in socially necessary labour time, Reichelt con-
cludes that ‘the connection between value-abstraction and labour as the substance 
of value is virtually incomprehensible’ (Reichelt, 2007: 9). According to Reichelt, 
Marx, unable to close the gap between the two, was therefore unable to provide a 
methodologically satisfactory development of the money-form. The heuristic tool 
for closing the gap, according to Reichelt, is to be found in the concept of validity. 
Reichelt sees it already at work in Capital, predominantly the first but also the later 
editions, albeit evading Marx’s own explicit attention. Taking Marx’s remarks on 
the character of ‘external reflection’ as a starting point,22 Reichelt draws a parallel 
with regard to the constitution of value in exchange:

The form of equal validity … is, therefore, the object as value-objectivity, but this is not in 
our intentional consciousness … As an external reflection, consciousness takes over catego-
ries of the object … and treats them as categories of objectivity. (Reichelt, 2007: 24)

However, ‘the so-called real abstraction’ is not ‘inter-subjective’ validity, but a 
validity constituted through the mode of (external) reflection which then gains an 
‘objective being’, namely as the ‘unity of validity and being’ (Reichelt, 2007: 
26).23 Because Marx resorts to an understanding of value as ‘materialised [objec-
tified] universal labour time’ rather than ‘validity’ as the product of uncon-
sciously performed thought abstractions, Reichelt argues that the derivation of 
money becomes ‘more opaque, since the linking of this concept of value with the 
constitutive abstraction carried out by agents engaged in exchange can no longer 
be mediated’ (Reichelt, 2007: 46).24 Capitalist society as a ‘real unity’, according 
to Reichelt, must rather be understood on the basis of the dynamics of an ‘objec-
tive conceptuality’ (Reichelt, 2007: 49). This should also account for the origi-
nally Adornian problematic of the ‘objectivity of the conceptual moment’ that 
implements itself through the minds of the agents of exchange as real abstraction, 
‘irrespective of whether people reflect on this or not’ (Backhaus, 1997: 503).

Elbe has diagnosed Reichelt’s conceptualisation of validity as a ‘neoidealistic 
reinterpretation of the theorem of real abstraction as an objective concept’ (Elbe, 
2006: 1), leading to damaging consequences. According to Elbe, Reichelt has 
‘confounded the Marxian levels of abstraction in value-form analysis and in the 
exchange process’, and outright misrepresented Marx’s claim to value abstrac-
tion taking place ‘in our head’: ‘The context of the proposition in the develop-
ment of the presentation of Capital shows that Marx here speaks of the analytic 
determination of value in scientific consciousness’ (Elbe, 2006: 2), and is thus 
completely unrelated to the minds of the agents of exchange. Reichelt therefore 
misjudges the level of investigation Marx undertakes in value-form analysis, 
which is the scientific presentation of the process, not a ‘really existing’ process 
in everyday life. The latter only begins with the second chapter, illuminatingly 
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titled ‘The Exchange Process’. Hence, propositions about the ‘merely theoretical 
presentability of value … in no way contains a thesis about the alleged production 
of it in people’s minds’ (Elbe, 2006: 2). Moreover, Reichelt distorts the meaning 
of ‘form’ in Marx’s theory, which is inevitably linked to the fetishised real forms 
that value takes, and thus remains a problematic and critical concept, which had 
to remain unreflected in classical political economy. Instead, Reichelt misrep-
resents ‘value’ to mean ‘a constitutive abstraction’ carried out by the agents of 
exchange which denotes an idealist distortion nowhere to be found – and, indeed, 
quite contrary to – Marx’s critical presentation.

The idealist hyperbole of Sohn-Rethel’s concept of real abstraction presented 
in Reichelt, resulting in a nominalist reduction of value to a ‘social fiction’ (see, 
e.g. Jappe, 2013: 12) without social objectivity, has gained significance in theories 
of value and the value-form in recent years.25 However, as Elbe argues, ‘[the] real 
abstraction of value, as well as the form of representation, money, are objective 
relations of validity’, understood as having a ‘historically specific social func-
tion’ (Elbe, 2008: 206). Belittling the reality of real abstraction to the status of a 
mere ‘conceptuality’ not only shows the theoretical limits of recent interventions 
in value theory, but is symptomatic of an attitude of complacency that harbours 
the danger of capitulating to the ‘law of autonomisation’ (Adorno) it once tried 
to demystify. Works that have recently stressed the reality of ‘real abstraction’ 
as an ‘open secret’ specific to capitalism,26 on the other hand, are probably less 
inclined to succumb to the temptation of the conceptual realism, and, by engag-
ing the concept in problems relating to new forms of the labour-commodity in 
‘cognitive capitalism’, remain closer to Marx’s critical understanding.

Notes

1  The neo-Kantian Georg Simmel’s use of ‘reale Abstraktion’ in The Philosophy of Money (Simmel, 
1900) found its way into the work of Helmut Reichelt (Reichelt, 2007, 2013), whose contribution will 
be discussed at the end.

2  Although Sohn-Rethel has previously been discussed in Smith (1984) and Postone (1993), only more 
recently has his theory gained momentum in the anglophone world. See Osborne (2004), Toscano 
(2008, 2014), Toscano and Bhandar (2015), Loftus (2015), and Rekret and Choat (2016).

3  For reasons of space, the use of real abstraction in sociology (Laclau, 2000) or theories of space 
(Smith, 1984; Lefebvre, 1991; Charnock, 2014; Wilson, 2014; Loftus, 2015), or other reflections not 
directly engaging Sohn-Rethel (e.g. Finelli, 2007; Bonefeld, 2014; Lotz, 2014) must be disregarded. 
For the same reason, we must leave the international debate, e.g. in France and Italy, unconsidered. 
As for Italy, prefaces to Intellectual and Manual Labour written by Pier Aldo Rovatti and Antonio 
Negri appeared in March and June 1977 respectively, in the far-left journal Lotta Continua. They are, 
however, absent from the Italian edition, published by Feltrinelli in the same year. The texts do not 
substantively address the theory of real abstraction.

4  Another, more elaborate work, also written in 1936, ‘Sociological Theory of Cognition’, also known 
as the ‘Lucerne exposé’, was only published in 1985 (Sohn-Rethel, 1985). Its main arguments are 
represented in the letter to Adorno.

5  As we can already see here, Sohn-Rethel ignores the form determination of different historical rela-
tions of production and confounds them into an ahistorical notion of ‘labour as such’.

6  See also Sohn-Rethel (1970: 43).
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7  See also Sohn-Rethel (1978: 3). The existing English edition of Sohn-Rethel’s Intellectual and Manual 
Labour is less a translation than a summary, allowing for much inexactness and argumentative 
gaps, often falsifying the original intent. The Sohn-Rethel translation fund wants to change this 
dismal state of affairs with a new translation of his main works: www.toledotranslationfund.org/
alfred_sohn_rethel (last consulted 10 June 2021).

8  See Sohn-Rethel (1990: 7): ‘the concept of abstract social labour … is a fetish concept bequeathed 
by the Hegelian heritage … [it] occupies exactly the place which should be occupied by real abstrac-
tion generated by the act of exchange’. See also Sohn-Rethel (1970: 57, 59, 69, 189).

9  In Intellectual and Manual Labour, Sohn-Rethel does not further elaborate on the specificities of this 
process. See Money: The Cash Coin of the A Priori, in Sohn-Rethel (1990).

10  As Marx writes, ‘the whole system of bourgeois production is presupposed so that exchange value 
can appear as the simple point of departure on the surface’ (Marx, 1953: 907). See also Marx and 
Engels (1987 (MECW 29): 455).

11  See footnote 9.
12  Kocyba (n.d.).
13  See also Engster (2014: 546).
14  As Engster, Reichardt, Jappe, and others point out, Sohn-Rethel also misconceives Marx’s determination 

of the capitalist commodity form at the beginning of Capital as a ‘pre-capitalist’ one of ‘simple com-
modity production’ in the Engelsian vein (Engster, 2014: 557; Reichardt, 2008: 261; Jappe, 2013: 11).

15  Emphasis added.
16  ‘“Value” is not the basis for equality, but to the contrary, the postulate inherent in the exchange 

relation … is prior to the concept of value’ (Sohn-Rethel, 1970: 57).
17  The quotes are from Marx (1976: 135), and Marx and Engels (1975 (MECW 3): 433), quoted in Marx 

(1976: 168).
18  This also becomes apparent in the fact that Sohn-Rethel’s ‘postulate-theorem’ is ‘completely unable 

to explain the magnitude of value’ (Reichardt, 2008: 254). Indeed, value would depend on purely 
subjective evaluation as in marginalist theories of price. See also Jappe (2013: 10).

19  It should be mentioned that Dieter Wolf’s critique has formed the template for Elbe’s and also Reich-
ardt’s responses to the Neue Marx-Lektüre (Wolf, 2004). Our presentation will limit itself to Elbe.

20  The English translation of ‘objektive Gedankenform’ being ‘forms of thought which are socially valid, 
and therefore, objective’.

21  Emphasis added.
22  Marx writes that ‘one man is king only because other men stand in the relation of subjects to him. 

They, on the other hand, imagine that they are subjects because he is king’ (Marx, 1976: 14).
23  This nuance had been lost, according to Reichelt, in Simmel’s neo-Kantian understanding of real 

abstraction in which ‘validity’ and ‘being’ are separated (Reichelt, 2007: 48).
24  Emphasis added.
25  See Elbe (2008). In the German context, this trajectory can be observed, among others, in Rob-

ert Kurz and Anselm Jappe (Wertkritik, Krisis) and the ISF (Initiative Sozialistisches Forum, Joachim 
Bischoff and Uli Krug). In the international context, it is even more widespread and can be located in 
Althusserian interpretations, e.g. in Jacques Rancière’s early work. For Elbe’s critique of Rancière, see 
Elbe (2008: 198).

26  See, e.g. Toscano (2008).
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INTRODUCTION

Subsumption counts amongst those concepts of philosophical provenance that 
are taken up by Marx and recoded as critical social concepts. Originating as a 
logical category, subsumption nonetheless describes for Marx something funda-
mental about both the basic structure and the developmental tendencies of capi-
talist societies. Subsumption is, in a sense, the crucial logical figure of capitalist 
relations, insofar as these relations are founded on the systematically perpetuated 
subordination of labour to capital. Without this subsumption there can be no 
exploitation of surplus-value, and so no accumulation and expanded reproduc-
tion of capital. The concept of subsumption, however, has a somewhat ambigu-
ous status within Marx’s thought. The term appears repeatedly from Marx’s early 
to late writings, yet nowhere is it subject by Marx to a rigorous treatment, and so 
no explicit ‘theory’ of subsumption is presented in his writings. What the reader 
of Marx appears to be confronted with is little more than scattered fragments and 
indications, allusions to a more substantial position that never appears, or that, in 
Capital, is structurally repressed by the systematising impulse that governs the 
movement of Marx’s discourse. The ambiguities and apparent ambivalence 
expressed in Marx’s use of the term has been the cause of wide-ranging debates 
over the uses and misuses of the concept and its relevance for a critical engage-
ment with contemporary reality, spanning assertions of its irrelevance (or even 
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theoretical counterproductivity) to readings that elevate it as the primary concept 
characterising the configuration of contemporary (or ‘late’) capitalism.

In this chapter, I consider three aspects of subsumption as a Marxist concept: 
its philosophical pre-history, especially in the work of Kant and Hegel (an appre-
ciation of which, I argue, is crucial to grasping the depth of its significance within 
Marxist theory); Marx’s conceptualisation of subsumption (both at a ‘general’ 
level, in relation to his materialist methodology, and as capitalist subsumption, 
in his critique of political economy); and, finally, key interpretations and debates 
pertaining to subsumption within the Marxist tradition.

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

Whether named as such or not, subsumption has been a figure of thought 
employed since antiquity, describing both a relation and an act. In its classical 
conception, subsumption denotes a hierarchical relation of classification in 
which one element is designated as a particular, subordinate of a more general 
category that encompasses it (e.g. ‘the human’ subsumed under the genus of 
‘animal’). Equally, subsumption refers to the act of judgement that produces (or 
at least describes) this relation, that of subsuming a particular under a universal 
or, in a legal/medical context, the case under a rule. In this way, subsumption is 
basic to the construction of any systematically ordered body of knowledge or 
scientific discourse. Yet in modern philosophy, subsumption begins to take on a 
new significance, referring not simply to the hierarchical arrangement of ideas, 
or even things, but to the process by which objective entities come to be consti-
tuted as such. It is this shift from subsumption as logical organisation to sub-
sumption as form-determination (or from recognition to production) that 
prepares the way for Marx’s use of the term.

Kant

It was Immanuel Kant who first broke with the received understanding of sub-
sumption as a purely logical or formal relation, by according it a central role in 
his critical philosophy. For Kant, our experience of the external world is not a 
direct sensible apprehension of things ‘in themselves’ (as naïve empiricism 
would have it), neither is it the effect of a purely mental activity of construction 
(as dogmatic rationalism asserts), but rather results from a cognitive ‘synthesis’ 
of sensible and conceptual elements. For experience of objects to be possible, 
Kant argues, the ‘matter’ of sensation must be given a conceptually ordered 
‘form’ by being subsumed under the ‘pure concepts of the understanding’ (Kant, 
1998). The pure concepts supply rules for the organisation of experience, such 
that what is grasped spontaneously and arbitrarily by the senses can be re- 
organised in a systematically ordered, stable and communicable form, enabling 
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this ‘matter’ to be known (rather than simply ‘felt’); that is, appropriated cognitively 
by a rational consciousness.

Unlike the classical notion of subsumption, where specific concepts are cat-
egorised under more general concepts (a relation of concept to concept), this 
cognitive synthesis involves the articulation of heterogeneous elements: discur-
sive concepts and sensible intuitions. The radicality of Kant’s proposition was 
that concepts (of a certain fundamental or ‘pure’ type) did not simply map rela-
tions between empirical objects, but actively intervened in the process of their 
formation. The Kantian project of developing a ‘transcendental logic’ along 
with the ‘transcendental synthesis’ that is its core, thus involved recoding cogni-
tive relations and procedures that were previously understood to have validity 
only in relation to thought objects, rendering them essential aspects of the pro-
cess by which the form of empirical objects (the objects of concrete experience) 
is determined.

Subsumption, from the time of Kant’s philosophy onwards, thus takes on the 
character of an object-forming, rather than simply taxonomising act. It does not 
only imply the ordering or relating of given objects but is a basic precondition 
of their constitution as objects, a moment of their ‘production’. Importantly, 
the productivity of subsumption within Kantian philosophy is not limited to the 
objects of experience alone but also reciprocally enables the actualisation of 
subjectivity, as the medium, or compositional totality within which the represen-
tation of each and every object is unified (a conscious continuum consisting in a 
multiplicity of distinguished and related objects). In binding together the various 
moments of sensation in a conceptually coherent manner, transcendental subjec-
tivity also binds each moment to itself, as the totality within which all objects are 
composed. This effects a reciprocal movement whereby the form-determination 
of objects by consciousness also turns out to be the precise activity by which 
consciousness actualises itself as self-consciousness, in the ‘transcendental 
unity of apperception’. This reciprocity is crucial, because it signifies that the 
existence of a totalising structure is not independent of or indifferent to those 
entities that it determines and totalises, but rather both the total structure and 
individual objects equally depend on the active processes of determination by 
which they are related to one another (this will be important for Marx, insofar 
as the production of a certain type of objectivity, e.g. commodities, reciprocally 
actualises and sustains the existence of the compositional totality that necessi-
tates this production: capitalism).

Hegel

Subsumption does not play a central role in Hegel’s philosophy and appears only 
infrequently in his writings. Nevertheless, there is an important thread of conti-
nuity relating the core aspects of the Kantian discourse of subsumption with 
Hegel’s thought, as well as the development of novel features of subsumption 
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crucial for Marx’s adoption of the concept. The importance of Hegel’s treatment 
of subsumption is twofold. Hegel recognised the centrality of subsumptive form-
determination to the constitution of objectivity whilst at the same time decou-
pling such acts of determination from their source in the ahistorical structure of 
the individual ego on which Kant’s ‘transcendental logic’ was based. This ena-
bled Hegel to formulate a dynamic and developmental account of the reciprocity 
between discrete forms and the compositional totality that encompassed them. 
Rather than reflexively reinforcing one another in a closed loop that would 
always return to the same point of departure (the Kantian unity of apperception), 
for Hegel the movement of determination and comprehension, or externalisation 
and appropriation, traced what Marx described as ‘a spiral, an expanding curve, 
not a simple circle’ (Marx, 1993: 266). On this account, acts of subsumption 
form objects, which in turn transform the system or structure of determination 
itself, compelling it in turn to generate new forms for new objects, thereby 
unleashing a restless developmental dynamic.

The reflexive closure operative in Kantian philosophy is thus transformed 
by Hegel into a processual account of development that passes through succes-
sive, interlinked stages, where each stage emerges as a result of the previous 
stage. This implies a new conception of how acts of relational determination 
(such as subsumption) interact with the structures of unity, or compositional 
totalities, in which their basic elements are situated. The subsumption of the 
particular under the universal is no longer an infinitely self-same act realised 
within an unchanging totality, but rather takes on a fundamentally different 
character depending on the stage of development of the totality, whilst at the 
same time driving that development onwards. Therefore, whilst retaining its 
Kantian characterisation as an object constituting process, Hegel relativises 
and multiplies the nature of subsumptive form-determination, specifying its 
nature and effects according to the stage or moment of development in which 
it is operative. This opens the path to conceptualising subsumption as both a 
social and historical process.

In the Phenomenology of Spirit, this processual concept of development 
leads to the ‘sublation’ (Aufhebung) of the finite standpoint of an isolated 
consciousness and the development of a social concept of subjectivity that 
emerges with the transition from subject–object relations through subject–
subject, and then subject–substance relations in the various forms of ethical 
life (Hegel, 1977). In the first place, Hegel’s exposition attempts to demon-
strate that interpersonal relations are an implicit condition for the existence of 
the individual self-consciousness that characterises the standpoint of Kant’s 
philosophy. The subsumption of intuitions under concepts thus comes to be 
associated with a partial form of knowledge belonging to a limited stage in 
the developmental series, opening the path to further, diverse processes of 
subsumption of an intersubjective nature (the subsumption of one subject 
by another and the emergence of hierarchical relations, as in the section on 
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‘lordship and bondage’). Subsequently, Hegel traces the development of 
social relations into enduring objective structures, rather than contingent and 
unstable relations between isolated individuals. Here, with the emergence of 
what he terms ‘spirit’, subsumptive relations obtain between particular indi-
viduals and the universality of the social form they exist within and are con-
stituted by (as opposed to simply the domination of one self-consciousness 
by another). This is a vital precursor to Marx’s use of subsumption, as it lays 
the foundation for an analysis of processes through which individuals are 
subsumed under objective structures of sociality. Hegel’s intervention into 
the discourse of subsumptive form-determination thus clearly takes him far 
beyond the analysis of synthetic judgement acts proper to an individual con-
sciousness and onto the theorisation of relational forms that determine the 
identity and practical action of individuals in a collective context.

Hegel’s analysis of the development through successive configurations of an 
all-encompassing social totality also establishes the basis for conceptualising 
subsumption in historical terms, although how exactly to characterise the histori-
cal dimension of Hegel’s philosophy has been contested since its earliest recep-
tion. More important than any putative correspondence between the successive 
‘shapes’ of spirit described by Hegel and real historical epochs or events is Hegel’s 
commitment to the idea that different social and ethical orders give rise to dif-
ferent kinds of individuals, practices and institutions (as well as, by implication, 
different forms of unfreedom and domination). Yet the controversial aspect of 
this insight was the philosophy of history underpinning Hegel’s account, which 
equated the development through successive social stages as the necessary pro-
gression towards ever more rational and ethically perfected orders, culminating in 
an ‘absolute’ moment that both completed the developmental movement and uni-
fied all the preceding stages (thus totalising the multiple configurations of total-
ity). On a certain reading of this view, history is driven by a rational necessity 
towards the realisation of universal freedom and unity between individuals, nature 
and the divine that would effectively complete the historical process, given that no 
‘higher’ order could subsequently be realised. This gave rise not only to the prob-
lem of how to identify and validate the historical moment at which such a state of 
completion had or will have been attained but also of whether history could indeed 
end in this way.

Despite its apparent abstractness, Hegel’s most sustained explicit engage-
ment with the concept of subsumption, in his Science of Logic (1999), bears 
directly on these problems. Here, Hegel criticises the logical form of subsump-
tion as such (that is, independently of any concrete moment of subsumption) 
as a limited and contradictory relation that cannot produce genuine unity 
between the elements it relates. Hegel’s critique centres on the assertion that 
subsumptive form-determination always involves a kind of imposition or vio-
lence, as a particular ‘content’ is determined by a ‘form’ that remains in some 
sense abstract or indifferent to its specific qualities and so violates its singular 
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identity. Insofar as it is constrained by the abstractness of the form, the content 
cannot fully actualise or ‘be’ itself in its particularity and thus remains unfree. 
It is the guiding motive of the Hegelian dialectic to overcome all such abstract-
ness and indifference in the relation between form and content, or universal 
and particular, in order to attain true freedom. The absolute and final unity that 
is the horizon of Hegel’s system and the point of completion for the schema of 
historical development it entails therefore demands an overcoming of the limi-
tations of subsumptive relations.

In spite of all the shortcomings that Marx identified in Hegel’s thought, the 
motif of overcoming the imposition of alien and dominating forms indifferent 
to the qualitative singularity of the living content they shape figures as a pow-
erful influence on his critique of capitalist societies. The logical and abstract 
character of subsumption, as highlighted by Hegel, is a perfectly apt figure 
for the oppressive character of capital, as an alienating and one-sided form of 
social relatedness.

On the basis of a reading of the structural function played by subsumption 
within the philosophy of Kant and Hegel, it becomes clear that the transforma-
tions it undergoes in their respective systems are crucial for the development of 
Marx’s deployment of subsumption as a critical social concept. Far from simply 
indicating a hierarchical relation, as in its classical sense, subsumption in this 
tradition becomes inexorably bound to the problems of form-determination and 
systemic development. With Kant, we see that all objectivity must be produced 
(rather than simply apprehended) and that synthetic acts of form-determining 
subsumption are central to this production. With Hegel, we see that the produc-
tion of objectivity takes place according not to a fixed but rather a developing 
‘historical’ totality whose transformations alter the nature and effects of that pro-
duction (and so too the nature and effects of the subsumptive relations operative 
within it). At the same time, Hegel recognises in subsumption an inherently alien-
ating or oppressive character, insisting that, by definition, subsumption implies 
the unfreedom or constraint of whatever is subsumed. These interventions are 
significant for the development of Marx’s thought and the critical tradition it 
birthed in three principal senses: first, the ‘productivity’ of subsumption informs 
the Marxist notion of labour and the labour process, as the ontological locus of 
object-formation with corresponding subject-forming effects; second, the abstract 
character of subsumptive relations informs the discourse of alienation, reification, 
ideology and ‘real abstraction’ (Wendling, Chapter 28, Rehmann, Chapter 31,  
and Lange, Chapter 32, this Handbook);  third, the situation of subsumption 
within a developing compositional totality that enables its comprehension as a 
historical process (both in the sense of being determined by historical conditions 
and determining of historical change). In establishing these new problematics 
and giving rise to new conceptual resources, this philosophical history of sub-
sumption is an essential precondition for the invention of a Marxist theory of 
subsumption.
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SUBSUMPTION IN MARX’S WRITINGS

Materialism and the Critique of Philosophy: Marx’s 
Reaction to the Philosophical Discourse of Subsumption

In his early writings, Marx identifies the limitations of previous accounts of 
subsumption, and of philosophy more generally, in the way they conceive of the 
relation between thought and reality. For Marx, idealist philosophy subscribes to 
an upside-down account of actuality in which the causal relation between think-
ing and being is inverted, such that ideas and the logical relations between ideas 
have primacy over real individuals and material relations. Nowhere, for Marx, is 
this inversion more evident than in Hegel’s philosophy and theory of modern 
society, where ‘he simply holds fast to the one category and contents himself 
with searching for something corresponding to it in actual existence’ (Marx, 
1975: 109). Marx charges Hegel with providing ‘his logic with a political body; 
he does not provide us with the logic of the body politic’ (1975: 109). Despite 
its claim to begin from the most immediate and presuppositionless point of 
departure, Hegel’s thought, simply by virtue of being philosophy, already pre-
supposes the priority of conceptuality over material being.

Recognising this congenital dogmatism of the ideal, Marx turns philosophy’s 
own methods – in particular Hegel’s dialectic – against itself, disarticulating the 
practice of critique from the context and problematics in which it originates in 
order to redeploy it in the service of a new project of materialist social criticism. 
For Marx, critique of given social reality – with its constitutive relations, prac-
tices, forms and institutions – is synonymous with the construction of an adequate 
systematic exposition of that reality: providing the ‘logic of the body politic’. 
Such a ‘logic’ can only be the eventual (and continuously revised) result, rather 
than the dogmatic starting point, of critical social research that aims to retrace 
real existence in thought with a view to the transformation of that existence.

Grasping and criticising the logics of social and historical existence in this way 
becomes the central objective of Marx’s project, driving him to invent a constella-
tion of new categories and a singular theoretical methodology that defies traditional 
(yet still enduring) disciplinary boundaries. This movement of invention engen-
dered a radical reconsideration of the status of conceptual relations, both within 
theoretical discourse as well as in the social reality it describes and seeks to undo. If 
the concept of subsumption is taken over from philosophy by Marx, it is not in order 
to subject it to critique in abstraction from any concrete social context in which 
subsumptive relations obtain. It is, rather, because it adequately expresses a ‘deter-
minate function’ within a historically specific configuration of human relations and 
practices (modern, bourgeois society). From this materialist perspective, subsump-
tion serves as the theoretical expression, or logical figure, of some real (i.e. mate-
rial, practical) subordination of individuals or objects to a dominant social form or 
function. The ‘categories’ under which individuals and objects are subsumed in 
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Marx’s discourse are not therefore reducible to thought-determinations (although 
they may still retain a conceptual dimension) but are more broadly conceived as 
categories of historical being or social forms of existence that determine and are 
constituted through the collective practice of social individuals.

Subsumption in Marx’s evolving critical vocabulary thus comes to imply sub-
sumption under historical forms of existence, or more specifically, as Marx says in 
the Grundrisse, ‘subsumption of … individuals under specific relations of produc-
tion’ (1993: 96). Such specific relations of production, unified in various configura-
tions as ‘modes of production’ (Haldon, Chapter 2, this Handbook), come to act as 
the determining forms of action and identity under which individuals are subsumed 
and thereby constituted in their historical peculiarity (the ‘universal’ under which 
various ‘particulars’ are subsumed, in logical terms). If Hegel had already identi-
fied the inherently constraining and abstractive dimension of subsumption, where 
the unfreedom of the individual is presupposed in its subsumption as such, Marx 
appropriates and qualifies this contention by filling it with historical colour and 
content. Rejecting all but the most basic transhistorical determinations of produc-
tion and reproduction as a metabolic process (Marx, 1976: 290), Marx demands an 
attentiveness to the specific ensembles of social relations and forms in which con-
crete subsumptive relations obtain. It follows that if indeed subsumptive relations 
are concomitant with unfreedom, such unfreedom has to be grasped in its historical 
particularity, in distinction from forms of unfreedom proper to other epochs (for 
example, feudalism or ancient slave-owning societies).

Capitalist Subsumption

Having developed a general theorisation of social form-determination as sub-
sumption under relations of production, Marx’s account of capitalist subsump-
tion can be grasped as a historically specific configuration of this process of 
form-determination. In the context of the critique of political economy – Marx’s 
exposé of the system of bourgeois categories (itself the idealised expression of 
bourgeois reality) – subsumption is used to describe the relation that obtains 
between capital and labour, such that labour can be said to be subsumed under 
capital insofar as it is form-determined as a particular instance of capital. This 
‘subsumption of labour under capital’ has a dual significance, referring both to 
the above-mentioned notion of determination, where labour is constituted as a 
moment of capital both economically and materially, as well as simultaneously 
designating the unfreedom which this form-determination implies, as the repres-
sion of alternative modes of representation and action for labour.

This use of subsumption in Marx’s writings is guided by the critical conception 
of subsumption set out by Kant, indicating a problem concerning not simply the 
hierarchical arrangement of preformed elements (as in the ‘classical’ concept of 
subsumption) but the deeper problem of how particulars are formed or constituted in 
accordance with the universal that subsumes them. For Marx, there is no natural or 
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eternal relation of belonging between labour and capital; their articulation is instead 
the effect of a particular conjunction of historical conditions and forces that deter-
mine productive activity as wage labour through the formation of a ‘working’ class 
(that is, a class of individuals with no other means of survival other than the sale 
of their labour capacity). This particularity is precisely what is at stake in Marx’s 
discussion of capitalist subsumption: the historically specific mechanisms by which 
labour is form-determined (as an exploitable commodity) and dominated by capi-
tal. Marx analyses several different forms of subsumption under capital (formal, 
real, hybrid) each corresponding to a specific modality of command and coercion 
employed to extract surplus-value from the production process. Not only are these 
forms diverse, involving both social and material aspects, they also express capital’s 
tendency progressively to deepen its control of production in order to remove all 
barriers to exploitation and accumulation. Subsumption is thus key, not only in spec-
ifying the historical particularity of capitalist social relations but also in conceptual-
ising the internal dynamism and developmental tendencies those relations exhibit.

For Marx, the subsumptive relation between capital and labour is mediated 
through the unity of two processes: the valorisation process and the labour pro-
cess. In this unity, ‘the labour process is as it were incorporated in [the valori-
sation process], subsumed under it’ (Marx and Engels, 1988: 67). At a general 
level, the essence of the subsumption of labour lies in the ways in which capital 
takes hold of the labour process and makes it also function as a valorisation pro-
cess, an engine for the production of surplus-value. This happens, in its most 
basic form, through the conjunction of two different acts.

First, capital and labour take the form of commodities in the process of circula-
tion: money wages and labour-power. The owner of labour-power and the owner of 
wages meet on the market and exchange their goods, which are commensurated as 
sums of value, that is, expressions of abstract human labour. In doing so, the owner 
of wages, the capitalist, buys the right to command a certain amount of labour time. 
The generalised commodification of labour-power, underpinned by the processes 
of ‘so-called original accumulation’ which gives rise to a proletarian class, is the 
first moment of labour’s ‘particularisation’ under capital. From the perspective of 
circulation, Marx calls this a simple sale and purchase ‘like any other’, in the sense 
that both parties are formally free, and enter willingly into the exchange (even 
though this situation is conditioned for the proletarian by another sense of freedom: 
that of the freedom from owning any property). Nonetheless, at the same time, this 
quantitively ‘equal’ exchange is ‘coloured’ by its peculiar content:

With his money, the money owner has … bought disposition over labour capacity so that 
he can use up, consume, this labour capacity as such, i.e. have it operate as actual labour, 
in short, so that he can have the worker really work. (Marx and Engels, 1988: 64)

This actual using up of the labour-power commodity, Marx goes on to say, ‘is 
a process qualitatively distinct from the exchange. It is an essentially different 
category’ (1988: 54).
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Second, in the analysis of production, Marx demonstrates that with this com-
mand over the labour process, the capitalist is able to compel the worker to per-
form surplus labour, to produce an excess of value over and above what they 
receive in the form of wages in order to reproduce themselves. In this way:

[a] relation of domination and subordination enters the relation of production itself; this 
derives from capital’s ownership of the labour it has incorporated and from the nature of the 
labour process itself. (Marx and Engels, 1994: 102)

These two moments – exchange and production, the formal and material aspects 
of capitalist economic life – together determine the labour process as a valorisa-
tion process, and so establish the basis for capitalist subsumption; neither is suffi-
cient without the other. The exchange relationship is necessary for labour to take 
the form of value, to fall under the ownership and command of the capitalist and 
thus become variable capital (that is, a formal instantiation of the universality of 
capital). Equally, the process of production is necessary for the value-creating 
capacity of labour to be exploited, so that the original capital generates a surplus 
and has expanded. It is only in this way that labour has acted as a moment of 
capital, subsumed under it.

Crucially, however, there is no inherent connection between these two pro-
cesses; Marx says that ‘the labour process as such has nothing to do with the 
act of purchasing the labour capacity on the part of the capitalist’ (Marx and 
Engels, 1988: 65–6) whilst ‘on the other hand, the concept of the commodity in 
and for itself excludes labour as process’ (Marx and Engels, 1994: 71). Yet the 
two movements presuppose one another and come to appear as linked ‘naturally’ 
in their capitalist articulation. Their relationship must be constantly renewed in 
order to sustain the reciprocal movement between circulation and production that 
is the basis for the accumulation of capital. It is therefore the unity of these two 
acts – exchange and production – that constitutes the distinctive synthesis of 
the capitalist social form or ‘mode of production’: the mode by which labour is 
form-determined practically as ‘for capital’. In expressing the logic of this basic 
conjunction (as the articulation of a particular concrete content with an abstract 
social form of universality) it is ‘subsumption’ above all other concepts in Marx’s 
work that describes most directly what the specificity of capitalist domination 
consists in. In other words, it points to what is most essential in the capitalist 
power relation so as to distinguish it, both in its end and means, from hitherto 
existing forms of social domination.

Forms of Subsumption

Marx distinguishes between several forms of subsumption under capital, elabo-
rating different modalities in which capital exercises its command over the 
labour process. Yet Marx insists that these form-determinations and processes of 
command function as transformations of existing configurations of production 
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and cannot be comprehended in abstraction from the concrete historical condi-
tions in which they emerge and develop. What is indicated by the distinction 
between formal, real and hybrid subsumption are different mechanisms of trans-
forming production on a capitalist basis, which in turn have transformative 
repercussions throughout the whole of society.

Formal Subsumption

With the ‘formal subsumption’ of labour under capital, Marx explains that capi-
talists take over existing production processes without altering the ‘specific 
technological character’ of the labour process in any way (Marx and Engels, 
1988: 92). The means and methods of labour, as much as the final product, 
remain identical to the form they took when production was carried out in its 
pre-capitalist configuration. What does change is that now the worker works for 
a wage, under the command and supervision of a capitalist, using materials pro-
vided by the capitalist, and leaves the production process without ownership of 
any of the products they have toiled to realise. The worker’s labour has thus been 
subsumed under capital, appropriated and exploited to generate surplus-value, 
but only ‘formally’, that is, at the level of the economic relationship of exchange 
between the worker and capitalist. The worker’s actual activity is carried out 
exactly as it was before the capitalist commanded it and so is ‘materially’ 
untouched by the introduction of this new manner of exploitation. Insofar as 
formal subsumption functions as a mechanism of domination, it is thus purely at 
the level of the interpersonal power relationship by which the worker, dependant 
on their wage to survive, is compelled to cede command over their productive 
capacities to the capitalist who can profit from them. Given the purely formal 
character of this domination, when capitalists seek to increase their exploitation 
of formally subsumed labour (as they by definition must) the only means at their 
disposal involve the imposition of a longer working day or an intensified rhythm 
of labour, both of which run up against natural limits and social barriers.

Real Subsumption

Marx goes on to describe a deeper form of subsumption which builds upon the 
economic mode of control operative with formal subsumption. The ‘real sub-
sumption’ of labour under capital involves not only the formal command over the 
worker enjoyed by the wage-owning capitalist, but also a further, material form 
of command resulting from the fact that the capitalist also owns and configures 
the means of production involved in the labour process. Dependant on these 
means to realise the labour activity they sold to the capitalist, workers must adapt 
to the means along with the methods of labour they technologically presuppose. 
If the capitalist alters the technical configuration of the labour process, so too will 
the worker’s labour be altered. The capitalist thus discovers another method 
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through which to increase the exploitation of labour, because if the production 
process can be made more efficient (that is, generate more use-values with an 
equal or diminished amount of labour-power, producing ‘relative’ surplus-value), 
or enable a greater power of coercion over the worker’s activity, then the capital-
ist stands to gain, even without having ‘formally’ forced the labourer to work 
longer or harder. This is the ‘real subsumption’ of labour, which Marx’s considers 
corresponds with the ‘properly capitalist mode of production’ (1975: 1019 ff.).

Marx subdivides real subsumption into three distinct moments: (1) co-opera-
tion, (2) division of labour and manufacture, and (3) machinery and large-scale 
industry:

1 Co-operation is the simple re-organisation of production by capitalists to enable the ‘direct 
collective labour’ of multiple workers. In effect, this merely means gathering workers in one 
location without changing the nature of their working process, so the difference it introduces 
with respect to formal subsumption (where workers may be employed by the same capitalist but 
carry out their work in different locations) is ‘purely quantitative’. The capitalist gains here by a 
concentration that enables the sharing of resources and co-ordination of individual powers, as 
well as a heightened capacity for surveillance and supervision.

2 Division of labour and manufacture involves much greater interference by capitalists into the 
labour process, which is broken down into discrete moments that then become the specialised 
task of individual workers. The collective labour is ‘divided’ between these tasks; rather than one 
worker assembling an entire commodity from start to finish, each worker repeatedly performs 
a single moment of the overall process. Labour thus becomes increasingly specialised and per-
fected with respect to these ‘partial operations’, with each individual worker’s input representing 
just a fragment of the final product. In terms of the experience of work, Marx argues that this 
gives rise to monotony of labour, with the incessant repetition of minute tasks, and a dissociation 
from the final product, which the worker may never see, understand or enjoy. Significant here 
for the theorisation of subsumption as the mechanism of capitalist domination is that the labour 
process is now designed and unified by the capitalist, not the worker, who, as a result, finds their 
activity inserted into a process alien to them.

3 The tendency towards inverting the worker’s control over the labour process and placing it on 
the side of the capitalist is consummated with large-scale industry based on the use of machin-
ery. Here, it is not just the division and specialisation of tasks that guarantees the efficiency of 
exploitation, but the development of machinery as the objective apparatus through which the 
labour process is realised:

The increase of the productive force of labour and the greatest possible negation of neces-
sary labour is the necessary tendency of capital, as we have seen. The transformation of the 
means of labour into machinery is the realization of this tendency. (Marx, 1993: 693)

Unlike tools, machinery is not constrained by the limits of the individual human 
body (or even multiple bodies acting in concert) and so enables a huge increase 
in the productivity of the labour process. Large-scale industry turns the work-
shop into a factory, an ‘articulated system’ of processes and machines whose 
‘regulating principle’ is an ever-perfected continuity of production, aiming to 
minimise all interruptions to the labour process (Marx, 1993: 693). Rather than 
cultivating specialist technical skill in the worker as manufacture does, industry  
inculcates the labourer into a ‘specialisation in passivity’, reducing their activity 
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to the simple operation of technically complex machinery overseeing its opera-
tion as ‘watchman and regulator’ rather than ‘chief actor’ (1993: 693). The activ-
ity of the workforce thus becomes ‘determined and regulated on all sides by the 
movement of the machinery, and not the opposite’ (1993: 693). In this way, capi-
talist command comes to be objectively posited in the material composition of 
the labour process, so that the worker confronts the necessity of their exploitation 
not just in the personal authority of the capitalist employer or in the bureaucratic 
organisation of tasks, but as a ‘technological fact’ built into the concrete reality 
of the means of production.

Hybrid Subsumption

Alongside the discussions of formal and real subsumption Marx also mentions 
the existence of various ‘hybrid forms’ (Zwitterformen) through which surplus-
value is ‘extorted’ by capitalists without the labour process being formally sub-
sumed (Marx, 1976: 645; cf. also Banaji, 2011: 63; Das, 2012; Murray, 2004: 
265; Skillman, 2012). Like formal and real subsumption, an economic relation-
ship underpins such exploitation, but without the mediation of a direct wage and 
without the ownership and control of the labour process by the capitalist (Marx, 
1976: 645). Instead, either by monopolising the market for the purchase of the 
producer’s goods, or through advances of money, materials or land needed for 
production, the capitalist is effectively able to extract a surplus from the producer 
without purchasing and commanding their labour-power. Jairus Banaji has thus 
described the economic relationship implied by hybrid subsumption as effec-
tively constituting a ‘concealed wage’ (Banaji, 2011: 98). The capitalist here 
functions formally as ‘middleman, as merchant’ (Marx and Engels, 1988: 270), 
or alternatively, as a usurer, feeding ‘on [the producer] like a parasite’ (Marx, 
1976: 645), though ultimately the result is the same as with other modes of sub-
sumption: exploitation and accumulation (Marx and Engels, 1994: 118–119).

Hybrid subsumption presupposes that formally independent producers are 
willing to enter into exploitative relationships, even in the absence of ‘political 
restraints’ obliging them to do so, in order to gain access to the money or means 
of production needed to secure their means of subsistence. The existence of such 
‘hybrid forms’ must therefore be associated with, on the one hand, processes of 
‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Harvey, 2003) and the concentration of wealth 
and means of production by a capitalist class alongside, and on the other, the 
propagation of money-mediated market relations.

Marx refers to hybrid subsumption in two primary senses (although a vast 
diversity of concrete scenarios, both historical and contemporary, is covered by 
the concept). Hybrid forms can be ‘transitional’ (Übergangsformen), serving as 
the basis for the historical emergence of formal subsumption at the dawn of capi-
talist production. But they also endure or emerge anew as ‘accompanying forms’ 
(Nebenformen) alongside properly capitalist production relations based on formal 
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or real subsumption. In this sense, hybrid forms are not restricted to residual or 
anachronistic forms of exploitation, but rather constitute a permanently present 
strategy of exclusion and outsourcing which capitalists can employ as a strategic 
response to both competitive pressures and the resistance of workers (Das, 2012).

HISTORICAL RECEPTION AND DEBATES

Periodisation and ‘Total’ Subsumption

Within the Marxist canon, the concept of subsumption remains a relatively 
undertheorised term, having received far less scholarly and political engagement 
than concepts such as alienation, exploitation, reification or abstraction. This 
neglect derives at least in part from its limited textual presence in Marx’s writ-
ings and an apparent ambivalence on Marx’s behalf with regard to its theoretical 
status (Murray, 2009: 173; Saenz de Sicilia, forthcoming; Skillman, 2013). The 
most sustained accounts of capitalist subsumption are developed by Marx in 
early drafts of his critique of political economy – The Results of the Immediate 
Production Process and the 1861–63 Manuscripts – yet the term ‘subsumption’ 
was almost entirely omitted from the published volumes of Capital, with the 
earlier drafts in question becoming available relatively late on in the formation 
of both the ‘orthodox’ and ‘critical’ Marxist traditions. Nonetheless, amongst the 
various attempts to revitalise and reinvent the critique of capitalist society in the 
wake of the failures of historical communisms of various stripes, a number of 
significant contributions invoke subsumption as a central critical category. In 
particular, the writings of Theodor W. Adorno, Jacques Camatte and Antonio 
Negri all draw on subsumption as a category with which to theorise the develop-
mental dynamics of capitalist power. Despite their emergence against the back-
drop of diverse political and cultural contexts, common to these approaches is an 
understanding of subsumption as a category concerned primarily with the his-
torical transformation of capitalist relations, either through the periodisation of 
distinct phases of capitalism mapped to the formal/real subsumption distinction 
and corresponding to differing modes of exploitation and resistance (as with 
Negri), or in the progressive extension and expansion of capitalist relations such 
that they begin to encompass all hitherto non-commodified realms of life such as 
culture and leisure (what Adorno and Horkheimer identified as ‘the development 
toward total integration’ (2002: xii)).

The work of Adorno established the first serious attempt, after Marx, to deploy 
the concept of subsumption in the tradition of Marxian social criticism. However, 
rather than building upon Marx’s analysis of different forms of subsumption, 
Adorno’s use of the category is more directly grounded in its prior philosophi-
cal conceptualisations and critique, particularly Kantian epistemology and its 
Hegelian metacritique.
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In the first place, this philosophical legacy provided Adorno with a model for 
the fate of social individuals in modern societies, based on the formative sche-
matising processes specified by German idealism in which the particular is ade-
quated to the universal in a manner that abstracts away any excessive individuality 
(Adorno and Horkheimer, 2002: 65). This template of ‘identifying judgement’ is 
manifested concretely for Adorno in the reduction of ‘the overwhelming mass 
of the population … to mere objects of administration’ (2002: 30) which forms 
them as passive and powerless (‘nullified’) individuals via, in the most extreme 
case, the ‘complete abstraction of subsumed human beings under arbitrary con-
cepts’ to which they are made to fit (Adorno, 1973: 236). As Adorno’s correspon-
dent Alfred Sohn-Rethel emphasised, the connection with subsumption here is 
not mere analogy given the practical (rather than merely theoretical) character of 
the abstraction involved in commodity exchange (Sohn-Rethel, 1978). In relating 
commodities quantitatively on the basis of their exchange-value whilst bracket-
ing the qualitative heterogeneity of their specific properties, individuals do not 
just think abstractly but ‘actualize a real conceptual operation socially’ (Adorno, 
2018: 155), concretising subsumption under the forms of capitalist value as a 
‘real abstraction’ (Lange, Chapter 32, this Handbook) – with real effects at the 
level of the social form-determination of both objects and subjects.

In the second place, for Adorno, this procedure of social schematisation dem-
onstrates a developmental tendency towards extensive and intensive absolutisa-
tion. Advancing along the twin vectors of ‘industrialisation’ in production and 
‘mass culture’ in consumption, the dynamic of subsumption under exchange-
value displays a movement towards the ‘total administration’ of social subjects. 
Individuals in capitalism find themselves dominated both in work and leisure, 
subject to a form of control that not only regulates their outward action and rela-
tion to others but comes to ‘preform’ their innermost identity, desires and per-
sonality in a manner that dissolves any real autonomy (Adorno and Horkheimer, 
2002: 30). However, Adorno is conspicuously vague about the precise mecha-
nisms by which this tendential colonisation of the inner and outer lifeworld is 
driven, and it is here that the limits of his account are evident. By giving primacy 
to commodity relations and the exchange abstraction in his account of the func-
tioning of capitalist power, Adorno elides the key mechanism identified in Marx’s 
critique of political economy through which capital progressively transforms the 
world in its own image whilst deepening its domination of human societies: the 
real subsumption of the labour process, enacted by virtue of capitalist control 
over production. Constrained by his ‘circulationist’ standpoint (grounding the 
exchange abstraction in the metanarrative of ‘enlightenment’ and instrumen-
tal reason rather than a theory of accumulation), Adorno can only allude to the 
processes of material domination that flow with apparent automaticity from the 
commodification of labour and capitalist ownership of the production process. 
Adorno’s critique of capitalist society thus remains ‘formal’, unable to extend 
its analytic framework in a manner that would also encompass the concrete 
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dynamics of control, coercion and technical transformation that are crucial to the 
‘expanded reproduction’ of capitalist social relations. The effect of this formal-
ism is that, ironically, for all Adorno’s Kantianism, he fails to incorporate the key 
innovation introduced by Kant into the thought of subsumption: the problem of 
the specific mechanisms of form-determination that must be operative if univer-
sal and particular are to attain, and maintain, identity. The residual idealism of 
this epistemologically inflected approach leads Adorno to a reductive and one-
sided theory of capitalist subsumption that can offer no substantial account of 
how and why capitalist power advances as it does.

By contrast, the writings of Antonio Negri developed from the 1980s onwards 
draw directly on Marx’s concept of subsumption in order to map and differentiate 
distinct material configurations of capital’s command over labour, extending and 
intensifying the implications of the transition from formal to real subsumption in 
the context of a historical periodisation of capitalism. Whilst Negri’s approach 
(along with the tradition of operaismo from which it stems) departs from a 
Marxian analysis of production, exploitation and resistance, much like Adorno 
he identifies a progressive historical deepening of this relation of command that 
comes to exceed the boundaries of the traditional sites of production, eventually 
encompassing and internalising every sphere of human activity within the matrix 
of capitalist power. Transposing Marx’s analysis of subsumption from the indi-
vidual labour process to the social whole, Negri refers to this historical comple-
tion as the ‘real and total subsumption of labour’ and ‘world society’ under capital 
(Negri, 1991: 121, 1988: 95). For Negri this totalisation of subsumption marks 
the point at which capitalist socialisation ceases to be mediated by commodifica-
tion and value-relations and there is no longer any ‘outside’ to capitalist authority 
because ‘the mechanism of the production and reproduction of labour power is 
wholly internal to capital’ (Negri, 1988: 126). Instead of capitalist power being 
regulated by the law of value as it is for Marx, once there is no external domain 
left from which to extract the differential determination of measure (and with it 
the possibility of a ‘surplus-value’) that power metamorphoses into a generalised 
logic of pure command akin to the military-style discipline of the factory regime. 
To whatever extent capitalist social relations may continue to take the appear-
ance of economic relations, the dynamic of subsumption transforms their essence 
towards a purely political logic of antagonism: ‘society is configured in a disci-
plinary way through the development of the capitalist system’ (Negri, 2003: 105).

In Negri’s theorisation, total capitalist subsumption is ‘the situation in which 
we have found ourselves since the middle of the twentieth century’ (2003: 105), 
rendering Marx’s account of commodification (and its corresponding value- 
theoretical analysis of exploitation and fetishism) an anachronistic framework 
that no longer has traction on social life and its conflicts. In place, Negri con-
structs an ontological framework in which the creative plenitude of labour is 
directly subsumed under a capitalist command which absorbs and appropriates its 
capacities without the mediation of competitive measure. Yet Negri’s theoretical 
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dissolution of value as the regulating principle of capitalist power gives rise to 
a series of theoretical contradictions and aporias (Noys, 2010; Toscano, 2009). 
Most importantly, Negri’s absolutisation of subsumption effectively suspends 
the conflictual character of the subsumptive relation itself, for once subsump-
tion has been achieved there is no longer any tension between the universal and 
particular – that is, between capital and labour – as they are bound together by an 
analytically perfect identity. If conflict is thus to appear within Negri’s account of 
subsumption, it can only be in the transmuted form of the immanent ontological 
opposition of ‘full’ and ‘empty’ time, represented respectively by the creativity 
of labour and the abstract totalisation of capital. Here, however, a robust account 
of the concrete mechanisms of subsumption and the social forms taken by the 
antagonism between capital and labour is lacking, leading Negri, like Adorno, to 
a one-sided development of Marx’s initial theorisation of the concept.

The coherence of a Marxist theory of subsumption depends on the integration 
of the formal dimension of exchange and commodification with the material con-
figuration of production and the tendential transformations of the labour process. 
Without both of these aspects, capitalist domination cannot be comprehended in 
the historical specificity of its operation and developmental dynamics. Whereas 
Adorno tends to treat subsumption as if it were an automatic effect of exchange 
relations (an epistemological conception concerned primarily with formal deter-
mination), Negri inverts this and understands subsumption only through the mate-
rial logic of capitalist control over generalised productive activity (an ontologised 
conception of subsumption grounded in the idea of an original vital and creative 
plenitude possessed by labour which capital ‘confiscates’). Neither approach, 
however, thinks the two sides of capitalist domination as equally essential to its 
functioning: the distinctive synthesis underpinning capitalist power.

Subsumption and the Critique of Political Economy

If the exaggerations and distortions of these ‘periodising’ approaches run into 
theoretical and empirical problems that ultimately render them untenable, they 
nonetheless open up important questions regarding the basic structure and devel-
opment of capitalist societies: is the dynamic of subsumption driven by the 
‘economic’ logic of accumulation or by the ‘political’ logic of class antagonism? 
Or some combination of the two (in which case, how is their combination to be 
conceptualised)? Is the transition from formal to real subsumption an automatic, 
or even necessary, implication of capitalist control of production or just one of 
its possible modalities? How do processes of subsumption in different areas of 
the economy and regions of the planet interact and affect one another? Is it 
coherent or plausible to speak of a ‘total’ subsumption of society and the indi-
viduals composing it?

Some aspects of these questions were addressed directly by the so-called 
‘labour process’ debates of the 1970–80s (Braverman, 1974; Burawoy, 1978; 
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Gorz, 1976; Thompson, 2010). The common thread linking this variegated  
literature was the combination of a general theorisation of capitalist production 
and its immanent laws together with an attempt to grasp the shifting composition 
of capitalist production through a focus on strategies of capitalist control within 
the labour process. Importantly, significant early contributions to these debates, 
such as from the Brighton Labour Process Group, rejected any simple corre-
spondence or transposition of the dynamics of subsumption between the level of 
the individual labour process and the configuration of the social whole, insisting 
that ‘the relation between capital and labour, at a general social level, cannot 
be derived from, or reduced to, the capital–labour relation within production’, 
whilst ‘the actual structure of the [labour] process is not historically determined 
by the abstract logic of capital accumulation, since capitalist production rela-
tions can only be reproduced as a totality of social relations’ (Brighton Labour 
Process Group, 1977: 23–4). This signalled the urgency of developing a research 
programme that would interrogate the evolving articulation of production and 
reproduction (understood as the totality of the social process and therefore the 
wider material context within which the specific struggles over subsumption in 
production play out). Posing the problem of the economic and political dimen-
sions of capitalist power in other terms, these authors also examined whether the 
driving force of transformations in the labour process were grounded primarily 
in the competitive pressure to increase the efficiency of production or in the drive 
to consolidate control over labour (cf. Gorz, 1976). Recent contributions such as 
from Das (2012; see also Skillman, 2012) have continued this orientation through 
empirically informed analysis of patterns of transformation in contemporary cap-
italism’s labour processes.

Sharing some of these concerns, albeit at a higher level of theoretical abstrac-
tion, strands of Marxological scholarship referred to variously as ‘capital-logic’, 
‘value-form theory’ and ‘systematic dialectics’ have sought to make important 
clarifications regarding the relationship between Marx’s account of subsumption 
and the framework of his critique of political economy. Building on Hegelian-
inspired reconstructions of Capital which seek to consolidate the systematic 
coherence of its central categories, the work of Chris Arthur and Patrick Murray 
links the dynamic of subsumption to a dialectical exposition of the value-forms, 
the critique of fetishistic appearances and the distinction between absolute and 
relative surplus-value production. Emphasising the inner logical necessity (of 
accumulation) driving capitalist production and reproduction, Arthur’s account 
depicts capital as a ‘self-moving system of abstract forms’ that ‘must’ shape the 
material content it subsumes in accordance with this goal (Arthur, 2009: 155). 
Yet the focus on the systematic completeness of capital here tends towards an 
objectivism that reduces the antagonistic characteristic of capitalist class rela-
tions to a theoretical afterthought (in contrast to Negri, for whom struggle is 
primary at the expense of structural mediations, see Saenz de Sicilia, forth-
coming). Subsumption is thus treated as a category located internally to the 
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quasi-autonomous ‘systematic dialectic’ of capital rather than a category articu-
lating capital with its external foundations: nature and labour. Instead of sub-
sumption naming the relation in which social conflicts over the exploitation of 
labour are concentrated, in these capital-centric accounts it becomes one further 
moment in the consolidation of capital’s systematic dominance. Whichever way 
the political stakes of capitalist subsumption are balanced within the ambit of 
these approaches, an exclusive focus on developing a ‘pure’ logic of capitalist 
accumulation elides the question of capitalism as real history and the central role 
played by subsumption (and its concomitant conflicts) in determining the trajec-
tory of that history.

Finally, a significant and innovative set of engagements with Marx’s account 
of subsumption emerged within Latin American Marxism from the 1970s 
onwards. Developing a critical rereading of Marx in parallel with (and to some 
degree influenced by) their European contemporaries, authors such as Bolívar 
Echeverría, Armando Bartra and Enrique Dussel highlighted important neglected 
concepts and ‘esoteric’ structural aspects of Marx’s discourse in order to address 
the shortcomings of both orthodox Marxism and mainstream bourgeois social 
theory (in its incipient ‘postmodern’ inflection as much as in its traditional empir-
icist variants). Of these, Echeverría’s contributions are without doubt the most 
profound, in many respects surpassing any other attempt to situate a theory of 
subsumption coherently and systematically within the context of Marx’s critique 
of capitalist society (Saenz de Sicilia, 2018; Saenz de Sicilia and Brito Rojas, 
2018). Working closely with Marx’s newly available drafts and notebooks whilst 
responding inventively to the lacunae in Marx’s project (for example, around 
the concept of use-value, cf. Echeverría, 2014), Echeverría made the case that 
subsumption, along with the analysis of value, fetishism and social reproduction, 
should be situated at the centre of Marx’s thought:

The concept of subsumption has a special importance with respect to the core of Marx’s 
critical discourse – that is to say, the theory of the contradiction between the socio-natural 
process of production/consumption and the socio-capitalist process of the valorization of 
value. It is the most advanced attempt made by Marx to show in general theoretical terms 
the way in which those two contradictory processes are articulated. (Echeverría, 1983: 2)

For Echeverría, the contradictory character of capitalist society – expressed from 
the most basic levels of value/use-value and abstract/concrete labour right through 
to the complexity of expanded capitalist reproduction/social reproduction – was 
in each instance articulated as a relation of subsumption, of use-value under value, 
concrete under abstract labour, and so on. Subsumption did not therefore figure 
as a discrete moment in Marx’s conceptual construction, but rather traversed the 
entirety of his exposition in Capital with increasing concreteness. Echeverría’s 
insights went on to be consolidated and extended systematically by Jorge Veraza 
(2008) in relation to the implications of real subsumption for transformations 
in the sphere of consumption, where the capitalist development of science  
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and technology leads to an inversion of means of production into means of 
destruction; that is, from means of securing the reproduction of human life to the 
means of its negation.

Enrique Dussel also places subsumption at the centre of his reinterpretation 
of Marx’s critique of political economy (1985, 1990, 2001). Drawing on the 
background of subsumption in German idealism (though focused on Schelling 
rather than Kant and Hegel) along with Marxist liberation theology, Dussel’s 
argument takes Marx’s critique to rest on a dialectic of exteriority and totality in 
which living labour originally stands outside of the closed totality of capital but 
is then incorporated within it through its subsumption under value. Capital thus 
makes labour a moment of its own development, neutralising its independence 
and ‘negating its exteriority’. For Dussel this transition, effected by the exchange 
of labour for a wage, is the key moment in which the being of capital, its social 
reality, is grounded. In this way he develops a broadly ontological framework 
for conceptualising subsumption (with some affinities to Negri) which draws on 
Marx’s description in the Grundrisse of labour as a pure denuded subjectivity, as 
absolute poverty, or ‘non-being’ in contrast to the being of capital (Marx, 1993: 
454). Dussel emphasises this negativity, or nothingness, of living labour, which 
is reduced to a pure potential until it is subsumed and actualised in production, 
serving as capital’s mediation with itself. The subsumptive moment is therefore 
central to Dussel’s entire conception of how capital forms a closed ontological 
totality (somewhat akin to Arthur’s ‘systematic dialectic’) as well as to his insis-
tence on the excessive character and resistant capacity of labour, which despite 
figuring (from the standpoint of that totality) as a non-being, can never fully or 
finally be internalised (given that it is the true, but denied, ontological founda-
tion of capital). Much like Negri, the politics of this argument is mapped onto a 
Manichean ontological schema with the result that, rather than being able to give 
an account of capital’s other, that which is subsumed, in concrete terms – say, in 
an account of the current composition of a global working class and the labour 
processes that function as the site of exploitation – Dussel constructs his critical 
discourse from the intangible standpoint of a theological negativity, a source that 
by definition cannot appear positively within his discourse, rather than a force 
grasped as already present, actively resistant and practically embedded in the 
material totality of social life.

CONCLUSION

Following its ‘critical’ reframing in German idealist philosophy, the category of 
subsumption acquires a distinctive theoretical status. It simultaneously desig-
nates the specificity of a relation (of analytic identity between particular and 
universal) whilst demanding an account of how that relation is produced and 
evolves (through processes of form-determination), transforming its own condi-
tions of possibility as a result. This reframing establishes both the productivity 
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and difficulty of subsumption for Marxist theory. Subsumption both captures the 
uniquely conceptual and ‘actually abstract’ quality of capitalist domination 
whilst also (in its multiple modalities) designating the diverse social and material 
processes through which the control and exploitation of labour as well as the 
reshaping of production occurs. Yet Marx’s general schema of formal, real and 
hybrid subsumption only enumerates the most basic contours of the concrete 
processes of capitalist form-determination. The true effectivity of a theory of 
subsumption lies in its capacity to provide a framework for further research, both 
of a more focused and empirically informed nature (grasping the particularities 
of how the subsumption of labour and nature is configured in diverse scenarios) 
as well as of a synthetic, generalising nature (tracing the global articulations 
between production and reproduction). Pursuing these two trajectories of analy-
sis enables Marxist theory to continually reactivate itself in response to the pre-
sent, binding a basic account of accumulation (with its concomitant notions of 
class, value, fetishism, ideology, etc.) to the novel social forms expressive of 
capitalism’s capacity to adapt and evolve. Yet across all these levels of enquiry 
subsumption remains the crucial category of mediation and antagonism, marking 
the point of articulation and conflict between the abstract system of capitalist 
forms and the material foundations which it forms and appropriates. The ten-
dency towards absolutisation, ontologisation or historicisation of subsumption 
weakens this effectivity by idealistically sundering the basic schema of subordi-
nation under capital from the real conditions and struggles in which it has its 
actuality (and potential overcoming). Subsumption cannot provide an answer or 
resolution to the problems of Marxist theory, only a framework for addressing 
those problems in a responsive and non-dogmatic manner.
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34
Primitive Accumulation, 

Globalization and Social 
Reproduction

S i lv ia  Feder ic i

INTRODUCTION: RETHINKING PRIMITIVE ACCUMULATION

Starting with the 1990 issue of Midnight Notes on the ‘New Enclosures’ 
(Midnight Notes Collective, 1990), followed by David Harvey’s theory of ‘accu-
mulation by dispossession’ (Harvey, 2003) and by the many essays on primitive 
accumulation that have been published in The Commoner (2001) over the last 
decade, an extensive body of literature has explored the political meaning of this 
concept and tested its explanatory power with regard to the contemporary forms 
of capitalist development and ‘globalization’. Artists have contributed to this 
process. An outstanding example is the 2010 Potosí Principle exhibit organized 
by German, Bolivian and Spanish artists and curators (Creischer et  al., 2010) 
who have worked to demonstrate the continuity between the imagery found in 
several sixteenth-century colonial paintings, produced in the Andean region at 
the peak of primitive accumulation in the ‘New World’, and the imagery coming 
from the ‘new enclosures’1 that has been central to the globalization program. 
Primitive accumulation has also been at the center of post-colonial theory 
debates, with social theorists like Partha Chatterjee (2008) and Kalyan Sanyal 
(2014) arguing that, in India at least, the separation of the producers from the 
means of production and the extensive process of land grabbing, by which mil-
lions have been displaced, is leading to the creation of a ‘surplus population’, 
never to be absorbed by capitalist production; that is, they are leading to the 
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creation of a sphere of life ‘outside’ capitalism, rather than to the development 
of a totalizing capitalist system and wage relations. Feminists too have been 
rethinking the conditions of the existence of capital accumulation. Particularly 
important have been the works of Maria Mies (1986), Mariarosa Dalla Costa 
(1995), and Claudia von Werlhof (2000), who, anticipating themes that I have 
developed in my own work, have recognized that modern political economy has 
been and continues to be built upon slavery, colonization and ‘women’s perma-
nent worldwide expropriation and deprivation of power’ (Werlhof, 2000).

Thanks to these studies and artistic contributions, we now acknowledge that 
primitive accumulation is not a one-time historical event confined to the origins 
of capitalism, as the point of departure of ‘accumulation proper’. It is a phe-
nomenon constitutive of capitalist relations at all times, eternally recurrent, ‘part 
of the continuous process of capitalist accumulation’ (von Werlhof, 2000: 733) 
and ‘always contemporaneous with its expansion’ as an ‘ever-renewed actuality’ 
(Lazzarato, 2012: 44). This does not mean that primitive accumulation can be 
‘normalized’ or that we should underplay the importance of those moments in 
history – the times of clearances, wars, imperial drives, ‘when great masses of 
men are suddenly and forcibly torn from their means of subsistence, and hurled 
onto the labor market as free, unprotected and right-less proletarians’ (Marx, 
1976: volume 1, 876). It means, however, that we should conceive the ‘separa-
tion of the producer from the means of production’ – for Marx, the essence of 
primitive accumulation – as something that has to be continuously re-enacted, 
especially in times of capitalist crisis, when class relations are challenged and 
require new foundations.

Contrary to Marx’s assertion that with the development of capitalism a work-
ing class comes into existence who ‘by education, tradition and habit looks upon 
the requirements of [the capitalist mode of production] as self-evident natural 
laws’, so that ‘direct extra-economic force’ is only used ‘in exceptional cases’ 
(Marx: volume 1, 899; De Angelis, 2007: 134), violence remains necessary to 
maintain the proper rate of profit and exploitation. Not surprisingly, in response 
to the culmination of an unprecedented cycle of struggles – anti-colonial, blue-
collar, feminist – in the 1960s and 1970s, primitive accumulation has become a 
global and seemingly permanent process, with economic crises, wars and mas-
sive expropriations now appearing in every part of the planet as the preconditions 
for the organization of production and accumulation on a world scale. It is a 
merit of the studies and political debates that I have mentioned that we can now 
better understand the ‘nature of the enclosing force that we are facing’, the logic 
by which it is driven and its consequences for us. To think of the world political 
economy through the prism of primitive accumulation is to realize that the immis-
eration presently suffered by the majority of the population is a structural element 
of capitalist development and immediately place ourselves in a battlefield.

However, to fully comprehend the political implications of this development 
we must expand the concept of primitive accumulation beyond Marx’s description 
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in more than one way. We must first acknowledge that the history of primitive 
accumulation cannot be understood from the viewpoint of an abstract universal 
subject, for an essential aspect of the capitalist project, throughout its history, has 
been the disarticulation of the social body, through the imposition of different 
disciplinary regimes, producing an accumulation of ‘differences’ and hierarchies 
that have profoundly affected how capitalist relations are experienced. In other 
words, we have different histories of primitive accumulation, each providing a 
particular perspective on capitalist relations necessary to reconstruct their totality 
and unmask the mechanisms by which capitalism has maintained its power. This 
means that the history of primitive accumulation, past and present, cannot be 
fully comprehended until it is written not only from the viewpoint of the future or 
former waged workers, but from the viewpoint of the enslaved, the colonized, the 
indigenous people whose lands continue to be the main targets of the enclosures, 
and the viewpoint of the many social subjects whose place in the history of capi-
talist accumulation cannot be assimilated into the history of the waged worker.

According to this methodology, I have analysed, in Caliban and the Witch 
(Federici, 2004), primitive accumulation from the viewpoint of its effects on 
women, the body, and the production of labor-power, arguing that this approach 
gives us a much broader understanding of the historical processes that have 
shaped the rise of capitalism than we gain from Marx’s work, where the dis-
cussion of primitive accumulation centers on the preconditions for the formation 
of the waged industrial proletariat. Two processes in particular, both ignored by 
Marx, have in my account been essential for the creation of the conditions for 
capitalist development. First is the separation of production and reproduction and 
the constitution of reproductive work – that is, the work of reproducing individu-
als and labor-power – as ‘women’s labor’ and as a separate social sphere, seem-
ingly located outside the circuit of capitalist economic relations, a development 
coeval with the separation of the peasantry from the land and the formation of a 
commodity market. By this reorganization of social reproduction, the capitalist 
class has devalued the largest sphere of work on the planet, thereby saving an 
immense monetary wealth at the expense of women. Added to the devaluation of 
reproductive labor is the institutionalization of the state’s control and regulation of 
women’s sexuality and reproductive capacity, through the criminalization of abor-
tion and the introduction of a system of surveillance and punishment that literally 
has expropriated women from their bodies (Federici, 2004: chapters 2 and 4).

Both these developments, which have accompanied the extension of capitalist 
relations in every historical period, have had crucial social consequences. The 
exclusion of reproductive work from the institutionally recognized sphere of eco-
nomic relations and its deceptive relegation to the sphere of the ‘private’, the 
‘personal’, the ‘outside’ of capital accumulation has made it invisible as work 
and naturalized its exploitation. It has also been the basis for the institution of a 
new sexual division of work and family organization, subordinating women to 
men and further differentiating them socially and psychologically. The state’s 
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appropriation of women’s bodies and their reproductive capacity, which was 
realized in its cruelest form with the construction of a ‘breeding industry’ in 
the American slave plantations, has also inaugurated a new bio-political regime, 
directly tying procreation to the accumulation of capital insofar as this is essen-
tially the multiplication of the proletariat (Marx, 1976: volume 1, 764).

As I have shown (Federici, 2004), the witch-hunts that took place in many 
countries of Europe and the Andean regions in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, leading to the execution of hundreds of thousands of women, were 
fundamental to this process. None of the historic changes in the organization of 
reproductive work that I have outlined would have been possible without a major 
attack on the social power of women, in the same way that capitalist develop-
ment would not have succeeded without the slave trade or the conquest of the 
Americas – that is, without a relentless imperial drive, continuing to this day, and 
the construction of a web of racial hierarchies that have effectively divided the 
world proletariat.

PRIMITIVE ACCUMULATION AND THE RESTRUCTURING OF 
SOCIAL REPRODUCTION IN THE GLOBAL ECONOMY

It is with these assumptions and this theoretical framework in mind that in this 
chapter I analyze ‘globalization’ as a process of primitive accumulation, this 
time imposed on a global scale. This view is at odds with the neoliberal theory 
that celebrates the expansion of capitalist relations as evidence of a ‘democrati-
zation’ of social life. But it is also in contrast to the Marxist autonomists’ view 
of the restructuring of the global economy, which, focusing on the computer and 
information revolution and the rise of ‘cognitive capitalism’, describes this phase 
of capitalist development as a step towards the autonomy of labor.2 I propose, in 
fact, that the pillar of this restructuring has been a concerted attack on our most 
basic means of reproduction, the land, the house and the wage, aiming to expand 
the global workforce and drastically reduce the cost of labor. Structural adjust-
ment, the dismantling of the welfare state, the financialization of reproduction 
and, not least, war have been the main strategies deployed to activate the new 
accumulation drive. In each case the consequence has been the destruction of our 
‘common wealth’, and it has made no difference that, over time, its architects 
have multiplied, with the arrival of China and other emerging capitalist powers 
joining the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the governments 
that support these institutions as competitors at the feast. Behind the nationalist 
appearances and particularities there is one logic, one objective driving the new 
forms of primitive accumulation: to form a labor-force reduced to pure labor-
power, with no guarantees, no protections, ready to be moved from place to place 
and job to job, employed mostly on short-term contracts and at the lowest  
possible wage.
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What is the political meaning of this development? Even if we accept that 
primitive accumulation is an endemic part of life and work in capitalism (as 
Massimo De Angelis (2007: 136–41), among others, has insisted upon), how can 
we account for the fact that, after five hundred years of relentless exploitation of 
workers across the planet, the capitalist class, in its different embodiments, still 
needs to pauperize multitudes of people worldwide?

There is no obvious answer to this question, which has reopened old debates 
concerning capital’s ‘falling rate of profit’ and the counter-measures needed to 
reverse this tendency. However, if we consider how ‘globalization’ is changing 
the organization of social reproduction, we can reach some preliminary conclu-
sions. We can see that capitalism can only provide pockets of prosperity to limited 
populations of workers and for limited amounts of time, ready to destroy them (as 
it has done during the last thirty years through the globalization process) as soon 
as our desires exceed the limits which the quest for profitability imposes. We 
can see in particular that the limited prosperity that waged workers in industrial 
countries were able to achieve in the post-World War II period was never to be 
generalized, clearly being the product of a specific set of circumstances and pro-
ductivity deals3 that the struggles of the 1960s and the collapse of communism 
brought to an end. As proletarian revolts spread in the 1960s from the colonial 
plantations of Africa and Asia to the black ghettos, the factories, the schools, the 
kitchens and even the war front, undermining both the Fordist exchange between 
higher wages and higher productivity and the use of the colonies (external and 
internal) as reservoirs of cheap and unpaid labor, the capitalist class resorted to 
the strategy that it has always used to confront its crises: violence, expropriation 
and the expansion of the world labor market.

A Marx would be needed to describe the destructive social forces that have 
been mobilized for this task. Never have so many people been attacked and on 
so many fronts at once. And we must return to the slave trade and the heyday of 
imperialism to find forms of exploitation and impoverishment as brutal as those 
that globalization has generated in many parts of the world. Not only is slavery 
reappearing in many forms, but famines have returned, and new cannibalistic 
forms of exploitation have emerged, like the sale of blood and organs and the 
traffic in body parts, unimaginable in the 1960s and 1970s. In some countries, 
even the sale of hair, reminiscent of nineteenth-century novels, has been revived.4 
More commonly, in the more than 80 countries affected, globalization has been 
a story of untreated illnesses, malnourished children, lost lives and desperation. 
Impoverishment in much of the world has reached a magnitude never seen before, 
affecting up to 70% of the population. In sub-Saharan Africa alone the number 
of those living in poverty had reached 239 million by 2010, while across the con-
tinent immense amounts of money were obscenely siphoned off to the banks of 
London, Paris and New York.

As in the first phase of capitalist development, those most directly affected by 
these policies have been women, especially low-income women and women of 
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color, who, in many communities, today lack the means to reproduce themselves 
and their families or can do so only by submitting to the most intense forms of 
exploitation, working in maquila factories or reproducing families and children 
other than their own. Many give their children up for adoption, work as surrogate 
mothers or, in a more recent development, sell their eggs to medical labs for 
stem-cell research. They also have fewer children, as the need to secure some 
income has a sterilizing effect. Everywhere their capacity to control their own 
reproduction is under attack. In the USA, just being pregnant places poor women 
in constant danger of arrest, so much so that one can now speak of the ‘criminal-
ization of pregnancy’.5

Women are also targeted because of their subsistence activities, especially sub-
sistence farming, which stands in the way of the World Bank’s attempt to create 
land markets and place all natural resources in the hands of commercial enter-
prises. As I have written elsewhere (Federici, 2008), the World Bank had adopted 
the creed that only money is productive, while land is sterile and a cause of pov-
erty if used only for subsistence. Not only has the World Bank campaigned against 
subsistence farming, through land law reforms, individual titling and the abolition 
of customary land tenure, it has also spared no effort to bring women under the 
control of monetary relations through the promotion of micro-finance, a policy 
that has turned millions into indentured servants to the banks and the NGOs that 
manage the loans (Federici, 2014; Karim, 2011). Thus, after years promoting pop-
ulation-control programs through massive sales of contraceptives, often imposed 
on governments as a condition for loans, the World Bank now obtains the same 
results by preventing women from eking out a living by means of subsistence 
farming, which, contrary to the World Bank’s claims, is for millions the difference 
between life and death. It is important to add that institutional violence against 
women and the devaluation of the activities around which their lives have been 
constructed have, as their counterpart, a documented increase in violence against 
them by the men of their communities. For in the face of diminishing wages and 
access to land, many look at women’s labor and bodies as the bridge to the world 
commodity market, as is the case with trafficking and dowry murders.

Examples could be multiplied of the ways in which the globalization pro-
cess recapitulates older forms of primitive accumulation. My immediate con-
cern, however, is not to describe the specific forms which this return of primitive 
accumulation has taken, but to understand what it reveals about the nature of the 
capitalist system and what it projects for the future.

Certainly, capitalist accumulation continues to be the accumulation of labor 
and, as such, it continues to require the production of misery and scarcity on a 
global scale. It continues to require the degradation of human life and the con-
struction of social hierarchies on the basis of gender, race and age. Most impor-
tant, by persisting after 500 years of capitalist development, these ‘original sins’ 
prove to be structural aspects of the capitalist system precluding any possibility 
of reform. Indeed, the economic and social programs that international capital 
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has put into place to defeat the liberation movements of the 1960s and 1970s by 
themselves guarantee that dispossession of land and acquired rights, precarity 
of access to monetary income and employment, lives lived in uncertainty and 
insecurity and the deepening of racial and sexual divisions will be the conditions 
of production for many generations to come, unless strong social movements 
can subvert these trends. It is evident, for instance, that by undermining the self-
sufficiency of every region and creating a total interdependence, even between 
distant countries, globalization generates not only recurrent food crises but the 
need for an unlimited exploitation of labor and the natural environment.

As in the past, the foundation of this process is the enclosure of land. This 
presently is so extensive that even areas of agricultural life that in the past had 
remained untouched, enabling peasant communities to reproduce themselves, 
have now been privatized, taken over by governments and companies for mineral 
extraction and other commercial schemes. As ‘extractivism’ triumphs in many 
regions, compounded by land grabbing for biofuel, communal land ownership is 
legally terminated and dispossession is so widespread that we are fast approach-
ing the stage described by Marx where:

One section of society … demands a tribute from the other for the very right to live on the 
earth, just as landed property in general involves the right of the proprietors to exploit the 
earth’s surface, the bowels of the earth, the air and thereby the maintenance and develop-
ment of life. (Marx, 1976: volume 3, 888–9, 901–2)

In Africa in particular it is calculated that if the present trends continue, by the 
middle of the century 50% of the population will live outside the continent. This, 
however, may not be an exceptional situation. Everywhere, because of the impov-
erishment and displacement globalization has produced, the figure of the worker 
has become that of the immigrant, the itinerant, the refugee. The speed at which 
capital can travel, destroying in its wake local economies and struggles, and the 
relentless drive to squeeze out every drop of oil and every mineral that the earth 
holds in its bowels accelerate this process.

In ‘developed countries’ as well, the withdrawal of state’s investment in the 
reproduction of the work-force and the consequent ‘financialization of everyday 
life’6 are signaling the end of an era and the return of older forms of enslavement. 
Already in Marx’s time, ‘one of the most powerful levers of primitive accumula-
tion’ (Marx, 1976: volume 1, 919) ws the public debt, now compounded by a 
financialization system that, as Saskia Sassen has shown, has found ways of turn-
ing even goods not yet produced and small household mortgages and loans into a 
source of speculation and huge profit (Sassen, 2012).

As millions have to resort to credit cards, student loans or risky mortgage deals 
to satisfy their most basic needs, from food to schooling to healthcare, lifelong 
debt and indenture to the banks become general features of proletarian life, while 
every moment of reproduction becomes a moment of capital accumulation. It is 
not surprising, then, that even in ‘affluent countries’ like Germany and the USA 
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life expectancy for the working class is declining, with the ‘poor’ expected to 
live several years less than their parents for the first time since World War II.7 
Meanwhile, in some ‘Third World regions’ we are approximating a situation sim-
ilar to that which prevailed between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries, 
that of a working class hardly capable of reproducing itself, living from hand to 
mouth, barely reaching middle age. Indeed, Marx’s argument in the Communist 
Manifesto that capitalist development produces the absolute impoverishment of 
the working class is now empirically verified. Witness the incessant migration 
from the ‘South’ to the ‘North’, since the late 1980s, mostly motivated by eco-
nomic need and the many wars that the corporate lust for mineral resources is 
generating. We are told, moreover, that there is no remedy for this immiseration. 
Plausibly assured by virtue of its military arsenals that, like it or not, the ‘99%’ 
have no alternatives other than life in capitalism, and confident that its global 
reach will provide large markets and ample supplies of labor, the capitalist class 
now makes no pretense of progress, declaring crises and catastrophes inevitable 
aspects of economic life, while rushing to remove all the guarantees that more 
than a century of workers’ struggles had obtained.

I would argue, however, that this confidence is misplaced. Without indulging 
in any optimism which would be irresponsible given the unspeakable devastation 
unfolding before our eyes, I would affirm that worldwide a consciousness is taking 
shape that capitalism is ‘unsustainable’, and creating a different social economic 
system is the most urgent task for most of the world population. Any system that is 
unable to reproduce its workforce, and that has nothing to offer it except repeated 
crises, is doomed. If after exploiting for centuries every part of the planet, capital-
ism cannot provide even the minimal conditions of reproduction to all, and must 
continually plunge millions into miserable living conditions, then the system is 
bankrupt and has to be replaced. No political system can sustain itself in the long 
term purely by force. Yet it is clear that force is all that the capitalist system has left 
at its disposal, and without its policemen, its armies, its jails and torture chambers 
now girdling the earth it would have long ago collapsed. It can prevail for the time 
being only because of the violence it mobilizes against its opponents.

Notes

1  The ‘new enclosure’ is the concept developed in the homonymous issue of Midnight Notes, published 
in 1990, to describe the new forms of privatization and expropriation activated by the globalization 
process.

2  I refer here to the argument, developed by Hardt and Negri (2000) in several works that in the present 
phase of capitalist development, presumably characterized by the tendential dominance of immate-
rial labor, capitalists withdraw from the organization of the labor process so that workers achieve a 
higher degree of autonomy and control over the conditions of their work. This theory follows Marx in 
accentuating the progressive character of capitalist development, seen as the (forced) actualization 
of the objective expressed by workers’ struggles, which capitalism, against its own interest, must 
incorporate to re-activate the accumulation process. For a critique of this theory and the concept of 
cognitive capitalism, see Caffentzis and Federici (2009) and Federici (2011).
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3  The Fordist deal required, for instance, parallel/equivalent increases between wages and productivity 
– a requirement that the industrial workers’ struggles of the 1960s and early 1970s subverted.

4  The reference here is to the story of the prostitute Fantine in Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables who sells 
her hair to support her child. Today many young women do the same in India, where there are also 
villages in which many young people have only one kidney, having sold the other to obtain some 
money.

5  This is how health advocates and social theorists describe the increasing harassment of low-income, 
mostly black women when they are pregnant. As state after state adopts legislation that gives per-
sonhood rights to the fetus, the rights of the mother vanish, and she can be arrested for a variety 
of forms of behavior possibly harmful to the fetus. Some women have been arrested for being in a 
car accident, others for refusing a caesarean birth, other because blood tests indicated the use of 
substances possibly harmful to the fetus, including legally approved painkillers.

6  This is the term Randy Martin has used to describe this process. See Martin (2002) and also Federici 
(2014).

7  As reported by Maurizio Lazzarato, in Germany life expectancy for low-income earners dropped from 
77.5 years in 2001 to 75.6 in 2011, while in what was East Germany it has dropped from 77.9 to 
74.1. Lazzarato comments that, at this pace, with 20 more years of cuts and ‘efforts to “save” Social 
Security’, the retirement age will finally coincide with the death age (Lazzarato, 2012: 177). In the 
USA, too, the ‘poor’ are living shorter lives. According to the August issue of the journal Health Affairs, 
from 1990 to 2008 there was an actual decline in life expectancy among blacks and among white 
women and men who did not complete high school. The study found that white men with more than 
16 years of education live 14 years longer than black men with less than 12 years of education, and 
the disparities are widening. In 1990 the most educated men and women lived 13.4 years and 7.7 
years longer respectively than the least educated. The most shocking finding of this study is the speed 
at which this gap has widened. For example, ‘In 1990 the gap in life expectancy between the most 
and least educated white females was 1.9 years; now it’s 10.4 years’ (Griswold, 2012).
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INTRODUCTION

Commons are social systems formed by three interconnected elements:  
(1) a commonwealth, that is a set of resources held in common and governed by 
(2) a community of commoners who also (3) engage in the praxis of commoning 
to reproduce their lives and their commonwealth, social labour and correspond-
ent forms of social cooperation.

To evolve and adapt in their multi-systems’ environments (which crucially 
also include capital and the state), commons systems seek to develop new organ-
isational forms that balance individual subjects’ freedom with integrative forces 
that keep subjectivities together. Commons systems seek to do this through 
the acting together of commoner subjectivities, or commoning – the generative 
immaterial and material activity through which commoners govern their com-
monwealth, define the value and meaning of their actions, the quality and poros-
ity of the boundaries of the commons, their relations to non-human nature or the 
ecosystems of which they are part, and the relations with their own environment, 
namely the state, other commons and corporate capital, as well as the multitudes 
at large. The two structural elements that all commons are based on – namely 
resources pooled by any means and a plurality of subjects – are reconfigured 
through both iterated and evolving practices of commoning which in time recon-
stitute the pool of resources as commonwealth, and the plurality of subjects into 
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commoner communities and the rules that define their self-government. The 
iterative/evolving nature of commoning puts into motion the commons circuit. In 
other words, it continuously transforms the commonwealth and associated com-
moners necessary at the beginning of any process of commoning into new (trans-
formed) commonwealth and new (re)produced subjectivities, while also enacting 
strategies of adaptation to the stimuli of the environment. On the other hand, 
strong enough changes in the operations, structure, subjectivities and density of 
commons within a territory influence the systems in the commons environment, 
which will have to adapt in their turn. Commoning is the force-field generated 
by the praxis of the ‘we’, which reproduces and modifies social systems, chan-
nels behaviour towards certain value practices, and thereby transforms individual 
subjectivities in particular contexts. Reverberations of this are felt outside the 
commons, generating new memes, inspiring new linkages and new formations, 
defining new cultures.

This systemic, relational and dynamic definition of the commons (De Angelis, 
2017) is more comprehensive than the conventional Neo-Institutional one devel-
oped by Elinor Ostrom and her associates, which sees the commons simply as 
resources shared by a set of individuals, or common goods. As I will develop 
below, the derivation of this more comprehensive understanding of the commons 
is obtained once Marx’s own understanding of capital as a mode of production 
and his less complete understanding of social revolution and of an alternative 
mode of production is taken into consideration. This definition can be linked to 
debates developed especially in France around the notion of the Common (singu-
lar) which can be articulated principally as a political principle (Dardot and Laval, 
2019) or as a mode of production (Giuliani and Vercellone, 2019; Hardt and Negri, 
2009). As we will see in the third section of the chapter, the issues raised in these 
debates are crucial to frame the problematic of post-capitalist social transforma-
tion, the deepening of democracy and the transformation of the law.

Etymologically the words common, commons, commoner, community, com-
moning and communism are all fundamentally related. They all have roots in the 
Latin expression cum-, together, and munus, obligation, duty, gift. This points 
to the expectations of reciprocal obligation of care and aid – munus (Esposito, 
2009) – and a shared understanding that there are things that belong to all of us, 
cum. As Dardot and Laval put it:

What we find in the term’s etymological meaning is thus the Janus-face of the debt and the 
gift, of obligation and recognition … the articulation of cum and munus (cum-munus) … not 
only designates that which is pooled or ‘shared in common’ (mise en commun) but also, and 
perhaps especially, designates those subjects who have ‘duties in common’. (Dardot and 
Laval, 2019: 32–3)

Historian Peter Linebaugh (2008) sees the origin of the concept of commoning 
in the practice, bearing this name, of Mediaeval peasant efforts to collectivise the 
King’s land. With the advance of capitalism and successive waves of enclosure, 
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the term became less frequently used, while political/theoretical language started 
to use other terminology to refer to alter-capitalist practice. Movements of the 
1960s and 1970s forced communitarianism, solidarity and ‘sharing’ back onto 
the agenda. In the midst of this era, a modern critique of commons emerged with 
ecologist Garrett Hardin’s 1968 paper in Science, ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’. 
This seminal article claimed that sharing land or any resource among a group of 
farmers always results in resource depletion. To demonstrate this, Hardin relies 
on the first premise of methodological individualism, assuming that each farmer 
aims only to maximise their own individual utility. This is achieved by keeping 
their cows longer on the meadow or by bringing in more cows. Obviously, with 
increasing competition among farmers in a fixed resource pool, the latter will 
deplete; hence the tragedy of the commons. Hardin’s solution was twofold: either 
privatisation of the commons under different property rights or monitoring and 
enforcement of rules by the state.

Nobel prize laureate in economics (2009) and political scientist Elinor Ostrom 
(1990) produced an effective and simple critique of Hardin’s thesis. After study-
ing numerous cases of existing commons around the world, some of which had 
lasted hundreds of years, Ostrom argued that Hardin was really talking about 
the tragedy of free access. Hardin’s blind spot is the fact that commons are gov-
erned by commoners, who together decide on the rules of access and continu-
ously monitor them. Commoners are not only self-interested but make sure that 
their collective interaction with shared resources is sustainable, otherwise they 
would all lose the resources they depend on. Ostrom thus makes a clear connec-
tion between commonwealth (or wealth held in commons), and the community 
of commoners, with its governance system.

However, Ostrom’s original definition of the commons suffers from two 
important limitations. In the first place, commons are theorised as resource 
systems that can live beside both state and capital, thus disregarding enclosing 
and co-opting tendencies of capital and state, both historical and continuous, as 
well as the aspirations and practices pushing for the constitution of alternative 
socio-economic systems (De Angelis, 2004, 2007; Harvey, 2003) Second, in her 
approach commons appear as resources that are rival or subtractable, and access 
to which is difficult to hinder. This implies that only natural resource systems are 
commons – say a fishing ground, an irrigation channel, a groundwater basin or 
a grazing area – while not the resource units derived from those systems such as 
‘the tons of fish harvested from a fishing ground, the acre-feet or cubic meters 
of water withdrawn from a groundwater basin or an irrigation canal, the tons of 
fodder consumed by animals from grazing area’ (Ostrom, 1990: 31).

This latter distinction, however, runs counter to both historical experience 
and the complexity of contemporary forms of commons, as these come to be 
reclaimed by plural social movements around the world (Caffentzis, 2004; Cox 
and Federici, 1976; Federici, 2012). Both historically and in current experi-
ence, there are indeed myriad examples in which communities pool excludable 
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resource units into a ‘common pot’. They will then establish rules or customs for 
their individual appropriation: from toy libraries, communal kitchens, factories 
reclaimed by workers, social centres or indigenous communal practices. In the 
second place, in recent decades there has been growing interest in non-rival com-
mon goods such as knowledge, music or software codes. These latter resources 
are such that it is difficult to prevent people enjoying them. Also, the ‘stock’ of 
the resource is not reduced when one uses it. A boundary is constructed by these 
resources when capital and the state impose their privatisation, making them arti-
ficially scarce. Today, the open access movement is founded on the refusal to 
privatise non-rivalrous goods such as information and knowledge. In academia 
and cyberspace, this social movement is dedicated to principles of information 
sharing, open source, copyleft, creative commons and anti-privatised knowledge 
commons (Benkler, 2003).

In all these cases, commons names not just a type of resource shared but social 
systems comprising three elements (De Angelis, 2017): (1) a commonwealth, (2) 
a community of commoners and their social relations, and (3) a praxis of com-
moning, of doing in common, including the self-organising act of governing the 
relation to the commonwealth and nature, as well as the relationships between 
commoners. This means that it is not the intrinsic characteristics of the common 
goods that determine the possibility of the commons, but that it is ‘the capacity of 
labour cooperation to organize itself in an alternative way compared to the private 
and public logics which determines in the last resort the propensity of a series 
of goods or resources to be managed according to the principles of Common’ 
(Vercellone et al., 2015: 26). Recent decades have witnessed indigenous com-
munities and new commons systems becoming more visible and innovative – 
from the streets of Cochabamba, to New York, Naples, Johannesburg, Athens 
and Mumbai. Commoners can be found subtracting resources from the capital 
system, and inserting them into processes of collective production and cultures 
based on value practices, which in context-specific ways are participatory and 
deeply democratic, and whose horizon is the welfare of the commoners, social 
utility and environmental sustainability.

This emergence of contemporary collective action around the commons has 
occurred in two interconnected ways. First, as a survival response to the enclo-
sures and multiple crises of neoliberalism, as well as a refusal to submit to 
exploitative technologies and practices. Second, they also emerge as a striving 
for novel social organisations that favour empowerment of coproducers, non-
alienated cooperation, social utility and ecological transformation. The commons 
function in both spheres of social reproduction and production. In the former, 
they involve new forms of social organisation in the production of food, housing, 
energy, health care, education, arts and culture, or even the ‘global commons’ 
of the biosphere, at least at the aspirational level. Commons have also devel-
oped within and led to the transformation of businesses, as shown in several 
cases in manufacturing and services discussed by Laloux (2014). The commons 
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movement involves participatory exploration of new technologies and forms of 
cyber cooperation – open source software production, peer-to-peer cooperations 
such as Wikipedia, and open-source machines. These multisided spaces of coop-
eration are potentially transformative, offering an alternative model of production 
to capitalism and authoritarian state systems. Although there is the danger that 
the latter systems co-opt the commons and shift costs of social reproduction onto 
them, the commons, and the related notion of the common, remain the kernel 
around which a broad project of radical emancipation, deep democratisation and 
ecological transformation can be constituted. Commons and social movements 
are therefore faced with the task of rebuilding the fabric of social reproduction, 
redressing the qualitative and quantitative aspects of social metabolism and set-
ting a limit on capital’s drive for endless accumulation.

In his major oeuvre, Marx appears to mention the word ‘commons’ only with 
reference to their enclosures, or original (‘so-called primitive’) accumulation, 
about which there is an important literature concerning its significance in contem-
porary capitalism (De Angelis, 2001, 2004; Harvey, 2003; Midnight Notes, 1992). 
On the other hand, we can turn to Marx’s defence of customary rights and entitle-
ments for the poor to collect wood in his early articles in the Rheinische Zeitung 
from 1842 (see Linebaugh, 1976). Moreover, in his Ethnological Notebooks and 
his famous letter to Vera Zasulich on the Russian commune, Marx seems open to 
reflect on the commons as a form that is relevant to post-capitalist social eman-
cipation. In the limited space of this chapter, I will discuss some aspects of these 
emancipatory potentials of the commons through three different routes.

A first theme begins with a paraphrase of the very first section of Das Kapital 
in which Marx begins his analysis of capital starting from its elementary form of 
wealth, the commodity. The rationale of this paraphrase is to reproduce the logic 
of Marx’s argument while at the same time substituting the commodity with the 
elementary form of post-capitalist wealth, common goods. Thus, I begin to read 
those early pages on the commodity as if they were written for the elementary 
form of post-capitalist wealth, and instead of the commodity we were talking 
about, common goods. As I turn Marx on his head from an analysis of capital 
to an analysis of its antipode, postcapitalism and the commons, I develop the 
narrative from a paraphrase of those early pages of Capital into the discovery of 
the Commons as social systems. Just as in the analysis of the commodity Marx 
uncovers a capitalist system and its alienating and exploitative features, so in 
the analysis of common goods, we uncover the commons systems and their 
emancipatory potentials.

A second theme is an exploration of the possible connection between the com-
mons and the question of radical transformation of the current social formation 
which sees the dominance of state and capital. I turn here to Marx’s conceptu-
alisation of social revolution as different from political revolution (Davidson, 
Chapter 18, this Handbook), and to the key importance of the development of 
alternative modes of production (which I interpret in terms of the commons) 
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within the fabric of the old, without which any political revolution would be, in 
Marx’s view, ‘quixotic’.

A third theme, which builds from the second, interrogates the interrelation of 
the Anglo-Saxon usage of the commons (plural) and the continental European 
usage of the term common (comune, commun) (singular). Here I highlight the 
importance to maintain both usages in a virtuous systemic relation.

All these themes point to a Marxian-inspired framework for the commons 
understood as social systems (De Angelis, 2017). Let me start with a game, a 
paraphrase of Marx’s beginning of capital on the commodity, read and translated 
in terms of common goods.

THE OUTSIDE OF THE COMMODITY

The wealth of post-capitalist society, as it peeps over the horizon of the many 
heterogeneous practices of communities, associations, peer-to-peer networks and 
social movements, appears in the first instance as a collection of common goods, 
a commonwealth. We need therefore to enquire after this elementary form of 
post-capitalist wealth.

Common goods have a twofold character, revealed in the first place by their 
own name which combines a noun (good) with an adjective (common). They 
are ‘goods’, in the sense of being social objects of value, use-values, objects 
(whether tangible or not) that satisfy given socially determined needs, desires 
and aspirations. They are common goods, in the sense that they are use-values to 
a plurality.

However, this is not sufficient to define common goods in the post-capitalist 
sense. An airport lounge is a use-value to a plurality, as is a public space, a city, 
a train, a park, a school or a street. Also, any mass-produced commodity is a use-
value to a plurality, in the sense that it serves the necessary or acquired needs of 
a subset of a population, although this cup, this computer, this car is a use-value 
to me. What is common to all these cases is that the plurality is largely silent; it 
is only a passive user or consumer of these goods. To make it a common good, 
the plurality needs to come alive as a plurality of commoners, by claiming post-
capitalist ownership of that good. To claim ownership is not simply a question 
of defining property rights in the legal sense. To ‘own’ here refers not to legal 
possession, but to the plurality having the power to govern that good, and with 
it to govern the relation within the plurality. A plurality that claims ownership 
to one or more use-values is one that, in different forms, situations and con-
texts, not only employs or accesses that use-value but also governs its production 
and reproduction, its sustainability and development, as well as the relationships 
between the co-producers themselves, the ecosystem and other social systems. 
In so doing, the plurality shapes a relationship to that good and to the environ-
ment within which it is (re)produced, while the subjects of that plurality govern 
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their relations with one another. This plurality therefore also creates other values 
besides the use-value of the common goods. It creates relational values by mea-
suring, assessing and giving particular senses to the modes of social relations 
of (re)production through which the common goods are (re)produced and their 
use-value distributed among the commoners. Therefore, and to the extent the 
plurality sustains that claim of ownership, the common good is turned into an 
element of a common system or, briefly, a commons: this built space is an ele-
ment of the self-organised social centre in Milan; these pipes are an element of 
the water associations in Cochabamba, Bolivia; this knowledge and know-how 
are elements of peer-to-peer networks in cyberspace.

The twofold character of a common good is therefore the following: on the 
one hand, it is a use-value for a plurality; on the other, it requires a plurality 
claiming and sustaining ownership of the common good – this can be done only 
through the creation of relational values, namely values that select the ‘goods and 
bads’ of social action while at the same time sustaining and (re)producing one 
another, social relations, social practice and the ecology in which social practice 
is embedded. Thus, our initial formulation can now be corrected. The wealth of 
post-capitalist society also includes this normative and relational wealth.

Since today the commons are produced in larger contexts of capitalist domi-
nation, this implies that they coincide with a force-field that will often be ori-
ented by goals and practices that run opposite to capitalist production. Indeed, 
the twofold character of common goods is quite distinctive from the twofold 
character of the commodity in a social system dominated by capital, as discussed 
by Marx (1976) in the first chapter of Capital. The commodity is a use-value and 
an exchange-value. But the latter is not the result of a plurality taking owner-
ship of the good produced in common (in a factory, an office, through a diffused 
network of producers held together through competitive markets, etc.), but the 
result of an individualised plurality divided into wage and wealth hierarchies and 
set to compete for livelihood against one another. For this plurality, their com-
mon condition of production is a matter of insignificance, an un-problematised 
given, a fact of life you do not even try to question or govern in some way, 
and therefore an alien force. In capitalist commodity production, value presents 
itself as exchange-value, neither good nor bad, a mere ratio: pounds per carton 
of milk; euros per smartphone; dollars per hamburger. Value here induces social 
forces only through a systemic integration with other capitalist producers, who 
take these ratios as a benchmark to meet or beat so as they can reach their own 
profit goals, namely through the incessant process of the formation of capitalist 
‘socially necessary labour time’ (De Angelis, 2007). The values of conviviality, 
social justice, ecological balance, as well as the goals of livelihood, get squeezed 
out by this incessant competitive struggle which instead shows what such a 
systemic integration really values: accumulation for accumulation’s sake. This 
value, this induction into a social force-field occurs within capital-systemic loops 
that impose measures, assessments and sense productions that are heteronomous 
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to (outside) the producers themselves thus giving rise to exploitation, widening 
power hierarchies, environmental catastrophe and subjection. This is possible to 
the extent that social conflict over the ‘measure of things’ of (re)production (the 
how, the what, the why and the how much) has insufficient direction and force 
to constitute a feedback mechanism that would have enough counter-power not 
only to contrast capital’s own measures but also to constitute social systems that 
are able to reorient, in a self-organised and therefore deep democratic way, a dif-
ferent sense of the ‘measure of things’ related to social (re)production. The two-
fold character of common goods is at the basis of our understanding of commons 
as specific social systems of production and reproduction, quite different from 
capital, and which, if developed into strong enough social forces, can contrast 
and replace capitalist production. The twofold character of the common good 
contains two basic elements – one objective (the ‘common goods’ themselves) 
and one subjective (an ownership-claiming plurality of subjects) – that give us an 
entry-point to understand commons as social systems. The potential dynamism 
and movement of these commons’ social systems emerges from two intercon-
nected processes.

One is internal to the commons itself, and defines the modes in which a plural-
ity of subjects establishes their ownership to the common goods and the forms 
of the social relations they set in place, negotiate or even contest. For example, 
in Zapatista-held areas in Chiapas, indigenous communities hold territories and 
land as commons; but within that movement and those communities women have 
constituted social movements to question their subordinate position and emanci-
pate from patriarchal practices. Here commons are also centred on social conflict, 
but a conflict reconciled with itself, in the sense that it is not concealed, margin-
alised and brushed aside as ‘deviance’, but acknowledged as the key expression 
of democratic vigour.

The other element that gives commons dynamism and movement is external to 
them, and stems from the way the commons in question are articulated or struc-
turally coupled to other commons or to capitalist circuits, the degree to which 
they are exposed to destructive waves of enclosures, the limits of their ‘deals’ 
with capital and the state, and the extent to which they are open to co-optation. 
The nature and effective transformational force of these endogenous and exog-
enous processes is key to understanding and problematising the development of 
commons systems as transformative social forces. Hence it is not possible to 
understand the commons without understanding capital. Even when we deal with 
the commons in very general and abstract terms to highlight their properties, 
the commons we deal with are never romantic outsides, but situated outsides, 
social systems that must negotiate their way in an environment in which preda-
tor capitalist systems are ready to enclose or subordinate them. For this reason, 
a Marxist standpoint on the commons must always be attentive to the relation 
between commons and capital systems, a relation that has always been crucial, 
but particularly so in moments of crisis such as today. This is acknowledged in 
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the very definition of commons as social systems, which also include in their 
environment other systems such as capital systems, state systems, other com-
mons and ecological processes.

POLITICAL RECOMPOSITION AND SOCIAL REVOLUTION

The numerous commons systems initiated and (re)produced by the relational, 
affective and goal-oriented praxis of commoning give rise to commons circuits 
in which the values produced are not subordinated to capital’s bottom line of 
profit, but produce myriad other social values. However, from a perspective of 
social transformation, the development and diffusion of commons’ systems is a 
necessary but insufficient condition for overcoming the capitalist/state hegem-
ony both as a mode of production and in terms of dominant technologies of 
ordering, selecting and measuring social relations and social practice. They are 
necessary, in that the production of new systems of (re)production requires the 
development of social systems like commons which, by positing their different 
measures, values and senses of things in praxis, engage in the construction of 
another common sense and another material life, experimenting with and estab-
lishing new sustainable, socially just practices in a convivial and participatory 
atmosphere. This conception finds a home in Marx’s idea that social rather than 
political revolutions are a primary condition for overcoming the capitalist mode 
of production and its state apparatus.

In the first place, a political recomposition could not generate and sustain, 
through any sort of political representation, a radical change in social relations 
and systems of social reproduction. My conviction is that political recomposi-
tions are certainly necessary to create momentum for change by initiating chain 
reactions of sociality and channelling social energies into particular objectives 
and directions with efficient thrust. In this sense, phases of political recomposi-
tion and the correspondent forms of political representation are important for 
opening up opportunities for the radical development of new social relations and 
systems, for shifting constraints imposed by higher layers of the social hierarchy. 
However, in themselves they do not radically change social systems like capital 
into something else: they can only perturb them. Capital reacts and adapts to 
these perturbations by developing new forms, absorbing, enclosing, channelling, 
re-dividing within the wage hierarchy, co-opting and repressing – and the mix 
of these strategies will depend on the cost–benefit calculus in a given situation. 
Keynesianism and the welfare state, as developed in the post-WWII period, are a 
case in point (De Angelis, 2000).

This implies a conception of radical change, of ‘revolution’ that is aligned with 
Marx’s conception of social revolution (rather than of Lenin’s political revolu-
tion). In the first place, a social revolution is not the ‘seizure of power’ engineered 
and led by a political elite (whether through reformist or political revolutionary 
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means) (Holloway, 2002), but the actual production of another form of power, 
which therefore corresponds to the ‘dissolution’ of the old society and of the old 
‘condition of existence’ (Marx, 2012: 59), or a change in the ‘economic structure 
of society’ constituted by ‘the totality of the [social] relations of production’ 
(Marx, 1977). Secondly, precisely because it is constitutive of new social rela-
tions reproducing life (and dissolving old relations), social revolution cannot be 
reduced to a momentary event, a ‘victory’; rather, it is epochal and configured 
by a series of ‘victories’ and ‘defeats’. Marx thus speaks of the ‘beginning’ of 
the ‘epoch of social revolution’ (Marx, 1977), but how long this epoch is, none 
can say (although climate change and the massive crisis of social reproduction 
are putting some urgency on the horizon). This distinction between social and 
political revolution does not imply that social revolution is not itself ‘political’. 
Social revolution is political in the sense that it acts as a crucial perturbation of 
established dominant systems and poses the socio-economic basis for a new pol-
ity, for new forms of governing the networks of social cooperation.

This priority of social (rather than political) revolution also implies that in 
order to replace the current system (model), we do not need an already worked-
out system to be ready to take its place before dreaming or wishing its demise. 
Alternative systems can certainly be imagined and problematised, but it is not 
through their ‘implementation’ that the development and history of modes of 
production occurs. Systems are not implemented; their dominance can only be an 
emergent property of the dynamic of social formations comprising struggles for 
hegemony among different modes of production. Their emergence occurs through 
the related processes of social and political revolution, with the former creating 
the source from which the latter draws its power to perturb capital while at the 
same time developing its autonomy. This is how, for example, the dominance of 
capital developed from the phase of commercial capital, to industrial capital and, 
today, financial capital hegemony, an evolution in form and structure that was 
unimaginable at the time of the mercantilists or of Adam Smith’s writings.

The process of social revolution today is ultimately a process of finding 
solutions to the problems capital systems cannot solve. This implies the estab-
lishment of multi-scalar systems of social action that reproduce life in modes, 
systemic processes, social relations and value practices that seek alternatives to 
the dominant model and that are able to reproduce at greater scale through net-
working, coordination and the creation of new institutions of the common. What 
has become increasingly clear from various movements in the last few decades 
is that commons, understood as systemic interactions of commoners, common-
wealth and environment through deeply democratic and convivial commoning, 
are today the material basis of any process of social revolution.

The relationship between social and political revolution is thus the relation-
ship between the social systems that underpin them, namely commons and move-
ments. We should heed Marx’s warning about radical transformation beyond 
capitalism, when he says in the Grundrisse that ‘if we did not find concealed in 
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society as it is the material conditions of production and the corresponding rela-
tions prerequisite for a classless society, then all attempts to explode it would be 
quixotic’ (Marx, 1973: 158).

Commons are these concealed modes of production in which a classless society 
can be given form vis-à-vis capital. In fact, commons are latent within society and 
channel all the support and resources through which we reproduce our lives and 
knowledge. We are generally born into one, even if it only consists of interactions 
with our parents or carers, and siblings or friends. As soon as the process of sociali-
sation begins, we reproduce our subjectivities in bodies and spirit through engage-
ment in networks of social cooperation that confront us with the need to develop 
values, practices and measures that are truly alternative to the subordination of life 
to profit, or that push us to learn to adapt to it while keeping a distinct identity. As 
soon as these networks of social cooperation develop into systematic patterns, we 
find all the elements of commons to varying degrees: pooling of resources, commu-
nities and commoning. Given the development of communication and information 
technologies and the cognitive labour that mobilises them, these commons-based 
forms of social cooperation have the potential to further expand and destabilise 
their boundaries, renew their social compositions and develop multi-cultures of 
horizontality based on a new mode of production, the Common.

However, this advancement of commons sooner or later implies a collision 
with other social systems governing, constraining, or coopting them, such as state 
and capital, and thus commoners must face the question of pushing back capitalist 
forms of measurement and give value to their social action, especially if capital’s 
development depends on enclosures, seizing the human and natural resources 
mobilised by these alternatives. It is also clear that the force alternative systems 
can sustain in this collision course with dominant social systems (their resilience, 
so to speak) is proportional to the degree of the multiple social powers they are 
able to mobilise. By a social system’s resilience I mean the ability of a social 
system to retain function and a sufficient degree of prosperity, reproducibility and 
social cohesion in the face of the perturbation caused by the shocks and crises 
of outside systems, like ecological, state and capital systems. Thus, for instance, 
since capital and commons are to a large extent structurally coupled social sys-
tems, these shocks and crises (such as the loss of income due to unemployment 
and economic crisis, or state victimisation criminalising particular struggles) 
put to the test the commons’ resilience, forcing them to adapt and evolve. The 
path of this adaptation however is open, and it can lead to a greater domestica-
tion of the commons within capital’s loops (such as, for example, the patriarchal 
nuclear family in the post-WWII period) or, on the contrary, the development 
of autonomy and resilience of the commons in spite of capital’s circuits (like, 
for instance, the experience of occupied social centres in Italy or the universe of 
grassroots voluntary associations socialising different aspects of reproduction).

My underlying thesis is thus that a social force like the commons only emerges, 
expands and creates effective transformative powers vis-à-vis other social forces 
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such as capital and the state as a manifestation of its own powers, to the extent 
this is necessary for its preservation and reproduction (and the preservation 
and physical/cultural/emotional reproduction of the commoners comprising it). 
Therefore, in order to problematise social change we need to problematise social 
forces. Doing so implies understanding social systems, in particular commons 
and the social movements they are able to give rise to. It is in this sense that the 
old revolutionary philosophy can shed light on the present:

Communism is for us not a state of affairs which is to be established, an ideal to which real-
ity [will] have to adjust itself. We call communism the real movement which abolishes the 
present state of things. The conditions of this movement result from the premises now in 
existence. (Marx and Engels, 2000: 11)

The premises now in existence are the actually existing commons and the forms 
of their cooperation that create the Common, the paths of social transformation 
they are able to generate vis-à-vis capital and the state.

THE COMMONS AND THE COMMON

Let us explore further the connection between these terms, Commons and the 
Common, by looking at the debate over the Common in the singular that has 
developed, especially in France. From this debate, the Common can be princi-
pally articulated as a mode of production or a political principle. Both approaches 
see the neo-institutionalists focus on natural common goods as limited, and both 
seek to interpret the debate over the common(s) in political terms. The terms of 
the debate on the Common as a mode of production were set with the publication 
of Hardt and Negri’s Empire, Multitude and especially Commonwealth (Hardt 
and Negri, 2000, 2004, 2009), as well as their latest book, Assembly (Hardt and 
Negri, 2017). The notion of the Common as Mode of Production (CaMOP) along 
these terms was then also developed by others, especially Giuliani and Vercellone 
(2019) and Vercellone et al. (2015). The approach to the Common as a Political 
Principle (CaPP) was mainly put forwards by Dardot and Laval in their book on 
the Common originally published in French in 2014 (Dardot and Laval, 2019). In 
the space available here, I can only try to synthesise the kernel of each approach 
and outline some key critical points emerging from the debate. I will then draw 
some conclusions in light of my own work on commons as social systems.

With some degree of simplification, the CaMOP approach can be encapsu-
lated as follows. The diffused wave of struggles of the 1960s and 1970s pushed 
upwards the social wage (including the monetary wage and the conditions of 
social reproduction tied to welfare) above and beyond the capacity for the regula-
tion of Fordism – the regime of regulation of class relations that emerged after the 
crisis of the 1930s and that was based on the figure of the mass worker. With the 
emergence of post-Fordism there was a shift in the conditions of production and 



COMMONS 655

class composition, with increased reliance on mass intellectuality, ‘immaterial 
labour’ and the precarisation of labour, to the point that a new type of capital-
ism can be said to have emerged, namely cognitive capitalism (see, for example, 
Moulier Boutang, 2011; Fumagalli, Chapter 84, this Handbook). Perhaps the cen-
tral aspect of cognitive capitalism is that, on the basis of the accumulation of past 
struggles and the expansion of Welfare, and in spite of the neoliberal reaction, 
there took place a mutation in the class composition and organisation of social 
labour which increasingly rested on cognitive labour (understood as the living 
labour of production of, for instance in IT&C, education, health, down to the very 
basic ‘essence’ of social networking). In terms of its organisational capability 
and the actual content of work and organisation of labour process, this cognitive 
labour is largely autonomous from capital, in the sense that capital no longer 
organises how this labour constructs its social cooperation, and

[t]he content of what is produced – including ideas, images, and affects – is easily repro-
duced and thus tends toward being common, strongly resisting all legal and economic 
efforts to privatize it or bring it under public control. (Hardt and Negri, 2009: x)

What capital does instead is return to certain conditions of formal subsumption 
of labour under capital (Negri and Vercellone, 2008), in which one of the most 
important consequences is the ‘becoming rent of profit’. This marks, according 
to the CaMOP approach, a key aspect of cognitive capitalism, which also cor-
responds in this period to the hegemony of finance as a dominant mechanism of 
rent extraction.

There are of course some key contradictions in this phase. For example, the 
possibility for cognitive capitalism to rely on rent extraction from the Common 
depends on its capacity (vis-à-vis the counterforce from the common) to impose 
artificial scarcity on many products of the common, for instance, through patent-
ing and intellectual property rights (Rekret and Szadkowski, Chapter 85, this 
Handbook). These forms of enclosure are thus forms of theft and calling them 
thus is not an abandonment of Marx in favour of Proudhon, but simply a recogni-
tion of the ‘re-composition of rent as tool of exploitation and new figure of profit’ 
(Negri, 2014).

In this approach, the possibility of emancipation is inherent in the mode of pro-
duction adopted by cognitive labour, and thus ‘the transition is already in process: 
contemporary capitalist production by addressing its own needs is opening up the 
possibility of and creating the bases for a social and economic order grounded in 
the common’ (Hardt and Negri, 2009: x). What emerges clearly from this per-
spective is the focus on the need for struggles to reverse the hierarchy between 
state/capital/common (Brancaccio and Vercellone, 2019), and attempt to create 
the Common as the hegemonic force. In order to do this, the CaMOP approach 
focuses on the need to turn welfare into commonfare (Vercellone et al., 2015). In 
particular, this would imply the key strategy of pursuing a social basic income 
to give more power to cognitive workers to refuse conditions of precarity and 
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low wages, while liberating time for the common and fighting the ‘anti-common’ 
policies of cognitive capitalism, especially in the knowledge common. This would 
also entail the creation of new institutions and the deep transformation of the  
welfare/workfare state into a commonfare state. Accordingly, the

[p]ossible supremacy of the logic of common would not mean that the institutions and 
guarantees of the welfare state would vanish, but the transformation of their way of man-
agement through the development of mechanisms of direct democracy and coproduction 
which would permit transition from a model of state-control to a model of the commonfare 
state. (Vercellone et al., 2015: 27)

Clearly, the vantage point of the CaMOP approach seems to be located within a par-
ticular class composition of the ‘developed’ centres of global capitalism, although 
the importance of cognitive labour can be seen as increasing around the world. Yet it 
is worth mentioning at this stage the fact that cognitive capitalism, like Fordism and 
post-Fordism before it, is only a very general characterisation of what may be new 
or specific to our particular era, not an understanding of the totality of what capital-
ism is or how it operates in this particular historical phase. Just as industrial capital-
ism during the industrial revolution presupposed slavery for its mass provision of 
the cotton raw material adapted to the new technologies of the nascent capitalist 
factories (Russell, 2011), or just as Fordism – the massification of work in assembly 
line – presupposed the reinforcement of patriarchal domination in the households 
and neo-colonial relations vis-à-vis the ‘third-world’, likewise for cognitive capital-
ism, which is also predicated on wage and labour hierarchies and thus remains an 
important but nevertheless limited subset of contemporary capitalism.

For example, the cognitive labour I am doing through my computer right now 
is also predicated on the rare earth materials extracted by some enslaved child’s 
hands somewhere in East Congo, a form of labour that is not comparable to 
what the CaMOP approach understands as cognitive labour. My cognitive labour 
is also predicated on the data servers that contain the files of my bibliography, 
which require massive energy expenditure and production of waste to carry out 
this service, among others. Cognitive labour itself also generates waste, and not 
only through what it consumes to reproducing its body. The great challenge, 
therefore, is that cognitive labour, however and wherever it is exercised, if it 
really wishes to cognise its embeddedness in this world as a common, ought to 
see itself as only a part of the world, a part related to other parts of the same world. 
Collective reflection on these relations, how they’re constructed through different 
value practices, and their often clashing ‘measure of things’, is one of the key 
contributions that cognitive labour – understood more generally as the cognising 
praxis of the human species across the wage hierarchy (including the unwaged) – 
can offer in the institution of the Common. But it can do so only if it develops a 
political principle of the Common to be alerted to and contrast the mechanisms of 
capital subjectification inherent in its systems. The CaPP approach of Dardot and 
Laval (2019) seeks to focus on this political principle of the Common, though to 
my mind they seem to be throwing away the baby with the bathwater.
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The CaPP approach of Dardot and Laval (2019) does not accept the narrative 
on the Common as mode of production. For example, they see the spheres of cog-
nitive capitalism discussed by CaMOP as dominated by the imposition of capi-
tal’s measure, not the creation of the common. Much of this critique is, I think, 
well taken, but only if we acknowledge that capital’s measure is not the only 
measure in town in the creation of the common, and there are forms of alternative 
or counter-measuring and ordering more vernacular to cognitive labour. Taken 
this way, I don’t think the CaPP invalidates the gist of the CaMOP approach.

Also, as with the CaMOP approach, the CaPP perspective does not see the 
Common as a form of possession or a type of object. The CaPP approach instead 
regards the common as creating ‘a space in which use prevails over ownership’. 
In this sense, the Common is ‘not a resource in itself – even when it is related to 
one’ (Dardot, 2018: 22). The Common is thus that collective activity ‘of those 
who take charge of it, preserve it, maintain it and take care of it’, and the ‘active 
links’ it establishes with ‘an object, a place, a natural resource (for example, a 
waterfall or a forest), or something artificial (for example, a theatre or a square)’ 
(Dardot, 2018). The ongoing cooperative activity that links a plurality of mate-
rial and immaterial elements of social production, that governs the production 
and the sharing of things in common and regulate the social relations among co-
producers and co-users, is what myself and others have called commoning (De 
Angelis, 2017; Linebaugh, 2008), and what Dardot and Laval call the common. 
In this sense of commoning, Dardot and Laval acknowledge the key driving ele-
ments of the commons understood as systems, just as the CaMOP approach sees 
commoning in the cognitive labour that produces the common.

In Dardot and Laval, the emergence of the common today is manifest in the 
activity inherent in the many waves of struggles that have been developing from 
the alter-globalisation movement onwards. As they write:

The emergence of the ‘common’ as a political rallying cry initially grew out of dispersed social 
and cultural struggles against the capitalist order and the entrepreneurial state. As the cen-
tral term used to denote an alternative to neoliberalism, the common became the effective 
principle for struggles and movements that, over the past two decades, have resisted the 
dynamics of capital and given rise to original forms of activism and discourse. In other words, 
the common is far from a purely conceptual invention: the common is rather the concrete 
product of social movements and various schools of thought dedicated to opposing the 
dominant tendency of our era, namely the extension of private appropriation into every 
sphere of our societies, our cultures, and our very lives. In this sense, the term ‘common’ 
does not so much refer to the resurgence of the eternal Communist Ideal, but rather desig-
nates the emergence of a new way of challenging capitalism and imagining its transcend-
ence. In other words, it is a term that helps us turn our back on the strategy of state 
communism once and for all. By appropriating and operating the means of production in its 
entirety, the communist state methodically destroyed the prospects for real socialism, which 
‘has always been conceived of as a deepening – not a rejection – of political democracy’. For 
those dissatisfied with the neoliberal version of ‘freedom’, the common is thus a means of 
opening up a new path. It is precisely this context that explains the thematic emergence of 
the common in the 1990s. It was a shared political demand that could be found in the most 
local and concrete struggles, as well as within the largest national and international political 
mobilizations. (Dardot and Laval, 2019: 4–5)
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Through such plural and articulated activity, Dardot and Laval see a re-elaboration 
for today of the political principle of the Common, a political principle that they 
uncover through an extensive archaeology ranging from Aristotle through Proudhon, 
from Marx to Mauss, Hannah Arendt, Cornelius Castoriadis and Félix Guattari. As 
they discuss in an earlier work (Dardot and Laval, 2017), for them the Common is a 
form of rationality that contrasts the neoliberal rationality that constructs its order-
ing of interconnected states and markets around the principle of competition with 
the consequent shaping of subjectivities. The comprehensive rationality of neoliber-
alism finds its counterforce in the political principle of the Common. This rational-
ity is not only a critique of neoliberalism but also an alternative. The CaPP approach  
sees the derivation of this principle in the recognition that a

[‘c]ommons’ is first and foremost an institutional affair and, more specifically, an institutional 
space defined by collectively developed practical rules. What is most important is the dimen-
sion of instituting the activity, and not the technical characteristics of things and goods. Here 
lies the essential difference between common goods and the common(s). (Dardot, 2018: 22)

Any commons, therefore, in so far

[i]t is instituted as such, is a good in an ethical and political sense. By contrast, any good that 
is capable of being purchased and sold, is not in itself a commons. This means that a com-
mons is a good only under the condition that it is not a possession or an acquisition. In other 
words, once it is instituted, a commons is inalienable and inappropriable. (Dardot, 2018: 22)

Democracy is also clearly part of this principle, since:

[a] common, regardless of its specific designation, requires self-government or democratic 
government. The very act of establishing a common is in and of itself a democratic act. The act 
of governing a common is nothing more than the continuation of the democratic act; it is thus 
a sort of continuation of the institution. It consists of reviving this institution by critically assess-
ing its collective rules, whenever the situation demands it. As such, the governance of the 
common can only proceed from the principle of democracy – the non-democratic governance 
of a common would threaten, in the short-term, the very existence of this common. I call this 
the principle of the common, this time in the singular form. (Dardot, 2018: 22)

What do we make of these two perspectives? I think they both contribute to the 
question of social transformation in current conditions. The CaPP critique of the 
idea of cognitive labour as a space in which the common develops autonomously 
from capital, makes sense, in that capitalist discipline/subjectification, appro-
priation and exclusion also seek incessantly to enter the spheres of production of 
knowledge (De Angelis and Harvie, 2009). On the other hand, the CaPP critique 
of CaMOP overshoots the mark in that it seems to posit absolute domination by 
capital in these areas, while in fact cognitive capital is traversed, like any other 
sphere, by struggles. It is for this reason that within the CaMOP approach there 
is an appeal to identify the common produced by cognitive labour as a tendency. 
A tendency is nothing other than the pattern resulting from a clash of forces, 
when one of these forces (or group thereof) is pervasive and dominant. Hence in 
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the CaMOP approach we may well understand the Common as traversed by class 
struggle while remaining dominant. As we saw, this is just the opposite of the 
basis for the CaPP critique of CaMOP. Now, whether capital or the common is 
the dominant force governing the tendency will differ relative to the many situ-
ated contexts and scales of the social. For this reason, rather than focusing on the 
dominance of capital versus the common as the signature of the ‘tendency’, we 
should move our gaze to the struggle between the two, to what I have called the 
frontline of value practices (De Angelis, 2007), which gives rise to particular 
clashes among modes of production and opposing political principles. At that 
situated junction, then, the common as a political principle becomes key, not just 
in negating but in establishing and promoting the common as a mode of produc-
tion with lesser entanglement to capital – or actually subordinating the state and 
capital to the common, including through modes of self-government and self-
organisation, deep democracy and non-exclusion.

The two approaches, therefore, notwithstanding their obvious differences, 
could be articulated in a virtuous dialogue. The Common as a mode of production 
becomes the basic social condition out of which the common as political principle 
can spring up. On the other hand, at the frontline of value struggles vis-à-vis capi-
tal, the common as political principle can help to elicit, promote, expand, orient 
and support the common as mode of production. Virtuously linked in this sense, 
the CaPP loses any hints of idealism, which have been pointed out by the CaMOP 
approach (Negri, 2014; Vercellone et al., 2015), as the emergence of the politi-
cal principle comes to be located in the challenges of sustaining, expanding and 
adapting the Common as mode of production (which also includes the political 
struggles of social movements to challenge the capital/state constraints prevent-
ing the development of the Common). On the other hand, the CaMOP approach 
would become less open to those critiques, advanced by the CaPP approach, that 
see it disregarding the capitalist/state strategies to measure (and therefore sub-
jectify) cognitive labour. This would allow the CaMOP to problematise the value 
struggle inside cognitive labour, not only in terms of the struggles against rent 
(and profit) extraction (Dughera and Vercellone, Chapter 4, this Handbook) but 
also in terms of asking what type of cognitive labour, for which production, for 
what ends, and under what working rhythms.

CONCLUSION

By way of conclusion, we can put forward three observations. First, we can 
understand commons as systems by subverting the logic embedded in the com-
modity. These commons are elements of the Common understood as a mode of 
production, as a common system of commons, a common of commons. The role 
of cognitive labour distributed and in cooperation across the wage hierarchy is to 
cognise the ‘measure of things’ embedded in practices that (re)produce the 
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common, problematise its political relation to capital and the state as well as its 
strategies and forms of struggles. Second, the development of the common 
through the praxis of commoning (whether in (re)production or struggle) is at the 
basis of a process that Marx calls social revolution, which is necessary to establish 
‘the material conditions of production and the corresponding relations prerequi-
site for a classless society’ inside a social formation. Third, the development of 
the Common also brings with it the continuous need to forge an adequate political 
principle of the common that is able to mobilise and orient struggles, envisage 
common-based solutions to social and ecological problems, and expand the 
common as a mode of (re)production. Cognitive labour, distributed and cooperat-
ing across the wage hierarchy in both production and reproduction spheres, gives 
rise to this political principle, while the latter in turn informs new practices and 
struggles, with the result of contributing to the development of the Common vis-
à-vis capital. These iterative but creative processes are ongoing, scaled and situ-
ated, their content circulating across networks to contaminate different contexts.
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Recently, the concept of extractivism has enjoyed wide diffusion in Latin America 
in order to renew a critique of developmentalism and, at the same time, come 
to grips with the region’s insertion into the global commodities market. Many 
authors (e.g. Escobar, 2012, preface; Gudynas, 2016; Lander, 2016; Svampa, 
2015) use the concept to denounce forms of dependence, which update logics of 
plunder and looting, linking this debate to dynamics of ‘accumulation by dispos-
session’ (Harvey, 2003).

The entry will start by reviewing the literature associated with those debates. 
Then, the concept will be broadened along three lines of investigation: (1) the 
neoextractivist form of contemporary economies in Latin America and its organic 
relationship to consumption and finance; (2) the need to expand the concept of 
extractivism beyond its sectorial limitation to the extraction of raw materials; 
and (3) the relation between this expansion and the expansion of the margins of 
valorization, to understand the crucial roles played by popular economies and 
territories in the urban peripheries in this new moment of accumulation.

Additionally, I will explore the relationships between extraction and sover-
eignty. The dominant form of extraction of value is neoextractive insofar as it 
configures the relationship between territory and the global market. The internal 
circulation of goods and products depends on the success of that insertion. The 
capacity of state mediation (I will focus on rent extraction to fund social programs 
and subsidize production) is therefore inserted into a broader set of institutional 
assemblages. In this sense, I will describe ‘financial extractivism’, as exercised 
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through debt, especially targeted at feminized popular economies (Cavallero and 
Gago, 2020). Financial extractivism extracts value from the plane of social repro-
duction, of non-waged labor, where different feminist thinkers have located the 
specific forms of exploitation of women and feminized bodies in capitalist soci-
ety (Federici, 2004, 2012). The Marxist notions of value and exploitation will be 
discussed in this context.

ARCHIVE AND PRESENT USE OF THE TERM

The question of extractivism has become increasingly important in critical debate 
recently, largely driven by conflicts that gave the issue political urgency (see Acosta 
and Brand, 2017; Junka-Aikio and Cortes-Severino, 2017). Around the world, the 
consolidation and intensification of extractive activities has led to the emergence of 
new conflicts and conceptualizations. In Latin America, it has been an interpreta-
tive key to the recent web of struggles that has been decisive in the debate over how 
to characterize the associated regional cycle: the emergence of the so-called ‘pro-
gressive governments’ that profited from high commodity prices (Escobar, 2012, 
preface; Gago and Mezzadra, 2017; Gudynas, 2016; Lander, 2016; Ospina Peralta, 
2016; Svampa, 2015). More recently, conflicts persist and are rekindled: the strug-
gle against the highway crossing the Tipnis territory in Bolivia, protests against the 
progression of petroleum extraction in the Yasuní national park in Ecuador, the 
launching of the Orinoco Mining Arc in Venezuela, and the indigenous mobiliza-
tions against the Dakota Access Pipeline are all emblematic examples.

While these dynamics spread and gain momentum through technologies that 
have a greater impact (especially fracking, as well as package technology that 
enables the constant expansion of the agricultural frontier), the struggles that 
resist and confront them sabotage and precede that violence and velocity. The 
attack on communal land ownership, forced displacement of populations, looting 
of resources that support diverse types of economic autonomy, and the multiple 
forms of violence that function as a productive force inseparable from processes 
of capital accumulation have been understood by the notion of ‘accumulation by 
dispossession’ (Harvey, 2003).

In many cases, extractive dynamics are deployed in indigenous territories, 
reproducing and renewing a colonial dimension that combines the interests of 
transnational corporations and states through the discourse of (neo)developmen-
talism. In many of these conflicts, women’s defense of the ‘body-territory’, as 
it has been conceptualized recently, is fundamental, allowing for understanding 
territory as the extensive body of the community as well as the body of women 
as territory. The concept also enables analysis of how both body and territory are 
currently subjected to a logic of conquest by webs of violence that are combined 
in a moment of the revival of capital accumulation (Federici, 2004; Gago, 2020; 
Segato, 2016).
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This colonial dimension reminds us that what we call (neo)extractivism  
cannot be considered completely new, given that, particularly in the conquest of 
Latin America, extractive initiatives have been fundamental since the beginning. 
The extractive question on this continent goes back to the process of capitalist 
colonization and continues in the later structure of the creole elites due to its 
rentier character. Therefore, it is inherent in the colonial attribute that is trans-
ferred onto the new republican states. This rentier character has been associated 
with a modernization project that constantly obscures the predatory and archaic 
character of those elites associated with the metropolitan elites of global capital. 
Thus, there is a global archive of the sequence of the extraction of raw materials 
going back five centuries in Latin America connecting the form of accumulation, 
extraction, and political regime and, for that reason, today it must be understood 
as a novelty.

The best-known image of this situation was popularized by the title of Eduardo 
Galeano’s 1971 book: The Open Veins of Latin America. A striking medical meta-
phor for the drawing of blood which became a favorite with dependency theo-
rists, the text synthesizes that historical invariant for the mass public. When the 
former Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez gave Barack Obama a copy during 
the Summit of the Americas in 2009, the book’s sales peaked again to show the 
accuracy of the diagnosis. However, this obscures the differences that character-
ize the current extractive moment, and, in turn, it becomes a powerful image of 
the ‘independentist’ discourse that the region’s progressive governments used to 
represent themselves at the height of neoextractivism.

Extractivism simultaneously functions as a logic of valorization, not only an 
economic but rather a political mechanism for the constitution of capitalist rela-
tions in constant mutation. Thus, the extractive logic serves as a lens for the 
analysis of how variable scales, intensities, and temporalities are connected to 
the modes of valorization of the present, in their material, subjective, geographic, 
and virtual implications. This necessarily broadens the notion of extractivism. 
The hypothesis is that the extractive logic has turned into a privileged mode of 
value production in the current phase of accumulation, in which finance plays an 
exemplary role (as a prototype and as a code), and that it is this logic that allows 
for updating the very notion of exploitation.

The work of two researchers on the mining question in Latin America has led to 
the timely opening up of a little-known anti-colonial archive: the Argentine histo-
rian Enrique Tandeter (1993) and the Bolivian sociologist René Zavaleta Mercado  
(1986). Tandeter in Coercion and Market: Silver Mining in Colonial Potosí 
1692–18261 analyzed the mining business of Potosí as a foundation of first the 
Viceroyalty of Peru and later the Viceroyalty of Río de la Plata, by linking its 
cycles and productivity to forced labor. As Achille Mbembe argues, this connec-
tion is so insightful that it allows for understanding the slave trade in extractive 
terms. Mbembe writes of a process by which ‘African peoples are transformed 
into living minerals from which metal is extracted’, giving rise to a transition from 
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‘homme-minerai to homme-métal and from homme-métal to homme-monnaie’ 
(2013: 67–8). On the other hand, Zavaleta Mercado investigated small-scale min-
ing production and worker organization in order to think about the ‘strata’ that 
shape the mottling of a society such as the Bolivian, where the waged labor model 
was not hegemonic. This is seen in a more synthetic way in his posthumous work 
The National-Popular in Bolivia (1986). Both perspectives intimately connect 
mining extraction with the question of labor, providing a fundamental reading that 
is often lost in more recent interpretations of the extractive phenomenon. Thus, 
indigenous labor coercion is inseparable, as a mechanism of labor-power, from the 
mining business in Tandeter’s case, while, in Zavaleta Mercado’s case, the relation 
to the depths of extraction functions as a metaphorical basin for Latin American 
political constitution. As Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui (2010a) reminds us, the image 
of the motley proposed by Zavaleta Mercado for thinking about the coexistence of 
diverse societal organizing principles and temporalities, which cannot fit into the 
modern state synthesis, originates from Oruro’s technical description of the mine’s 
veins.2 Today these lines of thought can be interwoven with the most interesting 
and acute criticisms of the extractive dimension in order to update the anti-colonial 
critique. Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui develops this perspective in her work Principio 
Potosí Reverso (2010b) and continues in other texts about the recent conjuncture 
such as ‘Myth and development in Bolivia: The colonial turn of the MAS govern-
ment’ (2015), as does Luis Tapia (2011) in his analyses about the transformation 
‘of agrarian population into extractivist population’ through land reforms driven 
by Evo Morales’ government.

LITERAL EXTRACTIVISM

In the last 15 years, an inflection point has been reached in the debate about 
neoextractivism. This was particularly important and influential in Latin America 
because it provided a critical perspective on the ‘progressive’ governments that 
arose in several countries following neoliberalism’s crisis of political legitimacy 
at the beginning of the new century, in connection with multiple struggles and 
conflicts.

A group of investigators has conducted detailed research on the intensive mode 
of extraction of large volumes of ‘natural’ resources following demand for raw 
materials for export. These resources require little to no processing, disproving 
the idea that they serve to create intermediate industries in their origin countries. 
In general, they involve megaprojects, with investments by transnational corpora-
tions following an agreement with the state on tax benefits. Since this modality is 
applied to the mining, agrarian, petroleum, forestry, and fishing sectors, Eduardo 
Gudynas (2016) calls for speaking of ‘extractivisms’.

One new element of this period is the main destination for the exports. China’s 
emergence as a ‘central country’ in terms of demand has led to an intense political 
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debate, displacing, for some authors, the imperialist map associated with extractiv-
ism in other historical moments of intensive primitive accumulation. This is closely 
linked to the argument used to legitimize the region’s progressive governments by 
arguing that their taking advantage of the historic increase in commodity prices (the 
‘commodity boom’) was geopolitically inscribed in a shift of US hegemony.

A second key argument in terms of constructing legitimacy and newness is 
that the extraordinary rent maintained as income for more than a decade is what 
allowed state ‘intervention’ to play a specific role. First, because it has been the 
‘material’ base that sustains the funding of social benefits programs that were a 
key part of interventionist policies, relaunching the discourse of recovered national 
sovereignty, even if clearly leaving out public infrastructure. Second, because this 
mode of ‘intervention’ (thus financed and focused) is what has supported the gov-
ernments’ rhetoric that they are the opposite of the hegemony of finance, which 
characterized the region from the military dictatorships through the processes of 
democratic transition and eventually led to the crises at the beginning of the century.

There are three dimensions that are crucial for characterizing the state today: 
the combination between a mode of dependent and subordinate insertion into 
the global market and forms of intervention on the terrain of social reproduction 
which, in turn, express a capacity for landing in urban and suburban de-waged 
territories through the social policies won by social movements, and a relaunch-
ing of the forms of valorization through finance that include so-called ‘excluded’ 
sectors. In this register, the ‘progressive’ governments opened up the discussion 
about possible models of ‘nationalization’ and social organizations themselves 
tested, with differing luck, their capacities to control and manage resources. 
The social repercussion of terms such as Buen Vivir or Vivir Bien, which were 
quickly associated with the constitutionalization of forms of the social, solidar-
ity, and popular economy, embodied in the constitutions of Ecuador, Bolivia, and 
Venezuela, should also be understood in this complex intersection.

EXPANDED EXTRACTIVISM

Today, extractive activities have been expanded beyond the extraction of miner-
als, gases, and hydrocarbons, to particularly characterize new frontiers of agri-
business (soy being the most notable example; others, such as palm oil, are also 
important).

However, the extractive frontier expands to other social, political, and eco-
nomic dynamics that do not only have the land as their privileged space. These 
include the extractive dimension of contexts ranging from urban real estate 
(including informal speculation) to the virtual territories of data mining and algo-
rithms, and, in a more fundamental way, popular economies whose vitality is 
extracted through apparatuses of debt. We refer to this displacement of the fron-
tiers of ‘extractive’ zones as expanded extractivism.
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This notion accounts for a two-part movement. On the one hand, there is a 
multiplication of references to extractive language for defining technologies and 
procedures that convert elements into ‘raw materials’ which become strategic for 
the privileged operation of capital. On the other hand, it demonstrates the need to 
conceptualize extractivism beyond the connotation of ‘specific technical proce-
dure’ linked to raw materials in order to understand it as a logic of valorization.

At the same time, by highlighting the role of finance, this formulation opens 
up a novel perspective on finance and production. The hegemony of finance is 
no longer considered a symptom of the end of production, as when it is com-
pared to the industrial regime, but rather this argument emphasizes the specifi-
cally productive dimension of finance (Hardt and Negri, 2017). The spatiality 
of extraction is not limited to the multiplication of ‘enclaves’ (Ferguson, 2006), 
but marked by connectivity among heterogeneous spaces. In this sense, when we 
speak of expansion we are referring to an expansion of the frontiers of valoriza-
tion that find their common operator in finance.

We can summarize the features of this expansion as follows (cf. Gago and 
Mezzadra, 2017):

 a)  Firstly, extraction cannot be reduced to operations linked to raw materials that become com-
modities on the global scale. First, because digital and financial elements play a fundamental 
role in extracting raw materials, organizing the logistics of their circulation, and determining 
price shifts in international stock markets. This complicates the position of Latin America in 
the so-called ‘international division of labor’. Secondly, because extraction cannot be con-
fined to inert materials. It is also connected to the extraction of labor power, expanding and 
complementing the concept of exploitation itself. This raises the question of how capital itself 
is related to what, in traditional terms, could be called labor, though it increasingly takes the 
form of a complex and highly heterogeneous social cooperation.

 b)  From this point of view, the concept of extraction supposes a certain exteriority of capital 
to living labor and social cooperation. The extractive relation thus differs from the relation 
of exploitation in a factory based on the stipulation of a contract for waged labor. While the 
contract introduces the worker to a space that is directly organized by capital, in cases as 
different as popular finance (via consumer credit) and Facebook (through a company that 
extracts value from data interactions), we face capitalist actors who do not directly organize 
the social cooperation that they exploit. Thus, we can speak of a certain exteriority. However, 
the idea of exteriority must be complicated in at least two ways. On the one hand, even if 
these capitalist actors do not directly organize subjects’ cooperation, this cooperation is far 
from free: in the case of Facebook, it is permeated by operations of the algorithm; in the case 
of popular finance, it is developed under the sign of debt. On the other hand, other capitalist 
actors operate in this cooperation, including even the most traditional industrial businesspeo-
ple. It is this complex coordination between outside and inside that opens up a battlefield of 
disputes over appropriations, codifications, and possibilities for liberation.

 c)  Thirdly, extractivism cannot be solely associated with the rural or non-urban landscape. Since 
it does not only involve raw materials, and because we are not faced with a complete exte-
riority, it is necessary to highlight the circuits in which extractive operations take their shape 
and speed, undoing the city–countryside binary. However, this link is often noted to criticize 
populism as a political moment that is attached to an extractive-type economy. This division 
depoliticizes other extractive forms in which value is extracted from a popular vitality that 
is increasingly indebted but never completely submissive. This city, formatted by the urban 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM668

dynamism of the peripheries, is also different from the gentrified city to which extractive rent 
is linked when speaking of ‘urban extractivism’. In this sense, extractive logics bring together 
the government of poverty, producing violence and becoming imbricated with the same logics 
and rhetorics of inclusion proposed by the discourse of citizenship. This perspective enables 
a reading of new social conflicts that allows for mapping the web of agribusiness, finance, 
illegal economies, and state subsidies according to both complementary and competing 
logics. At the same time, it is these logics that allow for avoiding the victimizing image that 
the narrative of dispossession tends to underscore.

Those three points compose a theoretical perspective whose general features are 
shared by several authors, who emphasize, each in a different way, the extractive 
character of finance as well as other contemporary operations of capital that 
utilize and exploit social cooperation (Gago, 2015, 2017; Gago and Mezzadra, 
2017; Hardt and Negri, 2017; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2015; Sassen, 2014).

The concept of expansion differs from explanations that argue that extractiv-
ism is an economic mode exclusively comprised of dispossession, which, in the 
case of ‘progressive governments’ in Latin America, has the political effect of 
co-opting popular movements through the provision of subsidies, making those 
governments ‘populist’ (Svampa, 2015). But also it is a critique from those per-
spectives which analyzes an ‘extractivist theology’ in terms of a ‘blind belief’ 
(Gudynas, 2016) in the promise of development. We must be careful not to divide 
a financial extractivism in the ‘First World’ from an extractivism of raw materi-
als in the ‘Third World’ or so-called Global South. To the contrary, the concept 
of expanded extractivism challenges the binary that reproduces a naturalism of 
certain regions and a sophisticated abstraction of others. This articulation, based 
on the financial dynamic, is more complex because it is capable of connecting 
social inclusion, consumption, and debt in sectors that are usually characterized 
as marginal, excluded, or surplus populations.

EXTRACTIVISM AND FINANCE

The nexus between extractivism and finance is key for three reasons: (1) it shows 
that the extraction of raw materials must be analyzed in relation to financial 
valorization; (2) it allows for expanding financial valorization and capture 
beyond raw materials; and (3) it enables thinking about the multiplication of 
‘extractive’ forms that are made viable by the expansion of the financial norm. 
The extractive character has to do with: (1) exploiting a social cooperation that 
finance neither produces nor organizes, but which it commands externally as an 
apparatus of capture and valorization; and (2) forcing us to reexamine what con-
stitute the multiple ‘outsides’ of capital today (that from one point of view 
implies debating the notion of formal subsumption).

Finance thus functions as: (1) the prototype of the extractive operation; (2) the 
common code that reunites and abstracts heterogeneous modalities of labor; (3) 
the internal driver of accumulation by the type of connection between money and 
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the obligation to future exploitation; and (4) the political form itself of extraction 
for how it defies the confines of territories’ sovereignty.

The Latin American sequence shows how finance operates from below, and, 
therefore, unravels its properly extractive operations. In the regional sequence it 
is necessary to disentangle the articulation between neodevelopmentalism and 
neoliberalism and to analyze their relationship with the popular protests that 
marked the beginning of the century in the region. This unmasks the political 
demand underlying the subsidies to popular sectors beyond the frameworks of 
assistencialism and co-optation used to characterize them as passive. The popular 
revolts on the continent rendered visible and challenged the privatization of pub-
lic resources as part of the neoliberal logic outlined in the Washington Consensus 
(the water and gas wars in Bolivia are two of the most important examples). 
Later, the so-called progressive governments take up certain challenges to the 
neoliberal schema emerging from the plebeian revolts and codify them under 
categories of political economy. As they proclaimed the end of the Washington 
Consensus, those governments promoted forms of financialization of everyday 
life, allowing for finance to become the privileged translator of a popular desire 
for social inclusion.

Finance can be understood as an opportunistic system of reading those pro-
ductive exchanges from below. What finance reads and attempts to capture is 
the dynamic of subjects linked to the structuring of new forms of labor, entre-
preneurship, and self-management that arise in the popular sectors in parallel 
to their condemnation as excess or surplus populations. Finance descends. If 
the proliferation of neoliberalism from below is strengthened with a monetary 
flow that organizes an entire system of popular finances, we must also recognize 
certain distinctions within these flows. On the one hand, finance that circulates 
from below and feeds a money system capable of settling certain initiatives, and, 
on the other, financialization driven from above through certain state, banking, 
and non-banking financial institutions. It is precisely in the conflictive logic of 
assemblage where the question of the production of subjectivity emerges, as a 
terrain of disputes, where capital attempts to impose itself as a social relation. 
Thus, the articulation between progressive governments, plebeian revolts, and 
the financialization of popular life shapes a new landscape where the production 
of rights and social inclusion is carried out via financial mediation. The favored 
apparatus of that mediation is mass indebtedness, which is driven by the same 
social subsidies that the government hands out to so-called ‘vulnerable sectors’ 
(Gago, 2015).

Thus finance ‘lands’ in the popular economies (Gago, 2018; Giraldo, 2017; 
Roig, 2014; Tassi et  al., 2015; on its urban dimension: Simone, 2004), those 
economies that arose in moments of crisis, feeding off of the modes of self-man-
agement and work without a boss, and exploiting the forms through which sub-
altern fabrics reproduce life in a way that cannot be simply reduced to ‘survival’. 
The political dimension of popular economies has to do with the politicization 
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of reproduction and rejection of the miserabilist management of its activities. It 
is this politicization that finance reads and translates as power [potencia] to be 
exploited. Thus, a multiplicity of efforts, savings, and economies ‘are put to work’ 
for finance. This means that finance becomes a code that manages to homogenize 
that plurality of activities, income sources, expectations, and temporalities.

Finance has been skillful and swift at detecting this popular vitality and estab-
lishing an extraction of value that operates directly on labor power as living labor. 
It is ‘extractive’ because it organizes a mode of financial exploitation in which 
the wage does not mediate the exploitation of labor power (Gago and Mezzadra, 
2017; Gago and Roig, 2016). What finance exploits in this mode of value extrac-
tion is an availability to future labor that no longer takes the dynamic of the 
waged measure. As Marx (1973: 367) indicated in the Grundrisse: ‘but now, it is 
money which in itself is already capital; and, as such, it is a claim on future (new) 
labor’ (cf. Negri, 1991).

If, in this text, Marx was referring to capital’s command over ‘future labor’ 
as the substance of ‘exchange’ between capital and labor, in the third volume of 
Capital he emphasizes the same temporality – in an expanded, multiplied, and 
accelerated way – in his analysis of ‘interest bearing capital’, in other words, 
financial capital. Highlighting its accumulation of ‘claims or titles’ to ‘future pro-
duction’ (Marx, 1981: 599, 641), Marx allows us to discover, behind the financial 
dynamics, the expanded reproduction of command over future labor (what is 
meant by the labor necessary to produce ‘future wealth’).

Today this demand for future labor is translated into the compulsion to all 
types of labor, even without the form of a stable or guaranteed job. This compul-
sion without the context of the wage redefines the obligation to the future in debt. 
Therefore, this modifies how debt has been understood up until now: debt within 
the horizon of the wage reinforces the obligation and the commitment to work 
and the conditions of successive precarization that it could impose; becoming 
indebted without having work is something else because it structures another 
relationship between money and the future. The suppression of wage mediation 
in debt highlights the apparatus of financial capture rooted in a vital force that, 
as pure living labor, is pure power [potencia]. Étienne Balibar (2013) argues that 
what sociologically is called precarization actually drives a debt economy, gener-
ating a new historical wave of proletarianization.

This drives the compulsion to all sorts of labor, which invigorates the versatil-
ity and opportunism that popular economies utilize in combination with illegal 
economies, in an analogy with finance’s versatility in reading and capturing that 
plebeian energy beyond the wage. This form of compulsion is, in turn, also codi-
fied by the consumption encouraged by debt.

Therefore, the concept of expanded extractivism is fundamental. First, because 
it forces us not to decouple the extractive question from the reconfiguration of 
the labor issue in its contemporary mutations and metamorphosis (this method-
ological clue also comes from the anti-colonial archive). Extraction in popular 
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economies is carried out over the labor force whose horizon is not strictly that 
of waged inclusion. In this sense two terms that frequently remain separated are 
connected: extraction and exploitation (the terms are divided when ‘accumula-
tion by dispossession’ is understood as the opposite of ‘accumulation by exploi-
tation’). Highlighting the articulation of finance with popular economies, debt 
and consumption, and state subsidies funded by extraordinary commodity rents, 
draws a map that connects exploitation of a working class that is no longer exclu-
sively waged with an extractive modality that does not only apply to so-called 
natural resources and that redefines the very notions of ‘territory’ and ‘frontier’ 
of value extraction.

Thus extraction becomes an operative mode of capital in which expanding the 
margins of valorization requires the colonization of new areas, sectors, and forms 
of production that exceed the productive forms coordinated by the command 
of capital. This portrays finance in its productive in as much as in its extractive 
character. In other words, it is not a fictitious speculation or a non-real economy, 
as it tends to be characterized by the industrialist discourse for accounting for 
a dynamic that does not include the labor force in waged terms. In this sense, 
extraction is produced directly over forms of social cooperation, where finance 
lands, takes root, and is inserted in order to unfold over a multiform vitality that 
it exploits. It does so in axiomatic terms: that is, making its command code imma-
nent. Finance thus ‘weaves’ together the relations between ‘literal’ extractivism 
(defined by financialization’s constitutive relation with mining, hydroelectric, 
and petroleum projects and the manipulation of commodity prices) and extractiv-
ism in the expanded sense. Therefore, it directly exhibits the extractive logic as a 
dynamic that produces value that articulates the tendency of constant abstraction 
(the dimension that underscores the idea of the fictitious as capital’s utopia) with 
the violence of multiple types of dispossession (the dimension that emphasizes 
accumulation by dispossession and privatization in general) and the generation 
of value (the obligation to a future of exploitation) without the exclusive standard 
of the wage.

The sequence of exploitation and extraction must be analyzed simultaneously. 
In this respect, it is worth noting that for Marx exploitation also has a mineral 
origin. As Mezzadra and Neilson (2018) indicate: ‘In the opening sentence of his 
entry on Ausbeutung (“exploitation”) for the Historisch-Kritisches Wörterbuch 
des Marxismus Johannes Berger (1994: 736) notes that ‘originally the word was 
meant to designate the extraction of mineral resources in ore, coal mines etc.’ 
It is important to keep in mind this etymological link between the concept of 
exploitation and the world of extraction. One can find several traces of this link 
in Marx’s Capital, particularly where the ‘production of surplus value’ is equated 
with the ‘extraction of surplus labor’ (Marx, 1977: 411). It is not only a semantic 
coincidence, but also the violence that accompanies both processes.

Therefore, the second fundamental point in this notion of expanded extractiv-
ism is the specific violence of this neoextractive sequence. In the words of Silvia 
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Federici (2004): we are in the presence of a moment of accumulation where 
violence becomes a ‘productive force’ of the first order, precisely because of 
the expansion of the frontiers of valorization. An expansion that, in neocolonial 
terms, always involves looting, dispossession, and relaunching exploitation. Rita 
Segato (2016) speaks of a new era, no longer characterized by the ‘coloniality of 
power’, but rather by ‘lordship’ (the concentration in a small group of owners) of 
the land. These statements must be connected with the question of the expansion 
of consumption, as a dynamic that challenges the democratizing wager of these 
forms of constructing governability over the popular agenda.

IN THE LANDS OF DEBT AND CONSUMPTION

David Harvey’s (2003) formula of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ has been 
frequently taken up in the debate over extractivism. One of Harvey’s fundamen-
tal references is Rosa Luxemburg’s reflection on imperialism and the expansive 
dynamic of capitalism. Emphasizing the necessity of multiple ‘outsides’ to 
enable that dynamic, Luxemburg is, of the classical Marxists, the theorist who 
can contribute the most to understanding the issue of extractivism. Once her 
notion of outside is detached from its exclusively geographic-territorial refer-
ence, it becomes productive for thinking about the current moment. Her theory 
of imperialism enables us to think about the dynamic of accumulation on a 
global scale, and, in particular, current ‘extractive operations’ of capital 
(Mezzadra and Neilson, 2017).

The imperialist question – as Kaushik Sunder Rajan (2017) argues – allows 
for a reterritorialization of the theory of value. From this point of view, the joint 
analysis of the constitution of labor markets (or forms of exploitation), the extrac-
tion of ‘raw materials’ (and the debate about their very content), and financializa-
tion (in terms of abstract and concrete abstractions) becomes essential. The latter 
(which Lenin also addresses in terms of imperialism) expresses an extension of 
the logic of capital accumulation where its inherent contradiction is found. To 
return to Luxemburg: the spatial and temporal gap between the production of 
surplus value and its conversion into capital in the first place.

The joint analysis of labor markets, raw materials, and finance provides an 
effective perspective for thinking about the different forms of extraction that 
are remapping its broader sense today. It is helpful here to look at the theme of 
consumption in Rosa Luxemburg’s (2003) work, since it plays a fundamental, 
although rarely recognized, role in the debate. Consumption drives the social 
deepening of extractivism as a fundamental vector of its effective expansion. In 
other words, finance extracts value from consumption. Therefore, consumption 
becomes a strategic terrain of struggle because it is there that finance ‘recuper-
ates’ monetary flows for the realization of commodities and because the obliga-
tion ‘to the future’ becomes ‘present’ there.
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In The Accumulation of Capital, explaining Marx’s ideal schema of the pro-
duction and realization of surplus value among the figures of the ‘capitalists’ 
and the ‘workers’, Luxemburg proposes broadening the figures in a non-formal 
way, creating space for the pluralization that seems to be revealed as inherent in 
consumption: ‘The decisive fact is that the surplus value cannot be realized by 
sale either to workers or to capitalists, but only if it is sold to such social organiza-
tions or strata whose own mode of production is not capitalistic’ (2003: 332). She 
gives the example of the English cotton textile industry, which, during two-thirds 
of the nineteenth century, supplied India, America, and Africa, as well as provid-
ing for European peasants and petty bourgeoisie. She concludes: ‘The enormous 
expansion of the English cotton industry was thus founded on consumption by 
non-capitalist strata and countries’ (2003: 332).

The elasticity of the accumulation process involves the contradiction pointed to 
previously. The ‘revolutionary’ effect of capital operates in those displacements, 
capable of resolving the discontinuity of the social process of accumulation for 
brief moments. Luxemburg adds the necessity of the non-capitalist to capital’s 
‘magic art’: ‘but only on the pre-capitalist soil of more primitive social conditions 
can it develop the ascendancy necessary to achieve such miracles’ (2003: 339). The 
violence of that appropriation on the part of European capital requires a comple-
mentary political power that is only identified with non-European conditions: that 
is, in American, Asian, and African ‘colonies’. Here Luxemburg cites the exploi-
tation of indigenous populations by the Peruvian Amazon Co. Ltd that provided 
rubber from the Amazon to London to demonstrate how this managed to produce a 
situation ‘bordering on slavery’. ‘International trade’ as a ‘prime necessity for the 
historical existence of capitalism’ then appears as ‘an exchange between capitalis-
tic and non-capitalist modes of production’ (2003: 340). But what emerges when 
the process of accumulation is considered from the point of view of variable capi-
tal, that is, from living labor (and not only from surplus value and constant capital)?

The ‘natural’ and ‘social’ limits to the increase in exploitation of the labor 
force makes it so that accumulation, Rosa Luxemburg says, should expand the 
number of workers employed. The quotation from Marx about how capitalist 
production has concerned itself with ‘converting the working class into a class 
dependent on wages’ (Capital, vol. I: 594, cited in Luxemburg, 2003: 340) leads 
to the question of the ‘natural propagation of the working class’, which, however, 
does not follow the rhythms and movements of capital. But, Rosa Luxemburg 
argues, the ‘formation of the industrial reserve army’ cannot depend on it [simple 
reproduction] to resolve the problem of expanded accumulation. Labor for this 
army is recruited from social reservoirs outside the dominion of capital – it is 
drawn into the wage proletariat only if need arises. Only the existence of non-
capitalist groups and countries can guarantee such a supply of additional labour 
power for capitalist production’ (2003: 342).

Luxemburg adds the question of race to the sources of the composition of the 
industrial reserve army indicated by Marx (and an analysis like that of Paolo 
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Virno’s (2003) enables us to think about it in its expanded current state as a 
virtual and transversal condition of all workers): thus, as capital needs to have 
access to all of the ‘territories and climes’, neither ‘can it manage with white 
labor alone … It must be able to mobilize world labor power without restriction 
in order to utilize all productive forces of the globe – up to the limits imposed 
by a system of producing surplus value’ (Luxemburg, 2003: 343). The point is 
that these workers of the non-white races ‘must first be “set free” in order to be 
enrolled in the active army of capital’ (362). Recruitment, from this point of view, 
continues the liberating orientation that is attributed to the proletariat understood 
as the ‘free’ subject (Luxemburg cites as an example the South African diamond 
mines). The ‘labor-problem’ in the colonies thus combines worker situations that 
go from the wage to other less ‘pure’ modalities (in the sense that the wage is 
taken as the norm). Luxemburg highlights how capitalism depends on the ‘side 
by side’ coexistence of ‘non-capitalist strata’ as a crucial element for its expan-
sion. This is the starting point for re-evaluating the problem of the internal and 
external market, which she emphasizes are not only concepts of political geogra-
phy, but of social economy. The conversion of surplus value into capital, exposed 
in this map of global dependency, is revealed at the same time as ‘ever more 
urgent and precarious’ (2003: 347).

Capital can by force, Luxemburg says, appropriate the means of production 
and also force workers to become the object of capitalist exploitation. What it 
cannot do by violence is ‘force them to buy its commodities’: that is, it cannot 
force them ‘to realize its surplus value’ (2003: 366). In other words, it cannot 
force them to become consumers.

Here we can extend her line of reasoning in the current conditions, adding 
another element: the way of becoming consumers in vast sectors of the planet is 
materialized through massive indebtedness. Debt becomes a particular way of 
producing the necessary ‘obligation’ for commodities to be realized. This intro-
duces a sheer financial violence into the realization of commodities. There is 
another novelty: contemporary indebtedness does not rely on waged workers to 
be successful. In the case of Argentina, for example, the way in which state bene-
fits programs (which recognize informal economies as a reserve of self-managed 
employment) have connected with compulsory and individualizing bankarization 
has been the key condition for the financial exploitation of the assisted popula-
tion (Gago and Roig, 2016).

Finance recognizes and exploits a non-waged productive fabric, within which 
the forms of contracting are varied and include informal wages and state benefits. 
The state is key in the construction of an architecture of institutional obligation: 
imposing compulsory bankarization, marketing it as ‘financial inclusion’, and, 
finally, functioning as a guarantee for massive indebtedness in the hands of banks 
and other financial organizations that they create to deal with the popular sec-
tors. An entire sector of the population that is characterized by being migrant, 
informal, productive, and decapitalized becomes the target of debt that, in turn, 
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functions as the driver of the expansion of the capacity for consumption. The 
relation between inclusion, money, and peripheral neighborhoods promotes a 
rhetoric that is the opposite of austerity and that manages to unify inclusion and 
exploitation under financial apparatuses. What is clear is that these economies, 
which were previously visualized as insignificant and merely subsidiary, are con-
verted into dynamic territories attractive to capital, expanding the frontiers of 
valorization and creating new consumers, beyond the wage.

This extractive modality, additionally, is built on a previous dispossession: the 
de-investment in infrastructure by the state, since the consumption of popular 
sectors based on access to credit implies the displacement of the state’s obligation 
in regards to the provision of public services in favor of debt and, on the other 
hand, the classist difference that is renewed by their conversion into creditors 
who are always at a disadvantage in respect to other segments of the population. 
Indebtedness occurs for the consumption of non-durable goods (household appli-
ances and clothing) and to fund services that were de-funded by the state (health 
care and transportation, for example) at especially high interest rates. The inter-
est rate reintroduces the class differential onto the homogenizing apparatus of 
debt, a segmented differential in financial exploitation that especially falls on the 
popular sectors. In this way, the interest rate is not subsidiary to debt, but rather 
the way in which a differential in terms of the abstract form of exploitation is 
singularized (cf. Chena and Roig, 2017).

Therefore, in contrast to Luxemburg’s analysis, we could say that one of the 
characteristics of contemporary extractivism is that there is much less of a chance 
for investment in infrastructure to be made in the ‘triumphant march of commod-
ity economy’ (Luxemburg, 2003: 366), which speeds up the process of dispos-
session and exploitation. Luxemburg analyzes the crucial articulation between 
international credit, infrastructure, and placement of goods in detail in several 
passages: the struggle against all the ‘formations of the natural economy’ and par-
ticularly the plundering of lands to end the self-sufficiency of peasant economies, 
underscoring mortgage debts on US ranchers and the Dutch and British imperial-
ist policy in South Africa against black and indigenous populations as concrete 
forms of political violence, tax pressure, and the introduction of cheap goods.

Debt puts the focus on the problem of the temporal and spatial gap between 
the realization and capitalization of surplus value. Luxemburg dedicates some 
emblematic paragraphs about this operation of debt to the relationship between 
England and the Republic of Argentina, where loans, English exports of manu-
factured goods, and the construction of railways rose to astronomical figures in 
only a decade and a half. South American states, South African colonies, and 
other ‘exotic countries’ (such as Turkey and Greece) equally attract flows of capi-
tal in cycles mediated by bankruptcy and later restarted: ‘Realized surplus value, 
which cannot be capitalized and lies idle in England or Germany, is invested 
in railway construction, water works, etc. in the Argentine, Australia, the Cape 
Colony or Mesopotamia’ (2003: 407).
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The (temporal and spatial) dislocation in reference to where and when sur-
plus value can be capitalized allows for the dilemma of accumulation to act as a 
machine of abstraction that, however, depends on the concrete circumstances that 
time and time again attempt to be homogenized: ‘British capital which finds an 
outlet in Argentine railway construction in the past might well have been realized 
in China in the form of Indian opium’ (2003: 408).

Abroad, however, a ‘new demand’ must be made to emerge or be ‘violently cre-
ated’: what is transferred, Luxemburg says, is the ‘enjoyment’ of the products. But 
how are the conditions produced so that that enjoyment takes place? ‘What matters 
to capital is the very fact that its products are “used” by others. The new consumers 
must indeed realize the products, pay for their use, and for this they need money’ 
(2003: 407). Today, the massification of indebtedness crowns the fabrication of that 
enjoyment. That enjoyment is the translation of a desire that produces an outside. 
Obviously it is not an outside in the strictly literal or territorial sense.

If, in Luxemburg’s argument, what announces the crisis is the catastrophic 
moment of the end of the non-capitalist world (with its appropriation by imperialist 
expansion), in the current permanent displacement of those limits (and the constant 
management of the crisis), we should also take note of the creation of non-capitalist 
worlds (space-times of desire), which capital jumps onto with increasing voracity, 
speed, and intensity. At the same time, we need to detect what type of extractive 
operations relaunch the imperial question, already beyond national limits.

This highlights not only the axiomatic dynamic of capital (Deleuze and 
Guattari, 1987), capable of always incorporating new segments and displaying 
an apparent multiform and infinite annexation, but also underscores a previous 
moment: the production of worlds where collective desire produces an outside 
over which surplus value is regenerated through consumption and debt, linking 
new modalities of exploitation and value extraction.

If Marx says that machinery expanded exploited human material, to the extent 
that child and feminine labor is the first catchphrase of machinism (Marx, 1887: 
271), we can think about the expanded concept of extractivism as the expansion 
of the exploited human and non-human material based precisely on the dynamic 
of finance.

This underlines a double movement: how these operations are reordered from 
the point of view of labor, taking their migrant, popular, and feminized composi-
tion as a key element of analysis, beyond the waged canon. We can also project 
Marx’s methodological premise that it was the limits imposed by labor that led to 
the rise of machines: this moment of the so-called hegemony of finance has also 
been reached because of the limits imposed by labor. Limit and expansion thus 
mark a dynamic that is not symmetrical, but rather a rhythm marked by conflict. 
The reading of an ‘outside’ becomes the manner of detecting how resistance (in 
its historical difference) is what produces that limit, over which capital later seeks 
to expand its frontier. This has to do with a non-pure ‘outside’ where the con-
flictivity that constitutes it takes on multiple and diffuse forms. Diverse financial 
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apparatuses today (from consumer credit to derivatives, from mortgages to future 
bonds) transversalize capture across different sectors and activities, seeking to 
directly conquer future value, instead of labor realized in the past. The difference 
between rent from extraction and the wage goes through that temporal difference 
and is a radical change in the measure of exploitation.

Consumption must be understood in register key as well. First, because there 
is a radicalization of its role in the current moment of capitalism. Second, because 
there is a cost to consumption that is already realized beyond the limits of the 
wage that recognizes a rejection of austerity and is not simply a passive financial 
mediation (Federici, 2012).

In this sense, popular economies operate as spaces of elaboration and dispute of 
those outsides, as instances where extractivism is expanded in a more conflictive way. 
Identifying popular economies with forms of proletarian micro-economy empha-
sizes that there is a dispute over social cooperation occurring there. Additionally, 
it challenges the commonly repeated idea in Latin America (and the Global South 
more generally) that evokes the ghost of the lumpenproletariat: that class that does 
manage to bring together the characteristics of the proletariat. However, that idea 
fits well with the ‘naturalization’ of wealth in the region, primordially identified as a 
continent of natural resources and raw materials. An analysis of what Nancy Fraser 
(2014) calls ‘struggles for the limits’ for which capital seeks to permanently extract 
value from what she calls ‘informal gray zones’ can be situated in those proletarian 
micro-economies. Fraser highlights the link between massive semi-proletarianiza-
tion and neoliberalism as a strategy of accumulation that is organized based on the 
expulsion of millions of people from the formal economy toward those gray zones 
of informality. However, it is important to link what appears as separate in her argu-
ment: expropriation becomes a mechanism of ‘non-official’ accumulation, while 
exploitation seems to remain the ‘official’ mechanism. Instead, we must emphasize 
the simultaneity of exploitation and dispossession and their imbrication under the 
conditions of the extractive form as the way of valorization.

Saskia Sassen (2014) argues that the capitalism that is categorized as extrac-
tive embodies a new geography of world power, composed of ‘frontier zones’ 
with that lead to making decisions that operate as much on the transnational level 
as on the national and local level, revealing their interdependence. She argues 
that a new international division of labor is at stake in this unfolding of national 
sovereignty over globally defined rules. Sassen explains:

[I]t is becoming evident that state sovereignty articulates both its own and external condi-
tions and norms. Sovereignty remains a systemic property but its institutional insertion and 
its capacity to legitimate and absorb all legitimating power, to be the source of the law, have 
become unstable. The politics of contemporary sovereignties are far more complex than 
notions of mutually exclusive territorialities can capture. (Sassen, 2006: 415)

Expanded extractivism thus refers to a modality that functions over distinct 
‘territories’ (virtual, genetic, natural, social, urban, rural, of production, and of 
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consumption) and finance concentrates its operation in that heterogeneity, redefin-
ing the very notion of territory as a sovereign unit. It is in this sense that finance 
raises the question of its functioning as ‘command’: that is, its capacity for central-
izing and homogenizing the distinct dynamics of valorization. Deleuze, comment-
ing on Foucault, argues that the formation of sovereignty has two characteristics: 
realizing ‘operations of extraction’ and ‘deciding over death’. He later summa-
rizes: ‘The economy of sovereignty is the economy of extractions’ (2014: 365).

The concern for the political form of extractivism in the sense developed here 
leaves open the question about command and its territorial landing, about the 
reformulation of the state’s role, and, even more so, about how to understand the 
relationship between extractivism and violence.

A feminist analysis follows in a twofold attempt to raise the issue of the simul-
taneity of those planes of social conflict today. Firstly, toward a better understand-
ing of how extraction operates over (as capture and exploitation) and against (as 
hierarchization and privatization) the social composition or cooperation, with 
intense levels of violence. Secondly, in order to create a map of the contempo-
rary heterogeneity of living labor for all of those who persist against disposses-
sion and exploitation, a cartography that provides the foundations for thinking 
through cooperation beyond the hierarchized binaries: remunerated labor and 
non-remunerated labor, production and reproduction, production and consump-
tion, home and labor market.

THE FEMINIST READING OF EXTRACTIVISM

Maria Mies, along with Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen and Claudia von Werlhof 
(1988), reflected on women as ‘colonies’: that is, as territories to be looted, from 
which wealth is extracted with violent force. Based on an analogy between the 
female body and the colony, they connected what capital exploits as ‘free 
resources’ from domestic labor, peasant labor, and the labor of the inhabitants of 
cities’ slums, and explained that that exploitation is simultaneously colonial and 
heteropatriarchal. The hypothesis that emerges is that domestication and coloni-
zation are inseparable, since they constitute a specific relation both as a way of 
exploiting the labor force and of subordinating territories. Through the subjuga-
tion of women, feminized bodies, nature, and the colonies, under the guiding 
motto of ‘civilization’, capitalist accumulation is founded based on the sexual 
and colonial division of labor.

In this line, the importance of domestic labor’s functioning as compulsory and 
free has been systematized by Silvia Federici (2004) in her book Caliban and the 
Witch. In capitalism, the domestic is produced as a space of ‘enclosure’: women 
are confined to the home, they are limited to this sphere baptized as the ‘private’. 
What we learn from Federici, whose theorization returns to the political experi-
ence of the Wages for Housework campaign in the 1970s, is the specific mode 
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of exploitation that capitalism organizes for women, which requires first of all 
for them to be socially discredited and their reproductive work be seen a natural 
resource. Only in this way is their enclosure and privatization justified. Later, 
they are forced to work for free and their tasks are rendered politically invisible.

One of the tasks of feminist economics is to discuss how social reproduc-
tion be organized in non-extractivist and non-exploitative terms, which implies 
fighting against its naturalization. This goes beyond opposing reproduction and 
production (as if they were antithetical terms), to instead think about reorganiz-
ing their relation. Several feminists have read Marx in this register to carry out a 
two-part movement with a two-part objective. On the one hand, taking Marx to 
the hidden places of his work, and, simultaneously, radicalizing Marx’s method 
of investigation of looking to the ‘hidden abode’ of how capitalist reality is pro-
duced (see Brown, 2006; Federici, 2018; Fraser, 2014). In this sense, the feminist 
reading exhibits its own constituent character: it not only illuminates what is left 
invisible by Marx (replicating and expanding his method of looking to the hidden 
abode of what occurs), but also explains the historical, political, and economic 
function of that invisibilization.

In this sense, the form of financial exploitation, as a concrete apparatus of 
the extraction of value in feminized popular economies (and that is articulated 
with other extractive forms), reveals a mode of capturing social vitality beyond 
the limits of the wage, which is strongly rooted in the tasks of reproduction in a 
broad sense. Above all, it is a dispute over the temporality of exploitation: finance 
implicates obedience in the future and, therefore, functions as an ‘invisible’ and 
homogenizing ‘boss’ of the multiple tasks capable of producing value. Today we 
see how finance has constituted a capillary network capable of, on the one hand, 
providing private and very expensive financing to resolve problems of everyday 
life, resulting from austerity and inflation; and, on the other hand, structuring the 
temporality of an obedience to the future, blaming and individualizing responsi-
bility for the dispossession that has emptied the territories of infrastructure (from 
health care to water, including food provision).

Saying that extractivism is not only an economic mode, but also a political 
regime, makes an articulation visible: sexual violence as political violence in 
a machinery of looting, dispossession, and conquest. But, by the same token, 
it enables us to think about other dynamics of looting, dispossession, and con-
quest connected to other territories such as debt and consumption where financial 
apparatuses expand their frontiers of valorization, which is a fundamental part 
of the expanded conceptualization of the extractive operation. By linking both 
dynamics – literal extractivism of raw materials and the extractivism of finance 
carried out over populations that are ‘excluded’ – we can connect the forms of 
exploitation that are renewed through a mapping of the heterogeneity of labor in 
a feminist register.

Indigenous and community feminisms, by proposing the notion of the body-
territory, place a demand on all forms of feminism: decolonization as a practical 
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dimension that is inseparable from de-patriarchalization. An entire series of inves-
tigations deploying a feminist perspective critique of extractivism are nourishing 
these debates. To name only a few: Mina Navarro (2013) speaks of ‘multiple 
dispossessions’ in Mexico and the struggles for the common that confront them. 
In Chile, several analyses present women’s resistance to being treated, in terms 
of body-territory, as ‘sacrificial zones’, for example, in the regions of Puchuncaví 
and Quintero (Bolados and Sánchez, 2017). In Peru, extractivism as a ‘biopoliti-
cal project’ is presented from the coupling, in mining activity, between ‘patri-
archies, sexism, and discrimination based on gender’ (Silva Santisteban, 2017). 
In Ecuador, perspectives such as that of Cristina Cielo and Cristina Vega (2015) 
have been developing how the devalorization and intensification of reproduc-
tive tasks are the ‘silent complement of Ecuador’s productive matrix based on 
exporting raw materials’. In Colombia, mapping the relationship between illegal 
networks and criminal groups associated with mining extractivism demonstrates 
that ‘processes of violence that specifically affect Indigenous, afro-descendant, 
and campesina women have increased’ (Ulloa, 2016). Lorena Cabnal (2013), 
based on the conceptualization of communitarian feminism in Guatemala, has 
long raised the issue of the relationship between mining and sexual violence. 
And, above all, there has been an enormous collective production of manifestos 
and declarations of encounters that systematize different situations in the region 
and update conflicts.

Notes

1  Translated into English a year later and published by New Mexico University Press, it won the Eugene 
Memorial Prize for the best book on Latin American history from the US Latin American History  
Conference.

2  ‘The mottled is the ch´ixi, stained, indeterminate, contradictory –, notion that the child must have 
heard in qhichwa among the ch’ijjchis of the mine’ (Rivera Cusicanqui, 2018).
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INTRODUCTION

With the deepening of the global ecological crisis, as manifested in climate 
change, desertification, extinction of species and ocean acidification, the desire 
for critical political ecology is rapidly growing. Although Marxism has been 
criticized for quite a long time due to its ‘Prometheanism’ (Giddens, 1981: 60), 
which supposedly aims at the absolute domination over nature without recogni-
tion of ‘natural limit’ (Benton, 1989) and is thus incompatible with environmen-
talism, there has been a recent ‘rediscovery’ of Marx’s ecology.1

It is particularly in this context that Marx’s analysis of agriculture has gained 
more attention. His discussions of agriculture are a valuable source of inspiration 
not only for revealing contradictions of large agribusiness – the ‘coincidence of 
hungry mouths with overflowing grain silos’ (Magdoff et al., 2000: 9) – but also 
for understanding the current degradations of the material conditions of produc-
tion (O’Connor, 1998; Foster, 2000). Agriculture is a key topic for Marx’s ecol-
ogy not only because it brings the metabolic interaction between humans and 
nature much more into the foreground than does industry, but also because dur-
ing Marx’s lifetime the problem of soil exhaustion was a major socio-ecological 
issue in Europe and the USA. It is therefore not a coincidence that there are new 
eco-Marxist currents emerging out of Marx’s critique of modern agriculture.

Marx developed his critique of modern agriculture while preparing his theory 
of ground rent. Ground rent is a topic through which other classical political 
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economists also dealt with the problem of ‘natural limit’ and the antagonistic 
relationship between the ‘town’ and the ‘country’. Thus, Marx’s critique of mod-
ern agriculture needs to be understood in the general context of his critique of 
political economy. Contrary to his precursors, who tended to ascribe the problem 
of diminishing natural forces and resources to an ahistorical and static ‘natural 
limit’, Marx eagerly studied natural sciences in order to comprehend the uniquely 
capitalist dynamics of the social and the natural, and to reveal the combined prob-
lem of environmental crisis as a main contradiction of capitalistically constituted 
social relations.

Correspondingly, the problem of a natural limit unique to biologically based 
industries has been analyzed in the eco-Marxist tradition in various ways (Foster 
et  al., 2011; Klein, 2014; Holleman, 2018). In recent years, however, some 
‘postmodern’ Marxists have tended to neglect the fruits of previous discussions, 
straying into another fetishized belief that natural limits are social constructions 
(Harvey, 1996; Vogel, 1996; Castree, 2013). It is more fruitful here to go back to 
Marx in defense of the concept of ‘metabolic rift’, which allows us to recognize 
the uniqueness of the biological systems affected by agriculture and extractive 
industries.

AGRICULTURE AND INDUSTRY

The relationship between industry and agriculture under capitalist production posed 
classical Marxism a great challenge in the guise of the ‘agrarian question’ (Kautsky, 
1899; Lenin, 1961 [1901]). The problem was not just about the evaluation of the 
revolutionary (or reactionary) character of peasants, but also about the future possi-
bilities of capitalist development in agriculture. Agriculture was not modernized and 
mechanized as fast as industry, and small peasants persisted for a long time without 
the concentration of capital in the hands of the few. Furthermore, there seemed to 
exist various natural obstacles to the improvement of agrarian productivity, which 
could not be overcome even with the aid of modern technologies and natural sci-
ences. This apparently insurmountable difference between agriculture and industry 
was often formulated as the ‘antithesis’ between town and country.

There are, roughly, two approaches that Marx’s texts offer in terms of the tran-
scendence of this antithesis of industry and agriculture. In The German Ideology 
and the Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels maintained that capitalism 
would penetrate agriculture and over time bring to it the fruits of capitalist indus-
try. In this view, there seems to be no essential difference between agriculture and 
industry, and the industrialization of agriculture based on capitalist development 
would prepare a material foundation for large-scale socialist agriculture. This is 
a productivist view (Saito, 2014).

However, Marx also offered another explanation, according to which agricul-
ture is ‘the most fundamental’ of all production processes and cannot be simply 
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reduced to the same mechanism of industry (Marx, 1973: 640). Thus, Marx rec-
ognized a particular dimension of agriculture that needs to be taken into account 
to understand the agrarian question. It is this aspect, albeit by way of a critique 
of Marx, that Eduard David, a German reformist social democrat, highlighted 
in his second edition of Socialism and Agriculture. He claimed that ‘organic 
production’ in agriculture is essentially different from ‘mechanic production’ in 
industry. According to David (1922: 42), industrial terminology such as ‘means 
of production’ and ‘raw materials’ cannot adequately explain the functioning of 
soil, seeds and other natural forces in agriculture. In agriculture, argued David, 
‘living nature’ plays the primary and human labor only the secondary role, and 
this is something that the industrial development cannot simply overcome (cf. 
Tamanoi, 1978).

Following Lenin’s (1961 [1901]) criticism of David’s view for its retreat to 
small-scale agriculture, the traditional Marxist interpretation argued for tran-
scending the antithesis between town and countryside in a productivist man-
ner. This culminated in Joseph Stalin’s Economic Problems of Socialism in the 
U.S.S.R. Stalin conceived the antithesis between town and country under cap-
italism as an ‘antagonism of [workers’ and peasant’s] interests’ (Stalin, 1972 
[1952]: 24) – i.e. not as the material and natural differences in biologically based 
production – so that this antagonism would be overcome through ‘immense 
assistance rendered by the socialist town, by our working class, to our peasantry’ 
as well as ‘systematic supply of first-class tractors and other machines’ (Stalin, 
1972 [1952]: 25). Apparently, this transformation was a merely technical and 
productivist one.

In this vein, Stalin (1972 [1952]: 25) even argued against Engels’s view, 
expressed in Anti-Dühring, that ‘the great towns will perish’ (Engels, 1987: 283): 
‘This, of course, does not mean that the effect of the abolition of the antithesis 
between town and country will be that “the great towns will perish”. Not only 
will the great towns not perish, but new great towns will appear as centres of 
the maximum development of culture’. Stalin was obviously aware that his own 
productivist reading diverged from Marx and Engels. What did Stalin actually 
suppress in favor of his Soviet ‘Marxist’ doctrine?

MARX AND AGRICULTURE

Marx’s critique of political economy treated ‘agriculture’ in various ways: agri-
culture in pre-capitalist/non-Western society, in capitalism and in socialism. 
However, looking over an enormous mass of the Marxist literature, the main 
focus was for a long time on the historical question of pre-capitalist agriculture 
in the transition to capitalism (Dobb, 1946; Sweezy et al., 1976; Brenner, 1985; 
Wood, 1999).
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Theoretically, the precondition for the emergence of capitalism is the dispos-
session of means of production and the dissolution of the petty mode of produc-
tion, whether conducted by the state violence or by the expanding market force 
of competition accompanied by merchant capital and usury. Marx’s analysis 
of capitalism’s historical presupposition in the chapter on ‘so-called primitive 
accumulation’ in Volume I of Capital describes the cruel process of enclosure in 
England conducted by the state violence in opposition to Adam Smith’s peaceful 
formation of capitalism by industrious individuals. On the other hand, in Volume 
III of Capital Marx also offers an explanation of how rent was gradually trans-
formed from natural to monetary rent, so that the relationship between landlords 
and peasants founded on direct personal and political domination was transmuted 
into a pure monetary relationship between ‘free’ and ‘equal’ individuals.

However, while Marx’s treatment of pre-capitalist agriculture gained atten-
tion in the transition debate, Marx’s critique of the capitalist development of 
agriculture tended to be marginalized. This is unfortunate because Marx’s cri-
tique of capitalist agriculture consequently remained unnoticed, and his labor 
theory of value was often blamed as a proof for the neglect of any ‘natural lim-
its’. Socialism is, according to many critics, envisaged as the full realization and 
emancipation of the productive forces in a Stalinist manner. In such an anthro-
pocentric and Promethean view, there would be no space for a serious ecological 
discussion of the scarcity of natural resources and the destruction of nature by the 
development of productive forces.

Ted Benton (1989: 77), for example, tried to combine Marx’s ‘red’ critique of 
political economy with ‘green’ environmental thought. He did so by admitting 
that Marx fled from recognizing the limit of nature because he was afraid that 
any recognition of natural limit would make him fall into Malthusianism. Thus, 
Benton maintained that Marxists need to correct their false belief in the pos-
sibility of the absolute mastery over nature and learn to integrate natural limits 
– especially in agriculture and other eco-regulatory labor-processes – into their 
theoretical analysis. Benton’s critical evaluation of Marx’s productivism became 
quite influential among so-called ‘first-stage ecosocialists’ (Foster, 2014), such 
as Alain Lipietz (1995) and André Gorz (1994).

However, their criticism turns out to be quite one-sided. Strangely enough, 
Benton, Lipietz and Gorz all do not pay any attention to Marx’s theory of ground 
rent in Capital, Volume III. This is odd, considering that Marx directly dealt with 
the relationship between humans and nature under capitalism in those chapters. 
Moreover, this problematic approach was already generally rejected in the wake 
of the rediscovery of ‘Marx’s ecology’, mainly owing to Paul Burkett (1999) 
and John Bellamy Foster (2000), who belong to the current of ‘second-stage 
ecosocialists’ (Foster, 2014). Through a careful analysis of Marx’s and Engels’s 
texts, Foster and Burkett convincingly showed that Marx developed a critique 
of the modern robbery system of unsustainable agriculture and envisioned the 
transcendence of the distorted relationship between town and countryside under 
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capitalism (see Foster and Burkett, 2016). To understand the originality of Marx’s 
theoretical contribution to environmentalism, a detour through the history of eco-
nomic thought is helpful.

AGRICULTURE AND THE PROBLEM OF NATURAL LIMITS IN 
POLITICAL ECONOMY

Hans Immler (1985), in his pioneering work of political ecology, following the 
general evaluation by the first-stage ecosocialists, criticized Marx’s labor theory 
of value because it excluded nature’s productive contribution by treating abstract 
human labor as the single source of value.2 Nonetheless, Immler differed from 
other critics of Marx in that he paid careful attention to the issue of agriculture 
in the history of political economy.

Immler believed it necessary for any political ecology to recognize nature’s 
essential contribution to production by regarding nature as productive of value. 
This view is incompatible with Smith, Ricardo and Marx, who all advocated a 
labor theory of value. Immler thus made recourse to the tradition of physiocracy, 
especially to the work of François Quesnay. According to Immler, physiocrats 
recognized the essential contribution of nature to production by ascribing the sole 
value-producing function to agriculture. Nature is something that humans cannot 
arbitrarily alter. On the contrary, humans are fundamentally dependent upon it 
because they cannot produce anything without nature. Not just in agriculture, but 
also in industry, natural power is vital. It is this point that physiocrats indicated 
when they calculated nature’s work towards value production. However, Immler 
did not explain how Quesnay’s view of the unproductive character of labor can be 
built into a consistent value-system under industrialized capitalism.

Moreover, it is questionable whether the only way to recognize the natural limits 
and nature’s indispensable contribution in the production process inevitably requires 
treating nature as productive of value. This is especially so because classical politi-
cal economists also analyzed the difference between industry and agriculture, pay-
ing attention to nature’s productive contribution. For example, Smith highlighted 
this difference in the following manner: ‘In agriculture, too, Nature labours along 
with man…. In [manufactures] nature does nothing; man does all’ (Smith, 1982: 
363). Furthermore, Smith distinguished ‘value’ and ‘wealth’ and highlighted the 
fundamental character of agriculture for the ‘wealth’ of a nation. Indeed, when he 
listed wealth in the order of ‘food, clothing and lodging’, he seemed to emphasize 
the primary importance of ‘food’. In fact, he claimed that ‘subsistence is, in the 
nature of things, prior to conveniency and luxury’ (Smith, 1982: 377).3

In Ricardo’s system of political economy, Smith’s emphasis on the peculiar-
ity of agriculture came to be criticized as reminiscent of physiocracy and as a 
confusion of ‘value’ with ‘wealth’. Ricardo thus rejected Smith’s distinction of 
agriculture and industry with regard to nature’s (non-)work, but his book On the  
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Principles of Political Economy also argued for the uniqueness of agriculture in his 
treatment of the theory of ground rent, pointing to the diminishing returns of agri-
cultural production as manifestation of a limit of nature. According to his model, 
at the beginning of civilization when labor is scarce and land abundant, capital 
and labor are invested in the most fertile lands. As the population increases, the 
demand for food increases correspondingly, so that more capital and labor must 
be invested in less fertile lands because the availability of rich soil is limited in a 
way that humans cannot alter in any arbitrary way. Since the producer on the better 
soil can continue to produce with the same productivity, he can still produce more 
cheaply than others while selling his products at the price of products produced 
under the ‘most unfavourable’ condition (Ricardo, 1951: 73).Ricardo argued that 
this price difference of agrarian products becomes the source of so-called ‘differ-
ential rent’. Furthermore, the cultivation of less fertile soils increases the price of 
corn and wheat, so that the reproduction cost of laborers also goes up. This increase 
in turn reduces capitalist profit. This is why Ricardo argued for the abolition of the 
Corn Laws to import cheap corn and wheat from abroad.

Robert Malthus shared the same theoretical hypothesis with regard to diminish-
ing agrarian productivity, though he reached a different conclusion than Ricardo. 
Malthus pointed to the difference between the ‘geometrical’ increase of the popula-
tion and the ‘arithmetical’ increase of agricultural products. In other words, popula-
tion increase accelerates at a much faster rate than agricultural productivity, which 
only increases at a declining rate. Due to this natural limit in agriculture, there exists 
an inevitable tendency to ‘absolute surplus population’, whose further increase must 
be checked by another sort of natural limit, such as poverty and a related increase 
in mortality rates. For Malthus, this is an inevitable consequence, imposed by the 
law of nature. Furthermore, he defended the Corn Laws in favor of the landlords 
because their unproductive consumption is essential for economic growth.

Despite the policy differences between Ricardo and Malthus, they both recog-
nized the same kind of ‘natural limit’ unique to agriculture, which humans cannot 
arbitrarily modify, emphasizing the diminishing return of agricultural productiv-
ity. Hence the antagonistic relationship between town and country.4 Their abstract 
model was removed from concrete agricultural practice, as well as from diverse nat-
ural conditions for maintaining or even improving soil fertility. After all, Ricardo’s 
‘economic’ explanation of agriculture reduces the problem of the natural limit to 
the problem of capital’s costs and returns, reflecting his basic approach as founded 
on the value-system of market and industry (Tamanoi, 1978: 87).

Benton (1989) argued that this law of diminishing returns in agriculture is 
exactly what Marx feared, because admitting natural limits would be equivalent 
to accepting the conservatism of the Malthusian argument. Benton believes that 
Marx thus dropped the distinction between agriculture and industry as though the 
modern application of technology would eradicate natural restrictions in agri-
culture. In contrast, Benton (1989: 67) himself emphasizes the uniqueness of 
agriculture as an ‘eco-regulatory’ process differing from industrial production.5
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However, looking at the formation of Marx’s theory of ground rent in the 
1860s, one soon realizes that Marx dealt with the problem of natural limit in 
agriculture in various ways. Although neglected by critics, Marx’s Manuscripts 
of 1861–1863 developed a concept of ‘absolute ground rent’, a category that is 
missing in Ricardo. Absolute ground rent can be obtained by the landowners 
because in agriculture there is much less flexibility of capital mobilization, so that 
the ‘production price’ with the average rate of profit is not realized in agriculture, 
by contrast to industry. Since the organic composition of capital is lower in agri-
culture than in industry – i.e. agriculture is more labor intensive than industry –,  
the rate of profit remains higher in agriculture than the average rate of profit, 
but capital cannot move from industry to agriculture due to lack of available 
lands. This surplus of profit compared to the average can thus be appropriated 
by the landowner as absolute ground rent. It is noteworthy that Marx’s theory of 
absolute ground rent is founded on a natural limit imposed upon the mobility of 
capital. The limited availability of land and the difficulty of mechanization hinder 
free competition of capital in agriculture as well as the higher organic composi-
tion of capital. Thus, Marx formulated his critique of Ricardo’s theory of ground 
rent by explaining how the average rate of profit does not penetrate agriculture. 
Here Marx was already aware of the natural limit and consciously chose to inte-
grate this aspect in his critique of political economy.

CRITIQUE OF METABOLIC RIFT IN CAPITAL

Of course, one can argue that this type of recognition of a natural limit is insuf-
ficient to serve as the foundation of an ecological critique of capitalism. 
However, there are further ecological discussions in Capital. Namely, Marx 
explicitly denounced the destructive character of modern agriculture driven by 
the ‘productive force of capital’:

[Capitalist production] disturbs the metabolic interaction between man and the earth, i.e. it 
prevents the return to the soil of its constituent elements consumed by man in the form of 
food and clothing; hence it hinders the operation of the eternal natural condition for the 
lasting fertility of the soil. Thus it destroys at the same time the physical health of the urban 
worker, and the intellectual life of the rural worker. (Marx, 1976: 637)

Justus von Liebig, a German chemist, played a central role in this critique of 
modern agriculture (Foster, 2000: 155). In the seventh edition of Agricultural 
Chemistry, Liebig (1862) added a new introduction, about 100 pages in length, 
where he harshly criticizes the robbery system of agriculture. According to 
Liebig, modern capitalist agriculture is characterized by the short-sighted inter-
est of the farmers in extracting as many plant nutrients from the soil as possible to 
generate a maximum of crops without taking enough care of the soil afterwards. 
Farmers sell not only crops but also straws as commodities, even though they 
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could be used to maintain the soil fertility. Consequently, soil fertility is quickly 
exhausted because inorganic substances indispensable for plant growth dimin-
ish without a careful constant replenishment through manure, which, in Liebig’s 
view would ultimately lead to the collapse of European civilization due to a gen-
eral shortage of food.

In this vein, Marx pointed to the ‘irreparable rift’ of social and natural metabo-
lism on a global scale in the manuscript for Capital, Volume III:

On the other hand, large landed property reduces the agricultural population to an ever 
decreasing minimum and confronts it with an ever growing industrial population crammed 
together in large towns; in this way it produces conditions that provoke an irreparable rift in 
the interdependent process between social metabolism and natural metabolism prescribed by 
the natural laws of the soil. The result of this is a squandering of the vitality of the soil, and 
trade carries this devastation far beyond the bounds of a single country. (Marx, 1992: 752–3)

These are key passages for the ‘metabolic rift’ approach (Foster et al., 2011). Its 
theoretical contribution is of considerable significance, especially considering its 
development by a number of second-stage ecosocialists (Clark and York, 2005; 
Clausen, 2007; Saito, 2017a) as well as third-stage ecosocialists in other spheres 
beyond agriculture such as global warming, fishery, stock farming and disruption 
of the nitrogen cycle, confirming the methodological merit of employing Marx’s 
approach to analyze the ecological crisis in today’s world (Mancus, 2007; Klein, 
2014; Weston, 2014; Longo et al., 2015). In other words, the theoretical signifi-
cance of Marx’s critique of modern agriculture is not limited to the robbery of 
the soil’s nutrients under capitalism. Its general framework shows how the reified 
power of capital distorts the human metabolic interrelation with nature, so that 
it can be applied to various environmental issues whenever the closing cycle of 
nature is disrupted by extractivism of natural gas, oil, and rare metals.

Speaking of ‘metabolism [Stoffwechsel]’, Marx defined labor as the media-
tion of metabolism between humans and nature (Marx, 1976: 283). There is a 
transhistorical necessity for human beings to labor and form a certain relation-
ship with their environment in order to live on this planet. There are universal 
biophysical processes and cycles within nature with which humans must interact. 
Nonetheless, the way humans interact with nature largely differs depending on 
the social organization of labor. Marx emphasized that under commodity-pro-
duction the metabolism between humans and nature is primarily mediated by 
value, i.e. the objectification of abstract human labor. This mediation inevitably 
remains quite one-sided, abstracting from the complex process of the universal 
metabolism of nature and the concrete aspects of useful labor. In this vein, Marx 
maintained that as capital becomes the automated subject of social production, 
the entire realm of society and nature is radically reorganized for a more effective 
valorization of capital. This constitutes the subordination of the material aspects 
of metabolism between humans and nature to the logic of capital. Consequently, 
both human labor power and natural power get expropriated and exhausted. In 
Capital, Volume I, Marx intensively studied various parliamentary reports to 
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investigate the degradation of working conditions, which caused the physical and 
mental exhaustion of workers. Similarly, Marx continued to study the exhaus-
tion of natural forces, claiming that Liebig’s demonstration of the ‘negative, i.e. 
destructive side of modern agriculture’ contains ‘flashes of insight’ (Marx, 1976: 
638; Saito, 2017a).

In the same section Marx described the capitalist development of agriculture 
as follows:

In agriculture, as in manufacture, the capitalist transformation of the process of production 
also appears as a martyrology for the producer; the instrument of labour appears as a means 
of enslaving, exploiting and impoverishing the worker; the social combination of labour: 
processes appears as an organized suppression of his individual vitality, freedom and auton-
omy. The dispersal of the rural workers over large areas breaks their power of resistance, 
while concentration increases that of the urban workers. In modern agriculture, as in urban 
industry, the increase in the productivity and the mobility of labour is purchased at the cost 
of laying waste and debilitating labour-power itself. Moreover, all progress in capitalist agri-
culture is a progress in the art, not only of robbing the worker, but of robbing the soil; all 
progress in increasing the fertility of the soil for a given time is a progress towards ruining 
the more long lasting sources of that fertility. The more a country proceeds from large-scale 
industry as the background of its development, as in the case of the United States, the more 
rapid is this process of destruction; Capitalist production, therefore, only develops the tech-
niques and the degree of combination of the social process of production by simultaneously 
undermining the original sources of all wealth: the soil and the worker. (Marx, 1976: 638)

Marx critically analyzed the destructive consequences of development of produc-
tive forces, instead of simply praising its positive effects brought about under 
capitalism, which only seeks to exploit the labor force through a more extensive 
and intensive working day, having squeezed out the free gift of natural power 
(Marx, 1981: 879). The logic of capital as the principle of social organization is 
fundamentally different from the logic of nature. Capital as the endless process 
of value cannot take the material conditions for the sustainable maintenance of 
natural power into account. The discrepancy between the logic of capital and the 
logic of nature increases with the development of capitalism, ultimately causing 
the disruption of metabolic interaction between humans and nature.

There are two important points in Marx’s discussion. Firstly, Marx’s recep-
tion of Liebig clearly shows that he recognized natural limits, denouncing the 
unsustainability of capitalist production especially in agriculture and extractive 
industries. This recognition of a natural limit does not mean a retreat to Ricardo’s 
law of diminishing returns. Rather, Marx followed his own method of critique of 
political economy and investigated why political economists’ supposition regard-
ing declining agrarian productivity appears valid. Marx showed this by care-
fully investigating how social relations under capitalist production undermine 
the natural conditions for the sustainable cultivation of the soil. In this vein, he 
demonstrated that modern technology destroys the fundamental condition for the 
sustainable free development of humans in the long run.6

This leads us to our second point. Since capital is an abstract process of valo-
rization, the price mechanism of ground rent is unable to reflect the necessary 
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material conditions for sustainable production. Rent as well as commodity prices 
in capitalist economies are very incomplete in terms of the ecological informa-
tion required for any sustainable production. Capital’s emphasis on maximum 
short-term profit and market valuation degrades nature to the status of ‘condi-
tion of production’ (Altvater, 1993). As long as the actual process of valoriza-
tion requires its material bearers, capital cannot produce completely free from 
various natural restrictions. Nevertheless, it also cannot recognize any absolute 
limits (Mészáros, 1995). It constantly tries to overcome them only to deepen the 
metabolic rift on a global scale.

Here Marx saw both the necessity and possibility of a radical social change: 
‘But by destroying the circumstances surrounding that metabolism, which origi-
nated in a merely natural and spontaneous fashion, [capitalist production] com-
pels its systematic restoration as a regulative law of social production, and in a 
form adequate to the full development of the human race’ (Marx, 1976: 637–8). 
With the same spirit he argues in the manuscript for Capital, Volume III that in 
a communist society the metabolism between humans and nature must be con-
sciously organized: ‘Freedom, in this sphere, can consist only in this, that social-
ized man, the associated producers, govern the human metabolism with nature in 
a rational way, bringing it under their collective control instead of being domi-
nated by it as a blind power’ (Marx, 1981: 959).

As we have argued, capital cannot simply accept the hindrances imposed by 
nature. Capital constantly attempts to transform a ‘limit’ [Grenze] to a ‘barrier’ 
[Schrank].7 It invents new technologies, develops means of transportation and 
discovers new use-values and markets, while crystallizing itself as the ‘system of 
general utility’ (Marx, 1973: 409). In other words, a biological system of nature is 
not a mere obstacle or barriers for capital. It is noteworthy that nature can also be 
employed as a ‘vehicle for accumulation’ (Kloppenburg, 1988). In this context, 
Boyd et al. (2001) applied Marx’s concept of ‘formal’ and ‘real subsumption’ to 
nature. While formal subsumption of nature is a simple exploitation of natural 
processes for the sake of commodity production and valorization in nature-based 
industries, real subsumption aims at manipulating biological productivity so that 
nature is ‘(re)made to work harder, faster, and better’ (Boyd et al., 2001: 564) for 
capital accumulation. The latter includes growth hormones, synthetic fertilizers 
and pesticides, as well as new biotechnologies, genetically modified organisms 
(GMOs) and biomedical implants.8

Nevertheless, capital can never control nature without confronting any 
obstacles, uncertainties or risks. For example, Liebig’s warning on the collapse 
of European civilization due to soil exhaustion did not come true thanks to the 
invention of the Haber–Bosch process enabling the mass industrial production 
of ammonia. However, this invention did not fully repair the metabolic rift. The 
dependence on chemical fertilizer remains as long as the disruption of the soil-
nutrient cycle continues to exist, causing new environmental issues unique to 
big agrobusiness such as contamination of soil and water, soil erosion, loss of 
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biodiversity. This is what Clark and York (2008) call ‘metabolic shift’. Capital 
shifts metabolic rifts to somewhere else, which is foundational to the ‘imperial 
mode of living’ in the Global North (Brand and Wissen, 2017). Correspondingly, 
as Vandana Shiva (2015: 173) points out, the robbery character of agriculture has 
not changed since Liebig’s time: ‘Contemporary societies across the world stand 
on the verge of collapse as soils are eroded, degraded, poisoned, buried under con-
crete and deprived of life’. After all, metabolic rift cannot be fully repaired unless 
the universal metabolism of nature is mediated by freely associated producers in a 
more conscious and social way. This is the basic insight of Marx’s ecosocialism.

ECONOMIC CRISIS AND ECOLOGICAL CRISIS

The metamorphosis of capital in the process of its valorization requires its mate-
rial bearers in nature. However, the logic of capital and the logic of nature are 
wholly different, even if nature is elastic to some extent. Nature cannot always 
catch up with revolutionary changes of production process and rapid increase of 
productivity under capitalist production (Lebowitz, 2005: 138). Unsustainable 
production leading to exhaustion could suddenly raise the price of raw materials 
or the shortage of raw materials could even stop certain production processes 
entirely. Thus, there are structural constraints and obstacles to the untrammeled 
appropriation of natural resources through the industrialization of agriculture 
and extractive industries.

In this regard, this natural constraint can lead to the instability of the capital-
ist mode of production. James O’Connor (1998) formulated this instability as 
the ‘second contradiction of capitalism’. He argued that increasing production 
costs due to the deterioration of the material conditions of production would slow 
down capital accumulation, lowering the profit rate. O’Connor’s theory of capi-
talist crisis focused on the ‘underproduction of nature’. This view has recently 
been revived in Jason W. Moore’s Capitalism in the Web of Life (2015), in which 
he argues that the ‘ecological surplus’ made possible by the abundance of cheap 
raw materials and labor was key for the development of capitalism. Thus, the ‘end 
of Cheap Nature’ – consisting of food, energy, raw materials, and labor power – 
would make the capital accumulation much more difficult. The economic crisis 
of capital, according to this type of interpretation, initiates an ‘epochal shift’.

On the other hand, the metabolic rift approach does not fully accept this view, 
shifting its focus instead to ecological crisis as the primary contradiction of 
capitalism (Foster and Burkett, 2016). It is true that economic crisis may one 
day in the future lead to rising production costs due to the exhaustion of natural 
resources. However, it is also probable that capital will repeatedly find new ways 
of expanding business under the pressure of the growing disasters of capitalism. 
For example, capital can continue to profit from climate change by inventing new 
business opportunities such as geo-engineering, new GMO commodities, carbon 
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trade, and insurance for drought and flood: ‘To put it bluntly, capital can in prin-
ciple continue to accumulate under any natural conditions, however degraded, so 
long as there is not a complete extinction of human life’ (Burkett, 1999: 196). 
In other words, the ‘real subsumption of nature’ extends and intensifies with the 
deepening of ecological crisis, and people’s lives become more dependent on 
commodities provided by capital. It is then unlikely that natural limits can lead 
to the collapse of capitalist system due to the ‘End of Cheap Nature’. Capitalism 
can keep going even beyond those limits, but the current level of civilization 
cannot exist beyond a certain limit. Thus, it may be too late for humans and non-
humans to wait for the second contradiction of capital to make the existence of 
capitalism impossible. In sum, the real crisis for the metabolic rift approach is 
not for capital accumulation, but for ‘free human development’ (Burkett, 2005). 
Foster and Burkett are ‘anthropocentric’. O’Connor and Moore are, in contrast, 
‘capitalocentric’ (Malm, 2018: 195, emphasis in original).

NATURAL LIMIT AND PRODUCTION OF NATURE

In this context, Moore argues that the concept of metabolic rift presupposes the 
dualistic Cartesian division between Society and Nature or capitalism and ‘the 
environment’. In such a Cartesian framework, Society works upon Nature, while 
Nature remains a passive medium. These two entities are not constitutive of each 
other and remain fully separated. As a result, there is, according to Moore’s criti-
cism of the metabolic rift theory (2015: 80), only ‘static’ and ‘ahistorical’ treat-
ment of nature bounded by the fetishization of natural limits. Foster’s conception 
of the metabolic rift only points to ‘Society plus Nature equals Crisis’ without 
being able to grasp the historical dynamics of the ‘world-ecology’. Moore, in 
contrast, attempts to transcend this division by a post-Cartesian monistic under-
standing of ‘oikeios’ (Moore, 2010: 392), in which society and nature are ‘co-
produced’ through the web of life. Accordingly, he suggests replacing an ‘and’ 
with an ‘in’, namely ‘society and nature’ with ‘society in nature’. Capitalism 
develops through nature.

Behind this terminological shift, there is a clear affinity with the idea of the 
‘production of nature’ developed by Neil Smith (2008) and Noel Castree (2000), 
who also argued for a monist understanding of the nature/society relation. They 
believe that there is no longer a ‘nature as such’ as a result of the capitalist sub-
sumption of nature in its entirety, so that society and nature are constantly mixed 
and ‘hybridized’: nature is always already socially delimited. Notably, Smith 
(2006: 27) also talks about ‘real subsumption of nature’, but here, unlike Boyd, 
Smith does not intend to highlight the unique obstacles and challenges posed 
by biologically based industry but rather to underscore the reduction of nature 
to ‘second nature’: ‘With the production of nature at a world scale, nature is 
progressively produced from within and as part of the so-called second nature’ 
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(Smith, 2008: 54). As the nature/society distinction is eroded and undermined, 
the materialist monism of Smith and Castree reduces nature to social construc-
tion, or even ‘fiction’ (Castree, 2013: 6).

The idea of the production of nature undermines the existence of ‘natural 
limits’, as everything has become ‘second nature’. This point becomes clear 
when David Harvey (1998: 19–20) criticizes Foster and argues that ‘the invoca-
tion of “limits” and “ecoscarcity” as a means to focus our attention upon envi-
ronmental issues makes me as politically nervous as it makes me theoretically 
suspicious’. Harvey agrees with Smith, who criticized ‘left apocalypticism’ 
(Smith, 2008: 247) for its recognition of natural limits: ‘But the Malthusian 
scenario has never as yet really grabbed hold’ (Harvey, 2011: 94).9 He high-
lights capital’s ability to convert any ‘limits’ to mere ‘barriers’ (Harvey, 2011: 
90). It is no surprise that Moore (2014: 13) also pointed to the ‘apocalypse’ of 
the metabolic rift approach.

However, it should be clear that the recognition of a natural limit in a Marxian 
sense has nothing to do with ‘the Malthusian scenario’. The monist critique of the 
metabolic rift approach is attacking a straw man, because no one really assumes 
the absolute separation of Society and Nature. In contrast, the concept of ‘metab-
olism’ signifies nothing but a unity and incessant interaction between humans 
and nature. This unity, however, does not eliminate the existence of natural limits. 
They exist independently of humans. There are, for example, ‘planetary boundar-
ies’ with regard to land use, the nitrogen cycle and fresh water, beyond whose 
tipping point an irreversible and unexpected change may occur.

In reply to Castree and Moore, Foster (2016) claims that today it is all the 
more important to analytically distinguish society and nature. As Stefano B. 
Longo, Rebecca Clausen and Brett Clark (2015: x) point out in The Tragedy of 
the Commodity, this distinction is necessary because ‘ecological concerns are 
not problems derived internally, originating from ecosystems themselves, but 
are produced externally, by social drivers. For example, the oceans are not pol-
luting themselves; humans are doing it’. Andreas Malm (2018: 85) also agrees 
with Foster that there are social causes of ecological crises based on human 
‘agency’, which must be strictly distinguished from causal chains in nature. The 
‘analytical distinction’ of the social and the natural is ‘the indispensable prem-
ise for any solution to such a combined problem’ (Malm, 2018: 61). In fact, 
Marx’s theory of metabolism first investigates pure social economic categories 
to reveal the general tendency of transformation and reorganization of the meta-
bolic interaction between humans and nature under capitalism (Saito, 2017b). 
Only by carefully investigating the social aspects of the global ecological crisis 
is it possible to envision how to fix them in the future society. There is actu-
ally nothing ‘apocalyptic’ about recognizing planetary boundaries. They are not 
constructions of consciousness and epistemology. There are objective limits of 
nature, and it is possible to establish a sustainable and flourishing society only 
within these limits.
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CONCLUSION

Long-standing discussions regarding the particularities of agricultural produc-
tion in Marxism, which can be seen to create both obstacles and opportunities for 
capital accumulation, serve not only to deepen understanding of the uniqueness 
of biologically based production but also to illuminate the degradation of natural 
conditions of this production under capitalist production. However, the formal 
and real subsumption of nature under capital has become so extensive and inten-
sive that even some Marxists tend to fall into a fetishized view that nature has 
become a pure social construction without any ‘limits’ (to capital). This appear-
ance increases with the rapid development of biotechnology, which pushes fur-
ther commodification of agricultural production and proletarianization of 
farmers (Magdoff et al., 2000: 106).

However, it is necessary strictly to distinguish limits to capital and limits to 
nature. The degradation of natural conditions will not pose ultimate limits to 
capital accumulation, but this does not mean the real subsumption of nature will 
not pose threats to the universal metabolism of nature. The opposite is actually 
the case. In this context, the capitalocentric position of a certain postmodern 
Marxism falls into a kind of quietism and functions as an ideology that hinders 
the urgent actions required to stop the ecological crisis. Only by investigating the 
social character of the current ecological crisis is it possible to determine what 
countermeasures are required for coexistence and coevolution of humanity and 
nature in post-capitalist society.
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Notes

1  It is ‘rediscovery’ because there were actually various discussions on the issue of ecological crisis in 
the tradition of classical Marxism (e.g. Commoner, 1971; Marcuse, 1972; Mészáros, 1995). They were 
simply and unjustifiably marginalized by many Marxists (see Foster and Burkett, 2016: 2).

2  Immler is simply wrong. It is not Marx but capital that treats human labor as the single source of value 
and creates various ecological problems.

3  However, as Yoshiro Tamanoi (1978: 118) points out, Smith’s view on the spatial separation of town 
and country is problematic despite this priority of food production in agriculture. Smith wrote: ‘The 
town, in which there neither is nor can be any reproduction of substances, may very properly be said 
to gain its whole wealth and subsistence from the country’. Smith continued to argue that the ‘gains 
of both are mutual and reciprocal’ (Smith, 1982: 376). According to Tamanoi (1978: 122), Smith’s 
assessment of the coexistence and mutual dependence of town and country arises due to his neglect 
of the process of ‘primitive accumulation’ in England. Although Smith consciously treated the sphere 
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of non-market and non-value as the material foundation of a nation’s wealth prior to the industrial 
production of value, he was not able to understand how the extension of the capitalist industrializa-
tion transforms the relationship between town and country into the antagonistic and hierarchical 
subordination of the latter by the former.

4  However, neither Ricardo nor Malthus was able to offer a way for the transcendence of this antago-
nism. Especially, Ricardo’s solution of importing cheap corn and raw materials for the sake of Eng-
land’s higher rate of profit expanded the domination of the town over the country on a global scale 
as ‘ecological imperialism’ (Clark and Foster, 2009; Saito, 2017a: 206).

5  This does not mean Benton supports Malthusianism. In the same article, Benton (1989: 77) tries to 
examine the possibility of the third way beyond naturalism and social constructivism.

6  The development of modern technology is guided by the logic of valorization, so that the develop-
ment of productive forces is organized as ‘productive forces of capital’. The direction of technological 
development is also severely influenced by economic relations. This does not mean that it is necessary 
to reject all the technological developments under capitalism nor to give up further development of 
productive forces. Rather, it means: first it is necessary to distinguish the true development of produc-
tive forces and mere robbery; second, the true development of productive forces requires a thorough 
reflection upon the negative aspects of modern technologies.

7  In Grundrisse Marx famously wrote that ‘every limit [Grenze] appears a barrier [Schranke] to over-
come’ (Marx, 1973: 408).

8  In a similar way, Malm (2016) also applies formal and real subsumption to elaborate on the differ-
ence between water power and steam power.

9  Harvey (2011: 94) adds: ‘Because capital has successfully done this in the past does not necessarily 
mean, of course, that it is destined to do so in perpetuity’. But taken together with his previous remark 
against Foster, it is questionable how much he really believes this.
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INTRODUCTION: FROM THERMODYNAMICS TO MARXISM

Marx and Engels were bricoleurs extraordinaire, ready to use any tool that was 
at hand to solve a problem. Marx famously coquetted with Hegel’s dialectical 
categories, but he also flirted, less famously, with thermodynamics, the science 
of energy of his day. In this chapter, I will first deal with this flirtatious affair 
(joined in or even inspired by Engels) to show that it is as important as their 
coquettish trysts with the dialectic. Then I will sketch the vicissitudes of the 
concept of energy in Marxist research to this day.

‘Energy transformations’ were at the centre of the vision of mid-19th-century 
thermodynamics. The key words of the physics of the day were, besides ‘energy’ 
itself, ‘transformation’, ‘conservation’, and ‘equivalence’. It was exciting to dis-
cover that electricity, mechanical motion, heat, and so many other forces can be 
transformed into each other equivalently to conserve an abstract but beguiling 
entity: energy. Engels defines it rather abstractly in the following way:

When motion is transmitted from one body to another, it may be regarded as active and as 
the cause of motion in so far as it transmits itself, in so far as it is transmitted. We call this 
active motion energy, and the passive, the manifestation of energy. (Engels, 1976: 74 
[Engels’ italics])

It is in this energetic framework that I locate Marx’s vision of capitalism. Not 
only did the steam engine transform heat into power, but capitalism itself was a 
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gigantic engine transforming labour-power into surplus-value. There is a relation 
between value and energy, of course, but they are not identical, for labour and 
the power to labour in Marx and Engels’ theory must be a special sort of energy 
qualified as general human labour. Moreover, this relation of value to energy is 
not just that of a special kind of energy, but one that has a structural similarity to 
energy as understood by thermodynamics.

Indeed, Marx’s vision of capitalism is of a system of transformations that has 
as its basis a common pool of surplus-value from which each capitalist claims 
his/her own profit according to his/her (variable and/or constant) capital invested. 
One way of seeing the relation of energy to value is to glance at the tables of 
contents of Capital’s three volumes. They are dominated by terms like ‘meta-
morphosis’, ‘transition’, ‘transferring’, ‘conversion’, ‘circuit’, ‘reproduction’, 
‘formation’, and, most important for my argument, ‘transformation’.

These value transformations happen ‘behind the backs’ of most capitalists and 
workers. Indeed, they appear at first to be falsified by empirical reality, the way 
the Copernican hypothesis appeared to 16th-century critics who pointed out that 
they could not feel the earth rotating around its axis at almost a thousand miles 
per hour and at 18.5 miles per second in orbit around the sun nor could they 
detect a stellar parallax, even with their most sophisticated instruments (Kuhn, 
1962). The stellar parallax was first measured in 1838, roughly 300 years after 
the publication of Copernicus’ On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres.

The second part of this chapter describes the impact of the notion of energy 
on Marxism after Marx’s death and after a hiatus of debate and discussion that 
lasted almost half a century. I will review the Marxist theory of energy from the 
recent introduction of ecological themes by James O’Connor, John Bellamy Foster, 
Andreas Malm, Jason W. Moore, Timothy Mitchell, and especially Saral Sarkar. 
Not all these writers could be classified as Marxists – for example, Sarkar is openly 
an ardent eco-socialist, but he is a vehement critic of Marx and Marxism (Sarkar, 
1999: 57–92). These writers, however, have had a profound impact on contemporary 
Marxism as well as being profoundly influenced by Marxism, both old and new.

MARX AND ENGELS ON TRANSFORMATIONS OF ENERGY  
AND VALUE

What does Marx mean by ‘transformation’? Is it a technical term or just an 
occasional, ad hoc usage? As we will see, for transformation to take place, there 
must be a ‘definite process’ that accomplishes every transformation of X into Y; 
the result of every transformation of X is never ‘just’ Y, it is always both amplia-
tive and supplemental, as well as the source of illusion. Let us examine a number 
of examples.

In the case of the transformation of money into capital, the process is the cir-
cuit M-C-M′ and the supplement is the confusion of money with capital (hence 
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the confusion of the capitalist with the greedy miser). For the goal of capitalist 
accumulation is not just money per se, but capital, i.e. money that ‘makes’ money.

In the case of the transformation of the value of labour-power into wages, 
the process is one that begins from the hidden substratum, ‘the essential rela-
tion manifested … in the value and price of labour-power’, and appears in the 
phenomenal form as ‘value and price of labour’ (Marx, 1990: 682). The trans-
formation, in this case, goes from a coherent truth – what actually is bought in 
the transaction between workers and capital is labour-power not labour – to a 
confused appearance: one’s wages are payment for labour performed during a 
particular period of time.

This notion of transformation (as a process from hidden ‘truth’ to apparent 
‘illusion’) becomes standard usage in Capital, Volume 3. Consider a more com-
plex example, where Marx writes of the relation between two transformations:

It is the transformation of surplus-value into profit that is derived from the transformation of 
the rate of surplus-value into the profit rate, not the other way round. In actual fact, the rate 
of profit is the historical starting point. Surplus-value and the rate of surplus-value are, rela-
tive to this, the invisible essence to be investigated, whereas the rate of profit and hence the 
form of surplus-value as profit are visible surface phenomena. (Marx, 1981: 134)

Or again, on the relation between profit and surplus-value:

Thus even if the rate of profit is numerically different from the rate of surplus-value, while 
surplus-value and profit are in fact the same and even numerically identical, profit is still for 
all that a transformed form of surplus-value, a form in which its origin and secret of its exist-
ence are veiled and obliterated. … It appears to consciousness as if capital creates this new 
value in the course of its movement through the production and circulation processes. But 
how this happens is now mystified, and appears to derive from hidden qualities that are 
inherent in capital itself. The further we trace out the valorization process of capital, the 
more is the capital relationship mystified and the less are the secrets of its internal organiza-
tion laid bare. (Marx, 1981: 139)

In other words, the process of valorization is what brings about the transforma-
tion from surplus-value to profit, just as the process of competition is the trans-
formation mechanism that brings about the transformation of profit into average 
profit. But here too the process of transformation creates illusions and reversals 
of explanatory power:

In competition, therefore, everything appears upside down. The finished configuration of 
economic relations, as these are visible on the surface, in their actual existence, and therefore 
also in the notions with which the bearers and agents of these relations seek to gain an 
understanding of them, is very different from the configuration of their inner core, which is 
essential but concealed, and the concept corresponding to it. It is in fact the very reverse and 
antithesis of this. (Marx, 1981: 311 [Marx’s italics])

Thus, there is a hidden reality that is transformed into a visible appearance 
which, once established, becomes self-explanatory. For example, once capitalists 
have a sense of what the average rate of profit is for their moment, it becomes 
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regulatory and the basis of compensation (without, of course, explaining why it 
is what it is).

Indeed, Marx’s vision of capitalism is of a system of transformations that has 
as its basis a common pool of surplus-value from which each capitalist claims 
his/her own profit according to his/her capital invested. To illustrate this case 
Marx devises a ‘thought experiment’, that of the ‘zero-worker’ capitalist:

[A] capitalist who employed no variable capital at all in his sphere of production, hence not 
a single worker (in fact an exaggerated assumption), would have just as much an interest in 
the exploitation of the working class by capital and would just as much derive his profit from 
unpaid surplus labour as would a capitalist who employed only variable capital and therefore 
laid out his entire capital on wages. (Marx, 1981: 299)

This allegiance to the common pool of surplus-value is the objective bond of 
the capitalist class. Indeed, it makes capitalists into a class (with members on 
the inside and non-members on the outside) whose members self-reflexively 
place themselves inside the magic circle, i.e. membership is not merely a fact 
about them, it is them. The competition that is taken by many as the definition 
of capitalism (or, as in our era of euphemism puts it, ‘the market’) is simply 
a mechanism that sorts out what is always already created in the production 
process (surplus-value). Hence, what divides capitalists is always subordinate 
to their unity: the common lust for surplus-value and the common fear of this 
lust’s revelation. In contemporary jargon, Marx’s analysis is similar to a 
system theory approach to the vicissitudes of value after the moment of its 
creation.

It should be clear that the illusions created by these transformations are not 
merely ideological projections, i.e. they are not detachable from the productive 
base, the way legal and cultural constructions are detachable. These construc-
tions can be changed without putting the survival of capitalism in question. 
For example, the law was used to justify the use of ‘slave catchers’ by using 
the commercial maxim that one’s property rights over a possession are still in 
force in ‘free states’. Later, this ruling was rejected under readings of the US 
Constitution that put human beings outside of the class of possible objects of 
slavery (‘except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been 
duly convicted’, to quote the 13th Amendment). This change of ideology did 
not end capitalism (as the slaveocrats often threatened it would). But if the 
transformations involving the value and price of production, the value and the 
price of labour-power or similar ones are blocked, capitalism would be threat-
ened with collapse since these transformations are functional to the very opera-
tion and reproduction of the system. For if there were no difference between 
the value and price of production of a commodity, there would be no investment 
in high ‘organic-composition’ industries (since they would tend to have only a 
small number of workers to exploit) and if there were no difference between the 
value of labour and the value of labour-power, the theft of the value creativity 
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of workers would become so obvious that the wage contract would tend to be 
rejected by one of its parties: the worker.

Moreover, Marx argued that the major revenues of the capitalist ruling class 
(profit, interest, and rent) are transformations out of this pool of surplus-value 
created by the system of exploitation of labour as a whole. The endless busy-
ness of the horizontal surface of capitalist society (with its long and intertwined 
organic-chemistry-like molecular circuits built from blocks of M-C-M′) is 
matched by an equally active vertical dimension connecting the surface with 
the hidden ‘essence’ or ‘core’. There are more than enough secrets, deceptions, 
and illusions in this world of business to satisfy any deconstructionist philoso-
pher or postmodern literary critic. An exquisite problem arises from this world 
of mirrors. The distortions are infinitely multiplied, the confusions are stirred 
into greater confusion, and the illusions become even further sources of illu-
sion. Thus, the origin of an individual capitalist’s profit in a common pool of 
surplus-value is hidden to him/her, but the very lack of explanation of its source 
creates the plausible impression that it is sui generis. Hence there arises the 
‘magic’ of compound interest and all the other fairy tales capital tells itself in 
its moments of boosterism.

Marx’s vision of the structure of capitalism was similar to the view of nature 
in the last half of the 19th century proposed by ‘energeticists’, i.e. those physi-
cists who intended to replace matter in motion as the primary focus of physics 
with the flow of energy. This connection is not arbitrary. First, etymologically, 
‘energy’ is a compound word: ɛν (in) + ɛργον (work), and as the 11th edition of 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica points out, ‘[it is] a term which may be defined 
as accumulated mechanical work, which, however, may be only partially avail-
able for use’. Therefore, energy is rooted in the ontology of work as is Marx’s 
notion of value (of course, the notion of work is different – though related – in 
each case). Energy is simultaneously the most abstract of concepts and the most 
crucial from the point of view of a society built on work.

Most important was the place of conservation laws for both thermodynam-
ics and for Marx’s theory of capitalism. The conservation of energy ‘law’ is an 
essential ingredient of the explanatory heuristic in the energetic framework. But 
the surface of phenomena continually seems to violate the law of the conservation 
of energy. It is hard to trace in an obvious way the movement of energy from one 
phenomenal form to another. A pendulum in a closed energy system is pushed, 
it swings, and soon slows to a stop. Why doesn’t the pendulum swing forever? 
Because it swings in an invisible medium that resists its movement, and this resis-
tance creates turbulence and heat with every swing. The pivot of the pendulum 
is also the source of friction. The energy ‘lost’ due to friction and drag on the 
first swing is E1 and that lost on the nth swing is En while the initial energy aris-
ing from the fall of the pendulum’s weight is E. At the end of the first swing the 
total energy is E–E1, and at the end of the second swing the energy is (E–E1)–E2.  
Eventually on the mth swing, the loss of energy will be equal to the original 
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energy E, i.e. E–(E1+E2+…+Em) = 0. It is only based on the conviction that a 
conservation law is operative that one would be inclined to launch a research pro-
gramme to determine the dimensions of Ei of the kind we see with James Joule’s 
obsessive efforts to eliminate the non-frictional factors caused by the fall of the 
weights on the water in his device’s calorimeter.

Marx was similarly concerned about this division of value (especially sur-
plus-value) throughout the capitalist system. To trace out the ‘loss’ (or actually 
diversion) of value in the system, to correct the misattribution of value to fic-
tional categories (e.g. the identification of wages with the value of labour cre-
ates, or the equation of rent on a piece of land with that land’s ‘productivity’) 
and similar efforts are crucial to understanding capitalism and form the basis 
of the Marxist analysis of capitalism. These efforts become more detailed as 
one moves from the first to the third volume of Capital. In the first volume, the 
capitalist system is viewed literally extra-terrestrially, similar to the view of the 
earth as a thermodynamic system. For it is very easy to determine the amount 
of energy input E during, say, one year, since this energy is almost exclusively 
the sun’s light and heat energy impacting on the earth’s surface. It is a bit more 
difficult to determine the energy ‘loss’ of the earth, EL, due to the reflection of 
solar light and the radiation of heat into space, shifting cloud cover, changing 
chemical composition of the atmosphere, absorption of energy by the oceans, 
the leaking of heat energy from the molten core of the earth through volcanoes 
(both on land and below the seas), etc. But what is truly difficult to determine is 
the fate of EN=E–EL, the net energy. How much goes into photosynthesis? How 
much is transformed into stored energy? The debates around both global warm-
ing, climate change and the ‘Gaia Hypothesis’ illustrate the claim that, though 
the outlines of both macro-hypotheses are easy to establish, the fine points of 
both are hard to empirically establish.

Marx certainly required his own conservation principles to carry on his more 
micro-analytic inquiries. It was easy enough to treat the system as a whole and 
divide its functioning into a number of macro-variables, T, V, C, and S, but it 
is not easy to see how, for example, T, the total value created by the totality of 
labour in a year (which plays the role of the sun in this system), is distributed 
across industrial branches. The guide to this assessment must be based on some 
conservation principles, for example, the totality of profits, interest payments, 
rents, and taxes should equal S, the total of wages should equal V, and the total 
investment in productive capital should equal C. Such a value-accounting of the 
capitalist system is achievable, just as the energy account of the earth is, but there 
is no Marxian ‘model’ which has actually accomplished such a feat. It is not clear 
that there is any such project to investigate the social universe on the agenda at 
the moment, although an energy account of the earth is the Holy Grail of many 
ecologists and climate scientists. But in either project, the conservation laws are 
crucial, since they provide a heuristic for hunting down the sources of existing 
explanatory lacuna.
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A HALF-CENTURY HIATUS: STALIN’S ECOLOGY VERSUS 
STANCHINSKII’S

The question concerning the relation between matter and energy was central to 
the philosophy of science at the end of the 19th and the early 20th century in 
Europe. Physicists like Ernest Mach and Albert Einstein were engaged in testing 
the critique of mechanistic materialism and its proposed substitute, the energet-
ics paradigm, which claimed that all change in the physical world can be 
explained as the product of energy transformations. The supporters of energetics 
took the position that the ‘billiard-ball’-like atomistic model of physical systems 
that became hegemonic in the sciences in the 18th century was facing a superior, 
more flexible explanatory model.

The wide-ranging debate between energetics and materialists expressed 
itself in the social sciences and the arts as well, but most importantly for 
Handbook readers, in Marxism. Central figures in Marxist theory and practice 
like V. I. Lenin and Alexander Bogdanov participated in a debate whose lit-
erature included Lenin’s Materialism and Empirio-criticism and Bogdanov’s 
science fiction novel, Red Star (Lenin, 1909 [1962]; Bogdanov, 1908 [1984]; 
Wark, 2015: 3–60). Lenin saw in the energetics movement a ‘science-based’ 
reactionary philosophy that was de-materializing and idealizing physics, while 
Bogdanov’s protagonist in his novel is transported to Mars where a form of 
socialism is in power, but instead of a utopia, he encounters a dystopia remi-
niscent of the ones depicted in apocalyptic ecological films like Soylent Green 
produced during this last half century. With remarkable foresight, Bogdanov 
describes a world where:

[i]ndustries have become so dangerously polluting that many have to be relocated under-
ground. The population is growing so rapidly that food shortages and even famines are 
predicted within several decades. Natural resources, including radioactive matter that is the 
main source of energy, are being exhausted. Forests are being destroyed. (Gare, 1996: 
116–17)

Along with the conceptual clashes with dogmatic materialists, however, ecologists 
like Vladimir Vladimirovich Stanchinskii used energetics to lay the foundations of 
a new method of analysis of biological systems:

Biological communities had previously been defined by their floristic composition, by certain 
structural features, or by certain visual homogeneity. Stanchinskii investigated food webs to 
identify the boundaries of communities within nature, tracing the transformation of solar 
energy by vegetation and other autotrophes through myriad biotic pathways until all the 
accumulated energy potential had been exhausted. (Gare, 1996: 122)

This approach had a profound effect on those who were attempting to apply  
the first law of thermodynamics (or the energy conservation principle) into  
the biological realm, and not only in the Soviet Union (Weiner, 1984: 684–96). 
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The beautiful thermodynamic qua ecological studies of limnology in the 1940s 
perfectly illustrated the influence of an energeticist approach to ecology in the 
USA (Lindeman, 1942: 399–417).

Though it gained increased scientific attention and respectability in the late 
1920s, the energetics approach to ecology also had to face the growing hostility 
to its conservation tendencies in the highest power circles in the Soviet Union –  
including Stalin himself, who was anxious to go ahead with an industrializa-
tion programme, insisting that the survival of the Revolution depended on it. 
This was Stalin’s ecology. He would brook no resistance to this drive from any 
quarter, including ecological energeticists like Stanchinskii, who ‘opposed the 
damming of rivers without due care for the ecological effects; the collectivization 
and uniform mechanization of agriculture; the efforts to acclimatize exotic fauna; 
and interference in the life-styles of traditional societies occupying ecologically 
fragile environments’ (Gare, 1996: 124).

Stanchinskii and other like-minded intellectuals directly faced Stalin’s wrath 
for openly questioning the industrialization project. Stanchinskii, in particular, 
was fired from his job, his research station was closed, and he was arrested in 
1934, after the typesetting of one of his books, which was about to be published, 
was destroyed. This campaign led to a hiatus in the conceptual development of 
ecological energetics in Communist Russia for decades, during which a similar 
hiatus prevailed in the post-WWII USA, where a growth-oriented ideology 
prevailed until the 1970s.

THE RE-BIRTH OF ENERGETICS IN MARXISM AND MARXISM IN 
ENERGETICS: THE RELATION OF ENERGY TO VALUE

The period 1988–9 can be taken as the end of the hiatus in the development of 
ecological energetics discourse in the Marxist orbit. There were many reasons 
and causes for this change. Surely the lifting of the harsh repression of ecological 
energetics mentioned above was important in freeing the collective tongues of 
the Russian scientific intelligentsia. After all, the dismantling of the Communist 
Party’s hegemony in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe made it possible to 
liberate Marxism from its role as a rigid state ideology. Indeed, the tearing down 
of the Berlin Wall saw the creation of many new forms of Marxism that offered 
a variety of ways to understand the relation between energy and value, even to 
the limit-point of denying the centrality of value for understanding capitalism 
(Sarkar, 1999; Caffentzis, 2018).

The clearest harbinger of this change in Marxism was James O’Connor’s essay 
‘The Second Contradiction of Capitalism’ (O’Connor, 1988), and its application 
to energy commodities (i.e. oil, natural gas, coal, radioactive ores). O’Connor 
somewhat abstractly defines the ‘first contradiction’ in the following way: ‘[it] is 
the contradiction between capitalist productive forces and production relations’ 
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(O’Connor, 1996: 200). This is the class struggle as traditionally defined: work-
ers against capital. He then defined ‘the point of departure of an “ecological 
Marxist” theory of economic crisis and transition to socialism is the contradiction 
between capitalist production relations (and productive forces) and the condi-
tions of capitalist production, or “capitalist relations and forces of social repro-
duction”’ (O’Connor, 1996: 200).

O’Connor emphasized the tendency of capitalism to destroy its own condi-
tions of production, for example, the family, labour-power, and natural resources. 
They are sources of crisis for capitalism ‘because conditions of production are 
not produced as commodities’ (1996: 206–7). Indeed, he finds the answer to the 
question ‘Why does capital impair its own conditions of existence?’ by pointing 
out that the conditions of production like labour-power are ‘site-specific’ (includ-
ing the individual body as a unique ‘site’) (1996: 207).

Energy commodities, especially those that are fossil-fuel-based, have led to 
many examples of this ‘second contradiction’. After all, fossil-fuel commodities 
are ‘site-specific’ (i.e. you cannot drill for oil just anywhere) as well as not hav-
ing been produced as commodities. The vegetation millions of years dead that 
constituted an oil field did not dream that it would be burned to power internal 
combustion engines in the 21st century. Hence, their owners, according to the 
rule of capital, are legitimate recipients of rents as well as profits.

As Foster (2008) notes, the oil industry displays a concrete historical example 
of two second contradictions clashing to create an antinomy. For, on the one side, 
‘peak oil’ theory predicts a catastrophic scarcity and ever-increasing prices for 
the most vital energetic fluid of our period; on the other, there is climate change 
due to the generations of greenhouse gases generated by the combustion of these 
energy commodities. Separately, peak oil and climate change create a permanent 
crisis for capitalism but together they result in a higher contradiction: energy 
imperialism. Foster concludes his article by connecting peak oil, climate change, 
and imperialism:

The supreme irony of the peak oil crisis of course is that the world is rapidly proceeding down 
the path of climate change from the burning of fossil fuels, threatening within a matter of 
decades human civilization and life on the planet. (Foster, 2008: 28)

Similar points could be made about atomic energy, the failed energy regime alter-
native of 20th-century capitalism.

Increasingly there are more Marxist or Marxist-influenced studies of the tran-
sition of energy regimes, the impact of energy on the class struggle, and vice 
versa. Two prime examples are Timothy Mitchell’s Carbon Democracy (2011) 
and Andreas Malm’s Fossil Capital (2015). The first gives a powerful account 
of the transition from coal to petroleum while the second analyses the transition 
from non-carbon sources of energy to coal. But both Mitchell and Malm provide 
perspectives that move explanations of energy regime transitions from the realms 
of technocratic reasons to the terrain of class struggle.
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Mitchell rejects accounts that emphasized the so-called efficiency brought 
about by the liquefied character of the fuel. He points out that the superior 
explanation for the transition was the ever-increasing organizational capac-
ity of workers in the coal industry world-wide not only to demand (and win) 
increased wages and improved working conditions for themselves, but also to 
support a programme of ‘democratic’ material rights that would be available 
to the whole working class. This was possible because of the strategic place 
of the coal industry in the entire functioning of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion. When the coal miners went on strike, they precipitated the equivalent of 
a general strike, since coal had increasingly become essential for all branches 
of industry, especially in the USA and the UK. This situation threatened the 
foundation of the coal-based mode of capitalist production. As the power of  
the miners and other workers in the coal industry increased, so did the power  
of the working class as a whole.

Something had to change for the capitalist class: there needed to be a mate-
rial de-leveraging of the position of the working class (and especially the coal 
miners) if capitalism was to survive. Neither an ideological nor a policy account 
would be enough to describe the collective power of the miners. Capital’s strat-
egy to escape workers’ power was the shift to petroleum, which required fewer 
workers, which made it easier to bribe and/or terrorize them.

Malm’s Fossil Capital follows a line of explanation for energy regime transi-
tion similar to Mitchell’s. In Malm’s case the energy regime transition in question 
is from ‘non-carbon’ energy sources (especially natural falls of water), which 
were the dominant forms of energy up until the 19th century when they were 
replaced by coal fuelling the steam engine (aka, ‘the industrial revolution’). The 
problem with the ‘non-carbon’-based energy sources was twofold. First, non-
carbon-based energy imposed a definite tactical disadvantage to capitalists, since 
the factories and workplaces could not easily be moved in response to workers’ 
struggle. You cannot simply move waterfalls at will. Second, the rise of steam 
power made it possible for capitalists to escape the ‘tyranny’ of the skilled and 
so ‘unruly’ cottage weavers via technological means. The coal-fuelled steam 
engine, unlike a waterfall, was site-specific. It could operate separately from its 
fuel source in the newly created industrial towns in middle England and southern 
Scotland. So the production of energy commodities could be de-localized and 
separated from the production of commodities.

Most recently there is a return to grand theoretical syntheses influenced by 
Marxism (for instance, in Jason Moore’s Capitalism in the Web of Life (2015) 
and Brent Ryan Bellamy and Jeff Diamanti’s edited volume Materialism and 
the Critique of Energy (2018)) as well as the proliferation of detailed studies of 
energy’s role in the class struggle. The future holds frightening prospects, but 
the revival of Marxist energy studies which are developing new concepts like the 
capitalocene, fossil capital, and work/energy is a portent of a new class politics 
that will allow us to articulate what really ails us.
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INTRODUCTION

The year 2016 was the hottest on record. It beat the previous record of  
2015, which beat the previous record of 2014. The largest sources of marine 
biodiversity – the coral reef systems – are witnessing a massive die-off. The 
Arctic looks to be ice free during summer by 2040. Projections suggest parts of 
the Middle East will become uninhabitable due to excessive heat by 2100. These 
are only a handful of headlines I’ve seen recently. This is a planetary crisis that 
requires a massive political response. Yet, to understand how to respond to such 
a crisis, it is also necessary to offer clear explanations of its causes. Many envi-
ronmentalist accounts tend to locate climate change as a crisis of ‘humanity’ in 
the era of the Anthropocene. Their solution is to reject an industrialised human-
ity, decarbonise, and ‘transition’ to local agricultural livelihoods more attuned 
with nature. Others see it as a problem of technology – a bug in the fossil fuel–
machinery–electricity nexus that can be tweaked through engineering solutions. 
Still others view it as a ‘market failure’ – carbon emissions are unmonetised 
externalities that if properly priced through fees, taxes, or emission trading 
schemes, can be corrected by the market.

In this chapter, I consider different Marxist explanations of and solutions to 
the climate crisis. First, climate change is ultimately a historical product of the 
relationship between capitalist social relations, on the one hand, and industrial 
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machinery and fossil fuels, on the other. Drawing from Marx’s work on machin-
ery, we can understand the shift to fossil fuels as constitutive of the shift from 
the formal to the real subsumption of labour under capital. As fossil fuel pow-
ered machinery extended beyond the ‘hidden abodes’ of production (e.g. steam 
powered factories), a Marxist approach must also explain the increasing central-
ity of fossil fuels to the reproduction of labour power (e.g. oil, electricity, and 
suburbanisation). This perspective reveals climate change as a crisis rooted in 
‘contradictions’ between the relations and forces of production. Second, various 
approaches examine the contemporary manifestations of what many call ‘cli-
mate capitalism’ in an age of neoliberalism, or the various ways in which climate 
solutions have been channelled into markets and profit. Third, Marxist global 
political economy examines power relations between states in shaping interna-
tional climate negotiations. Social movements for climate justice call attention to 
how the global South bears the disproportionate share of negative consequences 
from climate change, while the global North shares the historic responsibility for 
emissions. Fourth, I argue Marxists need to move from a framework that blames 
a fetishised ‘thing’ called ‘capitalism’ and towards a classical focus on class as 
defined as control and ownership of the ‘means of production’.

THE RISE OF FOSSIL CAPITALISM

Climate change is mainly caused by one thing: the burning of fossil fuels. Thus, 
if Marxism is a historical–materialist framework, it is critical to understand the 
historical transition to fossil fuel energy in social terms. First, I will briefly lay 
out the epochal material transformations made possible by the shift to fossil 
fuels. Then I will explain the social dynamics of these material relations.

There are two critical material elements of the historical shift to fossil fuels. 
First, it transformed the relationship with human labour. The shift to fossil fuels 
is at its core a transformation of the productive forces of society from muscle 
power to automatic machinery. In material terms, this not only expanded the 
capacities of production but also created fuel needs for those machines. Although 
waterwheels played a pivotal role in early industrial capitalism, coal powered 
steam engines provided geographical versatility allowing production to be con-
centrated in urban industrial districts (not scattered throughout the countryside 
along rivers; Malm (2016)). Prior to the industrial revolution, Cipolla (1978: 45) 
estimates that 80–85% of all mechanical energy came from animal and human 
muscle power; the balance coming from wind and water. Johnson (2014: xxi) 
suggests the average American today harnesses the energy equivalent of ‘eighty-
nine human bodies working for us day and night’. Nikiforuk (2014) labels fossil 
fuels ‘energy slaves’ in the sense that societies that once relied on the muscle 
power of actual slaves now harness the power of what I call ‘dead ecologies’ or 
buried legacies of plant-life (Huber, 2013: 12).
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Second, it transformed the relationship to land. Coal was not only central to 
mechanical energy like the steam engine but also necessary for heat energy. On 
the surface, society’s heat needs are simply for the household – heat and warmth 
– but there is also the massive industrial metabolism of the ‘heat-process indus-
tries’ like iron-smelting, glass, beer, bricks, etc. Prior to the use of subterranean 
coal, these heat needs could only be fulfilled through land-intensive reliance 
upon forests (often transformed into charcoal). Coal allowed Britain to relieve 
land constraints by tapping into what Sieferle (2001 [1982]) calls ‘the subter-
ranean forest’. As Sieferle says, ‘Fossil energy liberated humans from their ties 
to area size … the territorial solar energy principle was broken’ (Sieferle, 2001 
[1982]: 121). Wrigley (1988: 80) estimates that ‘10,000 tons of iron involved 
the felling of 100,000 acres of woodland’. Thus, it is impossible to imagine 
the modern built environment of concrete, steel, and a host of other materi-
als, without an energy source requiring vast acreage of forests. Sieferle (2001 
[1982]: 104) estimates that by the 1820s, British coal use would have required 
the entire territory of the United Kingdom to produce the equivalent amount of 
wood energy.

Marx was aware of this shift and its political implications. In Capital’s discus-
sion of relative surplus value – or increases in labour productivity – Marx isolates 
a key transition between productivity increases based on more complex divisions 
of labour (what is referred to as the era of ‘manufacture’) and increases based on 
machinery (the era of ‘large-scale industry’). In the former, even if the capital 
relation exists – capitalists hiring wage workers – the labour process is ultimately 
driven by the ‘hands’ (and muscles) of the workers themselves. In the latter, since 
the labour process is driven by capitalist-owned machines, capital can wrestle 
total autocratic control over the labour process. With machinery capital is ‘not 
only [an] automaton, but an autocrat’ (Marx, 1976 [1867]: 545). This constitutes 
what Marx calls the ‘real subsumption of labour’ wherein ‘machinery is the real 
master of living labour’ (Marx 1976 [1867]: 953). Automatic machinery not only 
allows capital to set the pace of work but also replace workers when they struggle 
for better conditions. Marx (1976 [1867]: 563) explains:

According to Gaskell, the steam-engine was from the very first an antagonist of ‘human 
power’, an antagonist that enabled the capitalists to tread underfoot the growing demands 
of the workers, which threatened to drive the infant factory system into crisis. It would be 
possible to write a whole history of the inventions made since 1830 for the sole purpose of 
providing capital with weapons against working-class revolt.

As Malm (2016) has recently shown, it is not incidental that fossilised coal was 
a necessary part of this process. Machinery could be driven by water (which is 
provided by nature for free). Yet coal as a mobile commodity allowed capital 
independence and control over their fuel sources, and, more importantly, allowed 
location in the towns where a surplus of exploitable labourers existed (water 
power is necessarily scattered throughout the countryside in river systems).
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This shift consolidated the power of capital over living labour, but it also 
reshaped power relations in a larger sense. In what Wrigley calls the ‘organic 
economy’ powered by sunshine and muscles, social power was achieved through 
control over two factors – land and bodies/muscles. In particular, landed prop-
erty was at the centre of economic systems of power. Sieferle (2001 [1982]: 95) 
explains:

Energy was collected on the surface of land, land was the source of the landlords’ revenues, 
its ownership conferred political power and wealth and wealth was always wealth in land. 
The surest way to increase wealth consisted in increasing the area under possession.

In the industrial system, power was increasingly consolidated into the hands of 
capitalists that controlled machines and other technologies. As Marx understood, 
landlords increasingly played a parasitical role in capital accumulation, renting 
out productive land to capitalists and extracting rents from surplus value.

It is important from a Marxist perspective to centre this process in production 
and the extraction of surplus value. As Hampton (2015) has shown, since the 
industrial revolution, the extraction of relative surplus value is completely tied 
to fossil fuels and ever increasing automation. Nevertheless, fossil fuels became 
increasingly important outside the realm of production. Massive productivity 
gains required global markets. Thus, fossilised production also required fossil-
ising the means of circulation initially in the form of steamships and railways. 
More importantly, the steam engine itself was highly inefficient and inflexible. In 
the late nineteenth century, the ‘second industrial revolution’ included the electri-
fication of production and the shift towards petroleum in the transportation sector 
(Mokyr, 1998).

Overall, as Malm (2016) shows, the fossilisation of production also entailed 
the spatial centralisation of production in the industrial cities. As Marx pre-
dicted, this also provoked large-scale labour organisation and struggle against 
the despotic power of capital. As capitalism went into crisis in the late 1920s, 
workers rose in revolt to demand more rights for trade unions and a wider com-
mitment by states to social welfare and security (Huber, 2013: 27–60). This is 
obviously a drawn out and complicated process, but it is worth emphasising here 
that as a result of these struggles fossil fuel became central to the reproduction 
of labour power for some segments of the working class – the most obvious 
example being the suburban factory worker with an electrified house and private 
oil-fired automobile. This clearly increased emissions dramatically – leading to 
what some have called the ‘Great Acceleration’ of anthropogenic effects on the 
planet after 1945 (McNeill and Engelke, 2016) – but, as I have argued elsewhere, 
there are more important political implications (Huber, 2013). This process 
energised the realm of social reproduction in ways that extended the power of 
automatic machinery to (some) workers. This process in the realm of production 
represents the real subsumption of labour under capital; in the realm of social 
reproduction, I call it the real subsumption of life under capital1; where life itself 
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appears as capital (risk, investments, work ethic, entrepreneurial tenacity, etc.). 
Energising the working classes through privatised housing and suburbanisation 
led to immense atomisation and fragmentation of class solidarity and culture. As 
Naomi Klein (2014) points out, this profound privatisation (made possible by 
fossil fuel) led to a profoundly anti-collective/public political culture precisely at 
the moment when climate change demanded collective action.

Of course, giving workers power (and energy) was not tolerable to capital. 
Fossil fuel also makes capital more mobile and able to relocate when worker 
demands become too strong. In the USA, for example, capital almost immedi-
ately fled to the South and Southwest where unions were weaker and taxes were 
lower. Eventually capital found needed surpluses of super-exploitable labour in 
the global South and other developing areas. Malm (2016: 327–366) examines 
how China has become the ‘chimney of the world’ because of fossil capital’s 
need to seek out cheap labour to attach to heavy fixed capital investments in 
machinery.

In the wake of this comingled history of fossil fuels and capitalism, by the late 
1980s scientists and society as a whole began to discover something was terribly 
wrong. From a Marxist perspective, it is clear there are significant contradic-
tions between the relations and forces of production, on the one hand, and the 
stability of the global climate system, on the other. Clark and York’s (2005) ‘bio-
spheric rift’ explains how capital accumulation necessarily produces emissions 
the atmosphere cannot absorb. James O’Connor’s (1998) ‘second contradiction 
of capitalism’ explains how private capital tends to undermine/destroy the ‘con-
ditions of production’. Certainly, the climate system represents one of the most 
important conditions for all life on earth. It is important, however, to be precise 
on the social relations of fossil fuel and capital-labour relations. For capital, fossil 
fuel and machinery represent the key to relative surplus value (i.e. the primary 
goal of production). For labour, fossil fuels have become central to daily life and 
social reproduction for some sectors of the working class. Thus, fossil fuels have 
become central to the social reproduction of capitalists and (some) wage workers. 
This obdurate centrality represents a major contradiction with the climate system 
as a whole. Put simply, this contradiction is between life and death; it means that 
the substance of fossil fuels is at once viewed as essential to ‘life’ while it ensures 
increasing levels of death for human and nonhuman life all over the planet.

NEOLIBERALISM AND CLIMATE CAPITALISM

Any contemporary Marxist analysis must proceed from the context of a nearly 
five-decade assault by capital on the working class. This assault has been 
remarkably successful – profits were revived by the 1980s and working-class 
power has been significantly weakened through deunionisation, globalisation 
and ever increasing (fossilised) automation (McNally, 2011). It is in this context 
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that we can understand the fledgling and mostly ineffective attempts at solving 
the climate crisis. We label this era ‘neoliberalism’, but Harvey (2005: 31) more 
descriptively calls it an era marked by ‘the restoration of class power’.

Several scholars have attempted to understand the relationship between mar-
ket-based climate policies and capitalism as a whole (e.g. Newell and Paterson, 
2010). First, neoliberal (capitalist class) ideology constructed government inter-
vention and regulation as bureaucratic ‘top down’ or ‘command and control’ bur-
dens on freedom, including much of the legacy of environmental regulation that 
emerged in the early 1970s (Faber, 2008; Layzer, 2012). Thus, it became ‘com-
mon sense’ among even the most liberal policy technocrats (academics, policy 
think tanks, environmental non-profits) that the right policies would channel 
the price mechanism, private choices, and the profit motive to ‘solve’ pollution-
related problems like climate change (for a paradigmatic example, see Hawken, 
1993). Again, as Naomi Klein (2014) points out, it is a serious case of ‘bad tim-
ing’ when climate solutions require full-scale regulation and control of fossil fuel 
capital and public investment, yet the political climate only imagines austerity 
and according the utmost freedom and flexibility to private enterprise.

A particularly pernicious stance rooted in the ‘social cost’ theory of Arthur 
Pigou (1920) claimed that pollution-like carbon emissions were costs ‘exter-
nalised’ onto society by private actors (individuals and corporations). Thus, poli-
cymakers could design tools to ‘internalise’ these costs or ‘externalities’ into 
the price mechanism so that private actors could adjust accordingly. From this 
perspective, climate change was simply one big ‘market failure’ that could be 
corrected by getting the prices right. Al Gore (1993: 348) explained this logic at 
perhaps the peak of neoliberal hegemony (the mid-90s):

[We should find] ways to put a price on the environmental consequences of our choices, a 
price that would be reflected in the marketplace. For example, if we were to tax the pollution 
dumped by factories into the air and water, we would get less of it. And we might well 
notice a sudden increase in the amount of interest companies show in improving the effi-
ciency of their processes in order to reduce the pollution they cause.

The obvious solution is to tax carbon, but neoliberals found an even more con-
voluted (but eminently ‘flexible’) system of emissions trading or ‘cap and trade’. 
From a working-class perspective, these proposals are perplexing. At a time of 
increasing inequality and economic insecurity, they ultimately focus on raising 
the cost of energy (in the hopes such price increases will change behaviour). Of 
course, most of the advocates of these kinds of policies come from a professional 
class of academics, policy wonks, and others whose politics and outlook focuses 
on their own concerns with middle-class ‘overconsumption’ and ‘excess’. It is 
no surprise that the right wing is able to construct such policies as an attack 
against the interests of poor and working-class people. The CEO of Chevron put 
it bluntly, ‘I’ve never had a customer come to me and ask to pay a higher price 
for oil, gas, or other products’ (Reed, 2015). Even the fossil fuel magnate 
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Charles Koch offers a critique of climate policy supposedly on behalf of the 
poor: ‘I’m very concerned because the poorest Americans use three times the 
energy as the percentage of their income as the average American does. This is 
going to disproportionately hurt the poor’ (quoted in Gold, 2015). Unfortunately, 
the right can frame these climate solutions as a government conspiracy to ‘tax’ 
hard working and already economically insecure populations. As I will explain 
below, a Marxist approach to climate politics and class would offer radically dif-
ferent solutions to the crisis.

The neoliberal policy consensus that climate change could be solved via market 
mechanisms led to the creation of actual markets for carbon. This not only led to 
financial speculation on the price of carbon (e.g. the European Union Emissions 
Trading Scheme (EU ETS) and the UN Clean Development Mechanism) (Frunza, 
2013) but also a complicated politics around ‘offsets’ where money can be made 
from projects that claimed to reduce carbon in the atmosphere. These offset pro-
grammes include everything from forest plantations, wind farms, and even heavy 
industrial manufacturing – notoriously manufacturers of harmful fluorochemical 
cooling gases produced more of the destructive coolant gas in order to claim 
more ‘waste’ gas emissions were ‘destroyed’ (Rosenthal and Lehren, 2012). 
Unsurprisingly the buyers of these carbon offsets often come from the rich global 
North (including heavy industrial emitters themselves) and the ‘producers’ often 
exist in the global South. Reproducing what some call ‘carbon colonialism’ 
(Bumpus and Liverman, 2011), there are numerous terrible examples of violent 
dispossession of local peasant or indigenous communities to make way for off-
set projects. Despite the fact these carbon market programmes produce dubious 
progress in actually lowering emissions, policy enthusiasm for them continues 
unbated. In the USA, the state of California has embarked on an ambitious cap 
and trade scheme (Bang et al., 2017) and, the world’s largest emitter, China, plans 
to launch its own cap and trade system within the next few years (Buckley, 2017).

How do Marxists make sense of these policies? Many argue carbon markets 
represent the commodification of previously uncommodified biophysical sys-
tems – the atmosphere itself, and the carbon-sequestering properties of trees and 
other ecosystems (Lohmann, 2012). Felli (2014), in perhaps the most rigorous 
analysis, argues these ‘markets’ are not commodities at all – if we take a Marxist 
approach to commodities being produced by value-creating labour – but ‘rents’ 
made possible by state-created policies that make such ‘payments’ for carbon 
possible. Other critics also point out how private capital is making immense 
profits on both climate mitigation and adaptation schemes (see Bumpus and 
Liverman, 2008; Funk, 2014).

Neoliberalism is not just a matter of policy frameworks. It also shapes deeply 
entrenched political ideologies; most importantly the ideology that social change 
is most likely through the market via the choices of individual consumers. This 
represents what environmental historian Ted Steinberg (2010: 7) calls ‘green lib-
eralism’. Consumers believe they are solving climate change by buying hybrid 
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cars, efficient light bulbs, or even individual carbon offsets from private sell-
ers like ‘Carbon Fund’. Meanwhile, the bulk of emissions come from the ‘hid-
den abodes’ of private production in sectors like steel, cement, chemical, and 
other facilities out of sight from consumer actions (Huber, 2017). Indeed, the 
entire narrative of ‘carbon footprints’ reproduces a highly neoliberal ideology 
of ‘individual responsibility’: individual consumers are not only responsible for 
the emission coming out of their tailpipes and chimneys but also ‘embodied’ in 
the products they purchase. In other words, consumers are responsible for driv-
ing production (where the capitalist producers passively respond to consumer 
demands). If I drive a car are the emissions my responsibility? Or the auto and 
oil (and other) corporations who sold me the commodities for profit? In reality, 
any given ‘emission’ is not owned by any individual; it is the product of a web of 
social relations that can be traced back to profit and accumulation.

Overall, neoliberal ideology creates a highly constricted vision of what is pos-
sible in view of addressing climate change. The only admissible changes are 
within the market construed as a decentralised field of atomised buyers and sell-
ers. As Marx (1976: 280) pointed out in relation to his analysis of surplus value, 
direct controls or changes to the ‘hidden abode’ of production remain out of 
bounds when discussing climate policy. Yet, the relations and forces of produc-
tion are not only at the centre of Marxist class analysis but also most determining 
when it comes to emissions. However, before we get to class, it is important to 
tackle another thorny issue in global climate politics: its international nature.

GLOBAL POLITICAL ECONOMY AND CLIMATE CHANGE

The atmosphere and the climate system represent a global commons. Every spe-
cies on earth shares in its global stability, and even if all greenhouse gases were 
coming from a single local spot on the planet, the entire global population would 
have to face the consequences. While emissions take place (usually) within 
nation states, the climate system absorbs them regardless of borders. Therefore, 
as many commentators have pointed out (Gupta, 2014; Thompson, 2006), global 
climate change is a ‘collective action’ problem where sovereign nation states 
need to cooperate on solutions.

Marxists of various stripes have attempted to analyse international climate 
negotiations from a radical perspective. Roberts and Parks (2006) explain how 
the inequalities of power shaping climate negotiations mirror global political 
and economic inequality – contributing to a wider anti-capitalist politics centred 
around ‘climate justice’ (Angus, 2009). Ciplet et  al. (2015) take a Gramscian 
approach to analyse how fossil fuel capital and hegemonic nations construct com-
mon sense forms of inaction through legalistic foot dragging and other forms of 
obstruction. The USA, the world’s worst emitter historically speaking, is notori-
ous for its longstanding refusal to cooperate with international treaties – dropping 
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out of Kyoto in 2001 and Paris in 2017. Political and social movements emanating 
from the global South argue that the industrialised countries owe poor countries a 
‘climate debt’ for their two centuries of rampant fossil fuel burning (Bond, 2010). 
It is a terrible irony that the countries least responsible for causing climate change 
are currently bearing the worst of its consequences – from the flooding islands in 
the South Pacific to a rapid drought and desertification throughout Africa.

As Felli (2014) cogently argues, any Marxist analysis of international climate 
negotiations must be rooted in Marxist theories of the state and imperialism. 
As Christian Parenti (2013) puts it, the relative autonomy of the state makes it 
perhaps the only institution with the coercive power to ‘euthanise’ fossil capital. 
On the other hand, both the state’s capture by fossil capital and its main concern 
with maintaining the conditions for accumulation make it especially ill-suited to 
solve the crisis (Mann and Wainwright, 2018). International negotiations, how-
ever, basically rely on state policies to reign in emissions and the power of fossil 
capital. While imperialism in the era of Lenin and Luxemburg was shaped by 
a struggle over territory and resources, climate imperialism is a struggle over 
an atmospheric space that imperialist countries have virtually colonised in its 
entirety.

One particularly neglected approach to the climate crisis that aligns strongly 
with Marxist politics is a focus on the need for international solidarity. Likewise, 
global climate change creates a need for a kind of global solidarity. Indeed, such a 
coalitional politics is already present including (for a time)2 in global South gov-
ernments like those in Bolivia and the Maldives. Apart from states, a vast network 
of indigenous peoples, peasant organisations and mainstream environmental 
groups have organised to demand action on climate change (Angus, 2009). The 
role of what we might still call the working class in this global struggle is unclear 
at best, and counterproductive at worst. Clearly in contexts like the USA, trade 
unions have actively organised against action on climate that might lead to fewer 
jobs in coal mines or constructing pipelines (Aronoff, 2016). However, Hampton 
(2015) shows trade unions in the wind sector can combine working-class con-
cerns for security with a green energy transition. Whether or not a global solution 
on climate change is possible without the organised power of the working class 
behind it is an open question, but Marxists should be sceptical. A more important 
question might be what would a class analysis of climate change look like?

CLASS AND THE CLIMATE

When explaining the causes of climate change, radical approaches tend to focus 
on the ‘system’ of capitalism. The critique largely focuses on capitalism as a 
‘system of accumulation’ (Foster et al., 2010: 203) or a system based on a ‘con-
stant drive for endless economic growth’ (Klein, 2014: 81). Moore (2015: 2) also 
situates capitalism as ‘a way of organizing nature’. The political critique is 
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always focused on the system of capitalism and its inherent drive for environ-
mental destruction (including emissions). Yet in much of this radical literature 
the language slips into a fetishism of capitalism as a thing with its own agency.

To be clear, a systemic (or better, structural) critique of capitalism is necessary 
to avoid individual moralistic or voluntarist understandings of politics. However, 
the relentless focus in radical climate politics on a thing-as-system called ‘capi-
talism’ – its most iconic slogan is ‘system change not climate change’ – presents 
some political difficulties. It is not entirely clear who the struggle is against. A 
Marxist framework of radical climate politics must not only be against ‘capital-
ism’, it must be based in an antagonistic conception of struggle between classes 
(see, Hampton, 2015). As Foster et al. (2010: 157) point out, but scarcely exam-
ine in detail, the ‘incessant drive’ for growth under capitalism is not general or 
abstract – it is not ‘growth’ for society as a whole – it is growth based on ‘class 
based profits and accumulation’. Accumulation is the private appropriation of 
wealth and profits for the capitalist class. Thus, we must not only focus our cri-
tiques on ‘capitalism’ but also on the capitalist class. What would an antagonistic 
climate politics focused on class struggle look like?

In Capital Volume I (1976 [1867]), Marx faces the problem of explaining 
where the extra value comes from in the formula for capital, M-C-M’. After 
exploring a variety of possibilities in the realm of market exchange, Marx con-
cludes that the equivalence assumed by exchange bars an adequate explanation 
of surplus value. For the secret to where this ‘extra’ value comes from, Marx 
instructs, ‘Let us … leave this noisy sphere, where everything takes place on the 
surface and in full view of everyone, and follow them into the hidden abode of 
production’ (Marx, 1976 [1867]: 280). From this point forward, Marx analyses 
the mechanisms of surplus value extraction in production. The exploitation of 
labour becomes the key to Marx’s theory of capital as self-expanding value.

In the twenty-first century, various kinds of hydrocarbons are exposed to oxy-
gen and heat (i.e. combustion) to create carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas 
emissions (e.g. M-CH4 … P … M + CO2). Similar to the classical political econo-
mists of Marx’s day, most political attention to the problem of climate change 
focuses on the ‘noisy sphere’ of market exchange. If we are emitting too much 
carbon, it is because there is no price for it. To lower emissions, we must focus 
on individual consumer choices. Yet, in order to understand the material basis of 
our carbon-based society, it is necessary to leave this ‘noisy sphere’ of exchange 
and venture into the hidden abodes of production (see also, Gould et al., 2008). It 
is not only that industrial production – from fossil fuel extraction to steel, chemi-
cals, and cement – has the largest carbon footprint, it is also that we need a poli-
tics of climate change that focuses its struggles on who controls and profits from 
material production. Those concerned with climate change are rightly focused on 
those capitalists in control of energy extraction and profits (the fossil fuel com-
panies), but it is necessary to extend our class critique to all those capitalists who 
control and profit from the means of production and their associated emissions.
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Of course, many consumers ‘control’ their carbon footprints at the point of 
emissions – driving cars, heating homes. However, there is a critical class-based 
distinction between emissions for social reproduction (represented by the for-
mula C-M-C) and emissions linked to accumulation (M-C-M). From this per-
spective, the class politics are clear for even the wealthy SUV driver – they only 
consume gasoline for their own reproduction. Yet, it is capital that owns and con-
trols the means of oil extraction, refining, pipelines, and distribution that enter the 
consumer’s tank. Politically we need to link emissions back to the guiding logics 
of capital – profit and accumulation. Rather than obsessing over consumption 
habits, it would be preferable to question what this wealthy consumer did in their 
workplace to become so wealthy.

Climate politics could use a return to a somewhat orthodox Marxist conception 
of class to understand both the causes of and solutions to climate change (see, 
Hampton, 2015). This approach would concentrate on who owns and controls 
the means of production – and would aim to reignite debates over class structure 
that were perhaps more prominent in the 1970s and 1980s (cf. Poulantzas, 1975; 
Wood, 1986; Wright, 2015). The core focus is capital–labour relations in the 
realm of production, but a full class perspective must also take into account other 
key classes. For example, Marx’s ([1894] 1981) theories of the landlord class 
(and rent theory) are highly relevant to understanding property relations in the 
extractive sector – and in the case of fossil fuel reserves these are often ‘landlord 
states’ (Coronil, 1997; see also, Felli, 2014).

In another vein, the class at the ideological centre of the climate movement is 
the professional–managerial class (Ehrenreich and Ehrenreich, 1979).3 This class 
includes the scientists, academics, journalists, public sector, and other knowledge 
workers. This class lacks a materialist politics and mainly focuses on individual 
beliefs and actions concerning the scientific knowledge of climate change (belief/
denial), market-based solutions (carbon tax or fee), and a psychology of carbon 
guilt (we consume too much). Thus far the professional class has rightly sought 
coalitions with those class formations seen as most marginalised from the global 
capitalist economy – and thus most likely to bear the brunt of the worst of cli-
mate change. This focus on marginalised populations includes what Ariel Salleh 
(2000: 30) calls the ‘meta-industrial class … such as women domestic workers, 
subsistence farmers, and indigenous peoples, [who] are both inside and outside of 
the dominant hegemony’. Yet, the problem with the professional class and these 
marginalised social formations is that they represent small proportions of the 
population in the most heavily industrialised emitting zones of the global capital-
ist economy. In a neoliberal era in which an estimated 2 billion people have been 
added to the global proletariat, how can climate politics reach the working class?

Of course, the key questions (as suggested above) are: who is the working 
class today? Can the working class still be seen as an ‘agent’ or ‘historical sub-
ject’ of revolution? Broadly, the working class could include everyone who relies 
on wages for survival. A more orthodox perspective might focus on only those 
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‘productive’ labourers – not in the normative sense, but in terms of the workers 
who directly produce surplus value for capital. Regardless, it is clear the vast 
majority of society lacks control over the means of production – in particular, 
the working class lacks basic control over the energy systems causing climate 
change. Even if we take the classes reviewed above – professionals or those in 
the informal economy – they share one basic objective requirement: they must 
work to survive. Many political projects today talk about ‘energy democracy’ or 
‘community control’ over energy, but it is unclear what role workers themselves 
should have in shaping a green energy transition. It is clear that any attempt to 
forge a true ‘energy democracy’ would have to take into account the needs of the 
vast majority of the population – the working class. Entrenched systems of power 
only bend under tremendous political pressure from below. One need not be tele-
ological to assert that if there is going to be a democratic solution to climate 
change it will need to incorporate vast swathes of the working class to succeed.

To understand the working-class role in climate politics we should also revisit 
the maligned question of workers’ objective interests (cf. Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985). As Chibber (2017) and others argue, a return to class analysis will involve 
wrestling with this issue. Ironically, as mentioned earlier, it is the right that argues 
climate policies will go against the interests of poor and low-income people by 
raising energy costs and costing jobs. How can a working-class politics counter 
these narratives? Obviously, workers and all of humanity have an ‘interest’ in a 
liveable planet. Yet, understanding this interest is ‘abstract’ and requires a work-
ing knowledge of complex biogeochemical cycles (it is this ‘knowledge’ and ‘sci-
ence’ that the professional–managerial class insists must be central to a climate 
politics). There are of course many on the ‘frontlines’ of climate changes – indig-
enous peoples, peasants, and coastal communities – whose own direct material 
interests in survival are at stake. Yet, while the climate justice movement has 
consistently pointed this out, it’s not clear these marginalised ‘frontline’ commu-
nities form the kind of political base necessary to confront the fossil fuel industry.

What about a broader working-class interest in climate? I think workers’ 
interests are more directly tied to the material capacities of renewable energy 
to provide free and inexhaustible energy. While most left thinking on climate 
change suggests a politics of ‘less’ and ‘degrowth’ (Latouche, 2009), a working-
class interest in climate politics must emphasise the abundance and emancipatory 
potential of this energy transition. From a reformist perspective, left climate poli-
tics should fight for public ownership and investment in renewable energy systems 
to provide cheap or free energy to the masses. From a revolutionary perspective, 
renewable energy can provide the material basis for what Marx ([1894]1981: 
958) called the ‘realm of freedom’. Marx’s vision was always based on workers 
seizing the means of automated production to allow society the time and energy 
for free creative and humanistic development. The twenty-first century reveals 
this vision is not compatible with fossil fuel based machinery and abundance. 
Renewable energy is a more ecological form of automation: it not only requires 
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very little labour (Hughes, 2017) but also, as a ‘flow’ resource, it provides energy 
without combustion, emissions, and the depletion of a stock (Malm, 2016). After 
all, it was Lenin (1920) who famously said, ‘Communism is Soviet power plus 
the electrification of the whole country’. It is true that the revolution will be elec-
trified; but unlike the Soviet Union, it must be electrified with renewables (see 
also, Schwartzman, 2013). This working-class interest in energy and freedom can 
shape the struggle against those private forms of capital seeking to privatise and 
profit from renewable energy abundance (e.g. Elon Musk’s Tesla).

Almost all viable pathways to decarbonisation involve an approach described 
by many as ‘electrify everything’ (Roberts, 2017) – transport, industry, and resi-
dential/commercial heating. It is unfathomable that this scale of a transformation 
could happen without a mass-movement against the private interests currently 
in control of the fossil fuel extraction industries and well as private-for-profit 
electric utility industry. These private interests would need to be taken over by 
more socially oriented institutions. Some Marxists would hope the working class 
itself might expropriate private fossil capital themselves; others might see a more 
viable path via a social-democratic transfer of energy to the public sector – what 
Pollin (2018), in a formula that has recently gained traction in the US political 
mainstream, calls a ‘Green New Deal’. Neither scenario is conceivable without a 
well-organised majoritarian movement from below – that is a movement which 
at its core includes vast swathes of the working class.

CONCLUSION: FROM CAPITALISM TO CLASS

In this chapter, I’ve outlined a Marxist approach to climate change in four steps. 
First, we need a historical–materialist understanding of the development of rela-
tions between fossil fuels and capitalist social relations. Second, I argued for an 
approach that understands the historical specificity of neoliberal hegemony to 
understand climate policies like carbon taxes, and cap and trade. Third, Marxists 
also require a global approach to state power and imperialism to understand the 
nature of international climate negotiations. Finally, and most importantly from 
a political perspective, a class approach to climate politics would lay out more 
clearly who is responsible for climate change (e.g. industrial capital, landlord 
states), and the working-class interests in a green energy transition.

The climate movement is frankly stuck in a mire of ineffectiveness. It is wed-
ded to an ideologically powerful, but small-in-number and petty-bourgeois profes-
sional class fixated on a politics of ‘less’ consumption and growth. While radical 
climate activists are clear the problem is a ‘system’ called capitalism, they are 
less clear on the class struggle required to create such a ‘system change’. A class 
struggle against the entrenched power of fossil and industrial capital can only suc-
ceed with the organised power and masses of the working class behind it. If cli-
mate politics is going to energise the masses it must shift to a politics they can get 
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behind; a politics that promises direct material betterment through the solutions 
to climate change. A materialist view can see the seeds of that betterment directly 
in the very technologies of renewable energy itself. Private green or clean tech 
capital will not relinquish their control over these technologies without a fight.

Notes

1  This is distinct from those conceptualisations advanced by Jason Read (2003) and certain autonomist 
Marxists which focus more on the subsumption of subjectivity.

2  I understand that Morales’s turn towards extractivism has since shaken the pro-climate environmen-
tal nature of his politics. See Andreucci (2018).

3  This class of knowledge workers has recently captured much attention. Perhaps most problematically, 
Richard Florida (2014) theorises the ‘creative class’ as the engine of urban growth and dynamism (and, 
of course, gentrification). Thomas Frank (2016) has recently argued the Democratic party in the USA has 
become tethered to the ‘professional class’ of wealthy liberals at the expense of its working-class base. 
Elizabeth Currid-Halkett (2017) claims an elite ‘aspirational class’ – focused on expensive education and 
environmentally conscious consumption – has walled itself off from the poor and working classes. None 
of these accounts is sufficiently grounded in Marxist class theory, which is why I return to Ehrenreich and 
Ehrenreich’s (1979) classic theorisation of the ‘professional–managerial class’.

REFERENCES

Andreucci, D. (2018). Populism, Hegemony, and the Politics of Natural Resource Extraction in Evo 
Morales’s Bolivia. Antipode 50(4), pp. 825–845.

Angus, I., ed., (2009). The Global Fight for Climate Justice: Anticapitalist Responses to Global Warming 
and Environmental Destruction. Vancouver, BC: Fernwood Publishing.

Aronoff, K. (2016). LIUNA’s Rank-and-File is Challenging Union Leadership on Standing Rock –  
and beyond. In These Times, 7 November. Available online: http://inthesetimes.com/working/
entry/19605/liunas_rank_and_file_is_challenging_union_leadership_on_standing_rockand_be

Bang, G., D. G. Victor, and S. Andresen. (2017). California’s Cap-and-Trade System: Diffusion and Lessons. 
Global Environmental Politics 17(3), pp. 12–30

Bond, P. (2010). Climate Debt Owed To Africa: What to Demand and How to Collect? African Journal of 
Science, Technology, Innovation and Development 2(1), pp. 83–113.

Buckley, C. (2017). Xi Jinping Is Set for a Big Gamble With China’s Carbon Trading Market. New York 
Times, 23 June, p. A4.

Bumpus, A. and D. Liverman. (2008). Accumulation by Decarbonization and the Governance of Carbon 
Offsets. Economic Geography 84(2), pp. 127–155.

Bumpus, A. and D. Liverman. (2011). Carbon Colonialism? Offsets, Greenhouse Gas Reductions, and 
Sustainability. In, Global Political Ecology, R. Peet, P. Robbins, and M. Watts, eds. London: Routledge, 
pp. 203–224.

Chibber, V. (2017). Rescuing Class from the Cultural Turn. Catalyst 1(1). Available online: http://catalyst-
journal.com/27/11/cultural-turn-vivek-chibber

Ciplet, D., J. Timmons Roberts, and M. Rahman Khan. (2015). Power in a Warming World: The New 
Global Politics of Climate Change and the Remaking of Environmental Inequality. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press.

Cipolla, C. (1978). An Economic History of World Population. Baltimore, MD: Penguin.
Clark, B. and R. York. (2005). Carbon Metabolism: Global Capitalism, Climate Change, and the 

Biospheric Rift. Theory and Society 34(4), pp. 391–428.

http://inthesetimes.com/working/entry/19605/liunas_rank_and_file_is_challenging_union_leadership_on_standing_rockand_be
http://inthesetimes.com/working/entry/19605/liunas_rank_and_file_is_challenging_union_leadership_on_standing_rockand_be
http://catalyst-journal.com/27/11/cultural-turn-vivek-chibber
http://catalyst-journal.com/27/11/cultural-turn-vivek-chibber


CLIMATE CHANGE 725

Coronil, F. (1997). The Magical State: Nature, Money, and Modernity in Venezuela. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press.

Currid-Halkett, E. (2017). The Sum of Small Things: A Theory of the Aspirational Class. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press.

Ehrenreich, B. and J. Ehrenreich. (1979). The Professional-Managerial Class. In, Between Labor and 
Capital, P. Walker, ed. Boston: South End Press, pp. 5–45.

Faber, D. (2008). Capitalizing on Environmental Injustice: The Polluter-Industrial Complex in the Age of 
Globalization. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.

Felli, R. (2014). On Climate Rent. Historical Materialism 22(3–4), pp. 251–280.
Florida, R. (2014). The Rise of the Creative Class: Revisited. New York: Basic Books.
Foster, J.B., B. Clark, and R. York. (2010). The Ecological Rift: Capitalism’s War on the Earth. New York: 

Monthly Review Press.
Frank, T. (2016). Listen, Liberal: Or, What Ever Happened to the Party of the People? London: Picador.
Frunza, M-C. (2013). Fraud and Carbon Markets: The Carbon Connection. London: Routledge.
Funk, M. (2014). Windfall: The Booming Business of Global Warming. London: Penguin.
Gold, M. (2015). Charles Koch on the 2016 Race, Climate Change and Whether He Has Too Much Power. 

The Washington Post, 4 August. Available online: www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/
wp/2015/08/04/charles-koch-on-the-2016-race-climate-change-and-whether-he-has-too-much-power

Gore, A. (1993). Earth in the Balance: Ecology and the Human Spirit. New York: Plume.
Gould, K., D. Pellow, and A. Schnaiberg. (2008). Treadmill of Production: Injustice and Unsustainability 

in the Global Economy. London: Routledge.
Gupta, J. (2014). The History of Global Climate Governance. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Hampton, P. (2015). Workers and Trade Unions for Climate Solidarity: Tackling Climate Change in a 

Neoliberal World. London: Routledge.
Harvey, D. (2005). A Brief History of Neoliberalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Hawken, P. (1993). The Ecology of Commerce: A Declaration of Sustainability. New York: HarperCollins.
Huber, M. (2013). Lifeblood: Oil, Freedom, and the Forces of Capital. Minneapolis, MN: University of 

Minnesota Press.
Huber, M. (2017). Hidden Abodes: Industrializing Political Ecology. Annals of the American Association 

of Geographers 107(1), pp. 151–166.
Hughes, D. (2017). A Jobless Utopia? Boston Review. Available online: http://bostonreview.net/class-

inequality/david-mcdermott-hughes-jobless-utopia
Johnson, B. (2014). Carbon Nation: Fossil Fuels in the Making of American Culture. Lawrence, KS: 

University of Kansas Press.
Klein, N. (2014). This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Laclau, E. and C. Mouffe. (1985). Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Toward a Radical Democratic Politics. 

London: Verso.
Latouche, S. (2009). Farewell to Growth. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Layzer, J. (2012). Open for Business: Conservatives’ Opposition to Environmental Regulation. Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press.
Lenin, V. (1920). Our Foreign and Domestic Position and Party Tasks, Speech Delivered To The Moscow 

Gubernia Conference of the R.C.P.(B.) 21 November 1920. Available online: www.marxists.org/
archive/lenin/works/1920/nov/21.htm

Lohmann, L. (2012). Financialization, Commodification and Carbon: The Contradictions Of Neoliberal 
Climate Policy. In, The Crisis and the Left, L. Panitch, G. Albo, and V. Chibber, eds. New York: Monthly 
Review Press, pp. 85–107.

Malm, A. (2016). Fossil Capital: The Rise of Steam Power and the Roots of Global Warming. London: 
Verso.

Mann, G. and J. Wainwright. (2018). Climate Leviathan: A Political Theory of Our Planetary Future. 
London: Verso.

Marx, K. (1976 [1867]). Capital, Vol. 1. London: Penguin.

www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2015/08/04/charles-koch-on-the-2016-race-climate-change-and-whether-he-has-too-much-power
www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2015/08/04/charles-koch-on-the-2016-race-climate-change-and-whether-he-has-too-much-power
http://bostonreview.net/class-inequality/david-mcdermott-hughes-jobless-utopia
http://bostonreview.net/class-inequality/david-mcdermott-hughes-jobless-utopia
www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1920/nov/21.htm
www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1920/nov/21.htm


THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM726

Marx, K. (1981 [1894]). Capital, Vol. 3. London: Penguin.
McNally, D. (2011). Global Slump: The Economics and Politics of Crisis and Resistance. Oakland, CA: PM 

Press.
McNeill, J.R. and P. Engelke. (2016). The Great Acceleration: An Environmental History of the 

Anthropocene Since 1945. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Mokyr, J. (1998). The Second Industrial Revolution, 1870–1914. In Storia dell’economia Mondiale, V. 

Castronovo, ed. Rome: Laterza Publishing, pp. 219–245.
Moore, J. (2015). Capitalism in the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital. London: Verso.
Newell, P. and M. Paterson. (2010). Climate Capitalism: Global Warming and the Transformation of the 

Global Economy. Harvard, MA: Cambridge University Press.
Nikiforuk, A. (2014). The Energy of Slaves : Oil and the New Servitude. Vancouver, BC: Greystone Books.
O’Connor, J. (1998). Natural Causes: Essays on Ecological Marxism. London: Guilford Press.
Parenti, C. (2013). A Radical Approach to Climate Politics. Dissent. Available online: www.dissentmaga-

zine.org/article/a-radical-approach-to-the-climate-crisis
Pigou, A. (1920). The Economics of Welfare. London: Macmillan & Co.
Pollin, R. (2018). De-Growth vs. A Green New Deal. New Left Review 112(July-August), pp. 5–25.
Poulantzas, N. (1975). Classes in Contemporary Capitalism. London: NLB.
Read, J. (2003). The Micro-Politics of Capital: Marx and the Prehistory of the Present. Albany, NY: State 

University of New York Press.
Reed, S. (2015). Oil and Gas Companies Make Statement in Support of U.N. Climate Goals. New York 

Times, 16 October, p. B3.
Roberts, D. (2017). The Key to Tackling Climate Change: Electrify Everything. Vox, 27 October. Available 

online: www.vox.com/2016/9/19/12938086/electrify-everything
Roberts, J.T. and B.C. Parks. (2006). A Climate of Injustice: Global Inequality, North-South Politics, and 

Climate Policy. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Rosenthal, E. and A. Lehren. (2012). Profits on Carbon Credits Drive Output of a Harmful Gas. New York 

Times, 8 August, p. A1.
Salleh, A. (2000). The Meta-Industrial Class and Why We Need It. Democracy & Nature 6(1), pp. 27–36.
Schwartzman, D. (2013). The Great Bifurcation and Prospects for Solar Communism in the 21st Century. 

International Critical Thought 3(4), pp. 480–495.
Sieferle, R.P. (2001 [1982]). The Subterranean Forest: Energy Systems and The Industrial Revolution. 

Cambridge: White Horse Press.
Steinberg, T. (2010). Can Capitalism Save the Planet? On the Origins of Green Liberalism. Radical History 

Review 107, pp. 7–24.
Thompson, A. (2006). Management Under Anarchy: The International Politics of Climate Change. 

Climate Change 78(1), pp. 7–29.
Wood, E.M. (1986). The Retreat from Class: A New ‘True’ Socialism. London: Verso.
Wrigley, E.A. (1988). Continuity, Chance and Change: The Character of the Industrial Revolution in 

England. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Wright, E.O. (2015). Understanding Class. London: Verso.

www.dissentmagazine.org/article/a-radical-approach-to-the-climate-crisis
www.dissentmagazine.org/article/a-radical-approach-to-the-climate-crisis
www.vox.com/2016/9/19/12938086/electrify-everything


PART VI

Domains





40
Anthropology

Er ica  Laga l i s se

Marx relied on anthropology in his logical and historical exposition, and anthro-
pology has long existed in dialectic with Marxism. To study anthropology with 
Marxist categories or subject Marxism to ethnographic scrutiny, it makes sense 
to proceed chronologically – the importance of history is something anthropolo-
gists and Marxists now often agree on. In the process, we consider how philo-
sophical idealism continues to interfere in efforts to build grounded ethnographic 
theory, yet how ethnography remains a uniquely useful tool to unsettle idealist 
abstractions that limit Marxist debate itself.

With attention to how ideas about ideology themselves exist in relation to par-
ticular material and historical circumstances, I begin by discussing Marx’s treat-
ment of anthropology in his project to historicize capitalism, then how Marxist 
theory influenced anthropology: by the middle of the twentieth century, the 
anthropological notion of society was no longer the integrated whole imagined 
within functionalism, but rather a field characterized by conflict and struggle. 
Following experiments in material and ecological determinisms, it was feminist 
and postcolonial revisionings of the ‘class consciousness’ concept that sparked 
an epistemological debate that informs the politics of ethnography to the present 
day – insights of the poststructuralist turn may transcend those of Marx, but they 
also contain them.

The same feminist and postcolonial interventions also influenced broader 
social science debates around ‘intersectionality’, and ultimately the everyday 
attributions of ‘good politics’ among the anarchist activists who were the focus of 
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my own ethnographic research (Lagalisse, 2016). I present this research to sug-
gest the utility of anthropology to resolve certain impasses in Marxist theory and 
practice. In my study of the ethnographic category ‘good politics’, it becomes 
clear that people concerned about oppressed identities are not necessarily look-
ing for recognition (as opposed to engaging in ‘class struggle’) as some have 
claimed, yet insofar as identities are mobilized as property, no amount of inter-
sectionality talk makes things better for the working class. The same research 
also exemplifies how cross-cultural analysis may continue to be useful to histo-
ricize and denaturalize the logic of capitalism. My ethnographic inspiration to 
explore the semiotic and legal senses of ‘property’ across culture helped eluci-
date how identity functions as property in the activities of anarchist activists, and 
among contemporary scholars. Transcendence is valued over immanence within 
the game of ‘good politics’, because successful identity-appropriation follows 
from successful self-appropriation.

The late twentieth-century deconstruction of truth, totality and structural-
ism within the discipline of anthropology was partly in response to feminist and 
postcolonial critiques, yet this very deconstruction has often been recuperated to 
interfere in feminist and postcolonial projects. My exposition may help us under-
stand why. Beyond questions of history or justice, ones of property and propriety 
also lead anthropologists to ignore ‘class’ in preference for ‘race’. Now, insofar 
as disciplinary priorities involve putting aside ‘discourse’ to consider ‘ontology’ 
once more, the intellectual tools of Marxism may help explain why anthropolo-
gists tend to avoid citing the ‘material’ at the same time. Insofar as this chapter is 
staged as an intervention, it is to remind twenty-first-century anthropologists of 
the material importance of knowing their (disciplinary) history, and to challenge 
the Marxist who still considers identity politics a conundrum to consider apply-
ing the materialist method of ethnography.

SCIENCES OF SOCIAL CHANGE

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels sought to historicize the logic of private  
property – if capitalism is the product of particular historical circumstances, then 
it can be overturned. The study of pre-capitalist societies was therefore impor-
tant. In The German Ideology (Marx, 1978 [1932]) and The Communist 
Manifesto (Marx and Engels, 1978 [1848]), Marx and Engels’ historical interest 
concerned feudalism, the period in European history immediately before capital-
ism. By 1858, however, they had begun discussing ‘tribal society’. In Marx’s 
early drafts of Capital (1990 [1867]), material later published as The Grundrisse 
(1993 [1858]) or in Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations (1964 [1858]), we see 
his first elaborations on ‘tribal’, ‘classical’ and ‘oriental’ societies, a discussion 
further developed after 1880 when Marx and Engels discovered the work of 
anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan (1818–81).
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Anthropology developed largely as an evolutionary science of human society, 
directly inspired by Darwin’s work on biological evolution (see also Bloch, 1983: 
4–6). Henry Morgan’s work Ancient Society (1877) also proposed an evolution-
ary scheme, yet Morgan’s work differed from that of his contemporaries in that he 
demonstrated more sympathy for ‘primitives’ than his peers, and beyond defining 
‘stages’ of social evolution, he concerned himself with why one ‘stage’ should 
change to another. He proposed that a society passes from one stage to another 
when various subsystems stop working in complement and therefore come into 
conflict. Morgan’s model of history, wherein evolution leads to the destruction 
of its own stages, resonates with the Hegelian one that Marx inherited and was 
working to reinvent (see e.g. Marx, 1978 [1932]) – the Hegelian dialectic is char-
acterized by theses and antitheses that invite syntheses. While figures such as 
Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) presumed the same laws apply to biological evolu-
tion and human societies, Marx and Morgan did not consider human historical 
processes the same as those of natural selection, and worked to figure them out.

Morgan’s work informs Engels’ approach in The Origin of the Family, Private 
Property and the State (2010 [1893]), which proposes that matrilineality is over-
thrown because a developing system of animal domestication (which leads to 
material surplus) becomes incompatible with the existing system of inheritance. 
It was no coincidence that Marx and Engels followed Morgan here and generally 
concentrated their attentions on the ‘family’. Following Hegel, however will-
ingly or unwittingly, the society without private property was to be antithetical 
to their own and therefore without exploitation. Marx arranged ‘kinship rela-
tions’ and relations in the labour market as semantic opposites – kinship relations 
are egalitarian and do not involve one group living off the other. For Marx, the 
gender division of labour is ‘based on a purely physiological foundation’ and/
or capitalism levels the difference (Marx, 1990 [1867]: 471). Marx and Engels 
therefore reproduce categories of bourgeois ideology as well as Hegelian ones. 
The concept of a political public sphere, characterized by conflict and unnatural 
power, vs. a domestic private sphere, characterized by non-exploitative and natu-
ral cooperation, is enshrined in The Origin (2010 [1893]), the first Marxist book 
written with significant anthropological ambition, to then be carried forward in 
Marxist debate.1

A MATTER OF PERSPECTIVE

By positing primitive societies as ‘classless’, Engels denied subsequent Marxists 
the use of certain sociological tools developed within Marx’s work. Debates that 
disputed the revolutionary role of peasants (as ‘primitives’) vis-à-vis the prole-
tariat during the Russian Revolution, for example, did not accord with the 
nuances of Marx’s theory of ideology, wherein it is understood that either ‘class 
consciousness’ or ‘false consciousness’ will prevail among a subjugated group 
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contingent on diverse questions of history – the ‘ideas of the ruling class are in 
every epoch the ruling ideas’ (Marx, 1978 [1932]: 172), yet also ‘the bourgeoisie 
produces its own gravediggers’ (Marx and Engels, 1978 [1848]: 480). In a soci-
ety characterized by power, one’s own ideas are influenced by the interests of 
dominant groups, yet insofar as primitives were idealized as classless, their ideas 
could be held to reflect reality.

Figures such as Paul Lefargue (1842–1911), Karl Kautsky (1854–1938) and 
Georgi Plekhanov (1856–1918) thus proceeded to treat pre-capitalist human his-
tory as an extension of biology, wherein society (including ideology) is a func-
tion of technological adaptation (see Bloch, 1983: chapter 4), even though Marx 
had rejected utilitarian explanations that directly adapted Darwin (1964 [1859]). 
During this same period, Marx’s notion of the material and the ideal being indis-
soluble also becomes simplified into a two-stage model in which there is first 
material social life (‘base’) and then consciousness and its products (‘superstruc-
ture’ or ideology) – a mechanical materialist reversal of idealist dualism.2 It is 
in this context that Gramsci’s (1971) later qualification that cultural elements 
that have no ‘necessary class-belonging’, necessitating a ‘war of position’ (for 
hegemony), becomes relevant. Yet other problems followed: the fact that ‘class 
consciousness’ erupts unevenly was addressed by the French Structural school, 
following Althusser (2005 [1965]), by debating the ‘relative autonomy’ of super-
structures, whereas the British Historical school, following Thompson (1963), 
resolved the problem of determinism with the mitigating category of ‘experience’ 
(see e.g. Williams, 1980: 59–61).

These mid-century debates about conflict and perspective did not occur within 
the field of anthropology at the time. Georgi Plekhanov and Franz Boas (1858–
1942), widely referred to as the ‘father of American anthropology’, had shared 
mentors, and Boas’ own rejection of culture as ‘adaptation’ was key within the 
development of anthropological ‘cultural relativism’ (see Bloch, 1983: 105–8), 
yet during this period there remained strong parallels between the romanticized 
primitives of early twentieth-century anthropology and contemporary Marxism. 
Whether we speak of Boas’ students in the USA, such as Ruth Benedict (1887–
1948) or Margaret Mead (1901–78) who developed the ‘culture and personality’ 
school, or Alfred Kroeber (1876–1960) who is now associated with ‘symbolic 
anthropology’, or the ‘functionalist’ or ‘structural functionalist’ approaches in 
British anthropology that followed A. R. Radcliffe-Brown (1881–1966) and 
Bronisław Malinowski (1881–1942), anthropologists tended to view society as  
a cohesive system in equilibrium: cultural institutions exist because they meet 
the physical and psychological needs of a given people. The Manchester school 
(e.g. Gluckman, 1955; Turner, 1957) integrated a Marxist lens for conflict, yet 
much mid-century anthropology also carried forward the fancies of culture-
as-adaptation: in the work of Leslie White (e.g. 2007 [1959]) and Julian Steward 
(e.g. 1955), structural Marxism constitutes a form of ecological determinism. The 
genealogy of anthropology and Marxism in French literature is largely bracketed 
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here, yet we may note that the structuralism of Claude Lévi-Strauss, for example, 
is also in dialogue with Marx (see e.g. Lévi-Strauss, 1963: 333–7).

Outside the academy, meanwhile, debates within Marxism and social move-
ments continued and began to affect the discipline of anthropology in a new way. 
Controversy about the imputed revolutionary consciousness of the peasantry 
gave way to feminist and postcolonial theorists’ own interventions with respect 
to the categories of ‘class struggle’ and ‘class consciousness’ – Marxist theorists 
produce their own gravediggers as well.

Feminist movements of the 1960s in Europe and North America likewise 
worked to challenge male domination by debating its historicity – just as private 
property needs not be an eternal truth, neither does the patriarchy. The femi-
nist concern with historicity was partly in parallel with the Marxist method, and 
partly a result of adopting a then-established Marxist analytical framework, albeit 
applied to a different sort of class. Feminist debates also entered and changed 
anthropology, given their interest in the diversity of human societies across time 
and space. In some feminist anthropology, patriarchy emerges with agriculture 
(and economic surplus, à l’Engels), or with Western colonization (e.g. Etienne 
and Leacock, 1980); for others, ‘domestic’ vs. ‘public’ spheres are posited as 
universal across cultures (Rosaldo and Lamphere, 1974; cf. Rapp, 1975), yet 
patriarchy is nonetheless due for an overthrow (for an overview see Fraser and 
Nicholson, 1990; Moore, 1988). Either way, the social difference between men 
and women is not natural (a function of biological adaptation) and is character-
ized by complex forms of ideology.

As feminist anthropology circulated within social movements and other aca-
demic disciplines, renovated Marxist concepts such as social (re)production and 
emotional labour provided new vocabularies to articulate gendered power (e.g. 
Federici, 2012; Ferguson and Folbre, 1981). The implications of Marxist ‘class 
consciousness’ pertaining to women as a category also facilitated the develop-
ment of feminist standpoint theory, which adapts Marx’s (1978 [1932]) notion of 
‘partial perspective’, specifically ‘class consciousness’ as elaborated by Lukács 
(1971), in relation to gender: ‘the experiences arising from the activities assigned 
to women’ provide ‘less distorted knowledge claims than do men’s experiences’ 
(Harding, 1990: 95). This notion is later mobilized and qualified in feminist 
theorizations of ‘intersectionality’, which highlight (epistemological) difference 
among women (see e.g. Collins, 2019; Haraway, 1990).

Notably, in standpoint theory, the analytical emphasis is on the privileged per-
spective (versus potential ‘false consciousness’) of the subjugated class. This is 
also the case in postcolonial theory developed during the same period, wherein 
contemporary anticolonial and nationalist resistance movements inspired argu-
ments about the revolutionary role of the ‘peasantry’ once more. The subaltern 
studies school that focused on South Asian resistance (e.g. Prakash, 2000; Spivak, 
1988), the literature on ‘new social movements’ (e.g. Álvarez and Escobar, 1992) 
and ‘decoloniality’ (e.g. Cusicanqui, 2006; Quijano and Ennis, 2000) from Latin 
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America, and all those concerned with Orientalism (Said, 1978) suggested that 
racialized colonial subjects be granted specific epistemic privilege: capitalism 
has regularly found its ‘sternest negation’ from ‘peoples organized according to a 
number of principles at once, including antiracism’ (Gilmore, 2008: 39).

THE GAME OF ‘GOOD POLITICS’

Many celebrated the feminist and anticolonial interventions in their regard to 
multiple forms of ‘difference’. Their moves worked to ‘proliferate histories, 
cultures and identities arrested by previous essentializations’ (Prakash, 2000: 
185). In Chandra Mohanty’s words, ‘the particular standpoint of poor and indig-
enous Third World/South women provides the most inclusive viewing of sys-
temic power’ (2003: 232). If revolutionary ‘class consciousness’ has not yet 
enthusiastically erupted on a global scale, it is partially because Marxist theories 
of class do not comprehend the multiplicity of structures of oppression that capi-
talism relies on and exacerbates, such as those of gender or race. These are now 
familiar critiques.

Others have voiced concern that capitalism can easily manage ‘multiple and 
competing claimants on the social surplus that it governs’ instead of equality 
in ‘the dimension of economic goods’ (Ahmad, 1997: 63). There is a danger in 
accepting ‘all the fetishisms of locality, place, or social grouping’ while denying 
theory that can ‘grasp the political economic processes (money flows, interna-
tional divisions of labour, financial markets, and the like) that are becoming ever 
more universalizing in their depth, intensity, reach and power over daily life’ 
(Harvey, 1989: 116–17). These are now familiar responses.

Trying my own hand in this long-standing controversy, I suggest the con-
ceptual impasse is partially related to a tendency to begin with abstract catego-
ries instead of material social relations, a disciplinary mistake for Marxists and 
anthropologists both:

While anti-racist and anti-sexist struggle are guided by the striving for the full recognition of 
the other, the class struggle aims at overcoming and subduing, annihilating even, the other –  
even if not a direct physical annihilation, it aims at wiping out the other’s socio-political role 
and function. In other words, while it is logical to say that anti-racism wants all races to be 
allowed to freely assert and deploy their cultural, political and economic strivings, it is obvi-
ously meaningless to say that the aim of the proletarian class struggle is to allow the bour-
geoisie to fully assert its identity and goals. (Žižek, 2012: 33–4)

In Žižek’s formulation, for example, the subject of action is anti-racism (or anti-
sexism): ‘Anti-racism wants…’. Yet words are not subjects of action. ‘Anti-
racism’ does not want anything. Sometimes the person who talks about 
‘anti-racism’ is seeking more evenly distributed recognition within the system, 
but sometimes they are organized in combative autonomist Zapatista or Black 
Power movements that are not about rights or recognition at all. This being said, 
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Žižek’s confusion is perhaps understandable, as the word ‘identity’ is currently 
used to connote tacit affinities, explicit affiliations, processes of differentiation, 
self-identification and identification by others (see Brubaker and Cooper, 2000) – 
the Marxist distinction between class-in-itself and class-for-itself is neglected. By 
starting with ethnographic research as opposed to the abstracted category, how-
ever, we may avoid this confusion by apprehending how it happens.

My own research of collaborating anarchist activists throughout Mexico, the 
USA and Canada (2005–15), which attended to the ‘friction’ of their encounter 
(Tsing, 2005), highlighted both a transnational ‘anarchist culture’ and the place-
based ‘cultures’ that also inevitably inform local anarchist praxes (Lagalisse, 
2016). In the process, the particular idiosyncrasies of the English-speaking North 
American left are thrown into relief, including their specific manoeuvres of self. 
These plays of self became clear as I studied intersecting structures of power 
inflecting anarchist movements, such as those of race, class, gender, before 
studying North American English-speaking anarchists’ own particular operation-
alizations of ‘intersectionality’, a concept they themselves mobilize to address 
‘marginalization’ in social movement spaces and the broader society. The ways 
in which activists cite intersectionality in meeting protocols, everyday life and 
formal trainings such as anti-oppression workshops, all invite certain relation-
ships to, and (self)representations of, one’s self and those of others.

Part of the reason the ethnographic method is productive to parse the ‘class’ vs. 
‘identity’ debate is precisely because it requires approaching ‘class’ and ‘identity’ 
as emic categories: how: are ‘class’ and ‘identity’ cited in everyday life by activists 
themselves? Further research questions are then to follow from answers to the first: 
why are persons (emically) understood as ‘working class’ cited as oppressive 
more often than others? Why are the activists who are university students the ones 
talking about their identities? Activists want to learn about ‘classism’ so they can 
‘respect working class identity’ but cannot find working class facilitators to teach 
them the etiquette they desire – what is going on? I studied the body language 
in activist organizing meetings, analysed the games that quantify participants’ 
pain in ‘anti-oppression workshops’, took note of which self-identities were 
successfully cited to silence others, counted how many people left the assembly, 
wrote down who felt ‘unsafe’, and wondered how they felt safe enough to  
say so.

I explore the story of Damian, for example, an activist from Mexico living in 
Montreal who is a person of colour as well as a refugee, yet was not, as a conse-
quence, able to valorize himself as epistemologically privileged within his collec-
tive. Carlo, on the other hand, another Mexican refugee more acculturated within 
the Montreal anarchist scene, was able to mobilize both identity and the value of 
self-containment (manners) against Damian in one and the same gesture. ‘That’s why 
I was so mad about Carlo complaining about me yelling in that meeting – when you 
know the game and have the tools you can work it (manejarlo) as a way to get power’. 
I likewise present the experience of some Balkan anarchists in Toronto who attended 
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a dance party fundraiser organized by No One is Illegal activists. When the DJ played 
Balkan music they started bouncing around, at which point they were interrupted by 
some women who asked if they were cops: they weren’t dancing the way everyone 
else was. The men explained that this is how Balkan people dance to Balkan music 
but the activists were not impressed. The men’s dancing was ‘aggressive’ and making 
queer women at the party ‘feel unsafe in the space’ – they had to leave.

I also invite readers to consider scenarios such as the following: an Egyptian 
refugee, two Canadian anarchists of colour and one queer white Canadian anar-
chist are chatting in the hallway of a community organization. The Egyptian 
says that ‘Native Americans were primitives when they were colonized’ whereas 
‘Egypt was a highly advanced civilization’. The Canadian people of colour 
laugh, exchange glances. (As no indigenous person is present they may laugh, 
but make sure to roll their eyes to indicate to each other and anyone watching 
that they did, in fact, recognize the presence of ‘bad politics’.) The queer white 
person maintains a neutral expression until the two people of colour smile at her 
as well, then smiles back. (The queer white person follows their lead, because if 
she laughs and the people of colour decide not to, they may call both her and the 
Egyptian racist. Neither does the queer white person take initiative in challenging 
the Egyptian, because the people of colour may say that she is racist because she 
condescends to Egyptian refugees.)

The game of ‘good politics’ gradually begins to develop contours. We realize 
that the person with ‘good politics’ embodies restraint and deliberation, suppress-
ing emotional and physical display, thus performing an overt display of objectiv-
ity and reflexivity. The person with ‘good politics’ sees the self as something to 
be constructed, stylized and performed, and is a serious, self-contained, self-con-
scious person – one who represents the self in a ‘choiceful’ manner. Successful 
seekers of ‘good politics’ cannot allow conditions for someone to call them 
oppressive, which means keeping in mind who might draw on an oppressed iden-
tity to authorize themselves or others, and maintaining a careful, tentative stance, 
phrasing one’s speech in such a way as to be able to reverse course if necessary 
depending on subtle cues. All of the bourgeois cultural traits of careful self-pre-
sentation and affective restraint characterize and are further encouraged by those 
seeking ‘good politics’. Meanwhile, it also becomes ethnographically evident that 
identity as ‘working class’ cannot be mobilized to valorize the self of ‘good poli-
tics’ the way other politicized ‘identities’ can. Why should all of this be?

Analytical attention to activists’ good manners and their logic of self-identity 
suggested their connection via the logic of property. The proximity of the words 
propriety and property was also a clue, yet it was attention to activists’ everyday 
practice and to the body, as well as their self-reported abstract categories, that 
invited perception of a common morphology among activists’ tendency to privi-
lege words over action, their subcultural sanction against emotional expression 
(and its relation to ‘safe space’) and their abstraction of experience into fixed 
and bounded identity-categories: the form of one’s utterance being valued over its 
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content, and the abstraction of material oppression itself to neatly visible signifiers 
of the same, is homologous. In each instance, performance of transcendence is 
valued over a necessarily imperfect dialogic orientation, as is the abstract self over 
the relational body, which itself must be bounded and self-contained as much as 
possible. The reasons why Damian did not have the self-orientation to propertize 
himself with pain whereas Carlo did, the reasons why the violence suffered by the 
‘white’ Balkan refugees could not be registered, and the reasons why middle class 
women were able to successfully mobilize both legible identity and the virtues of 
bodily containment to forbid their exuberance, are one and the same.

As my attention was gradually brought to consider the relevance of property 
in activist dynamics around ‘identity’, I proceeded to explore the cross-cultural 
relation between semiotic and legal property. I reproduce this discussion in part 
as well, as the material may suggest how cross-cultural analysis, however fraught, 
remains relevant to Marxist thought.

PROPERTY IN PERSPECTIVE

Across diverse cultures, words referencing ‘property’ often bundle three mean-
ings. Property (1) can mean something that one controls and/or legally repre-
sents, but not necessarily exclusively, such as slaves or women whose activity 
may fall under the power of one or more people. Property (2) can also connote 
exclusion, i.e. the exclusion of others from the property or the exclusion of one-
self from it. Excluding others from one’s property is familiar, intrinsic to Western 
private property rights where something is held ‘against all the world’. Excluding 
oneself may not be as intuitive for us but is clarified by considering property in 
the semiotic mode (3), which makes something what it is, i.e. ‘heat is the prop-
erty of fire’. It is an extension of this usage when we refer to ‘my’ boss who I do 
not own in the way I do ‘my’ car. This third meaning is likewise in operation 
when aristocratic clans on the Lau Islands of Fiji are said to ‘own’ the species of 
animals, fish and trees that are associated with them, and which they do not 
control. Exclusion of oneself here interplays with property in the semiotic mode 
insofar as these species are tabu: the clan is forbidden to touch the things they 
are said to ‘own’.

Here I follow Graeber (2007), who suggests these logics of property inhere 
within all social hierarchy insofar as the greater the purview of (political, legal) 
representatives, the more they themselves are set apart, considered a more ‘exclu-
sive’ sort of person, and are spoken of in a way that makes them more abstract –  
they are not called by their individual name but rather by a kin term or title of 
the group they are seen to represent. This is true in Fiji as well as regarding the 
transcendental property of being the ‘Queen of England’. The lack of respect 
involved by calling the Queen by her first name, touching her, or making refer-
ence to bodily functions in her presence are all connected insofar as a relation 
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of avoidance and her constitution as ‘property’, in the dual sense of abstract and 
enclosed, are one and the same. Whether we speak of lineages, clans and tribes, 
or mayors, governors and presidents, in each case representatives are seen fit to 
engage in dialogue with others who share the same property as them, whereas 
those who they represent or ‘include’, those who constitute their property, must 
stand in a relation of avoidance.

Graeber (2007) highlights how the sanction against initiating physical con-
tact with ‘my’ boss lines up with the logic of avoidance as found in the anthro-
pological literature on ‘joking’ vs. ‘avoidance’ relations (e.g. Radcliffe-Brown, 
1940), as well as Bakhtin’s (1984) discussion of the carnivalesque – Bakhtin’s 
‘classical body’ (vs. the ‘grotesque’) suggests hierarchy and avoidance insofar 
as the superior party is constructed as self-contained, discrete and shut off rather 
than continuous with the material world around them (transcendent as opposed to 
immanent). Graeber (2007) emphasizes these connections to suggest that social 
hierarchy necessarily involves constructing superiors as abstract (transcendental) 
property/properties vs. the relative materiality (immanence) of others. Whether 
or not this phenomenon is entirely universal, Graeber’s classical comparative 
method suggests that social hierarchy generally involves a combination of linear 
and taxonomic hierarchy, which is what Lévi-Strauss referred to as ‘universaliza-
tion’ and ‘particularization’ (1966: 161), and what Dumont (1970) elaborated 
as higher categorical ranks ‘encompassing’ those beneath.3 Graeber’s (2007) 
qualification is that hierarchies always involve exclusion as well as inclusion 
(‘encompassment’) wherein the higher rank is set apart from a residual category 
composed of all the others at the same time as it ‘includes’ them.

If the modern West is not to be positioned outside of human history – contra 
Dumont (1970) – then is it possible, I wondered, that Macpherson’s ‘possessive 
individualism’ (1962) references the dynamic of exclusion and encompassment 
within liberal democracy? After all, modern subjective rights are modelled on 
property rights. Whereas rights had been reciprocal (with one person’s specific 
right connoting another’s specific obligation), with the rise of modern liberal-
ism rights were reconceived as something identified with, and owned by, the 
person – a property of the person in both the semiotic and legal sense (see Tuck, 
1981). Macpherson (1962) traces this ‘possessive individual’ of modern rights 
to the capitalist reorganization of social life in seventeenth-century Britain. The 
relation of ownership, having increasingly become the critically important rela-
tion determining one’s freedom of activity, was read back onto the individual 
who was considered to be free insofar as they were proprietor of their own per-
son and capacities. Women, slaves, servants and workers were thus denied legal 
personhood on the conceptual basis of being ‘dependent on the wills of others’ 
(Macpherson, 1962: 15), that is, unable to transcend their material entanglements 
to make ‘rational’ decisions.

Stallybrass and White (1986) study the same time period that concerns 
Macpherson (1962) to find that the bourgeois subject defines itself through the 
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exclusion of the ‘low’, wherein the ‘low’ is the racialized other, the female and 
the dirty masses all at once. These are constructed as polluted by mutual asso-
ciation and by the metonymic association of each with filth, the lower stratum 
of the body and materiality simply put – the bourgeois deny their carnality by 
projecting their immanence onto the ‘hedonistic’ masses. Stallybrass and White’s 
(1986) historical particularist and psychoanalytical method is in certain tension 
with Graeber’s comparative one, yet their studies dovetail insofar as a logic of 
encompassment/exclusion may be observed at work in the attribution of ‘imma-
nence’ (vs. ‘transcendence’) to the women, slaves, servants and workers who 
cannot be property-holders on account of their materially entangled nature (sig-
nificantly, neither could they represent themselves – being relegated to class-in-
itself). That the patriarchs of the proletariat managed to distinguish themselves 
as ‘individuals’ first is no coincidence; their elevation was one and the same with 
‘owning’ and representing their women, and servants or slaves if they had any. 
And, to the extent that women did propertize themselves, it was at the expense 
of servant, slave and proletariat women who were made to do the dirtiest work. 
When the white underclass propertized itself in turn, it was in contradistinction 
to racialized others, hence ‘whiteness as property’ (Harris, 1993). This material 
is now fairly familiar, yet what has not been sufficiently contemplated is how 
identity-based rights involve the same combination of encompassment and exclu-
sion as the original franchise.

PROPERTY, IDENTITY, CLASS

Beverley Skeggs (2004) also asks: how does propriety become property? and 
discovers by another method, a study of contemporary class in Britain, that 
claiming selfhood not only brings ‘into effect entitlements denied to others, it is 
reliant on others being made available both as a resource and constitutive limit’ 
(Skeggs, 2004: 152). In so doing, she intervenes in Bourdieu’s (1984) theoriza-
tion of class ‘distinction’, attending to the co-constitution of race, class and 
gender throughout her work. She points to the advent of liberal multiculturalism 
as a particular historical moment when new forms of property (and its exchange) 
were created, yet only for those with prior forms of entitlement who could mobi-
lize the culture (of themselves or others) as a resource (property) in self-forma-
tion (see also Davies, 1994; Strathern, 1999). At this moment, historical 
exclusion from property becomes rights-bearing property in itself, yet a residual 
underclass is nonetheless created, a constitutive limit being nonetheless required.

The anarchists in my own research are against the state and its politics of repre-
sentation, yet the logic and subjectivity of legal rights have become culturally mobile 
in activists’ concern about diverse persons being ‘excluded’ versus ‘represented’ in 
social movement spaces. Skeggs’ (2004) insights are also relevant in this milieu: the 
degree to which a person enjoys material wealth and power, is master of their own 
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activities, and may relate to the self as does the ‘possessive individual’, determines 
the extent to which a person may access forums to speak their pain in search of 
compensation, be recognized as worthy of having that pain, or be willing and able 
to identify with pain (make it their defining property) in the first place (Skeggs, 
2004: 57–60). Beyond the question of material resources necessary to mobilize 
‘identity’ in one’s favour, people who do not experience suffering as exceptional do 
not have the subjectivity necessary to propertize themselves via experience of pain. 
As a consequence, identity-claimants who enjoy substantial material resources, and 
thus successfully activate identity-related rights, effectively encompass and exclude 
materially disadvantaged would-be claimants from identity-related rights in the 
process (e.g. working class women, queers, trans people and people of colour).

Here, the double movement of exclusion and encompassment is generally 
obfuscated by a slip of statistics and reality invited by (top-down) state gov-
ernance, compounded by the presumption that one’s subjective identification 
as ‘oppressed’ will correspond in a linear fashion with one’s objective circum-
stances. For example, both the fact that ‘women’ experience psychological and 
physical violence that is specific to women (e.g. misogynist rape) and also on 
average earn less money than men are mobilized to claim specific rights for 
‘women’. Since wealthy women who experience relatively less material violence 
inevitably benefit more from these rights than less well-off ones, because they 
enjoy the institutional resources and subjectivity required to activate such rights, 
they thus appropriate the suffering, pain and exclusion of women-on-average 
when garnering compensation for it, at the expense of working class women. The 
same thing happens when ‘racism’ comes to stand in not only for violence that 
is ontologically racial, like being murdered by police on the specific (however 
unacknowledged) basis of being black, but also for the experience of poverty that 
is experienced by people of colour on average.

Thinkers such as Wendy Brown (1995) and Lauren Leve (2011) have already 
explored how the mutual constitution of identities is often imagined away as a 
relationship between an individual and their history and pain, just as material 
property is a social relation confused with the relationship between an owner and 
an object. My qualification is that not only is identity-as-property a social rela-
tionship vis-à-vis ‘all the world’ excluded from that identity yet confused with a 
relationship to one’s individual history (as property), it is also a social relationship 
with all those encompassed by the identity, which is confused with a relationship 
to a collective history that is constructed as shared via compounded confusions 
of reality and statistics.4 In the process, materially impoverished subjects who do 
not identify with pain themselves, yet who arguably experience relatively greater 
quantities of pain and material suffering, are effectively encompassed to consti-
tute the semiotic and legal property (entitlement) of identity-claimants.

It is here we come to the long-controversial proposition of the ‘particularity 
of class’. Levelling race, class and gender as of the same order is not a problem 
because class struggle is ‘objective’ (and seeks to destroy an antagonist) whereas 
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identity formation is ‘subjective’ (and necessarily concerned with seeking recog-
nition), but rather because most other politicized oppression categories besides 
class are semantically organized around a body feature or practice that is not 
inherently painful (having black skin does not sting one’s face), yet which trans-
lates into painful experience and treatment by others in the current social order. 
‘Class’ oppression, on the other hand, does not refer to an immutable (semiotic) 
property, but simply refers to material exploitation, lack and pain.

‘Races’ will not actually survive the demise of ‘racism’ (contra Žižek), yet 
people’s bodies will still include different colour skin and diverse genitals, facial 
hair, and other previously charged markers after the fall of white supremacy and 
patriarchy. Feminists and anti-racists do not want these attributes (properties) to 
cease to exist, but simply for them to stop organizing the way others treat them, 
i.e., they want them to be meaningless, or to take on new positive meanings. 
The question may be of marked practices instead of marked body parts, yet the 
logic still holds: queer and trans people do not want their marked practices to 
stop happening either. When it comes to class the equivalent is not true. People 
do not want to continue working long hours for low pay yet have this take on a 
positive or neutral connotation. The notion of ‘classism’, an imagined equivalent 
to racism or sexism, involves the notion that the working class should be able to 
fully assert its identity and goals in a way parallel to how ‘women’ or ‘people of 
colour’ can or should, even though if they did, they wouldn’t be working class 
anymore. If class is particular it is not because the ‘working class’ uniquely seeks 
to annihilate its other, but rather that it alone seeks to annihilate it-self, and this, 
we might note, is not particularly conducive to the performances of self-valoriza-
tion and containment that ‘good politics’ requires.

There do remain features – marked practices – of ‘working-class-ness’ that 
working class people value, and imagine taking with them when building a post-
capitalist society, such as ‘sincerity’, ‘solidarity’ and ‘sharing’ (see also Skeggs, 
2011). Crucially, these are collective value practices rather than values that can be 
imagined as embodied by one individual. Also crucially, these use-values, which 
have no exchange-value in the bourgeois arena, may also be found within indig-
enous, black or other racialized groups, or within networks of reciprocity among 
neighbourhood women. As collective value practices within these groups, they 
cannot cross the threshold into exchange value in the bourgeois sphere either. The 
fact that the immutable properties that come to stand in for ‘woman’ or ‘person of 
colour’ can, however, mean that within relevant fields of exchange, these proper-
ties can be recuperated to stand in for the practices themselves in order to valorize 
the self. The (processual) practice of sincerity cannot have exchange value, but a 
(reified) symbol for it can, which is what we see happening in the game of ‘good 
politics’ wherein (legibility as) ‘woman’ comes to stand in for ‘superior com-
munication style’, or (legibility as) ‘indigenous’ comes to stand in for ‘superior 
relationship to the land’. To use the activist lingo, oppressed groups may indeed 
be characterized by ‘cultures of resistance’, yet the potentially subversive content 
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of these ‘cultures’ (the sincerity or sharing itself) is necessarily liquidated at one 
and the same time as group members adopt ‘sharing’ or ‘sincerity’ as a property 
of their individual persons. This is especially true if they then proceed to valorize 
themselves vis-à-vis one another by similarly reifying as many other use-values 
as possible, which is what the epistemological regime cum logic of exchange in 
their anti-oppression workshops encourages them to do.

ANTHROPOLOGY AND PROPERTY

By now, valuable aspects of historical materialist analysis have been integrated 
within the discipline of anthropology to the extent that these are taken for 
granted – anthropologists refer only to trimmings of the beard if identifying as 
‘post-Marxist’, as many do. It is therefore important to understand slips of semi-
otic and legal property for more reasons than one: beyond ordering the activities 
of anarchist militants, the dynamics of identity as property arguably influence 
the activities of anthropologists. This will be my final provocation.

As feminist and postcolonial revisionings of ‘class consciousness’ politi-
cized the positionality of the ethnographer, those engaged in the debate around 
‘writing culture’ suggested we now learn by shifting back and forth between 
different lenses provided by differently positioned researchers and theoretical 
analyses, in lieu of seeking a singular method (Marxism included) for uncover-
ing a static and accessible objective truth (see Behar and Gordon, 1995; Clifford 
and Marcus, 1986; Mascia-Lees et al., 1989). My own method in this piece is 
partially inspired by this directive. Grappling with this new epistemology, new 
challenges presented themselves: both anthropologists and the (often) indigenous 
activists they sought to support cited ‘identity’ as both end and means, wherein 
other anthropologists such as Leve (2011) began calling on disciplinary peers 
to question their involvement in a neoliberal ‘identity machine’. Many anthro-
pologists continue to feel a strong responsibility to respect the ‘self-identity’ of 
research participants and researchers both, however. Others construct an episte-
mological space where plural ‘ontologies’ serve to resolve the problem(s) of truth 
and perspective (consider e.g. Graeber, 2015; Todd, 2016). Still others mobilize 
‘affect’ as a category to reintroduce the material (see e.g. Gregg and Seigworth, 
2007) – yet the new materialism struggles to avoid the word.

In other words, most anthropologists now rightly reject deterministic forms of 
Marxism, yet at the same time may entertain some of Marxism’s most ‘vulgar’ 
formulations insofar as they advance the notion that the only valid representa-
tion is the self-representation of insiders – an especially pernicious notion in an 
economy where possessive individual selves have privileged access to identity as 
property. Marx’s strong theory of ideology, wherein ideas exist in complex rela-
tion to the competing interests of power blocs, is thus foregone for the simplic-
ity of utilitarian explanations previously reserved for ‘primitives’, wherein one’s 
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ideas are imagined to directly reflect reality. Indeed, the very fact that Marx’s 
concept of revolutionary class consciousness vs. false consciousness is carried 
forward to pertain to oppressed identities should be the subject of further study – 
and I suggest this study be ethnographic.

Ethnography was my process, but it is not the only road to Rome. Jacqui 
Alexander’s (2005: 6) argument that the ‘will to divide and separate’ resides 
in the ‘archeologies of dominance’ resonates with my own, as does Holloway 
(2005) in his critique of Marx’s own fetish (the ‘working class’): we ‘overflow 
the bounds of any concept’ (Holloway, 2005: 151). Even Foucault, known for a 
different sensibility, suggests that the challenge today ‘is not to discover what we 
are, but to refuse what we are’ (Foucault, 1983: 216). Much of what I point to is 
not new, yet broad interdisciplinary oversight with respect to the important role 
of property in the interdisciplinary ‘class’ vs. ‘identity’ debate is arguably due 
to the failure of diverse theoreticians to enter into conversation with one another 
and recognize where they connect – another threatening dialogical engagement. 
Perhaps it is only by sacrificing the property that is mobilized by each theorist to 
speak for and above the others according to the logic of academic knowledge pro-
duction (e.g. ‘sociology’, ‘anthropology’, ‘class’, ‘race’, ‘intersectionality’) that 
may we hope to move through (not transcend) the ‘class vs. identity’ impasse.

Whether or not anthropologists participate in the ‘identity machine’, valorizing 
themselves and others with identity as property much like the activists involved 
in my study, they are nonetheless caught up with their own exclusive disciplinary 
property. The holistic and dynamic rendering of ‘class’ within anthropology con-
tinues to function as an important corrective to other, more reductive approaches, 
yet it is possible that anthropologists also have other, less noble reasons to de-pri-
oritize (economic) ‘class’ as an analytical category. After all, anthropology’s own 
double-movement of exclusion and encompassment – its pretensions to transcend 
all other disciplines and subsume them as lesser beings at once – encourages us to 
look down on ‘class’ (and the sociologists that study it). Culture is higher up the 
taxonomic hierarchy than class: we anthropologists have a more transcendent view 
and are interested in more overarching questions. Culture – now often euphemized 
as ‘subjectivity’ – is our property, in all three senses of the word: culture is what 
makes us what we are, what authorizes us to speak and represent truth just as it 
subsumes other categories, and our trading in these representations (as property) 
is what makes us a living. Culture is also arguably a thinly veiled reiteration of 
‘race’, which became ‘ethnicity’, which became ‘identity’ – a performance of (and 
in contradistinction to) ‘class’ all the way down. Touching this is, of course, taboo.

DEDICATION

In memory of David Graeber (1961–2020). This one is for you (and the ‘grand 
tradition’) David, may we argue for years to come.
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Notes

1  The German Ideology (1978 [1932]) and Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations (1964 [1858]) also 
discussed pre-capitalist societies, but only Engels’ Origin was published at the time.

2  The passages where Marx clearly separates ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’ (Marx 1972 [1859], 1978 
[1852]) quickly become tacit truths within Marxist debate; see also Williams (1977: 61–77).

3  Dumont (1970) studies the Hindu caste system; this phenomenon may also apply within the logic of 
‘pollution’ among many pre-colonial peoples, which, as Mary Douglas (1966) illustrates, has as much 
to do with mixing (abstract) categories as physical contamination.

4  Brown (1995) comments in a footnote (60, fn. 11) that politicized identities come to include poverty 
and class-based violence, which is the point I develop.
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There has recently been a noticeable revival of interest in the field of art for left-
wing politics and expanded versions of Marxism. This is in stark contrast to the 
anti-Marxist wilderness that characterised the decades at the end of the twentieth 
century, which accompanied the collapse of the spirit of '68, the repression of 
emancipatory and labour movements, the end of the cycle of anti-colonial strug-
gles, and the rapid consolidation of the neoliberal project following the 1973 oil 
crisis. With the new millennium, exhibitions have included artworks offering illus-
trations for Capital, re-inscribing Marx’s words, or involving Capital reading 
groups. The centrepiece of the Venice Biennale in 2015 was a programme of public 
readings by actors, alternating English and Italian, working word-by-word through 
all three volumes of Marx’s major opus. This new ‘structure of feeling’ – to use 
Raymond Williams’ term (Williams, 1979, 1986) – became increasingly evident 
from the mid 1990s. The shift indexes the rise of anti-capitalist and anti-neoliberal 
sentiments, as well as the return of a broadly materialist and system-critical 
approach to issues of equity in race, gender, sexuality or coloniality that were for-
merly couched in terms of discursive identity. Similar concerns have erupted in art 
writing. The changes have been summarised by Angela Dimitrakaki and Kirsten 
Lloyd as ‘a prioritisation of materiality over textuality, action (and often activism) 
over discourse, relationships over fragmentation, observed reality over appropria-
tion, biopolitics over micropolitics’ (Dimitrakaki and Lloyd, 2015: 1).

These same developments in art have also been widely criticised from 
broadly left and liberal perspectives. They have been seen as shallow gestures; as 
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decorative ‘art-washing’ of corporate sponsorship by oil, arms and finance; or as 
neoliberal ‘soft’ power. Critical gestures in art have been viewed as instrumen-
tally feeding governmental agendas for increasing public participation in art, for 
proving art’s social impacts, or – as was the case with the Istanbul Biennial before 
the crisis – for securing access to international trade blocs by presenting the pre-
vailing order with a more ‘liberal’ face. These criticisms point forcefully to the 
complexity and ambiguity of art’s various institutional lives. However, politico-
philosophical assessments of the art itself (or the curation) can be harder to call. 
Paradoxically (or dialectically), art’s leftward drift could be understood, as some 
have argued, as indicative not of the left’s revival, but of its very opposite: its 
marginalisation from social and political influence (Bürger, 1984), Alternatively 
– and following observations made both by Williams and Lucien Goldmann on 
the interrelation of artistic and social transformations (respectively, in the early 
twentieth century and the 1960s) – the mood in art might be a barometer of as-
yet-to-fully-emerge social currents (Williams, 1989a; Goldmann, 1970 [1966]).

‘Art’ (referring to the domain once known as the ‘visual’ or ‘plastic’ arts) has itself 
undergone fundamental transformations in practice and theory in the period since the 
1950s. As Theodor Adorno said in opening his Aesthetic Theory: ‘It is self-evident 
that nothing concerning art is self-evident anymore’ (Adorno, 2007 [1969]). In the 
West and beyond, art practice was fundamentally transformed, no longer limited to 
the craft traditions of painting and sculpture, while the optical bias of visual experi-
ence was qualified. More recently, there has been growing interest in the archive and 
documentary, in lens- and time-based art; in performative, participatory, and rela-
tional practices; in collectivist and activist approaches. Art can now be post-object, 
post-medium, post-studio, post-digital, post-conceptual, post-human and post-rela-
tional. Today, the high-modernist formalism of the 1960s appears very much of the 
past, and the questions posed by Aesthetic Theory require answers rooted in quite 
altered terms of the relation between autonomy and heteronomy for art (Day, 2009).

Overlooked radical practices have also been recovered. Some current 
approaches seek to reinvent earlier moments of ‘revolutionary’ or proto-revo-
lutionary art, such as those which sought to question the separation of art from 
life (early Soviet Productivism) or to pursue the ‘Brechtian’ or ‘Boalian’ impetus 
to overcome the distance between performer and audience. (As an example, the 
2009 Istanbul Biennial was organised by a collective which identified as Marxist-
feminist, and drew its title, What Keeps Mankind Alive?, from The Three-Penny 
Opera, by Brecht, Elizabeth Hauptmann and Kurt Weill.) The increased pres-
ence of photographic practices in the field of art has fortified the re-emergence 
of forms of ‘realism’. While some thinkers still closely identify realism with 
naturalism, others understand it as a ‘critical’, ‘relational’ or ‘epistemological’ 
project (again, Brecht is important), and refuse to see it in terms of a stand-off 
with ‘modernist’ techniques (Jameson, 1977).

Nevertheless, despite all this, art and art writing have generally remained 
somewhat aslant from – or in parallax with – Marxism per se. There remains 
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something of an absent object for ‘Marxism and art’ – or, if not exactly absent, 
then certainly elusive and contested. This is because we are confronted with 
problems that are political and methodological at once. To what extent is an entry 
on ‘Art’ to be a discussion of art as a practice, art history, art theory, or aesthetics? 
While they overlap, each field pulls in different directions, and each constitutes 
its ‘objects’ and concerns distinctly.1 It used to be said that the problem of the 
conjunctions ‘art and society’ or ‘art and history’ was in ‘the and’. The prob-
lem ‘Marxism and art’ not only embraces these conjunctions, but the heuristic 
focus also becomes entwined with charged historical judgements and with practi-
cal political problems. The waters are further muddied because communist and 
socialist activists have sometimes treated art as irrelevant to the cause of social 
transformation, and the pursuit of aesthetic questions by Marxist intellectuals has 
been diagnosed as compensatory activity for political disillusionment.

Does a Marxist approach mean identifying Marxist artists? And, how far can 
‘Marxism’ (even if understood in heterodox terms) be stretched before it ceases 
to be ‘Marxist’? Do artists who are Marxists make Marxist art? Clearly, things 
can’t be reduced to such crass identifications. Indeed, Marx and Engels suggested 
that there could be a disjunction between an artist’s ostensible politics and that 
artist’s ability to generate important insights into the social relations of capital 
(the touchstone was Balzac’s La comédie humaine). But, equally, it would be 
absurd to treat their observation as itself an unchangeable recipe, thereby dis-
missing the insightful work of politically thoughtful artists simply because they 
are committed to social transformation. The collapse of rigid orthodoxies and 
‘productivist’ male-centric perspectives, which took root during the Second and 
Third Internationals, has brought many advantages, but it has always been diffi-
cult to determine where the lines are marked between fossilising, losing, continu-
ing and reviving Marxist thought.

FRAGMENTS OF A(N IMPOSSIBLE) HISTORY

Writing an entry on art is an impossible task, because as we have indicated it is 
difficult to know where to draw the boundaries. From William Morris through 
the historic avant-garde, minimalists, Conceptual artists and many contempo-
rary artists, the ideas of Marx and Marxism have played a crucial role in 
modern art practice. As Perry Anderson argued, the tradition of Western 
Marxism has been partly shaped by an engagement with art and aesthetics with 
philosophers such as Lukács and the Frankfurt School thinkers, Della Volpe, 
Sartre and Althusser all making important contributions (Anderson, 1976). In 
this entry we focus on art theory, rather than art practice, which would require 
its own review. We survey a broad field, before focusing on just three issues 
prominent in current debate: economic subjects and labour; commodity and 
value; and social reproduction.
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Artists and writers on art, from historians and critics to publicists and pro-
pagandists, can be found participating in almost every organisational form and 
internal split of the international workers’ movements. Famously, Marx himself 
wrote little on art, although he intended to do so, and the Grundrisse contains his 
famous comments on ancient Greek art (Marx, 1973). More generally, his work is 
replete with artistic allusions and plays with aesthetic modes, evident in Margaret 
A. Rose’s attempt to reconstruct Marx’s approach to art in her famous study (Rose, 
1988). Pierre Macherey noted that Marx and Engels ‘showed a constant interest 
in the subject, without ever dealing with it in its own terms’, by which he meant 
that they did not deal with art systematically and methodologically (Macherey, 
1978). In contrast, O. K. Werckmeister argued for a consistent account of the 
relation between art and ideology in the work of Marx (Werckmeister, 1973).

In the period of the Second International, Georgi Plekhanov (1974) and 
William Morris (2014) wrote on art (while Franz Mehring’s contributions on lit-
erature, particularly his Lessing Legend (1938), also shaped debates) and painters 
and sculptors across Europe responded to the condition of labour. Art was sig-
nificant for this generation of revolutionaries, exemplified by Rosa Luxemburg’s 
(2013) polymathic interests, while Trotsky made time, during war communism 
and the New Economic Plan, to intervene in art debates (Trotsky, 1991) and 
Gramsci (1985) attended to Futurism. Lenin himself reputedly remarked ‘What 
a fascinating subject art history is and how much there is in it for a Marxist’ 
(Hadjinicolaou, 1973), while for Georg Lukács, the art historians Alois Riegl 
and Max Dvorak counted as ‘the greatest historians of the nineteenth century’ 
(Lukács, 1971 [1923]). Dadaists, Constructivists, Surrealists, Mexican mural 
painters and assorted members of the neo-avant-garde all proclaimed allegiance 
to Marxism. But little of this alters Macherey’s central observation.

Dedicated Marxist studies of art took off in the 1930s, an inauspicious 
moment given the formalisation of the doctrine of ‘socialist realism’ at the Soviet 
Writers’ Congress in 1934. Figures such as Max Raphael (1968, 1979), Friedrich 
Antal (1948, 1966), Arnold Hauser, Francis Klingender (1947) and Millicent 
Rose (1946) wrote detailed studies on the relation of art to society, employing 
a base-superstructure model (which was not always as crude and reductive as 
later generations imagined). Some communist historians reconstructed a history 
of art based on the national-popular, focusing on what they saw as proto-‘realist’ 
artists, such as popular printmakers, Goya, Hogarth, and Courbet. Hauser’s The 
Social History of Art (1951) countered the formalist presumptions of the dis-
cipline, pointing to an opposing realist dynamic running through art’s history. 
From the late 1930s and 1940s, ‘Trotskyist’-influenced writing by critics and 
historians also emerged. These writers, including Clement Greenberg (1986), 
Meyer Schapiro (1979) and Harold Rosenberg (1960) in the USA, and Mário 
Pedrosa (2015) in Brazil, became among the very first Marxists seriously to 
address modern art and the art of their own time. The Manifesto: Towards a 
Free Revolutionary Art (Rivera et al., 1970 [1938]) that Trotsky authored with 
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André Breton and Diego Rivera, and a letter he published in Partisan Review the 
same year (Trotsky, 1970), were key, but it was Trotsky’s sustained international-
ism that particularly attracted these thinkers.2 Released from the constraints of 
socialist realism, for them modern art was valued as internationalist and for its 
non-instrumentality – its freedom from both propagandistic and market-driven 
ends. The approach that had emerged within the official communist parties might 
roughly be characterised as a humanism committed to recovering the progressive 
aspects of bourgeois art (aka ‘realism’); the horizon of socialism, it was believed, 
would overcome alienation and liberate human creativity. In the post-war period 
(especially in the 1960s to 1970s), many core assumptions of communist human-
ism were challenged. Critiques focused immediately on the then-prominent 
Existential variants, and were often conducted alongside challenges to the ‘lib-
eral humanist’ values championed by the USA during the Cold War. John Berger 
might be seen as something of a transitional figure, between the earlier humanist 
approach (he was close to Antal) and the reanimation of Marxist art theory during 
the 1970s (Berger, 1965, 1972a, 1972b).

In 1973, Nicos Hadjinicolaou remarked: ‘Today art history is one of the last 
outposts of reactionary thought’, pointing to the connoisseurial antiquarianism 
and formalism that still dominated the discipline (Hadjinicolaou, 1973: 4). Its 
founding concepts – ‘history of style, artistic biography, and the tradition of 
imagery (or iconography)’ – typically treated art as independent from society 
and ‘history as mere garnish’ (Forster, 1972: 459, 461). Marxism turned out to 
be centrally important in reshaping the situation, particularly in Germany, France 
and the Anglophone world. It intersected with the resurgence of liberation poli-
tics, decolonisation and anti-war movements; reverberated with debates in litera-
ture and film, with poststructuralism and psychoanalysis, and with history from 
below; and was fuelled by the waves of cross-national translations and retransla-
tions. A new ‘social history of art’ recovered, reconstructed and extended earlier 
Marxist studies.3 Gramsci, the Frankfurt School, Benjamin, Vološinov, as well 
as Althusser and other contemporary Marxist thinkers were important for this 
project. Feminist scholars made major interventions into these debates (Duncan, 
1993; Parker and Pollock, 1981; Pollock, 1982: 2–21). Scholars rediscovered 
critical and revolutionary moments in art, but also considered the theoretical rela-
tion of art to history, ideology and representation. As with all serious intellectual 
formations, there was a great deal of variation in approach. Some tended to prac-
tise a type of ideology critique that treated art as a specious variant of bourgeois 
beliefs or interests; others tried to understand artworks as social ‘condensers’ 
(via Freudian condensation), which could provide access to historical values and 
which could cut against predominant ideologies. In this regard T. J. Clark noted, 
in debate with O. K. Werckmeister, that works of art weren’t just bearers of pre-
existing ideologies; they could also work actively with, on or through existing 
values (Clark, 1976a). During the 1980s and early 1990s, Marxists wrote major 
historical studies on art and the French Revolutions of 1789, 1830 and 1848 
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(Clark, 1976b). There were extensive debates on British landscape painting and 
agrarian capitalism; and the question of French urban modernity was addressed, 
wherein Baudelaire’s ‘The Painter of Modern Life’ (1964) was spliced with 
Schapiro on Impressionism (1979) and Benjamin’s account of bourgeois con-
sumption (Benjamin, 1976),4 while Molly Nesbit’s Atget’s Seven Albums (1993) 
shifted the focus from the grand boulevards to the workers’ city. While individu-
als continue to produce such studies, in recent times there have been no sustained 
debates of this earlier type.

Work influenced by the Frankfurt School criticised the commodity status of art, 
while simultaneously insisting that autonomous art might serve as a placeholder 
for critical value. More prominent in the German academy, in the Anglophone 
context work in this vein came increasingly to the fore in the 1990s. Theoretically 
(rather than historically) focused, it was especially associated with critical writ-
ing on current art (Martin, 2000, 2007; Osborne, 2001, 2013, 2018). Meanwhile, 
Pierre Bourdieu’s writings – his considerations of art’s role as a marker of social 
distinction and his notion of ‘symbolic capital’ – became important for those 
engaged in studies of art’s institution (Bourdieu, 1984). In the early twenty-first 
century, as we will see later, writers from the Italian workerist and autonomist 
lines of thought have become influential.

There are some notable features to the current conjuncture. To refer to ‘the 
economy’ was once to invite the charge of being a vulgarian; now, few seem 
afraid of saying: ‘It’s the Political Economy, Stupid’.5 The acknowledgement 
of the 2008 crisis only confirmed some longer-running developments, from 
the impact of the New Economic Criticism’s return to the classic texts of eco-
nomic thought, through to Allan Sekula’s artistic attention to the ‘dismal science’ 
(Carlyle’s moniker for political economy) (Sekula, 1995). The form–content 
dyad that underpinned the ‘realism versus formalism’ debates of the early to 
mid twentieth century has been supplanted by Adorno’s conception of form as 
sedimented content (Adorno, 2007 [1969]). Where earlier efforts to broach the 
relation of Marxism and art typically focused on struggle or oppression, empha-
sis turned to examining art’s commodity status, and has paralleled a reorientation 
away from a focus on social agents and actors towards capital’s more abstract, 
structural and systemic aspects. Many pressing questions associated with the 
New Left generation have also been displaced. For example, discussions of the 
interpretive problem of ‘mediation’ (how precisely to understand the relation-
ship between an artwork and its social context) have ceded to the principle of 
‘immanence’ (Spinoza via Deleuze). Meanwhile, closely related debates over the 
base-superstructure relation have given way to the detecting of cultural homolo-
gies with capital’s value form.6 Likewise, commodity form, social reproduction, 
‘primitive accumulation’, or real and formal subsumption have again become 
live issues in discussions of contemporary art. It should however be noted that a 
number of the debates that have re-politicised the art field have been introduced 
via ‘post-Marxist’ writers, such as Chantal Mouffe or Jacques Rancière.
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Arguably, the differences of opinion involved often rest on the wider dis-
placement of historical research by theoretical concerns. The questions asked 
by a social history of art differ from those posed by a social theory of art, even 
where they are, respectively, theoretically and historically informed. The rela-
tive decline in Marxist historical studies of art (currently, Marxist attention 
focuses largely on recent art) contrasts with the rising importance of historical 
subjects for artists. In certain ways, we can observe how, for the past several 
decades, Marxist art history performed the role of vanishing mediator for a loose 
Foucaldian historicism.7

In the following, we will highlight some key debates/themes in the field charted 
so far: commodity/value, economic subjects/labour and social reproduction.

COMMODITY/VALUE

Drawing on Adorno’s social ontology (2007 [1969]), Peter Bürger’s theory of the 
avant-garde and the writings of Guy Debord, a broad critical consensus devel-
oped that saw art as incorporated into the entertainment industry of spectacular 
late capitalism (Debord, 1994). The postwar ‘neo-avant-gardes’ were seen as 
depoliticised echoes of the earlier ‘historical avant-gardes’ (Bürger, 1984; Foster, 
1996; Buchloh, 2001; Davis, 2013). Others have modified this outlook by iden-
tifying emancipatory strands in postwar art, seeing how critically acute practices 
reflexively internalise and thematise their commodified status or context (Foster, 
1996; Buchloh, 2001). It has then been argued that critical practice was in turn 
fatally compromised by the institutionalisation of institutional critique. The sus-
picion of recent critical art sui generis pervades much writing. Certainly, there 
are important developments to be accounted for, such as art’s roles in investment, 
urban gentrification, and the siphoning of public resources into private hands 
(Shaked, 2015). However, taken in isolation, such accounts can paint a dystopian 
picture in ways that ignore the unpredictable and active pressures involved in 
social processes. This interplay between emphasising the commodity and point-
ing to resistive exceptions continues.

An approach influenced by value-form and communisation theories has 
also emerged, drawing on Isaac Ilyich Rubin, Alfred Sohn-Rethel and Moishe 
Postone. Perhaps the strongest has been offered by Daniel Spaulding, who 
employs a Capital-centric lexicon to retell the history of the avant-garde from 
the mid nineteenth century to the 1970s as an activity ‘continually defying its 
relapse into identity with the value-form’ (Spaulding, 2014). However, because 
the cycle of class struggle that had shaped art’s negations ended in the 1970s, 
art once again risks becoming fully subsumed under capital. Yet, as a dialectical 
thinker, Spaulding sees the shadow of the radical avant-garde persisting impos-
sibly in the present as an ever-recurring image of hope.8 Marina Vishmidt looks 
at the form of value as a production of subjectivity which culminates with the 
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normalisation of the ‘speculative subject’ of art and of finance as the precari-
ous ‘subject’ negotiating capitalist extraction. The imbrication of autonomy and 
heteronomy signalled by Adorno shifts to a new stage. Vishmidt’s approach, fol-
lowing Marx, emphasises the form of value as a social relation, or as a heuristic 
of social relation (Stakemeier and Vishmidt, 2016; Vishmidt, 2018).

For some readers of Marx, there are problems in the accounts inspired by 
the Frankfurt School and the Situationist International. The argument of art’s 
commodification widely deploys the concept of use-value as a historically reced-
ing entity, overtaken by exchange-value. Gail Day argues that Marx’s account of 
the commodity’s dual nature is considerably more nuanced, and that the theory 
of the commodity itself falls apart without the understanding of the interplay 
of use- and exchange-value (Day, 2011). Indeed, in certain critically important 
instances (for example, for understanding the distinctive commodity character of 
labour power), use-value retains heightened importance. There is no commod-
ity form without the use-value of labour power. Additionally, political struggles 
against capital’s frontiers are fought in defence of the use against its reduction 
to value; to ‘de-commodify’ is to challenge the rule of value over social life. 
Debates around these questions turn on the dialectical weighting given to the 
commodity’s two aspects, or on whether to emphasise capital intensification or 
to focus on its limits.

Dave Beech likewise asks probing questions about the commodification thesis 
and gives a rigorous technical account of what kind of economic phenomenon 
art might actually be (Beech, 2015). Reading Marx and mainstream economics, 
Beech demonstrates that throughout economic literature art appears as an excep-
tional case. In strictly Marxist terms, he argues, it makes little sense to describe 
art as ‘commodified’. For Beech, effective analysis of an artwork’s economic 
status would have to proceed on a case-by-case basis. As Nizan Shaked notes, 
Beech addresses ‘the double ontological condition of art as both an object of 
collective symbolic value and a hoard of monetary value, since the two operate 
in mutually exclusive spheres, yet function to constitute one another’ (Wikstrom, 
2015; Lütticken, 2016; Shaked, 2018). Even in those instances where art is pro-
duced directly for the market it fails to conform to the laws of value. Bernes and 
Spaulding, in a largely appreciative review, argue that Beech mistakenly treats 
all commodities as capitalist in form and that he confuses commodification and 
subsumption (Bernes and Spaulding, 2016). Meanwhile, Vishmidt proposes that 
while art may fall outside the laws of value at the level of production, and may 
not always be produced as a commodity, it becomes one in the market, and that 
the question of exceptionality can be read symptomatically in order to connect art 
to other, economically ‘anomalous’ social forms (Vishmidt, 2018).

As these discussions have developed in more Marxist terms, they have largely 
focused on how to employ Marx’s categories. Comprehensive historical stud-
ies of art under capitalism, which could inform and complement these debates, 
remain largely absent. Many compelling critiques, for example those of art as 
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immaterial labour, remain at a level of abstraction that disputes technical cat-
egories but has less to say about the actual character of contemporary work  
(Chukrov, 2010; Roberts, 2015).

ECONOMIC SUBJECTS/LABOUR

Although ‘the retreat from class’ that characterised the late twentieth century is 
still in evidence, the question of labour has nonetheless returned to the fore. 
Artists, critics and curators have attended to migrant labour, to gendered and 
unpaid reproductive labour, and to super-exploited and racialised labour. Large 
exhibitions have often attended to capitalist globalisation, achieving their effects 
through juxtaposition and assemblage of multiple specific locales, with the work 
of curators such as Hou Hanru or the late Okwui Enwezor typifying this 
approach. The standard criticisms of biennials notwithstanding, these occasions 
summon new subjects, dramatise the violence that runs through the system, and 
at times point to other possible forms of life. At its best, the ‘montage mode’ 
helps emphasise conjunctures and tensions, or provokes viewers to intuit inter-
connections. Still, while social and geopolitical unevenness is often well high-
lighted (both by curatorial projects and by particular artworks), articulations of 
capitalism’s systemic combined character has proved much more elusive (Day 
and Edwards, 2019).

A focus on artistic labour as such has also been prominent. This is, in certain 
ways, a reiteration of Walter Benjamin’s argument in ‘The Author as Producer’ 
(Benjamin, 1999); the difference is a move away from the productive, prole-
tarian subject to economic subjects who are not reducible to the capital-wage 
labour nexus. Centrally, the approach has focused on post-Fordist subjectivity, 
characterised as affective or immaterial labour, drawing on Maurizio Lazzarato, 
who suggested from the 1970s modern economies shifted from material and 
productive factory work to ‘immaterial’, ‘intellectual’ or ‘aesthetic’ activity 
(Lazzarato, 1996). The central claim is that late-capitalist artworks model new 
forms of subjectivity for these new labour regimes. Process-oriented relational 
practices are seen to parallel the move from production of commodities to ser-
vices, requiring a ‘flexible personality’ whose initiative and subjective engage-
ment is valued (Holmes, 2002). While Lazzarato later qualified this perspective, 
alert to its potential for simplification, artists and art-theorists have been drawn 
to this account of their experience. It has been argued that cultural workers are 
at the cutting edge of work casualisation and precarity, making cultural work 
a privileged zone for resistance. Subjectivity is said to be its key resource as 
affect is mobilised in the ‘knowledge economy’. Influential here has been the 
‘post-workerist’ ontology of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, with its empha-
sis on the creative co-operation of the ‘multitude’ as already prefiguring com-
munism, while subject to the depredations of a purely parasitic force of capital.  
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The category of ‘immaterial labour’ used to connect artistic work, intellectual 
work and caring labour alike, became particularly ubiquitous in these debates in 
the first decade of the twenty-first century, adopted as a ready-made if superficial 
means of politicisation for artistic activity.9 Some writers emphasised the creativ-
ity, flexibility and problem-solving abilities of the ‘cognitariat’ or the ‘virtual 
class’.10 Important here was also the work of Paolo Virno among the post-operaist 
current, for his neo-Arendtian intervention in the discourse of ‘multitude’ around 
‘virtuosity’ and the politics of production in public, without an object, that linked 
the political dimension of all ‘symbolic’ labour (insofar as it became hegemonic 
for the capitalist workplace tout court) and the space of contemporary ‘post-
object’ art.11 However, Hito Steyerl dramatised this situation less affirmatively as 
‘the nouveaux poor, trying their luck as jpeg virtuosos and conceptual imposters, 
as gallerinas and overdrive content providers’ as the ‘shock workers’ of the new 
economy (Steyerl, 2011).12

It is a major contribution of the new forms of political thought (and art) that 
they counter the limited ‘productivist focus’ of older orthodox Marxisms, whose 
emphasis sometimes ran close to an industrial sublime and heroicised male 
worker. Yet while the considerations of new forms of labour around the globe are 
important, accounts can also be one-sided, ignoring large sections of the contem-
porary workforce, whether in more traditional forms of waged work or the newer, 
but tedious, labour of data-entry.13 New technologies are refashioning work, 
speeding up flows, lengthening the working day and intensifying exploitation – 
but these dimensions are less frequently addressed in art. Perhaps this is because 
artists are universalising from their own largely precarious positions. In any case, 
changes to the make-up of work in the Global North are not independent from 
the production forms employed in the majority world. The discussions in art have 
tended to evade the international division of labour, subtracting contemporary 
‘immaterial’ labour (artistic or otherwise) from the web of social relations in 
which they exist both in ‘national economies’ and on a world scale. For these 
reasons, as well as a shift to more ‘identity’ and ecology-focused approaches to 
labour and subjectivity in contemporary art and its discourses, the category of 
‘immaterial labour’ as a watchword for the politics of cultural work has to some 
degree been eclipsed in recent years.

Despite this new concern with work, attention to the artistic labour process 
has been less prominent. William Morris (2014), Boris Arvatov (2017 [1926]), 
Walter Benjamin (1999), Lu Märten ([1929] forthcoming) and Giulio Carlo 
Argan pioneered research into art and technique. For example, Argan addressed 
the division between mental and manual labour in the Renaissance and Baroque 
(Argan, 1946, 1989). In 1983, Allan Sekula’s major study of ‘the emergent pic-
ture language of industrial capitalism’ took on the subject (Sekula, 1983). Since 
then, in The Intangibilities of Form, John Roberts has argued that the dialectic of 
skill and deskilling has been central to the practice of the avant-garde. Roberts 
elaborates a ‘labour theory of culture’ with Marcel Duchamp at its core (Roberts, 
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2008). Luiz Renato Martins draws on Argan to explore how the artist’s perceptual 
sensations and working method translate capitalist violence into surface matter 
(Martins, 2017).14 Nevertheless, labour has been more often represented in art 
than art has been understood as a labour process.

SOCIAL REPRODUCTION

Another related dimension of the return to Marx and Marxian categories is the 
reference to social reproduction, which has become the main way that Marxist 
feminist themes have been taken up in contemporary art. In many instances, this 
has provided a new lexicon for the re-reading of histories of feminist art and of 
practice, such as the works of Mary Kelly, Martha Rosler, or Jo Spence, to name 
just a few well-known Anglo-American figures. This shift in focus was likewise 
involved in the renewed attention to the ‘economic subject’ cited earlier, a subject 
that is pre-eminently feminised (and, latterly, queered and racialised). This has 
prompted a revaluation of practices that feminist theoretical trends since the 1990s 
had positioned largely as discursive or ideological interventions in the normatively 
male institution of art as material instead.15 Hence, the social reproduction per-
spective was also generative for new feminist analyses that shifted the lens from a 
symbolic and discursive reading of gender to a systemic one where it appeared as 
a form of (uncompensated) labour essential for the reproduction of capitalism.

Picking up from the orientation to the categories of immaterial and affective 
labour which have been circulating in politicised art circles since the turn of the 
century in the appropriation of post-workerist discourses, ‘social reproduction’ 
has become an emblem of intersectional feminism as it crosses over with the 
field’s recent attention to and identification with both the theories and politics of 
labour. Often invoked is Silvia Federici, and her decades of work as activist and 
theorist of the ‘politics of reproduction’ – starting from the 1970s emergence of 
the international Wages for Housework movement – which held that unwaged 
domestic labour is productive labour inasmuch as it reproduces the commod-
ity of labour power, and should be waged accordingly (a tactical demand that 
was often misread as an endorsement of the gender division of labour and the 
capitalist discipline of the wage alike). More recently, the highly systematic and 
Althusser-influenced approach to social reproduction developed by, among oth-
ers, Lise Vogel and Martha Gimenez, has regained visibility, with the re-issue 
of their classic analyses by the Historical Materialism book series (Vogel, 2013; 
Gimenez, 2018).16 The art field’s interest in these histories seemed to lie chiefly 
in their capacity to open up the category of labour to invisible, unmeasured and 
affective activities and states (such as domestic work), as we saw with the notion 
of ‘immaterial labour’. Of course, art likes nothing more than to ‘open things up’ 
and imagine some vague proximity to the political, which often operates through 
developing another perspective on the status quo rather than doing anything to 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM758

change it. Since the activity of art is socially distinct from the activity of (wage) 
labour, many in that field have come to understand that the easiest way to achieve 
this alignment with expanded ideas of labour is to re-assess the field’s condi-
tions (Vishmidt, 2017). Given the relative exhaustion of the institutional critique 
paradigm, and the fondness for the Bourdieuan closures displayed by its more 
rigorous adherents, the ostensibly more ‘utopian’ Marxist or quasi-Marxist cat-
egories such as social reproduction have been enthusiastically embraced.17 As 
with cognitive, immaterial and affective labour, there has been a tendency to see 
this as the fast way to politicising a field, that (not uniquely – see also academia) 
regards its conditions of labour as privileged even though (or because they are) 
precarious. Likewise, competitive individualism generates structural conserva-
tism, even when the rhetoric of the field often tends to left radicalism. Here, the 
basis of social reproduction of and within the field of art can be identified as 
global wealth inequality, as a number of artists and critics have been affirming 
since the financial crisis (Fraser, 2011).

The relationship between production and reproduction has been a core issue 
for feminist art practices – though one not consistently attended to by feminist 
art history.18 The 1970s saw a number of feminist art strategies which operated 
to de-naturalise both art and work from the standpoint of gender politics, empty-
ing feminised domestic tasks of natural content to fill them with social content 
in a way that also interrogated the normative aesthetic and institutional claims of 
art. The depiction of working women or women’s work, in and out of the mar-
ket, constitutes a strong strand in the image politics of feminist art and film. A 
consistent strand is the serious comedy of domestic labour; during the 1970s and 
1980s artists such as Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Margaret Raspé or Letícia Parente 
have allegorised the entropic qualities of reproductive labour. More recently, we 
can see practices that take the more Althusserian (or Foucauldian, since the bio-
political is never far away) stance of using the field of art to stake out embodied, 
affective and formal critiques of reproductive institutions, such as the carceral 
complex, racialised urban decline and the infrastructural violence of physical 
and mental normativity. Here it is the absence of any working-class identified 
subject that indirectly reveals both its marginality or the ‘surplus population’ of 
de-industrialised and stigmatised locales.19

Social reproduction as a politics of marginalised labour and social reproduc-
tion as the production of subjects and structures that reproduce the relations of 
production can both be discerned at work here. A reproductive focus implicates 
the art institution as a paradoxical ‘state apparatus’ which both normalises and 
de-functionalises, in Claire Fontaine’s (2013) terms, allowing other potentials to 
emerge as material hypothesis. However, like all institutions whose economic 
significance is displaced or relatively indirect, art can also act to legitimise exist-
ing social arrangements by providing a space of indeterminacy and experimenta-
tion. The question of what traction the de-functionalisation of subjectivities and 
objectivities can have, just like who does the work, cannot be deflected for long.
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Ultimately, the critical force of ideas around social reproduction in contem-
porary art lies in their capacity to displace categories of (economic and politi-
cal) value, to question the commodity as rule and violence/appropriation as the 
exception (Gerstenberger, 2014; Moore, 2015). Its weakness, on the other hand, 
is the uncritical embrace of labour as the ontological and political vector that 
has autonomous value, that can ameliorate the exclusions of capital, rather than 
being its internal negativity. In this sense, it runs the risk of repeating earlier 
pitfalls of ‘productivism’ or work/er fetishism, this time through a feminist lens. 
It also risks re-naturalising (under the aegis of ‘re-materialising’) the association 
of gendered, queer and racialised subjectivities with forms of reproductive work.

Curiously, a focus on ‘social reproduction’ can also be seen as transitional 
to certain forms of backlash against Marxism in art. This can happen when the 
Marxist feminism-inspired category of social reproduction is flipped over into 
the more individualistic and affect-based categories of representation, and these 
traditionally tend to do better across the discursive and commercial wings of 
contemporary art. The phenomenon can be observed in the way the recent pre-
occupation with labour, reproductive and otherwise, among politicised artists 
and art professionals has ebbed in favour of an engagement with vulnerability 
(Butler, 2015; Pollock, 2018). The shift to a ‘politics of vulnerability’ as the most 
adequate idiom of collectivity and resistance in a precarious world risks repeat-
ing the ontologisation of social relations that the focus on class as a category of 
struggle in Marxist art and aesthetics was meant to displace.

CONCLUSION: MATERIALITY/ABSTRACTION/CONCRETENESS

For this chapter on ‘art’ we have surveyed some of the historical developments in 
Marxist thinking and focused on three recent debates. This is far from an exhaus-
tive discussion and we could easily have also considered current thinking on 
abstraction and materialism, which have also been receiving attention. For 
instance discussions of the New Materialism, which have a significant presence 
in discussions of art and design, have underpinned a reassertion of materials, 
objects and things – typically signalling turns away from Critical Theory and 
poststructuralist thought (aka ‘textuality’). Marxist debates allow for a more 
nuanced perspective – in short, one that is neither ‘narrowly textual’ nor ‘nar-
rowly material’. Marx’s thinking developed in critical dialogue with both ideal-
ism and existing materialisms. The result was not just a blunt assertion of 
materiality taken in its everyday sense. Social materiality – non-empirically 
detectable – is crucial for understanding Marx’s account of value in Capital. The 
abstract category can be closer to actuality, and an apparently concrete one can 
remain abstract (Grundrisse). Marxists, then, need to step carefully through these 
recent developments in art and distinguish their accounts from these rather differ-
ent claims on ‘materiality’. While some Marxists might welcome the move away 
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from the textual, others see traps in the privileging of things/bodies/nature, etc. 
There is an important politics to making visible, but simply showing, say, work-
ing conditions or social reproduction will not guarantee a Marxian-materialist 
approach – for that we need a serious labour of theory and history.

Notes

1  Many of the debates we might encounter have a professional aspect: artists, critics, art historians, 
and philosophers respond to the pressures and traditions of their own fields, and, although these can 
be mutually informing, at a deeper level they often proceed with mutual incomprehension.

2  The Manifesto was signed by Rivera and Breton alone. It is now accepted that Trotsky wrote the bulk 
of it, with input from Breton and Rivera put his name to it.

3  The Social History of Art is sometimes also called the ‘new art history’ (especially in the USA), but 
can also be sharply distinguished from it (UK). For fuller accounts see, Hemingway, 2006: 175–95; 
Roberts, 1994: 1–36; Orton and Pollock, 1996: i–xxii; Bird et al., 1996: xi–xiv, 3–5; and Day, 2010.

4  T. J. Clark’s The Painting of Modern Life (1985) was the central point of crystallisation for a much 
wider discussion.

5  In addition to Sholette and Ressler’s It’s the Political Economy, Stupid, other exhibitions include: 
Commerce (Paris, 1994); Capital and Gender (Skopje, 2000); ECONOMY (Edinburgh and Glasgow, 
2013). Oliver Ressler’s video installations feature interviews with heterodox economists, and Maria 
Eichhorn’s detailed studies of financial transactions have been given prominence in biennials, along 
with significant global art events such as Documenta.

6  The word ‘form’ can sometimes do a lot of work, generating parallels between art-form and value-
form. On the problems of analogies and homologies, see Raymond Williams, 1989b; Jameson, 1992; 
Day, 2011.

7  Foucault is currently the most cited authority in the Anglo-American humanities. Much of the work 
done under his aegis, is however, eclectic and the author-function ‘Foucault’ serves mainly to legiti-
mise unsystematic thinking.

8  For a different account of the temporality of the avant-garde, see Roberts, 2015.
9  Hardt and Negri, 2008 [1991], 2009, 2014, 2019; Negri, 2008. See also Wikström, 2012 for a 

pointed critique of the take-up of the ‘immaterial labour’ concept in contemporary art and curating 
discourse.

10  Bifo, 2009; Holmes, 2002. It should further be noted that, while these arguments often invoke 
Boltanski and Chiapello ([1999] 2005), their point is usually misconstrued. See for instance, Holmes, 
2008, p. 19. His account includes difference and otherness, the rhizome, proliferation of subjectivi-
ties, which are put to work in the ‘semiotic economy’. For better or worse, this has nothing to do 
with Boltanski and Chiapello. What they had in mind was not affective labour, but alienation and 
the division between mental and manual labour; this is Marcuse and not Lazzarato. The managerial 
response to the artistic critique involving greater autonomy and less hierarchy has to be inverted to 
justify the idea that precarious art labour is at the heart of late capitalism.

11  Virno, 2010a and 2010b. It should be noted that Virno’s concept of the ‘multitude’ owes more to 
anthropology and linguistics than to the vitalist philosophical precepts drawn on by Hardt and Negri, 
and thus his conception carries a more equivocal tone, while equally indebted to the notion of 
intrinsic (if socially inflected) human capacities for performativity and co-operation – as is, of course, 
intermittently the case also in Marx’s work. For a direct application of ‘multitude’ to a sociology of 
artistic labour, see Gielen, 2009 and Gielen and de Bruyne, 2009.

12  The translation is ‘strike worker’ but it is clear this is imagined as a kind of Stakhanovite sans wage-
work. In the same volume, another writer asserts: ‘communication, personalized services, social 
relationships, lifestyle, subjectivity – today establishes the conditions for the generation of wealth’ 
Marion von Osten (2011: 41).
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13  The ‘creative industries’ accounted for one in seventeen of all UK jobs, 5.8 per cent, in 2015, which 
is significant, but far from determinant, www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attach-
ment_data/file/534305/Focus_on_Employment_revised_040716.pdf (viewed 20.8.2021). Ursula 
Huws and Kim Moody have undertaken important and detailed studies of the changes (Huws, 2014; 
Moody, 2017, 2018).

14  Beech develops these debates in Art and Labour (2020).
15  Dimitrakaki, 2018: ‘To the extent then that contemporary feminism in art redeploys second-wave 

concepts, political judgment on these concepts’ contextual potential – but also, crucially, their  
limits – must be constantly renewed.’

16  See also Arruzza, 2013, Bhattacharya, 2017, and Ferguson and McNally, 2013.
17  Having said that, the examination of the labour conditions of the field was always a minority current 

within Institutional Critique, and has been chiefly practiced by feminist artists such as Andrea Fraser 
– (Services) whose frame of reference however is strictly Bourdieuan, with psychoanalytic elements.

18  With specific exceptions – see Angela Dimitrakaki (2013) and Angela Dimitrakaki and Kirsten Lloyd 
(2015). Siona Wilson (2015), Julia Bryan-Wilson and Helen Molesworth (2003) are among the few 
other art historians who research the labour politics of art from a feminist perspective, though in 
distinction from Dimitrakaki, they do not consistently employ a Marxist-feminist optic.

19  An interesting addendum to this debate can be found in a recent interview with Benjamin Noys, 
who distinguishes cinematic representations of the ‘working-class’ (a sociological category) from 
representations of the ‘proletariat’ (a position of nothingness within the system). See Benjamin Noys 
and Ramin Alaei (2016). This line of thought can be traced back to Brecht’s commentary on the 
limitations of representation – such as photographs of factories – to capture the rule of capitalist 
abstraction that organises the social conditions with respect to which such documentation would 
attempt to ‘raise awareness’. Allan Sekula’s writing has a great deal to contribute on this point as 
well. See Benjamin, ‘A Small History of Photography’, 1979 [1931]; Sekula, 1984.
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GENERAL REMARKS

Marx wrote very little on art and literature, and almost nothing on architecture. 
While he never addressed the field as a discrete object of enquiry, in Capital 
Volume I he briefly invoked the figure of the architect as a means through which 
to explain the peculiar nature of human labour. Here, the planned, aesthetically 
driven labour of the architect is distinguished from the instinctual action of bees, 
as an activity merging beauty and functionality.1 Consequently, the labour of the 
architect served to define one of the key categories of the Marxian project by 
appearing as a metaphor for human labour par excellence (Marx, 1990 [1867]).

If we expand the scope of our analysis to include the work of Engels, we 
find multiple references to housing in The Condition of the Working Class in 
England.2 Written by Engels in 1845, during his stay in Manchester and Salford, 
the book offers a unique insight into the changes brought about by capitalist 
development on housing conditions and the configuration of cities. Engels is a 
meticulous observer, capturing the disarray of the emerging industrial towns in 
several evocative passages. Manchester is described alternately as an ‘outgrowth 
of accident’, an ‘irregular cramming together of dwellings’ and a ‘planless, knot-
ted chaos of houses’ (Engels, 1987 [1845]: 87, 88, 90). The text also considers 
the newly built quarters for workers, denouncing their cheap construction and 
poor maintenance. In a few places, Engels ventures into a more formal analysis 
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of particular structures, and with the help of diagrammatic drawings reveals the 
economic drive underpinning certain construction methods. The Condition of the 
Working Class is important in explaining the connections between the material 
structure of cities and capitalism’s planned obsolescence. Yet the part of the book 
dedicated to these themes remains a cursory analysis within a broader research 
project whose main focus is the emergence of the industrial proletariat.

Thirty years later, in the essays that made up The Housing Question, Engels 
would return to the same topics in light of the critique of political economy devel-
oped by Karl Marx (Engels, 1872). Engels’ interventions are part of a broader 
debate that unfolded in Germany during the 1870s, which saw him engaging 
in fierce polemics against the bourgeoisie’s responses to the shortage of dwell-
ings for workers, and Proudhon’s tendency to conceive the housing problem as 
subordinate to a broader ‘social question’. The Condition of the Working Class 
already alluded to lower-class districts being removed from the sight of the bour-
geoisie, but in the 1872 debate the same phenomenon is inspected more directly 
and linked to land speculation. The pamphlet provides a succinct examination 
of capitalism’s tendency to shift without ever solving the problem of housing 
scarcity, through continuous cycles of destruction and dislocation. It is a work 
of crucial importance for twentieth-century Marxist geography, less so for the 
development of a Marxist history of architecture.

We have to look beyond the Marxian opus and venture into the writings of 
socialist and Marxist thinkers like William Morris, Walter Benjamin and Siegfried 
Kracauer to find the first attempts at applying a historical materialist framework 
to the reading of the built world. William Morris’ commitment to architecture is 
known.3 He worked in an architectural office for a few years, made trips to Italy 
and France to study continental Gothic and was the founder of the Society for the 
Protection of Ancient Buildings. The insights gained through his surveys and pro-
fessional practice materialized in a few scattered texts and interventions, which 
confirm his well-known penchant for craft. The ‘real’ target of Morris’ criticism, 
however, was not technology per se, but its fragmentation of the labour process, 
a development that impoverished the worker’s performance and ultimately the 
aesthetics of buildings. Unexpectedly, in response to the division of labour of the 
upcoming ‘architectural industry’, Morris doesn’t propose a return to the figure 
of the genius architect, but the acknowledgement of the cooperative nature of 
design. The term cooperation is intended both synchronically and diachronically; 
as a collaborative practice amongst the actors involved in the design and fabrica-
tion of a building in the present, as well as a dialogue between contemporary and 
past generations of makers (Morris, 1884). In several places Morris goes as far as 
to praise the beauty of architecture without architects, implicitly suggesting that 
the latter are just another redundant professional group resulting from the divi-
sion of labour (Morris, 1891).

In the writings of Siegfried Kracauer and Walter Benjamin, the built environ-
ment is a privileged ambit in which to observe the changes brought by modernity. 
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In exploring the crisis of experience, for example, Benjamin praises the dis-
tracted and collective perception of buildings, and sets it against the contempla-
tive reception of other forms of art.(Benjamin, 2008 [1935]). In the material 
later gathered in The Arcades Project, architectural artefacts figure as markers 
of a new capitalist physiognomy (Benjamin, 2012 [1927–1940]). The specific 
structure of Parisian arcades, for example, allows for the emerging of a new 
display culture that will pave the way for the commodification of urban experi-
ence as a whole. Benjamin pays particular attention to the style and materials of 
nineteenth-century architecture, interpreting their ‘mismatching’ – the use of a 
contemporary material like iron to cast older forms – as an embodiment of the 
specific dialectic at the core of modernity. The fetish of newness proper to the 
modern commodity exists alongside the tropes of the past; new technologies ini-
tially assume the form of the ones they are destined to replace. Neither the mere 
outcome of a designer’s choices, nor the plain reflection of a new economic 
order, the aesthetics of architecture are for Benjamin both the cause and the 
effect of a commodified metropolitan life.

Kracauer trained as an architect before turning to journalism, and through 
the 1920s and early 1930s wrote reviews of architecture and urbanism for the 
Frankfurter Zeitung.4 In his critical analysis of the work of Ernst May and Mies 
van der Rohe, he calls into question the presumed radicalism of modernism, ask-
ing whether its purist forms would not come too close to the abstract logic of 
emerging capitalism. Against the emphasis on function and structure prevailing 
amongst his contemporaries, Kracauer reaffirms the importance of ornament 
(Kracauer, 1995 [1963]). His proposal is more forward-looking than nostalgic, 
and introduces a methodological shift predating postmodern theory by almost 50 
years. Kracauer was one of the first Marxists to offer a comprehensive material-
istic reading of human artefacts, which recognized the importance of skin. His 
texts give equal attention to applied ornaments and structure, ephemeral objects 
and high culture, without the former ever replacing the latter (as often occurs in 
postmodern theories). The acknowledgement of surface called for by Kracauer 
is a preliminary stage to its negation; a necessary step in the journey towards a 
form of ‘true’ reason, as opposed to capitalist ratio. Kracauer’s Marxist lesson 
for architects consists in a broadened understanding of form that derives from the 
involvement with its most alienated and apparently trivial aspects, while retain-
ing a transformative ambition.

Morris’, Benjamin’s and Kracauer’s works certainly lay the ground for a 
reconceptualization of architecture in materialist terms, but they remain episodic 
and fragmentary contributions. We will have to wait until the second half of the 
twentieth century to witness the birth of systematic Marxist theories and his-
tories of architecture. Around that time, concomitant to workers’ and students’ 
protests, politically engaged architects, philosophers and sociologists coalesced 
around magazine projects that acted as springboards for the development of 
Marxist debates on architecture and urban planning. In France in 1968, a group 
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of students and academics gravitating around the École nationale supérieure des 
beaux-arts (ENSBA), including Jean Baudrillard and Henri Lefebvre, founded 
Utopie. Two years later, Lefebvre and the architect Anatole Kopp started Espaces 
et Sociétés. At the same time in Italy, former militants of the workerist movement 
founded the Marxist journal Contropiano, which would subsequently host contri-
butions by architects Manfredo Tafuri and Francesco Dal Co.

The appearance of Utopie and Espaces et Sociétés intersected with the 
explosion of the student protests, the reform of architectural education, and De 
Gaulle’s expansion of Paris. These events significantly contributed to centre the 
magazine’s editorial line around the critique of the technological optimism of 
urban planners and public administrators. The ostensible rationality of the French 
government’s urban plans was recast as ‘scientific destruction’ of the concrete-
ness of territory, which served to cover up the social contradictions exploded 
under post-war neocapitalism (Lourau, 2011 [1968]: 30). In response to the gov-
ernment’s sanitizing approach, both Utopie and Espaces et Sociétés drew atten-
tion to the radical potential of spontaneous modes of inhabiting the new urban 
condition. Central to both magazines was the concept of the everyday, alongside 
an idea of the city as the unpredictable outcome of urban practices (Tonka, 2011 
[1968]). No longer a demiurge, the architect was recast as a mediatory figure that 
operated in ‘the near order’ of things, and contributed to the arising of utopias in 
the present (Lefebvre, 2014).

In the same years, in Italy, another journal project contributed to the emerging 
of a Marxist architectural debate. In 1968 militants associated with operaismo, a 
heterodox Marxist strand emerging in response to workers’ struggle in the mid 
1950s, gathered around Contropiano.5 Student unrest exploded in the very same 
year, but the magazine decided to focus on workers’ struggles, exploring the com-
plicated relationship between unions and the party. While Utopie and Espaces et 
Sociétés turned to the space of the city and consumption, Contropiano held on to 
factory and production. It is important to stress that the launch of the magazine 
coincided with a declining phase of workers’ unrest, and served more as platform 
for theoretical analysis than as a ‘militant’ tool to inform contemporary struggles. 
This specific political position can also be observed in the architectural articles 
penned by Tafuri and Dal Co. Their long, theoretically loaded contributions epit-
omize a type of ideology critique of architecture that would come to define the 
Istituto di Storia dell’Architettura (IUAV), a research group directed by Tafuri at 
the University of Venice, from the late 1960s until his death in 1994.

The rise of a self-conscious Marxist current within architectural discipline 
owes as much to the political events of the 1960s and 1970s as it does to avant-
gardist experiments that emerged in the aftermath of the Russian revolution. 
Soviet architecture was a popular subject amongst Marxist historians in the post-
war period, but it was also and above all an event that prompted a comprehen-
sive rethinking of the discipline.6 The projects and the writings of exponents of 
the Russian avant-garde allowed Western practitioners and theoreticians to think 
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beyond the historically established boundaries of architecture, and to call into 
question the politico-economic framework on which it rested. Political knowl-
edge began to be brought to bear upon disciplinary knowledge, and the historical 
analysis of architecture and cities became an opportunity to interrogate broader 
thought systems. The case of Soviet architecture also shed a new light on Western 
modernism, recasting its ambitious transformative mission as an amelioration 
of the capitalist way of life. In a 1930 letter to Le Corbusier, Moisei Ginzburg 
defined the father-figure of architectural modernism as ‘the best surgeon of the 
contemporary city’, suggesting that his incredible talent could only be deployed 
within the limits imposed by his ‘therapeutic’ role (Ginzburg, 1973 [1930]: 273).7 
Curing the metropolitan malaise, even with the best surgical methods available, 
meant restoring the full capacity of the city’s capitalist body. Pilotis made this 
approach apparent, for they lifted the buildings (and metaphorically the prob-
lems) above the surface of the city, allowing cars to circulate more freely without 
reducing the intensity of traffic. In the same year, Bauhaus director Hannes Meyer 
was expelled by the school for his ill-concealed leftist sympathies, and travelled 
to Moscow at the invitation of the Soviet government. In a short text announcing 
his decision, he defined the experience of working under a capitalist economy as 
‘meaningless’, marking a distance between the projects completed in the West, 
and the ones he hoped to realize in the Soviet Union (Meyer, 1973 [1930]: 281). 
It was in the Soviet context that the link between Marxism and architecture mate-
rialized, for this latter became, as Anatole Kopp succinctly puts it, both a reflec-
tion and a matrix of a new society (Kopp, 1970 [1967]). Physical, discrete spaces 
were turned into laboratories for experimenting with new forms of living that 
could subsequently propagate in the surrounding urban fabric. Buildings were 
renamed ‘social condensers’.

Despite being mainly associated with architectural artefacts, the Soviet avant-
garde comprises a large body of written works which reflect on contemporary 
architectural achievements and set forward proposals for a socialist society to 
come.8 In the context of this chapter, however, we will not pursue this path, but 
focus instead on the establishment of Marxist architectural theories and histori-
ographies in the second half of the twentieth century, when the immediate hori-
zon of socialist construction had largely disappeared from sight. My aim is to 
chart the development of Marxist research that remained independent of design 
practice and sought to establish a critical discourse on architectural forms and 
theories. Even when analysing contemporaneous architectural forms, the relevant 
authors refrained from adopting a programmatic approach, remaining implicitly 
loyal to the Tafurian credo according to which under capitalism only a Marxist 
ideological critique of architecture is possible (Tafuri, 1969). A further aspect 
shared by the authors and schools under consideration is a conceptual focus on 
the Marxist categories of ideology and labour. The first ‘episode’ of the intel-
lectual itinerary I am going to retrace will be the research into the mechanisms 
of ideological formation in architectural culture conducted by the associates of 
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the Istituto Universitario of Venice, under the guidance of Tafuri in the 1960s and 
1970s. I am aware that the theme of ideology also informs the writings of the 
French intellectuals gathered around Utopie, but their critique predominantly tar-
gets urbanism, and unlike the Venice school, didn’t extend into a consideration of 
how ideology seeped into all aspects of the architectural discipline. Additionally, 
their seminal interventions were never expanded into a more systematic analysis 
in the following years.

After probing into the Venice School, I will look at Tafuri’s reception in the 
USA in the 1980s, and I will show how his research stirred a critical debate on 
postmodern architecture in the American academic context. I will then expand 
on Fredric Jameson’s use of architecture in the frame of his analysis of postmo-
dernity, and on his rethinking of the concept of ideology vis-à-vis Tafuri. In the 
fourth part of the chapter, I will explore a wave of Marxist historical research that 
emerged in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, in the context of the PhD 
programme ‘The City as Project’ at the Berlage Institute and TU Delft in the 
Netherlands. Drawing on Marxist theory, the researchers affiliated to ‘The City 
as Project’ sought to write and rewrite episodes in the history of architecture with 
a focus on the categories of labour and production. In the fifth and final part, I 
will consider certain debates on the contemporary architecture industry in light 
of the changes brought about by technological development and automation in 
the UK, USA and Italy.

The chapter focuses on North American and European examples. Far from 
being a statement regarding the absence of Marxist architectural research in 
other parts of the world, the limited scope of the survey is the outcome of exper-
tise gained within European and British institutions, whose curriculum remains 
predominantly centred on Western literature. It is my hope that a new wave of 
research and translations – for instance on Brazilian architect Sergio Ferro – 
will open up new lines of enquiry on the relationship between architecture and 
Marxism(s) in the following years.9

MANFREDO TAFURI AND THE VENICE SCHOOL

In the late 1960s, a group of intellectuals involved in the political struggles of the 
preceding years gathered around the Istituto di Storia dell’Architettura at the 
University of Venice. The Istituto was not a conventional architectural depart-
ment, but a place where researchers coming from other fields were regularly 
invited to contribute to conferences and seminars, and eventually became mem-
bers of staff.10 The meaning accorded to interdisciplinarity in this context had 
little to do with the one it has acquired in more recent decades within contempo-
rary neoliberal education. Disciplines like philosophy, sociology or political sci-
ence were not instrumentalized to justify architectural projects or theories, but to 
call into question their own ideological implications. Between the late 1960s and 
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the mid 1970s the Istituto initiated three main research projects addressing art and 
architecture in the USSR from 1917 to 1937, the emergence of the American city 
after the Civil War, and architecture in Weimar Germany. The first two resulted in 
collective publications, and were introduced by a prefatory text which explicitly 
stated the political objectives underpinning the project.11 In the frame of this 
essay we will not focus on the content of the books, but treat them as exemplary 
case studies of how Marxist analysis was employed to study the history and the 
present of architecture by the members of the Istituto and by Tafuri in particular. 
It should be made clear from the outset that the group’s turn to history was not 
conceived as withdrawal from contemporary affairs, but as a specific way of 
engaging in the present. Asked to recall the early years in Venice during an inter-
view with historian Luisa Passerini, Tafuri highlights the paradox which will 
come to define the group’s methodology: ‘we started to mount projects based on 
historical problems that were heavily involved with the present; we were doing 
real history, and the present was our task’ (Passerini and Tafuri, 2000 [1992]: 44). 
The choice to study the history of Soviet Communism, for example, served to cast 
doubt over a series of misbeliefs inherited by the ranks of the Italian Communist 
Party, and that conditioned their political plans for the present (Leach, 2006).

Tafuri and his colleagues’ first research project pivots on the period of the New 
Economic Policy (NEP) and its ideological entanglements. In Tafuri’s reading, 
the NEP coincides with the exaltation of the plan as the socialist form of orga-
nization par excellence, and the replacement of the concreteness of the category 
of class with the mythical notion of proletariat. Tafuri does not oppose Lenin’s 
partial reintroduction of the free market but calls into question the Bolsheviks’ 
misunderstanding of the dialectic inherent to the NEP: an expression that des-
ignates the working class’ paradoxical status as simultaneously constitutive and 
inimical to capital (Tafuri, 1971). Whether embracing this dialectic would have 
given rise to an affirmation of the working class as an independent class-for-itself 
or not, the Bolshevik decision to dismiss it had no other outcome than the pas-
sive integration of the class into the NEP. Tafuri and his colleagues’ argument is 
largely indebted to workerist (operaisti) militants Mario Tronti and Rita di Leo, 
but their originality lay in the attempt to transpose their diagnoses onto the artis-
tic and architectural realms. Workerist analysis served as a corrective to the thesis 
that associated the demise of the avant-garde’s initial goals with the curtailment 
of freedom under Stalin’s regime, a line of argument pursued by the majority of 
historical accounts. The reading advanced by Tafuri and his colleagues eschews 
a view of cultural phenomena as reflections of politico-economical shifts, and 
at the same time casts doubt upon the divide between an experimental and a 
‘degenerated’ artistic phase. Setting out from this premise, their research sought 
to expose how ideology had been materialized in specific architectural and artis-
tic forms long before Stalin came to power.

Tafuri’s contribution to the volume attends to the elusive ‘figure’ of the 
plan and dwells on the ambivalent meaning of the term – as both a drawing 
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of the division of space within a building and a proposal for organized action  
(Tafuri, 1971). Stepping away from orthodox Marxism’s idea of the plan as 
the accomplishment of socialist organization, Tafuri recasts it as a dispositif to 
appease workers and capital. In his reading, the feeling of cohesion and rational-
ity evoked by the figure of the ‘plan’ served to conceal the exploitative mecha-
nisms still at work in a phase of economic transition.12 Finally, echoing Boris 
Kushner, Tafuri shows how the emphasis on planning arose with the NEP as the 
marker of a shift between a phase of technological fetishization to a new one 
characterized by the myth of organization.

Sustaining the multidisciplinary approach that distinguished the Istituto, some 
of the contributors to the volume extended their analysis to the artistic avant-
garde. Tafuri, in particular, attended to the shift from formalism to productivism 
and interpreted it as further evidence of the predominance of Stakhanovist ethics 
(Tafuri, 1971). His analysis started out from the implicit premise that every artistic 
or architectural movement originating in a context where capitalist elements are 
still present already contains within it the possibility of its future collapse. In the 
face of this reality, the historian needs to understand how this ideological complic-
ity, tacitly present at the level of both content and form, develops over time, and 
in what relationship it stands with contemporaneous historical and political shifts. 
In the case of the early Russian avant-garde, for example, Tafuri discerns a latent 
desire to recuperate the ‘lost meaning’ of the sign within these very same currents 
that had declared its annihilation. Such a move is explained, implicitly, in psycho-
analytical terms through a process akin to Freudian negation. In a word, formalist 
artists’ decision to sever themselves from the ‘real’ world would have stirred a 
sense of guilt which ultimately prompted a return to production. Along the lines of 
architects and urban planners, artists failed to acknowledge what Tafuri called the 
‘dialectics of the NEP’ and adhered to the ideology of work.

The book Socialismo, città, architettura (Tafuri, 1971b), and Tafuri’s contribu-
tion in particular (1971a), represents a paradigmatic case study of how the mem-
bers of the Istituto deployed Marxist conceptual tools to rethink crucial moments 
in the history of architecture. Marx’s The German Ideology, alongside the texts of 
the Italian workerists Mario Tronti, Massimo Cacciari and Antonio Negri, acted as 
a key reference. This explains the priority Tafuri and his colleagues assigned to the 
category of ‘work’ over ‘capital’, and the attention they devoted to examining the 
position of artists and architects within the capitalist division of labour. The geneal-
ogy of this approach can be traced back to the articles for Contropiano later gathered 
in the famous book Architecture and Utopia (Tafuri, 1976 [1973]). Architecture 
and Utopia offers an unusual reading of the developments of art and architecture 
in the twentieth century, with a focus on the mechanisms that caused their gradual 
subsumption into the capitalist logic. Tafuri’s analysis relies on a contribution by 
Negri to Contropiano which re-examines John Maynard Keynes’ economic theory 
from the standpoint of politics (Negri, 1968). For Negri, Keynesianism coincided 
with the acknowledgement of the working class as an autonomous instance within 
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capital and with the elaboration of ‘integration strategies’ for containing its threat. 
Taking its lead from this thesis, Tafuri observes a similar dynamic playing out in 
the cultural realm (Tafuri, 1969). With regards to architecture, he illustrates how the 
visionary, ideological drive of the avant-garde was gradually replaced by a prag-
matic approach, which he names the ‘reality of the plan’ (Tafuri, 1969: 24). In order 
to lend concreteness to this definition, Tafuri examines Ludwig Hilberseimer’s 
design, stressing the interplay between the elementary units of housing and the 
planimetric structure of the city. Hilberseimer’s design would reveal the disappear-
ance of the single dwelling space as an identifiable, discrete object, and its conver-
sion into an anonymous unit of a production line coinciding with the totality of the 
metropolitan space.

In a 1970 text never translated into English, which further explores the trans-
formations undergone by architectural practice, Tafuri would go on to depict a 
dystopian scenario in which the ‘plan’ has become an autonomous force, to the 
point of dominating the labour of designers (Tafuri, 1970). Implicitly drawing on 
Karl Marx’s ‘Fragment on Machines’, a text of pivotal importance to workerist 
thought, Tafuri posits a parallel between architects and factory workers after the 
massive introduction of machinery.13 Just as workers’ labour in the factory was 
for Marx ‘determined and regulated on all sides by the movement of the machin-
ery’ and reduced ‘to a mere abstraction of activity’, the labour of architects in the 
emerging neo-capitalist, technocratic epoch is destined to fall under the remit of the 
plan (Marx, 1973 [1857/1858]: 693). Echoing Cacciari’s Heideggerian-inflected 
research on ‘negative thought’, Tafuri envisions a scenario where designers’ human 
agency will dissolve into the ‘subject of development’ (Tafuri, 1970: 255).

Beside contributing to the study of ideology, Tafuri deserves credit for 
enquiring into the position of architecture within the capitalist division of 
labour. ‘Architecture’ – he writes in 1975 – is a ‘peculiar form of intellectual 
labour […] that places particular emphasis on a range of directly productive 
activities’. Building upon this assumption, Tafuri recasts the history of the dis-
cipline as a dialectical relation between abstract and concrete labour (Tafuri, 
1975: 276), and grasps in the linguistic turn of the 1970s the seeds of the pro-
cess of real subsumption which will transform architectural labour in the years 
to come (Mometti, 2012).

THE CRITIQUE OF IDEOLOGY AND POSTMODERNISM  
IN THE 1980S USA

In the mid 1970s Tafuri’s work appeared in Oppositions, a prestigious architectural 
magazine directed by Peter Eisenman, Kenneth Frampton and Mario Gandelsonas. 
The publication of Tafuri’s writings stirred a debate about the relationship between 
architecture and politics, a topic that had previously received very little attention in 
American architectural discourse. In 1982, a group of established architects 
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including Joan Ockman, Alan Colquhoun and Bernard Tschumi organized the 
symposium ‘Architecture and Ideology’, later developed into a publication 
(Ockman, 1985). The aim of the initiative, we read in the introduction, was ‘to 
examine approaches in criticism and practice that consider architecture as a system 
of beliefs and values and that explore the relationship between architecture and the 
existing material processes of society’ (McLeod, 1985: 7). All the interventions by 
the keynote speakers – Tomas Llorens, Fredric Jameson and Demetri Porphyrios 
– directly responded or referred to Tafuri’s position.

It may be worth recalling the political and cultural moment out of which this 
debate emerged. In the early 1980s postmodernist discourse had reached its peak, 
and the architects attending the aforementioned conference were looking for ref-
erences that could inspire a critical response. The research carried out by Tafuri 
and his colleagues at the Istituto served this purpose, even though the theories of 
architectural ideology elaborated in that context differed significantly from the 
sources. Fredric Jameson’s text best epitomizes this difference.

Jameson’s contribution for Architecture, Criticism, Ideology engages in a 
debate with Tafuri’s historiographical method. This latter is recast as a type of 
content, in the wake of Althusser’s notion of the task of the historian as that of 
producing the concept of history. In Jameson’s view, like Theodor Adorno and 
Roland Barthes, Tafuri performs a type of ‘dialectical history’, a term that des-
ignates an approach aimed at undermining the ‘constitutive presuppositions […] 
of the specialized disciplines’, by means of discursive operations that unexpect-
edly reveal ‘the existence […] of an Other of the discipline’ (Jameson, 1985: 
61). Jameson accords to dialectical history the ability to expose the intricacies of 
ideological thinking, but he simultaneously steps aside from the sense of ‘neces-
sary failure’ it may engender (Jameson, 1985: 58). Tafuri’s writings best embody 
this prospect, for the efforts of architects are always situated within a wider capi-
talist frame that lays bare their futility. Jameson isn’t indulgent towards Tafuri’s 
position, and accuses him of holding to a ‘classical notion of Marx’, according 
to which a socialist society will be achieved only after ‘capitalism has become a 
worldwide and global fact’ (Jameson, 1985: 68).14 In response, he rehabilitates 
the concept of ideology, bending it towards radical ends.

If on the one hand Jameson distances himself from Tafuri’s pessimism, on the 
other he uses it to throw doubt on the cynicism of postmodern discourse. After 
establishing a proximity between the latter and Tafuri’s distrust towards a trans-
formation of the present, he stresses their different political responses. Whereas 
Tafuri opts for a ‘self-conscious stoicism’, says Jameson, ‘the practitioners and 
ideologues of postmodernism enjoy the post-critical present and relax within it 
(Jameson, 1985: 87). It is in the realm of architecture that such relaxed, self-
indulgent attitudes are most apparent.

Architecture represents a privileged point of observation in Jameson’s study of 
postmodern aesthetics. It is both the ‘art’ that condenses the key formal features 
associated with this historical moment, and the context in which human beings 
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can most vividly experience the confusion induced by ‘the cultural logic of late 
capitalism’ (Jameson, 1984). Architecture’s ability to reveal the present depends 
on the specific position it occupies with respect to economics, for, as Jameson 
contends: ‘[o]f all the arts … [it is] the closest constitutively to the economic’, 
and ‘the extraordinary flowering of the new postmodern architecture grounded 
in the patronage of multinational business’ is just the logical consequence of 
this proximity (Jameson, 1984: 56–7). Yet, in spite of the emphasis he places 
on architecture’s complicity with economics, Jameson never establishes a direct 
relation between these two ambits, holding on to a theory of mediation, and to an 
idea of the aesthetic realm as semi-autonomous.15

In addition to offering a vantage point from which to observe the postmodern 
phase, architecture inspires the American critic to devise a ‘political’ response. 
To this end, Jameson draws from Kevin Lynch’s study of the use of mental maps 
to navigate urban landscape. Extending Lynch’s discourse to larger national and 
global spaces, Jameson advocates for the need to create maps which could help us 
‘organize … [our] immediate surroundings perceptually’, and identify our posi-
tion within them (Jameson, 1984: 83). It is in this framework that Jameson reha-
bilitates ideology, irremediably distancing himself from Tafuri. Building on the 
assumption that the totality of capitalism remains unknowable to human beings, 
and simultaneously drawing on Althusser’s understanding of ideology, Jameson 
recasts the latter as a necessary mediation between a narrow individual experience 
and an unattainable scientific knowledge. Finally, he assigns cognitive mapping 
a similar function,16 showing how this latter enables ‘a situational representation’ 
of the unrepresentable totality of social space (Jameson, 1984: 90).

Jameson must be praised for dislodging architecture from its disciplinary isola-
tion and relating the built form to a new sensorial and cognitive condition induced 
by late capitalism. This aspect shows a clear departure from the Venice School, 
which had little interest in exploring how the ideological relationships between 
human beings and the built environment could be altered by the lived experi-
ence of space. Unlike Tafuri and his collaborators, however, Jameson largely 
overlooks the material conditions of the production of architecture. Aspects such 
as changes in the organization of architectural labour, the increasingly global 
dimension of studios, and the introduction of new technologies in the 1980s are 
not accounted for as determining factors in the aesthetic shift associated with 
postmodern design.

NEW MARXIST ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY AND THEORY

Following the 2008 financial crisis and the introduction of economic austerity in 
Europe, there has been a noticeable revival of interest in Marxian and Marxist 
theory across the arts. In the architectural realm, academics have also returned to 
look at the history of the discipline through Marxian lenses, following a 
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longstanding infatuation with the philosophies of Deleuze, Guattari and 
Derrida.17 In this (re)turn to historical materialism, the PhD research group ‘City 
as a Project’ played a decisive role. Founded by Pier Vittorio Aureli at the 
Berlage Institute and TU Delft in 2010, the centre gathered a group of young 
researchers who shared an interest in the relationship between architecture and 
politics.18 In the period from 2010 to 2014 the affiliates regularly posted a vast 
array of materials online, ranging from excerpts of unfinished PhD theses to 
reports on seminars and book presentations. This specific mode of dissemination 
denoted a desire to create a collaborative forum for discussion which would 
eschew the constraints of traditional academic projects.19

Another distinguishing feature of the group is the application of workerist 
theories to architectural analysis. Aureli’s and Francesco Marullo’s research, for 
example, takes its lead from Mario Tronti’s thesis of the priority of class struggle 
in the transformations of capitalism, to show that the rise of new techniques and 
architectural forms often meet the need to mitigate conflicts over labour condi-
tions (Aureli, 2008; Aureli and Marullo, 2013). Aureli elucidates this point with 
regard to Le Corbusier’s Maison Dom-Ino, arguing that the form of the building 
responded to economic-political necessities as much as it did to the imperatives 
of modernist aesthetics. He does so by revealing how the architect’s decision to 
leave the finishing up of the building to future inhabitants was meant to stir a 
desire for ownership across the working class. What may have appeared as an 
attempt to include and empower the unprivileged is thus recast as a strategy to 
keep class conflict at bay (Aureli, 2013).

Francesco Marullo adopts a similar approach to examining industrial archi-
tecture in the early-twentieth-century USA. His research seeks to establish a cor-
relation between the introduction of new production methods and the changes in 
the spatial configuration of factories, such as they appear in plans. The plan is 
considered, at one and the same time, as a representation of the division of the 
factory’s internal space, and as an indicator of the type of labour performed. Seen 
from this double optic, therefore, the generic and simplified forms of some of the 
drawings would allude to the indistinct mass of workers acting simultaneously 
inside the factory, and, at a deeper level, to the appropriation of concerted labour 
by capital (Marullo, 2013).

More recently, in conjunction with the growing interest in the question of 
social reproduction within contemporary Marxist debates, Maria Shéhérazade 
Giudici and Aureli have turned their attention to the relation between the devel-
opment of house interiors and the changes in society and family structure. By 
adopting a longue durée approach, their research reveals that the concealment of 
reproduction and the maintenance of biological life from public visibility long 
predated the rise of capitalism. This thesis is made apparent in their analysis of 
houses built in the ninth millennium bce, where areas for rituals and hospitality 
appear already more capacious and central than those devoted to cooking and 
nurturing. From there, Giudici and Aureli’s account proceeds chronologically, 
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always relating the form of the domestic to broader societal changes. For exam-
ple, the presence of ‘small vestibules, cubicula, and triclina’ in Roman houses is 
read as an indicator of a loosening of gendered spatial divisions, and connected to 
the emergence of a new type of family based on law and property rather than on 
habits, which paradoxically granted a relative freedom of movement within the 
house to all the members belonging to it by law, including the slaves. The survey 
terminates with a comparison between domestic and working spaces in contem-
porary architecture. Expanding on the thesis about the invisibility of reproductive 
labour advocated by Marxist feminism, Aureli and Giudici note how the blending 
of domestic and working aesthetics concurs to dissolve the border between life 
and labour, ultimately serving the goal to conceal everyone’s labour (Aureli and 
Giudici, 2016).

In addition to advancing historical analyses, the researchers affiliated with 
‘The City as a Project’ put forward propositions for the present. Aureli, in partic-
ular, seeks to reaffirm architecture’s political potential by mobilizing the catego-
ries of ‘autonomy’ and ‘absolute’ (Aureli, 2011). His line of argument starts out 
from a severe critique of the dominance of urbanization over the city, which he 
recasts in terms of a triumph of the ‘economic logic of social management’ over 
a ‘political dimension of coexistence’ (Aureli, 2011: 10). Urbanization is deemed 
to have destroyed the ‘limit’ of individual buildings, together with the possibility 
of conflict between the city’s constituent parts. For this latter are replaced by an 
infinite expanse of built space, where ‘differences are absorbed within a pro-
cess of growth that is no longer dialectical but incremental’ (Aureli, 2011: 16). 
Faced with this scenario, Aureli tries to restore architecture’s autonomy, turning, 
once again, to Tronti’s thought. Similar to the ways in which Tronti recognized 
the priority of workers’ struggles over capital, Aureli ascribes autonomy to the 
single architectural work with regard to urban planning. In this frame, the term 
autonomy is severed from agency, and lodged in the very form of buildings, such 
as Mies van der Rohe’s plinths, or the austere, mute structures of Aldo Rossi.

INDUSTRIES OF ARCHITECTURE TODAY

In the last decade, a new strand of research has started to explore the reorganiza-
tion of labour within the architectural and building professions in the wake of the 
spread of new technologies and financialization processes. As concerns new 
technologies, one of the first comprehensive works to respond to this trend in 
architectural discussion is Peggy Deamer and Philip G. Bernstein’s Building (in) 
the Future (Deamer and Bernstein, 2010). The contributions offer different view-
points on the introduction of parametric design and digital fabrication, but they 
share a focus on their impact on the labour of architects and on the organization 
of the building industry. As we will see in a moment, a group of British academ-
ics have recently addressed these same topics from a more openly materialist 
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perspective, calling into question some of the assumptions of Deamer and 
Bernstein’s pioneering book.

Less focused on technology, but more broadly on the changes brought about by 
neoliberalism on architectural education and labour, is the 2016 book Backstage 
by the Milan-based Gizmo collective (Andreola et al., 2016).20 The texts gathered 
in the publication are for the most part short reports, but taken together they offer 
a comprehensive portrayal of the contemporary professional landscape, with a 
focus on Italy. Of particular interest is the text by Riccardo M. Villa, the only 
one that takes a longue durée historical approach. Recalling Aureli’s work, Villa 
recounts the history of architectural labour from the emergence of capitalism to 
today, but methodologically he proceeds in the opposite direction, from the anal-
ysis of labour to the built form. He looks, for example, at the way international 
studios are run, and he underlines how the continuous replacement of the labour 
force, alongside increasing automation, contributes to homogenizing design pro-
cesses and forms.

While Gizmo’s publication remains confined to an analysis of the designer’s 
work, the research of Katie Lloyd Thomas, Tilo Amhoff and Nick Beech has 
addressed the architectural industry in its entirety, paying attention to its mul-
tiple sites of production and their interrelations. In the preface to the publica-
tion released after the ‘Industries of Architecture’ conference they organized in 
2014, they describe the initiative as an attempt to contribute to the definition of 
‘the position and relation of the profession of the architect to other elements in 
the division of labour’ (Lloyd Thomas et al., 2016: 8). Their work seeks to inte-
grate what Howard Davis calls ‘building culture’ into the field of architecture, by 
acknowledging physical traces and documents, like drawings, sketches or build-
ing specifications, which are produced by all the figures partaking in the realiza-
tion of architectural projects. Their approach combines a Marxist focus on labour 
with an interest in subjects and materials left out by architectural history, which 
resonates with the tradition of ‘history from below’.

The 2014 conference was an important forum for discussing pressing aspects 
of the industry of architecture, ranging from the production of materials and the 
relation between building regulations and the economy to the division of labour 
within the construction site and more ‘immaterial’ issues such the use of film to 
represent the hidden labour that goes into the production of an edifice. The con-
ference also included a visit to a building site near the venue, a report upon which 
was lately included in the publication.21

In the frame of this section, it is important to expand on the findings of the 
building-site visit, since they offer a counterpoint to Peggy Deamer and Howard 
W. Ashcraft’s claims regarding the impact of building information modelling 
(BIM) on the architect’s labour (Deamer and Bernstein, 2010). Now standard in 
the architectural industry, BIM is software for drawing, scheduling and logisti-
cal analysis which can be used simultaneously by each of the parties involved 
in a project. In its defence, Howard Ashcraft argues that the direct interaction 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM780

between professions through the BIM has prompted a ‘shift [of] […] focus from 
individual processes [,] to project workflows and seamless interactions’, which in 
turn has ‘reduce[d] … costs, increase[d] quality, and, in some instances, [allowed 
architects to] achieve designs that would be impossible otherwise’ (Ashcraft, 
2010: 146–7). Drawing from a body of evidence gathered during the building 
visit, the report included in the Industries of Architecture publication seems to 
come to a slightly different conclusion regarding the efficacy of this technology. 
The presence of multilingual ‘handwriting across walls, floors, and formwork’ of 
buildings prompts them to propose that ‘contemporary advances in information 
technology and the new structures of prefabrication and site contracting [still] 
rely’ – and in crisis situations depend – ‘upon the traditional skills and communi-
cation of the building operatives’ (Beech et al., 2016: 307). All this casts doubt on 
the possibility of a direct relationship between digital design and building activity 
in the immediate future and suggests a more cautious and empirical approach to 
the analysis of the technology. The ‘image of a large team of discrete profession-
als … wearing Google glasses and working … on the virtual model’, warns the 
report, must be altered to reflect ‘what BIMing actually allows the designer to do, 
know or even perceive’ (Beech et al., 2016: 307).

Deamer is aligned with Ashcraft, but her argumentation in defence of BIM 
hinges on its impact upon the architect’s labour. The BIM has placed architects at 
the centre of the building industry, she claims, granting them a decisive function 
in the management of the architectural project. From this optic, the designers’ 
adoption of ‘managerial’ roles represents a challenge to a traditional idea of the 
profession and the notion of authorship. At first sight, her words seem to reprise 
Tafuri’s call to give up the idea of the architect as the lone artist-author of build-
ings, but a closer analysis reveals a significant difference. While for Tafuri the 
refusal of an idealistic image of the architect came along with the acceptance of 
their ‘proletarization’, and could open up political alliances with other workers 
involved in the construction of buildings, for Deamer the dematerialization of 
designers’ work is an opportunity for the upgrading of their profession, which 
could be considered in the same way as that of ‘dotcommers, scientists, gam-
ers or the experts of creative finance’ (Deamer, 2016: 56). Deamer’s argument 
unintentionally reaffirms a hierarchy between intellectual and manual labour, 
revealing an excessively optimistic reading of processes of dematerialization, 
confusing them with forms of liberation.

Alongside speculative research attending to the industry of architecture, we 
should mention the work done by Architectural Lobby to organize designers 
politically. Architectural Lobby is an American non-profit organization which 
has tried to encourage architects to get rid of the golden patina attached to their 
professional figure and to consider themselves as mere workers. ‘[A]rchitectural 
employers and employees alike’ – they state in an interview – ‘have bought into 
the myth of the artiste working outside of the labor discourse. You almost never 
hear the terms “labor” and “architecture” together’.22 On the homepage of their 
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website, we find a list of guidelines that should regulate the architect’s profes-
sion, ranging from the enforcement of laws for prohibiting unpaid internships, 
to the replacement of fees based on percentage of construction or hourly fees 
with ones calculated based on the money saved or gained from clients. In one of 
their seminal events, a conference entitled ‘Who Builds Your Architecture’, they 
extended their analysis to the construction industry more broadly, shedding light 
on architects’ lack of power over drawing up labour contracts. In 2016, the group 
launched a survey to chart the labour of architectural historians and theorists and 
its relationship with other dimensions of architectural practice. The answers to 
the survey, collected in a publication downloadable from their website, constitute 
a key source for understanding the precarization of various forms of intellectual 
labour related to architecture, including teaching, curating and writing (Cayer 
et al., 2016).

Notes

1  The passage reads as follows: ‘A spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a 
bee puts to shame many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what distinguishes the worst 
architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect raises his structure in imagination before he 
erects it in reality’ (Marx, 1990 [1867]: 284).

2  As for secondary sources that have examined Marx’s and Engels’ understanding of the urban and 
social production of space, particularly notable is the pioneering Lefebvre (2016 [1972]).

3  For an overview of Morris’ main theoretical texts on architecture, consider Miele (1996).
4  My account of these texts is indebted to the work of Joan Ockman. See Ockman (2003).
5  Contropiano, Materiali Marxisti was founded in 1968 by literary critic Alberto Asor Rosa and the 

philosophers Massimo Cacciari and Antonio Negri. It continued publication until 1971. While not an 
architectural magazine, it included a number of contributions commenting on important moments in 
the historical avant-garde and Italy’s pressing urban problems.

6  It should be recalled that a contingent of foreign architects, including former Bauhaus director Hannes 
Meyer, went to work in the USSR in the early 1930s. Amongst the publications on Soviet architecture 
released in the post-war period, it is important to refer, in this context, to Kopp (1970 [1967]). As we 
mentioned, Kopp was one of the founders of Espaces et Sociétés. A few years before, Vieri Quilici, a 
colleague and collaborator of Manfredo Tafuri, published two books on Soviet architecture (Quilici, 
1965, 1969). The books have never been translated into English, but they predated research on the 
same topic published years later in the Anglophone context.

7  All translations from Italian texts are my own.
8  A charting of primary and secondary literature on the Soviet architectural avant-garde is beyond the 

realm of this essay, but amongst the main primary sources translated into English it is important to 
mention El Lissitzky (1970 [1930]) and Ginzburg (1982 [1924]). To my knowledge, many important 
texts from this current are still unavailable to an English readership.

9  An introduction to Sergio Ferro and translations of some of his texts can be found in Lloyd Thomas 
et al., 2016. Even within the ‘European’ context, architectural history remains skewed towards domi-
nant centres, largely neglecting, for instance, the place of architecture during Yugoslavian self-man-
agement. Regarding the transformation of architectural practice in post-war New Belgrade consider 
the still unpublished PhD by Stevanović (2015), ‘After the Blueprint: Questions Around the Unfinished 
in New Belgrade’.

10  As in the case of philosopher Massimo Cacciari, who joined the department in 1970.
11  The books are Tafuri (1971b) and Tafuri et al. (1973).
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12  See Corna, 2016 for an examination of the theme of the plan in Tafuri’s 1970s writings, and a map 
of the conceptual link with Raniero Panzieri’s Frankfurt School-inflected critique of planning.

13  The text appeared in the fourth issue of the workerist journal Quaderni Rossi. On workerist readings 
of the ‘Fragment on Machines’ see Bellofiore and Tomba (2013).

14  Art historian Gail Day addresses the reception of Tafuri’s work in the American academic context. 
In her view, Jameson’s analysis failed to grasp the link between Tafuri’s arguments and the specific 
political milieu out of which they emerged. Day’s meticulous contextual reading reverses Jameson’s 
thesis, and unveils how Tafuri’s apparent intransigence was instead an attempt to keep the bar of 
political ambition high in the face of the weakening of political struggles. See Day (2012).

15  Jameson’s defence of mediation as opposed to homology is illustrated in great detail in Jameson 
(1981).

16  It must be specified that for Jameson ‘the production of functioning and living ideologies … is not 
possible’ in the historical situation in which we live. For this reason, he privileges the Lacanian tripar-
tite system – composed of imaginary, real and symbolic – over the Althusserian dichotomy between 
ideology and science, and he assigns a function comparable to the Lacanian Symbolic to cognitive 
mapping. See Jameson (1984: 91).

17  See, for example, Deamer and Bernstein, 2010; Aitchison, 2014; and Deamer, 2015.
18  A brief description of the research group can be found on the official website http://thecityasaproject.

org/about/ (accessed 4 May 2018).
19  The research group has released two publications: Aureli et al., 2010 and Aureli, 2013.
20  The members of Gizmo regularly republish articles and draft research on www.gizmoweb.it (accessed 

3 May 2018).
21  The visit was organized by Nick Beech, together with Linda Clarke and Christine Wall.
22  Medina, S., ‘Meet the Architecture Lobby’, https://www.metropolismag.com/architecture/meet- 

architecture-lobby-working-change-way-profession-structured/ (accessed 11 September 2016).
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This chapter will consider the history of Marxian thought on culture, but with 
specific reference to those developments that have most directly influenced 
recent research and current debates in the Anglophone world. The word ‘culture’ 
(or any German equivalent) does not appear frequently, if at all, in Marx’s major 
works. As Raymond Williams wrote in 1958: ‘Marx himself outlined, but never 
fully developed a cultural theory’ (Williams, 1958: 265). Nonetheless, keeping 
in mind the always fuzzy nature of the concept, we can identify some key themes 
that bear upon the conceptualisation of culture from very early on in his (and 
Engels’) writings.

The entire philosophy of historical materialism proceeds from the understanding 
that human beings cannot survive without forms of organised cooperation (Marx, 
1845) and the explicit transmission of information between individuals and across 
generations (Leroi-Gourhan, 1943). In this sense, culture as such is necessary for 
basic bodily survival. In fact, we could go so far as to say that this is the founding 
observation of historical materialism as such. ‘Materialism’ in this sense simply 
implies the rejection of any supernatural explanation for human existence, human 
consciousness, natural phenomena or cultural and social change, as well as the 
assumption that there is no non-material component of the human being (such as a 
soul or spirit) upon which organic life or consciousness depend. ‘Historical’ simply 
implies that the forms of social relations that emerge to fulfil the needs of biological 
survival change over time, and that these changes will have significant implications 
for the way of life – the ‘culture’, including politics, science, the arts, etc. – of the 
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humans engaged in them. To the extent that power relations are at work in any 
set of social relationships, it can be assumed that the relationships involved in the 
production and reproduction of the necessities for corporeal life (the ‘relations of 
production’) will be characterised by significant imbalances of power, at least some 
of the time (Marx, 1852). Where they are, these imbalances will have implications 
for power relations in multiple domains of social activity, including those which 
pertain to the field of ‘culture’ (however broadly or narrowly defined) (Max, 1848).

BASE AND SUPERSTRUCTURE

In theoretical discussion of the status of ‘culture’ in Marxist thought, special 
precedence has often been given to the correct understanding of the relationship 
between ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’ (Williams, 1973). This terminology is 
deployed occasionally by Marx and Engels when trying to explain their material-
ist understanding of history. According to the implied architectural metaphor, an 
overall social formation can be visualised as a building, the foundations of which 
are made up of ‘material’ (i.e. economic) relations, while domains such as 
formal politics, the media, religion, the arts, etc. all belong to the ‘superstructure’ 
that is built on that foundation. For example, the medieval chivalric romances do 
not merely evolve organically out of the heroic epics and sagas of previous ages. 
They express and celebrate a world-view and a set of values that are specifically 
those of the feudal warrior aristocracy that had recently come to dominate the 
societies of early medieval Western Europe, as do the political and legal institu-
tions that also emerged in those places at that time.

The ‘base/superstructure’ metaphor has occasionally been interpreted, by both 
advocates and opponents of Marxism, as implying that nothing taking place in 
the ‘superstructure’ is of historical importance, being only a reflection or expres-
sion of changes occurring in the ‘base’. However, the ‘base/superstructure’ 
metaphor was never intended to be taken so literally. In particular, it was never 
supposed to imply that activity in the fields of politics and culture could not itself 
have direct or indirect repercussions on the domain of economic relations. Engels 
made this point explicitly in a famous letter to Joseph Bloch (Engels, 1890), 
pointing out that the base/superstructure metaphor was only ever intended as a 
rhetorical and polemical trope with which to refute the romantic assumptions of 
early nineteenth-century idealists. Despite this, a great deal of time and energy 
was taken up in the 1960s and 1970s by theorists such as Louis Althusser and 
Raymond Williams attempting to determine precisely how much autonomy from 
the ‘base’ various aspects of the ‘superstructure’ can be assumed to have from 
a properly Marxist perspective. Williams eventually concluded that ‘base/super-
structure’ had simply never been a useful metaphor, implying as it does a level of 
determinism that Marx and Engels had never intended. He was right; and we will 
not dwell further on this topic.
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CULTURE AND THE CRISIS OF MARXISM

The development of Marxist cultural theory is inseparable from the development 
of Marxist political theory. Both respond to more or less the same set of prob-
lems and conditions, and the same set of issues arising from the thought of Marx 
and Engels, who had predicted a particular set of outcomes from the develop-
ment of industrial capitalism, based on their understanding of the processes that 
had given rise to it and to the global dominance of the European bourgeoisie.

It is always salutary to recall that when Marx and Engels began their collabora-
tion in the 1840s, many of these predictions would have seemed outlandish and 
improbable to many readers. The expectation that the industrial working class 
would organise itself politically and successfully – to the point of forming its 
own parties and being able to demand historically unprecedented social reforms, 
full-scale political representation and the full legalisation of trade unions – was 
hardly universally shared. Over the course of his life, Marx was disappointed 
by, for example, the cultural conservatism and xenophobia of English workers 
(Anderson, 2010). Nonetheless, his general prescription for the development of a 
politically self-conscious working class had largely been fulfilled by the 1910s, by 
which time mass trade-union movements allied to mass socialist parties could be 
found to be active and militant from Ireland to Australia, posing a clear challenge 
to the authority and power of the bourgeoisie in all of those places. Up to a point.

However, by that time, the limitations of that process of politicisation were 
also becoming widely evident. The first two decades of the twentieth century 
offered few examples of a significant level of revolutionary consciousness being 
widely achieved. There were two main reasons for this. On the one hand, since 
the late nineteenth century, large numbers of workers had enjoyed modest but 
significant improvements in pay, political representation and standards of living. 
Pressure from radical movements, the growing weight and success of reformist 
strands of socialism and the growing commitment to modest social reform within 
even the liberal and conservative traditions all contributed to these outcomes, as 
did the enormous profits being generated by capital during the era of industrial 
monopoly and fully mature imperialism. The gradual advent of mass suffrage 
reduced the appeal and the apparent necessity of violent revolution, outside of 
autocracies such as Czarist Russia. Under these circumstances, many workers 
seemed content to accept gradual and piecemeal reform, rather than pursuing the 
full abolition of capitalism. On the other hand, the popularity and effectiveness 
of various types of nationalist and imperialist ideology, their ability to secure the 
loyalty of workers to their national ruling classes, was proving far more enduring 
than Marxist theory had generally presumed that they would.

The outbreak of World War One dealt a body blow to the socialist ideal of 
a united, international, class-conscious proletariat taking power through mass 
action and largely democratic means (Sassoon, 1996). The willingness of the 
European proletariats to follow their respective officer classes into the trenches 
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came as a shock to many, who had assumed that the threat of conscription into a 
bloody war would instead give them the final necessary push into revolutionary 
consciousness. And if the war marked the final crisis of European imperialism, 
what came in its wake in many places was not a rejection of nationalism and 
concomitant upsurge of class consciousness, but a morbid intensification of the 
former in the unexpectedly awful form of modern fascism. In those zones of 
the capitalist world where fascism remained weak, from the 1920s onwards a 
rich and seductive commercial culture began to emerge that could offer many 
working-class people a level of comfort and personal amusement that it had been 
assumed only socialism could deliver, further eroding the assumed basis upon 
which class solidarity could be built and socialism finally achieved.

It is in the context of this political crisis that the major developments in Marxist 
political and cultural theory of the early to mid twentieth century must be under-
stood. Marxists had largely assumed that the steady growth of the labour move-
ment would result directly and relatively unproblematically in ever higher levels 
of class consciousness, as a shared proletarian culture of scientific socialism con-
tinued to grow in scope, inclusivity and influence (Sassoon, 1996). The failure 
of this process to manifest itself uniformly – or, arguably, anywhere – after 1910 
constituted a crisis for Marxist theory to which most subsequent developments in 
Marxism and post-Marxism must be understood as a complex ongoing response.

THE SOVIET THEORISTS: LUKÁCS, VOLOSHINOV, BAKHTIN

The exceptions to this characterisation are those great Marxist cultural theorists 
who actually lived and worked in the Soviet bloc: Lukács, Bakhtin and 
Voloshinov. They did not find themselves in a cultural universe dominated by 
nationalism or liberal capitalism, and were to some extent free to explore more 
widely the implications of a Marxist theory of culture. Today these thinkers tend 
to be read for quite different reasons. Voloshinov, author of Marxism and the 
Philosophy of Language (1929), is largely remembered as a predecessor to later, 
post-structuralist theorists of meaning, and the way that the semantic implica-
tions of texts, utterances and statements are forever shifting as context and social 
relations change. For Voloshinov, language itself is a site of class struggle, where 
the socially accepted meanings of statements are a product of social relations and 
power imbalances.

Lukács, whose most famous book is History and Class Consciousness (1920), 
remains a key point of reference for cultural analysts like Frederic Jameson and 
Perry Anderson (1998), who aspire to understand the ‘totality’ of contemporary 
social relations and the place of culture within it: understanding modern capital-
ist societies not as a collection of experiential fragments, but as informed by an 
underlying social logic. At the same time, Lukács is a key point of reference for 
theorists and critics hoping to see through the mystificatory ‘reification’ of social 
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relations: the tendency to misperceive institutions, commodities and other social 
phenomena as autonomous objects, independent of social relations, rather than 
as complex and related processes. Reification is a key feature of the ‘false con-
sciousness’ that bourgeois ideology promotes (Bewes, 2004).

Like Lukács, Mikhail Bakhtin’s most obvious contribution to critical and his-
torical thought is a distinctive theory of the novel (1968, 1973, 1982). Both theo-
rists emphasise the importance of the novel’s capacity to offer a complex and 
holistic representation of an entire social formation, and the significance of the 
novelist’s ability to ‘speak’ in a multiplicity of voices. But where Lukács tends 
to emphasise the importance of ‘the totality’ as the object of knowledge and rep-
resentation, and realism as the desirable artistic objective, Bakhtin stresses the 
plurality, complexity and indeterminacy of the social relations being depicted as 
the quality that sets apart the greatest examples of prose fiction (from Rabelais 
to Dostoyevsky). Bakhtin is at pains to emphasise the ‘dialogic’, co-constructed 
and pluralistic nature of human culture, and to valorise forms of aesthetic and 
representational practice that can express that quality. His most often cited idea 
celebrates the ‘carnivalesque’ quality of cultural forms that disrupt social hierar-
chies while celebrating the corporeal, sensual and irreducibly material character 
of existence. He is therefore a common point of reference for writers who want to 
celebrate the possibility of cultural forms – from the music festival to the TV com-
edy – that seem to embody the possibility of a visceral, radically democratic cul-
ture (Stallybrass and White, 1986; McKay, 1996; Hirschkop and Shepherd, 2001).

ANTONIO GRAMSCI

Voloshinov’s emphasis on discourse as a site of struggle is echoed in the work of 
the great Italian Marxist thinker Antonio Gramsci (1971). The most prominent 
leader of the Italian communist party, most of Gramsci’s writings were written 
during his 11-year imprisonment at the hands of Mussolini’s regime. While they 
cover a vast range of topics, from Italian history to phenomenology, all of 
Gramsci’s thought is animated by the need to understand the conditions neces-
sary for successful revolutionary struggle in a society very different from those 
described by Lenin and Marx.

For Gramsci, class struggle in a modern, complex society is characterised as a 
‘war of position’: a kind of metaphorical trench warfare, wherein all of the com-
ponents of civil society – the mass media, educational and religious institutions, 
the institutions of government and political parties, etc. – are sites of contesta-
tion, to be won and occupied by progressive forces wherever possible. One of the 
key aims of the war of position is to affect the content of widely held ‘common 
sense’. ‘Common sense’ in this usage is a term designating something like ‘con-
ventional wisdom’: the general set of shared assumptions about the nature of the 
social world that members of a social group hold in common (Thomas, 2011).  
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Common sense is not assumed to amount to a coherent and clearly defined 
world-view, but is always a complex patchwork of traditional knowledges, con-
temporary propaganda, outright superstition and accurate social insight. Most 
common sense is not to be registered in the form of explicitly held and expressed 
opinions, but in the form of those tacit assumptions that inform everyday interac-
tions, political discourse, religious and ethical ideas, popular culture, assump-
tions about history and economics, etc. Ruling elites use their power to influence 
the content of popular journalism, of educational syllabi, even of religious train-
ing. A contemporary example would be the tendency of popular media to blame 
immigrants rather than bankers for the effects of the 2008 financial crisis, encour-
aging this assumption as part of the common sense of contemporary culture (Hall 
and O’Shea, 2013).

This idea still remains central to Marxist cultural criticism. Perhaps the most 
celebrated work of that genre of the early twenty-first century, Mark Fisher’s 
Capitalist Realism (2011), is to all intents and purposes an investigation of the 
institutional and mediated propagation of capitalist common sense in the epoch 
of advanced neoliberalism. Gramsci was not a direct source for Fisher, who was 
more directly influenced by figures such as Jameson and Žižek. But both of them 
stand in a tradition of ‘Western Marxist’ (Anderson, 1976) ideology-critique that 
begins with Gramsci.

Gramsci produced insightful analysis of emergent social forms that would come 
to be influential decades after his death. In his classic notes on ‘Americanism and 
Fordism’ (Gramsci, 1971), he argued that what Henry Ford had been pioneering 
in his Detroit factory since the 1910s was not just a new system of assembly-line 
manufacturing, but a new type of capitalist society, and ‘a new type of man’. 
Gramsci’s analysis of the effects on the worker of highly routinised assembly-
line labour anticipated Michel Foucault’s studies of ‘disciplinary society’ by 
several decades, and foresaw the culture of the post-war capitalist liberal democ-
racies with uncanny prescience.

The monumental importance of this analysis would only become fully appar-
ent at the end of the 1970s, when it became obvious to many observers that the 
‘Fordist’ social settlement was crumbling. In the 1980s, commentators such as 
Robin Murray (Hall and Jacques, 1989) and David Harvey (1989) would make 
direct reference to Gramsci in their analyses of the emerging ‘postmodern’ world. 
For theorists like Jean Baudrillard, the new, fragmented and fast-moving cul-
ture produced by advanced electronic capitalist culture could only be described 
in apocalyptic terms, as marking some kind of terminal implosion of Western 
civilisation. Those who had understood Gramsci were able to make a more sober 
analysis, understanding that the Fordist ‘regime of accumulation’ was giving way 
to the enforced pluralism and accelerated diversity of ‘post-Fordism’, with its 
new world of niche markets, subcultures and micropolitical conflicts.

Having provided an explanatory framework that remained so robust for so 
long, it is little wonder that today Gramsci still remains the paradigmatic starting 
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point for any Marxian consideration of the politics of culture, or the culture of 
politics. In recent years, analysts seeking to make sense of the emergence of a 
new cycle of capital accumulation, the impact of new technologies on broader 
social power relations or the emergence of new coalitions of resistance have made 
continuous reference to Gramsci and his central ideas (Gilbert, 2016; Srnicek and 
Williams, 2016). They look likely to continue doing so for some time to come.

MID-CENTURY PESSIMISM

The middle decades of the twentieth century saw a number of Marxist critics 
respond with understandable dismay to the victory first of fascism, and then of 
American consumerism. In the 1930s and 1940s, the key figures of the ‘Frankfurt 
School’ – located at the Institute for Social Research at Frankfurt University – 
were Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer. The founders of ‘Critical Theory’, 
Adorno and Horkheimer developed (separately and together) an account of 
modern capitalist societies that was deeply marked by their unique experience of 
Nazism, and exile in the capitalist dreamworld of Southern California, especially 
in their 1947 classic, The Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947). Theirs was an 
account that would share many features with that of Guy Debord, whose 1967 
book, The Society of the Spectacle, offers a near-apocalyptic diagnosis of a soci-
ety in which everyday life has been totally subsumed and reified by capitalist 
social relations.

Since the 1980s, in an era that has seen American capitalism reach new heights 
of global power and ubiquity, many writers and analysts have looked to these 
critics and theorists for diagnoses of our present cultural conditions. Adorno has 
been widely criticised for his pessimism, and for some appallingly parochial 
critical judgements (his dismissive remarks on jazz remain notorious and inde-
fensible). But his diagnosis of ‘the culture industry’ – as a capitalist project to 
instrumentalise and commodify all forms of culture – could not have been more 
prescient. Since the end of the 1980s, we have entered an era in which public 
arts policy and political decision-making over the funding of the humanities has 
been entirely subsumed by the idea of the ‘creative industries’ and the need to 
serve them. Marxist students of culture and media since the 1950s have been 
looking for more nuanced, less fatalistic perspectives to enable them to engage 
with a world in which the vast majority of the culture consumed, produced and 
experienced by ordinary people is the direct product of capitalist endeavours. But 
Adorno remains a crucial point of reference for critical media-studies scholars 
(Couldry, 2000; Hesmondhalgh, 2002), as for critics and aestheticians seeking to 
defend an avant-garde ideal of radical art as a mode of critique (Watson, 1995; 
Hammer, 2015). This is because, despite the limitations of their analysis, his 
and Horkheimer’s general descriptions of a culture almost totally subsumed by 
processes of capital accumulation remain accurate. Their harsh judgements on 
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modern vernacular culture may seem crass and elitist when applied to the innova-
tive sonic experiments emerging from the small (commercial, but non-capitalist) 
record labels of the mid-century jazz world, or their contemporary equivalents. 
But when applied to the output of those record labels, movie studios and pub-
lishers actually committed to full-scale capital accumulation, their description 
of capitalist culture as almost uniformly soulless, conservative, affectless and 
alienating in 1947, remain startlingly accurate today (Taylor, 2015).

UTOPIAN ALTERNATIVES

An associate member of the Frankfurt School, Walter Benjamin wrote across a 
huge range of historical, literary and philosophical topics, during a career that 
was tragically cut short by the rise of fascism. A critic, historian and speculative 
theorist rather than a political organiser and strategist, he shared Gramsci’s fas-
cination with nineteenth-century and early-modern cultural history, understand-
ing that the first object of historical materialist analysis must always be to 
understand the genealogy of the present. His unfinished study of Parisian culture 
during the industrial revolution – the Arcades Project (2002) – remains a monu-
ment to this view, and has fascinated students of urban history, consumer culture 
and modern aesthetics since finally being published at the turn of the twenty-first 
century. Benjamin’s best known work to Anglophone students of culture and 
media is the essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ 
(Benjamin, 1970). The questions he raised in it have only become more relevant 
in the age of TV and digital reproducibility, as many contemporary scholars have 
noted (Pusca, 2010).

Influenced by Kabbalist mysticism, bohemian modernism and the legacy of 
German romanticism, Benjamin’s outlook on contemporary culture was never 
simply pessimistic, and his influence has only increased every year since his writ-
ing began to be available in English in the 1970s. From the aesthetics of anima-
tion (Leslie, 2004), to the experience of the modern city (Berman, 1982; Wilson, 
1991), to the history of intoxication (Boothroyd, 2007), to non-linear theories 
of temporality (Derrida, 1994; Osborne, 1995), Benjamin seemingly has some-
thing for everybody. Adorno and Horkheimer worried that he wasn’t a commit-
ted Marxist; but in many ways his restless intellectual promiscuity, and his love 
of a modern world whose limitations he always hoped to transcend, expressed 
the very best spirit of historical materialism. And with perhaps his most famous 
remark – ‘there is no document of civilisation which is not at the same time a 
document of barbarism’ (Benjamin, 1970) – he anticipated the major concerns of 
late-twentieth-century feminist, anti-colonial and Marxist cultural criticism and 
historiography in a single pithy sentence.

Other German thinkers of the period shared Benjamin’s utopian imagination. 
In the 1950s, Ernst Bloch made a unique contribution with his three-volume 
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study The Principle of Hope (1954), investigating the history and nature of uto-
pianism in a vast range of domains: from literature to architecture to religion to 
politics, always seeing a certain revolutionary potential in the attempt to imagine 
a world better than the present one. Like Bloch, former Frankfurt School member 
Herbert Marcuse would become a hero to the American New Left after settling 
in the USA after the war. His complex synthesis of Marxism and psychoanalysis 
in Eros and Civilisation (1955), and his critique of the limited forms of freedom 
offered by advanced consumer societies in One Dimensional Man (1964), made 
him a popular figure with bohemians and cultural revolutionaries. But unlike the 
pre-war surrealists, Marcuse did not simply preach the liberation of the uncon-
scious; he argued that the specific forms of personal liberation offered by modern 
consumer culture actually had a repressive and oppressive function. His complex 
articulation of Freud and Marx remains a powerful critical resource.

More directly influenced by the surrealists was the main French contemporary 
of the Frankfurt School: Henri Lefebvre. A champion of anti-Stalinist, heterodox 
Marxism from the 1930s onwards, Lefebvre’s extraordinary oeuvre anticipated 
many of the interdisciplinary concerns of cultural studies, social anthropology, 
cultural geography and urban studies in the late twentieth century. His three-
volume Critique of Everyday Life (1947) opened up ordinary social existence as 
an object of critical inquiry and potential political intervention, directly inspiring 
the utopian avant-gardism of the situationists and others. Lefebvre’s 1968 argu-
ment that ‘the right to the city’ (1968) (the right to organise, inhabit and create 
in the urban spaces which are so central to modern experience) should be a key 
radical political demand anticipated the concerns of several generations of activ-
ists, artists and cultural innovators. It is an idea that is as relevant as ever in an era 
when sky-high rents and rampant gentrification afflict urban populations across 
the globe. Lefebvre is another example of a thinker whose influence on English-
language radical scholarship has grown in recent decades. He has been a key 
inspiration for David Harvey (2012), the radical geographer and one of the most 
influential expositors of Marxism in our time (e.g. Harvey, 1989), while ‘every-
day life studies’ has become almost an entire sub-discipline of contemporary 
sociology and cultural studies (Highmore, 2001).

THE STRUCTURALIST MOMENT

The 1960s saw the emergence of structuralism as a distinct French intellectual 
tendency – in anthropology, psychology, literary studies and social science – that 
both drew on elements of Marxism and influenced the way that certain Marxist 
thinkers sought to codify their positions. The experimental psychoanalyst 
Jacques Lacan proposed that the linguistic theories of Ferdinand de Saussure 
(1916) had supplied the general theory of signification that Freudian psychology 
needed, famously declaring that ‘the unconscious is structured like a language’ 
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(Lacan, 2006: 223, 737). More consistently Marxian in his approach was the 
‘semiologist’ Roland Barthes, who pioneered the extension of Saussure’s ‘struc-
turalist’ method into the analysis of various communicative practices, from 
fashion to advertising, and the role that they play in normalising bourgeois ideol-
ogy. More directly inspired by Lacan, the Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser 
(one of Lacan’s own analysands) sought a systematic reformulation of Marxist 
theory, understanding class relations and the capitalist mode of production in 
terms of a complex set of nested social structures, within which the institutions 
responsible for the propagation and reproduction of culture play a central role.

Were this a straightforward narrative about the key figures in the history of Marxist 
cultural theory, we would spend much more time elaborating the ideas of Barthes 
and Althusser. Both were crucial to the evolution of left thought into the late twenti-
eth century and the development of Marxist cultural studies. But while Althusserian 
Marxism remains a powerful intellectual current in its own right, in recent times it has 
tended to be more preoccupied with philosophical matters than with cultural analysis 
or commentary, while Barthes is now often relegated to historical accounts of the rise 
and fall of structuralism. Both deserve to be read far more widely than they are cur-
rently, but neither plays a very significant role in recent debates in the field. The same, 
incidentally, might be said of various non-structuralist thinkers of the mid twentieth 
century. Jean-Paul Sartre (Sartre, 1960/2004), the surrealist leader André Breton, the 
humanist Marxist Lucien Goldmann: all deserve historical attention, but they are only 
occasional reference points within contemporary Marxist cultural theory.

AFTER STRUCTURALISM, BEYOND FREUDO-MARXISM

The political and cultural upheavals of the late 1960s were a turning point for 
Marxian thinking about culture, as for so much else. The failure of the student 
revolt of May 1968 to mature into a full-blown revolution divided the French left 
and its intellectual allies. The Parti Communiste Français (of which Althusser, 
for example, was a loyal member) had extended only limited support to the stu-
dents, judging that the time was not right for revolution in France, while making 
excuses for the Soviet military suppression of the Prague Spring.

The response of some thinkers was to reject Marxism altogether, or to move 
away from its traditional concerns to engage with the more existential and 
phenomenological questions typical of post-structuralism. The key theorists 
to emerge from this moment while retaining a clearly Marxist frame of refer-
ence were the unlikely philosophical duo of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. 
Deleuze was an academic philosopher who had been developing an idiosyncratic 
materialist and libertarian position based on readings of a distinctive canon of 
‘minor’ philosophers: Spinoza, Leibniz, Hume, Nietzsche, Bergson, etc. Guattari 
was a political activist, instrumental in the events leading up to May 1968, and a 
psychoanalyst who had studied with Lacan.
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What they attempted together in their two-volume work Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia – written over the decade following 1968 – was something extraor-
dinary (Deleuze and Guattari, 1972, 1980). This was to be the most ambitious 
synthesis of Marxism and psychoanalysis to date, and one that would seek to 
radicalise both bodies of thought in the process. What emerged was a complex 
body of work that offered a unique set of intellectual tools for the analysis of 
power relationships at every conceivable scale. Musical forms, literary move-
ments, political institutions, scientific innovations: all could be understood as 
complex mechanisms with variable potentials to restrict or enhance the creative 
capacities of those groups (workers, students, women, migrants, artists, philoso-
phers, etc.) that revolutionary politics sought to emancipate.

Fifty years on from the publication of their first book, the influence of Deleuze 
and Guattari continues to grow, because, like Gramsci, they set out a theoretical 
framework that still seems able to accommodate the complex dynamics of con-
temporary capitalism and various forms of opposition to it. Its difficulty certainly 
presents an obstacle to their ideas ever achieving widespread dissemination. But 
this is understandable, and forgivable, in a body of work that amounts to the most 
ambitious attempt to date to furnish historical materialism with a fully developed 
theory of the psycho-social.

Today, Deleuze and Guattari are a key point of reference for critics and ana-
lysts trying to get to grips with the complex ways in which capitalist culture both 
liberates and oppresses at the same time. They have been a central influence 
on the work of Maurizio Lazzarato, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri: argu-
ably the most significant innovators in Marxist theory of the past two decades 
(Hardt and Negri, 2000, 2009; Lazzarato 2011/2018). They have been taken up 
as key sources by cultural analysts studying music culture, literature, digital tech-
nologies, cinema and a vast range of other contemporary topics (Buchanan and 
Swiboda, 2004; Parisi, 2004; Puar, 2007; etc.). Although they were very far from 
being ‘orthodox’ Marxists, their work arguably represents one of the most impor-
tant contributions to historical materialism of the twentieth century.

THE REVERSAL OF PERSPECTIVE

Just as in France, Italian activists and theorists of the same period broke with the 
perceived theoretical and political conservatism of the Communist Party. In the 
1960s and 70s, the operaista (workerist) and autonomist movements stressed the 
importance of understanding the agency of workers in the historical dynamics of 
capitalist development. The ‘reversal of perspective’ (Thoburn, 2003) proposed 
by Mario Tronti and other workerist thinkers argued that workers were not 
simply reactive and defensive in the face of capitalist exploitation, but that in fact 
many of the changes to production and organisational methods introduced by 
capitalists since the industrial revolution had been themselves defensive reactions 
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to the innovative resistance of workers (Tronti, 1966; Moulier, 1989: 19). This 
conceptual stress on the agency of workers was allied with a political orientation 
towards shop-floor resistance and grassroots activism.

Over the course of the 1970s, activists and thinkers inspired by such ideas allied 
themselves with tendencies such as the movement to build ‘social centres’: autono-
mous (often squatted) community spaces for cultural production, performance, edu-
cation and co-habitation; and with radical experiments in politicised community radio 
and publishing. This experience would inform the thinking of figures like Maurizio 
Lazzarato and Antonio Negri, a body of work that would remain relatively obscure 
in the English-speaking world until the 2000s, when Negri’s collaboration with the 
American philosopher Michael Hardt brought it to an international audience. Since 
that time, this tendency has probably been one of the influential forces shaping new 
ways of thinking about culture in the historical materialist tradition (Gilbert, 2008). In 
all of this work, a stress on the creative, collective agency of workers, and an under-
standing of capital as largely uncreative, reactive and parasitic upon their ingenuity, 
has proved a consistent theme, running through Hardt and Negri’s series of collabora-
tive works, in particular their most celebrated: Empire (2000). Their thought, and that 
of Lazzarato (2011, 2012, 2014), has been widely influential on attempts to under-
stand the changing status of creative labour in the post-Fordist (and post-post-Fordist: 
see Murray, 2015) economies, even where Anglophone theorists have not always 
agreed with their assumptions (e.g. McRobbie, 2015).

CULTURAL STUDIES

Tronti’s ‘reversal of perspective’ had analogies in the English-speaking world. In 
the UK, the Marxist historian E. P. Thompson published his classic The Making 
of the English Working Class in 1963. The book made a powerful case for under-
standing the emergence of the industrial proletariat as a political agent in the 
nineteenth century as the outcome of bottom-up working-class struggle, and not 
merely as an inevitable reaction to the development of capitalism’s ‘productive 
forces’. Thompson’s approach would prove to be a significant influence (among 
many others) on the emergence of the field that would define anglophone radical 
thought for the next two generations: cultural studies.

The tradition of cultural studies that began in the UK in the early 1960s has 
both transformed the Anglophone humanities and social sciences, and, in the UK 
at least, been arguably the single most important conduit for Marxist ideas into 
public life and political discourse over that period. Its key founding figure – the 
Welsh critic, theorist and historian of ideas Raymond Williams – crowned his 
career by developing a coherent and explicitly Marxist theory of culture in his 
landmark work Marxism and Literature (1977). The terminology that Williams 
refined for cultural analysis is still indispensable today, and is to be found liber-
ally deployed across the humanities and social sciences.
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For Williams, the key task when considering any particular cultural context is 
to differentiate between the ‘dominant’ forces and those that are either ‘residual’ 
or ‘emergent’. For example, in the UK of the 1970s, the culture of the bourgeois 
elite was clearly dominant, an institution such as the Church of England could be 
considered ‘residual’ (influential, but in perpetual decline), while punk culture 
could be considered ‘emergent’: an early manifestation of the new wave of ‘inde-
pendent’ production that would define the landscapes of music culture as well as 
film and TV production in the 1980s. Perhaps Williams’ most original and peren-
nial concept was ‘structure of feeling’: a way of trying to name those clusters of 
ideas, assumptions, ideologies and affects that constitute recognisable cultural 
formations. Williams’ work and his philosophy of ‘cultural materialism’ remain 
key reference points for scholars of cultural studies, media studies and literature.

In the 1970s, Birmingham University’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural 
Studies (CCCS) – under the leadership of Stuart Hall – developed a distinc-
tive theoretical toolkit derived from Althusser, Gramsci and Barthes, as well as 
Williams and other sources in the social sciences and humanities. CCS mem-
bers used this approach to undertake ambitious and wide-ranging analyses of 
the politics of cultural change in modern Britain, as well as historical researches. 
Their ideas and interdisciplinary methods would be carried into the US acad-
emy by a cohort of American scholars such as former CCCS student Lawrence 
Grossberg, whose synthesis of Gramscian ‘conjunctural analysis’ with Deleuze 
and Guattari’s ‘schizoanalysis’ would inform an ongoing project to map the con-
tours of neoliberal American culture, new forms of conservative reaction and new 
sites of potential emancipation, as the USA passed through the various phases of 
Reaganism, Clintonism and beyond (Grossberg, 1992, 2005, 2010). All of this 
work, in the UK and the USA, was motivated by the desire to understand ideol-
ogy, how it was that the political right and pro-capitalist forces had seized, and 
maintained, the political initiative after the social progress of the post-war years, 
and the democratic upsurge of the 1960s and 70s.

In the 1980s and 90s, the influence of post-structuralism, post-Marxism and var-
ious strands of liberal identity politics weakened the influence of classical Marxism 
within cultural studies. For many scholars and students, the emerging discipline 
became the intellectual space wherein a kind of post-Marxist historical materialism 
was worked out. Under the influence of Michel Foucault and of feminist and anti-
racist ideas, ‘Marxism’ came to be associated with economic determinism, or with 
an exclusive focus on class relations as the only significant power relationships, 
while self-identified Marxists sneered at the conceptual promiscuity and suspect 
political commitment of ‘cult studs’. The attempts by some cultural studies schol-
ars to investigate the ways in which consumers could become agents of cultural 
change in an advanced capitalist economy (e.g. Nava, 1992) led to understand-
able, if arguably unfair, charges of complicity with emergent neoliberal capital-
ism (McGuigan, 1992). In media studies, Marxist scholars doing important work 
on the political economy of media institutions resented the attention that cultural 
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studies received for addressing potentially superficial issues, such as the ways in 
which particular social groups were represented on TV; in response, cultural stud-
ies scholars accused political economists of a naive economic determinism, oblivi-
ous to the war of position going on in contemporary culture.

These debates were often arguments over caricatures. Few cultural studies 
researchers or teachers ever actually rejected the basic Marxian analysis of class, 
capital and commodification. Those who distanced themselves from the appar-
ent determinism or fatalism of a Lukács, Adorno or Debord often did so in terms 
no different from a Benjamin, Bakhtin or Negri. By the same token, the clichéd 
image of the austere scientific Marxist, claiming epistemological access to the 
totality of social relations, bore little resemblance to the way that Althusser or 
Lukács – never mind Marx – actually thought about the world. Few researchers 
ever actually thought that it didn’t matter who owned media institutions, or that 
the content of media output was a matter of political indifference. The real chal-
lenge of cultural studies has always been to integrate such concerns fully, in the 
search for a comprehensive materialist analysis of cultural and political ‘conjunc-
tures’ (Grossberg, 2010).

CLASS, RACE AND GENDER

Perhaps the most crucial contribution to emerge from the CCCS was its determi-
nation to conceptualise class, race and gender not as entirely distinct and sepa-
rate types of power relationship, but as always imbricated in complex and 
unpredictable ways (Hall et. al., 1978; Gilroy, 1987). Of course, CCCS was not 
the only place where these issues were under consideration. The historical expe-
rience of civil rights, black power and anti-colonial struggles, and the writings of 
anti-colonial thinkers such as Frantz Fanon, C. L. R. James and Angela Davies 
had persuaded thinkers and activists in many fields of the need to understand 
racial oppression as having specific characteristics that could not be reduced to 
class relations. This anti-imperialist tradition has powerful echoes in contempo-
rary Marxist cultural criticism. In literary studies, for example, scholars such as 
Benita Parry have argued forcefully that ‘postcolonial’ culture cannot be under-
stood without reference to the material history of imperialism and the racism that 
it produced (Parry, 2004; see also Mascat, Chapter 52, this Handbook). Perhaps 
most importantly, the work of figures such as Cedric J. Robinson in the USA 
demonstrated the ongoing importance of a specific tradition of ‘Black Marxism’ 
(1983), allied to a wider history of anti-racist and anti-colonial struggle, which 
continues to be written (Gopal, 2019) and to shape how we understand the con-
stitutive role of black radicalism in contemporary culture (Moten, 2003).

Always in dialogue with such work, the CCCS approach was particularly nota-
ble for its integrative and open-ended approach to the relationships between ‘race’ 
and class. In the USA, the ‘black studies’ movement, although never politically or 
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theoretically homogenous, always risked separating off questions of ‘race’ from 
issues of class, gender and sexuality. By contrast, the distinctive approach of 
CCCS was to refuse both class reductionism and the politics of black nationalism. 
Long before the term ‘intersectionality’ was coined, writers like Gilroy – among 
many other black scholars and particularly feminist scholars (see Bohrer, Chapter 
57, this Handbook) – developed an approach that insisted on understanding class 
relations and experiences of ethnicity as always mutually constitutive, and always 
interacting with experiences of gender and the power relations that constituted 
them. At the same time, key CCCS members such as Angela McRobbie (1990) 
began to focus more explicitly on questions of gender, and how, for example, the 
culture and experience of working-class girls might differ from those of the boys 
who had been the subject of a number of CCCS ethnographies.

The conceptual problems posed by the attempt to think through the nature of 
gender, without collapsing into either essentialism or idealism, are considerable 
(see Skeggs, Chapter 11; Farris, Chapter 15; Federici, Chapter 34; and Hensman, 
Chapter 78, this Handbook). Attempts to synthesise Marxism with feminism have 
taken many forms since the end of the 1960s. The women’s liberation movement 
that emerged at that time as well as the gay liberation movements inspired by it 
(and later campaigns to free transgender people from the specific oppressions 
that they face) have inspired a wave of ongoing efforts to conceptualise gender 
as a product of historical and cultural forces, and have shaped a great deal of 
contemporary thought and culture.

Marxist feminism has been a key tendency in cultural criticism and cultural 
history throughout this period. Writers such as Sheila Rowbotham (1976), Selma 
James (2012), Cora Kaplan (1986) and many others have challenged readers to 
consider the history and present state of global culture through the lens of a close 
attention to both class and gendered social relations, often making creative use of 
psychoanalytic concepts to explore the subjective and unconscious dimensions of 
social experience. Within the Marxist tradition, but outside the domain of cultural 
criticism, writers such as Silvia Federici and Mariarosa Dalla Costa – associates 
of the autonomist movement – would take a more strictly Marxist approach to 
questions of gender, examining the ways in which contemporary gender rela-
tions remain imbricated with processes of domestic labour and ‘social reproduc-
tion’, inspired by their involvement with the ‘wages for housework’ movement 
(Toupin, 2018). Their ideas about the importance of social reproduction have 
been hugely influential on recent developments in feminist cultural and political 
theory (e.g. Hester, 2018; see also Ferguson et al., Chapter 3, this Handbook). 
More than any others, it was those theorists who focused on the nature of gender 
as such who would challenge historical materialism to expand and revise the way 
it thought about culture.

The most revolutionary feature of the women’s liberation movement was its 
demand for the transformation of social relations far older and apparently fixed 
than those that define capitalism. This produced a strand of radical feminist 
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theory that challenged received ideas about culture (and nature) in the most fun-
damental way imaginable. How much of this work can be considered Marxist is 
an open question. For example, the French radical feminist Monique Wittig was 
highly critical of many aspects of Marxism as she understood it: its inability to 
theorise subjectivity, its tendency to think in terms of binary logics, etc. But she 
did not dispute the Marxist critique of capitalism, and regarded her own theory 
of gender and sexuality as resolutely materialist. She also drew, as did many oth-
ers, on Engels’ The Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884), 
which posited a narrative of the pre-history of human culture according to which 
a communistic and partially matriarchal hunter–gatherer society was replaced by 
a patriarchal, agricultural state founded on private property and the division of 
labour. Wittig’s ideas would prove highly influential on theorists such as Judith 
Butler (1990, 1993), arguably the key figure of feminist cultural theory in the 
early twenty-first century, who would explore still further the question of how far 
even the apparent materiality of sexed and gendered bodies can be considered a 
historically contingent effect of culture. Butler is normally regarded as a ‘post-
Marxist’ thinker, but, again, it would be hard to find any claim she has ever made 
that Marx and Engels would definitely have disagreed with.

In fact, the same could be said of the founding text of modern feminist theory: 
Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949). It treats historical materialism –  
like psychoanalysis and phenomenology – as an important set of intellectual 
resources on which to draw in its overall project of understanding the condition of 
women in patriarchal societies and contributing to the goal of their emancipation. 
None of its arguments are incompatible with the basic presuppositions of histori-
cal materialism, even while they pertain to an arguably more fundamental set of 
issues: the nature of sexual difference and its social and cultural implications. As 
such, there is not only a good case for including The Second Sex in any account of 
the history of Marxist thought on culture: we could reasonably claim that the book 
constitutes the greatest contribution to that tradition, and the one that still most 
clearly anticipates contemporary concerns. The work of contemporary giants like 
Judith Butler clearly follows on from that of de Beauvoir almost directly.

Nonetheless, debates between ‘Marxists’ and their critics – similar to the 
arguments of the late 1980s and early 90s – have re-emerged in recent years, 
partly inspired by the interest in political notions of identity that Butler and other 
feminist theorists have inspired. Old caricatures have also re-emerged in this 
new moment, especially in the para-academic world of blogs, social media and 
polemical conference papers. These disagreements are often framed in terms of 
a conflict between ‘Marxists’, who believe in pursing ‘class politics’, and those 
who believe in ‘identity politics’ or ‘intersectionality’: the latter terms more or 
less designating an emphasis on issues specifically affecting non-white, female, 
queer or trans people.

In fact, it would be difficult to find a contemporary Marxist theorist who 
would deny the specific salience of anti-racism and feminism to understanding 
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contemporary power relations, or try to argue that racism and patriarchy can be 
explained exclusively as effects of the capitalist mode of production. Recently, 
the most compelling commentary on these issues has come from writers draw-
ing directly on the black revolutionary tradition to argue against any dichotomy 
being drawn between anti-racism and class struggle (Taylor, 2016; Haider, 2018, 
Chapter 58, this Handbook). At the same time, increasing theoretical and histori-
cal attention is being given to the constitutive role of colonialism in the formation 
of capitalism itself (e.g. Venn, 2018). None of this work accepts classical Marxism 
uncritically; but none of it seeks to repudiate any of its essential features.

CLASSICAL MARXISM IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Along with Judith Butler, the most famous cultural theorist of modern times is 
undoubtedly the Slovenian philosopher and critic Slavoj Žižek. Like Butler, his 
work has often been in a dialogue with the ‘post-Marxism’ of Ernesto Laclau and 
Chantal Mouffe. But unlike them he has declared his commitment to Marxism 
and the communist tradition, even provocatively adopting the Stalinist label of 
‘dialectical materialism’ (Žižek, 2013).

Despite these rhetorical claims, Žižek’s maitre a penser is not Marx, but 
Lacan. His mature philosophy is a synthesis of Lacanian psychoanalysis with 
Leninist political theory and the thought of the French Maoist philosopher Alain 
Badiou. At times, Žižek has undertaken a genuine synthesis of such sources with 
a recognisably historical materialist approach (e.g. Žižek, 2009). But Žižek’s 
pronouncements on contemporary culture often amount to a scattergun set of 
loosely connected observations (e.g. Žižek, 2018). One moment he is showing 
how mainstream liberal multiculturalism expresses the ideological viewpoint 
of a global capitalist elite: a perfectly valid example of contemporary Marxist 
ideology-critique. The next minute he is arguing that a scene from a popular 
film illustrates a Lacanian truth about the permanently unsatisfiable nature of 
desire: an ahistorical claim that many of the thinkers discussed in this chapter 
would regard as incompatible with historical materialism. The appeal of Žižek’s 
analyses is precisely that of all earlier forms of Freudo-Marxism: they seem to 
offer plausible psychological explanations for the persistence of both authoritar-
ian conservatism and the ubiquitous narcissism of capitalist consumer culture. 
The problem with those analyses is the same as with those of their predecessors: 
they rarely seem to generate plausible strategies with which to challenge bour-
geois hegemony.

Žižek’s enormously popular books and media appearances have probably 
introduced more people to the idea of a Marxian cultural criticism than the work 
of any other single figure in history, apart from Marx himself. They have also 
proven inspirational to some of the most important Marxist cultural critics of 
recent time: most notably, the American political theorist Jodi Dean, whose 
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analyses of the emergent culture of digital capitalism have shed considerable 
light on the persistence of capitalist norms and patterns of experience in an age 
of apparently free information (Dean, 2009).

Žižek’s tendency to make ahistorical philosophical claims stands in marked 
contrast to the final figure we will name in this roll-call of Marxist cultural theo-
rists. The US literary scholar Frederic Jameson has done as much as any living 
figure to preserve the classical tradition of historical materialism. Famous for 
his great analytical injunction – ‘always historicize’ (1981) – Jameson has made 
analyses of historical literary form, of the totality of contemporary culture and of 
numerous individual topics, always deploying a method that is consistent with all 
of the classical assumptions of historical materialism. Jameson’s work is prob-
ably more fully engaged with the entire tradition described in this chapter than 
that of any other scholar of the late twentieth or early twenty-first centuries, writ-
ing in any language.

Jameson is probably best known for his writing on postmodernism in the 
1980s (Jameson, 1991). Although less influenced by Gramsci, his analysis essen-
tially paralleled that of figures like David Harvey, Stuart Hall and Robin Murray, 
emphasising the ways in which the shift to a culture of apparently extreme 
relativism and pluralism was being driven by advances in capitalism and an 
intensification of the general logic of commodification. Jameson’s analysis of 
postmodernism as ‘the cultural logic of late capitalism’ (1991) was enormously 
influential, directly impacting on the research of figures like Perry Anderson and 
Zygmunt Bauman, defining a general field of research that has never been effec-
tively superseded. But this is only one strand of an enormous body of work that 
has sought to develop and extend the historical materialist analysis of culture in 
many different ways since the 1960s. His most recent work has sought to develop 
both a general theory and history of the relationship between aesthetic and social 
forms (a preoccupation of Jameson’s throughout his career) (2015), and a fully 
developed account of the role of dialectics in Marxist critical thought (2010).

Jameson’s career has spanned more than half a century, during which innumer-
able intellectual fads and philosophical movements have come and gone. At the 
beginning of that period, Marxism was still a thoroughly marginal force in the 
academic humanities and social sciences, outside of the Communist countries. 
Its influence within the university has been stronger at times than it is now: in 
the Anglophone countries, its golden age was the probably the early 1980s, at the 
moment when the student radicals of 1968 were beginning to take over academic 
departments, while the neoliberal assault on the universities had not yet made its 
effects felt. And yet, despite countless obituary notices being written for it, Marxist 
cultural theory and cultural criticism has survived and persisted, and today can 
confidently be said to be in certain ways stronger and more widely influential 
than ever before. Marxist critics from Adorno to Žižek remain a key resource 
for those seeking to diagnose the ills of contemporary culture. Thinkers such as 
Bakhtin, Bloch, de Beauvoir and Deleuze and Guattari who use Marxism remain 
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indispensable for trying to think about what kind of lives we need. Lazzarato’s 
work – most of it only recently available in English – is fast emerging as a key 
reference point for radical critiques of contemporary media and culture.

In the early twenty-first century, blog culture, podcasting and a new wave of 
radical publishing has expanded the market for radical cultural criticism beyond 
the old audience for erudite print-media criticism or purely academic literature. 
In all of these domains, it is a form of Marxist critique informed by the tradition 
described here that supplies the critical lingua franca for a new generation of 
popular intellectual production, such as Fisher’s Capitalist Realism (2011). At 
the same time, scholarly projects such as the journal Historical Materialism have 
given new life to Marxism as a potent, global intellectual force. The end of capi-
talism may still be very far away. But Marxism’s contribution to world culture, 
and to that culture’s understanding of itself, remains undeniable.
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At the turn of the twenty-first century, the magnetic pole of literary criticism 
reversed, inverting the importance of historical context and aesthetic features in 
textual analysis. A newly ascendant new formalism claims that such analysis 
ought to describe the forms and surfaces of literary texts rather than interpreting 
such texts’ historical embeddedness, ideological freightage, and political impli-
cations. This development aims at overturning literary criticism associated with 
the Marxist- and the Foucauldian-inspired New Historicism of the 1980s and 
1990s, which sought to identify literary texts’ political complicity with the 
hegemonic structures under which they were produced. Unlike the New 
Historicism, the argument made in the 2000s for the primacy of surface over 
depth denied the critical act of interpretation could mediate the conjunctures of 
power and capital.2 In some quarters, objects gained currency as their historical 
embeddedness faded from importance.

There has never been a single object for Marxist literary criticism. If one 
could claim that there has been one way to approach literature for Marxists, it 
would be to follow Marx’s example in Capital: to understand how disciplines, 
fields, practitioners or schools understand literary objects, to identify the con-
tradictions among those methods, and posit an interpretation that supersedes 
the others by relying on their observations. Literary critic Carolyn Lesjak’s 
‘Reading Dialectically’ argues that the post-critical position misinterprets 
precisely what was unique about Marxist literary criticism (as distinct from 
the New Historicism). Lesjak provides a strong example of such a mode of 
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reading. For Lesjak, the value of Marxist interpretation lies in its dual focus 
on history and form as existing in a complex dialectical relationship that 
avoids mutual reduction.

Focusing on the new formalism, Lesjak describes such formations as decid-
edly anti-political, and, in her words, one might imagine their rallying cry to 
be: ‘“Give us back our literature and our socially unencumbered aesthetic!”’ 
(Lesjak, 2014: 410). In a time of sharpened political stakes – new fascisms, 
the rolling back of women’s rights, the rise of populism, state-funded police 
brutality that disproportionately targets black and Indigenous people, mass 
evictions and the loss of tenants’ rights, and the intensifying of immiseration –  
some, it seems, would prefer not to consider the emancipatory and egalitar-
ian way out of such binds. The connections among immiseration, authoritar-
ian politics, and literary formalism go deeper, too. Anti-political approaches 
thrive in cash-strapped departments that cannot afford the luxury of critique. 
They also valorize the literary as a destabilized object, which some academ-
ics understand as a bulwark to resist further threats against their autonomy 
and livelihoods.3

Lesjak compares the formalist avoidance of critique to the New Historicism’s 
abstinence from the political. Rather than advocating a return to previous methods 
of Marxist analysis, she argues that reading ought to be conducted dialectically. 
She posits that the critic might read by moving from the literary object to history 
and back. The critic, for Lesjak, ought to strive to connect the text to the hege-
monic structures under which it was produced, and which shape its production 
and capacity for representation. At the same time, the dialectical reader would 
seek to locate the text’s utopian horizon, asking how the text reaches beyond its 
historical moment and why it calls out for critical re-examination now. Thus, dia-
lectical reading stands apart from both the New Historicism and new formalism, 
while drawing on the literary basis of both approaches. Rather than prohibiting 
the mediations of history, dialectical reading seeks their evidence in the text,  
asking how the text’s meaning intercedes between the moment of its creation and 
the present tense of its interpreter.4

Marxism’s engagement with literature must maintain a fidelity to dialecti-
cal reading over other axioms of analysis, such as aesthetics or historical con-
text above all else, because it puts the critic in a position of radical curiosity, 
especially about the critic’s own position and assumptions. Dialectical read-
ing allows critics to apprehend capitalist social relations. The following sec-
tion aims to situate late-twentieth-century developments in literary analysis. 
Following the discussion below, I have selected three distinct areas of twenty-
first-century development in Anglophone Marxist literary criticism that could 
also be described as vectors of interest for drawing thinkers towards a Marxist 
position: financialization, the subject(s) of capital, and world literature and 
ecology. Finally, I return to the scene of such work in university departments to 
bring the chapter to a close.
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SOME FOUNDATIONS OF CONTEMPORARY MARXIST 
APPROACHES TO LITERATURE

By the late 1970s, intellectual engagement with both Marxism and literature had 
completed a cycle of germination begun in the 1960s.5 Pierre Macherey, literary 
philosopher and student-collaborator of Louis Althusser, published A Theory of 
Literary Production (1966), which attends to the problematic of the not-said and 
to absence within a given literary work as central to detecting the workings of 
ideology and of capital.6 Critics might discover such conceptual knots within a 
particular field of knowledge as it produces ‘the defined excluded’ (a turn of 
phrase that produces tension in a similar manner to the concept of the absent 
cause or the vanishing mediator), which Althusser glosses as ‘excluded from the 
field of visibility and defined as excluded by the peculiar structure of the field of 
the problematic’ (Althusser and Balibar, 2009: 27). In detecting that unnamed 
problematic, a critic could identify the work achieved by the text. This detection 
involved a doubled procedure: in evaluating how a text formed around a prob-
lematic, the critic could assess the conceptual procedure that made the problem-
atic retrospectively legible. Such problematics were never accessible directly, but 
only through the effects they had produced in writing: their critical reconstruc-
tion was thus conceptual. As Althusser put it, problematics were ‘the unstable 
index of the possible production of a new … critical character’ (Althusser and 
Balibar, 2009: 25). Although Althusser explicitly identified this project as a 
break with dialectics, the Marxist critic Fredric Jameson sought to reconnect the 
Althusserian emphasis on the unsaid – which explicitly related to the Freudian 
unconscious as reconceived by psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan – with the dialecti-
cal criticism of philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre and the Frankfurt School.

Jameson published an early work of critical synthesis in a 1971 PMLA article 
titled ‘Metacommentary’. Among the audience for this intervention were liter-
ary critics emerging from the New Criticism of the post-World War II period 
who valued the text itself above all else. Jameson defines the work of metacom-
mentary as ‘tracing the logic of the censorship itself and of the situation from 
which it springs: a language that hides what it displays beneath its own reality 
as language, a glance that designates, through the very process of avoiding, the 
object forbidden’ (Jameson, 1971: 17). In Jameson’s case, the work of mediation 
involved a consideration of how the past shapes the literary work as well as a 
strong sense of how the present conjuncture shapes the critic’s interpretive proce-
dures. This intervention can also be traced to Sartre’s insistence that philosophy 
and literature, indeed cultural production tout court, on the one hand, and capi-
talism, on the other, are densely interconnected and do not unfold in isolation.7 
Jameson emphasized criticism’s own ideological commitments to ideology, the 
state, and capital. The claim in short was that there is no outside to capitalism, 
that in order to locate oneself within the shifting totality of capitalist production 
one must begin to trace the mediations of capital’s workings. Jameson would 
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later describe such work as transcoding: ‘as the invention of a set of terms, the 
strategic choice of a particular code or language, such that the same terminology 
can be used to analyze and articulate two quite distinct types of objects or “texts” 
or two very different structural levels of reality’ (Jameson, 1981: 40). Producing 
metacommentary, then, would involve mediation and transcoding, indeed would 
require dialectical reading in order to proceed.

Within the 1970s, 1977 marked a moment when many other critics reckoned 
with the outcomes and legacies of early-twentieth-century Western Marxism. 
This is the year when a set of critical and polemical essays by Theodor W. 
Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Ernst Bloch, Bertolt Brecht, and Georg Lukács were 
collected and released by New Left Books as Aesthetics and Politics, with an 
afterword from Jameson. In the same year, intellectual historian Susan Buck-
Morss’s book The Origin of Negative Dialectics would intervene in the Frankfurt 
School debates, provocatively arguing that Benjamin’s thought profoundly influ-
enced and directed the development of Adorno’s negative dialectics. A forerun-
ner, intellectual historian Martin Jay’s account of the Frankfurt School, The 
Dialectical Imagination, had been published in 1973. As with literature, liter-
ary criticism as a domain has an unstable yet persistent connection to the capi-
talist mode of production. From the 1970s moment of reckoning with French 
and German schools of Marxist thought, other affine studies followed: Michael 
Löwy’s Georg Lukács (1981); Kristin Ross’s The Emergence of Social Space 
(1988) on the poet Rimbaud and the Paris Commune; and Roberto Schwarz’s A 
Master on the Periphery of Capitalism (1990), on the simultaneous advanced and 
retrograde character of Brazil in the world-system through an engaged reading of 
Machado de Assis’s The Posthumous Memoirs of Brás Cubas (1881).8

Following these examples, dialectical reading might be said to constitute an 
attempt to locate an affective imprint of History within the study of a text. The 
concept of objective form is central to discussions of the literary from Adorno 
to Schwarz, and it names such an impression. Dialectical thinker Maria Elisa 
Cevasco identifies objective form as a uniquely aesthetic-historical element 
and traces it from fellow literary critic Antonio Candido to Schwarz (as well as 
attributing its independent discovery to the work of Adorno). Cevasco elaborates 
Schwarz’s treatment of objective form as the ‘aesthetic formalization of social 
conditions’ in the literary that reveals the ‘structural role played by historical 
reality’ in such a text’s production (Cevasco, 2014: 160).9 This, then, is the cog-
nitive power of literary work. The argument, rehearsed and repeated by many 
Marxist literary critics, is this: literary texts provide imaginary resolutions to real 
contradictions, whether as wish-fulfillment or radical program.10 The observation 
of objective form or a text’s socially symbolic act (to borrow Jameson’s formula-
tion from The Political Unconscious) does not mean that such texts cut of their 
own accord to the heart of capital’s unevenness, but rather that it is the work 
of the critic to elaborate the mediations of literature in order to understand and 
oppose the workings of capital.
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PATHWAYS IN MARXIST LITERARY CRITICISM

The Anglophone Marxist literary criticism of the first two decades of the twenty-
first century was shaped as much by events that transformed the life-worlds of 
young researchers as it was by the historicity of its objects of analysis. Supreme 
among these events was perhaps the 2007–8 financial crisis and the unevenness 
of how its effects were felt. The crisis brought critical attention to how the circu-
lation of financial capital reverberates through cultural imaginaries and material 
reality. Though Marxism has often been mischaracterized as solely focusing on 
the exploitation of the working class at the site of production, Marxist literary 
criticism today shows that this assessment is by no means a limit to what Marxist 
theory and criticism can address. The legibility of the crisis’s unevenness sparked 
renewed interest in the place of the unwaged within the economic totality. The 
loci of this discussion are gender and race: critics interpret the mediatory objects 
of literary and cultural analysis to show how capital genders and racializes sub-
jects by excluding them from the wage economy and reshaping itself in the 
image of such dependencies – an issue especially pressing in periods of eco-
nomic crisis, downturn, and growing unemployment. Alongside this renewed 
focus on gender and race in Marxist literary criticism, comes a renewed focus on 
the global character of capitalism. Critics address uneven global structures 
through world literatures as theoretical discourse and literary criticism manifest 
an increasing engagement with looming ecological crises and climate change. 
Each of these problematics has provided an entry point to Marxist criticism for 
those seeking answers to the issues of capital in the twenty-first century.

Financialization

The widespread economic freefall of the financial system raised questions that 
liberal economics could not answer. The 2007–8 global financial crisis presented 
a signal moment for the resurgence of engagement with Marx’s writing and 
Marxism writ large.

Literary critics approach financialization and literature from at least two criti-
cal directions. Poet and critic Joshua Clover, for instance, treats literary works 
as making apprehensible political paths, on the one hand, and uses literature 
heuristically to process complex problems, on the other. First, in ‘Autumn of 
the System’ (Clover, 2011), Clover reads Thomas Pynchon’s Against the Day 
(2006) and Kevin Davies’ The Golden Age of Paraphernalia (2009) to illustrate 
the tension between spatial and temporal accounts of capital’s development. 
On Clover’s account, Davies’ poetics, and poetry qua form, are better suited to 
understanding the financial machinations of capital than narrative. Here, Clover 
extends the spirit of the arguments between twentieth-century critics about the 
most suitable form for assessing and opposing capitalism. The debate is not about 
whether cultural forms can do this sort of work, but about which do it best.
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Second, in ‘Retcon’ (Clover, 2014), Clover triangulates financial instruments, 
literary theory, and the poetry of Clark Coolidge’s Flag Flutter & U.S. Electric 
(1966). He turns specially to 1973 and the introduction of the Black–Scholes 
equation, which allowed for simultaneous trading across different markets and 
forms, namely derivatives. On Clover’s account, this move from trying to make 
a profit from a security’s price change (futures) to buying and selling simulta-
neously across markets (arbitrage) aligns all too closely with the emergence of 
postmodern architecture, aesthetics, and economics. The apparent free play of 
finance, seemingly uprooted from the necessities of production, becomes an ‘epis-
temological seduction for literary studies’, which are compelled by the separation 
between an object (signifier) and its concept (signified) (Clover, 2014: 12). Here, 
a narrative term, retroactive continuity (‘retcon’), gainfully describes a change in 
backstory to rescue the coherence of the present; the possibility of crisis arises 
when retcon’s capacity slips, when ‘the relations of value and price reaches its 
limit’, at which point the ‘line is broken, and the sentence. Things can no longer be 
smoothed’ (Clover, 2014: 25). In this case, the objective form of poetry mediates 
capital’s (in)capacity to make sense of the present through financial instruments.

The shockwaves of the 2007–8 financial crisis prompted critics to investi-
gate the relation of literary production to moments of economic turbulence. 
Leigh Claire La Berge’s Scandals and Abstractions (2015) turns to the finan-
cial crisis of the 1980s, examining it through the literary production of the same 
moment. La Berge argues that finance is intensely representational: literary form 
offers a vital entry into the labyrinth of terminology, logic, and data that make 
up financial operations. Alison Shonkwiler’s The Financial Imaginary (2017) 
tracks the way literary writers of the 1990s transcode the challenging problem-
atic associated with the financialization of the economy into fictional-narrative 
terms.11 Abstraction is the mediating term here, as it is able to conceal both the 
social origins of wealth and the constructed-ness of narrative in novel form. 
Annie McClanahan’s Dead Pledges (2016) argues that the best way to come to 
understand the economy is through its representation. Tracking consumer debt 
(hence the title, which translates mortgage), McClanahan traces the indebtedness 
of everyday life to ‘the systemic totality of the credit economy’ (McClanahan, 
2016: 4). Dead Pledges works through the relationship of the subject to processes 
such as credit scoring and the dynamics of finance, while exploring how repre-
sentation gets bound up in property itself.12

The Subject(s) of Capital

Recent criticism that emphasizes circulation, reproduction, and the world economy 
produces new standpoints from which to understand history and totality. Alden 
Sajor Marte-Wood provides a clarifying account of Philippine ‘reproductive fic-
tion’, arguing that an absence of ‘positive agency’ (2019: n.p., emphasis in origi-
nal) does not signal a lack in the literary imagination. He concludes that:
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Instead, Philippine reproductive fictions figure this agential absence as a critique leveled at the 
failure of the political imagination in the era of global capital’s flexible accumulation and its 
dependence on overseas reproductive labor. The temporariness of autonomy in Philippine 
reproductive fiction reaffirms imaginary refusals precisely as imaginary, suggesting that perma-
nent autonomy for Philippine reproductive workers can only become possible through the real 
refusal of capitalist social relations and nationalist mythos. (2019: n.p., emphasis in original)

Marxism and literature are both explanatory frames that counterbalance one 
another. Dialectical reading insists that one’s standpoint be inflected by one’s 
encounter with the real, and, as Marte-Wood reminds us, such revelations in the 
imaginary realm are only the start, and need to be met with decisive action in the 
real world.13

Running in tandem with such critique, Marxist thinker Kevin Floyd’s The 
Reification of Desire (2009) and performance studies scholar José Esteban 
Muñoz’s Cruising Utopia (2009) nurture a queer Marxism invested in a critique of 
political economy and of normative genders and sexualities through their respec-
tive engagements with literary objects of analysis.14 For example, Floyd reads 
Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises to argue that masculinity is a form of reification 
by looking at the strikingly ‘unnatural’ way the character Jake Barnes arranges 
fish ‘with the meticulous attention of a retailer taking inventory, with a fetishistic 
attention to their surface and sensation’ (Floyd, 2009: 106). Floyd weaves Judith 
Butler’s arguments about gender performativity with Lukács’ critique of second 
nature as a historical category that is presumed natural. Meanwhile, Muñoz reads 
poet and playwright Amiri Baraka’s play The Toilet against political queer theo-
rist Lee Edelman’s No Future. He unpacks the complex interlacing of childhood, 
queerness, black nationalism, and the desire for better future, concluding: ‘The 
here and now is simply not enough’ (Muñoz, 2009: 96).15 Floyd’s work spurs 
Marxists to engage with queer theory, and Muñoz’s encourages queer theorists to 
take on Marxism (Drucker, Chapter 54, this Handbook).

While gender and sexuality form two vectors of analysis, writing about rela-
tions of race and capital have been central to some of the most important lit-
erary production and criticism in the Anglosphere.16 Some approaches draw 
on the critical legacy of C. L. R. James.17 Critical of Marxism, Sylvia Wynter 
provides a concise claim for the importance of black representation as class 
struggle when she writes in ‘Black Metamorphosis’ (an unpublished manu-
script) that ‘The task of Black scholarship for the Eighties will be to continue 
the theoretical delegitimation of the cultural universe of the bourgeoisie, of its 
representation of reality, of its control of the way we view reality’ (Wynter n.d.: 
917, emphasis in original; quoted in Eudell, 2016: 47). Demetrius L. Eudell, 
a scholar of the history and culture of slavery, abolition, and emancipation in 
the Americas, situates and explains the impact of Wynter’s intervention here: 
‘Wynter proposes a theory that reinterprets the history and contemporary social 
reality of the Americas and, by extension, the Western epistemological locus’, 
adding ‘She does so not only by incorporating and synthesizing the insights of 
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the then-competing liberal, Marxist, and Black Cultural Nationalist paradigms 
but also by attempting to move beyond what these modes of analysis remained 
unable to elucidate’ (Eudell, 2016: 48).18

These reconsiderations of the subject of history (or of that subject’s marked 
absence) reorient critical assumptions about canons and formations.19 What 
Marxist criticism might offer is a way to connect insurrection to representation 
through theorizations of racialization. Take, for instance, Sean O’Brien’s recent 
conclusions in a reading of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man:

Ellison anticipates the exhaustion of industrial expansion in the postwar period, which regis-
ters in the novel as a crisis both of narrative form and of an affirmative antiracist politics. The 
novel thus suggests that the history of literary forms and political possibilities are similarly 
tied to cycles of profitability and that in the long American century some forms of invisibility 
are as socially necessary to capital as labor time. (O’Brien, 2019: 99)

Marxist literary criticism’s capacity to mediate complex relations from multiple 
standpoints offers such opportunities to transcode the problematics of capitalism 
alongside anti-blackness, financialization, and white supremacy.20 In such astute 
moments, Marxist criticism offers a chance to focus on elaborating the particular 
and the historical as a mode of recognizing the deep inequalities of the present 
and refuse to look away from such injustices.

World Literature and Ecology

A third way into the realm of Marxist thought for so many of late has been the 
scientific naming of the latest geological epoch as the Anthropocene. In seeking 
to parse such a generalizing and universalizing concept for critical thinking, 
many have argued that thinking on such a scale limits political capacity as much 
as it dulls our collective sense of the climate crisis (Huber, Chapter 39, this 
Handbook). Marxism’s forays into energy humanities and environmental human-
ities provide an entry point for theorizing a Marxist literary criticism that thinks 
ecologically, yet postcolonial critique has made these moves already and offers 
its own entry point for Marxist criticism.21

The legacy of postcolonial critiques such as Edward Said’s and Gayatri 
Spivak’s have been formalized in emergent twenty-first-century Marxist scholar-
ship (Mascat, Chapter 52, this Handbook).22 In many ways, the stresses generated 
by Marxist criticism’s coming to terms with the vantage offered by the critique of 
imperialism in post-colonial writing and criticism have deepened the possibility 
for the convergence of these assessments of global immiseration and struggle. 
The work of groups such as the Warwick Research Collective (WReC) brings 
together Marxist criticism, postcolonial theory, and world-systems analysis.23 
In 2015, WReC produced Combined and Uneven Development: Towards a New 
Theory of World-Literature.24 They draw a helpful distinction between world and 
global literatures in terms of disciplinary reorientation: both rely on ‘the thought-
figure of “globalisation”’ as fundamental, yet
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where ‘global literature’ might be understood as in the first instance an extension of post-
colonial studies – as postcolonial studies under the sign of ‘globalisation theory’, in fact – 
‘world literature’ is in the first instance an extension of comparative literature, and might be 
understood as the remaking of comparative literature after the multicultural debates and the 
disciplinary critique of Eurocentrism. (WReC, 2015: 4)25

WReC move past the debate surrounding the publication of Jameson’s ‘Third-
World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism’ (1986) to advance 
claims about how newly liberated post-colonies generate ‘generic discontinuities’ 
as part of their enfolding into capitalism.26 As such, WReC present a theory of 
world-systems analysis and world literature grounded in readings of literature.

The ecological has also emerged as a vector for world-systems analysis. 
World-systems analysis overcomes some of the issues arising out of region-
alism and a focus on the local, without compromising attention to the unique 
forms of expression capital takes in different geographies. For instance, Treasa 
De Loughry interprets Karen Tei Yamashita’s Through the Arc of the Rainforest 
(1990) through ‘the search for new energy frontiers’ that structured ‘the socio-
economic and ecological reorganizations of mid- and late 20th-century Brazil’ 
(De Loughry, 2017: 330) in order to argue that the novel represents:

Compound ecological crises … at a moment of peak financial overheating and ecological 
extraction as nature bites back in waves of epidemics that not only invade the sterile 
Matacão theme park, but ruin the socio-ecological bases upon which the novel’s export 
capital is premised … Through the Arc concludes by imagining the exhaustion of the text’s 
magical account of commodity booms due to ecological violence and the corresponding 
collapse of capital accumulation. (De Loughry, 2017: 339)

Such ecologically inflected literary scholarship layers considerations about the 
extraction, refinement, and transportation of resources and the cultures surround-
ing them, laminating work on the world-system with the commodity chains, 
class standpoint, and environmental impacts of resource development.27 From 
this vantage, the literary is marked not only by class relations by also by envi-
ronmental relations and ecological tipping points.

CODA: THE LOCATION OF ANGLOPHONE MARXIST  
LITERARY CRITICISM

Compiling the references for this chapter has led me to recognize the astounding 
output of emerging thinkers. In Marxist parlance, the production of scholarship 
has accelerated relatively and absolutely – today, there are more scholars publish-
ing more work more of the time. Despite the packed schedules and lack of remu-
neration, part-time, casual, adjunct, and sessional instructors (not to mention 
graduate students) are publishing steadily. In the current context, full-time and 
tenure track jobs cannot exist for each of them (indeed they never could). The 
housing of Marxist scholarship in the institution of higher education allows for 
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the consistent if contradictory development of knowledge, while tying the fate of 
emerging critics to the limited possibilities of contemporary academia. This 
impasse of knowledge production and lack of secure employment characterizes 
the bind of institutionally conditioned Marxist literary criticisms today. Such a 
situation is made all the more painful for PhD candidates and early-career 
researchers with the training to know precisely the capital-driven competition that 
overshadows their future chances of employment. For Marxist literary critics and 
those otherwise entrenched in the university system, this means knowing full well 
that this year’s batch of job applicants will be forced to look elsewhere for sub-
sistence, not to mention the labor of those who write for a living or teach to 
write.28 The reserve army of intellectual labor is enormously capable of producing 
an immense collection of critical and theoretical work, yet in the manner in which 
it is shared and distributed it lacks the very cohesion and coherence of individual 
and collective purpose experienced by those atomized by the labor market.

In an interview with the US poet Amy King, poet Anne Boyer argues that 
‘literature is against us’, following that provocatively clear statement with fur-
ther explanation: ‘And when I say “literature”, I mean something with historical 
specificity, seen with all of its brutality intact, with our own intact too, not as we 
might define it from its exceptions, despite how these exceptions are honorable 
and instructive and how much we might ground our work in them’ (King, 2015: 
n.p., emphasis in original). Literary criticism may be against us as well, but dia-
lectical reading remains crucial in coming to know the conditions of the present 
such that the critic might be able to interpret their standpoint and articulate the 
conditions for their emancipation.
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(1994). Similarly, we can see the “comparativist” origins of the discussion of “world literature” in 
Emily Apter’s equally emblematic work The Translation Zone: A New Comparative Literature (2006)’ 
(WReC, 2015: 5). For an expansion on the concept of neoliberalism and world literature, see Deckard 
and Shapiro (2019). For a framing of comparative literary analysis within capital’s pervasive capacity 
to render discrete entities exchangeable, see Ma (2017).

26  For the definitive critique of Jameson’s ‘Third-World Literature’, see Ahmad (1987). For subsequent 
articles that engage this debate, see Buchanan (2002, 2003), Lazarus (2004, 2011), Majumder 
(2017), McGonegal (2005), and Szeman (2001). Cf. the discussions of Ireland’s colonial struggles in 
Eagleton et al. (1990).

27  See Campbell (2016), Laughlin (2018), Paye (2018), and Westall (2017).
28  On the publishing industry and waste, see Bellamy (2021). On Amazon, see McGurl (2016). On 

corporate publishers, see Sinykin (2017).
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‘Poetics’ comes from the Greek word poiēsis, meaning ‘making’ or ‘producing’, 
itself derived from the infinitive verb poiein, ‘to make’.1 In classical Greek 
thought poiēsis was distinguished from praxis and theoria, which, together, 
formed the three structuring categories of Aristotelian philosophy. Theoria was 
perceived as the most noble of human activities, involving contemplation of that 
which is eternal and unchanging. Praxis was ‘free’ activity in the realm of the 
contingent, in which man realises and transforms only himself, seeking to attain 
his own perfection; this activity was autotelic – its end was immanent to the 
action itself (Balibar, 2007: 40–1). Poiēsis, by contrast, was ‘necessary’ action 
or production that has an end other than itself (it produces objects for use), and 
which the Greeks considered fundamentally servile: it was associated with the 
constraints of nature, mechanical rationality and material conditions. The 
valence of the distinction between praxis and poiēsis was thus overdetermined 
by the class composition of the Greek polis.

Historically, the Marxist tradition has tended to focus on the relation between 
the first two terms: theory and practice. This has given rise to a rich history of 
debates on the actualisation of philosophy through political praxis, the relation 
of intellectuals and workers, and the theory of ideology. More recent work on 
Marxist thought, however, has made newly visible – and extended – a subter-
ranean current within the Marxist tradition that is premised upon the relation 
between praxis and poiēsis. Étienne Balibar formulated the guiding insight of 
this current when he explained that Marx ‘removed one of philosophy’s most 
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ancient taboos: the radical distinction between praxis and poiēsis’ (2007: 40). 
Where classical philosophy had maintained a strict separation of noble ‘practice’ 
from ignoble ‘production’, Marx upheld

the revolutionary thesis that praxis constantly passes over into poiēsis and vice versa. There 
is never any effective freedom which is not also a material transformation, which is not 
registered historically in exteriority. But nor is there any work which is not a transformation 
of self, as though human beings could change their conditions of existence while maintain-
ing an invariant ‘essence’. (Balibar, 2007: 41; emphasis in original)

For this line of thought, praxis and poiēsis are a mutually mediating unity.
The present article aims to develop Balibar’s claim in order to delineate three 

interrelated strands of ‘Marxist poetics’. First, Marxist poetics concerns the prac-
tice and theory of poetry, with an emphasis on communist poetry. Second, Marxist 
poetics names the project of Marxist literary theory. This is a theoretical dis-
course which, broadly speaking, understands literature – as Aristotle understood 
tragedy – as an ‘imitation of action’ [mimēsis praxeōs] (2000: 1449b; translation 
modified). It consciously extends the domain of ‘poetics’ to embrace narrative 
as such.2 Finally, at the broadest level, the term denotes a modality of politi-
cal organisation. For example, there is a clear analogy between plot (muthos) as 
what Aristotle called the ‘organisation of the events’, and the form and strategic 
rationality of the political party, whose goal is to condense the sheer empiricism 
of sociological givens into an organised, effective totality.

POETICS AS POETRY

For centuries poetry has harboured prefigurations of communism in the form of 
popular ballads, broadsides and drinking songs that denounce the nascent priva-
tisation of the commons (Jennison and Murphet, 2019: 1–4). In modernity, the 
poetry of Romanticism combined residual pre-modern ideals with emergent 
communist impulses to pose an early challenge to the incipient violence of 
industrial capitalism.3 In his youth Marx himself was an active poet and direct 
inheritor of these traditions. He drew extensively on German Romanticism, but 
gradually came to sense its literary and historical inadequacy as a mode of writ-
ing and thinking (Prawer, 2011: 1–22). Like Heinrich Heine, his poetic output 
became characterised by an ironic parody of Romantic sentiment and a lively 
anti-bourgeois, anti-philistine satire that would remain characteristic of his writ-
ing throughout his life. In a remarkable letter to his father in 1837, Marx explains 
his conversion from poetry to Hegelian philosophy. He notes that the first three 
volumes of his poetic output had been characterised by idealism: ‘diffuse and 
inchoate expressions of feeling’, an art based in ‘a world beyond’ in which 
‘Everything real became hazy’ and ‘rhetorical reflections’ replaced ‘poetic 
thoughts’ (Marx and Engels, 1975a: 11). Implicit in Marx’s letter is a literary 
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ideal: good writing adheres closely to the real and actual, is concentrated and 
compressed, and is enlivened by objectivity (Prawer, 2011: 19). The letter stages 
a Hegelian logic of sublation that hints at the role this now abandoned poetry will 
play in Marx’s later work, summarised here by Keston Sutherland:

The poetry that is actually abandoned in this progress survives in negated form as the power 
of expression that contrary to its concept cannot by itself make abstract relations vivid, or 
bring what is dead back to life. Poetry is intensification pressed to the point of absolute 
impotence against the real limit of capitalist social reality, where abstract relations reveal 
their abhorrent imperviousness to poetry in ‘brutal’ detail. This is a revolutionary account of 
the power of poetry. (Sutherland, 2015: 12)

The concept of poetry involves the ‘intensification’ of objects by an act of will; it 
persisted in non-poetic form in Hegel’s intensification of abstract thought. If the 
early Marx lived out the sublation of poetry in Hegelian philosophy, Sutherland 
locates the subsequent break with Hegel in the recognition of the impotence of 
poetic intensification in the face of systemic, capitalist abstraction. The density, 
compression and vivacity of Marx’s early poetic ideal remain, but now inform a 
polemical mode of writing that dramatises precisely the brutality of capitalist 
abstraction and its imperviousness to (idealist) poetic intensification. This process 
reaches its apogee in Capital, where the violent urgency of Marx’s poetics – its 
exhausting catalogue of human suffering (frequently figured by gothic imagery) 
combined with its acute sensitivity to emergent revolutionary horizons – is funda-
mental to its project of critique.4 It is a poetics that draws majestically upon the 
entire Western literary tradition yet stages the ultimate impotence of poetry in the 
face of capital. It is a call for its own sublation in revolutionary praxis.

The precise nature of this sublation remains a vexed question, not least since 
poetry (in non-sublated form) lived on within the revolutionary praxis of the Paris 
Commune and Russian Revolution.5 Indeed, the twentieth century witnessed a 
profound symbiosis of poetry and communism. From Bertolt Brecht to Pablo 
Neruda, César Vallejo to Lorine Niedecker, Langston Hughes to Nâzim Hikmet, 
Yannis Ritsos to Mahmoud Darwish: many of the century’s great poets were 
communist, and even those who were not (e.g., Ezra Pound, Wallace Stevens, W. 
C. Williams) drew directly from the explosive fusion of revolution and poetry in 
their own work.6 Alain Badiou has argued that

the great poets of the twentieth century recognized in the grandiose revolutionary project 
of communism something that was familiar to them – namely that, as the poem gives its 
inventions to language and as language is given to all, the material world and the world of 
thought must be given integrally to all, becoming no longer the property of a few but the 
common good of humanity as a whole. (Badiou, 2014: 94)

He identifies certain recurrent tropes in the work of Vallejo, Neruda, Éluard and 
Brecht: visions of a world that has returned to what it truly is (beyond the alienat-
ing abstractions of the money form); new modes of fraternity that revive trust in 
one’s fellows but also in the earth itself; a treasuring of humble, ordinary life that 
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deserves to be celebrated and defended; and, most powerfully, a ‘nostalgia for 
the future’ – a ‘kind of poetic regret for what we imagine the world will have 
been when communism has come’ (Badiou, 2014: 99–105).

Yet there also existed a more direct – and deeply fraught – relationship between 
communist poetry and the construction of the Soviet state. The various contradic-
tions and permutations of this relationship were embodied most dramatically in 
Mayakovsky, whom Alberto Toscano has pithily described as a ‘futurist enfant ter-
rible posthumously anointed by Stalin, exploding utilitarian language only to put 
it at the service of socialist construction’ (Toscano, 2019: 111).7 ‘Mayakovsky’ 
names the moment in the history of Marxist poetics at which the overdetermined 
relationship between poiēsis (as poetry and production) and praxis (as revolution-
ary transformation) reached a point of critical intensity. On behalf of the commu-
nist future he was trying to summon into existence, Mayakovsky railed against byt, 
a Russian word defined by Roman Jakobson as ‘the stabilizing force of an immu-
table present, overlaid … by a stagnating slime, which stifles life in its tight, hard 
mold’ (Jakobson, 1987: 277). It was this force of inertia that Mayakovsky sought 
to bulldoze, determined to repurpose poetry into an intrinsic means of recon-
structing everyday life. His project entailed an extremely delicate – perhaps ulti-
mately impossible – balance between an expansion of the very meaning of poetry 
to embrace ‘meetings, speeches, front-line limericks, one-day agitprop playlets, 
the living radio-voice and the slogan flashing by on the trams’ (cited in Toscano, 
2019: 115), and a continued emphasis upon judgements of poetic form (Toscano, 
2019: 115ff). Poetry for Mayakovsky was thus a type of work, which he readily 
(if often ironically) compared to a manic Stakhanovite production, but it was also 
an individual craft and modality of collective agitation; in other words, the very 
conception of poetry was internally fractured by the overdetermined temporality of 
revolution, bridging the old world (craft) and the new (Soviet construction).8 Poetry 
was thus a highly volatile and multifarious practice, embedded in an often chaotic 
revolutionary context, whose ultimate aim was to break with byt and construct a 
fundamentally new, communist everyday life.

The relationship between poetry and revolution remains fraught today but for 
very different reasons. To grasp it entails periodisation. Indeed, one of the over-
whelming tendencies of contemporary Marxist poetics is a nigh-on neurotic obses-
sion with periodisation, as if the only way to navigate the doldrums of historical 
defeat for world revolution is to construct so many conceptual calipers and com-
passes that will map our precise historical coordinates and set us back on course for 
Utopia. Thus, the burning issues of Marxist poetics in the early twentieth century 
are said to have arisen in a historical period triangulated by three coordinates:

an economy and society still only semi-industrial, in which the ruling order still remained to 
a significant extent agrarian or aristocratic; a technology of dramatic inventions whose 
impact was still fresh or incipient; and an open political horizon, in which revolutionary 
upheavals of one kind or another against the prevailing order were widely expected or 
feared. (Anderson, 1998: 81)
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This was the force field of modernism. Postmodernism, meanwhile, is said to 
have emerged from the disappearance of these historical preconditions: ‘a 
déclassé ruling order, a mediatized technology and a monochrome politics’ 
(Anderson, 1998: 92). Adapting Anderson’s tripartite schema, Ruth Jennison and 
Julian Murphet have recently suggested we have since entered a further new 
period characterised by: (1) the disjunctive proximity of either revolution or the 
complete capitalist destruction of the entire planetary lifeworld; (2) the phenom-
enological disappearance of the global working class from the capitalist core 
combined with a global consolidation of the working class beyond the core, 
‘contoured by death, precarity, and surplus populations’; and (3) the relative pre-
dominance of ‘the struggle to transform or hive out absolute space into differen-
tial space’ (via practices such as occupations) over traditional struggles against 
absolute and relative surplus extraction (Jennison and Murphet, 2019: 12–13). 
They make the compelling case that such conditions explain the ‘signature strat-
egy’ of contemporary communist poetry: parataxis (as in the works of Sean 
Bonney and Fred Moten). Where Mayakovsky and the Futurists were part of a 
complex but total social process of revolutionary transformation, contemporary 
communist poets of the capitalist core channel and bear witness to the spirit of 
exceptional insurrections, attempt to map the disjunctive axes of the contempo-
rary world-system and metabolise the time–space of anti-capitalist occupations.

In line with these developments, one of the notable shifts in Marxist poetics in 
recent years has been away from a post-Lukácsian, Jamesonian emphasis on the 
unique relationship between narrative and revolutionary praxis (on which, more 
below) towards a sense that poetry is the more appropriate mode of representa-
tion for the current historical conjuncture. Joshua Clover’s poetic and theoretical 
work embodies many of these concerns. Drawing on Fernand Braudel’s claim 
that the reign of finance in the cycle of capital accumulation is always a ‘sign of 
Autumn’, Clover (2011) has argued that the period from the 1970s to the eco-
nomic crisis of 2007–8 should be understood as the ‘Autumn of the system’. 
During periods characterised by Marx’s ‘general formula of capital’ – M-C-M′ –  
‘one sees narrative’s most primitive relation on [sic] the logic of capitalism’: 
‘Narrative requires motion and change, not simple replenishment; motion and 
change are exactly what constitutes the general formula’ (2011: 36). The mys-
tery, then, is why one of the distinguishing features of literary production from 
the 1970s to 2008 was the relative effacement of narrative temporality. Clover’s 
explanation turns upon the shift from M-C-M′ to M-M′ during autumnal, end-of-
cycle periods of financialisation: ‘The apparent M-M′ situation of financializa-
tion and rise in organic composition of capital, wherein the massified labor of 
industrial capital seems to have waned like Jameson’s affect, is thus characterized 
by the subtraction of time (appearing most evidently as productivity increases)’ 
(2011: 42; emphasis in original). In other words, where ‘C’ – the commodity – 
disappears, so do the workers who produce them and the fundamentally temporal 
processes of production. Hence Clover’s fundamental thesis: ‘that an organizing 
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trope of Autumnal literature is the conversion of the temporal to the spatial’  
(p. 43; emphasis in original). It is this conversion that non-narrative forms such 
as poetry are better able to grasp and figure forth. Yet, this is not to suggest that 
narrative simply disappears. On the contrary, just as credit presupposes the mak-
ing present of future labour (and hence value – M-M′ is actually M-M′[-C]), so 
narrative is always ‘preserved as an absence’ (2011: 45), haunting the very poetry 
that ‘pre-vents’ it.

In The Matter of Capital (2011) Christopher Nealon emphasises the ubiq-
uity and variety of thematic, formal and intertextual poetic reflections upon capi-
talism across poetry of the ‘American century’. He shows that poets as diverse 
as Ezra Pound, W. H. Auden, John Ashbery, Jack Spicer, the Language poets, 
Claudia Rankine and Kevin Davies ‘have at the center of their literary projects 
an attempt to understand the relationship between poetry and capitalism, most 
often worked out as an attempt to understand the relationship of texts to historical 
crisis’ (2011: 30). Ruth Jennison, meanwhile, has produced a devastating attack 
on the ‘lamenting liberalism’ whose ‘essentially conservative ontology’ (2012: 
3) reads the formal fragmentation of modernist texts as indicative of the regret-
table disintegration of the (high-imperial) Western subject. The book’s very title, 
The Zukofsky Era, a clear riposte to Hugh Kenner’s The Pound Era (1971), sig-
nals one of its key claims: ‘the Objectivists of the Zukofsky Era inherit the first 
generation’s experimentalist break with prior systems of representation, and … 
strive to adequate this break to a futurally pointed content of revolutionary poli-
tics’ (Jennison, 2012: 9). Jennison argues that the uneven geographies and radical 
ambience of Depression-era America were congenial to an extraordinary imbri-
cation of Marxism and avant-garde poetry in the work of Louis Zukofsky, George 
Oppen and Lorine Niedecker. Meanwhile, Amy De’Ath (2018) has warned 
against any too simplistic inheritance of the Objectivist problematic in the pres-
ent. Noting the continued presence of Oppen’s methodology and formal concerns 
in the poetry of Jeff Derksen, Rob Halpern and Rachel Blau DuPlessis, she detects 
in Oppen’s ruminations on subject–object relations a residual Enlightenment ide-
ology whose racist exclusions are incapable of negotiating ‘the ontological pre-
clusion of subjecthood within a global history of antiblack structural violence’ 
(2018: 115). She turns to Claudia Rankine’s Citizen (2014) as an example of 
a ‘Fanonian poetics’ better able to formalise the socio-historical reduction of 
blackness to objecthood in capitalist modernity (De’Ath, 2018: 127). In doing so, 
she stresses the importance for Marxist poetics of a far broader and richer poetic 
terrain, including such contemporary poets as Dawn Lundy Martin, Fred Moten 
and M. NourbeSe Philip.

Among many possible examples of contemporary communist poetry, one of the 
stand-out formations has been Commune Editions, publishing such works as Juliana 
Spahr’s That Winter the Wolf Came (2015), Jasper Bernes’ We Are Nothing and So 
Can You (2015), and Wendy Trevino’s Cruel Fiction (2018). It originated in the 
coincidence of three popular uprisings: the occupations in resistance to University 
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of California tuition hikes in 2009–11; the anti-police uprisings after the shooting 
of Oscar Grant that continued with the deaths of Mike Brown and Eric Garner; and 
the local Californian version of Occupy, referred to as the Oakland Commune. In 
dialogue with a range of communist ideas, from communisation theory (associated 
with the Endnotes, Théorie Communiste and Tiqqun collectives), Marxist femi-
nism, anarchism and abolitionism, the collective aims to publish poetry that is both 
anti-state and anti-capitalist. They have also proposed a novel conception of the 
relationship between poetry and political struggle:

Poems are no replacement for concrete forms of political action. But poetry can be a compan-
ion to these activities, as the ‘Riot Dog’ of Athens was a companion in [the] streets. A dog, too, 
might start barking when the cops are about to kick down your door. Perhaps that’s it, for now, 
what we’re doing, what is to be done, with poetry. (Commune Editions, n.d.)

In the UK, meanwhile, the highly variable work of J. H. Prynne, Denise Riley, 
Wendy Mulford, Keston Sutherland, Andrea Brady (who founded Barque Press 
with Sutherland), the late Sean Bonney, Drew Milne and John Wilkinson, as well 
as younger poets including Caitlín Doherty, Joe Luna, Amy De’Ath and Danny 
Hayward, continues to forge new directions for poetic anti-capitalist critique.

POETICS AS LITERARY THEORY

The second, broader meaning of ‘Marxist poetics’ pertains to Marxist literary 
theory. In the classical Greek technical handbooks, the task of poetics was to 
describe or delineate that which was rational within the process and product of 
poiēsis. Poetics in contemporary literary criticism, meanwhile, is usually under-
stood in the limited sense of the ‘implicit principles’ informing a text or oeuvre, 
or as a ‘theory of literary discourse’ (Miner, 1993). The methods and modes of 
exposition of a Marxist poetics, by contrast, have much in common with the 
operations of mimēsis praxeōs [imitation of action] and muthos [emplotment] 
which Aristotle makes central to tragedy. They can be analytically divided into 
two interrelated moments: a theory of literary production and a theory of ‘cogni-
tive mapping’. Broadly speaking (since there evidently exists a great variety of 
Marxist approaches), Marxist poetics in the first sense can be said to ‘translate’ 
literary practices and their products into – or ‘reconstruct’ them as – ‘imitations 
of praxis’ [mimēsis praxeōs]. ‘Mimesis’, which has a very complex history 
(Halliwell, 1998: 109–37), is understood here as the operation of imitation and 
conversion of the raw material of social experience, itself informed by human 
activity and social relations (embodied at the broadest level in the mode of pro-
duction), into literary works – even where those works themselves deny all 
mimetic relation to social reality or are non-narrative in form. Marxist critics 
attempt to retrace the logic of this imitation and conversion via a method that 
employs what Aristotle calls muthos: the operation of organising events into a 
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system or synthesis – i.e., emplotment. This is the process whereby the critic 
reconstructs the precise coordinates of the historical situation in which the work 
arose and to which it was a response, seeking that elusive point at which the 
‘inner’ necessity of the work coincides with the ‘external’ necessity of the his-
torical situation. Marxist literary theory thus aims to ‘emplot’ the relations 
between literary and social processes; these relations are not, however, limited to 
a reductive logic of ‘reflection’ but may assume the modality of negation, denial, 
mediation, symbolic resolution or Utopian supersession.9

Such a theory of literary production is often accompanied in practice by a the-
ory of ‘cognitive mapping’, a term made famous in the 1980s by Fredric Jameson, 
who fused Kevin Lynch’s study of urban alienation with Louis Althusser’s theory 
of ideology to articulate the process by which individuals mentally map their 
place within the totality of class relations on a global scale (Jameson, 1988). For 
Jameson, under the extraordinarily complex spatial conditions of postmodernity, 
an aesthetic project of cognitive mapping has now become a necessary part of 
any socialist political project. The precise relation of praxis and poiēsis here 
is double: literary and cultural works produce cognitive maps of the capitalist 
world-system, which then become potential pedagogical components of practical 
political projects. Inversely, an ‘achieved cognitive mapping’ (which Jameson 
believes does not yet exist, but which he thinks will concern the form rather than 
the content) may have as one of its preconditions ‘some prior political opening, 
which its task would then be to enlarge culturally’ (1988: 356): in other words, 
a fully developed cognitive mapping of the world-system may require an initial 
practical revolutionary intervention. The point here is not only that cognitive 
mapping provides a further variation on Marx’s initial dialecticisation of the rela-
tion of praxis and poiēsis, but that Marxist poetics harnesses the productivity and 
pedagogical potential of ‘poietic’ production.

Jameson has recently expanded his understanding of cognitive mapping by 
deepening its rapport with Aristotle’s Poetics. Arguing that history shares a nar-
rative structure with fiction (Jameson, 2009: 565), he transcodes the Aristotelian 
narrative categories of peripeteia, anagnorisis and pathos into concepts within an 
expanded dialectical poetics whose aim is to make history appear. Peripeteia, a 
reversal or turning point, is now aligned with the dialectic of success and failure, 
the unity of opposites in which historical ‘winners’ through time become ‘los-
ers’ and vice versa: ‘The point of view must be an elevated and a distant, even 
a glacial one, in order for these all-too-human categories of success and failure 
to become indifferent in their own opposition’ (2009: 554) Anagnorisis, mean-
ing ‘recognition’, now becomes a specific operation of ‘discovery’ of collective 
political subjects who have previously been overlooked as such: ‘the coming into 
view of those multitudinous others suppressed from the official story and field 
of vision’ (2009: 565). Just as Subaltern Studies made newly visible the Indian 
peasantry as a political force in its own right, so anagnorisis is ‘an act of theo-
retical production, in which new characters are produced for our collective and 
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political discovery and recognition’ (2009: 582). Finally, pathos, usually under-
stood as ‘suffering’, now becomes the ‘Absolute’ – the momentary irruption of 
the Real during an event-like occurrence which makes visible and experiential 
the total unification of the social system. Together, these are the narrative catego-
ries Jameson takes to be necessary to make history appear.

Franco Moretti is also concerned with the practico-poetic categories of moder-
nity. His work on the Bildungsroman foregrounded the way in which the symbolic 
form of ‘youth’ mediated the contradictions of modernity and effected the transi-
tion from the heroic subjectivities of the Age of Revolution to the mundane and 
unheroic normality of everyday bourgeois life (Moretti, 1987). His study of the 
‘modern epic’, meanwhile, focused on such texts as Goethe’s Faust, Melville’s 
Moby Dick and Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, argu-
ing that they are ‘world texts, whose geographical frame of reference is no lon-
ger the nation-state, but a broader entity – a continent, or the world-system as a 
whole’ (Moretti, 1996: 50). In a move that has proved influential for materialist 
theories of ‘world literature’ (including his own), Moretti employs the categories 
of Immanuel Wallerstein’s world-systems analysis to suggest that such ‘world 
texts’ or ‘modern epics’, while ‘unknown to the relatively homogeneous states 
of the core’, are ‘typical of the semi-periphery where, by contrast, combined 
development prevails’ (1996: 50).10 ‘World texts’ poetically mediate and ‘imi-
tate’ the practical situation of combined and uneven social and cultural forms that 
is prevalent at the world-systemic semi-periphery.

Moretti further developed this ‘geography of literary forms’ (1996: 50) in 
the now canonical essay ‘Conjectures on World Literature’ (2000). Inspired by 
Goethe and Marx’s remarks on Weltliteratur, ‘Conjectures’ holds that world lit-
erature is ‘One, and unequal: one literature … or perhaps, better, one world lit-
erary system (of inter-related literatures); but a system which is different from 
what Goethe and Marx had hoped for, because it’s profoundly unequal’ (Moretti, 
2013a: 46). Drawing on Roberto Schwarz’s (1992) work on stylistic discontinu-
ity in the history of the Brazilian novel, Moretti explains that ‘in cultures that 
belong to the periphery of the literary system … the modern novel first arises 
not as an autonomous development but as a compromise between a western for-
mal influence (usually French or English) and local materials’ (2013a: 50). This 
produces a compromise between ‘foreign plot; local characters; and then, local 
narrative voice: and it’s precisely in this third dimension that these novels seem 
to be most unstable’ (2013a: 57–8; emphasis in original). Moretti’s theory of 
‘world literature’ is thus nothing less than a poetics of the modern world-system –  
‘a study of the struggle for symbolic hegemony across the world’ (2013a: 56). 
More controversially, Moretti couples this poetics with a new mode of reading: 
distant reading. Since ‘world literature is not an object, it’s a problem’ (2013a: 
46; emphasis in original), it is not a question of simply reading more texts from 
across the world; rather, ‘world literature’ requires a method of ‘distant reading’, 
whereby the critic effectively becomes a meta-critic, condensing and correlating 
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the findings of first-order critics from across the world-system ‘without a single 
direct textual reading’ (2013a: 48; emphasis in original).11 At the same time, 
Moretti has paradoxically continued the tradition of close reading in perhaps 
his most important work of recent times: The Bourgeois: Between History and 
Literature (2013b), a socio-literary study of the figure of the bourgeois, and an 
ingenious account of the rise of modern prose.

One of Moretti’s most significant inheritors is the Warwick Research Collective 
(WReC), whose book Combined and Uneven Development: Towards a New 
Theory of World-Literature (2015) aims to ‘resituate the problem of “world lit-
erature,” considered as a revived category of theoretical enquiry, by pursuing the 
literary-cultural implications of the theory of combined and uneven development’ 
(WReC, 2015: 6). Fusing Fredric Jameson’s (2002) ‘singular modernity’ thesis 
with a Moretti-inflected world-systems analysis and Trotsky’s theory of com-
bined and uneven development, WReC defines world-literature (with a hyphen 
to show its fidelity to Wallersteinian world-systems analysis) as ‘the literature 
of the world-system’ (WReC, 2015: 8; emphasis in original). World-literature is 
that literature which ‘registers’ in form and content the modern capitalist world-
system (2015: 20). Just as capitalism does not develop in a homogenous unilinear 
manner, but, rather, actively produces underdevelopment and development side 
by side, so world-literature is also combined and uneven, yoking together – by 
force of circumstance or self-conscious project – residual, dominant and emer-
gent forms and styles so as to represent the ‘simultaneous non-simultaneity’ of 
the world-system itself.

The book is also an intervention into debates on the definition of modernism. 
WReC proposes a tripartite model: if modernisation is understood as the ‘imposi-
tion’ of capitalist social relations on ‘cultures and societies hitherto un- or only 
sectorally capitalised’ (WReC, 2015: 10), and modernity names ‘the way in which 
capitalist social relations are “lived”’ (2015: 12), then modernism is that litera-
ture which ‘encodes’ (2015: 18) the lived experience of the ‘capitalisation of the 
world’ produced by modernisation. This has temporal and geographical reper-
cussions: temporally, ‘modernism’ can no longer be situated in the early twen-
tieth century but must be pushed back to incorporate ‘the great wave of writing 
from the mid-nineteenth century onwards’ (2015: 18) and forwards to incorpo-
rate such writers as Lorine Niedecker and Roberto Bolaño (2015: 19); geographi-
cally, modernism must be extended beyond Western Europe to any location in 
the world-system undergoing the shock and violence of capitalist modernisation 
processes. As a consequence, the great realism–modernism debate (Adorno et al., 
2007) is essentially obviated, since ‘realism’ is shown to be equally as ‘modern’ 
as modernism, in that it too responds to capitalisation processes, and modernism 
is just as ‘realistic’ as realism, since ‘irreality’ is a realistic response to situations 
of combined and uneven development.

The Warwick Research Collective is not the only proponent of a critical 
approach that takes as its operative scale the modern world-system. Nicholas 
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Brown’s Utopian Generations argues for ‘establishing the interpretive horizon 
of twentieth-century literature at capitalism’s internal limit’ (Brown, 2005: 1). 
Brown reconstellates modernism and African literature of the decolonisation era 
in such a way as to make them both comprehensible within a single framework 
of global capitalism within which neither now looks the same. Likewise, Carolyn 
Lesjak (2013) has defended what she calls ‘dialectical reading’ against the cur-
rent vogue of ‘surface reading’ and the ‘new formalism’. She draws explicitly 
on Jameson’s Valences of the Dialectic to uphold the contemporary urgency of a 
‘spatial dialectic’ which attempts to unify (in the manner of Jamesonian pathos 
or the Absolute) the violently intersecting scales of lived experience and the sys-
temic drives of the capitalist world-system. Finally, Hrvoje Tutek (2016) has sug-
gested that one of the challenges of the contemporary novel of resistance, which 
he calls ‘anti-bourgeois realism, or the realism of anti-capitalism’ has been to try 
and find a principle of formal unification for the ‘sporadic anti-systemic dissent’ 
that characterises movements such as Occupy. In order to overcome the logic of 
fragmentation that obscures the systemic dynamics of the world-system, Tutek 
argues that these works (e.g., Q by the Italian collective Luther Blissett and From 
A to X by John Berger) try – but necessarily and productively fail – ‘to create a 
way of perceiving a historically consequential whole, an operative totality – as 
historically consequential as the nation used to be – at a global level’ (Tutek, 
2016: 262). He ends by suggesting (to adopt the terms of the present article) 
that the poietic shortcomings of the novels could only be overcome in political 
practice, thus continuing Jameson’s line of reasoning that an ‘achieved cognitive 
mapping’ requires an initial revolutionary impetus.

POETICS AS A MODALITY OF POLITICAL ORGANISATION

Finally, in its broadest – and perhaps most unorthodox – sense, Marxist poetics 
names a modality of political organisation. It is a dynamic, formative process 
(Else, 1957: 9) that has a privileged relation to narrative. Aristotle, in the Poetics, 
defines tragedy as an ‘imitation of action’ [mimēsis praxeōs] whose ‘soul’ is 
‘plot’ [muthos] (Aristotle, 2000: 1449b, 1450a; translation modified). Plot is 
itself defined as ‘the organisation of the events’ [è tōn pragmatōn sustasis], or 
what Paul Ricoeur (1984: 66) has called ‘the synthesis of the heterogeneous’. 
Plot is thus a dynamic, shaping force and principle of organisation: it unifies and 
unites multiple events or actions into a single overarching narrative. It is this 
dynamic principle of organisation that connects praxis and poiēsis, the strategic 
rationality of the political party and the art of narrative composition. It is also this 
principle that makes poetry for Aristotle more philosophical than history; history 
is the pure empirical fact of what has happened, with no internal organisation, 
whereas poetry speaks of what might happen, and orders events according to 
strict causal chains of necessity, dealing in universals rather than particulars.
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Yet plot as a principle of organisation has undergone several historical and 
literary crises. Jacques Rancière (2013) has identified the paradox whereby with 
the emergence of the modern revolutionary tradition the principles of organ-
isation inherent to the Aristotelian ideal entered into crisis. This is because the 
classical ideal presupposed the unequal class relations of the Greek polis. When 
Aristotle defines tragedy as an ‘imitation of action that is serious’ (2000: 1449b), 
the adjective ‘serious’, or spoudaias, clearly refers to a member of the nobility 
who pursues virtue through the free activity of praxis. It is impossible for an 
ordinary member of the demos to be represented ‘seriously’ within the genre of 
tragedy. Likewise, as Rancière states, the ‘superiority of the poem which links 
actions together over history which merely recounts the succession of facts was 
homologous to the superiority of men who participate in the world of action over 
those confined to the world of life, that is to the pure reproduction of existence’ 
(2007: 18). It was precisely this socially regulated distribution of artistic genres, 
or what philologists such as Erich Auerbach (2003) have called the Stiltrennung 
(the ‘separation of styles’), that the revolutions of modernity gradually broke 
down. The paradox is thus that with the emergence of the revolutionary tradition, 
which has given rise to fierce debates over appropriate forms of political organ-
isation, the artistic regime on which these debates implicitly draw – i.e., poetics – 
underwent the erosion of its social preconditions. At the level of form, modernity 
might be seen as a constant toing and froing between what Rancière calls the 
‘poetic’ or ‘representational’ regime of art (with Aristotelian emplotment at its 
core) and the ‘aesthetic’ regime of art.

What Rancière calls the aesthetic regime of art spells the end of the hierarchy 
of high and low subjects and genres, of the Aristotelian superiority of action 
over life, and of the traditional schema of rationality in terms of ends and means, 
causes and effects (Rancière, 2008: 14). It instigates, in other words, equality in 
the realm of the sensible. This equality assumes the form of indifference: of sub-
ject, style and addressee. Literally anything or anyone can now be the subject of 
art or literature: the intricate patterns made by dust motes thrown up by passing 
wagons, the miniscule play of light and shade as rays of sunlight shimmer over 
a landscape, the feeling of warmth on a summer afternoon. The organised hier-
archy of plot gives way to the sheer sequentiality of micro-events of the senses 
(an argument reiterated in Fredric Jameson’s Antinomies of Realism (2013)).12 
The aesthetic regime also produces the indifference of differences: activity col-
lapses into passivity (as in Schiller’s definition of play, or Spiel), movement into 
stillness, sound into silence. Thus, the aesthetic regime historically instigates the 
an-archic distribution of the sensible which embodies an emergent democracy.

The larger question is what this apparently ‘literary’ debate means for political 
organisation. Of what use is the equality of disorganised atoms in bringing about 
actual social equality? This is a question that has returned with a vengeance 
in the context of the Occupy movement and its emphasis on a type of ‘hori-
zontal’ organisation that refuses, on principle, the hierarchising and centralising 
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principles of emplotment inherent to the political party. Critics such as Jodi Dean 
(2016) have observed that the price paid for the organisational equivalent of the 
‘equality of the sensible’ is a loss of political strategy. Rancière, for his part, has 
observed that, far from being able to oppose Marxism to the anarchic, atomic 
equality of the aesthetic, we must understand that Marxism itself has, from the 
beginning, been riven by the contradiction between the representative regime 
(that of Aristotle’s Poetics) and the aesthetic regime. Two examples will suffice. 
In The German Ideology Marx and Engels famously wrote that communism is 
‘the real movement which abolishes the present state of things’ (1975b: 49); but 
this invites the question: if communism is the real movement, then is there, strictly 
speaking, a need for a communist party or other political organisation to guide or 
accelerate this movement? Second, whereas a common-sense understanding of 
the general strike would perceive it as an example of practical, centralising politi-
cal organisation, Rancière describes it as ‘an exemplary equivalence of strategic 
action and inaction’ (2013: xvi). Like modernity itself, then, the Marxist tradition 
is riven by two tendencies: the centralising, organisational principle of the party 
form and the ‘aesthetic’ equality of democracy.

CONCLUSION

All three permutations of Marxist poetics are interconnected and directly con-
cerned with the relationship between poiēsis and praxis. For contemporary com-
munist poets, the central problem is the extent to which – and the ways in which –  
poetry can ‘accompany’ the political struggles of the present, give form to the 
multiple modalities of exploitation and oppression suffered by the global prole-
tariat and bear witness to (and formally connect) the current sequence of global 
uprisings: from Occupy and the Arab Spring to Black Lives Matter. For Marxist 
literary theory more broadly, the emphasis is firmly upon reconstructing (or 
‘cognitively mapping’) the operative social totalities that assume narrative form 
(or resist it) in a range of modern and contemporary literature. Its implicit prem-
ise is that cognitive mapping is a pedagogical precondition for contemporary 
class consciousness and, by extension, social revolution: ‘poietic’ maps plot the 
uneven terrain of possible praxis. Marxist poetics at the broadest level, then, 
raises questions about the optimal organisational form of such ‘practical’ inter-
ventions: from the centralised party to a more dispersed, horizontal collective.

Ultimately, though, the internal tensions of Mayakovsky’s project might alert 
us to a more variegated way of conceiving the relationship between poetics and 
revolution. It has been observed that Mayakovsky was caught in the compet-
ing temporalities that characterise all revolutionary transitions. The battle with 
byt (everyday life) divided every level: from the clash of residual and emergent 
social relations embodied in specific verse and word forms to the fraught attempt 
to maintain yet reinvent standards of poetic judgement; from the competing 
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materialities of the ‘poetic’ (pre-modern craft vying with futurist construction) 
to the ambiguous role of the poet (and poetic formation) within the nascent com-
munist state. The overdetermined nature of Mayakovsky’s work arises precisely 
from the fact that these competing temporalities of socio-poetic transformation 
can never be fully synchronised. Marxist poetics hovers ever on the border of 
sublation and non-sublation: the precise relation between poiēsis and praxis is 
internally discontinuous and, ultimately, can perhaps only be grasped conjunc-
turally. Periodisation and cognitive mapping offer clues as to the optimal – or 
minimally viable – symbioses for a given situation, but truly to inherit the violent 
urgency of Marx’s own poetics they must remain rooted, like Capital, in the 
deathly disjunctions of capitalism: mutilated bodies and minds, earthly destruc-
tion and the uneven horizon of revolution.

Notes

1  I am grateful to the anonymous peer reviewer and Mark Steven for their helpful comments on earlier 
versions of this essay. All remaining errors are my own.

2  The (non-Marxist) precedent for this move is Paul Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative (1984).
3  On the ideological contradictions of romantic anti-capitalism, see Löwy and Sayre (2001) and  

Williams (1958).
4  On the poetics of Capital, see Sutherland (2008, 2019), Kornbluh (2014) and Hartley (2021).
5  On Rimbaud and the Paris Commune, see Ross (1988).
6  On the relationship between modernism and communism, see Nickels (2012) and Steven (2017).
7  I cannot do justice here to the full range of Russian Futurist poetic experimentation (not least in key 
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Lawton (2004) and Ram (2012).

8  On temporality, tragedy and revolution in the poetry of Aleksandr Blok and Trotsky’s Literature and 
Revolution, see Toscano (2017).

9  I elaborate on this theory of literary production in Hartley (2017).
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2015b).
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drift towards stylistic absolutism in post-1848 modernist writing as a symptom of bourgeois bad 
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INTRODUCTION

Not only does ‘communication’ have an integral place in the conduct of subjectiv-
ity and social life, it is incited and enshrined by a plethora of normative values, 
like free speech, transparency, and communicability. Adorno’s exhortation against 
communication hence comes as quite a jolt to our sensitivities. Communication, 
he argues, has been thoroughly shaped by the needs and norms of capitalist accu-
mulation, as seen in managed public opinion, direct command, clichéd patterns of 
meaning, and the identity-confirming flow of familiar speech – the ‘word coined 
by commerce’ (Adorno, 2005: 101).

In response, Adorno (2005: 101) proposes a suitably enigmatic formulation, 
that critical writing should create a ‘vacuum’ in communication. In part, this is 
a defence of rigour and style, clearly a necessity for Marxism in grasping objec-
tive realities against the readily consumable mystifications of capitalist common 
sense. But Adorno’s concomitant refusal of communicability is not the strongest 
ground for a Marxist politics of communication – ‘those who would escape’, he 
concludes, ‘must recognize the advocates of communicability as traitors to what 
they communicate’ (Adorno, 2005: 101). Adorno’s vacuum in communication 
also takes shape, however, as a reflexive politics of communicative form – an 
approach with more promise, and that opens to the theme of this chapter. It is 
apparent in the form of the book where these observations are made, Minima 
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Moralia. The title a playful inversion of Aristotle’s Magna Moralia, or Great 
Ethics, Adorno’s book adopts the bourgeois form of ‘advice literature’, then a 
booming market in post-war Germany, but with a confounding twist. While his 
book does indeed communicate much advice, it works within formal conven-
tions in order to undo this form’s liberal ground of the self-determining sub-
ject, Adorno ‘pack[ing] a social-theoretical diagnosis into a generic form that is 
undermined by this very diagnosis’ (Norberg, 2011: 401).

From these observations on Adorno I take a broad lesson. As much as Marxist 
writers seek to formulate and communicate critical ideas, we should at the same 
time be critical of communication itself – critical of its place and nature in capital-
ist society, its subject-fashioning modalities, and its media forms, in their variety 
and material complexity. Adorno serves here also to indicate that this reflexive 
critique can sometimes address Marxism’s own communicative forms. Therein is 
the problem space of this chapter.

I will start with the communicative form of social media, the corporate infra-
structure of compulsive communication, where it is apparent that the capital-
ist dimensions of communication have developed considerably since Adorno’s 
time, and which is so era-defining that Jodi Dean (2014) identifies our contem-
porary as one of ‘communicative capitalism’. Social media is not, for all this, 
the only form of communication, so I aim here to consider Marxist criticism of 
a broader range of mediums, as well as place emphasis on how this develops 
also as critical attention to Marxism’s own particular communicative forms – a 
neglected aspect of Marxist approaches to communication that I have explored 
in Anti-Book and elsewhere (Thoburn, 2016, 2020). That said, the term ‘com-
munication’ encompasses a wealth of expressive forms – oral, visual, textual, 
olfactory, kinesthetic, tactile – that far exceed the reach of one chapter. I focus 
here on textual communication, and then on only a limited number of textual 
forms and mediums: social media, the book, the manifesto, and the journal. 
Discussion of the latter two is developed in relation to the crisis of the Marxist 
subject of labour and the problem of fashioning communicative forms that are 
adequate to the non-identity of communism. Through an appraisal of the com-
munist journals Comité (1968) and Endnotes (2008–), here I touch on themes of 
fragmentary text, anonymous authorship, and anti-dogmatic writing at the limits 
of struggles.

In the late twentieth century, when the ascendance of visual communication 
drew the lion’s share of critical attention, my focus here on textual media might 
have looked outmoded. But today’s digital and networked media is infused with 
written language, from the alphanumeric code orchestrating digital interfaces to 
the colossal volume of user-generated writing upon which social media platforms 
depend. We can hence speculate, with Nick Thurston (2016: 91), that ‘rather than 
being over-written by the visual, the contemporary world has become more fun-
damentally textualized than any period before it’. This is not to say that text is in 
any fundamental sense separate from visual communication, or from our sensory 
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capacities in the round, a point I register by including in the discussion of journal 
publishing some attention to physical and visual design.

It is evident already that I take a different approach to the question of com-
munication than might be expected, given established perspectives in Marxist 
cultural and media studies initiated by writers like Roland Barthes and Stuart 
Hall and centred on issues of ideology critique and the encoding and decoding 
of media messages (see also Gilbert, Chapter 43 and Ramamurthy, Chapter 61, 
this Handbook). My focus on media form is closer in orientation to Raymond 
Williams (1974) and the ‘Communication and Class Struggle’ project of Armand 
Mattelart and Seth Siegelaub (1983) – though, now that their horizon of the 
workers’ movement has passed, this chapter develops through quite different 
problems. As for the geo-social scope of the chapter, it is largely limited to the 
global North. How the combined and uneven development of global capitalism is 
manifest and challenged within communicative forms in the South, in their situ-
ated variety, intermixture, and disjunction, is an important question that I here 
leave hanging.

COMPULSIVE COMMUNICATION OF SOCIAL MEDIA

The multiform variety of digital tools, networked platforms, and communicative 
protocols impress upon users a simple but often neglected fact: there is no 
medium-neutral communication, no communication in and of itself. With the 
media forms of email, blogs, Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, and so forth, made con-
tinuous and fully mobile by the smartphone, textual communication has not only 
become interlaced with social practice in myriad and mutable ways, but features 
of mediality persistently push into the frame of communicative content – we are 
not ‘writing’, so much as tweeting, messaging, commenting. This makes a felt 
appreciation of the qualities and capacities of any medium a necessary feature of 
its competent handling, unsettling the distinction between textual content and 
media form. Think, for example, of how the structural function of the Twitter 
hashtag – ‘inline metadata’ that aggregates and organizes the multiplicity of 
Tweets in the expression of trend patterns and ‘ambient affiliations’ – is an 
immanent feature of the text that participants construct and consume, and is con-
sciously manipulated as such (Zappavigna, 2011).

Such attention to the media forms of digital communication compels simul-
taneous inquiry into the social and subjective relations that they carry. To focus 
on social media, in Blog Theory and elsewhere, Dean (2010) diagnoses a pre-
conscious compulsion encoded in its sociotechnical infrastructures. A real time 
immediacy of attention, connection, and user production is inscribed in each 
platform’s mundane operation, front-loaded as they are with ‘status’ and ‘time-
line’ functions that incite users’ interaction to the same degree that they impede 
enduring critical deliberation and contemplative absorption. In the ever additive 
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pursuit of links, likes, comments, followers, friends, shares, page views, and so 
on, the act and quantitative volume of communication come to displace what 
is communicated, a kind of general equivalence of indiscriminate communica-
tion: ‘unlike a message, which needs to be understood, a contribution is just an 
addition’, ‘a fundamental communicative equivalence’ where ‘each message is 
communicatively equal to any other’ (Dean, 2014: 6). And this comes with its 
own neurochemical and affective binds, as users are captured in compulsive rep-
etition, fuelled by ‘tiny affective nuggets’, ‘a smidgen of attention’ from each 
communicative act, momentarily relieving the ambient anxiety that is part and 
parcel of curating a successful personal profile, in a field of mimetic replication 
characterized by copying, comparison, envy, and rivalry (Dean, 2010: 95).

Meaning doesn’t entirely vanish of course. It tends to be capricious and ephem-
eral. But meaning can also take an intense and declarative form, characterized by 
affective dispositions that are stimulated and moulded by the algorithmic process-
ing of our online preferences, where a relationship to verifiable realities cedes to 
group-think and identity replication – ‘post-truth’, as it is known. Biographical 
narrative also remains, is even intensified – key to the self-disclosure intrinsic to 
Facebook, for example – but it is incited and thoroughly shaped by social media’s 
infrastructural imperative of quantitative expansion, the demand for marketable 
data (Skeggs and Yuill, 2016).

These subjective forms are reciprocally constituted with a particular business 
model, one integral to social media’s technical infrastructure. As Robert Gehl 
(2014) and others have shown, users produce, supply, and rank online media con-
tent for free, generating at once the content that attracts user attention and granu-
lar marketing data about the tastes, preferences, desires, values, anxieties, and 
hostilities associated with that attention, to be mined and sold as differentiated 
audience to advertisers for near any conceivable product, service, or organization, 
in real time. Hence, on one side of the interface, social media compels compul-
sive individuation and self-disclosure, while on the other, it generates revenue by 
‘simultaneously “dividuating” that data into multiple aggregate representations 
to be monetized as targeted ad space’, as Bev Skeggs and Simon Yuill (2016: 5) 
put it. And, to take the case of Facebook, this economic model is integrated with 
financialization through stock trading based on Intellectual Property control of 
its data, tax avoidance, and diversification and expansion well beyond the firm’s 
original structure, including into mobile communications infrastructure, financial 
services, and drone technology. Social media, then, is ‘class media’, as Dean 
stymies the cozy associations of this collective noun (2014, emphasis added).

Granted, one might respond with good reason that social media nonetheless 
offers ample possibility for political use by those with emancipatory values, 
namely, that it enables greater and broader access to the production, dissemina-
tion, and consumption of critical news and ideas; speedy and networked modes 
of organization at local and transnational scales; rerouting around corporate news 
agendas; and rapid circulation and intensification of political passions. These 
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points are illustrated by recent examples of Black Lives Matter, the so-called 
Arab Spring, the French yellow vests movement, and by the use of social media 
in reporting the Israeli state’s maiming and murder of Palestinians in bombing 
assaults on Gaza, a partial outmanoeuvring of the formidable Israeli propaganda 
machine. Such capacities will clearly be fundamental to the future of effective 
political communication. Yet too often in celebrating activist and political use of 
social media, analysis fails to attend to the way that it can leave untroubled, or 
indeed extend, social media’s incapacitating subjective and economic forms, and 
the broader corporate dominance and inequalities of wealth and access that social 
media bears (Dencik and Leistert, 2015; Fenton, 2016).

Social media can also prove disquieting in the new kinds of political media 
practice it fashions. Due to its often capricious and ephemeral relation to mean-
ing and conscious critical activity, the archetypical expressions of online political 
commitment become petition signing and the easy and gullible solidarity of the 
type ‘#JeSuisCharlie’, where, following the Islamist murders at the French satiri-
cal and racist weekly, Charlie Hebdo, an online affective swell played neatly 
into the nationalism and racialized emergency measures of the state’s response. 
We might view this as a careless encouragement of right-wing effects (hardly 
less damaging for being partially unwitting), but among those decided in this 
direction, the communicative forms of social media are integral to the self-con-
struction of the ‘alt-right’. Ethno-nationalist fantasies of racial purity and rebirth, 
racism, misogyny, and homophobia are born of social and psychic relations in 
the round, but the specific forms they have taken online make one tempted to 
see the alt-right as social media’s authentic political product. The scapegoating 
and rejection of complexity that are structural to the far right’s foreshortened cri-
tique of capitalism here take shape in the swell-effects of social media to unleash 
streams of performative words and memes that belittle, bully, and humiliate – to 
the same degree that they consolidate and amplify the identities and practices of 
those whose sentiments and values accord with the invective (Seymour, 2016). 
At the same time, the alt-right leverages social media’s capricious cognitive and 
affective structure to hedge its deadly serious commitments behind the claim that 
it’s all for jokes. A more traditional structure of communication is also used for 
the same consequence, as the alt-right too often succeed in denying and cam-
ouflaging the material impact of racist discourse with the liberal trope of ‘free 
speech’, where communication is abstracted from its power relations and perfor-
mative effects and fetishized as a realm of free and equal debate, a putative value 
in and of itself.

The ensuing question, ‘can the left meme?’, feels understandably urgent. The 
answer in part is, yes, of course it can – witness the proliferation of memes in 
support of the recent US and UK electoral campaigns of Bernie Sanders and 
Jeremy Corbyn, the best of which were fashioned outside of party political chan-
nels. And shifting from social democracy to Marxism, there is no inherent reason 
that the concentrated meaning and affect of a memetic GIF, for example, can’t 
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work in concert with Marxism’s more complex architectures of social critique. 
But in this, the identity-replicating tendencies of memes must also be critically 
handled, if they are not to construct left versions of the foreshortened critique of 
capital or rely for their effects on the identity forms of localism or nationalism.

BOOK COMMODITY

While critical reflexivity is hence necessary in the use of social media, it might 
also be achieved in the choice of different communicative mediums. For Dean, the 
media form of the book offers one such possibility, which she comes to while 
marking the apparent perversity of using a book, with its slow writing and publish-
ing schedules, to develop a critique of social media, with its rapid technological 
transformations and revelry in the ever new. But herein lies its political value, she 
argues. The very slowness of the medium of the book enacts a ‘cut’ in the circuits 
of compulsive communication that enables thought to emerge, a medial interven-
tion that Dean (2010: 1, 3) enticingly associates with the ‘slow-down’, from the 
classical repertoire of workplace struggle: ‘As an object whose form installs 
delays in sampling and syndication and whose content demands postponed grati-
fication, the book mobilizes the gap of mediacy so as to stimulate thought’. There 
are echoes here of Adorno’s ‘vacuum’, and now with a provisional link between 
intervention in communicative form and class politics. But for Adorno, books do 
not readily serve this aim. Fashioned by the imperatives of market circulation, he 
argues, the book ‘sidles up to the reader’, existing not ‘in itself’ in expressive 
autonomy but ‘for something other’, a generic unit of exchange ‘ready to serve the 
customer’ (Adorno, 1992: 21). Intellectual engagement, which requires ‘detach-
ment, concentration, continuity’, is undone by the commodity transformation of 
books ‘into momentary presentations of stimuli’ (Adorno, 1992: 21). And this is 
not the all of it, for the commodity form of books goes all the way down.

Dean isn’t alone in passing over the capitalist structure of books, for there is a 
strong tendency in the popular imaginary to see the book as a form that escapes 
the realms of capital; this, Ted Striphas (2006: 9) suggests, is ‘one of the most 
entrenched myths of contemporary book culture’. It is in part a function of the 
tendency of capitalist societies to accord works of ‘culture’ a transcendent value 
beyond that of economic utility (a value that in reality is far from extra-economic, 
being interlaced with class distinction and functioning as rationale and resource 
in any number of state and corporate schemes of governance, plunder, and profit). 
Of this tendency, books are perhaps the privileged instance, so much identified 
as repository and receptacle of culture – of the intellectual, moral, and aesthetic 
good and true – that they become indistinct from it. This transcendence of books 
does not happen all by itself, of course; it is a discourse that has played a central 
part in institutions of the book and learning, not least the publishing business. 
As Trish Travis (1999) argues, publishing has couched its advanced industry in 
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a discourse that presents books as objects immune to commodification, ‘goods 
which pretend not to be goods at all’.

Yet print existed from its earliest days as an industry, ‘governed by the same 
rules as any other industry’, where the book was first and foremost ‘a piece of 
merchandise’ (Febvre and Martin, 1997: 109). And in this, books have by no 
means been reluctant players. Books have not only kept up the pace, as any good 
commodity, but have often been quite the innovators across numerous fields. 
Indeed, the printed book was the first uniform and repeatable mass industrial 
commodity – not comprising measured quantities of indeterminate volumes, as 
Benedict Anderson (2006) clarifies the point with regard to other early industrial 
commodities such as textiles or sugar, but a volume in its own right, a distinct and 
self-identical object. In combining moveable alphabetic type (a repurposing of 
metal-processing techniques employed since antiquity for minting coins) with a 
mechanical press (as adapted from that used in pressing wine), the Gutenberg let-
terpress shifted the manufacture of books from the self-directed movements of the 
scribe to mechanical process, so marking ‘the line of division between medieval 
and modern technology’ (Abbott Payson Usher, cited in McLuhan, 1962: 124).  
It is some three centuries before mechanization proper, but the productivity 
achievement is astonishing. The first 50 years after Gutenberg’s Bible saw more 
books printed than in the preceding 1,000 years combined (Houston, 2016), as 
work tasks increasingly took on the quality of the assembly line, subdivided 
according to roles and parts in the production chain, and subject to the dictates 
of productivity that the conjunction of mechanism and time enforced. The prin-
ciple was so established by the 1830s that it was the copperplate engraving of the 
printing trade (and not, say, the textile mill) to which Charles Babbage turned to 
illustrate the logic of modern industrial production, in his theories of mechanical 
process and the division of labour that informed Marx’s analysis of the same in 
the Grundrisse (Makdisi, 2003).

Moving from the production of books to the complementary pole, we find, as 
part of the nexus of capitalist social relations of which the mechanical press was 
both product and bearer, that the mass production of print is contiguous with the 
first signs of mass consumption. Indeed, the rise of the bourgeois class, with its 
expanding demand for technical and literary text, was a significant social push 
for the invention of the Gutenberg press, the latter a technical solution to a social 
problem that was taxing inventive minds all across Europe (Febvre and Martin, 
1997). Once established, early print media was associated with a host of mecha-
nisms for the maintenance and cultivation of reading publics, from the simulta-
neous production of different books so as to avoid heavy losses if one failed, to 
concentration on bestsellers, of which Martin Luther’s texts were perhaps the 
first, binding the nascent print industry with Protestantism (Anderson, 2006). 
The printed book was closely associated also with the development of copyright, 
for which the author-function, with its associated bourgeois values of individual 
‘creativity’ and ‘originality’, emerges as product and guarantor.
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Innovation on this front continues throughout the lifespan of the book industry. 
In the development of consumer credit, for instance, books pioneered debt-driven 
purchasing, where their esteemed cultural value eased consumers to overcome the 
negative moral connotations of debt (Striphas, 2006). More recently, books have 
had a pronounced presence in just-in-time, warehouse-based online retail, for it 
was the rationalized capitalist structure of books and the book industry, exem-
plified by the sophisticated logistical mechanism of the International Standard 
Book Number (ISBN), that encouraged Jeff Bezos to found Amazon.com on the 
sale of books and not another commodity (Striphas, 2006). And in the realm of 
the e-book, the book industry is currently at the forefront of technical and legal 
developments in rent and control, where systems of digital rights management 
restrict the reproducibility of digital text by locking ownership to individual con-
sumers and time-limited contracts. Even where e-books seem to indicate flight 
from such mechanisms of capture, our free access on pirate sites is conditional 
on their transformation into aggregate data whose function is to attract advertis-
ing clicks for the multi-billion dollar industry of ad tech (Kirschenbaum, 2017).

Not all developments in the disaggregation of the book into data streams are 
agents of ad tech, however. File-share shadow libraries like AAAAARG, Memory 
of the World, Monoskop, and Sci-Hub are a tremendously valuable and critically 
reflexive resource for routing around the corporate constraints of the publishing 
industry. And developments in the ‘unbound book’ – ‘open to being continually and 
collaboratively written, edited, annotated, critiqued, updated, shared, supplemented, 
revised, reordered, reiterated and reimagined’, as Gary Hall (2013: 497) describes 
it – present challenging critical possibilities, grounded as they are in open-source 
infrastructures and opposition to the capitalist paradigms carried by the book form.

We should inquire further about the ‘people of the book’, the book and its 
subject. I have noted already the reciprocal relation between mass-produced 
books and bourgeois audiences in the emergence of the modern book commod-
ity. Looking more closely at that class of readers, it is apparent that the culture of 
books and of reading has been intimately associated with and patterned by a com-
plex of cultural values that designate and solicit distinctions of class and gender. 
George Steiner grasps a number of the dimensions of this complex. After noting 
that the book, in its ‘classic phase’, is a ‘privately owned object’, he writes:

A man sitting alone in his personal library reading is at once the product and begetter of a 
particular social and moral order. It is a bourgeois order founded on certain hierarchies of 
literacy, of purchasing power, of leisure, and of caste … The classic act of reading … is the 
focus of a number of implicit power relations between the educated and the menial, 
between the leisured and the exhausted, between space and crowding, between silence and 
noise, between the sexes and the generations. (Steiner, 1980: 188–9)

This appreciation of the class and gendered distinctions of book culture invites 
consideration of its other stratifications, not least of which concerns the role of 
the medium of the book in colonialism. Relativizing our notion of the book, 
Walter Mignolo assesses its place in the history of colonial conquest in Latin 
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America, arguing that the integration of religious authority with the book was 
less a particular manifestation of this media form than an integral feature of its 
historical emergence, the book as stand-in for God:

One could surmise that ‘the idea of the book’ may have entered into the system of repre-
sentation of graphic semiotic interaction at the point when ‘writing’ gained its autonomy 
from orality and the ‘book’ replaced the ‘person’ as a receptacle and a source of knowledge. 
It is quite comprehensible that when the word was detached from its oral source (the body), 
it became attached to the invisible body and to the silent voice of God, which cannot be 
heard but can be read in the Holy Book. (Mignolo, 1994: 233)

Once established in this form, and no doubt derived from these features of 
autonomy and spiritual truth, the book was subsequently projected as a universal 
standard across time and space. Mignolo shows how, starting in the European 
Renaissance, books became entwined with an evolutionary model of thought that 
understood the codex to be an achieved form that had existed in potentia since 
the inception of writing, and hence the standard against which other forms of 
writing and technologies of inscription should be assessed. A series of equiva-
lences was drawn, whereby ‘true writing’ is alphabetic writing, writing is indis-
tinguishable from the idea of ‘the book’, and this identified with the medieval 
and Renaissance codex. As with time, so with space: this is the model that 
accompanied the colonial and missionary encounter with non-Europeans, whose 
writing systems and signifying practices were viewed through the European lens 
to be inadequate ‘books’ and thus to be burned as works of the devil and/or sub-
stituted with the material and ideological forms of the Western codex. As 
Mignolo insists, then, it is not in the content per se but rather in the form of the 
book that colonial power was manifest, a form that paradoxically downplayed 
the significance of its material instantiation in favour of a fixation on the spiritual 
transcendence of its content.

A more recent instance of the colonial impact of the form of the book is pro-
vided by its place in the delegitimization and destruction of the distributed textu-
ality of Australian Aboriginal peoples. Like Mignolo, D. F. McKenzie (1999: 41) 
invites us to appreciate the ‘nonbook’ textual forms of non-European cultures, in 
this case where landscape is dotted with organic and geological features that are 
embedded in narrative structures and symbolic forms. Here the ‘real absurdity’ 
lies not in finding signifying properties in rocks but in the importation into such 
symbolic systems ‘of a single-minded obsession with book-forms’.

AFTER THE MANIFESTO

Marxism has its renowned books, of course, but it has been constituted through 
a weave of diverse and numerous textual mediums and forms (Debray, 2007; 
Mattelart and Siegelaub, 1983). Most iconic of these is the form of Marx’s most 
famous text, the ‘manifesto’. It is a peculiar textual form, discussion of which 
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leads me, for the remainder of this chapter, to specifically communist construc-
tions of textual media, and to problematize these in our contemporary context of 
the crisis of the political subject of labour.

In its revolutionary mode, the manifesto is a purloined textual form, appro-
priated from the institutions of state and church where it served as a means to 
disseminate injunctions backed by force. As with its form in such institutions, 
the revolutionary manifesto articulates authority, and yet this authority is of a 
peculiar kind, for it is wholly fabricated, having no basis in existent institutional 
power. This feature is patently clear in Marx and Engels’ (1973) Manifesto of 
the Communist Party, arguably the founding text of this modern genre of radical 
writing. One need simply to juxtapose its claims to meet the ‘nursery tale of the 
Spectre of Communism with a Manifesto of the party itself’, a manifesto that 
proclaims no less than the inevitable triumph of world communist revolution, 
with the actuality of its birth, initial impact, and institutional setting, as a work 
commissioned by a few dozen émigré radicals in the back room of a London pub 
and which, after some influence in the 1848 German revolutions, went largely 
unnoticed for some 20 years. This gap between claim and reality must be over-
come if the manifesto’s proclamations are to hold any plausibility, and it is this 
overcoming that is key to the manifesto’s specific textual procedures, hitched, as 
Martin Puchner (2006) argues, to a particular subjective form.

The modern manifesto works by constructing a political subject through the 
diagnosis and presentation of the subject’s historical emergence and future actu-
alization. In turn, in a performative loop, this projected future flourishing lends 
authority to the text in the present where the subject is only nascent. The mani-
festo works, in other words, in the future perfect, as Puchner describes; its claim 
to authority in the present will have been sanctioned by the actualization of its 
subject in the future. It is a performance for which a certain theatricality, the stag-
ing of the authority that it lacks, is at once necessary and, if its theatre is to be 
taken as reality, necessarily ever excised.

Yet in this subjective structure, the manifesto is revealed to be a decidedly 
twentieth-century textual form, one rendered outmoded not so much by the wan-
ing of its performative power caused by over-repetition, but by the historical loss 
of any referent that might plausibly serve as its subject. How so?

The manifesto calls forth its subject on the condition that history is on its 
side. It was an approach that seemed tenable during the emergence of the indus-
trial working class and through Fordism–Keynesianism. Here the working class 
was socially determined to recognize itself as a positive and expanding identity, 
amassed and concentrated in factories and industrial cities, and affirmed as such 
first through its independent institutions, by which it gained organizational power 
and social respectability, and later through its political and legal recognition 
within the social-democratic state. But even then there were significant problems. 
Its considerable gains notwithstanding, this was an incorporated antagonism, the 
workers’ movement a pole internal to the expansion of capital, its self-perception 
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and social value based in its labouring capacity and hitched to its increasing  
productivity. The workers’ movement hence affirmed rather than negated the sub-
ject of labour, while bearing that subject’s gendered and racialized partitions and 
exclusions. Since the global capitalist restructuring of the post-1970s, however, 
the class dynamic through which this model of history unfurled went into termi-
nal crisis. The global dispersal, fragmentation, and decline of industrial labour 
attendant on industrial over-capacity and deteriorating rates of growth; the long-
term decline in real wages; the move to the heart of the wage relation of flex-
ibility, precarity, and under-employment; the extension of super-exploitation and 
informal work attendant on the tendential rise in ‘surplus populations’ – from all 
this comes ‘the impossibility of the proletariat to relate to itself positively against 
capital: the impossibility of proletarian autonomy’ (Endnotes, 2008: 214). In 
other words, the working class – the precarious condition of needing to sell one’s 
labour, whether achieved or not, and of being dependent on those whose labour 
power is enabled by one’s unpaid work of social reproduction – is evacuated of 
positive identity and becomes increasingly experienced as crisis and imposed 
constraint, not to be affirmed in its futural expansion but abolished in its present. 
To this, the narrative form of the manifesto does not pertain.

The question arises, then, as to what textual and media forms might better 
articulate the fractured, non-identity of class? I will take this up through con-
sideration of two communist journals, Comité and Endnotes, one published in 
France as the political horizon of the Fordist working class began to falter, the 
other, an ongoing anglophone venture, born of the class conditions of the present 
moment. I attend to the ways that the non-identity of class is here understood as 
‘rupture’ or ‘rift’, and – the significant point for this chapter – how this emerges 
through a range of features of these journals’ communicative forms.

FRAGMENT, RUPTURE, AND ANONYMITY IN COMITÉ

Befitting its understanding of social rupture, the first issue of Comité, published 
in October 1968, proved to be its last. It was the journal of the Student-Writer 
Action Committee, the May 1968 coalition of Maurice Blanchot, Marguerite 
Duras, Dionys Mascolo, and some 20 others. Among its short, conjunctural, and 
philosophically intense texts is ‘Communism without Heirs’, wherein one finds 
an exquisite definition of communism. Communism is no longer an emerging 
subject over time, but an operation against identity in the present, the wrenching 
exposure of any particularity to its outside: ‘Communism is what excludes  
(and excludes itself from) every already constituted community’ (Blanchot, 
2003: 93). This is not an arbitrary feature of communism, but arises from the 
non-identity of class, as set out in the text’s subsequent sentence: ‘The proletar-
ian class, community without any common denominator other than penury, dis-
satisfaction and lack in every sense of the term’.
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And yet, if the working class is without identity, ever pulled out of shape by 
the social relations that course through it, identity remains available as an ill-
fitting and misguided temporary respite. Hence communism, it is underscored, 
is against everything that ‘roots men (sic) in a time, in a history, and in a lan-
guage’, against ‘the principle of alienation constituting man as privileged in his 
particularity … imprisoning him in a contentment with his own reality, and lead-
ing him to propose it as an example or to impose it as a conquering affirmation’ 
(Blanchot, 2003: 92). Patriotism is the specific target here, or its espousal by 
so-called communist parties. But the text can also be read against tendencies to 
identity afflicting the May movement on its wane, tendencies towards prolonging 
its characteristic tactics, organizational structures, theoretical frames, and phrase-
ology into a sanctified tradition, ‘an immobile movement in which everything is 
repeated without being renewed’ (Blanchot, 2003: 109).

In this tendency to identity, a particular role is played by communicative form. 
As dozens of books about the May movement followed inevitably in its wake, 
the Comité text ‘Tracts, Posters, Bulletins’ argued that the form of the book was 
a means to the movement’s closure:

everything that disturbs, calls, threatens, and finally questions without expecting an answer, 
without resting in certainty, never will we enclose it in a book, which, even when open, 
tends toward closure, a refined form of oppression … No more books, never again a book, 
so long as we maintain our relation with the upheaval of the rupture. (Blanchot, 2003: 95)

To prolong the ‘the arrest of history’ that was May '68 requires instead writing 
in ‘fragments’, in mural writing, tracts, posters, bulletins, and journals, the media 
form of Comité itself intended, then, to extend the rupture:

[T]he texts [in Comité] will be fragmentary: precisely to make plurality possible (a non-unitary 
plurality), to open a place for it and at the same time never to arrest the process itself – 
always already ruptured and as if destined to be ruptured, in order to find their meaning not 
in themselves but in their conjunction-disjunction, their being placed together and in 
common [mise en commun], their relations of difference. (Blanchot, 2003: 85)

Certainly, fragments are not the only means of communist textual communica-
tion. The Comité text ‘Reading Marx’ draws out three modes of Marx’s writing –  
pertaining to his subversive pursuit of philosophy, politics, and science. Only one 
of these is fragmentary, while all have salience: ‘Communist speech is always at 
the same time tacit and violent, political and scientific, direct, indirect, total and 
fragmentary, lengthy, and almost instantaneous’ (Blanchot, 2003: 105). These 
modes of writing do not ‘live comfortably’ in Marx, they interplay and come 
apart, an ‘example [that] helps us to understand that the speech of writing, the 
speech of incessant contestation, must constantly develop and break away from 
itself in multiple forms’ (Blanchot, 2003: 105). Fragmentary forms, then, ‘do not 
say everything’. But in that is their particular quality and effect: ‘on the contrary, 
they ruin everything; they are outside of everything. They act and reflect frag-
mentarily’ (Blanchot, 2003: 95). ‘Effective or not, they belong to the decision of 
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the instant … Like words on the wall, they are written in insecurity, received 
under threat; they carry the danger themselves and then pass with the passerby 
who transmits, loses, or forgets them’ (Blanchot, 2003: 95).

If Comité’s communist communication favoured textual fragments over books, 
it proceeded also as a practical critique of the author-function, that ‘creator of scar-
city’, as Jeffrey Nealon (2008: 76) puts it, ‘an interior space introduced into an exte-
rior field of discourse to create privileged nodes of value’. We know from Mascolo 
that Blanchot penned ‘Communism with Heirs’, but the writings in Comité were 
published anonymously, a not incidental move. Here the un-working of the iden-
tity of communism was to be necessarily also an un-working of the identity of the 
author, as was broached in an editorial piece titled ‘The Possible Characteristics’. It 
is a striking departure from the ‘what we stand for’ statements that usually accom-
pany collective political publishing. These are too often catalysts for the passage 
to identity in political groups – totemic sets of principles through which groups 
seek to ‘project an impressive image on the social screen’, in Jacques Camatte’s 
(1995: 20) phrasing, a self-delimitation that perpetuates capitalist patterns of group 
identity and self-marketing. By contrast, this piece concentrates not on Comité’s 
political ideas and principles but on its communicative form, as it conjoins the ‘rup-
ture’ of communism to ‘breaking with the traditional habits and privileges of writ-
ing’. Fragmented publications are one of these breaks, as we have seen. Another is 
authorial anonymity, in order to ‘remove the author’s right of possession over what 
he writes’, ‘to make him impersonal by freeing him from himself (his history, his 
person, the suspicion attached to his particularity)’, in order ‘to constitute collective 
or plural speech: a communism of writing’ (Blanchot, 2003: 85).

PUBLISHING RIFTS IN ENDNOTES

In this time of 4chan, hacker movements like Anonymous, and cyber-warfare, the 
problem space of anonymity has expanded way beyond that of the author, and, 
closer to my interests here, the multiplication of digital platforms has greatly 
increased the volume of creative text to which the author-function does not per-
tain. Nonetheless, in our intensely individualized and self-entrepreneurial socie-
ties, anonymous authorship remains a publishing practice of significance. It has 
a place in Endnotes, and for related reasons to its adoption by Comité, but it is 
other features of this journal’s communicative form that I will consider here, as 
its immanent and critical relation to its outside, to rupture, shapes up as an anti-
dogmatic approach to discussion and writing, and a pared-down visual design.

Another single-issue journal is a useful way in – the Deutsch-Französische 
Jahrbücher (‘German-French Annals’, published in February 1844). Co-edited 
by Marx and Arnold Ruge, the journal includes the full epistolary exchange in 
which the two had hammered out its aims, a quotation from which is carried as 
an epigraph on the back of the founding issue of Endnotes. Among other things, 
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Marx here opposes idealist models of abstract thought, where ideas are intro-
duced from one particularity but claim universality, and forwards instead an 
immanent and ruptural quality to communist writing:

Hitherto philosophers have had the solution of all riddles lying in their writing-desks, and the 
stupid, exoteric world had only to open its mouth for the roast pigeons of absolute knowl-
edge to fly into it. Now philosophy has become mundane, and the most striking proof of 
this is that philosophical consciousness itself has been drawn into the torment of the strug-
gle, not only externally but also internally. But, if constructing the future and settling every-
thing for all times are not our affair, it is all the more clear what we have to accomplish at 
present: I am referring to ruthless criticism of all that exists, ruthless both in the sense of not 
being afraid of the results it arrives at and in the sense of being just as little afraid of conflict 
with the powers that be. (Marx, 1975: 142)

In this construction, ‘mundane’ communist thought does not impose itself on strug-
gles – does ‘not confront the world in a doctrinaire way with a new principle: Here 
is the truth, kneel down before it!’ – rather, it emerges from struggles, from critical 
relationship to their torment, and with such torment it must remain ever articulated. 
The role of communist writing is thus diminished; it does not offer the communist 
equivalent of the Word of salvation but merely adds shape, reflection, and synthesis 
to knowledge that ‘already abounds in the world’, as Jasper Bernes (2013: 173) 
characterizes the anti-didactic role of theory in this letter. Yet in this diminishing, 
writing becomes all the more salient and vital, because it no longer basks in the 
certainty of its own particularity, but seeks as best it can to grasp in thought the 
moving antagonistic ground of capitalist social relations, of which it is itself a part.

So, idealist models of thought are shaken by uncertainty, whereas communist 
thought takes uncertainty as an internal principle, a condition of its non-identity, 
its critical immanence to social relations and ruptures. And yet Marxism has 
found uncertainty hard to bear, succumbing to dogma at least as readily as any 
other school of thought. It makes the attempt to fashion Endnotes through an anti-
dogmatic mode of thought and conversation an enticing feature of this project, as 
I will sketch, starting with the place therein of limits and rifts.

The back-cover epigraph from Marx’s letters to Ruge that adorns the first issue 
of Endnotes plays a somewhat paradoxical role. Here a text some 175 years old, 
written and published to explain the rationale of a nineteenth-century journal, 
is enlisted to demarcate and confirm a publishing project that actively seeks to 
sever itself from the past, from communism understood as an emergent historical 
subject, and orient instead to the mutating horizon of capitalist social relations 
in the present. If, as I argued earlier, the political ground of workers’ identity is 
now passed, communism turns instead on encounters with the limits to identity –  
the structural impasses, complicities, and exclusions that condition sectoral 
identities, social movements, and racialized and gendered groups – and on the 
attendant rifts with these identities such encounters might produce. Communism, 
then, ‘is attentive to the possibilities of a real revolutionary rupture opening up 
because of, rather than in spite of, those limits’ (Endnotes, 2011: 29).
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This has effects on the practice of journal publishing, if we turn from the 
critical orientations of the journal to its communicative form, the pertinent point 
for this chapter. In editorial introductions to Endnotes, the group explains their 
project as a commitment to rigorous, ‘ruthlessly honest, open-ended internal 
debate’, ‘a place for the careful working out of ideas’, ‘in which no topics would 
be off-limits’, and to which the journal itself is adjacent, ‘conceived specifically 
as a by-product’ (Endnotes, n.d., 2013: 1). If this ‘impolite conversation’ is to 
take place at its limits, against rather than within the identities of the group and 
the struggles of our time, then it must hold at a distance ‘political position-taking 
or other matters in which the Ego – collective or individual – would necessar-
ily take centre-stage’ (Endnotes, n.d.). Writing at the limit of identity impacts 
too on the specific content and temporal rhythm of the journal. The editorial to 
Endnotes 3 explains that the more abstract theoretical content of the first two 
issues was in part a result of the then low ebb in global class struggle, but also 
‘because we didn’t know what we wanted to say about the struggles that were 
on-going, and we thought it best not to pretend otherwise’ (Endnotes, 2013: 1). 
Such a sensibility inclines the journal to avoid ‘rush[ing] to conclusions for the 
sake of being topical’ and for ‘concerns about publishing’, which I take to mean 
the latent compulsion of this medium to periodicity (a publishing mainstay that 
subsumes the complex temporalities of the social world into ‘the steady onward 
clocking of homogenous, empty time’, as Anderson (2006: 33) writes of the 
daily newspaper).

We see, then, how an immanent, anti-dogmatic communism of limits and rifts 
is here articulated through modes of conversation, thought, writing, and tempo-
rality, wherein the specific critical form of this journal takes shape. On shifting 
attention to the physical and visual form of Endnotes, however, success on this 
front becomes less clear-cut. Circumspection towards the demands of periodicity 
was also a feature of Comité, but here it played in tandem with a concern to ward 
off the constraints of regular physical and textual form, for the list of Comité’s 
possible characteristics informs that the journal was intended to be an ‘essentially 
irregular publication, bound to a temporal irregularity, just as much as an irregular-
ity of format and formulation’ (Blanchot, 2003: 86). That is not so for Endnotes, 
which has a high degree of uniformity across issues, comprising a pared-down 
and rigorously ordered page layout, a sans-serif typeface of the kind favoured by 
the modernist International Typographic Style, and an austere, image-less cover 
design. Variation comes only in the cover colour, issue title, back cover epigraph, 
and boxed-in sketch of a part-concealed lurking urban monster that accompanies 
the postal address on the back flap. That said, Endnotes 4 gains a wraparound 
cover image, in the form a dust jacket. As with the journal’s other visual features, 
it is an image of constraint: a greyscale aerial photograph of the massive Pruitt-
Igoe housing projects in St Louis, Missouri, figuring here the order, spatial con-
tainment, and domination of modern capitalist urbanism. However, in the minds 
of many, the image is haunted by the well-known photograph of the scheme’s 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM854

dynamiting in the 1970s, such that this scene of order bears also the concatenating 
crisis that is today’s collapse of that socio-urban form.

This dust jacket notwithstanding, in these pared-down visual and design fea-
tures, the temptation is strong to conclude with the anonymous writer of the 
blog insipidities (2013) that the unruly and unforeseen qualities of communist 
communication are missing – that Endnotes’ ‘socialist-minimalism’ operates in 
‘sublated life registers’. Touching on some of these visual features, and return-
ing to the journal’s mode of writing with a more critical eye, insipidities pres-
ents a decidedly experimental book review of Endnotes 3. What can be gained 
by reviewing the journal without reading it, bypassing the ‘business of serious 
reading and analysing and writing’ and instead perceiving it as an experience 
of immediate encounter – ‘the vital instant, the throb, the flesh, the register of 
immediacy … precisely the stuff with which endnotes is structurally constrained 
from recording’? What are the effects of imagining Endnotes ‘without the cor-
rections, say in its first draft. What is writing with the mess left in?’ What is it 
that ‘carefulness, as illustrated in the group editing of collective thinking, does 
to the outcome of that thinking, I mean politically[?]’ What is closed off in our 
conceptualization of the social and affective qualities of communism – its worlds, 
densities, speeds, hues, and textures – when the word ‘struggle’ is used 41 times 
in a journal’s introduction alone? Such are the fecund or ‘maximalist’ questions 
to ask of this journal’s form, as affective encounter and an opening to error and 
complexity come forward as significant features of communist communication.

And yet there is still an expansive communism articulated in this journal’s 
visual form. We have seen how the dust jacket to Endnotes 4 bears crisis within 
an image of urban order, but that is only part of it. The visual design of Endnotes 
can be viewed as an expression of its theory of communism, where commu-
nism is so stripped down to the thin horizon of class abolition – without subject, 
tradition, teleology, dogma, or guarantee – that its published articulation looks 
like printed alienation, and may necessarily be just that, given the impossibility 
of positive class identity within capitalist society. But this is not a surrender of 
aesthetic qualities, for I suggest that Endnotes holds non-identity in its tight-
laced visual style. The journal’s preference for austere design is a rigorous non-
preference for any identifiable leftist, communist, or counter-cultural design, or 
indeed for any particular design at all – a stripping out of design identity which 
would otherwise bind it to the past rather than open it to the rifts of the present. 
Minimalism, then, is a condition of maximum, unforeseen potential. It lends the 
journal, almost despite itself, a decided aesthetic allure.

Is it a clue that Endnotes makes such an intervention at the level of its visual 
form, or a lapse in the regimen of non-identity, or overkill, that, hiding in plain 
sight, its third issue contains a flipbook? In an article titled ‘The Holding Pattern’ 
on the 2011–13 cycle of struggles that spread from the Tunisian uprising to 
Occupy, the page numbers on the recto side have been substituted with a solitary 
black square that spins a quarter movement as one flips through the pages. It is 
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a modelling of the abiding weakness of this ‘movement of the squares’. These 
movements had the not inconsiderable power of concentrated collectivity, and 
visibility as such. But in the very form that their collectivity took, as spaces of 
public congregation and protestation, they were disembedded from the concrete 
relations of work and everyday life wherein they might otherwise have developed 
enduring emancipatory effects, leaving them spinning around without traction. 
And yet a spinning square can spin out of control. Perhaps this flipbook gestures 
also to the provisional quality of the analysis, its openness to the unforeseen 
future of this cycle of struggles, which as it transpires is far from contained.

CONCLUSION

‘Words work’, the Situationist International (2006: 114) succinctly put it, ‘on 
behalf of the dominant organization of life’. Some of the ways that words work –  
the ways that communication bears and extends the economies and subjectivities 
of capital – has been the focus of this chapter. I placed emphasis on the forms of 
communication, in particular social media and the book, since communication is 
never medium-neutral. As Adorno exemplified, such attention to communicative 
form should also be raised within Marxism, a problem internal to its own pub-
lishing practice. The manifesto form stands as an influential example of such 
form-reflexive publishing, but I have suggested that it is considerably limited by 
the collapse of its referent, the subject of labour.

Looking elsewhere for critical engagement with Marxism’s own communica-
tive forms, the chapter explored two communist journals, which were understood 
to produce a more immanent mode of communication. Here the ruptural quality 
of communism develops through an anti-dogmatic orientation to the identitarian 
limits of struggles, while drawing in appreciation for fragmentary text, moves 
against the author-function, rigorous and impolite thought and conversation, and 
publishing’s visual styles. Of course, there is nothing to privilege in the journal 
form; in so far as ‘we live within language as within polluted air’ (Situationist 
International, 2006: 114), all of communication warrants critical and experimen-
tal intervention. The question of how such intervention takes shape through the 
variety, intermixture, and disjunction of different media, in particular locations 
and struggles, and in relay with diverse and emergent political problems presents 
a promising agenda for research and practice.
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International relations conventionally refers, in the academic context, to events 
and institutions organised between states and certain non-state actors, such as 
international and supra-national organisations, non-governmental organisations, 
multilateral and bilateral trade agreements, civil society, and large-scale social 
movements. More generally, it refers to people’s common sense of the world as 
a space mapped by various institutions and organisations that provide either 
more, or less, opportunities for interacting with other individuals. The more 
privileged inhabitants of this world see themselves living in an increasingly 
homogeneous, open, and connected space encapsulated by the phenomenon of 
so-called globalisation. If Marxists have widely criticised the concept of globali-
sation (Gill, 1995; Rosenberg, 2000), their work on international relations has 
nevertheless been largely concerned with its effects on the state and other gov-
erning institutions, i.e. the increased economic and political interaction between 
certain individuals and organisations often to the detriment of the larger and 
poorer population. Thus, the primary contribution Marxists make to the aca-
demic discipline of International Relations (IR), as well as to its more common-
sense notions, is to contest the ways in which capitalism is erased from analyses 
of globalisation and clarify how capitalism can better describe and explain its 
inevitably unequal dimensions.1

To this end, this chapter problematises the idea of ‘international relations’. It 
engages with Marxism’s contribution to IR scholarship and to people’s under-
standing and perceptions of worldwide class and power dynamics. As currents 
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of thinking which evolved concurrently but independently, IR and Marxism have 
known various encounters and tensions. The chapter will discuss some of the key 
issues stemming from this relationship – mostly from within an Anglophone and 
Western-centric context – rather than providing an exhaustive genealogy and list 
of Marxist scholarship in and on IR.2 In addition, it will argue that one of the most 
pressing ways forward for Marxist international theory is to (re)engage with the 
state debate in terms of the materiality of legal bodies and borders, rather than 
with regard to the formal relations between capital and state.

The first section unfolds a genealogy of IR marked by racism and imperial-
ism.3 It emphasises the obstacles confronting fixed and universalist definitions of 
IR as a domain, insisting on the multiplicity of vantage points and the politics and 
unequal power relations involved in their formulations. The next section explores 
what questions Marxists in general have asked about the domain of international 
relations, tracing some of the major debates between Marxists regarding the dis-
tinction between international and domestic realms. The final section explores 
what questions – and types of Marxism – have emerged from inside the IR disci-
pline, discussing the state debate and the extent to which Marxism challenges the 
main tenets of the discipline of IR.

A RACIST AND IMPERIALIST GENEALOGY

Defining the domain of international relations presents potentially insurmount-
able spatial and temporal obstacles. Referring to fixed and specific dates, places, 
and events of origins is not only a necessarily arbitrary strategy, it is also a politi-
cal one, and one that has not been sufficiently reflected upon in the literature. 
Instead of the conventional narrative tracing the origins of the discipline in clas-
sical ancient and early modern philosophers, from Thucydides to Kant, recent 
work by Vitalis (2005, 2015) has explored the discipline’s institutional begin-
nings in Anglophone (mainly US) universities in the early twentieth century, 
showing that race and biology were the political and psychological determinants 
behind the characterisation and fixation of the world as exclusively composed of 
territorial states.

Although the arguments developed by early IR scholars were explicitly about 
formulating the transition from a world organised into empires to one constituted 
by states, their implicit goal was to disguise imperialism’s biological erasures and 
hierarchies behind the apparent orderliness and sanitisation of an anarchic world 
of states, either newly self-determined or reformed from old empires. For Vitalis, 
if one has to mark the discipline’s birth, 1910 is a better date than 1914 – the 
beginning of World War One – or 1919 – the creation of the first Chair in IR at the 
then University College of Wales, Aberystwyth. The year 1910 saw the founding 
of the Journal of Race Development, later re-baptised as Foreign Affairs, which 
remains one of the discipline’s leading references. ‘Race development’ according 
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to a white European qua American standard was treated as a natural given. And 
this remains embedded in the ethos of the discipline, as to ‘be a professional IR 
scholar in the US today means adopting a disciplinary identity constructed in the 
1950s and '60s that rests on a certain willful forgetting’ vis-à-vis the violence of 
its racialised, imperialist, and biological origins (Vitalis, 2005: 160). Moreover, 
the reception and reference to ancient and early modern classics – in the lead-
ing Realist and Liberal traditions shaping the discipline since the early twentieth 
century – has also been revealed as deeply embedded in assumptions of racial, 
imperial, and civilizational superiority, often distorting the context and meaning 
of those classics (Jahn, 2000; Vergerio, 2019).

In other words, the ‘willful forgetting’ and narrow recuperation of the past is a 
trademark of the discipline of IR. Its name itself is an act of erasure that makes a 
universalist and ahistorical claim about the world, implying that nation-states are 
the main actors of world politics and that the way they behave has not changed 
for thousands of years. This is a fallacy, since empires are by very far the most 
present and permanent form of political organisation. Yet the state remains one 
of the bases of Realist theory in IR, which – alongside International Liberalism –  
dominated the field for most of the twentieth century. Instead of the term ‘inter-
national’, the terms ‘inter-societal’, ‘trans-national’ or ‘trans-societal’ relations 
have been proposed so as to avoid the misplaced focus on states. Whichever term 
is used, definitional and geneaological issues are at the forefront of any critical 
understanding of the discipline. In other words, there is a need to clarify the level 
of abstraction on which an approach is based. Thus, from a Marxist or critical 
perspective, the point of the discipline of IR is to alert us to the level of abstrac-
tion with which certain individuals and groups of individuals – and specifically 
classes – act and understand their interactions. Attempts to strictly define lev-
els of analysis in the traditional and policy-oriented approaches are necessarily 
political – in spite of often claiming to be objective and scientific – because they 
tend to obscure how the differentiated experiences and theories of what is and is 
not ‘international’ were often imposed on others through colonialism and other 
forms of tribal, imperial, or sovereign rule. These render the subjectivity of these 
experiences mediated by unequal and unjust power relations.

In other words, the study of international relations is not a type of social sci-
ence with a clear object of analysis, such as exploring the geographical or anthro-
pological encounters between different societies. Studying international relations 
implies – especially for Marxists – that these encounters have been shaped by 
social processes of domination and exploitation. These processes must be visible 
and incorporated into the main agents and structures used to understand inter-
national relations. Acknowledging the complexity, multiplicity, and diversity of 
analytical starting points enables us to be cautious about any attempt to define 
international relations from a geographically limited, fixed, and ahistorical stand-
point, and calls for us to search for the political justifications and assumptions 
behind such attempts. Marxism can be a sophisticated and elaborate conceptual 
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matrix that provides a plethora of interdependent concepts – a dialectic – weaving  
historical and theoretical challenges to conventional narratives. In response to 
this imperative, attempts to ‘decolonise’ the discipline and to theorise it beyond 
its Eurocentrism by incorporating Marxist, postcolonial, and critical race theories 
have flourished in the last few years (Hobson, 2012; Anievas et al., 2014; Ling, 
2014). Thankfully, the debate on appropriate benchmarks to retrace the history of 
international relations is also currently taking place beyond Marxist and critical 
circles (Buzan and Lawson, 2014).

Before going deeper into what Marxism can specifically bring to this chal-
lenge, it is important to recall the conventional narrative. Since the nineteenth 
century when the term ‘international’ first came into use – notably by the phi-
losopher Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) and later, following the professionalisa-
tion and institutionalisation of other disciplines such as sociology, ethnology, 
and international law – conceptualisations of international relations have been 
overwhelmingly European, Western, and/or Northern-centric, even in Marxist 
scholarship. It is therefore primordial to acknowledge the political and economic 
consequences of this narrow yet dominant definition of the world – and of inter-
national relations. The central claim of this definition is the emergence of the 
modern world as a European – qua international – order of nation-states, a sup-
posedly increasingly homogeneous whole constituted of independent, equal, and 
territorially fixed entities whose main activity has been recorded as a series of 
military conflicts and alliances between European ruling classes, at home and 
abroad. This led Realists in IR to understand the sovereign state as driven by 
self-interest, survival, and security, while Liberals focused on opportunities for 
these states to cooperate and organise based on values of freedom, economic 
liberalism, and peace.

Questioning and critically analysing the modern origins of the expression 
‘international relations’ implies (re)tracing who is assumed to have first under-
stood and functioned with this narrow interpretation, in which the world becomes 
an observable ‘playground’ or, as is the often quoted image, a billiard-ball table. 
In this scenario, the role of IR scholars is to analyse, strategise, and (very often 
wrongly) predict the behaviour of states – as if their behaviour was reducible 
to, and as predictable as, that of billiard balls. This scenario has been widely 
adopted since the mid to late twentieth century, and specifically since the work of 
Neorealist scholars in IR such as Kenneth Waltz (1979). Reducing state behav-
iour and rationality to a parsimonious equilibrium presents obvious advantages 
for making IR into a simpler, more policy-alluring political science.4 But one of 
the crucial dangers of this approach is its implicit historicisation of the emer-
gence of these states as unchallenged harbingers of progress and political ratio-
nality, whose methods for achieving such unprecedented universal ‘acceptance’ 
and ‘adoption’ by non-European societies were either justified – as the West’s 
‘civilising mission’ – or could be swept aside as a dark but unavoidable part of 
European history, a barbarism from which liberalism has saved modernity.
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For most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the West ignored, exploited, 
and eradicated non-Western societies’ ideas and practices, and the world(s) these 
societies lived in and traversed. Of course, the categories of ‘Western’ and ‘non-
Western’ are reductive and problematic, but they are a shorthand to mark out 
the small group of states and individuals who created the legal categories and 
borders in late-nineteenth-century conferences and institutes that set up the sov-
ereign hierarchies at the core of our contemporary order. The West considered 
these ‘un’- or ‘semi’-civilised societies – official categories used by interna-
tional lawyers (Koskenniemi, 2001; Tzouvala, 2020) – as unable to participate 
in the institutional construction of international relations. These hierarchies and 
unequal power relations between different types of states and political entities 
must always be the starting point to any discussion of the domain of international 
relations, even those only concerned with relations between modern sovereign 
states (Zarakol, 2017). It was only through that exploitation, eradication, and 
downgrading of others – those not part of the nineteenth-century select club of 
Great Powers – i.e. France, Britain, Germany, Russia, and the USA – that the 
modern sovereign state could emerge as a ‘standard of civilisation’.

To understand the relationship between Marxism and international relations, 
it makes sense to refer to the worldwide universalisation of capitalism from the 
late nineteenth century as the central benchmark to define the domain of interna-
tional relations.5 Moreover, it is useful to point to how this universalisation rose 
in parallel to the development of an inherently internationalist Marxism since the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. If 1919’s first Chair in IR marks, for 
most textbooks, the beginning of the discipline as a unique, isolated, institutional 
event, this chapter contrasts and rejects this ontological singuralism. Instead, it 
understands this date as marking the early days of what Hobsbawm (1994) has 
called the ‘Age of Extremes’, of a world waking up to the Russian Revolution, 
and of the beginning of an age of both dreams coming true and shattering like a 
castle of cards for Marxists and revolutionaries worldwide. Hobsbawm ends this 
age, pregnant with hope yet suffering from labour pains and sickness, in 1991, 
providing a new terrain both for new ‘global’ and ‘neoliberal’ catchphrases and 
umbrella concepts of world order, and demanding that Marxists carve themselves 
an identity out of the dilemmas and fears of the Stalinist Soviet era.

In effect, it is no surprise that Marxist scholars, communists, and revolutionary 
activists came so late to a discipline that remains predominantly Anglo-American 
(Hoffmann, 1977), with leading scholars such as Henry Kissinger defining its 
contours while also actively occupying the corridors of power. The discipline 
was concerned for most of the twentieth century with matters of war, foreign 
policy, national interest, gun-boat diplomacy, fear and security, i.e. the so-called 
‘high’ politics which left ‘low’-level political issues such as the economy and 
the environment to other departments and disciplines. And for the same reason, 
it is equally obvious why scholars in this government-led discipline had no inter-
est – except that of seeking to destroy and eradicate them – in the fundamentally 
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internationalist work and ideas of Marxist thinkers and political actors. We there-
fore need to acknowledge the fundamental antagonisms between, on the one 
hand, Marxism as thought and praxis and, on the other, how IR emerged and 
evolved academically for most of the twentieth century. This began to change 
post-1970s as the discipline opened to a more complex and interdependent set 
of approaches to understand the world, such as Feminism, Constructivism, 
Postcolonialism, and Poststructuralism. Marxist scholarship also started to target 
IR’s concepts and areas of study more directly. Finally, post-USSR, it became 
more possible and useful for Marxists to be involved in IR debates on the state, 
political economy, international institutions, and other non-state actors. The two 
following sections will now look more closely at the encounters and tensions 
between Marxist thought and IR.

MARXISTS AND THE PROBLEM OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Kubàlkovà and Cruickshank wrote in the first book-length Marxist introduction 
to IR (1989) that ‘Western and Third World Marxists, from the Frankfurt School 
onwards, have tended to play down international relations regardless of the fact 
that, as Bernstein predicted, international relations has become “the supreme and 
central issue of the age”’. This of course does not mean that post-1960s Marxists 
did not have an internationalist conception of politics, of capitalism, or of revolu-
tions. However, it does remind us that the conceptualisation of ‘international 
relations’ as a separate or independent realm of social analysis has been problem-
atic. Moreover, Marxists, like many intellectuals emerging out of the horrors of 
the early and mid twentieth century, also suffered from inheriting an understand-
ing of the world that wilfully assumed a narrow conception of states and of inter-
national relations as derivative of those states. This can to some extent explain the 
rejection of this domain of study by Marxists as a way of resisting bourgeois 
political economy, liberal internationalism, and assumptions regarding the politi-
cal and economic, international and domestic, as separate domains of analysis.

The conceptual distinction between what is international and what is not is 
undoubtedly highly problematic for the Marxist tradition, but it is also at the 
heart of its main contribution noted above, i.e. explaining globalisation and the 
states system as capitalist processes, whether distinct or simultaneous. Marx and 
Engels provided an original and ground-breaking perspective – through the broad 
vision of their entire corpus and the potential of the method of historical mate-
rialism – to why the international/domestic distinction reduces our abilities to 
understand and explain the expansion of capitalism and other modes of produc-
tion. Although they wrote extensively about specific national questions, they also 
did so from an internationalist standpoint. However, there are important distinc-
tions between internationalism as a standpoint and taking the international as 
an analytical starting point. The former is more political and strategic in terms 
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of, for example, advancing a working-class world revolution, whereas the lat-
ter is more academic and theoretical. Thus, certain parts of Capital – the often 
used, and abused, final chapters of volume I part VIII on ‘So-Called Primitive 
Accumulation’ (Marx, 1976) – as well as classic texts such as The Eighteenth 
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (Marx, 1968) or The Communist Manifesto (Marx 
and Engels, 1968) are obvious benchmarks for understanding Marx and Engels’ 
internationalist standpoint. However, they are also crucial texts to critically build 
on for the purpose of developing analytical starting points as a complement to 
their internationalist standpoint, rather than a mere amalgamation with it.6

As a whole, by elaborating a new conceptual framework based on the critique 
of classical political economy, Marx and Engels’ work provides space to analyse 
inter-societal relations beyond the various types of political borders that emerge 
alongside relations of production. In contrast, bourgeois or liberal political theory 
assumed these political borders as natural and given to any progressive or mod-
ern system. However, as mentioned above, the international/domestic binary did 
become a more persistent problem for various Marxist scholars and schools. The 
binary remains in various academic disciplines and everyday discourse and con-
tinues to reproduce false assumptions about – inter alia – the rise of the modern 
international order, state formation, mobility and citizenship, the role and legiti-
macy of institutions and organisations, and comparative methods in historical 
sociology. Politically, it also remains a continuing stumbling block for solidarity 
movements, as working classes remain tied to national political systems that can 
stoke the fires of racism and xenophobia by maintaining the illusion that states 
can control and shape economic conditions of labour. This predicament per-
sists even though transnational corporations operate within a legal space where 
national boundaries have little or no leverage or authority, and where regulations 
for tax and labour rights often remain beyond the democratic reach of citizens.

The work of Rosa Luxemburg has known a certain revival in Marxist IR circles 
(Bieler et al., 2014), and more generally, after being unduly ignored for a large 
part of the twentieth century. An engagement with her writings is useful to show-
case some of the debates and obstacles that the international/domestic binary cre-
ated for early and later Marxists. Luxemburg was not content with Marx’s analysis 
of the expansion of capitalism, and The Accumulation of Capital (1913/1951) is 
her attempt to provide a new theory for understanding capitalism’s dependence 
on external markets, i.e. those provided by colonialism and imperialism. More 
abstractly, Luxemburg grapples with the relationships between ‘individual cap-
ital’ and ‘aggregate capital’, and what distinguishes capital accumulation from 
other forms of reproduction. Her central argument is that, contra Marx, the condi-
tions for the universalisation of capitalism are different to those for the accumula-
tion of individual capital. In other words, her astute understanding and knowledge 
of world events in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries provided her 
with material to separate the analysis of capitalism at the individual or local level, 
from the analysis of capitalism at the worldwide level. This is obviously a gross 
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generalisation and simplification of her complex economic theory, but it helps to 
set the scene for how Marxists became increasingly troubled by how to square 
this relationship from the specific to the general. However, on the whole, the use 
of national borders became a lazy – though admittedly in some cases necessary – 
marker for dividing and isolating analytical loci for understanding social relations, 
and these early theories of imperialism remained embedded in fixed territorial 
notions of the state and capital.

If the various theories of capital accumulation are a fundamental manifestation 
of how Marxists have integrated and conceptualised the international/domestic 
distinction, there are a number of other theories that need at least mentioning 
here, even if it will not be possible to elaborate on their various forms and schol-
ars.7 After the period of classical theories of imperialism spearheaded by Lenin 
([1917] 1973), Hilferding ([1910] 1981), Luxemburg ([1913] 1951), Kautsky 
(1892), and Bukharin (1929), it is important to recall a number of events shaping 
Marxist thought and praxis: the Russian, Chinese, and Latin American revolu-
tions, two world wars, decolonisation movements followed by the Tricontinental 
(1966) and Bandung (1977) conferences, independence wars in Africa and Asia, 
the rise of international organisations, Western European reconstruction, Black 
power struggles, the 1960s student movements, the Cold War and nuclear prolif-
eration, the fall of the Soviet Union, rapid Asian economic transitions, to name 
but the most salient. In trying to make sense of and participate in these struggles, 
Marxists and revolutionaries worldwide were either overstretched in liberation 
and counter-hegemonic politics, in exile, prison, or just barely trying to survive.

Dependency theory in the 1960s – developed by authors such as Andre Gunder 
Frank – influenced International Political Economy scholars to reverse the domi-
nant theories of economic development between North and South. Dependency 
theorists provided empirically driven economic analyses to show how the 
advanced development of the Western or Northern capitalist states was depen-
dent on those of the South and East, which were required to be kept in stages 
of under-development in order to continue providing – after the so-called end 
of colonialism – cheap labour, services, and raw materials. Wallerstein’s (1974) 
world systems theory (WST) also developed a very influential variation of these 
relations of dependency, by developing a more radical systemisation of regions 
of the world (core, periphery, and semi-periphery) and grounding this theory in a 
long-scale history of the world. The other important Marxist influence grounding 
the later shift towards a more explicitly international theory of historical mate-
rialism and social relations is the work of Antonio Gramsci (1998). Gramsci’s 
concept of hegemony – alongside analyses of civil society, subaltern actors, wars 
of movement, and wars of position – was a fundamental innovation that eventu-
ally led to perhaps the most influential group of IR Marxists, the neo-Gramscians 
(Cox, 1981; Van der Pijl, 1984; Cutler, 2001).

Critical geography is also an important influence perhaps less often and not 
sufficiently critically discussed in assessments of Marxism and IR. The critical 
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geographer David Harvey has become a reference point for Marxists worldwide, 
notably thanks to his pedagogical efforts known as the ‘Project Marx’ to make 
the classic texts more accessible and thus go back to Marx’s method rather than 
its often problematic application by Marxists. Harvey’s work cannot be fully 
accounted for here, but his emphasis on capital accumulation as ‘accumulation 
by dispossession’ and attempts to theorise imperialism and hegemony in relation 
to value-based circuits of capital in many ways return to some of Luxemburg’s 
themes and aims, namely to retrieve the implicit internationalisation in the theory 
of historical materialism as originally proposed by Marx and Engels (Harvey, 
2003). His focus on ‘spatial fixes’ and on capitalist expansion as not dependent 
on local and historical specificities of state formation has been seen as a way 
for some IR scholars to avoid the pitfalls of mainstream IR – notably for those 
interested in developing the spatial dimensions of neo-Gramscian concepts such 
as transnational hegemony and passive revolution (Bieler et al., 2010; Hesketh, 
2017). Moreover, this has opened some avenues to integrate more discussion and 
conceptualisation of the environment, nature, and the Anthropocene, and these 
concepts are now being developed by a rich set of scholars outside narrow IR 
disciplinary circles (Moore, 2015; Malm, 2016).

Finally, it is essential to recall the work of Marxist scholars working from 
post-colonial and Third World contexts and perspectives as having a particular 
influence on not only providing alternative definitions of (and often rejecting) 
the international/domestic binary, but also going beyond the narrow relation-
ship between states and empires found in Western Marxism (for example, see 
work by James, 1938; Williams, 1944; Wolf, 1982; Wilson, 1989; Banaji, 2010; 
Achcar, 2013; Amin 2014; Prashad, 2014). Although debates between post-
colonial theory and Marxism have not always been productive and Marxists 
have pointed to crucial flaws in postcolonial approaches to the international 
(Chibber, 2013; Matin, 2013), these approaches are necessarily intertwined 
by their shared normative and emancipatory goals. Nurturing their encounters 
should remain a priority for IR scholars, as Rao (2016) forcefully reminds us 
by returning to the work of Frantz Fanon (1961/1967, 1952/1986), black and 
Third World feminists (Mohanty, 1988; Crenshaw, 1991) and Black Marxism 
more generally. There is also a surge of work from a decolonial and postcolonial 
ethics and epistemology, which has influenced political economy and Marxist 
approaches emerging out of the Global South, with authors such as Aníbal 
Quijano, Enrique Dussel, and Walter Mignolo (Quijano and Wallerstein, 1992), 
as well as Constructivist attempts to build theories of ‘Global IR’ (Acharya, 
2014). These have largely contributed to broadening the empirical and mate-
rial bases of the discipline, and to creating more space for definitions of the 
international and of the central issues that should concern scholars – knowledge 
production, the environment, imperialism, and different configurations of poli-
ties, capital, and labour from regional contexts otherwise assumed to follow the 
Western model of development.
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INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS (IR) AND THE PROBLEM OF 
MARXISTS

In one of the earliest Marxist journal articles from inside the IR discipline, Fred 
Halliday engaged in an exercise of conceptual-empirical comparison between 
world events and three main ideas of international relations dominating those 
events, i.e. three types of internationalisms: Liberal, Hegemonic, and Revolutionary 
(1988). Halliday focused on the idea of international relations, on the evolution of 
assumptions and expectations regarding internationalism and how it is perceived 
differently according to the increasingly unequal worldwide distribution of power 
and resources. This implies, as a crucial basis to Marxist thought, bridging ‘the 
analytical – how the world does work – and the normative – how the world should 
work’ (Halliday, 1988: 187). This exemplifies the way in which IR Marxists have 
sought to retrieve elements from both Realism and Liberal Internationalism in IR 
theory, and posit themselves as a fundamental alternative to these two pillars.

There are a number of critiques made against Marxism in IR. Although these 
aspects are less defining than in the mid twentieth century, Marxist scholarship is 
still considered overly structuralist, teleological, and economically determinist. It 
is also still associated by the general public with Stalinist Soviet policy and other 
authoritarian attempts to contest the liberal order through so-called communist 
parties. Thus, disentangling the political engagement and critical basis essential 
to Marxist thought from the blind application of specific orthodoxies, events, and 
experiments remains a primary task for any Marxist scholar.

If Marxism officially entered the discipline of IR relatively late in the 1970s 
and 1980s, doing so resulted in an explosion of various strands that overlap as 
much as they disagree with each other. The richness of IR today and its attrac-
tiveness to Marxism is also its very much enlarged research agenda, and how it 
speaks more and more to everyday concerns, rather than merely to those of dip-
lomats, foreign policy analysts, military strategists, and other government hacks. 
However, if, as Rosenberg (2016) argues, IR remains trapped in the narrow posi-
tivist agenda and vocabulary of Anglo-American Political Science, can Marxists 
identifying with this discipline salvage their work and help others break out from 
a Euro- and state-centric cage (Anievas and Nişancioğlu, 2014)? The following 
will discuss the problem of the state debate, how it has shaped Marxist scholars 
evolving in the IR discipline, and how it may be taken forward. It argues that 
more focus on the legal dimensions of the state would enrich the debate, before 
concluding on how Marxism presents fundamental challenges to the discipline of 
IR, on ontological, epistemological, and methodological grounds, each requiring 
further collaborative work.

Despite efforts such as Hobson’s (2000) to neatly summarise the surge of 
Marxist IR literature into, on the one hand, neo-Marxism, and on the other, the 
classical Marxism of the early and mid twentieth century, the post-1970s era 
is marked by a dazzling encounter between: dependency theorists, structural 
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Marxists, neo-Gramscians, Open Marxists, Political Marxists, World Systems 
Theorists, derivation school theorists, Critical Theorists, the Frankfurt School, 
scholarship developing Trotsky’s theory of Uneven and Combined Development 
(U&CD), Post-Colonial Marxists, and, though more rarely, sadly, Marxist 
Feminists. To some extent, these distinctions have slowly been eroded in the 
last decade, and many scholars in IR more loosely fit under the umbrella term 
of the Historical Sociology of International Relations. Generally, Marxists 
in IR are either (1) recycling the state debate into one on transhistorical lev-
els of abstraction or analysis, in other words the problem of ‘the international’;  
(2) focused on specific problems and aspects of International Political Economy 
and Development Studies (financialisation, labour struggles, regional or area 
studies); or (3) exploring new subjects, problems, and interdisciplinary alliances 
(through concepts of race, gender, migration, Eurocentrism, international law, 
etc.). As Keucheyan (2014: 94) remarks, we can see broadly how theories of 
imperialism have shifted over the course of the twentieth century from being 
mostly influenced by economic analysis to the consideration of other explanatory 
factors, such as the political and cultural dimensions of international relations.

Ultimately, these questions and positions all concern at some point or other the 
state’s agential power. As proposed below, this should alert IR scholarship to turn 
to more concrete manifestations of this power. Firstly, scholarship should focus 
on the bodies of second- and third-class citizens, as well as stateless people, i.e. 
all those considered ‘disposable’ (Odysseos and Pal, 2018) or of less value to the 
general body politic through reduced rights, opportunities, and abilities – women, 
migrants, minorities, prisoners, people with disabilities, precarious workers, etc. 
Secondly, scholarship should focus on material structures such as those used to 
maintain borders, offshore territories, and other extraterritorial legal spaces that 
provide the material means for the illusion of state sovereignty to function. These 
allow the state and other ruling non-state actors to evade duties and responsibili-
ties and entrench existing and new class divisions, weakening opportunities for 
resistance and social movements (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013; Mooers, 2014; 
see also Mezzadra and Neilson’s Chapter 87 in this Handbook).

However, traditional issues from the state debate remain a central object of con-
cern. The intractable relationship between state and capital – whether conceived 
as mutually constitutive or separate – and the separation between international 
and domestic realms remain mystified by the state form, its sovereignty principle, 
and by the state system derived from the state’s legal form. Yet twenty-first-cen-
tury struggles are – and will probably continue to be – as much against transna-
tional capital as against authoritarian states. The seemingly universal state form 
produces a sense of inevitable standard that has swept all other forms of political 
organisation away into the dustbin of history. Because of this standard, the exploi-
tation, inequalities, and crises of capitalism seem as natural and unavoidable as 
the political system that allows these to occur. Crucially, the state form is self-
perpetuating, since it reproduces the idea that progress and social justice can only 
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be achieved through its legal mechanisms, rejecting the legitimacy of any other 
system or means of contestation.

Marx’s theory of the state remains one of the most underdeveloped aspects 
of his work. Two problems have been identified from isolated readings of his 
early texts. One is that there is a world bourgeois state form against which the 
proletariat should struggle against and capture, and another is that the state is a 
product and property of capitalism (Barker, [1978] 2019). In some recent reflec-
tions on the state and Marxist theory, McNally (2019) highlights the distinction 
made by Marx and Engels in The German Ideology (1970) between an internal 
definition of the state, which we could see as based on possession (sovereignty as 
private property of the territorial limits of the state) and an external definition of 
the state, alternatively based on identity (representing a nationality distinct from 
other nation-states). Both dimensions require the use of force, meaning that mili-
tarism and war are indeed ‘inherent elements of modern power’ (McNally, 2019). 
However, one could add that both internal and external dimensions are used and 
justified distinctly depending on the internal or external projection of the state to 
various internal and external actors. In other words, this ‘internal/external’ dis-
tinction is only useful if we make sure to use it from various vantage points and 
map a more complex set of social relations and representations. This means, for 
example, mapping how the state justifies and avoids accountability and responsi-
bility for its actions – or for the actions of those it should be responsible for, such 
as corporations – rather than merely explaining war and militarism as ‘inherent 
elements’ linked to each state’s development. This requires us to focus on the 
agents acting on behalf of the state or who contribute to the construction of the 
state and who should thus be responsible for its behaviour and development. 
Moreover, legal dimensions of states’ agentic behaviour are crucial to showing 
the interdependencies and complexities of the relations between states and those 
they represent and are accountable to, as well as to those they may fear.

These arguments can help us to think more distinctly about the state in terms 
of legal borders and property. This critical reflection on the early Marx’s under-
standing of the state also introduces a link between Marx’s thought and Marxist 
theories on law and international law that have been most concerned with the 
contradictions between the internal and external forms and manifestations of the 
state.8 The issue of the structure of international law and its relation to the his-
tory of capitalism remains the subject of debate. Those building on the work of 
Soviet legal theorist Evgeny Pashukanis understand the anarchic structure of the 
international system, i.e. the lack of world sovereign, as a necessary outcome of 
capitalism, which enables an important critique of the liberal state and of the lib-
eral legal system as unable to fulfil its promises and remain inherently driven by 
ruling-class interests (Miéville, 2005; Knox, 2016; Baars, 2019). However, oth-
ers are critical of the formalism and ahistorical construction of Pashukanis’ legal 
commodity form theory (Marks, 2007; Bowring, 2008; Pal, 2020). For example, 
state formation in the early modern period varies greatly, in Europe (Wood, 1992) 
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as well as outside Europe, leading to contending state systems and legal mecha-
nisms shaping social relations at both internal and external levels, i.e. in local 
regions and in overseas colonies being forcefully integrated into the state’s ter-
ritorial boundaries.

In other words, the view taken here is that a structural analysis of international 
law might erase various agentic mechanisms of domination and struggle necessary 
to better understand the history of capitalism. However, one must be extremely 
cautious when using ‘internal’ and ‘external’ as heuristic devices, since these have 
also produced some of the most problematic assumptions in IR on the distinc-
tion between the international and domestic realms, which can then end up being 
theorised in isolation, thereby justifying imperialism and militarism as inevitable 
and necessary dimensions of international relations. Moreover, as Barker notes, 
in Marxist theory the ‘“external” concerns of states tend to be tagged on as an 
afterthought, not taken into the general analysis of the form and functions of the 
capitalist state’, emphasising the problems the notion has created even for Marxists 
(Barker, [1978] 2019). In response, a more pluralist understanding of both capitals 
and states appears as a helpful way forward (Barker, [1978] 2019; Davidson, 2010). 
Moreover, in spite of their conception of capitalism, and by extension the territorial 
state, as a necessary stage towards socialism and communism, Marx and Engels 
maintained the abolition of the state as the ultimate goal of revolution (Jessop, 
1978). In an age of increasingly lethal state borders and state mechanisms of exclu-
sion, this could not be a more important goal for Marxists to engage with.

Thus, echoing previous points by Barker, Teschke (2008: 166) argues that 
Marx and Engels provided ‘very perceptive but primarily ad hoc interventions’ 
for theorising the state and crucially the states system. What they lacked was ‘a 
sustained reflection on geopolitical and trans-societal relations for the general 
course of history’ (Teschke, 2008: 166). This has been the burden of IR Marxists, 
to which a plethora of efforts have contributed influential analyses. Yet Marxism’s 
status within the discipline of IR has decreased since the 1980s. This can be most 
simply explained by the turn to behavioural and quantitative ‘hypothesis-testing’ 
approaches to the discipline, especially in the North American context that con-
tinues to dominate the discipline, though increasingly less in terms of theoretical 
diversity and innovation. For Rosenberg (2016), this narrowing of the discipline –  
and its distancing from contributing to other disciplines – goes deeper than trends 
and can be explained by its relationship to Political Science, in which IR remains, 
in his words, imprisoned. Therefore, the only way to contribute to the discipline 
of IR as Marxists is by acknowledging and clarifying the ontological, epistemo-
logical, and methodological challenges that the Marxist framework entails. In 
other words, IR Marxists have to put forward more discussion of what, why, and 
how they can contribute to the discipline and not be constrained by the conven-
tional Anglo-American answers to these questions.

Debates between proponents of U&CD and those associated with Political 
Marxism – the later school having been informally founded by historians Ellen 
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Meiksins Wood and Robert Brenner – have gone some way into pushing the debates 
on ontological and epistemological grounds by discussing what constitutes, if any-
thing, the international.9 More extreme proponents of U&CD such as Rosenberg 
and Matin tend to elevate the concept as an a priori condition not only for explain-
ing capitalism and modernity, but also for developing a generic theory for under-
standing all inter-societal relations (Anievas and Matin, 2016). However, U&CD 
has also been developed as a rich concept to focus on otherwise ignored aspects 
of capitalist and modern expansion (Davidson, 2012; see also Neil Davidson’s 
Chapter 18 in this handbook). These developments in IR theory are also taken up 
by other IR scholars, notably in the English School tradition (Buzan and Lawson, 
2015). In contrast, Political Marxism has focused on developing a position of ‘radi-
cal historicism’ and agency (Knafo and Teschke, 2017), rejecting the theoretical 
nomenclature of an ‘international’ analytical starting point. However, many ques-
tions remain concerning the methodological implications of this historical work, as 
well as how it may transform the concepts and methods developed for understand-
ing contemporary phenomena. Moreover, it remains to some extent contained in 
the limits set up by the tradition of Historical Sociology, which has known various 
waves and scholarly interventions, many from a positivist and comparativist angle 
antithetical to the Marxist tradition. Historical Sociology, in its 1970s Weberian 
era, and in its recent iterations influenced by the English School, remains tied to 
concepts of Western political development and linear temporality that work from 
the existing world order of states and international organisations.

CONCLUSION

In sum, the main ways in which IR Marxists have contributed analytically and 
normatively to the praxis of international relations is by (1) reinserting capitalism 
as an explanatory factor – whether as social property relations, imperialism, 
hegemony, WST, or U&CD; (2) challenging historically how Marxism has been 
falsely driven by or associated with economic determinism or a simplistic teleol-
ogy of world revolution at all costs; and (3) challenging how Marxism is assumed 
to conflate or reduce the analysis of international transitions, state formations, 
revolutions, and systemic orders to problems of base and superstructure.

Generously aided by the 2008 subprime credit crisis, this work, and that of 
intellectuals on the left more broadly, has contributed to giving ‘capitalism’ a bad 
name, shifting the general discourse about the legitimacy of capitalism as a natu-
ral, progressive, and inevitable economic system. This shift has been made pos-
sible by ongoing and relentless contributions by intellectuals across the world to 
dispute the natural, progressive, and inevitable assumptions regarding the inter-
linked development of states and capitalism. However, the opening of new social-
isms has also left the door open to new forms of racist and fascist ideologies, 
which Marxist IR must also find ways to theoretically integrate and condemn.
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Thus, if current Marxist debates over the international/domestic distinction 
could do much more still to enrich and transform the discipline, recent moves 
have strengthened a third wave of historical sociology through questions of 
Eurocentrism, global history, decoloniality, and how to conceptualise and his-
toricise revolutions, for example. To further the political and pedagogic impact 
of this scholarship, however, it remains essential to understand and shape the 
institutions that make or break ideological and material borders. Crucially, 
Marxists would tend to emphasise how these borders determine who has access 
to certain resources and therefore what mechanisms should be defended or 
rejected to ensure a better distribution of those resources. Whether IR scholars 
and Marxists operating in this domain will be able to develop theories that do 
not impose a position but keep open ‘reparative possibilities’ (Rao, 2016: 2) 
between various strands of Marxism and other critical theories remains to be 
seen. For now, we hope to have brought some light to where IR Marxists have 
contributed – and how they could continue doing so – to avoid falling into the 
traps of endless analytical debates often disconnected from the everyday con-
cerns of people.

Notes

1  The discipline of International Relations is referred to as ‘IR’, whereas the expression ‘international 
relations’ refers to the ensemble of social relations that cross the boundaries of sovereign or other-
wise independent entities.

2  For previous comprehensive analyses of IR and Marxism, see Hobson (2000); Teschke (2008); Anievas 
(2010); Linklater (2013); see Pal (2017) for a foundational-level entry point to the debates.

3  For a discussion of imperialism in this Handbook, see chapter 23 by Salar Mohandesi.
4  For Marxist critiques of realism and neorealism in IR see Rosenberg (1994), Bieler and Morton (2018) 

and Sakellaropoulos and Sotiris (2015).
5  Here is not the place to rehearse debates about the transition to capitalism. For a recent summary, 

see Rutar (2018). The point here is to emphasise the point at which capitalism becomes a fully global 
phenomenon, rather than the thorny issue of how and when it started to expand, whether in one 
setting (e.g. fifteenth- to seventeenth-century England) or simultaneously in multiple settings (e.g. 
throughout the early modern period).

6  As Barker (1978/2019) argues, it is not possible to fully develop a Marxist theory of the state – and I 
would add of international relations – without integrating the methods and concepts of all of Marx’s 
works, since the early Marx remains particularly problematic in terms of his conception of the state, 
as discussed further below. Thus, the early more political and historical Marx needs to be thought 
alongside the later author of Capital, more focused on the inner mechanisms and social relations of 
capitalism.

7  Debates on imperialism continue to shape IR and political theory. Sakellaropoulos and Sotiris (2015: 
86–7), for example, argue that certain Marxist theories of imperialism (Harvey, Luxemburg, Gowan, 
Callinicos) have adopted the false territorial premises of a realist conception of international relations 
and propose instead a Leninist approach.

8  See chapters in this Handbook by Heide Gerstenberger (Chapter 19) and Robert Knox  
(Chapter 48).

9  For some of the debates between Political Marxism, U&CD, and WST scholars, see the Symposium on 
How the West Came to Rule in Historical Materialism, 26(3), 2018.
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THE WORLD OUTLOOK OF THE BOURGEOISIE

In an 1887 article entitled ‘Lawyers’ Socialism’, Friedrich Engels reflected on 
the relationship between legal thought and the rise of the bourgeoisie. According 
to Engels, ‘[t]he medieval world view was essentially theological’, with the unity 
of European feudalism established through opposition to the external Saracen 
foe. In Western Europe, he continued, ‘the Church was the actual link between 
the different countries, and the Church’s feudal organisation gave a religious 
blessing to the secular feudal system of government’ (Engels, 1990: 597).

However, as the bourgeoisie developed within European feudalism, it found 
its needs could not be contained within this theological prison. Instead, with the 
great triumphs of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, ‘the new world view 
that was to become the classical one of the bourgeoisie emerged undisguised in 
France: the legal world view’ (Engels, 1990: 598). For Engels, in an analysis 
prefiguring Carl Schmitt’s Political Theology, this was a ‘secularisation of the 
theological world view’ (1990: 598). In this outlook ‘[d]ogma, divine law, was 
supplanted by human law, the Church by the State’ (Engels, 1990: 598). This new 
legal outlook was perfectly fitted to bourgeois hegemony:

Because the exchange of commodities on the level of society and in its fully developed 
form, i.e. based on the granting of advances and credit, results in complex contractual 
relations and thus requires universally valid regulations, which can only be provided by the 
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community – legal norms laid down by the State – people imagined that these legal norms 
did not arise from the economic facts of life but from their formal stipulation by the State. 
And because competition, the basic form of intercourse between free commodity produc-
ers, is the greatest equaliser, equality before the law became the bourgeoisie’s main  
battlecry. (Engels, 1990: 598)

For Engels, therefore, law and legal thought were a key element of the worldview 
of the capitalist class. Sixty years later, the Bolshevik legal theorist Evgeny 
Pashukanis went so far as to note that in ‘bourgeois society jurisprudence has 
always held a special privileged place’, serving as ‘first among the other social 
sciences’ (Pashukanis, 1978: 33).

Typically, Marxists have attributed bourgeois political economy such a role; 
indeed, Marx himself likened political economy to theology (Marx, 1977: 115). 
In practice, however, a brief glance at the works of the classical political econo-
mists reveals that any attempt to separate the legal and political-economic world 
outlooks is a mistake. The classical political economists were all steeped in legal 
thought. They wrote their own legal treatises, and – perhaps more importantly – 
their political-economic works were themselves undergirded by legal notions of 
property and contract.

MARXISM AND LEGAL THOUGHT: AN ABSENT PRESENCE?

Given the above, it is perhaps surprising that legal questions have been quite 
peripheral to the Marxist tradition. Although law appeared in their historical 
work, Marx and Engels never completed a systematic analysis of law. This has 
been reflected in Marxist theory more generally. Whilst there have been attempts 
to think through a Marxist approach to law, there have been notably fewer of 
these attempts than studies of that other great worldview of the bourgeoisie, 
political economy. Perhaps the most obvious reason for this absence is that law 
has tended to be theorised primarily by lawyers. The socialist movement has 
tended to look rather unfavourably upon legal professionals (Lenin, 1962: 68). 
As Engels wrote, ‘[a]s soon as the new division of labour which creates profes-
sional lawyers becomes necessary, another new and independent sphere is 
opened up’ (Engels, 2001: 60). As a profession, it is difficult to understand law 
as anything other than – at best – petit bourgeois. This is especially true of the 
highest aspects of the legal profession, particularly the judiciary, who have his-
torically been hostile to the labour movement (Griffith, 1977).

Another, perhaps less obvious, issue is that Marxists have tended to subsume 
discussions about law in two other ‘conversations’. Firstly, Marxists have tended 
to collapse discussions on the nature of law into discussions about the nature 
of the state. Implicit – and sometimes explicit – here is an assumption that law 
depends upon the state for its existence, and that law is essentially the actual-
ised ‘will’ of the state. Secondly, law also plays a key role in discussions of 
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revolutionary strategy; in particular the polemics on ‘reform and revolution’ have 
also implicitly been discussions about the relationship between law, capitalism 
and socialism.

The result is that when Marxists have engaged with law it has tended to be 
without an attempt to thoroughly understand the law itself. Much Marxist analy-
sis of the law has naturalised it, taking the existence of law for granted and treat-
ing it as an unspecific ‘background’ to social relations. However, despite these 
obstacles there have been a number of Marxist attempts to understand the role of 
law. This chapter will attempt to locate some of the broad themes characterising 
the trajectory of Marxist theorising about law.

MARX AND ENGELS ON LAW

The young Marx wrestled with questions of law and jurisprudence. First at Bonn, 
and then Berlin, Marx studied law but found this to be unsatisfying, feeling 
‘above all … the urge to wrestle with philosophy’ since they ‘were so closely 
linked’ (Marx, 1975a: 11). Accordingly, Marx sought to ‘elaborate a philosophy 
of law covering the whole field of law’ (1975a: 12).

Working through this idealist schema Marx eventually began to come up 
against its limits. This was particularly evident in Marx’s first forays into 
political journalism, namely his reflections on the debates around the ‘Law on 
the Thefts of Wood’ (Marx, 1975b: 224–63). When Friedrich Wilhelm IV of 
Prussia came to power in 1840, he convened a number of provincial assemblies. 
One issue that concerned the assemblies was the gathering of fallen wood. 
Historically, peasants had a customary right to gather such wood. The assem-
bly, however, ruled that this would amount to theft, with the cutting down of 
trees an aggravating circumstance.

Marx argued that these legal proposals were wrong. For Marx, ‘[i]n the case 
of fallen wood … nothing has been separated from property’, since the fallen 
wood had already been separated from the tree (which was owned) (1975b: 227). 
Accordingly, the law was an attempt to make ‘us believe that there is a crime 
where there is no crime’ (1975b: 228). Alongside this arguably idealistic analy-
sis, Marx also displayed the beginnings of a more concrete, class-based account 
of the law. Marx remarked that in making cutting down trees an aggravating 
circumstance, the law acknowledged a difference between gathering and theft 
proper, but only ‘recognises this difference when it is a question of the interests 
of the forest owners’ (1975b: 228).

Marx combined these two positions, arguing that the ‘customary rights of the 
aristocracy conflict by their content with the form of universal law’ (1975b: 231). 
This was because as a particular feudal right it could not be available to all. By con-
trast, ‘a customary right by its very nature can only be a right of this lowest, proper-
tyless and elemental mass’ (1975b: 230). Marx’s solution to this contradiction was 
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a liberal one; he argued that, since both owners and infringers were citizens, both 
deserved ‘the same right to protection by the state’ (1975b: 240).

Although couched in liberal terms, in these debates we see the seeds of much 
of Marx’s later radical analysis. It is here that Marx first found himself ‘in the 
embarrassing position of having to discuss what is known as material interests’ 
(Marx, 1987: 261–2). He later realised that ‘neither legal relations nor politi-
cal forms could be comprehended whether by themselves or on the basis of a 
so-called general development of the human mind’ but rather in ‘the material 
conditions of life’, the anatomy of which ‘is to be sought in political economy’ 
(1987: 262).

In this way, law was a key element in Marx’s early attempts to articulate the 
‘base-superstructure’ metaphor. There were essentially three – distinct but inter-
related – registers in which Marx and Engels wrote about the law (Cain and Hunt, 
1979), all of which were to some degree anticipated in the debates around the 
theft of wood. The first register was in their study of how the struggle between 
classes was ‘expressed’ through the law. The second was their conceptualisation 
of law as an ideological form. The third and final register was of law as a struc-
tural product of capitalist social relations.

Law and Class Relations

In his 1859 Preface, Marx characterised law as one of the forms in which the 
classes of a given mode of production become conscious of class conflict and 
‘fight it out’ (Marx, 1987: 263). This was reflective more broadly of the role that 
Marx and Engels ascribed to the law in articulating class relations and conflicts.

In The German Ideology, Marx and Engels linked the rise of ‘civil law’ with 
that of private property. They argued that Ancient Rome – with its developed 
commercial society – provided a basic model that later societies could draw on. 
In particular, ‘[a]s soon as industry and trade developed private property fur-
ther … the highly developed Roman civil law was immediately adopted again 
and raised to authority’ (Marx and Engels, 1976: 91). This was consolidated and 
spread by the bourgeoisie as they broke with the feudal order.

If The German Ideology described the role that law played in the class strug-
gles around the birth of capitalism, in the three volumes of Capital Marx dem-
onstrated the role that law plays throughout processes of capital accumulation. 
This is true on a number of fronts. Firstly, Marx described the crucial role that 
law played in primitive accumulation – both domestically through the Enclosure 
Acts and internationally through colonial treaties enabling plunder (Marx, 1990a: 
873–904). Secondly, in his descriptions of the legal regulation of the working 
day, Marx charted how the working class had leveraged law in order to limit some 
of capital’s exploitative power, but simultaneously pushed capital to develop 
more efficient methods of exploitation (1990a: 340–416). Thirdly, Marx traced 
the ways in which specific legal forms were needed to articulate changing forms 
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of capital accumulation. This was particularly true of Marx’s explorations of the 
importance of the joint stock company (Marx, 1993: 567–90).

Thus, in this register, law mediated the social relations and contradictions of 
class society. However, law figured as something of a passive vessel: there was 
no sense in which it might impose limits upon or structure our understanding of 
social relations; that is to say there was no sense of law as ideology.

Law as Ideology

Ideology was one of the prime ways in which Marx and Engels attempted to 
understand law. In the ‘Preface’ to The German Ideology, Marx characterised 
law as an ‘ideological’ form. Marx linked the development of modern civil law 
to the development of ‘private property out of the disintegration of the natural 
community’ (Marx and Engels, 1976: 90). Yet despite the material basis for the 
rise of law it appeared ‘that law is based on the will, and indeed on the will 
divorced from its real basis’ (1976: 90). Law serves as one of the prime ideologi-
cal functions because it recasts private property from a social relation into one 
based on ‘will’. On the level of community, it presents the existence of private 
property in general as ‘the result of the general will’ (1976: 91); simultaneously, 
at the level of individual property relations it creates ‘the illusion that private 
property itself is based solely on the private will’ (1976: 91).

Reading The German Ideology in light of Marx’s later work, we might say that 
law is ideological because it takes relationships of power and exploitation – that 
is to say, class relationships – and presents them as relationships ‘entered into or 
not at will’, the content of which ‘rests purely on the individual [free] will of the 
contracting parties’ (1976: 92).

Law and the Structure of Capitalism

In a sense, then, Marx’s reflections on the ideological role of law centred on its 
abstracting and individualising character. This raises the broader question of why 
law had such an effect, and what broader relation law bears to capitalist social 
relations. These questions were attended to in another strand of Marx’s work, 
most famously embodied in his ‘On the Jewish Question’.

In ‘On the Jewish Question’ Marx gave an account of the relationship between 
law, liberalism and private property. He argued, following Hegel, that modern 
societies were marked by a bifurcation between ‘political community’, in which 
individuals act communally, and ‘civil society’, in which people related as ‘pri-
vate individuals’ (Marx, 1976: 154). This situation was different from pre-capi-
talist social formations, the character of which ‘was directly political’ since ‘the 
elements of civil life, for example, property, or the family, or the mode of labour, 
were raised to the level of elements of political life in the form of seigniory, 
estates, and corporations’ (1976: 165).
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The crucial element driving the separation between ‘political community’ and 
‘civil society’ was the market. Insofar as production was to be carried out for pri-
vate profit, the two realms needed to remain formally separate. Production could 
not be mediated through the castes, guilds and other non-capitalist hierarches. 
It was in this context that law took on a particularly salient role. In a society in 
which the ‘private’ and the ‘public’ were fused, human relations could be medi-
ated through privilege and status, but with the wholesale parcelling off of civil 
society as a relationship between private individuals, something else had to take 
its place.

For Marx, it was here that the ‘so-called rights of man’ stepped in: a form of 
inter-relation between ‘egoistic man, of man separated from other men and from 
the community’ (1976: 162). Thus, with the birth of capitalism – and its creation 
of ‘civil society’ – law came to be the predominant mode of regulating social 
behaviour. In this way, Marx structurally tied the rights of man to the rise of capi-
talism, rooting their individualistic and abstract nature to the ‘egoistic’ nature of 
‘civil society’.

BOURGEOIS LAW?

Despite rarely dealing with law directly, Marx and Engels left a rich, but conflict-
ing, legacy. Over the course of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
these questions acquired a more practical urgency. With the growing strength of 
socialist and communist movements, the question of how to confront and deal 
with state power and the law grew in importance. These debates crucially crystal-
lised around the question of ‘reform’ or ‘revolution’.

Marx had dealt with such questions at various points but had done so most sys-
tematically in his ‘Critique of the Gotha Programme’. In that text Marx homed in 
on the claim that, in a communist society, ‘the proceeds of labor belong undimin-
ished with equal right to all members of society’ (Marx, 1990b: 81). For Marx, 
this doctrine of ‘equal right’ could not be communist since ‘the same principle 
prevails as that which regulates the exchange of commodities, as far as this is 
exchange of equal values’ (1990b: 86). As such, the idea of ‘equal right’ is ‘bour-
geois right’ and ‘bourgeois limitation’; this was because

[t]his equal right is an unequal right for unequal labor … it tacitly recognizes unequal indi-
vidual endowment, and thus productive capacity, as a natural privilege. It is, therefore, a 
right of inequality, in its content, like every right. Right, by its very nature, can consist only 
in the application of an equal standard; but unequal individuals … are measurable only by 
an equal standard insofar as they are brought under an equal point of view, are taken from 
one definite side only. (1990b: 86)

In the ‘higher phase’ of a communist society, Marx argued, there would be no 
‘right’, since distribution would be governed instead by the principle of from 
each according to their abilities to each according to their needs (1990b: 87; 
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Toscano, Chapter 22, this Handbook). In line with his comments in ‘On the 
Jewish Question’ he suggested that equal right was an intrinsically bourgeois 
category, which would ultimately need to be broken with.

Marx neatly summarised several distinct but inter-related problems that con-
fronted Marxists in the nineteenth century. Firstly, there were practical questions –  
what role could law play in the transition to socialism? Would it be possible 
to legislate socialism into existence after winning governmental power? These 
questions were bound up in another, wider question, namely whether or not a vio-
lent break with the existing order was necessary to achieve socialism, or whether 
existing institutions – particularly legal ones – might be used. This raised the 
question of the institutional and political make-up of a socialist society – would 
it be governed by law? And if so, what would that law look like? These questions 
were themselves intrinsically linked to broader ‘jurisprudential’ questions about 
the nature of law and its relation to capitalism.

Reform …

The 1891 Erfurt Programme of the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) 
restated many of the themes of the Gotha Programme, framing socialism in terms 
of ‘equal rights’. This opened up the idea that socialism could be legislated into 
existence. Such a position was most famously expressed by Eduard Bernstein in 
his pamphlet Evolutionary Socialism, where he defended the idea that ‘where the 
rights of the propertied minority have ceased to be a serious obstacle to social 
progress … the appeal to a revolution by force becomes a meaningless phrase’ 
(Bernstein, 1973: 218). Against this, Bernstein argued for the ‘legislative way’ 
as a road to socialism (1973: 217–19).

Bernstein’s work signalled a more general drift in the orientation of the SPD; 
whilst his approach was not adopted wholesale, even ‘orthodox Marxists’ like 
Kautsky declared that the term ‘revolution’ encompassed both physical force and 
‘means of economic, legislative and moral pressure’, with the latter likely to pre-
dominate (Kautsky, 1909: 50). Underlying these conceptions was the sense that 
law was a neutral vessel, through which different politics – up to and including 
revolutionary ones – could be expressed. This conception was most systemati-
cally and explicitly formulated by the Austro-Marxist Karl Renner in his 1904 
work The Institutions of Private Law and Their Social Functions.

Renner’s starting point was that the interaction between law and economic 
forms was never unidirectional, with law serving as both the product and producer 
of particular economic regimes (Renner, 2009: 56). He argued specific economic 
processes under capitalism are served through ‘[a] number of distinct legal institu-
tions’, such that laws serve an economic function (2009: 57). In the case of capital-
ist private property, Renner believed that the economic development of capitalism 
had outstripped property law, divorcing economic function from individual owner-
ship (2009: 290–1). In this way ‘property in the capitalist epoch fulfils functions … 
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different from those which it fulfilled in the era of simply commodity production’ 
(2009: 293). The transformation of capitalism had led property to ‘automatically 
change’ its function to one of regulating ‘the hierarchy of power and labour’ (2009: 
293). For Renner, private law had ceased to be ‘private’, being now divorced from 
individual ownership, and supplemented by a system of public law regulation. As 
such, ‘[e]lements of a new order have been developed within the framework of a 
new society’, making it possible to ‘simply deduce the law of the future from the 
data supplied by our experience of today’ (2009: 298). In Renner’s model no sharp 
break with the legal order of capitalist society was required, and the existence of 
law itself was fully compatible with a socialist society.

… or Revolution?

The reformists of the SPD did not go unchallenged. In her pamphlet Reform or 
Revolution, Rosa Luxemburg argued that what ‘distinguishes bourgeois society 
from other class societies’ lay in the fact that ‘class domination’ is not founded 
on juridical forms, but rather on ‘real economic relations’ (Luxemburg, 2007: 
90). The relationship between worker and capitalist in legal terms is presented as 
one of formal equals contracting: relations of domination and exploitation are 
not created, or registered, by legal relations. As such, for Luxemburg law ‘is not 
a threat to capitalist exploitation’; at best it is ‘simply the regulation of exploita-
tion’ (2007: 61). Accordingly, ‘legislative reform’ and ‘social revolution’ were 
not two roads to the same goal, but rather aimed at different goals, with the 
former ‘not the realisation of socialism, but the reform of capitalism (2007: 90). 
This did not mean, for Luxemburg, that law – and the struggle for reforms – had 
no place in the revolutionary movement. Rather, the ‘struggle for reforms’ was 
the means through which the social-democratic movement gains the support and 
confidence of the working class.

At the time, Luxemburg’s argument won out over that of Bernstein, with 
‘orthodox’ Marxists – including Kautsky – backing her position. Yet the growing 
power of more conservative trade unions within Germany, and a turn to ‘defence 
of the Fatherland’ nationalism, pulled the SPD as a whole to the right and in a 
significantly more reformist direction (Schorske, 1955). It was such a direction 
that Lenin was to criticise in a number of interventions during the period leading 
up to the First World War, most famously in State and Revolution (Lenin, 1970).

DEBATES IN THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

Law and Revolution

The Russian Revolution was of decisive importance for Marxist engagements 
with the law. Here, the question of the relationship between law and capitalism 
had immediate practical ramifications. Heated debates took hold within the 
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Soviet governing strata, and amongst the legal intelligentsia (Beirne, 1990; 
Bowring, 2013; Head, 2007). Perhaps the key legal controversy with the Soviet 
debates was whether or not a ‘proletarian’ or ‘socialist’ law was conceivable. 
The official position of the Communist movement was that socialism would have 
to go beyond the ‘formal’ juridical freedom and equality of capitalist society. But 
would this entail creating some new ‘type’ of law or leaving law behind alto-
gether? The newly emerged workers’ state’s own legal proclamations were at 
stake, especially in the context of the New Economic Policy, when the USSR 
was forced to restore more traditional juridical forms (Beirne and Sharlet, in 
Pashukanis, 1980: 12–15).

Soviet jurists tended to take one of the various approaches outlined by Marx 
above, and juggle them with the practical imperatives of the revolutionary pro-
cess, namely in relation to their own political stances and factions. M. A. Reisner, 
for instance, turned to Marx’s concept of ideology to argue that in class societies  
‘[l]aw develops into the separate ideological systems of class groups’ (Reisner, 
1951: 95), with different legal orders belonging to different classes. In this way, 
law was the ‘ideological apparel’ in which class struggle made itself known (1951: 
105). A similar although more materialist take was provided by Stuchka, who 
argued that the ‘determining element’ in law as ‘a system or an order of social rela-
tionships … is the interest of the ruling class’, and that ‘in law we distinguish its 
content (social relationships) and the form of its regulation and protection (the state 
power, statutes, etc.)’ (Stuchka, 1967: 91). Although the bourgeoisie set out ‘a law 
embracing all mankind’, it was ‘merely the class law of the citizen: a code of the 
bourgeoisie’ (Stuchka, 1951: 17). For both Reisner and Stuchka, in a classless com-
munist society law would, like the state, necessarily wither away. At the same time, 
in the transition to communism, there would exist a distinctly ‘proletarian law’.

Enter Pashukanis

It was in the context of these debates that, in 1924, Evgeny Pashukanis entered onto 
the scene with his pivotal text General Theory of Law and Marxism. Pashukanis’ 
theory came to serve as a key reference point for debates in subsequent years, and 
for all future Marxist accounts of law. His starting point was to differentiate his 
position from those who, like Stuchka (later a critic) (Beirne and Sharlet, in 
Pashukanis, 1980: 23), located law in class interest. For Pashukanis, simply intro-
ducing ‘the element of class struggle’ in this way only yielded ‘a history of eco-
nomic forms with a more or less weak legal colouring, or a history of institutions, 
but by no means a general theory of law’ (Pashukanis, 1980: 42). Such an approach 
could not provide an account of what was distinct about law and legal regulation.

Against this Pashukanis sought to analyse legal categories in the same way in 
which Marx understood the categories of political economy. This meant putting 
forth an ‘analysis of the legal form in its most abstract and simple aspect, moving 
gradually by way of complexity to the historically concrete’ (1980: 53). He began 
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with the idea that law’s role is to regulate social relationships; however, since 
law is itself a social relation, it might appear that ‘social relationships therefore 
regulate themselves’ (1980: 57). Drawing on Marx’s characterisation of capital-
ism, Pashukanis argued that law is a social relationship ‘capable to a greater 
or a lesser extent, of colouring or giving its form to other social relationships’ 
(1980: 58). The key was to understand law as ‘a mystified form of some specific 
social relationship’ (1980: 58). Situating this historically, Pashukanis argued that 
a general theory of law must start with the idea that ‘under certain conditions the 
regulation of social relationships assumes a legal character’ (1980: 58). The task 
of a Marxist theory of law was to delimit the conditions under which this legal 
character – or legal form – emerged.

Pashukanis noted that legal relations are always between legal subjects and so 
any understanding of the legal form must examine how these subjects are pro-
duced. Marx himself had explained the ‘material premises of legal relationships, 
or the relationships of legal subjects’ in Capital (Pashukanis, 1980: 74). Capitalist 
society presented itself as a society of commodity owners in which ‘the social 
relationships of people assume an objectified form in the products of labour and 
are related to each other as values’ (1980: 75). Yet commodities are unable to take 
themselves to market and exchange themselves; hence they must be owned. This 
ownership necessarily implies a set of legal rights. For Pashukanis, this was the 
key moment: ‘simultaneously with the product of labour assuming the quality 
of a commodity and becoming the bearer of value, man assumes the quality of a 
legal subject and becomes the bearer of a legal right’ (1980: 76).

Crucially, in the act of commodity exchange, each party must recognise the 
other’s equal and abstract capacity to own a particular commodity and to exchange 
it. As such, the commodity calls forth a sense of abstract formal equality. When 
these parties engage in dispute or have conflicts of interest, there must be a way 
of regulating and resolving the disputes between these abstract, formally equal 
individuals – this is law and the legal superstructure (Pashukanis, 1980: 67).

Under capitalism, with the generalisation of wage labour, everyone gains the 
capacity to engage in exchange, and so gains legal subjectivity. But the spread of 
the legal form is not mechanically tied to increased commodity exchange. Rather, 
Pashukanis argued that, with ‘increasing division of labour, the expanding social 
relationships and the development of exchange’, exchange value becomes the 
‘embodiment of social production relationships which stand above the individ-
ual’ (1980: 77). As value separates from specific acts of exchange and becomes 
the embodiment of capitalist totality, the legal form itself is universalised. Legal 
subjectivity becomes abstracted from particular rights and the ‘legal subject 
receives his alter ego in the form of a representative while he himself assumes the 
significance of a mathematical point, a centre in which a certain sum of rights is 
concentrated’ (1980: 78).

Thus, for Pashukanis, there was a material and structural link between capital-
ist social relations and the form of law. Law did, of course, predate capitalism, but 
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so did commodity exchange. Yet it was only under capitalism that law assumed 
its predominant role. Prior to capitalism law existed only in a scattered, unsys-
tematic way: either in specific mercantile enclaves, or intermingled with other 
forms of social regulation. The logical consequence of Pashukanis’ theory was to 
deny the possibility of ‘proletarian’ or ‘socialist’ law. Law was by its very nature 
bourgeois – even when utilised by the dictatorship of the proletariat.

Arise Socialist Legality

Pashukanis’ theory was at first widely praised, and he quickly attained pre-emi-
nence in the Soviet legal academy. By the late 1920s, Pashukanis had essentially 
reshaped the Communist Academy’s approach to match his own theoretical vision. 
Yet from 1927 onward he began to receive significant criticisms that his commod-
ity-form theory had overextended an analysis of private law; that he did not take 
class struggle seriously; and – most crucially – that his position militated against the 
idea of a distinctly Soviet form of law (Beirne and Sharlet, in Pashukanis, 1980: 27).

This latter point became important with the consolidation of Stalin’s hege-
mony. Pashukanis’ commitment to the withering away of the law put him on a 
collision course with the centralisation and stabilisation that would be occasioned 
by the five-year plans. By 1935, he had essentially abandoned the commodity-
form theory (Pashukanis, 1980: 346–61). As Stalin’s line made an increased 
turn towards ‘legality’ – culminating in the 1936 Constitution – the entire post-
revolutionary legal experience was redefined as an example of the superiority 
of ‘Soviet legality’. Theoretically, this line was embodied by Andrei Vyshinsky, 
who became Procurator General in 1935 and oversaw the juridical elements of 
the Great Purge. Pashukanis himself disappeared in January 1937, charged with 
‘criminal intent to overthrow the Soviet regime’ (Hazard, 1957: 386).

Whilst later political developments would distance the Soviet Union from 
the Stalin period – and indeed rehabilitate Pashukanis and those around him – 
Vyshinsky’s template essentially became the legal orthodoxy in the Soviet Union. 
There may have been a formal commitment to the eventual ‘withering away’ of 
the law, but the Soviet Union was understood as having a distinct, and superior, 
‘socialist legality’: a domestic legal order, with the capacity to project onto the 
international legal sphere.

MARXISM: OFFICIAL AND UNOFFICIAL

After the onset of the Cold War there was a significant disarticulation between 
Marxist thinking about law and the ‘practical’ tasks of building a new social 
order. The major, if partial, exception to this was in the anti-colonial movement. 
Figures from within national liberation movements engaged with Marxist think-
ing about both law and imperialism, to criticise the limits of self-determination 
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as recognised under international law. Mohamed Bedjaoui, for example, argued 
that international law had ‘permitted colonization, the exploitation of man by 
man, and racial discrimination’ and ‘facilitated and legalized the enrichment of 
the affluent countries’ (Bedjaoui, 1979: 63), thereby expressing imperialist 
social relations. A truly anti-imperialist international law would have to be anti-
capitalist as well. However, figures like Bedjaoui were the exception rather than 
the norm, and although the Soviet Union did instigate far-reaching changes to the 
international legal order (Quigley, 2007), the task of theorising and understand-
ing the law had migrated, to some degree, to the more academically minded 
Marxists in the European world.

Law, Ideology, History

As is well known, the 1960s and 1970s saw a flourishing of independent Marxist 
thinking. And yet this moment, and these debates, only involved law ‘acciden-
tally’. Where law was invoked it was very much under the larger rubric of the 
questions of ideology, the state, or law’s role in historical change. Althusser, for 
instance, in his account of the Marxist notion of a totality, argued that the super-
structure ‘contains two “levels” or “instances”: the politico-legal (law and the 
State) and ideology (the different ideologies, religious, ethical, legal, political, 
etc.)’ (Althusser, 1971: 134). Law served as both a repressive state apparatus – 
directing the deployment of physical coercion – and as an ideological state appa-
ratus (1971: 143). Althusser argued that law played a crucial role in the latter 
case, since ‘ideology has the function … of “constituting” concrete individuals 
as subjects’ (1971: 171). It was the rise of ‘bourgeois legal ideology’ that played 
the central role in this rise of ‘the subject’ (1971: 170). More generally, law plays 
a key role in interpreting individuals as subjects, ‘subjecting’ them to a higher 
authority and enabling their mutual ‘recognition’ (1971: 181).

Famously, this usage of law in this context was hotly contested by E. P. 
Thompson. In his 1978 Poverty of Theory, Thompson took Althusser to task for 
his idea of the totality structured in dominance, noting that in his historical stud-
ies he had

found that law did not keep politely to a ‘level’ but was at every bloody level; it was imbri-
cated within the mode of production and productive relations themselves (as property-rights, 
definitions of agrarian practice) and it was simultaneously present in the philosophy of 
Locke; it intruded brusquely within alien categories, reappearing bewigged and gowned in 
the guise of ideology; it danced a cotillon with religion, moralising over the theatre of 
Tyburn; it was an arm of politics and politics was one of its arms; it was an academic disci-
pline, subjected to the rigour of its own autonomous logic; it contributed to the definition 
of the self-identity both of rulers and of ruled; above all, it afforded an arena for class strug-
gle, within which alternative notions of law were fought out. (Thompson, 1978: 130)

Thompson was building theoretically on his 1975 Whigs and Hunters, in which 
he studied the effect of the ‘Black Acts’ upon class formation and struggle in 
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England. Thompson had argued that ‘one must resist any slide into structural 
reductionism’ when it came to the law (Thompson, 1975: 264). For Thompson, 
the law here played a ‘complex and contradictory’ role. It had both mediated 
‘existent class relations to the advantage of the rulers’ and allowed them to 
impose ‘new definitions of property to their even greater advantage’ (1975: 264). 
Yet these legal forms also ‘imposed … inhibitions upon the actions of the rulers’ 
(1975: 264). Since the rulers themselves ‘believed enough in these rules, and in 
their accompanying ideological rhetoric’, law served as a ‘genuine forum within 
which certain kinds of class conflict were fought out’ (1975: 265). As such, law 
was a social form deserving of social study in its own right and one had to 
acknowledge ‘a difference between arbitrary power and the rule of law’ (1975: 
266). Infamously, Thompson concluded with the idea that ‘the notion of the rule 
of law is itself an unqualified good’ (1975: 267).

Thompson’s meditations upon the specific nature of the rule of law also 
point us towards the Marxist state theory debates. Poulantzas, one of the key 
figures in these debates, completed his doctoral work in legal theory. In his 
early (pre-1968) works, partly influenced by Jean-Paul Sartre, he criticised 
both Vyshinsky’s view of law as a system of norms and Pashukanis’ view of 
law as an order of social relations. The former was unable to understand that 
law and class struggle were not ‘already structured objects’ brought into ‘a 
direct, external relationship’, but rather were mutually structuring (Poulantzas, 
2008: 27). It was impossible to understand how a legal regime crystallised 
on the basis of particular and specific class struggles (2008: 28). By contrast, 
Poulantzas argued that Pashukanis had dissolved superstructure into base, and 
so was unable to grasp law’s internal coherence and thus relative autonomy 
(2008: 28).

Against these approaches, Poulantzas proposed an account influenced by 
Weberian Marxism whereby the specific nature of contemporary law derived 
from the need for rational calculability required by mature capitalism (2008: 
35–7). As a result ‘legislation and administration must take the form of predict-
able acts, judgements and decisions, and thus be calculable in advance’ for the 
sake of large monopoly capital (2008: 35). Poulantzas, drawing on Althusser, 
understood law as ideology that ‘sets up agents of production at the juridico- 
political level, as political and juridical “individuals-subjects”, deprived of 
their economic determination and, consequently, of their class membership’ 
(Poulantzas, 1978: 128). This ‘juridico-political ideology holds a dominant 
place in the dominant ideology’ of capitalism (1978: 128). Law served the role 
of ‘cementing together the social formation under the aegis of the dominant 
class’, providing an ‘ideological mechanism of imaginative representation’ for 
‘social agents … atomized and severed from their natural means of labour’ 
(Poulantzas, 2000: 88).

Where Poulantzas sought to contest Pashukanis’ contribution, others put his 
insights to use. The ‘state-derivationist’ school, most particularly represented 
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by John Holloway and Sol Picciotto (Holloway and Picciotto, 1977), sought to 
respond to Pashukanis’ question of ‘why is the apparatus of state coercion cre-
ated not as a private apparatus of the ruling class, but distinct from the latter 
in the form of an impersonal apparatus of public power distinct from society?’ 
(Pashukanis, 1980: 94). Following Pashukanis, they thus ‘derived’ the form of 
the state from commodity exchange.

European Marxism, ‘BritCrit’ and the Revival of 
Pashukanis

These wider debates about the nature of the state fed directly into Marxist legal 
theory in Britain. Many of the participants in the debate had been members of 
the Conference of Socialist Economists (CSE) State and Law group. This group 
worked closely with the National Deviancy Conference (NDC), an organisation 
of left-wing criminologists who had been active since 1968. At the same time, 
the translations of Althusser and Poulantzas influenced a number of legal schol-
ars, particularly those associated with the Eurocommunist Marxism Today wing 
of the Communist Party of Great Britain, such as Stuart Hall and Alan Hunt. 
During the mid to late 1970s, therefore, Britain developed a distinctly Marxist 
current in legal thinking.

One crucial moment in the consolidation of a Marxist current in British critical 
legal studies (sometimes called ‘BritCrit’) was the publication of a new transla-
tion of Pashukanis in 1978 (Pashukanis, 1978). This was followed by several 
books outlining Marx and Engels’ own approach to law and its contemporary 
relevance (Cain and Hunt, 1979; Phillips, 1980). The Pashukanis ‘revival’ gen-
erated a great deal of debate (Chris Arthur, ‘Introduction’ in Pashukanis, 1980; 
Redhead, 1978; Warrington, 1980). In the USA, Isaac Balbus advanced a position 
extremely similar to Pashukanis’ own (Balbus, 1977), while in France Bernard 
Edelman used Pashukanis’ position to stake out a theory of intellectual property 
(Edelman, 1979). In Britain, the CSE and NDC sought to situate law within the 
structures of capitalist social relations (Fine et al., 1979). Perhaps most important 
in this context was Bob Fine’s work, especially Democracy and the Rule of Law. 
Fine followed much of Pashukanis’ analysis, but also argued that he had overly 
abstracted exchange relations from relations of production, thus portraying class 
struggle as external to the law (Fine, 2002: 161). Fine argued that in fact the law 
directly mediated these contradictions, which could be boiled down to the con-
tradiction ‘between the juridic form of the individual as property owner and the 
natural form of the individual as producer, consumer and social being with real 
individual needs’ (2002: 145–6).

In an early 1976 text, Hunt wrote, echoing Althusser, that ‘[l]aw plays an 
important role in sustaining the domination of the ruling class because it oper-
ates both as a form of coercive domination and of ideological domination’ (Hunt, 
1976: 180). For Hunt, law was ideological since
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it conveys or transmits a complex set of attitudes, values and theories about aspects of society. 
Its ideological content forms part of the dominant ideology because these attitudes, values, 
etc. are ones which reinforce and legitimise the existing social order. (Hunt, 1976: 182)

Law is thus one of the primary forms of appearance of capitalist social relations. 
Yet this form of appearance abstracts from the substance of relation of produc-
tion, presenting them as ‘social relations to a system of exchanges’ (Hunt, 1976: 
183). At the same time, law serves a depoliticising function, since ‘bourgeois 
legal ideology’ posits law as responding to universal interests (1976: 185–6). In 
his later, influential, work Hunt explicitly argued that ideology ‘provides an 
instructive point of differentiation between Marxist analyses of law and main-
stream sociology of law’ (Hunt, 1985: 12). Around the same time, Paul Hirst 
argued against the idea of a particular ‘legal form’ imbued with bourgeois con-
tent. Examining how property forms shaped capitalist accumulation in the con-
text of company law, he noted that ‘company law and organisation does vary, that 
its forms do matter to the working people and that the Marxist left has immobi-
lised itself by its own indifference and silence’ (Hirst, 1979: 144).

Over the course of the 1980s, with the growing influence of poststructural-
ism and post-Marxism, the emphasis shifted decisively away from any necessary 
ideological content of law (Hunt, 1985: 25). Hunt himself came to argue that 
certain values have ‘an elective affinity’ to the legal form, with these values ‘such 
as individualism, equality, and private property [becoming] universal and pre-
ponderant values under capitalism and [coming] to function as if they were the 
form of law itself’ (1985: 25). Hunt’s theorising of ideology dovetailed with his 
belonging to the Eurocommunist wing of the Communist Party of Great Britain, 
and his commitment to abandoning the strategy of a rupture with capitalism, for 
the sake of building a broader front, mobilising various oppressed groups within 
capitalist society. Insofar as words and concepts have no ‘necessary class content 
or implication’, they could be struggled over and appropriated by the left. Of 
course, as evidenced by Laclau and Mouffe, it was a short step from this position 
to one of post-Marxism, in which there was no necessary content to the social 
order tout court (Knox, 2019a; Laclau and Mouffe, 2001). This was ultimately 
the fate of the British Critical Legal Studies movement, with its Marxist currents 
eventually being defeated.

Marxism and Anti-Oppression

One of the key challenges to the Marxist tradition during the 1970s and 1980s 
was the rise of the ‘new social movements’ organised around racial, gender and 
sexual oppressions. The sustained challenges these groups posed to the existing 
order forced a number of Marxists to rethink how they conceptualised class and 
capitalism and necessitated fundamental transformations in the wider labour 
movement. Many Marxists failed to rise to these challenges, and so these move-
ments turned to other intellectual and political resources.



LAW 891

This was a marked feature of Marxist legal theory. In the context of US Critical 
Legal Studies, whilst there were inevitable attempts to grapple with the issues of 
slavery and law (Tushnet, 1981), the Marxist-oriented wing did not systemati-
cally analyse race and racialisation. It was Critical Race Theory (CRT) that dealt 
with these issues, often in a manner antagonistic to ‘white’ Marxism and other 
critical theoretical positions (Williams, 1991). With the exception of MacKinnon, 
there was equally no Marxist feminist legal theory to be found in the USA. In the 
European – and particularly UK – context, there were some attempts, by Marxist 
theorists of state and law, to think through the relationship between race and law 
(Hall et al., 2013), but these were not widespread, and the same is true of feminist 
theory. Thus, whilst there were broader attempts by Marxists to explain ‘non-
class’ antagonisms, this was not followed through in Marxist legal accounts, with 
legal scholars of these issues instead turning towards other intellectual traditions.

MARXIST LEGAL THEORY TODAY

As with many other disciplines, the end of the Soviet Union did not bring about 
a renaissance of Marxist legal theory. Many of the works that followed were mea 
culpas for the Soviet period. A common refrain was that Marxist theory had not 
taken ‘human rights’ (Bartholomew, 1990) or the ‘rule of law’ (Sypnowich, 
1990) seriously enough. By the mid 1990s even this had largely died out.

One exception was in the field of international law, perhaps because of the 
continued currency of Marxist theories of imperialism, and the geopolitical 
competition and uneven development that remained unavoidable in the 1990s. 
In 1993, B. S. Chimni published International Law and World Order, outlin-
ing a theory of international law according to which its form and function 
changed in relation to transformations in the modes of capitalist accumulation 
(Chimni, 1993). Similarly, Susan Marks drew on Marxist accounts of ideology 
to explain the role of ‘democracy’ and ‘democracy promotion’ in international 
law (Marks, 2003a).

One of the most important developments in this regard was the publication of 
Hardt and Negri’s Empire (Hardt and Negri, 2001). They charted out a vision of 
international law as a smooth juridical space, and older international legal forms 
were becoming obsolete. Hardt and Negri’s positions were very much a product 
of the ‘globalisation’ of capital and the ‘unipolar moment’ and as such were 
problematised significantly by the US response to 9/11 and the 2003 invasion of 
Iraq – as evidenced also by their sequel, Multitude.

The 2003 invasion, and the wider War on Terror, also galvanised the left in 
the anti-war movement. Given George W. Bush’s open contempt for interna-
tional law in the 2003 invasion, and the relatively unified legal opinions against 
it, many in the anti-war movement sought to leverage international law. It was in 
this context that a number of Marxist interventions on international law emerged 
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(Bartholomew, 2006; Bowring, 2008; Marks, 2003b), most importantly China 
Miéville’s Between Equal Rights.

Miéville reintroduced Pashukanis’ commodity-form theory to the English-
speaking world. He used the latter’s insights to demonstrate that, even in the 
absence of an overarching state authority, international law remains law, bearing as 
it does the character of the legal form (Miéville, 2005: 75–153). Miéville combined 
this with a theory of indeterminacy, taken from Martti Koskenniemi, in which 
international law constantly oscillates between arguments from ‘sovereignty’ and 
‘world order’ (2005: 45–75). Given the structural connection between capitalist 
imperialism and international law, Miéville argued that legal disputes are resolved 
through the power relations of imperialism itself (2005: 293) – generating substan-
tial debate in his wake (Bowring, 2008; Knox, 2009; Marks, 2007).

The international legal field has also seen a number of Poulantzian-inspired 
accounts emerge. These accounts have situated changing legal configurations in 
wider class international formations and their attendant relationship to the global 
capitalist state (Chimni, 2017; Rasulov, 2008), At the same time, such accounts 
have done vital work on the role of the judiciary in consolidating neoliberalism 
(Tzouvala, 2017).

The Commodity-Form Theory

Particularly in the international law context, commodity-form theory remains 
hugely important. The theory has elicited two recurring and significant criti-
cisms: the first is that it cannot explain pre-capitalist law, and has an unduly static 
picture of the ‘legal form’, which also refuses non-European legal systems the 
title of ‘law’; the second is that it is unduly focused on relations of circulation 
within capitalism, and so cannot understand the role of relations of production or 
class struggle.

This debate runs the risk of becoming purely semantic. Commodity-form the-
ory would remain largely unchanged if it used the term ‘bourgeois’ or ‘liberal’ 
law but to do so would make it more difficult to track the historical develop-
ment of the legal form, and its rupture with other modes of normative ordering. 
Pashukanis himself recognised other forms of normative social ordering anterior, 
contemporaneous and beyond capitalism. Yet he argued that to group all of these 
under the heading of ‘law’ was to engage in legal fetishism – projecting the pres-
ent backwards and forwards. Pashukanis sought to understand how a particular 
social relationship of normative ordering seemed to become dominant in a rela-
tively uniform but differentiated way, under the banner of ‘law’. Inasmuch as this 
represents a ‘Eurocentric’ approach, it is in the sense that these legal relations are 
the result of a capitalist project of global homogenisation that began in Europe 
(Amin, 2009).

The second criticism, that commodity-form theory unduly focuses on relations 
of circulation, arguably misreads Pashukanis’ work. On a basic level, as Miéville 
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points out ‘capitalist production is dependent on circulation like no other mode 
of production in history … all production for exchange … [and] the producers 
only avail themselves of production by exchange’ (Miéville, 2005: 94). More 
importantly, Pashukanis understood that class domination under capitalism is not 
manifested directly through pure, unequal domination, ‘rather bourgeois exploi-
tation … inheres in economic relations that do not achieve formal legal expres-
sion’ (Arthur in Pashukanis, 1980: 30). The focus on ‘circulation’ explained why 
this was the case. This does not mean, of course, that law exists unaffected by 
class and other struggles. Rather, those struggles are refracted through a legal 
form that is abstract in character. This abstraction will limit the possibilities for 
such struggles (Knox, 2010: 193–229).

Engaging with these criticisms has been central to the contemporary com-
modity-form theory revival. It has meant that scholars have been able to explore 
diverse legal regimes such as corporate law (Baars, 2016, 2019), labour law 
(Knox, 2016a), human rights law (Knox, 2019b), property law (Bhandar, 2018), 
the law regulating human reproduction (Fletcher, 2003), the legal frameworks of 
imperialism (Knox, 2016b; Tzouvala, 2020) and broader issues in international 
law (Krever, 2015; Miéville, 2008; Parfitt, 2019). In such approaches the legal 
form is not an all-pervasive static frame that prevents the understanding of the 
development of specific legal issues, but rather helps to shape how this content 
is articulated.

The Road Ahead

Contemporary Marxist legal scholarship remains somewhat underdeveloped. 
Whilst there have been some significant intellectual advances made, limits and 
absences remain. It is striking that, in an interesting inversion from previous 
periods, international law has been at the foreground of recent work. However, 
any serious Marxist legal research programme will need to devote more time to 
thinking about ‘domestic’ legal systems and regimes. It is also clear that when 
Marxists have turned to domestic law, it has been primarily in the areas of public 
law. Yet capitalism’s ‘deepest’ functions are tied up with mundane private legal 
issues of property, contract and various forms of civil liability. Attending to these 
areas, and mapping how these tedious and seemingly apolitical legal fields medi-
ate and condition class struggles, is a crucial task.

Beyond mere subject matter, however, is a steeper challenge. One of the key 
reasons that the Marxist ‘wings’ of critical legal studies lost their relevance was 
their inability to grapple with questions of race, gender, sexuality and other 
antagonisms not traditionally dealt with by Marxists. This has meant that those 
traditions which do grapple with these issues – Critical Race Theory, Third World 
Approaches to International Law, feminist legal theory, Queer theories of law – 
have been (rightly) sceptical of insights from Marxist legal work. This absence 
has carried over into contemporary Marxist theorising about law, despite the fact 
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that Marxists from other disciplines have begun to engage systematically with 
these issues and traditions.

This has certainly been recognised by some contemporary figures. Chimni 
has called for an ‘Integrated Materialist Approach to International Law’ which 
combines ‘Marxism, socialist feminism and postcolonial theory’ in order to 
understand ‘the “logic of capital”, the “logic of territory”, the “logic of nature”, 
the “logic of culture” and the “logic of law”’, which make up the world today 
(Chimni, 2017: 440). Chimni’s call here is surely the correct one, but it is impor-
tant not to simply graft other theoretical approaches onto Marxist ones. Instead 
the task must be to locate the phenomena of race, gender, sexuality within a 
social totality of which law is an integral part.

This task is particularly crucial because the basic building blocks of law – and 
Marxist analysis, legal or otherwise – are enmeshed in racialised, gendered rela-
tions, presupposing particular forms of sexuality and ability. The institutions of 
property and contract cannot be understood apart from the colonial and impe-
rial contexts in which they emerged, and from the people whose domination 
and exclusion lay at their genesis – women, indigenous peoples and slaves in 
particular. At the same time, capitalism depends on forms of gendered repro-
ductive labour, which support and underlie processes of capitalist accumulation 
(Fletcher, 2013).

In the case of race and racism, this work has already begun (Knox, 2014, 2016b; 
Tzouvala, 2020). A central text in this respect is Brenna Bhandar’s Colonial Lives 
of Property, which elucidates how property law is intimately interconnected with 
racialised forms, and relies on a logic of racial exclusion (Bhandar, 2018; see 
also Bhandar, 2014, 2015). With the exception of Ruth Fletcher’s important work 
integrating the insights of the commodity-form theory with feminist understand-
ings of capitalist social relations and Katie Cruz’s reflections on the relationship 
between law, labour and sex work (Cruz, 2018; Fletcher, 2003, 2013), there have 
been no systematic Marxist legal engagements with issues of gender or sex, and 
nothing on sexuality. Remedying this situation will be crucial both to reaffirming 
the relevance of Marxist attempts to understand the law, and in understanding 
law’s relationship to the social totality.

CONCLUSION

Law has been an important element of theoretical and practical debates within 
the Marxist tradition. Seemingly abstract debates about the nature of law con-
tinue to have important consequences on radical movements – both ‘here and 
now’ and in any post-capitalist future. The more law and capitalism are under-
stood as structurally inter-related, the more cautious one must be about law’s 
emancipatory potential. This is the great utility of the commodity-form theory. 
In specifying the relationship between law and capitalism, it provides an account 
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of the limits of legal action, aligning in this way with the revolutionary tradition 
exemplified by Luxemburg. Such a position does not betoken a complete aban-
donment of the legal struggle, but it does illustrate the abstracting and depoliti-
cising effects that law is likely to have on political action (Knox, 2010). 
Approaches more focused on class struggle and ideology have often stressed the 
contingency of legal content, and its ability to articulate different struggles. 
Whilst this point is well-taken, absent a ‘jurisprudential’ theory of the law, we 
are left unable to know the limits of those struggles, and how their specifically 
juridical nature impacts upon them. The danger here is that one might – as with 
Karl Renner – imagine that law can express almost any content, and so could 
smoothly bring a socialist society into existence. It will only be by addressing 
these questions head on, and fully interrogating how law produces, mediates and 
reflects relations of exploitation, domination and oppression, that Marxist legal 
theory can play its most important role.
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INTRODUCTION1

Within Marxism, management is not an area written about in the same way as 
labour or capital. This makes sense because modern management emerges after 
these Marxist categories. And yet management is central to capitalism (see 
Woodcock, Chapter 77, this Handbook). Modern management emerged because 
being managed (or increasingly self-managing) acts as a bridge between poten-
tial labour expended and actual labour delivered (Marx, 1976: 291–2). This is 
important because the capitalist production process was founded on a very dis-
tinct relationship to labour (and its management which itself is an output of this 
relationship – Braverman, 1974: 82): a relationship which must ensure capital 
increases as capital. This unique pursuit of valorisation created the capitalist 
imperative to continuously improve labour productivity and hence led to the 
emergence of modern management (Meiksins Wood, 2002: 55–6).

Management of the capitalist work process is foundational to capitalism 
because capitalist work and organisation require ‘discipline’ (Weber, 1948: 229) 
and this is instilled through the division of labour and its emergent management 
systems. This process means tasks are sub-divided and deskilled whilst, simulta-
neously, capitalism generates new skills better suited to its requirements – skills 
that ‘are henceforth distributed on a strict “need to know” basis’ (Braverman, 
1974: 82) as knowledge becomes subsumed to capital. Critically, what we come 
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to see as ‘knowledge’ emerged from this capitalist division of labour and the 
social formations of the capitalist mode of production (Althusser, 2014). One 
key form this ‘knowledge’ takes is management. As such, management is deeply 
implicated in creating new fault lines of authority and hierarchy – something 
Adam Smith (1981: 758–88) noted in his calls for public education (albeit in 
‘prudently homeopathic doses’, Marx, 1976: 484). We can see the contours of 
much of this in Marx’s chapter on cooperation in Capital. I will extrapolate from 
this chapter to argue that Marx enables us to see the manner in which contempo-
rary management operates (Althusser, 2014: 33–6). The coming argument sug-
gests management operates to achieve two things – one, it pursues routinisation 
and standardisation and, two, it seeks out difference – it seeks out difference to 
divide workers and also it needs difference to see its own future e.g. renewable 
industries are a response to green resistance, the health and education sectors of 
the developed economies are a response to workers resistance and the different 
futures people demanded, etc. (this form of difference is not developed here, but 
see Hanlon, 2008). In connected ways, both standardisation and difference pivot 
around the concept of cooperation and, related to this, knowledge.

COOPERATION AND WORK

How does cooperation take place within capitalism? This chapter argues it 
increasingly takes place as management-led cooperation and, within this, capital 
and its management systems appear to workers as the organising force of produc-
tion. Workers’ separation from the means of production ensures they are depend-
ent on wages and hence ‘belong to capital’ before they ever meet any individual 
capitalist (Marx, 1976: 723–4). Despite the seeming freedom of labour markets, 
compulsion and exploitation are central to labour-capitalist relations (Althusser, 
2014: 29–30). These features make antagonism key to production and centralise 
the gap between the actual labour-power exerted and workers’ potential labour-
power. This implies that labour-power is already in existence and being sold in 
the market (Tronti, 2019: 152–9). But having been sold in the market labour-
power needs to be managed in the workplace. It is the gap between labour poten-
tial and actual labour which forces capitalism to discipline labour and thus makes 
management necessary.

Viewed in this light, cooperation becomes located in management’s capacity 
for force (itself necessarily backed up by the state). Importantly, force is not sim-
ply authority. For example, when analysing craft-like non-monopoly capitalist 
cooperation, Marx acknowledges the need for authority of some sort e.g. skill or 
age might lead some to exert authority over others. However, unlike other social 
systems, because capitalism must valorise capital, authority must increasingly be 
deployed for this purpose (Meiskins Wood, 2002). Likewise, because capital nec-
essarily expands as capital, expansion means the number of workers in production 
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grows and the necessity of cooperation and hence authority increases. As such, 
management seeps into more areas of society. Furthermore, because capital valo-
rises, it reshapes knowledge and science so that ‘valuable’ knowledge is housed 
within particular groups (managers, and accompanying this, the knowledge of 
other groups (workers, carers, etc.) is increasingly consigned to subordinate posi-
tions and/or embedded in technology, routines, systems, etc. (Althusser, 2014: 
38–9; Braverman, 1974; Sohn-Rethel, 1978). In this sense, management and its 
knowledge base is an element of the class struggle embedded within the division 
of labour. Here management, knowledge, science, capital, etc. confront labour 
as the property of another, so that authority and cooperation are exploitative and 
something organised somewhere else. Marx (1976: 449–50) describes it thus:

These things are not their [workers] own act, but the act of capital that brings them together 
and maintains them in that situation. Hence the interconnection between their various 
labours confronts them, in the realm of ideas, as a plan drawn up by the capitalist, and in 
practice as his authority, as the powerful will of a being outside of them, who subjects their 
activity to his purpose.

In such an environment, management emerges as the source of planning, authority 
and discipline which transforms dependent potential into actual work (Federici, 
2004: 133). Importantly, however, this disciplining (of ever larger numbers) of 
workers also expands labour’s capacity through cooperation – Marx (1976: 447) 
suggests the worker ‘strips off the fetters of his individuality’ and hence produc-
tivity grows as managed cooperation increases. Here, the worker is transported 
from being a single worker working for themselves or another into a production 
process entirely dependent on worker cooperation e.g. the assembly line. Society 
moves from production by the single worker or small groups to a homogenous 
production process built on the ‘social worker’. Through cooperation, the social 
worker generates greater surplus than if they were working independently and 
this excess of cooperation is captured by capital (Tronti, 2019: 132–3). Thus 
planned cooperation, or management, is central to capitalism and exists even in 
the era of competitive capitalism described by Marx. But later, especially with 
the advent of machines, the social worker increases rapidly to generate profit, 
concentrate capital and socialise labour still further throughout society (Panzieri, 
1976). Once work becomes standardised or homogenous, what Marx determined 
as ‘abstract human labour’ (the labour any able bodied person could do e.g. work 
in a textile mill, work on an assembly line, cleaning dishes in a restaurant), it has 
no determined end until it is put to work and then given a determination by some-
one other than the worker. As such, management planning increasingly grows as 
the number of workers expands (Panzieri, 1976). In this seemingly chaotic social 
division of labour, the point of production, or the technical division of labour, is 
evermore standardised, managed and ‘despotic’ (Panzieri, 1976: 7).

Within this, management power is real i.e. things get done according to plans, 
but it is also incomplete and fragile e.g. it is built upon many other (lesser) forms 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM902

of cooperation or knowledge which come as ‘free gifts’. These free gifts emerge 
in the ‘general intellect’ (Smith, 2013), the ‘gift of caring’ (importantly provided 
by ‘diverse’ groups e.g. often by women; Skeggs, 2011, 2014), the authority of 
craft and other forms of skill reproduced through ‘knowledge of acquaintance’ 
(see the early management theorist Elton Mayo, 1949: 14–18), and so on. These 
gifts are often developed outside of paid work in the ‘social factory’ and yet 
they are central to capitalism’s reproduction (Dalla Costa and James, 1972: 11). 
All of this presents management with its central problem – how does it harness 
all of this potential cooperation and knowledge, inside and outside the factory, 
for capitalist valorisation? How does it ensure that when labour arrives at the 
individual workplace, it not only ‘belongs to capital’ but willingly belongs as 
a subject to be managed? And how does capital extract labour’s full potential 
and value at work? Management’s response to these problems is twofold: one, a 
search for standardisation in the technical division of labour to create workers as 
homogenised abstract labour to better control them and, two, in a seemingly con-
tradictory movement, to look for difference in a continual pursuit of new terrains 
for primitive accumulation in the sense of ‘an accumulation of differences and 
divisions within the working class whereby hierarchies built upon gender, race, 
sexuality, and age become constitutive of class rule and the formation of the mod-
ern proletariat’ (Federici, 2004: 63–4, italics in original). Management needs to 
tame cooperation, find new sources of cooperation and (re)produce it as a fertile 
garden for capitalist valorisation. These tensions form the core of management.

STANDARDISATION, DEPENDENCY AND MANAGEMENT: THE 
SOCIAL RELATIONS OF THE FACTORY

Management has historically been closely associated with standardisation – 
Scientific Management is perhaps the apogee of this approach (Taylor, 1903, 
1919). In this volume, Woodcock succinctly outlines Taylor’s standardising of 
the labour process. Taylor and Scientific Management represent the culmination 
of a prolonged push towards standardisation and the expropriation of labour’s 
knowledge to better control workers. Standardisation is not simply capitalist e.g. 
Aufhauser (1973) highlights its overlaps with slave plantations and Sohn-Rethel 
(1978) locates it in the long pursuit of interchangeability and measure. 
Nevertheless, within early capitalism, Pollard (1965: 265) outlines the extreme 
standardised division of labour in John Taylor’s Birmingham button factory as 
early as 1775 (Smith published the Wealth of Nations in 1776) – in the button 
factory work was divided into 70 separate repetitive tasks performed by 70 dif-
ferent individuals. The businessman Matthew Boulton sought to mass produce 
clock parts in the 1760s and he, and his partner James Watt, later sought to meth-
odise engine making so as to improve productivity. Management of the division 
of labour allowed capitalists to standardise tasks to thereby eliminate ‘sauntering’ 
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and intensify production, increase the dexterity of labour, and eventually replace 
labour with technology in the name of capitalist valorisation (Smith, 1981: 
13–24). This growth in management reflects capitalism’s relations of production 
in which dividing the labour process becomes a central management function 
because it enables greater control of workers across time and space to thereby 
raise productivity (Althusser, 2014; Meiskins Wood, 2002). This raising of pro-
ductivity is a management task.

Braverman (1974: 58–69) too ties management’s rise to the need for greater 
control of the labour process. He suggests it comes with the transition from ear-
lier modes of production like ‘putting out’. The putting-out system was a mercan-
tile capitalist system characterised by the formal subsumption of labour (Marx, 
1976: 1023–9). The formal subsumption of labour leaves the management of 
production in the hands of labour. Modern management emerges as an attack on 
this organising role for labour. In both the UK and the USA, the original factory 
was the workhouse (Pollard, 1965: 160–74; Perrow, 2002: 50). The workhouse 
emerged out of the pursuit of capitalist valorisation – often accompanied by a 
political agenda located in undermining the ‘idleness’ of labour and its disdain 
for valorisation. In the UK and the USA, labour sought to avoid the workhouse. 
Unlike the earlier production systems of the putting-out system, out-work or 
home-work, ‘assembling workers within the factory enabled employers to con-
trol quality, reduce pilfering, and, above all, steady production. Employees dared 
not take time off for private economic activities such as wood gathering, fishing, 
and hunting, gardening and raising stock’ (Perrow, 2002: 49–50). If people had 
access to these other (commons based) resources they avoided the workhouse 
and the factory (Linebaugh, 2006; Sellers, 1991: 10). Thus wherever working 
people had independence, they shunned the workhouse or factory. In light of this, 
it was dependent workers – particularly working class women and children – that 
developed the factory and management (Gutman, 1972; Hanlon, 2016; Perrow, 
2002; Pollard, 1965).

One example of the role of (in)dependence can be found at the Whitin Machine 
Works. As part of its increasing management of workers, Whitin sought to impose 
clock time and literally enclose the factory within walls and gates. Older skilled 
workers responded to this by asserting their independence and walking off the job 
(Roland, 1897a). As this example suggests, where choice was available people 
rejected the social relations of the factory. Pollard (1965: 162, emphasis in origi-
nal) comments ‘This resolution [against factory work], it should be stressed, and 
many others like it passed in Yorkshire represents not the harking back to a mythi-
cal golden age, but the defence of existing social relationships’. In the USA, the 
feelings of ordinary people were similar. Echoing Pollard, Sellers (1991: 123) 
points out: ‘But now, as working people began to see, an expansive capitalism 
threatened the traditional moral economy, that promised them a decent compe-
tence, ultimate independence, and the civic equality and respect of republican cit-
izenship’. Such views reflect a number of issues, but perhaps most especially they 
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reflect the fear working people had that they would be subjected to the insecurity 
of the competitive market (Meiskins Wood, 2002; Polanyi, 1957). One obvious 
depiction of this rejection of competitive market forces was the US push west and 
the colonising of ‘free’ land to avoid the compulsion of capitalist labour relations.

In light of this, only the most vulnerable workers entered the factory. For 
example, Perrow (2002: 54) suggests that in the 1840s America’s first industry –  
textiles (he disputes Chandler’s claim it was the railways) – the workforce was 
made up of between two-thirds and three-quarters wage dependent poor women 
and children who worked 12 to 13 hours a day 6 days a week. As part of its 
promulgation of dividing difference, capitalist work separated workforces by 
class, race, gender and indeed age – wherein ‘blondes’ managed those who were 
progressively more and more ‘non-blonde’ and labour was categorised across 
variables such as (1) Colour, (2) Form, (3) Size, (4) Structure, (5) Texture,  
(6) Consistency, (7) Proportion, (8) Expression, and (9) Condition (Blackford and 
Newcomb, 1915: 117; see also Roediger and Esch, 2012 on race management and 
Robinson, 1983 on racial capitalism). Thus the management of the factory was 
not simply focused on craft deskilling. Rather, modern management emerged in 
the already standardising factory – often through the authority and cooperation of 
(some) master craft workers who managed production of other, more vulnerable, 
groups (Clawson, 1980; Wilentz, 2004: 23–61) – indeed, master craft workers 
had also participated in the earlier appropriation of female knowledge and value 
(Federici, 2004: 98). As an example of this, the famous US Lowell Textile Mills 
were owned by Boston financiers e.g. the Cabot family, but were managed by 
(non-financier) skilled male workers who initially recruited local female labour 
and maintained gendered hierarchies within the factories. Then, when it became 
available, these managers recruited unskilled poverty stricken, immigrant labour 
and created new divisions based on skill, gender and now, ethnicity, to deliver 
higher rates of exploitation. What this process reflects is that with the emergence 
of abstract labour, workers are already disciplined and hence ‘ready’ for manage-
ment planning (O’Neill, 1986; Tronti, 2019: 153). Nevertheless, this ‘readiness’ 
is always partial and has to be further worked on in the workplace so that workers 
produce to a maximum, stay at work, etc. – Ford’s $5 day is an example of the 
management work still needing to be done – one way to do this is to exploit dif-
ference. As suggested, this moment starts not primarily with craft, but with other 
more vulnerable groups e.g. females, children, different racial and ethnic groups, 
and immigrants. Importantly, this difference is never permanent or natural. In the 
struggles between labour and capital, new subjectivities emerge e.g. the social 
worker creates the political figure of the mass worker.

Vulnerability located in class, gender and race are thus central to modern man-
agement. In particular, (male) employers and managers saw women as more vul-
nerable, compliant, better suited to the factory, and easier to mould to capitalist 
rhythms. For example, the Slater Mills system of the early 1800s could only get 
women and children into the newly emerging factory provided they granted males 
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of households outside work because men refused the discipline of factory life 
(Gumus-Dawes, 2001: 28–9). Or, in its first ‘benign’ phase, the Lowell Textile 
Mills employed ‘Yankee farm girls’ who stayed for a few years to accumulate 
cash for use for weddings or a brothers’ education or to supplement the family 
wage in hard times (Sellers, 1991: 280–5). In contrast, during the more exploit-
ative ‘second phase’ (Gitelman, 1967; Gumus-Dawes, 2000; Perrow, 2002: 70–5) 
wage labour was increasingly based on mass immigration brought on by the 
Great Famine in Ireland and, a little later, by French Canadians fleeing poverty. 
Here, wage dependency was near total (as it also was in the immigrant fuelled 
mines, large infrastructural projects, and increasingly in the cities; Gutman, 1973; 
Roediger and Esch, 2012). Immigrants arrived as a proletarian labour-power 
needing and hoping for a wage and, as such, they arrived not so much as indi-
vidual workers, but as a working class socialised for capitalist exploitation.

Importantly in this second Lowell phase, management science and knowledge 
were developed to technologically innovate and plan so that the Mills were able 
to make more use of children. Management used children to reduce adult wages 
by up to 50–90% on particular jobs. In this environment, management stretched 
the social bonds of caring so much that families were forced to send children 
to work in factories because they could not survive on adult wages alone. By 
1865, children made up just under half of the total Lowell workforce.2 Similarly, 
as work in the ammunition industries was deskilled and ripened for technology, 
employers shifted from skilled male to unskilled female labour and the industry 
became dominated by female (often immigrant) workers (Fitch, 1883). In short, as 
knowledge was increasingly located in planned systems of management, exploi-
tation of the vulnerable increased. Thus management knowledge and planning 
flourishes in the ‘free’ choice of vulnerable poor women, migrants, non-whites 
(an important question not addressed here is how was whiteness defined) and 
children. Here families and immigrant communities would (unwillingly) stress 
certain potentialities in their children, friends and relatives and hence soften or 
prepare them for the drudgery and discipline of factory life and the insecurity 
of the competitive market in ways Marx was witness to – a free gift to capital. 
In this environment, the next generation inherits the production system and its 
accompanying knowledge system (including being managed), which helps deter-
mine its future (Althusser, 2014: 23). Vulnerability, expendability and compul-
sion within the division of labour created modern management in its dominant 
US heartland. Even in craft dominated industries (e.g. armaments), before skilled 
white men eventually lost power, women often made up 25% of the workforce 
and were employed and located in the most managed activities (Williamson, 
1952). The dispossessed, the woman, the immigrant, the runaway, the child, are 
the proletariat.

Cities too created reservoirs of the vulnerable. For example, immigrants 
poured into New York City, which grew by 750% during 1800–50. Half the city 
was made up of immigrants and 80% of those were wage dependent Irish and 
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Germans. Wilentz (2004: 107–44) describes the New York degradation of labour 
in the ‘sweated trades’ – the term ‘sweated’ originates in New York at this point. 
He demonstrates how during 1825–50 New York came to dominate the US ready-
made clothing market because of its capacity to innovate production processes 
and lines of credit. Retailers ‘metamorphosed New York tailoring at every level 
of production’ (Wilentz, 2004: 121) – a large portion of this trade was in cheap, 
poorly made clothing for the slave population of the South. This metamorphosis 
entailed the sub-contracting of various fields of clothing manufacturing to more 
and more vulnerable labour groups in ways that remind one of the contemporary 
‘cascade effect’ unleashed on globalised supply chains by dominant firms such as 
Apple or Walmart (see Nolan, 2012). The influx of vulnerable immigrants meant 
‘all pretension of craft vanished in the outwork system – with the availability 
of so much cheap labour, formal apprenticeship and a price book disappeared 
by 1845’ (Wilentz, 2004: 123). Yet again, workers’ difference and vulnerabil-
ity were put to work to enable management to coordinate across organisational 
and spatial boundaries through sub-contracting, sub-division, minute surveil-
lance and other systems. In short, homogenous abstract human labour is made 
to sweat as it competes with its difference e.g. ethnic conflict in New Haven 
labour relations at the Sargent Hardware Company. At Sargent Hardware ethnic 
differences existed and were exploited so that much of the workforce, many of 
whom were Italian in origin, feared that during the strikes of 1902, it was being 
sold out by an Irish dominated union (Gillette, 1988). Or between Armenians 
and Turkish workers in the Within Machine Works where Armenians demanded 
(but failed to achieve) the removal of Turkish workers (Roland, 1897a). As with 
a history of bombing, which starts in the colonies and moves closer and closer to 
the metropolis to eventually almost consume it (Lindqvist, 2000), management 
starts with the weakest social groups before moving closer and closer to core 
groups (or as Aimé Césaire’s colonialism de-civilising the coloniser). Indeed, it 
is important to highlight that colonialism and race were central to management 
theory and practice. Elton Mayo – founder of the human relations school – took 
the British colonial administrator as the pinnacle of what management should be 
and the foreperson’s empire, scientific management and race management, were 
all systematically deployed (Hanlon, 2016). Truly, Du Bois was right to argue  
the problem of the twentieth century – the century of management’s rise – was 
the problem of the colour-line.

In contemporary society we still see this tendency as social groups histori-
cally protected from the market are increasingly subjected to more and more 
competitive market forces e.g. fears concerning the automation of middle class 
jobs (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2016), the capturing of free labour in fields 
such as graduate level design and fashion through legally, bureaucratically 
and technologically managed systems (Lorey, 2015; McRobbie, 2016), skilled 
video-gaming employees (Josefsson, 2018), computing and IT (Barley and 
Kunda, 2004), and the increasing use of information technology as a source of 
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organisational polarisation wherein the disappearance of middle ranking occu-
pations is accompanied by ever widening management and control within the 
workplace (Leavitt and Whisler, 1958). All these present elements of fear that 
‘protected’ groups will be subject to the practices traditionally reserved for 
‘others’. Historically, a central group to be undermined in this rise of manage-
ment was the citizen-craft workers of the ‘Artisan Republic’ (Wilentz, 2004). 
As with the emergence of agrarian capitalism which forced competitive market 
led tenant farmers onto tenants who had customary rights (Meiskins Wood, 
2002: 95–123), the influx of property-less labour and the rise of management 
undermined the customary rights of craft.

THE CRAFT WORKER, DEPENDENCY AND STANDARDISATION: 
TRANSFORMING KNOWLEDGE TO ENABLE VALORISATION

The story of the craft worker is long told (Woodcock, Chapter 77, this Handbook; 
Braverman, 1974; Clawson, 1980; Edwards, 1979). Fundamental to that story are 
standardisation and routine. As we will see, this is because contingency and craft 
become increasingly problematic for capitalism (Veblen, 2013: 11). Central to 
the demise of craft is the managed deployment of standardisation. Standardisation 
is planned and increases because, as well as breaking down skilled tasks, produc-
ers also need standardisation for internal production, administrative and supplier 
systems and they themselves, as suppliers, producers and administrators must 
use standards. Thus through capitalist science, management, technology and 
planning in the technical division of labour, standardisation penetrates the whole 
economy (Panzieri, 1976). In short, ‘useful’ knowledge is developed. This exac-
erbates the real subsumption of labour to capital (Marx, 1976: 975–1060). 
Standardisation forces production to emerge as a ‘concatenation of industrial 
processes’ within a uniform process (Veblen, 2013: 14).

Standardisation itself was the holy grail of the eighteenth-century French army. 
The French sought to standardise munitions through the use of inter-changeable 
parts. This would allow arms to be repaired or restored quickly and cheaply. 
These ideas spread to the USA (Hounshell, 1984) where, more so than cost sav-
ings, the military sought repair efficiencies on battlefields (Ferguson, 1981: 3). 
But a crucial outcome of this was that standardisation came to represent a con-
flict over knowledge and the potential of knowledge between craft workers and 
capitalists (Hanlon, 2016; Montgomery, 1987). A central issue here is what is 
‘useful’ knowledge? Should the knowledge of the craft division of labour (itself 
hierarchical) have autonomy from, or supersede, the knowledge of capitalism’s 
valorising division of labour? In an economy of abstract human labour, the priori-
tising of craft knowledge is impossible. The struggle over who manages knowl-
edge and the division of labour was thus a key battleground in nineteenth-century 
social restructuring.
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Chandler (1981) argued craft work could not produce mass production and 
this was the reason for the implementation of deskilling through standardisation, 
routines and new knowledge. However, the sewing machine company Singer 
retained craft labour and annually mass produced 500,000 machines into the 
1880s (Hounshell, 1984: 89). When Singer did standardise, it did so because 
it wanted to make its factory goods inter-changeable and regularised within the 
same organisation and network of suppliers. It developed standardised overseas 
factories along its US lines not necessarily because of labour costs (Scottish 
wages were cheaper than US wages), but because interchangeability made pro-
duction both more efficient and helped to develop markets (Hounshell, 1984: 
97). Efficient control in the factory enables markets to be further developed 
which then goes on to allow standardisation to penetrate ever greater spheres 
of the organisation. As such, interchangeability became hegemonic because to 
maintain any one non-interchangeable section of production created systematic 
weakness (Veblen, 2013: 14). In light of this, as it globalised, Singer managed 
or planned at an ever higher level. This appeared inevitable. However, it was not 
inevitable because its development emerged through conflict with a core social 
group – craft workers (Hardt and Negri, 1994: 25.5). This craft conflict was nec-
essary because although craft workers were favourable to markets, they were 
not necessarily favourable to standardisation or profit maximisation and, unlike 
many factory workers, they had the production know-how to self-organise work 
(Hanlon, 2016).

This conflict is evident in struggles around the Inside Contract (Roland, 
1897b). The Inside Contract system was the production regime which generated 
US proto-mass industrial production (Chandler, 1981; Clawson, 1980; Ferguson, 
1981; Hounshell, 1984). It was a compromise regime based on the tension 
between capitalist owners who had finance and/or marketing skills, but no or lim-
ited knowledge of the management of production, and a group we might think of 
as the first knowledge workers – craft workers (indeed, Negri, 1996: 154 refers to 
craft labourers as ‘professional workers’ because of their knowledge and capacity 
to organise the whole production process). The Inside Contract system existed in 
the USA’s leading and most innovative industries e.g. steel, copper, tobacco, arms 
manufacture (Chandler, 1981) and, as a system, it facilitated bringing craft work-
ers into the factory.3 It did so because rising costs separated craft workers from 
the means of production and forced them into the competitive labour market –  
to edge them towards the status of labour-power. Within the system itself craft 
workers selected and hired employees, decided on the production process and its 
duration, disciplined and managed staff, and importantly, innovated production 
processes to shave costs and hide these savings and innovations from capital-
ists so as to better preserve their negotiating position in the annual discussions 
around profit (Buttrick, 1952; Chandler, 1981; Roland, 1897b). Craft knowledge 
empowered contractors against owners who ‘represent a new breed of entrepre-
neur in the firearms industry’ (Williamson, 1952: 21) – a breed with capital and 
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marketing knowledge (Buttrick, 1952), but without the technical knowledge to 
manage production and hence little capacity to benchmark labour productivity. 
That is, technical craft knowledge was embodied in labour and could not (yet) 
be distilled into abstract management systems to thereby render craft labour as 
labour-power. Mental and manual labour were still conjoined, which enabled 
craft, not management, to plan cooperative production. But within capitalism, 
such a system has to be undermined.

The Inside Contract system created conflict over how much product was pro-
duced and the distribution of rewards between owners and those who were directly 
connected to knowledge of production and, as such, it potentially threatened 
the valorisation of capital (distribution itself is always a matter of class forces, 
Marx, 1976: 659). These tensions were often expressed as class antagonisms. For 
example, Williamson (1952: 136) speaks of contractors wearing ‘frock coats, and 
sporting diamond stickpins, spats, and gloves’; Arnold (1896a: 885) refers to the 
‘haughty machinist’; and Roland (1897b: 995) discusses how the contractor was 
‘a power which must obviously be treated as an equal, although actually occu-
pying the anomalous position of a belligerent inferior’. Being unable to control 
craft workers, Taylor (1903, 1919) characterised them as lazy and untrustworthy, 
and Arnold (1896a) called for their replacement by technology, redesigning their 
attitudes and subjectivities, deskilling, and rejecting the idea that their skill was 
an ‘art’ in favour of viewing their labour as mere ‘selling’ and hence to be used to 
maximise profit (see also Arnold, 1896b: 1094). Labour’s knowledge and man-
agement of the division of labour had to be weakened, so authority and value 
could be shifted away from craft knowledge towards management knowledge 
and, in so doing, reduce craft labour and knowledge to labour-power awaiting 
direction. This weakening necessitated the destruction of the non-market cus-
tomary rights of craft workers in the ‘Artisan Republic’ (Wilentz, 2004). A core 
social group had to be bombed.

In short, craft workers were a core population that needed to be managed and 
altered (Hanlon, 2016). One way to do this was to systematically undermine skill, 
non-valorising knowledge (Brody, 1965; Montgomery, 1987; Stone, 1973), and 
to reorganise work by ‘exerting pressures for change that would benefit manage-
ment’ (Ferguson, 1981: 10). Thus the shift away from the organisational form 
of production located in the Inside Contract, was found in changes within the 
division of labour and the desire of capital to redistribute value away from pro-
duction, intensify production processes, standardise, benchmark, measure and 
valorise. Alongside the workhouse and the standardising factory, this class strug-
gle facilitated the rise of management and replaced craft as a source of managed 
work organisation. What informed this push was labour’s knowledge, power, 
refusal of capitalist development and capacity to manage value so it could be 
guided towards producers not capital. Management knowledge was driven by 
these wider social forces. In this reading, the struggle to standardise lay the foun-
dation for conflicts around modern management.
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THE PURSUIT OF STANDARDISATION AND THE MANAGED 
BUREAUCRATIC ORGANISATIONAL FORM

Bureaucratic management is central to this process of standardisation and 
deskilling (Clawson, 1980). The creation of gauges, tolerances, machines and 
systems so precise as to repeatedly produce the same cut, joint or product 
requires bureaucratic forms:

The goal of inter-changeability, still very elusive, Lee believed, became an exacting exercise 
that imposed a bureaucratic system upon the armoury [in 1820] in its attempt to prevent any 
deviation from the standard pattern. (Hounshell, 1984: 35)

Anticipating the assembly line, superintendent Roswell Lee’s pursuit of aligned 
machines to facilitate sequential production created a flow which virtually elim-
inated hand labour at Springfield Armory (as we will see, flow production is 
important to management’s development). Standardisation thus brought with it 
a disciplined bureaucratic management order and deskilling. Most obviously, 
one saw this link between management order and deskilling at US Steel almost 
three-quarters of a century after the efforts of the Springfield Armory. US Steel 
emerged post the infamous 1892 Homestead strike which reshaped the industry 
in favour of capital. This strike, and its reshaping of relations, occurred just as 
the industry standardised production which had ‘so simplified steel making that 
untrained men could successfully replace the strikers. That key fact, evident to 
both sides, determined the course of the Homestead strike’ (Brody, 1965: 18).

Stone (1973) describes how the nature of organisation changed as a result of 
management developments post 1890.4 She argues modern bureaucratic manage-
ment partly grew out of craft labour struggles at the end of the nineteenth century. 
So dominant was this model to become, Chandler (1981: 161) suggested that 
since 1910 the ‘basic organizational structure and the basic techniques of coor-
dinating and controlling their operation have changed little’. At its heart was a 
changing division of labour, the demise of the craft or ‘professional’ worker, and 
the transferring of knowledge from workers to management. This transformed 
knowledge further separated the intellectual from the manual to undermine craft 
labour and accelerate the ever growing importance of measurement, benchmark-
ing, comparability, the emergence of semi-skilled workers, the development of 
internal labour markets, the increased deployment of technology, the individual-
ising of the work place and the increased use of formal education to hire manage-
ment cadres. The struggle over steel between 1890 and 1920 encapsulated the 
emergence of the modern managed corporation. Post-Homestead, the industry 
was radically transformed through a minute division of labour which generated 
three changes – one, new technology was generated to alter production and job 
structures; two, as a result of the creation of these job structures, new problems 
and solutions emerged for motivating and disciplining a labour force that was 
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no longer capable of self-organising production; and three, embedding lasting 
control over the entire labour process (Stone, 1973). In short, important pieces 
of the modern management template, which had already been deployed amongst 
other groups, were applied to the USA’s leading workforce in its leading indus-
tries. The steel industry accepted new costs, new problems, new management 
layers, and it restructured work to destroy worker self-organisation and control of 
knowledge. What emerged was what we know as the bureaucratic organisational 
form (Clawson, 1980; Edwards, 1979; Mills, 1951). Modern management knowl-
edge also emerged in its wake e.g. motivation theory, technology studies, the 
deployment of industrial psychology, fatigue studies, etc. Central to this was its 
transforming of concrete worker knowledge into abstract rules, systems, norms, 
‘simple labour’ and management science. This reorganised the mental–manual 
split in work and created a new organisational intelligentsia (itself based on a 
pseudo-science of hierarchically created standards e.g. time and motion studies) 
(Sohn-Rethel, 1978: 153–8). It also further developed workers as inter-change-
able labour-power and stripped them of any protection from competitive market 
forces. Unions would later attempt to insert protections for core labour groups – 
peripheral labour groups e.g. women, non-white populations were largely denied 
these protections. Management theorists would theorise this protection-seeking 
as an ‘instinct of acquisitiveness’ which manifested itself as ‘property rights in 
jobs’ (rather than the now unrealistic search for property rights in ownership 
of the means of production). Combined with an ‘instinct for submissiveness’, 
which made workers herd-like (and directly links to the neo-liberal elitism of 
management thought – see Hanlon, 2018), these instincts could be harnessed by 
management for the good of the emerging monopoly capital form (Montgomery, 
1987: 411–2).

Within the managed transformation of steel, the composition of the labour 
force also changed and became more differentiated and yet standardised. During 
1890–1910 the total US Steel labour force grew by 129%. However, native born 
skilled white workers only grew by 55% and immigrants from Germany and 
the British Isles (where overseas skilled workers generally originated) declined 
by 18%. In contrast, African Americans grew by 165% and, most remark-
ably, Southern and Eastern Europeans grew by 227%; so whereas in 1890 they 
made up less than 10% of the workforce, by 1910 they were nearly half of it 
(Montgomery, 1987: 42). The difference of labour was exploited within an ever 
homogenising production process (on this historically, see Roediger and Esch, 
2012; in today’s global economy, see Baldwin, 2016; Tsing, 2009). Following 
steel, industry generally shifted from skilled and unskilled to semi-skilled labour 
creating the mass industrial working class (Negri, 1996). In a seeming contra-
diction, despite workers’ difference, the deskilling of tasks meant they became 
increasingly homogenised and hence more likely to experience struggle and 
collective grievances and see themselves as a class rather than as, for exam-
ple, members of a craft (Stedman-Jones, 1974; Wilentz, 2004), or ethnic group 
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(however, on the resilience of ethnic and other ties, see Bodnar, 1980). As Taylor 
(1903: 1440) – who advocated simultaneously standardising and individualising 
workers – put it:

When employers herd their men together in classes, pay all of each class the same wages, 
and offer none of them any inducements to work harder or do better than the average, the 
only remedy for the men lies in combination; and frequently the only possible answer to 
encroachments on the part of their employers is a strike.

Like Taylor, to avoid the herding of ‘men into classes’ management deployed 
calculative, norm inducing, piece rates to individualise pay thereby pitting 
worker against worker (Marx, 1976: 692–701). This created an internal labour 
market with elongated promotion ladders designed to stoke desire, develop cer-
tain potentialities whilst inhibiting others and entrench a world of competitive 
individualism (see Taylor, 1903: 1415 who discusses something like an emergent 
internal labour market). These tactics were designed to convince workers they 
were competing with one another and that their individual interest and that of 
the company were the same – even as workers themselves became standardised, 
inter-changeable and measurable deliverers of surplus value. Management sought 
to generate discipline and individualisation to thereby exploit a managed hierar-
chical diversity within standardisation. Management was trying to create Weber’s 
(1978: 1148–57) disciplined organisation now workers had finally been stripped 
of knowledge and independent access to the means of production and confronted 
by the (monopoly) capitalist (Sohn-Rethel, 1978). At the heart of this was the 
idea – key to Smith’s pin factory – that workers could be made dependent on 
the competitive market, deskilled, compared, measured and, ideally, eradicated 
(Arnold, 1896a, 1896b) i.e. a proletariat exists (Tronti, 2019: 184–98).

In so doing, management created a form of ‘automatism’ which was not pri-
marily technological (yet it was this), but was rather a power inherent within 
the relations of production because the planning or creative role of the producer 
fell to someone who did not produce – the manager – as intellectual and manual 
labour were prised further apart (Sohn-Rethel, 1978: 117–13; see Ford, 1926 who 
suggested it was management that was now the creative and productive force). 
Because craft workers acted as a stop-gap on this automatism they had to be erad-
icated. This was not simply about costs – as we saw with Singer – but about hege-
mony and controlling labour to subjugate it (where possible) to the vicissitudes 
of the competitive market. This is why, despite his many technological and scien-
tific advances, Taylor claimed his most important was the management and con-
trolling of workers through competitive inter-changeability (Sohn-Rethel, 1978: 
149–53). The deployment of capitalist science – and management as a capitalist 
science – was central to this (Althusser, 2014). Scientific management (which 
has no real science) produces ‘coercive time’ by replacing producer time, the 
workers’ own empirical knowledge (Sohn-Rethel, 1978), with an abstraction of 
what management determines is the time of a task. Central to these developments 
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was the university. Technology was often developed in the factory, whilst  
science was increasingly created in universities and R&D labs. Both were used 
to build and deploy machinery and standardisation. This deployment intensified 
the labour process and created the ‘maximum exploitation of labour-power and 
the maximum submission of the worker to the capitalist’ (Panzieri, 1976: 11). 
Such developments dovetail with the expansion of the university (and its elite and 
middle class attendants) as the new source of science, planning and management. 
Indeed, Frederick Taylor and Elton Mayo (two founding fathers of management 
theory) taught at Wharton and Harvard Business Schools and, from the 1920s 
onwards, the Dean of Harvard Business School, W. B. Donham (1922, 1927a, 
1927b, 1933, 1936), argued that universities were essential to training business 
leaders who would lead not just business, but society.

This expansion of planning intensified the separation of mental and manual 
labour and corralled the manual class in ever increasing numbers into the regi-
mented workplace – the intellectual/manual divide emerged as a key Marxist 
problem (Panzieri, 1976; Sohn-Rethel, 1978). If unchecked, management would 
allow capital to measure, benchmark, ‘ensure competitive rates of surplus value’ 
(Bryan et al., 2009: 467) and search for difference within the labour market to 
exploit groups that are less protected and more dependent on wages in a form 
of primitive accumulation e.g. globalisation (Federici, 2004; Tsing, 2009). In so 
doing, these days it also allows capital to undermine core social groups with 
any protection from the competitive market e.g. the contemporary Western 
graduate creative class who now innovate for major corporations, often at their 
own expense, in the hope of being ‘recognised’ (Jofesson, 2018; Lorey, 2015; 
McRobbie, 2015).

MONOPOLY CAPITALISM AND MANAGEMENT AS  
LEGITIMATE KNOWLEDGE

The ending of craft is important, but it is only one feature in the rise of manage-
ment. The creation of wage dependency amongst weaker social groups – that is 
the creation of dispossessed labour power – occurred before the end of craft. 
Thus by the early 1900s the stereotypical industrial worker in the USA was a 
young female who was the daughter of German immigrants. Within this factory 
she would have been managed by systems, procedures, standards and often white 
male managers/foremen (Montgomery, 1987: 112–13). Furthermore, as a way of 
earning a living, managed unskilled physical labour continued to grow. However, 
the ending of craft and the emergence of the large corporation was significant 
because it further enabled management to become the source of legitimate pro-
duction knowledge. One example of this was the transition from the idea of craft 
or skill being enacted on a sensuous entity that was capable of being transformed 
to one where the object, or nature itself, was passive and something to be 
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manipulated by abstract standards and formula. Central to this was the use of 
standards, maths, abstraction and the rejection of worker experience and approx-
imation (Sohn-Rethel, 1978: 111–16). Indeed, over the nineteenth century so 
thorough was this transition that the ownership of much craft knowledge, skill 
and innovation was shifted from the embodied worker and became the intellec-
tual property rights of the corporation (Fisk, 2009). Here, intellectual labour 
became divorced from the physical so that management (and other sciences) 
became the bearers of useful capitalist knowledge.

These developments meant it was a short step to the automation of work 
and the replacement of labour with machines. This pushed capital towards ever 
greater scale and demanded the continuous flow of work and continuity of pro-
duction. In turn, this required investment in fixed capital and the emergence of the 
quasi-monopoly firm that was less responsive to markets and further embedded 
in management and planning (Panzieri, 1976; Sohn-Rethel, 1978: 140–5). In this 
movement labour became problematic because it was unpredictable and hence 
needed to be controlled. Sohn-Rethel (1978: 148–58) argues this was how we 
should read scientific management. Its obsession was the speed at which labour 
could be turned into capital and this became its central problem because increas-
ingly capital needed to be fixed capital. This made the domestication and control 
of labour essential because it had to be made to behave capitalistically (loss of 
this control e.g. through the sit down strike, heralded the Fordist compromise 
which itself ensured higher profitability; Hanlon, 2016). Taylor was absolutely 
embedded in technology, fixed capital, the organic composition of capital and the 
real subsumption of labour to capital. As such, Taylor’s emphasis on high wages 
and high productivity under management, rather than its actual delivery of these, 
envisaged Fordism. These processes (again) reorganised the manual–mental split 
in the organisation (and society) so that management, as part of the intellectual 
class (even if pseudo-scientific), confronted the worker as a foundational fea-
ture of the class divide. Despite mass production and standardisation being a 
possibility in the nineteenth century, it was only through the exploitation of dif-
ference, labour conflict and increasing wage dependency that capital could turn 
knowledge into capitalist knowledge and create monopoly capitalism which then 
enabled management to appear in its modern form – as a science that confronts 
the worker as the organising force of production, as a legitimate source of value 
and as a class tool.

In a contemporary setting we should view globalisation as an extension of 
this process of standardisation and exploitation of difference. Hymer (1970: 
446) discussed the spread of the Western corporation as a ‘new imperial system’ 
which used monopoly power, and planning to tap into diverse populations as a 
source of cheap exploitable labour-power – as a form of primitive accumulation. 
As the largely white male Western working class used its power, partly built on 
flow production, to protect itself from the competitive market, capital sought out 
labour’s difference amongst groups that could be proletarianised and subjugated 
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to the competitive market (Fröbel et al., 1978). Using standardisation as a means 
of globalising production, corporations such as Apple have been able to insert 
themselves into a global economy as ‘systems integrators’ that can squeeze value 
from a range of diverse groups via a ‘cascade effect’ – such that Chinese workers 
receive less than 2% of the value of an Apple iPhone. Increasing standardisation 
allows capital to further and further manage global human difference by playing 
one group against another (Tsing, 2009).

But lest we think this is simply a global South problem, relatedly this also 
allows capital to undermine working conditions and welfare states in its heart-
lands and to reimpose the competitive market on those core labour groups that 
had won some protection from it so as to make them vulnerable anew. Generation 
rent, the precariat, the gig economy and indebted man/woman are all evidence of 
this. The rise of graduate and youth insecurity are important here. For example, 
central features of the modern monopoly corporation are its exploitation of free 
labour through strategies built on the entrepreneurial employee; human capital 
theory wherein an individual’s body and knowledge become the means of pro-
duction that is always subservient to the valorisation of capital; open innova-
tion wherein companies access social knowledge for free; the capture of public 
resources, etc. These strategies are only possible with the subjugation of old and 
new groups to the competitive market. Management is always exploiting, creating 
and seeking out forms of vulnerability and difference. In short, management is 
an essential mechanism for embedding ‘the relations of production … within the 
productive forces, and [that] these are “moulded” by capital’ (Panzieri, 1976: 12,  
emphasis in original).

CONCLUSION: MANAGEMENT, STANDARDISATION  
AND DIFFERENCE

Modern management is the product of, and a direct tool in, the class struggle 
between capital and labour. It operates in a pincer movement of standardising 
processes to undermine old groups and locating new groups of the vulnerable in 
a moment of primitive accumulation. In so doing, it entirely subjugates knowl-
edge to the valorisation of capital. As such, all forms of knowledge work (and 
worker) are temporary because such empowering knowledge leaves open the 
potential to reject capitalist valorisation in favour of something else. Importantly, 
this includes management itself – we may think here of the principal–agency 
problem in corporate governance or the hollowing out of middle management 
since the early 1980s. Thus within work, the role of management is to foist the 
competitive market on social groups and (ideally) open them up to its unbridled 
forces. Polanyi (1957) argued people reject such forces because they are socially 
destructive. In his analysis of cooperation, the presentation to capital of the free 
gift of sociality, capital’s ability to return this gift to labour as management’s 
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capacity to plan the production process and act as the authority figure within the 
organisation, the market and society, Marx highlighted the contours of manage-
ment’s expanding class role.

Notes

1  An important omission in this account of management is slavery. Slavery and the plantation were 
essential to the development of capitalism (Baptist, 2014) and to management itself (Cooke, 2003; 
Roediger and Esch, 2012). Plantations deployed a proto-Taylorism and revolutionised production 
processes through punishment. This gave rise to massive productivity gains in the early nineteenth 
century which were directed at producing perhaps the world’s most important commodity at the time, 
cotton – the commodity necessary for the first mass industry – textiles. Indeed, slavery was also at the 
heart of early finance capitalism and connected the slave to New York, Boston, Liverpool, and London.

2  Later, families used these care connections to avoid work e.g. in the Amoskeay Mills large families 
earned enough to support each other and this was one reason why absenteeism ran at 25 per cent 
(Montgomery, 1987: 139).

3  Although it shares some similarities with the ‘putting-out’ system in that by ‘putting out’, employers 
dispersed raw materials to people’s homes and then collected the finished product. This is an impor-
tant difference because it does not create the factory. The Inside Contract also shared similarities with 
the ‘Foreman’s Empire’ (see Edwards, 1979; Nelson, 1995).

4  Montgomery (1987: 41, ft99) acknowledges the influence of Stone’s essay but suggests that she 
‘seriously overestimates both the pace and the extent of the steel industry’s adoption of a job hier-
archy based on “scientific management” principles’. Nevertheless, what Stone does highlight is the 
emergence of many of the management tactics and organizational strategies which dominated much 
of the twentieth century.
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It is often assumed that Marx’s thought can be conceptualised around a ‘break’ 
that divides his corpus into the early philosophical writing and the mature non-
philosophical work of the 1850s and 1860s. This periodisation is generally 
understood to be synonymous with the intellectual enterprise of Louis Althusser. 
As such, it is often considered a peculiarly French theoretical preoccupation – 
not least as the problem itself has come to be associated with a distinctly French 
conceptual idiom (i.e. the ‘problematic’, ‘the epistemological break’ (Althusser, 
2005: 32).1 However, the problem of the end of philosophy in Marx, which 
formed the basis of Althusser’s rigid compartmentalisation of Marx and Engels’ 
body of work, pre-dates this formulation, and indeed does not originate in the 
postwar French context. The ‘end of philosophy’ problematic connects the more 
provincial dimensions of the intellectual debates that took place inside and out-
side of the French Communist Party (PCF) during the 1950s and 60s to a longer 
and more international theoretical trajectory that encompasses the broader sweep 
of philosophical debates that took place within the Second and Third Internationals. 
In particular it links them to a set of dissenting philosophical voices that were 
raised during the early years of the Third International. The dissenting voices of 
the young György Lukács and Karl Korsch emerged at a moment when there 
existed a genuinely explorative and experimental research culture attached to the 
gradual uncovering of Marx and Engels’ collected works. In this context, phi-
losophers active within the Third International such as Lukács and Korsch rein-
troduced the spectre of philosophy into Marx to criticise a latent theoretical 
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alliance that had formed across the political and analytic splits of the Second and 
Third International around a superficial grasp of Marx and Engels’ claim to have 
broken from classical German philosophy.

The interrogations that were pursued during this brief opening, when the 
question of Hegel’s relation to the Marxist tradition was yet to be settled, 
brought to the surface a problem that would cast a looming shadow over all 
subsequent theoretical trajectories taking Marx as a starting point: namely, how 
to put an end to philosophy, as Marx variously proposes, without by that token 
taking up a philosophical position to do so. This would lead to a potentially infi-
nite regress: by means of what philosophical position does a Marxist judge the 
end of philosophy to be accomplished? What linked the anti-anti-philosophical 
gestures of Korsch and young Lukács was a dissatisfaction with the philosophi-
cal preconceptions that underpinned most authoritative interpretations of the 
end of philosophy motif in Marx. The consistent factor in these interpretations 
was a philosophically naïve, or simply unsubstantiated, justification for the 
rejection of philosophy as such or its dethroning by an insurmountable theo-
retical substitute such as positive science.

In what follows, I will summarily trace the development of the end of phi-
losophy motif as it appears in the writings of Marx and Engels. I will periodise 
the formation of the end of philosophy problematic, as it becomes a prism for 
understanding Marx and criticising the ensuing legacy of authoritative treatments 
of Marx. I will then conclude by tracing the displacement of this problem into 
the French context. In particular, I want to trace the pre-history of Althusser’s 
summation of the various failed attempts to respond to the end of philosophy con-
ceit in Marx, which constituted the departure point for his own response in For 
Marx. This pre-history primarily revolves around the PCF’s journal La Nouvelle 
Critique (NC: 1948–80), which was the intellectual forum in which Althusser 
would publish many of the era-defining texts that would be included in For Marx 
and The Humanist Controversy during the 1960s. Prior to Althusser’s interven-
tions in the journal, NC was also the arena in and around which the question of 
Marx’s relation to philosophy and its end re-entered the fray of Marxist intellec-
tual discussions in the mid 1950s. György Lukács and Karl Korsch’s questions 
concerning the end of philosophy in Marx, which had been pitched against the 
orthodoxy in the interwar years, took on a new relevance in the Cold War context, 
especially in NC, which, in the first 10 years of its existence, was thoroughly in 
thrall to Soviet cultural policy.

A central persona in these debates was Henri Lefebvre, who between 1948 and 
1957 was on the editorial board of NC. Though underrepresented in the growing 
corpus of English-language translations of his work, the period of 1954–6 was 
among the most productive of Lefebvre’s career. During these years, Lefebvre was 
pulled into a number of debates that sharpened his own interpretation of the end of 
philosophy in Marx. The continuity of this problem within postwar French Marxist 
theory across the different historical conjunctures represented by Lefebvre and 
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Althusser can be explained by the different eras the two represented in NC and the 
changing intellectual culture of the PCF more broadly. But it can also be explained 
by the persistent appeal that the question of philosophy in Marx has had, to this 
very day, over militant philosophers who remain unconvinced by the prevailing 
denials of philosophy both in the name of Marxism and anti-Marxism.

THE END OF PHILOSOPHY IN MARX

Marx ascribed to the domain of philosophy as such, and of German Idealism 
specifically, a number of functions and meanings. Indeed, the contexts in which 
he engaged with philosophy, either within its discursive register or as an object 
of inquiry, spanned a range of problematics. These engagements corresponded to 
a specific set of intellectual, political and methodological ambitions and com-
prised distinct sets of disciplinary reference points at given moments in his 
scholarly and political career. No less discontinuous and shaped by the problem-
atics in which he was writing was the motif of the end of philosophy that 
appeared at various moments in his writing. In order, then, to acknowledge the 
divergent intentions that Marx had with his different philosophical ends, it is 
necessary briefly to outline at least four distinct formulations of the end of phi-
losophy that appear in Marx and Engels’ writings and that will form the textual 
reference for the hermeneutic legacy I will be dealing with in this chapter.

The first appears in A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of 
Right (1843–44) and is later reformulated in a slightly different context in the 
Paris Manuscripts, also known as the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts 
(1844).2 In Marx’s Critique the German proletariat is presented as the force negat-
ing the bourgeois world. On the basis of its universal suffering and social power, 
the proletariat is granted the desire and means to overthrow the present state of 
things. It is to do this as the material fulfilment of history’s intrinsic dialectical 
movement, as laid down, albeit only speculatively, by Hegelian philosophy. To 
that effect, Marx concludes:

As philosophy finds its material weapon in the proletariat, so the proletariat finds its spiritual 
weapon in philosophy. And once the lightning of thought has squarely struck this ingenuous 
soil of the people, the emancipation of the Germans into human beings will be accomplished 
… The emancipation of the German is the emancipation of the human being. The head of 
this emancipation is philosophy, its heart the proletariat. Philosophy cannot realize itself 
without the transcendence of the proletariat, and the proletariat cannot transcend itself 
without the realization of philosophy. (Marx and Engels, 1975: 187)

In other contexts, this end of philosophy has been labelled the ‘realisation’ thesis 
(Feenberg, 2014). The idea here is that the aspirations of Hegelian philosophy to 
deliver consciousness from estrangement – to dis-alienate man by ascending 
dialectically to a rational thought that aligns with the essence of reality – is an 
end that can be realised only as and by a real force in the world. Only a material 
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force such as the one embodied by the desire for social change intrinsic to the 
historical condition of the proletariat would alleviate the real conditions of 
estrangement that precede the estrangement of consciousness.3 Such a material 
force would thereby transcend the limits of Hegelian philosophy, which is only 
able to conceive of this dis-alienation in the form of advancing and increasing 
conceptual adequacy and not according to a transformation of the material condi-
tions that generate alienation as such. Yet, in the so-called realisation thesis, 
Marx does not suggest abandoning philosophy as a reference point for thinking 
about emancipation from alienation. Rather, he alludes to the coincidence of 
philosophy’s ambition to construct a non-normative concept which is adequate 
to what is, on the one hand, and the realisation of the destiny of the proletariat, 
on the other. The encounter is given in the form ‘of the mutual “abolition” of the 
two protagonists’ (Kouvelakis, 2018: 332). Marx therefore welds the enterprise 
of philosophy to the fate of the proletariat by conferring upon the latter a set of 
properties that draw their significance from the former.

It is in this sense that Marx also argues that the ‘weapon of criticism’ (Marx 
and Engels, 1975: 182) plays a supplementary role to that material force neces-
sary to realise philosophy. Marx here insists that philosophy is in fact a material 
force – a sentiment that goes back to an article published a year before in which 
he claimed: ‘Philosophy does not exist outside the world, any more than the brain 
exists outside man because it is not situated in the stomach. But philosophy, of 
course, exists in the world through the brain before it stands with its feet on 
the ground’ (Marx and Engels, 1975: 184).4 Even if philosophy professes an 
understanding of the world that ascribes to thought a transcendental status, it 
nevertheless occupies minds that exist in the real world. And, insofar as it retains 
a real existence alongside its ideal existence, it does not disappear by a simple 
refusal or by ‘muttering a few trite and angry phrases about it’ (Marx and Engels, 
1975: 180).5 In that sense, philosophy cannot be abolished without making that 
abolishment a reality. Accordingly, the supersession pursued within philosophy 
is necessary to, even if ultimately dependent upon, the proletariat.

The second end of philosophy is the one we encounter in the 11th of Marx’s 
Theses on Feuerbach: ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world in vari-
ous ways; the point is to change it’ (Marx and Engels, 1969: 15).6 The aphoristic 
sentences that make up the Theses were composed in the spring of 1845 and later 
published by Engels in 1888 in his Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical 
German Philosophy, where the text was first given its title, prior to its inclusion in 
the German Ideology, which was first published in 1932. Given this peculiar pub-
lication history7 and the aphoristic quality of all 11 theses it is harder to extract 
a single meaning from thesis 11, either from the text alone or the context. The 
common understanding of the 11th thesis is that it simply advances an imperative 
to change the world in actions over mere discursive interpretation. Moreover, the 
association it makes between the limitations of interpretation and what philoso-
phers have so far achieved, and the presentation of change as a corrective to those 
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limitations, has often led to the conclusion that Marx is advancing a claim about 
his own position vis-à-vis what philosophers have accomplished hitherto – that 
is, an implicit assertion that his position has exceeded the limits of philosophy as 
such. Read as a continuation of the thrust of the realisation thesis, the 11th thesis 
can appear as an injunction to political revolution – one with which Marx affili-
ated his own position – over a revolution in philosophy alone.

Later, however, the Theses would be invested with a somewhat different 
semantic charge by a number of periodisations appearing in Marx and Engels’ 
later prefatory remarks. In the preface to A Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy (1859), Marx would say of his and Engels’ intention ‘in the 
spring of 1845’, when the theses were written, that it was ‘to set forth together 
our conception as opposed to the ideological one of German philosophy, in fact to 
settle accounts with our former philosophical conscience’. This is one of the few 
definitive periodising markers that Marx provides of his relation to philosophy 
following the manuscripts from which the German Ideology would be culled. It is 
one that retroactively ties the position beyond the ‘mere interpretation’ expressed 
in the 11th thesis to the content of his mature critique of political economy. It 
therefore implicitly marks a discontinuity with the so-called realisation thesis. 
In the same text, the status of the 1845 manuscripts, including the Theses, is 
inflected somewhat differently again. He says: ‘We abandoned the manuscript to 
the gnawing criticism of the mice all the more willingly since we had achieved 
our main purpose – self-clarification’ (Marx and Engels, 1969: 505).8 In other 
words, the texts themselves did not record a definitive settling of accounts with 
post-Hegelian philosophy but had the merit of allowing Marx and Engels to work 
out how to move beyond philosophy – even if the results of this clarification 
would be expressed elsewhere.

Some 40 years after the Theses were drafted, Engels would consecrate the 
legacy of the 11th thesis for a generation of Marxist commentators to follow in 
his foreword to Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy 
(1888). There, echoing Marx’s statements in the 1859 preface, Engels explained 
the purpose of his text: it was precisely to carry out the work that had been left 
unfinished in the German Ideology – that is, to produce ‘a short, coherent account 
of our relation to the Hegelian philosophy, of how we proceeded, as well as of 
how we separated, from it’. Reflecting on the status of the 1845 manuscripts in 
the light of this ambition he says:

I have once again ferreted out and looked over the old manuscript of 1845–46 [The German 
Ideology] …in an old notebook of Marx’s I have found the 11 Theses on Feuerbach, printed 
here as an appendix. These are notes hurriedly scribbled down for later elaboration, abso-
lutely not intended for publication, but invaluable as the first document in which is deposited 
the brilliant germ of the new world outlook. (Engels, 2009: 1)

The philological significance that Engels attached to the Theses on Feuerbach not 
only reinforced the idea that the Theses recorded a significant threshold as regards 
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the division between Marx and Engels’ earlier philosophical conscience and the new 
world outlook of a materialist conception of history but also framed the significance 
of this new world outlook in terms of an ‘end of classical German philosophy’.

At the end of the text, Engels claimed that Marx’s ‘conception [of history] 
puts an end to philosophy in the realm of history, just as the dialectical concep-
tion of nature makes all natural philosophy both unnecessary and impossible’ 
(Engels, 2009: 60–1). The implication was that Marx’s conception of historical 
development, based upon a scientific investigation of the laws shaping material 
processes and individual motives, had rendered obsolete a philosophical concep-
tion of history. In that sense, Engels revised somewhat the realisation thesis. The 
‘German working-class movement’ remained the ‘the inheritor of German classi-
cal philosophy’. Now, however, this encounter would be composed of the will of 
the working class to act upon history and a scientific theory that aimed to produce 
an objective account of the interconnected material processes that comprise the 
movement of history.

This reading represents yet another inflection of the 11th thesis. According 
to the framework of the opposition between ruminative philosophical interpreta-
tion and practical change, Engels posits a necessary theoretical component to the 
revolutionary impulse of the proletariat. Unlike the reading of the 11th thesis that 
takes at face value the injunction for political struggle over discursive interpreta-
tion, Engels’ reading confers on scientific theory a supplementary but necessary 
role in this dynamic. But where the weapon of criticism had been the theoretical 
arm of the proletariat in Marx’s realisation thesis, for Engels it was the progres-
sive development of scientific discourse that was yoked together with the prole-
tariat in its revolutionary course.

Engels’ revision brings together arguments that Marx put forward about the 
epistemological superiority of a dialectical and materialist conception of history 
over philosophy with earlier arguments about the role of the proletariat as the 
bearer of philosophy’s destiny. Echoes of the former can be traced back to the 
German Ideology, where Marx refers to the inadequacies of philosophy on spe-
cifically epistemological grounds:

Where speculation ends, where real life starts, there consequently begins real, positive sci-
ence, the expounding of the practical activity, of the practical process of development of 
men. Empty phrases about consciousness end, and real knowledge has to take their place. 
When the reality is described, a self-sufficient philosophy [die selbständige Philosophie] loses 
its medium of existence. At the best its place can only be taken by a summing-up of the most 
general results, abstractions which are derived from the observation of the historical devel-
opment of men. These abstractions in themselves, divorced from real history, have no value 
whatsoever. (Marx and Engels, 2010a: 37)

Here the end of philosophy results from the revelation of philosophy’s erroneous 
departure point (the mind as primary) on the basis of a new departure point (matter 
as primary). In this formulation, Marx argues that the chief defect of (Hegelian) 
philosophy is its assumption that the criteria of objectivity are accessible by way 
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of an application of a dialectical method to speculative propositions. In this sense 
philosophy comes to an end, not according to its own theoretical criteria, but 
because a sounder theoretical enterprise has proven the limitations of its episte-
mological aspirations from the outside. But in Engels’ elucidation of this theo-
retical advancement, the proletariat, whose historical destiny continues to derive 
from and correspond to the realisation of philosophy, is assisted in its mission by 
a theoretical enterprise that has in fact outstripped philosophy.

The last formulation of the end of philosophy that is of relevance to our argu-
ment is one in which Engels appears to assign philosophy a posthumous voca-
tion. In On Dialectics (1878) and Dialectics of Nature (1883), Engels describes 
philosophy as returning to life for the sole purpose of ‘posthumously’ exact-
ing revenge over the natural sciences for the ‘latter having deserted it’. In On 
Dialectics, Engels registers that the desertion of Hegel in favour of positivis-
tic natural science reflected the epistemological exigencies of a socio-economic 
reality more than a genuine theoretical development. As such, ‘dialectics too was 
thrown overboard … and so there was a helpless relapse into the old metaphys-
ics’ (Engels, 1959: 456)9 in scientific discourses. With this turn, long-refuted 
philosophical reflexes and abstractions returned in new theoretical guises – espe-
cially as regards the conceptual ordering of results furnished by empirical sci-
ence. Engels would make the point most vividly in Dialectics of Nature:

Natural scientists believe that they free themselves from philosophy by ignoring it or abusing 
it. They cannot, however, make any headway without thought, and for thought they need 
thought determinations. But they take these categories unreflectingly … from uncritical and 
unsystematic reading of philosophical writings of all kinds. Hence they are no less in bond-
age to philosophy but unfortunately in most cases to the worst philosophy, and those who 
abuse philosophy most are slaves to precisely the worst vulgarized relics of the worst phi-
losophies … they are still under the domination of philosophy. It is only a question whether 
they want to be dominated by a bad, fashionable philosophy or by a form of theoretical 
thought which rests on acquaintance with the history of thought and its achievements. 
(Engels, 1934: 210)

For Engels, the only way of countering such philosophical impulses from dimin-
ishing the genuine achievements of positive knowledge was to ‘return, in one form 
or another, from metaphysical to dialectical thinking’ (Engels, 1959: 457). This, 
Engels claimed, was the objective of Capital, wherein Marx applied the dialectical 
method ‘to the facts of an empirical science, political economy’ (Engels, 1959: 460). 
From this perspective, dialectical philosophy must not come to an end, precisely 
because old metaphysical philosophy survives its own supersession by implanting 
one-sided thought determinations into the theoretical discourse that takes its place.

For Engels, therefore, all that survived of dialectical philosophy’s previous 
incarnation was its unique capacity to assist the conceptual arrangement and 
development of scientific understanding. According to Engels’ Anti-Dühring 
(1877), what remained of philosophy in Marx was a ‘science of thought and its 
laws – formal logic and dialectics’ (Engels, 1959: 40). Marx echoed this senti-
ment in his Postface to the Second Edition (1873) of Capital, where, against his 
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contemporaries who treated Hegel as a ‘dead dog’, he avowed his direct inheri-
tance from his dialectical method. In Capital, Marx admitted, one finds a rational 
application of the dialectical method in the presentation of scientific material. 
The dialectic, Marx added, ‘does not let itself be impressed by anything, being 
in its very essence critical and revolutionary’ (Marx, 1982: 102) and for that 
reason served the purpose of lifting conclusions made within bourgeois science 
out of their state of abstraction.10 In this light, the afterlife of Hegelian philoso-
phy appeared in the persistence of the negative as a critical heuristic in Marx’s 
treatment of one-sided thought determinations in bourgeois political economy. 
But the precise nature of the relationship between Marx and Hegel’s dialectical 
method was never explicitly dealt with by Marx. Even while he acknowledged 
taking cues from Hegel’s Logic while drafting the Grundrisse (1857–88) and 
engaged directly, if very briefly, with the question of his method in the notes 
that make up the 1857 Introduction to A Contribution to a Critique of Political 
Economy (Marx, 1973: 81–109), Marx never managed to write those ‘2 or 3 
sheets’ that were intended to make ‘accessible to the common reader the ratio-
nal aspect of the method which Hegel not only discovered but also mystified’ 
(Marx and Engels, 2010b: 249).11 As such, the writings of Engels dealing with 
this question in a more sustained manner would become an influential stand-in 
for interpreters of the following generation. Yet, as we will see, the late Engelsian 
inspiration, which shifted the register from the political to the epistemological, 
would play an important role in postwar elaborations of the end of philosophy 
problematic in the French context (Althusser and Balibar, 2009; Lecourt, 1975).

AGAINST THE ORTHODOXY

The end of philosophy became an explicitly acknowledged interpretative problem 
in readings of Marx, especially for those committed to a critique of the legacy of 
‘official’ interpretations, following the decline of the Second International and in 
the midst of the consolidation of the Third International. It emerged when a 
number of European philosophers who had studied Hegelian philosophy, either 
through sustained direct engagement or through the work of interpretative media-
tors, found their way toward Marx and the Communist parties of their own coun-
tries. Arriving at Marx and the Communist movement in this way, they came with 
an awareness of the motifs of the end that ran through Hegel’s body of work: the 
end of religion, the end of ethical life, the end of art and the end of philosophy 
itself in absolute knowledge and its realisation in the state (Rose, 1995). Of this 
grouping of dissident Marxist communists, the most prominent figures were 
Henri Lefebvre, Karl Korsch, Antonio Gramsci and György Lukács.

In each case these thinkers would reintegrate the full scope of the philosophi-
cal perspectives and ambitions of the Hegelian project into their readings of Marx 
to get to the root of what distinguished his philosophical intervention and in 
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particular the nature of his injunction to end or realise philosophy. In this sense 
they brought interpretative perspectives to the Marxian corpus that had formed 
around the discontinuity of the motif of the end of philosophy in Marx’s writing. 
Their inquiry was pitched against unreflective understandings of Marx which 
papered over these ambiguities, and, in that regard, the way philosophy had been 
‘shoved unceremoniously aside’.12

These figures of the so-called Western Marxist13 camp explicitly contested 
the orthodoxy according to the framework of the end of philosophy problematic. 
Karl Korsch, in his 1923 Marxism and Philosophy (Korsch, 2013), was among 
the first Marxist thinkers to launch a polemic against the philosophical inco-
herence of the orthodoxy according to the conceptual framework of the end of 
philosophy. There and in his addendum to the text, ‘The Present State of the 
Problem of ‘Marxism and Philosophy’ (1930), Korsch described the interpre-
tative norms that had hardened around the question of philosophy in Marxism 
within and outside the Second International. These norms, which had distinct 
theoretical constituencies – mainly of the neo-Kantian and neo-Hegelian variety 
(Sheehan, 2017) – corresponded to a front that had formed around the question of 
the specificity of Marx’s philosophy, resulting in the end, as in the terminus point, 
of philosophical development. He counselled against the pervasive philosophical 
eclecticism then characterising the Second International:

Any thorough elucidation of the relationship between ‘Marxism and philosophy’ must start 
from the unambiguous statements of Marx and Engels themselves that a necessary result of 
their dialectical-materialist standpoint was the supersession, not only of bourgeois idealist 
philosophy, but simultaneously of all philosophy as such. (Korsch, 2013: 49)

In Korsch’s view, the lack of attention paid to these statements reflected the con-
tinued hold of bourgeois conceptions of philosophy over the intended practical 
purchase of Marx’s philosophical intervention. Such conceptions obscured from 
view the central problems for Marxist philosophy:

The problem is … how we should understand the abolition of philosophy of which Marx and 
Engels spoke – mainly in the 1840s, but on many later occasions as well. How should this 
process be accomplished, or has it already been accomplished … Should this abolition of 
philosophy be regarded as accomplished so to speak once and for all by a single intellectual 
deed of Marx and Engels? Should it be regarded as accomplished only for Marxists, or for 
the whole proletariat, or for the whole of humanity … what is the relationship of Marxism 
to philosophy so long as this arduous process has not yet attained its final goal, the abolition 
of philosophy? (Korsch, 2013: 51–2)

In Korsch’s view, the philosophical inertia that had led to a revival of pre-Marx-
ist philosophical positions to supplement a Marxist position in politics was a 
reflection and a reinforcement of the limits reached in the course of the con-
crete historical development of bourgeois society. He argued that most of the 
major thinkers associated with the Second International resolved that philosophi-
cal questions were unimportant in view of the new historical reality facing the 
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Second International – a situation that had both theoretical and political dimen-
sions. Theoretically, the philosophical problematic had been overtaken by natural 
science. Politically, parties affiliated with Marxist theory were gaining mass sup-
port within the working classes, and a new International purified of its non-Marx-
ist elements was on the horizon. In Korsch’s view, when the orthodoxy did not 
uphold this tolerant indifference to philosophical questions, it either accepted that 
Marxism was a coherent scientific system that surpassed the explanatory power 
of philosophy as such, that it consisted of a fully fledged philosophical doctrine 
embracing all philosophical questions or that it was a theoretical discourse that 
required philosophical supplementation from other metaphysical systems. All 
these cases represented a general philosophical blockage that had its counterpart 
in the forestalling of a truly revolutionary social practice.

Following the Marx of the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, Korsch 
insisted on the necessity of grasping ‘philosophies and other ideological systems 
in theory as realities, and to treat them in practice as such’ (Korsch, 2013: 72). This 
meant neither rejecting ideological systems in favour of pure science or political 
praxis shorn of theoretical principle, nor reverting to prior bourgeois philosophy 
systems. Instead, it meant linking philosophical inquiry to the requisites of revo-
lutionary practice, mindful of the fact that practice is itself encumbered by the 
reality of ideological systems including philosophy. Korsch, therefore, stressed 
the dialectical relationship between intellectual activity, social consciousness and 
social practice as part of the total movement of revolutionary practice. From that 
perspective, Korsch viewed Marx’s critique of political economy as a continua-
tion of his critique of ideological realities in the system of bourgeois economics. 
It was thus aimed at demystifying the specific forms of social consciousness cor-
responding to bourgeois economics in order to usher in the practical disintegra-
tion of its ideological hold over reality.

At roughly the same moment, Lukács had begun to problematise and re-
instantiate Marx’s realisation thesis in what would become his History and Class 
Consciousness.14 His book raised deeper questions concerning Marx’s relation-
ship with the philosophical tradition, probing the connection between the prole-
tariat, philosophy and its realisation (Feenberg, 2014: 91–121). The result offers a 
profoundly revised account of the end of philosophy in Marx by linking together 
insights from Marx’s Critique of Hegel, the Hegelian conception of totality, con-
temporaneous theories of reification (namely Weber and Simmel) and an eluci-
dation of the material and social abstractions described in Capital. In Lukács’ 
version of the end of philosophy, the discrete reified practices constitutive of the 
totality of capitalist social relations, and by extension the antinomies of bour-
geois philosophy (i.e. the gulf between subject and object, freedom and necessity, 
value and fact, etc.), were to be overcome in the coincidence of a knowledge of 
that totality and the praxis of the proletarian class-subject.

These efforts to reckon with the end of philosophy problematic in Marx in the 
first quarter of the twentieth century would serve as the intellectual sources for 
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some of the most significant strands of Marxist theory in the following decades. 
It is well known that Korsch’s and Lukács’ formulations of the end of philosophy 
in Marx were central to the diverse theoretical developments that grew out of the 
Frankfurt School. Lukács’ reconfiguration of the realisation thesis was the start-
ing point for Theodor W. Adorno’s Negative Dialectics (1966),15 while Korsch’s 
challenge to the evolutionist proclivities of the orthodoxy would inform Walter 
Benjamin’s conceptualisation of a non-linear historical materialism (Löwy, 1995).

LEFEBVRE, ALTHUSSER AND THE END OF PHILOSOPHY

In the formation of this intellectual heritage around the question of the end of 
philosophy in Marx, the place of French Communist intellectual culture of the 
interwar period tends to be overlooked in favour of the better-known trajectory 
of the Frankfurt School. Yet, curiously, the French course has played a consider-
able role in determining the development of the problem in later debates. Here I 
will focus specifically on the course that develops out of Lefebvre’s role in this 
theoretical genealogy. I take his part in establishing the problem of the end of 
philosophy in Marx within the PCF during the Stalin years as foundational to a 
conceptual lineage that takes on distinct expressions in debates of the 1960s in 
France. Lefebvre and his collaborator Norbert Guterman played a key role in 
introducing French readers to many of Marx’s early writings and to markedly 
philosophical versions of Engels and Lenin. In the late 1920s, those revolving 
around the Revue Marxiste (1928–9) received from David Riazanov, the director 
of the Marx and Engels Institute in Moscow, untranslated versions of the 1844 
Manuscripts, the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, Engels’ On Dialectics 
and Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks and On the Significance of Militant 
Materialism. From the year of the journal’s existence up to the establishment of 
the Vichy government and the institution of the ‘Otto List’, which blacklisted a 
number of Guterman and Lefebvre’s books,16 they translated these texts and 
provided introductory commentaries deeply informed by their pre-Marxist philo-
sophical interrogations. Lefebvre’s interwar intellectual concerns primarily 
revolved around the idealist philosophy of Schelling and Hegel. He was among 
the earliest French intellectuals to use German Idealism to challenge the vitalist 
philosophy of Henri Bergson, which held a dominant position in French aca-
demia during the interwar years (Burkhard, 1994). His trajectory toward 
Marxism out of such philosophical predilections was formed in a context of 
mounting political sympathy for fascism and nationalism across Europe (Elden, 
2004: 67–9). Thus, by the postwar period his interpretation of Marx would sub-
stantially part ways from both the Stalinist orthodoxy and the new wave of exis-
tentialist Marxism (Poster, 1975). Lefebvre was part of that initial generation of 
dissident Marxist philosophers who were contemporaneous with the immediate 
aftermath of the Russian Revolution and witnessed the growth of fascism across 
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Europe. Like Lukács and Korsch, he played a role in shedding light over 
unknown dimensions of the Marxian and Marxist corpus and followed Marx’s 
own trajectory through German Idealism before reaching the end of philosophy 
in Marxism and political militancy. The reality of political activism within the 
Stalinist party would, however, profoundly alter Lefebvre’s understanding of the 
end of philosophy motif in Marx (Lefebvre, 1959: 33–7).

I will not dwell on the philological significance of Lefebvre’s formative 
engagements with Marx and Hegel from the interwar years. Rather, I want to 
explore another overlooked period of Lefebvre’s intellectual trajectory – a 
moment when the legacy of the end of philosophy motif had acquired renewed 
relevance in the French context. It is at this juncture, in the 1950s, that the ques-
tion of the relationship of philosophy to Marx would be significantly inflected 
by the prevailing conditions of both Marxist intellectual culture and academic 
philosophical debate in France.

The field of French Marxist debate saw two important publications in 1955. 
The first of these was Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Adventures of the Dialectic. This 
book brought attention to the interpretative centrality of the end of philosophy 
motif in reading Marx. Merleau-Ponty cast the legacies of Korsch and Lukács, 
which had been repressed in the Stalinist years, as the prelude to his own effort 
to definitively establish the philosophical status of Marxism against the anti-phil-
osophical bent of the PCF and the existential Marxism and ‘ultra-Bolshevism’ 
of Jean-Paul Sartre. Following Andrei Zhdanov’s cultural policy in the Soviet 
context, the PCF’s spokesman on intellectuals Laurent Casanova developed a 
campaign in the late 1940s to minimise the initiative of intellectuals and their 
independence in relation to the party and its theoretical orientations (Caute, 1964). 
The emergence of the party journal La Nouvelle Critique (NC) in 1948 coincided 
with the PCF’s embrace of Zhdanovist cultural policy. For the first seven years 
of its existence, the journal was the most dogmatic adherent to Soviet theoretical 
prescriptions among the party reviews. The writers of NC took up the gaunt-
let thrown down by Zhdanov to form a ‘philosophical front’ (Zhdanov, 1950: 
103). On the release of Adventures of the Dialectic, the PCF held a conference 
in which a number of NC’s most prominent intellectuals, including Lefebvre, 
issued ideological rebukes against the text. The publication of the transcript of 
the conference included a letter written by Lukács in which he distanced himself 
from History and Class Consciousness (HaCC) and by extension the aims of 
Merleau-Ponty in reinstating the urgency of its inquiries (Garaudy et al., 1956).

The second important publication was Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks, pub-
lished in full by the PCF’s publishing house, Éditions Sociales (Lenin, 1955). This 
was the first French translation of all the notebooks after Lefebvre and Guterman’s 
publication of the notebooks on Hegel (Lenin, 1938). A lot was at stake for the 
PCF in maintaining the image of a particular type of philosophical Lenin in the 
1950s, especially one untainted by Hegelian residues. The reception of Lenin’s 
Philosophical Notebooks was very much shaped by this historical context.
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Within this context, Lefebvre took up a position that skirted the various debates 
and fronts that were forming around the publication of Lenin’s notebooks and 
Merleau-Ponty’s Adventures. Lefebvre’s somewhat tendentious manoeuvre in 
these debates was both to contest Merleau-Ponty’s effort to re-establish Marxism 
as a philosophy, and to avoid rehearsing Lenin’s reflection theory as was the 
common recourse of PCF intellectuals in their dealing with counter-theorisations 
of subjectivity. Lefebvre did this by advancing Lenin’s commentary on Hegel. 
In a lecture entitled ‘The Philosopher and His Time’, delivered at the Hungarian 
Institute in Paris in June 1955 to mark Lukács’ 70th birthday, Lefebvre dwelt 
upon the attention the Hungarian philosopher’s 1922 book had gained in contem-
poraneous French debates (Lefebvre and Tort, 1985). He argued that a philosoph-
ical alliance had formed across the ideological fronts represented respectively 
by ‘the team of young Marxists’ of NC and by Merleau-Ponty, precisely around 
their shared adherence to the young Lukács’ interpretation of the realisation the-
sis in Marx. Merleau-Ponty praised the way HaCC enriched the philosophical 
dimensions of Marxism but lamented the fact that Lukács had been subsequently 
forced to accept ‘the lessons of philosophical Leninism’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1974: 
68), which had become a philosophy of conformity. The unity between these two 
antagonists, one defending Marxism as a philosophy in its explicit fidelity to 
the young Lukács and the other representing Marxism as a political ideology in 
its explicit rejection of young Lukács, was forged in what Lefebvre saw as their 
shared understanding of the nexus between consciousness, the proletariat and the 
realisation of philosophy. For Lefebvre, the assumption in HaCC that the con-
sciousness of the proletariat had a privileged historical character, grounded in its 
identity with an absolute knowledge of the historical process, ultimately aligned 
with the notion of a proletarian science which had been adopted by the writ-
ers of NC. The idea of a proletarian science had its basis in the assumption that 
because scientific knowledge was the product of a society divided into classes, 
science itself, at the level of the concept, carried a class character. Only a science 
based on the universal subject could challenge its ideological instrumentalisation 
by a dominant class and move scientific knowledge toward objectivity (Lecourt, 
1977). This, as far as Lefebvre was concerned, was the argument from HaCC 
heralded by Merleau-Ponty against the Stalinist orthodoxy. The ideological fault 
lines dividing the two fronts obscured the philosophical consonance that had been 
reached in their conflation of the consciousness of the proletariat and an absolute 
(or objective scientific) knowledge of the historical processes. For Lefebvre, if 
the proletariat had already become the bearer of the destiny of philosophy by dint 
of the general form that consciousness takes in the process of proletarianisation, 
then the coincidence of the subject and the object of the revolution must neces-
sarily have already taken place.

In the same year, Lefebvre restaged this critique in a debate with Roger Garaudy 
(Garaudy and Lefebvre, 1955), who had condemned Lefebvre’s dalliances 
with the ‘bourgeois’ sociologist Georges Gurvitch, who himself had explicitly 



THE END OF PHILOSOPHY 933

criticised HaCC on the basis that it dealt ‘with a philosophy and even more pre-
cisely with a metaphysics of the proletarian class’ (Lefebvre and Tort, 1985: 29).17 
The outcome of this debate was Lefebvre’s insistence that theoretical research 
must remain autonomous from the ideological priorities of the party, citing Lenin 
of the Philosophical Notebooks in his defence. For Lefebvre, it was necessary 
to push beyond rigid conceptual abstractions that had been gleaned from Marx 
and that the party had uncritically consecrated, especially class and proletariat. 
The responsibility of the intellectual was not, as Garaudy had suggested, to lean 
uncritically on Marxian categories and presume a systematic understanding of a 
capitalist mode of production that would reveal a logic of the proletariat. Rather, 
it was incumbent upon Marxist intellectuals to historicise critically such eter-
nalised categories – to disclose the historically specific hierarchy of relations that 
constituted the totality of class domination and in doing so come to an enriched 
understanding of the conditions for revolutionary alliances and actions.

In the following year, Lefebvre would draft his definitive statement on Lenin’s 
philosophy, Pour Connaître la Pensée de Lénine (1957) – a text that would crys-
tallise his own effort to establish a philosophical Lenin against the orthodoxy 
but also lay the foundations of his own re-interpretation of the end of philoso-
phy in Marx. In the text, Lefebvre made the case that all of Lenin’s economic 
writings from the late 1890s onward were based on a consistent methodological 
principle. The common thread of Lenin’s empirical research was that he treated 
his own socio-economic formation as a concrete living whole not reducible to 
a pre-existing formal model. This made Lenin’s analyses open-ended so as to 
be able to critically disclose the conjunctural specificity of Marxian categories. 
Crucially, such examinations were sensitive to those intermediary vestiges of pre-
capitalist modes of production that ostensibly fell outside the capitalist mode 
of production understood as a self-contained and totalising system. But it was 
from Lenin’s philosophical writings, namely his writings on Hegel’s Logic in 
his Philosophical Notebooks (1914–16), that Lefebvre extracted a philosophical 
elucidation of the theory of knowledge that underpinned Lenin’s methodology. 
There, in his ‘materialist’ commentary on Hegel, Lenin laid out the ‘methodol-
ogy and logic that Marx did not have time to elaborate’ (Lefebvre, 1957: 186) but 
which appeared in embryonic form in the 1857 Introduction to the Grundrisse. 
Lefebvre gleaned from Lenin’s scattered notes a formulation of Marx’s theory 
of knowledge that represented the fundamental gesture in the latter’s prolonged 
struggle to overcome classical German philosophy: the imperative for an ongoing 
radical critique of the absolute knowledge claims of philosophy in all its vari-
ants. In his own context, Marx carried out this radical critique within the domain 
of political economy. For Lefebvre, therefore, the end of philosophy for Marx 
neither involved building a new philosophy to take the place of all that had gone 
before, nor denying philosophy as such in the presupposition of the constitution 
and inclination of the proletariat. Rather, it entailed an unending critical exposure 
of philosophical conceptions to their non-philosophical outside, confronting a 
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systematic and absolutising thought with those elements that were in excess of 
its formal logic. It was according to this theoretical principle that Lenin had ‘de-
systematised’ Marx’s formal account of capitalism in Capital in his economic 
analyses of Russia at the turn of the century.

In same year that Lefebvre published his Lenin book, he was excluded from 
NC along with three other members of the editorial board. The fallout of this 
upheaval was that in the space of two years (1958–59), the editorial board of the 
journal was almost completely overhauled. It was in this context that Althusser 
rose to prominence within the party and beyond. With a series of articles pub-
lished in NC and the party’s other major intellectual journal, La Pensée : revue du 
rationalisme moderne (1939), Althusser would radically alter traditions of under-
standing that had been brought to bear upon the question of philosophy in Marx. 
Principally, he would depart from those who had been too much prejudiced by 
Stalin’s profanation of Marxist philosophy to take up the task of constructing a 
philosophy in the name of Marx. In Althusser’s view, anti-systematic reflexes 
such as Lefebvre’s were understandable in view of Stalin’s use of Marxist philos-
ophy to justify state repression. But the ideological struggle internal to the intel-
lectual arm of the PCF had set in motion a litany of theoretical paradigms that, 
though critical of Stalinism, would ultimately muddy the distinction between 
Marxist philosophy and the philosophy of his predecessors. In the early 1960s, 
this theoretical inheritance showed itself most vividly, in Althusser’s view, in the 
wave of Marxists content to bury Marx within a problematic that he had broken 
from more than a century before: philosophical humanism.

Althusser’s 1965 introduction to For Marx would explicitly clarify that the 
articles included in the text had been concertedly aimed at radically transform-
ing the prism through which the Marxian injunction to put an end to philosophy 
had previously been understood. Indeed, in the introduction Althusser would trace 
the roots of his own theoretical interventions to the various failed attempts in the 
French context to carry out the abolition of philosophy in Marx’s name. In this 
sense, Althusser’s intellectual ambitions of the mid 1960s had been directly shaped 
by the theoretical preoccupations of his immediate predecessors within the intel-
lectual arm of the party. Lefebvre’s radical critique was acknowledged among the 
various interpretations that Althusser condemned as part of a necessary phase of 
anti-dogmatism. It was an interpretation that assumed the death of philosophy in 
the form of the ‘evanescent’ life of philosophical negation (Althusser, 2005: 29).

In a pivotal passage in his introduction, Althusser claimed that his own bid 
to substantiate Marxist philosophy had been occasioned by the withering of the 
constrictive conditions that had so severely muffled the question of philosophy 
within the party for so many years – here the reference was explicitly to the 
dogmatism of proletarian science. Pitched against this impetus, Althusser linked 
the theoretical demand he was aiming to address with the previously repressed 
legacies of the young Lukács and Korsch. By then their names had lost their role 
as markers of ideological partisanships:18



THE END OF PHILOSOPHY 935

The end of dogmatism puts us face to face with this reality: that Marxist philosophy … has 
still largely to be constituted … that the theoretical difficulties we debated in the dogmatist 
night were not completely artificial – rather they were largely the result of a meagrely elabo-
rated Marxist philosophy; or better, that in the rigid caricatural forms we suffered or main-
tained, including the theoretical monstrosity of the two sciences, something of an unsettled 
problem was really present in grotesque and blind forms – the writings of theoretical Leftism 
(the young Lukács and Korsch) which have recently been re-published are a sufficient witness 
to this; and finally, that our lot and our duty today is quite simply to pose and confront these 
problems in the light of day, if Marxist philosophy is to acquire some real existence or achieve 
a little theoretical consistency. (Althusser, 2005: 30–1)

Contrary to those intellectual histories that would counterpose Althusser’s enter-
prise to a generic legacy of Marxist humanism (Poster, 1975), the legacy of the 
end of philosophy in Marx binds Althusser’s contributions to another lineage of 
Marxist theory. This intellectual genealogy is one that comes together around an 
insistent concern for the question of the relation of philosophy and revolution-
ary politics in Marx. In this light, Althusser’s self-described ‘theoreticist devia-
tions’ (Althusser, 1976: 105) of the mid 1960s can be seen less as the apologia 
for party bureaucracy and Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy that they would come to 
be regarded as (Rancière, 2011). Rather, they can be understood as an effort to 
recharge the stakes of a repressed legacy specifically around the question con-
cerning the end of philosophy in Marx.

A THOUSAND MARXISMS

Among the ‘thousand Marxisms’ (Tosel, 2009: 82) that would flourish following 
the decline of orthodox Althusserianism and actually existing socialism, many 
thinkers influenced by his problematic would continue to pursue the question of 
philosophy in Marx (Labica, 1980; Sève, 1980; Garo, 2000; Derrida, 2006; 
Badiou, 2009; Bensaïd, 2009; Balibar, 2014). But where the exigency motivating 
Althusser’s new response to the end of philosophy in Marx was the decline of 
Stalinism, contemporary efforts to formulate a response have been forced to 
reckon with a new reality: the withdrawal of the organisational structures that 
had previously guaranteed the efficacy of Marx’s philosophy. What becomes an 
‘improbable philosophy’ for Etienne Balibar, precisely because it must ‘be out 
of step with any institution’ (Balibar, 2014: 118), becomes for Alain Badiou ‘the 
third era’ of the existence of the Idea of communism distinguished above all by 
the fact that the ‘party-form, like that of the socialist State, is no longer suitable 
for providing real support’ (Douzinas and Žižek, 2010: 13), while for Jacques 
Derrida the continued interpellative address of the end of philosophy injunction 
in Marx after the putative ‘death of Marxism’ brings into relief the undialectis-
able anachronism of a truly self-negating philosophy (Derrida, 2006).

Responses to this impasse have varied. Derrida insists on a necessary nego-
tiation with the political-philosophical nexus in Marx’s thought. This would 
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begin, he argues, with a reconfiguration of the structure determining the relation 
between politics and philosophy in order once again to respond to the end of 
philosophy injunction in Marx (Derrida, 2006). Others, like Judith Balso, advo-
cate abandoning the Althusserian-Leninist legacy altogether, urging the complete 
dis-articulation of philosophy from politics. The aspiration here is to give back 
theoretical autonomy to particularised political struggles against the universal 
reach of philosophical thought (Douzinas and Žižek, 2010: 15–32). Badiou, on 
the other hand, proposes a response to the end of philosophy that substitutes the 
end for ‘the watchword: “one more step”. Or that of Beckett’s Unnameable: “you 
must go on”’ (Badiou, 2011: 67). Or, again, ‘the end of this End’ (Badiou, 1999: 
121; Toscano, 2000) of philosophy. Yet, in view of what Bensaïd calls his ‘axio-
matics of resistance’ (Hallward, 2004: 105), Badiou’s neo-Pascalian wager on the 
aleatory event – a well-subscribed current attributable to posthumous excavations 
of late Althusser (Althusser, 2006) – converts the injunction in Marx into a mili-
tant attentisme beyond all calculation. The other face of this distance-taking from 
institutionality is the ‘new revisionism’ that emerged out of yet another peri-
odisation associated with Althusser – the post-revolutionary ‘crisis of Marxism’ 
(Althusser, 1979) – that would bear the name Post-Marxism (Kouvelakis, 2021: 
5). Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau’s rehabilitation of liberal democracy 
as the ultimate horizon for universal emancipation (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985) 
becomes, in Stathis Kouvelakis’ estimation, an expression of ‘a substantial part 
of the “objective Spirit”, to quote Hegel’s term, of the historical moment marked 
by the defeat of the revolutions of the 20th century’ (Kouvelakis, 2021: 11). On 
that basis, and in response to what Perry Anderson had already diagnosed as 
a ‘poverty of strategy’ (Anderson, 1983: 28) in the hasty capitulations of late 
Western Marxism, and what Bensaïd detected as ‘the eclipse of strategic reason’ 
(Bensaïd, 2007: 44) in the Marxisant renewals that followed, Isabelle Garo opts 
for a return to the strategic in her re-reading of Marx. This conjunctural rebut-
tal to both Post-Marxist revisionism and post-Althusserian attentisme aims to 
re-establish the organic link between theory and practice around the priority of 
inventing concrete means of conquering power and the conceptual mediations 
necessary to avoid the reversal of those means into ends (Garo, 2019).

With the critique, disgrace and forgetting of Althusser, and the more recent 
reconstruction of a subterranean Althusser against an orthodox Althusserianism, 
the longer trajectory of the end of philosophy problematic has receded into the 
distance. The value of recounting this pre-history today is to show that Marxist 
thought and practice has always had a deeply uneasy relationship with the project 
of philosophical self-clarification and an even more unstable relationship with 
its intended philosophical self-negation. Yet the motif of the end of philosophy 
in the Marxian corpus has consistently served as a pivotal site for radicalising 
interpretations of the status of philosophy in Marx and revolutionary practice. It 
thus remains an important place for us to return in our efforts to understand the 
relationship between Marx, Marxism and philosophy.
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Notes

1  Althusser imported both terms into the Marxist idiom from contemporaneous non-Marxist theories. 
The problematic was taken from Jacques Monod and the epistemological break was taken from 
Gaston Bachelard.

2  The philosophical questions to which this end of philosophy was a response were prefigured as far 
back as Marx’s 1841 dissertation thesis, The Difference between the Democritean and Epicurean 
Philosophy of Nature. For a full account of Marx’s broader trajectory toward this point, see Kouvelakis 
(2018: 238–332).

3  Lucio Colletti shows that, beginning in his Critique, Marx specifies not only that Hegel’s philosophy 
was ‘upside-down’ by making mind primary, but that abstractions had taken root within the con-
crete reality that Hegel’s philosophy attempted to reflect (Marx, 1975: 32–3). Marx’s notion of ‘real 
abstraction’ has gained attention in recent years (Lange, Chapter 32, this Handbook).

4  This quote comes from Rheinische Zeitung No. 191, July 10, 1842, Supplement.
5  This quote comes from Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right.
6  This is also translated as ‘Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the 

point is to change it’.
7  For a detailed account, see Carver and Blank (2014).
8  This quote is taken from ‘Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy’.
9  This quote is taken from ‘The Old Preface to Anti-Dühring: On Dialectics’.
10  Chris Arthur has followed up these late attestations and has attempted to reconstruct Marx’s dialec-

tical method in Capital via Hegel (Arthur, 2002). Bertell Ollman and Tony Smith use Marx’s famous 
1858 letter to Engels as the departure point for their collection of recent writings on dialectics in 
Marx (Ollman and Smith, 2008).

11  This quote is taken from ‘Marx to Engels in Manchester 16 January 1858’.
12  Korsch uses Engels’ description of the way Feuerbach treated Hegel to condemn his contemporaries 

in their dealing with philosophy (Korsch, 2013: 31).
13  In his 1930 ‘The Present State of the Problem of “Marxism and Philosophy – An Anti-Critique” Korsch 

draws the distinction between the philosophical unity that had formed across the theoretical repre-
sentatives of the Marxist Social Democratic Camp (Kautsky and Bernstein found philosophical con-
cordance beyond their seemingly opposed political perspectives) and Russian or Bolshevik Marxism 
(the theoretical offshoot of Plakhanovian Marxism consecrated by Lenin in Materialism and Empirio-
Criticism) and the ‘works of Lukács, myself and other “Western” Communists which formed an antag-
onistic philosophical tendency within the Communist International itself’ (Korsch, 1925: 119).

14  From ‘Preface (1922)’: ‘The author of these pages … believes that today it is of practical importance 
to return in this respect to the traditions of Marx-interpretation founded by Engels (who regarded the 
“German workers’ movement” as the “heir to classical German philosophy”)’ (Lukács, 1990: xlv).

15  ‘Philosophy, which once seemed obsolete, lives on because the moment to realize it was missed. The 
summary judgment that it had merely interpreted the world, that resignation in the face of reality 
had crippled it in itself, becomes a defeatism of reason after the attempt to change the world miscar-
ried’ (Adorno, 1973: 3).

16  The ‘Otto List’ was a list of forbidden books drawn up by the Nazi Party in 1940 following their 
occupation of France. The list included 934 titles by 706 authors, and included works by Jewish writ-
ers, Communist writers and anti-German books. Certain publishing houses, including Gallimard and 
Fayard, were hit very hard by these repressive measures (Blakesley, 2019).

17  Citation in Lefebvre taken from Gurvitch’s Le concept des classes sociales de Marx à nos jours (1954).
18  Greek philosopher Kostas Axelos was central in introducing the work of both Lukács and Korsch 

to the French canon. The first French translation of HaCC appeared in 1960. It was prefaced and 
translated by Axelos in the Arguments series, a publishing spin-off of the journal of the same name, 
with which Lefebvre was closely associated (Lukács, 1960). Korsch’s Marxism and Philosophy was 
published for the first time in France a year before For Marx. The text was also part of the Arguments 
series and prefaced by Axelos (Korsch, 1964).
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INTRODUCTION

Science and technology have been contentious topics for Marxism. Since at least 
the early twentieth century the dominant approach has sought authority through 
positivist claims for objective scientific knowledge. It has also seen science and 
technology as progressive ‘forces of production’ which must be freed from capi-
talist social relations in order to build socialism. Such perspectives spanned the 
political divide between the Second and Third Internationals. Dissent came from 
other Marxists, whose critiques were further extended and deepened from the 
1960s onwards.

This chapter explores, first, how Marxist method relates to positivist science, 
whose claims for scientific objectivity imply or presume a knower separable 
from its object of study; and, second, how it understands the forces and relations 
of production, their interlinkages, historical changes and their potential forms 
beyond capitalism. To highlight relationships between science and technology, 
this chapter uses the term ‘technoscience’, which had a long history before 
becoming prominent in the academic field of science and technology studies. 
In the superficial sense, technoscience can mean reliance on science for solv-
ing technical problems and, conversely, reliance on techniques to answer scien-
tific questions. More profoundly, ‘technoscience’ identifies how problems are 
framed through a mutual shaping process. Scientific knowledge always depends 
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on a technological-institutional infrastructure. Conversely, technology denotes 
an apparatus structuring human labour and extending its powers by drawing on 
specific cognitive perspectives.

Given the divergent Marxist perspectives, no overview could be politically 
neutral. Ours emphasises alternatives to scientistic forms of Marxism. In general 
the epithet ‘scientism’ identifies agendas for extending the methods of biophysi-
cal science beyond their appropriate remit to socio-political issues. More funda-
mentally, the concept helps to identify tacit socio-political assumptions within 
science, contrary to its pretensions of objectivity.

Along those lines, the first section introduces Marx’s critical method. 
Subsequent sections compare divergent Marxist approaches to technoscience 
in the twentieth century. The penultimate section surveys more recent perspec-
tives and their various relationships with Marxist approaches. The conclusion 
identifies trans-historical overlaps and recapitulations, some of them perhaps 
unwitting. Given the limitations of space and the authors’ knowledge, the survey 
includes perspectives from just a few countries (the Soviet Union, the USA, the 
UK and Italy). An analogous survey is needed for the global South, especially in 
terms of foregrounding decolonial perspectives (e.g. Harding, 2016).

MARX’S METHOD AS DEREIFICATION

For both the issues outlined above, Marx’s method dereifies those capitalist 
categories that otherwise naturalise historically specific relations of production. 
His method contested stereotypical binaries – between humans and nature, 
knowledge and materiality, appearance and essence, etc. – by identifying  
their inner links.

Marx’s Method as Social Abstraction

Marx understood science in several different senses – as a historically progres-
sive force against superstition, as well as in terms of his own critique of an 
opaque capitalist reality: ‘All science would be superfluous if the outward 
appearance of things and the essence of things directly coincided’ (Marx, 1966: 
817). But he warned: ‘There is no royal road to science, and only those who do 
not dread the fatiguing climb of its steep paths have a chance of gaining its lumi-
nous summits’ (Marx, 1976 [1867]: 104). At the metaphorical summit, abstrac-
tions are understood as historically specific: ‘even the most abstract categories 
… are the product of historic relations, and possess their full validity only for and 
within these relations’ (Marx, 1973 [1861]: 105, emphasis added).

Marx’s method was later theorised as ‘social abstraction’. By abstracting  
from diverse social processes, it identifies pervasive features of capitalism, e.g. the  
value form, the commodity, labour power as a contradictory commodity, etc.  
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For Marx, ‘the natural laws of capitalist production’ were always contingent on 
forms of class struggle, in turn generating counter-tendencies (Kellner, 1983: 42). 
Such a critical science contests the positivist methods of the natural sciences. The 
latter have objectified biophysical materiality, facilitating capitalism’s appropria-
tion of Nature, portrayed as external to social relations (Moore, 2015). According 
to Marx’s concept of ‘historical nature’, the ‘“unity of man with nature” has 
always existed in industry and has existed in varying forms in every epoch’ (Marx 
and Engels, 1978: 62–63). Through social abstraction, Marx identified inner links 
between appearance and essence, rather than presuming their separation. In order 
to analyse the commodity as a specifically capitalist form, Marx noted, ‘neither 
microscopes nor chemical reagents are of assistance; the power of abstraction 
must replace both’ (Marx, 1976 [1867]: 89).

For a key example of Marx’s critical science, we can turn to the ‘The Fetishism 
of Commodities and Its Secret’ as elaborated in the first volume of Capital. 
What was the secret? Commodity fetishism has been widely understood as mis-
representing or misperceiving reality (e.g. Wikipedia, 2016, as a high-profile 
example). By distinguishing a false appearance from its essence, this binary 
supposedly exemplifies how Marx’s science exposes capitalist ideology. On the 
contrary:

[t]he commodity reflects the social characteristics of men’s own labour as objective charac-
teristics of the products of labour themselves, as the socio-natural properties of these things 
… I call this the fetishism which attaches itself to the products of labour as soon as they are 
produced as commodities. (Marx, 1976 [1867]: 166)

In other words, those human characteristics really do take the form of material 
properties. Likewise relations between people are reified as relations between 
things:

To the producers, therefore, the social relations between their private labours appear as what 
they are, i.e. they do not appear as direct social relations between persons in their work, but 
rather as material relations between persons and social relations between things. (Marx, 
1976 [1867]: 164–66, emphasis in original)

The basic secret is that fetishism and reification express real social relations.
By analogy with commodity fetishism, Darwin’s new theory fetishised capi-

talist social relations as natural properties:

Darwin recognises among beasts and plants his English society with its division of labour, 
competition, opening up of new markets … Darwin did not know what a bitter satire he 
wrote on mankind, and especially on his countrymen, when he showed that free competi-
tion, the struggle for existence, which the economists celebrate as the highest historical 
achievement, is the normal state of the animal kingdom. (Marx, 1862: 156–7)

As this illustrates, Marx’s method dereified apparently natural categories, in this 
instance those generated by a historically conditioned anthropomorphic 
projection.
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Relations Constituting the Forces of Production

Fetishised and reified capitalist relations depend on subordinating human labour 
to wage-labour discipline as the basis of capital accumulation. Fixed capital 
structures the process, in ways dependent on a collective social intelligence:

The development of fixed capital indicates to what degree general social knowledge has 
become a direct force of production, and to what degree, hence, the conditions of the 
process of social life itself have come under the control of the general intellect and been 
transformed in accordance with it. (Marx, 1973 [1861]: 706)

According to Marx’s definition of machines, they displace and/or discipline 
labour: ‘The machine … is a mechanism that, after being set in motion, performs 
with its tools the same operations as the worker formerly did with similar tools’ 
(Marx, 1976 [1867]: 495). As fixed capital, machines ‘confront the individual 
workers as alien, objective, ready-made’ (Marx, 1969 [1863]). Through capitalist 
machinery, the forces of nature and science ‘become separated from the skill and 
knowledge of the individual worker’. Labour is capitalised: ‘the social charac-
teristics of their labour come to confront the workers, so to speak, in a capitalised 
form; thus machinery is an instance of the way in which the visible products of 
labour take on the appearance of its masters’ (Marx, 1976 [1867]: 1055, empha-
sis in original). Again, as with commodity fetishism, the ‘appearance’ is no illu-
sion or misperception but is rather constituted by human powers fetishised in 
practice as properties of fixed capital.

Early on, Marx identified tensions between the forces and relations of 
production:

At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society come into con-
flict with the existing relations of production or – this merely expresses the same thing in 
legal terms – with the property relations within the framework of which they have operated 
hitherto. From forms of development of the productive forces these relations turn into their 
fetters. (Marx, 1977 [1859])

As a prevalent interpretation, the productive forces therefore must be freed from 
external fetters of capitalist property relations. As a different interpretation, those 
forces have been internally constituted in exploitative ways by capitalist property 
relations. As Marx observed in Capital:

It would be possible to write a whole history of the inventions made since 1830 for the sole 
purpose of providing capital with weapons against working-class revolt. We would mention, 
above all, the self-acting mule, because it opened up a new epoch in the automatic system. 
(Marx, 1976 [1867]: 563)

In that sense, Marx’s critical science identified inner links between the relations 
and forces of production, likewise between reality and appearance, as a means to 
dereify them. In the following section let us explore tensions between divergent 
approaches in twentieth-century Marxism.
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SCIENTISTIC VERSUS CRITICAL MARXISM

Marx understood bourgeois science as fetishising human powers and reifying 
social relations, yet its positivist methods were later adopted as a basis for offi-
cial Marxism. This enduring legacy features a tension between scientific versus 
critical Marxism (Gouldner, 1980). In the early twentieth century the former was 
often called ‘orthodox Marxism’, a misnomer encompassing diverse approaches. 
Since the 1970s, many critics have cited this legacy as ‘scientistic Marxism’, i.e. 
as imitating the methods of the natural sciences. In particular, the ‘laws of the 
dialectic’ were given an ontological status as the most general laws of nature, in 
turn the basis for a socialist society (Engels, 1973 [1883], 1959 [1878]). Science 
now encompassed history and culture; this scientism united Plekhanov and 
Kautsky, prominent figures of the Second International (Arato, 1973). In Britain 
the founders of Fabianism likewise elaborated versions of evolutionary scientism 
(Lichtheim, 1961).

The Third International’s Marxism initially diverged from those evolutionary 
models. The Soviet government sought to appropriate science and technology for 
a post-capitalist planned society. For a country that was only 5% electrified, Lenin 
popularised large-scale industrialisation with the slogan, ‘Communism equals 
Soviet power plus electrification’. Rather than fetishise technology as a social agent, 
this agenda sought to modernise the territory under Soviet control, while also trans-
ferring political bargaining-power to the engineers in the GOELRO electrification 
project (Coopersmith, 1992). The Soviet government established a new body in 
charge of education and research, named the Kommissariat Prosveshcheniya, the 
Commissariat of Enlightenment. As its chief, Anatoly Lunacharsky sought to devise 
a secular belief system to undermine the Russian Orthodox Church (Fitzpatrick, 
1970). In these various ways, technoscience was strategically linked with a new 
power base for post-capitalist social relations.

While Engels had briefly referred to ‘the materialist dialectic’, the new con-
cept ‘dialectical materialism’ was given prominence by later Marxists (e.g. Lenin, 
1972 [1908]). According to Lukács (1971 [1923]), this concept meant ‘the class 
consciousness of the proletariat’, rather than science, which in his early work 
he associated with the commodification and technical control of the world. Yet 
Stalin (1938) and his acolytes formalised a scientistic version that became known 
as diamat for short. According to Stalin’s book on Leninism, the Bolsheviks must 
become technical specialists because during the reconstruction period ‘technique 
decides everything’ (cited in Werskey, 1978: 182).

In Britain science was accorded a special role by a prominent scientist and 
Communist Party member, J. D. Bernal. As he acknowledged, science and tech-
nology had played oppressive roles, but their potentially beneficial application 
was being limited by the social relations of production, i.e. private-property 
forms. So, knowledge must be freed from those constraints, namely by following 
the scientific method:
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Already we have in the practice of science the prototype for all human common action. The 
task which the scientists have undertaken – the understanding and control of nature and of 
man himself – is merely the conscious expression of the task of human society. The methods 
by which this task is attempted, however imperfectly they are realized, are the methods by 
which humanity is most likely to secure its own future. In its endeavour, science is commu-
nism. (Bernal, 1939: 414)

Amid a general Marxist shift towards scientism, Bernal’s version was unusually 
idealist. Why? By contrast with other major countries, Britain had a relatively 
quiescent working class after the defeat of the 1926 General Strike, so some 
Marxists sought a substitute force. There science became reified as ‘a quasi-
human activity endowed with extraordinary capacities’ (Werskey, 1978: 187). 
This ultra-idealist version of diamat was popularised by the Communist Party of 
Great Britain and more widely. Those scientistic approaches provoked dissent 
from prominent Communists.

Writing in euphemisms, from Mussolini’s prisons, Gramsci lamented that 
the ‘so-called exact or physical sciences’ had ‘come to acquire, within the phi-
losophy of praxis [Marxism] a position of near-fetishism, in which indeed they 
are regarded as the only true philosophy or knowledge of the world’. Contrary 
to such fetishism, ‘it is not atomic theory that explains human history but the 
other way around’; in other words, ‘all scientific hypotheses are superstructures’ 
(Gramsci, 1971 [1930]: 442, 468; cf. ‘even the most abstract categories’, Marx, 
1973 [1861] : 105, emphasis added). In the same period, Gramsci critically ana-
lysed ‘Americanism and Fordism’. Mass-production of low-cost motorcars was 
being planned as a new socio-industrial model, whereby workers’ everyday hab-
its were regulated to ensure high productivity and thus justify their high wages. 
Ambivalently analysing Fordism as a ‘rational organisation of production’, he 
posed questions about why this model first arose in the USA, as well as how it 
might be generalised beyond the motorcar sector and that country (Gramsci, 1971 
[1930]: 558ff). As he recognised, an assembly-line system could be designed for 
different relations of production.

A Communist member of the Reichstag, Karl Korsch, criticised the Third 
International leadership for vulgarising Marxism. His book Marxism and 
Philosophy (Korsch, 1971 [1923]) was condemned by Karl Kautsky and Grigory 
Zinoviev, among others. He emphasised that Marx had treated all categories in 
the specific connection ‘in which they appear in modern bourgeois society; he 
does not treat them as eternal categories’ (Korsch, 1938: 29). Unlike Marx, domi-
nant theorists used methods of positivist science to identify evolutionary change, 
thus weakening Communists’ revolutionary capacities (Korsch, 1971 [1923]).

Critiques of diamat also came from the Frankfurt School, the Institut für 
Sozialforschung (Institute for Social Research), established in Frankfurt in 1923. This 
circle drew on critiques from György Lukács: ‘it is altogether incorrect and unmarxist 
to separate technique from the other ideological forms and to propose for it a self-
sufficiency from the economic structure of society’ (Lukács, 1966 [1925]: 29; see 
also Feenberg, 2014). The Frankfurt School diagnosed the failure of working-class 
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revolution in Western Europe after the Great War. Through what became known as 
Critical Theory, they analysed how bourgeois society promotes ruling ideas legitimis-
ing capitalist domination. Such analysis could not imitate the positivist approaches 
of the natural sciences, they argued. Some analysed how technological rationality 
depoliticised the productive forces: ‘rational, “value-free” technology is the sepa-
ration of man from the means of production and his subordination to technical 
efficiency and necessity’ (Marcuse, 1978: 222 [1965]). By explaining more subtle 
modes of domination, critical theory seeks ‘the emancipation of human beings from 
the circumstances that enslave them’ (Horkheimer, 1976: 219).

Critical Theory re-evaluated the Enlightenment’s rationality as a basis for 
mastering fellow humans and nature. Rationality has always entailed a practical 
tendency towards self-destruction and irrational behaviour. As a specific focus of 
analysis, new technology facilitates an everyday incorporation into capitalism, 
blurring the distinction between leisure and work: ‘the technology of the culture 
industry confines itself to standardization and mass production and sacrifices 
what once distinguished the logic of work from that of society’ (Horkheimer and 
Adorno, 1972: 96). This opened up the question of how a different technological 
design could facilitate an emancipatory anti-capitalist culture.

CRITICAL MARXISM POST-1960S: CAPITALIST RELATIONS 
RESTRUCTURING THE PRODUCTIVE FORCES

From the 1960s onwards, Marxist writers rediscovered and extended the earlier 
critiques of diamat. Its model linking the productive forces and relations was 
inverted: not simply an external constraint, capitalist social relations constitute 
and drive the productive forces in historically specific ways. From the aphorism, 
‘Class struggle is the motor of history’, this insight was extended to technosci-
entific innovation. Although the latter generated new instruments to re-impose 
wage-labour discipline, these offered opportunities to subvert such control and 
create alternatives.

Such critical perspectives gained impetus from the 1960s Italian operaista 
(workerist) movement, especially in a context where new factories in northern 
Italy attracted migrant labour from Southern Italy. The Italian Communist Party 
celebrated the industrial agenda as ‘the planned development of the productive 
forces’, welcoming technological-managerial innovations that ultimately subor-
dinated the working class to wage-labour discipline. By contrast, other Marxists 
carried out workers’ inquiries about capitalist domination in workplaces and 
everyday life. The journal Quaderni Rossi elaborated a critique that provided a 
theoretical basis for political interventions. In particular, the extra-parliamentary 
group Potere Operaio (Workers’ Power) developed a perspective on the ‘refusal 
of work’, in opposition to factory discipline and the ‘social factory’ reproduc-
ing labour power for capital (Tronti, 1972). Technological-managerial innovation 
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was analysed as a strategic response to class struggle. Capital accumulation can-
not entirely overcome its dependence on labour exploitation as the basis for 
surplus value. So capitalist strategies disrupt or decompose previous forms of 
working-class organisation through new organisations, technologies, and tech-
niques. These open up new spaces for struggle whereby the workers’ movement 
can recompose itself and thus regain the initiative (Wright, 2002; Berardi, 2007). 
According to the operaisti (workerists), those dynamics have been driven by the 
labour-capital relation, linked with capitalism’s long waves of innovation.

Along related lines, albeit in the context of a different (Trotskyist) tradition 
of Marxism, Ernest Mandel analysed epochal shifts in capitalist work-organisa-
tion. As he noted, ‘each of these revolutions in labor organization, made possible 
through successive technological revolutions, grew out of conscious attempts by 
employers to break down the resistance of the working class to further increase 
the rate of exploitation’. This pattern is illustrated by three examples: the shift to 
machinofacture, as documented by Marx; the rise of Taylorist scientific manage-
ment; and the Fordist reorganisation of production (Mandel, 1995: 35). Marx 
had analysed machinofacture as crucial for turning the formal subsumption of 
labour into its real subsumption. Now Marxists extended his analysis to technical 
workers, as the socialisation of labour was subordinating R&D itself to Taylorist 
norms of production.

In the 1960s and 1970s numerous revolts by technical staff stimulated politi-
cal debate on their routine capitalist role and revolutionary potential. Some crit-
ics identified the division of labour as central to capitalist exploitation, whereby 
technical workers are both instruments and targets of capitalist work-discipline 
(Gorz, 1973, 1976). Technoscientific expertise had become indispensable to the 
task of class domination as much as to the process of valorising wage-labour. In 
the 1970s, multiple strategic interpretations vied for primacy: technicians had no 
distinctive attributes, or else they had their own specific struggles to fight against 
capital (Wright, 2002: 103–4). Given those pervasive class antagonisms, tech-
nological rationality was theorised as capitalist domination. Here ‘the capitalist 
social relationship is concealed within the technical demands of machinery’, and 
the division of labour appears as simply inherent in the nature of labour (Panzieri, 
1976, 1980). ‘Specific purposes and interests … enter the very construction of 
the technical apparatus’ (Marcuse, 1968: 223). Hence ‘technical efficiency’ at 
once enforces and naturalises class subordination.

The physico-natural sciences likewise were understood as naturalising capital-
ist social relations, especially through anthropomorphic projections onto nature. 
Science inherently depends on such metaphors. Through specific knowledge-
forms, relations between people take the form of relations between things, by 
analogy with commodity exchange and its fetishised form. As a dynamic social 
category, moreover, ‘nature’ has been historically remade along with new tech-
niques linking scientific investigation and capitalist exploitation (RSJ Collective, 
1981). Capitalist social relations are reified and depoliticised as merely technical 
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forces of production. As a counter-strategy, ‘It is no longer a question of how to 
liberate fixed capital from the capitalist social relations which contain and restrict 
them, but rather of how to liberate the working class’ own forces of produc-
tion from the destructive direction of fixed capital’ (RSJ Collective, 1981). Such 
perspectives undermined claims for scientific objectivity by both the natural  
sciences and its Marxist imitators.

These anti-scientistic perspectives gained force from wider revolts against 
technoscience-based political agendas. From the 1970s, such revolts were 
reported and stimulated by the US organisation Scientists and Engineers for 
Social and Political Action (SESPA), which led to the magazine Science for 
the People, elaborating an increasingly Marxist perspective. In the same period 
the British Society for Social Responsibility in Science (BBSRS) linked elite 
scientists with the New Left (Werskey, 2007; King and Levidow, 2016). They 
campaigned against the corporate and military agendas directing technological 
development. Some activists sought to promote class solidarity based on a com-
mon experience, e.g. ‘by attempting to increase the identification of scientists 
with other members of the working class through the encouragement of unionisa-
tion and an understanding of the elitism of science and its increasing proletarian-
isation’ (BSSRS, 1975).

Nuclear power was opposed as a strategy for class domination. As a pam-
phlet argued, ‘the nuclear technical fix’ was aiming to achieve political stability 
against threats of working-class solidarity around other energy sources, espe-
cially coal (BSSRS, 1981: 12). More generally, dominant expert knowledge was 
analysed as ‘capitalist science’. This arose from a labour process constituted 
by capitalist social relations, e.g. a hierarchical division of labour, wage-labour 
discipline, proprietary knowledge, etc. (RSJ Collective, 1981; Werskey, 2007: 
438–9). Marx’s critique was extended to another century-and-a-half of inven-
tions, analysed as capitalist strategies for the labour process.

Technologies were being designed to reduce managerial dependence upon living 
labour, especially by displacing and/or disciplining labour. Through new technolo-
gies, deskilling undermined the position of workers whose competences facilitate 
their relatively high wages or ability to resist capitalist work discipline. But these 
changes also created the need for new competences on which managers depended 
(Braverman, 1976). In automating machine tools, there were two main options: 
record-playback and computer-numeric control. Through the latter option, manage-
ment gained greater control over the labour process (Noble, 1977, 1979). IT sys-
tems were being designed to overcome universities’ dependence on skilled academic 
labour, while also degrading educational quality through the rise of digital diploma 
mills (Noble, 1998). In such ways, capitalist design codifies, embodies and appropri-
ates specialist skills – not only of shop-floor workers but also those of professional 
staff and middle managers (e.g. Noble, 1977, 1984; Robins and Webster, 1979).

During the 1970s and 1980s, capitalist restructuring was targeting the spaces 
with the greatest ‘porosity of labour’, where workers could control the pace 
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and quality of work. European social democracy was trying to reconcile greater 
global competitiveness with class harmony at home, thus undermining its own 
legitimacy. As described earlier, critical Marxist perspectives helped to identify 
means to contest and transform capitalist social relations in the labour process 
(Levidow and Young, 1985: 4; also Levidow and Young, 1981: 5).

Extending labour process studies, feminist perspectives analysed the interplay 
between class and gender relations in technological change (Wajcman, 2004). For 
example, when UK male typesetting workers faced deskilling through new tech-
nology, their trade union sought to maintain control over the new equipment, thus 
excluding unskilled women (Cockburn, 1983). As this illustrates, technology is 
often gendered by its design and/or by workers’ responses, in ways linking class 
exploitation with changes in skills. Marxist-feminist perspectives looked retro-
spectively at the seventeenth-century European witch-hunts as means to impose 
capitalist social relations through scientific rationality. In this period, the human 
body was being reconceptualised through mechanical metaphors; conversely, ‘the 
machine was becoming the model of social behaviour’, in a crucial basis of capital-
ist work discipline. Knowledge-systems sought a general rationalisation of space 
and time, especially through rational calculation of probable outcomes as the basis 
for decision-making. A major obstacle was people’s widespread reliance on proph-
ecy and magic; the great witch-hunt associated such practices with demon-women 
as a rationale for persecuting and slaughtering them (Federici, 2004).

In the agricultural labour process, farmers have been separated from the means 
of production through greater dependence on external inputs, alongside proprie-
tary control over seeds. From the late 1930 onwards, US farmers shifted to hybrid 
corn seeds on the promise of higher yields, which did materialise. These benefits 
were more plausibly due to other changes such as better selective breeding, crop 
rotation, chemical inputs, etc. Yet the higher yields were fetishised as proper-
ties of the seeds’ hybridity, which pre-empted biological reproducibility. Thus, 
agricultural technology turned seeds into a commodity, making farmers more 
dependent on external inputs (Berlan and Lewontin, 1986). In agriculture more 
generally, capital accumulation has been pursued at three levels: commodification 
of inputs as ‘technology packages’ (e.g. hybrid or transgenic seeds, agrichemicals, 
machinery, etc); capitalist division of breeding labour, and the world economy of 
germplasm transfer, especially from the South to the North. While hybrid seeds 
had been designed to eliminate biological reproducibility under farmers’ control, 
from the 1990s GM seeds were deploying patents to further restrict access; and 
patent-holders were buying up seed companies, thus pre-empting alternatives. 
The farmer was reduced to a ‘propertied under-labourer’: cultivation methods 
were subordinated to input suppliers and commodity traders, by analogy with 
the mechanisation of craft work (Kloppenburg, 1988). Led by peasants’ organ-
isations, global protests against GM crops sought to reclaim and reconstruct a 
resource commons based on farmers’ collective knowledge. This helped to under-
mine the capitalist social relations designed into agri-input packages.



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM950

TECHNOSCIENTIFIC INNOVATION FOR EMANCIPATORY AGENDAS

In the twenty-first century, Marxist debates have again discerned a contradic-
tory potential in technology – as enclosing resource and knowledge commons, 
while also facilitating communities that can create new commons beyond capi-
talism. To relate such diverse approaches, we bring some of them together 
below around two broad issues – how a redesign of productive forces might 
supersede capitalism, and how both together recast nature for biovalue as a 
source of capital accumulation.

Technology Intensifying and/or Superseding Capitalism?

For a long time, Marxism has been ambivalent towards ‘labour-saving devices’, 
most recently since the 1970s towards automation. Saving labour for whom? Of 
what kind? For whose benefit? The putative common benefits have been belied 
by technoscientific designs for better exploiting labour, as in the examples above. 
Capital investment seeks to subsume labour by disciplining or replacing it with 
machinery, yet workers’ creativity readily overflows such attempts. A different 
technological design holds the potential to liberate humanity from alienated 
labour and from dependence on waged-labour (Sclove, 1995).

Since the 1980s the operaista legacy has been elaborated by ‘Autonomist’ 
Marxism in the changing landscape of post-Fordist capitalism. Its various per-
spectives have sought to identify the contradictory character of capitalist techno-
scientific development and its labour process. Capital accumulation depends on 
continuously integrating numerous social sites and activities, from public health 
and maternity to natural resource allocation and the geographical reorganisation 
of labour power, far beyond the workplace. New means of communication vital 
for the smooth flow of capital also permit connections between disparate points 
of resistance that would be otherwise isolated, beyond waged-labourers alone. 
Thus new sites can become focal points of subversion (Dyer-Witheford, 1999). 
In post-Fordist capitalism, value is increasingly extracted from immaterial assets, 
especially the exploitation of workers’ relational, affective and cognitive facul-
ties. Formal subsumption of labour is extended to such faculties. In this ‘cognitive 
capitalism’, surplus value increasingly depends on intellectual-cognitive labour 
whose capacities (of learning, cooperation and creation) are formed before and 
beyond their inclusion in production processes (Gorz, 2003; Moulier Boutang, 
2007; Vercellone, 2007).

In neoliberal agendas for a knowledge-based economy, ‘knowledge’ is likewise 
constituted and subsumed by the drive for capital accumulation. Cultural politi-
cal economy has analysed ‘economic imaginaries’ – how they are constituted by 
symbolic-discursive elements, e.g. ideas, values, assumptions, expectations. By 
promoting specific economic policies and innovation agendas, these imaginaries 
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drive investment and asset values (Jessop, 2009), especially through proprietary 
knowledge (Tyfield, 2012). The term ‘cognitive’ emphasises new characteristics 
of the capital–labour conflict and of the property forms on which capital accumu-
lation rests. ‘Cognitive capitalism’ develops ‘an economy founded on the driving 
role of knowledge and the figure of the collective worker of the general intel-
lect’. Yet the capital accumulation process cannot fully harness human creativity; 
this limitation places the ‘creative class’ of intellectual workers at the forefront 
of resistance and social change, argues Vercellone (2007; Virno, 2008). Indeed, 
capitalist control over immaterial labour faces limits; new forms of sharing and 
cooperation through ICTs, from open source to crowdsourcing or digital money, 
may challenge market relations. Yet those new forms also offer opportunities for 
new business models for capital accumulation (Brabham, 2013). Moreover, the 
creative class operates in a context dominated by the increasing precarisation 
of work, as well as by prescriptive cultural-organisational models of fulfilment, 
achievement and reward, including performance criteria and client demands 
(Dardot and Laval, 2014).

In such debates, ‘acceleration’ has denoted a greater organic composition of 
capital, i.e. a higher ratio of dead/living labour, alongside greater resource bur-
dens. The Great Acceleration was epitomised by the motorcar industry, whose 
vulnerable dependence on living labour inadvertently facilitated more effective 
revolt against capitalist machine-discipline. This opened up the prospect of col-
lectively applying technoscientific expertise for emancipatory futures (Nelson 
and Braun, 2017). In the name of superseding those conflicts, there have been 
proposals to push automation somehow beyond capitalism. Given the potentially 
cooperative use of ICTs, a prominent agenda seeks to accelerate automation in 
order to supersede drudgery and capitalist domination alike. This agenda would 
accelerate the advances of capitalism towards overcoming ‘its value system, 
governance structures, and mass pathologies’, which dramatically limit ‘the true 
transformative potentials of much of our technological and scientific research’ 
(Williams and Srnicek, 2013: §3.6).

As these proponents acknowledge, ‘power relationships are embedded within 
technologies, which cannot therefore be infinitely bent towards purposes that 
oppose their very functioning’ (Srnicek and Williams, 2015: 151). Nevertheless, 
they expect that accelerating automation would somehow ‘unleash latent pro-
ductive forces’, alongside a shorter working week and universal basic income 
(Srnicek and Williams, 2015: 151). This potential future has been called a 
post-capitalist, ‘post-work world’ (Srnicek and Williams, 2015; popularised by 
Mason, 2015, 2019).

Among several lacunae, the accelerationist agenda evades ‘the problem of 
how technological capacities (forces of production) can be reproduced without 
reproducing the class relation (relations of production)’, argues Brown (2016: 
168, emphasis in original). Beyond any specific technological design or reform, 
there remains a fundamental challenge for post-capitalism:
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[t]he immaterial process of valorisation requisite for the reproduction of the technological 
process of production … is inextricable from the way we make things. Advocating social 
democratic legislation predicated upon the valorisation process (taxes on the rich) or auto-
mation subsidies for individual firms merely dodges the real conceptual and historical prob-
lem to be grappled with. (Brown, 2016: 169)

Indeed, that everyday valorisation process reproduces capitalist social relations 
within the productive forces, as well as in the social reproduction of labour for 
its exploitation. The accelerationist agenda has no answer to the question of ‘how 
social reproduction is possible after the end of capitalism’ (Brown, 2016: 168). 
Or put strategically, how an anti-capitalist movement can shift everyday social 
reproduction towards such a different future.

Accelerationist agendas echo century-old ones for ‘advancing the productive 
forces’, understood narrowly as technology, in order to turn its capacities against 
capitalism. Such an agenda is implicit in neo-Marxist notions of law or tendency, 
whereby capitalism is undermined by its own contradictions. Collective struggle 
becomes marginal or dispensable: ‘In place of the just society generated through 
struggle, it is acceleration that becomes the vehicle of disenchanted redemp-
tion’, as acerbically noted in the book Malign Velocities (Noys, 2014: 9). Indeed, 
inverting Marx’s critique, accelerationists have fetishised emancipatory powers 
as properties of more efficient productive forces.

Today’s accelerationist agendas resonate with post-humanist, decentred stand-
points, especially by advocating human–machine integration, e.g. new prosthetics 
or brain-computer interfaces. Under what conditions can such human–machine 
integration be emancipatory? This prospect is often equated with maximum indi-
vidual access to technologies, e.g. via markets or state intervention. Yet individual 
‘free choice’ assumes and promotes an entrepreneurial, competitive subjectivity 
(Pellizzoni, 2016a: 39–40); this also pervades non-economic spheres, for exam-
ple in child–parent relations. While natural genetic variation limits freedom, the 
rising prospect of ‘genetic projects’ offers parents (and their expert advisers) 
a capacity to intentionally pre-orient their offspring’s lives, thus affecting the 
latter’s autonomy and equality (Habermas, 2003). Perhaps taking literally the 
claims for technoscientific control, post-humanist literature hypostatises tech-
nology as a limitless power to transform the human body and the surrounding 
world. Some espouse anti-capitalist aims (e.g. Braidotti, 2013), yet without any 
criteria for distinguishing between hubristic, (self-)exploitative versus humble, 
(self-)respectful developments. Technology uses for emancipatory prospects are 
ultimately reduced to personal lifestyle choices, which are easily translated into 
consumer–market differentiation (Pellizzoni, 2016b).

Neo-Marxist agendas that suppose liberation to originate in the accelera-
tion of capital-intensive production or the mechanisation of the body ultimately 
blur any distinction between overcoming versus perpetuating capitalism. In so 
doing, they resonate with broader ‘ecomodernist’ agendas. In particular a neo-
liberal think-tank, the Breakthrough Institute, advocates a technology-enabled 
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ever-intensifying resource/value extraction, dubbed as society’s decoupling 
from natural biophysical systems (Asafu-Adjaye et al., 2015). Although espous-
ing divergent politics, these agendas share the assumption that technoscien-
tific advance can somehow supersede societal conflicts. According to Walter 
Benjamin (2003), Italian Futurism idealised capitalist ‘velocities’, expecting that 
different forces of production could themselves engender a revolutionary rup-
ture. Benjamin counterposed revolution as interruption – an emergency brake 
applied to the derailing train of history. This warrants ‘intervention that not only 
stops acceleration, but also rethinks production and the very notion of “produc-
tive forces”’ (Noys, 2014: 92). In this vein, the anti-scientistic Marxist legacy has 
highlighted technological design incorporating and renewing capitalist relations 
of production, thus shifting contradictions to a new terrain rather than overcom-
ing them. These contradictions should inform intervention strategies.

Creating Biovalue from Nature and/or Labour?

Since the 1970s technoscientific knowledge has been restructured and enclosed 
as a potential financial asset. State support was withdrawn from public research 
universities, which thereby became more dependent on corporate funding 
(Slaughter and Rhoades, 1997). Universities’ mission was shifted away from 
education towards providing human capital and competitive global service indus-
tries, consequently expanding insecure non-tenured and post-doctoral positions. 
This agenda aggressively promotes and protects intellectual property (Lave et al., 
2010). Theorised as neoliberal globalisation (Moore et  al., 2011), it was soon 
extended more widely for a ‘new economy’ or ‘knowledge-based economy’ 
which projects capitalist social relations into productive forces themselves.

From the late 1970s onwards, capital accumulation took a new trajectory 
through proprietary knowledge constituting the new Life Sciences, ICTs and 
their combination in the biotech industry (Thacker, 2005). Starting from Marx’s 
distinction between the formal and real subsumption of labour, some critics 
extended this by analogy to the domain of nature. Nature can be formally sub-
sumed when capital exploits natural resources by adjusting to their own features, 
e.g. via mineral, oil or coal extraction. By contrast, real subsumption occurs in 
biological industries when nature is ‘(re)made to work harder, faster and better’ 
in order to enhance capital accumulation (Boyd et al., 2001: 564). Real subsump-
tion may happen when organisms are redesigned through and for capitalist rela-
tions. For example, AquAdvantage salmon is genetically modified to grow faster; 
the OncoMouse has greater susceptibility to cancer, hence is more useful for can-
cer research. Human bodies are also increasingly integrated as ‘clinical labour’ 
into the production of exchange value, whereby biological material is donated 
for medical and pharmaceutical purposes. Waged forms of such labour, e.g. from 
drug experimentation to sperm and oocyte markets, typically entail unequal 
terms of exchange between poor vendors and wealthy purchasers (Mitchell and 
Waldby, 2010; Cooper and Waldby, 2014).
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However, there is no precise correspondence between the binaries of formal/
real subsumption and inorganic/organic natural realms, for at least four rea-
sons. First, the distinction between the two realms is increasingly challenged by 
technoscientific advances, e.g. in neural networks or epigenetics (Keller, 2011). 
Second, such a distinction is increasingly blurred by industrial practices, e.g. the 
use of microorganisms in new mining techniques (Labban, 2014). Third,

[t]oday’s real subsumption of nature, while crucially biological, is not entirely so. The real sub-
sumption of nature is also orchestrated through the explosion of intellectual property rights 
… ecological credits, mitigation markets and environmental derivatives. (Smith, 2007: 16)

In such examples, formally subsuming nature into capital depends on human coop-
erative capacities, based on cognitive reasoning and symbolic production. Fourth, the 
real/formal distinction remains flexible (even ambiguous) in the expanding interest 
in ‘ecosystem services’, i.e. the benefits that biophysical systems provide to eco-
nomic activity. This interest shows the growing relevance for capitalism of ‘self-
organizing dynamics and regenerative social-ecological capacities outside of the 
direct production processes’ (Nelson, 2014: 462), hence expanding a formal sub-
sumption of organic nature. Transnational corporations increasingly regard ecosys-
tem services as integrated ‘green infrastructures’, or as based on ‘natural capital’, 
both warranting investment as cost-effective assets to accommodate economic and 
environmental turbulence (Nature Conservancy, 2013; analysed by Nelson, 2014).

In debates on bioeconomy qua biocapitalism, there are disagreements about 
how nature is capitalised. Some perspectives attribute special economic value or 
powers to biophysical processes. For example, biological activity is equated with 
economic categories such as exchange value, capital, financial speculation, surplus 
value, etc. (Rajan, 2006; Cooper, 2008). However, this focus on nature fetishises 
human-like qualities as properties of biological material. Critics highlight ‘the 
knowledge labour that is both turned into an asset through IPRs and is necessary to 
turn biological matter into commercial and profitable products’ (Birch and Tyfield, 
2013: 324). Their critique dereifies biovalue as collective knowledge and capitalist 
social relations constituting a financial asset. The latter critiques draw upon cultural 
political economy, thus enriching Marx’s critique of political economy. Together 
the above perspectives help to identify how nature subsumption remains contingent 
on human capacities, technoscience and capital accumulation strategies.

CONCLUSION

As this chapter shows, Marxist concepts of technoscience have attracted divergent 
interpretations and appropriations. Marx elaborated ‘science’ as a critical method 
for analysing how reification and fetishism naturalise capitalist social relations, 
especially through stereotypical binaries such as subject/object, appearance/
essence, nature/society or productive forces/relations. His method dereified these 
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through social abstraction, identifying inner links between apparent binaries, as in 
his concept of ‘historical nature’ (Marx and Engels, 1978: 62–63). Nevertheless 
prevalent Marxist approaches have adopted or imitated positivist science, presum-
ing a knower separable from its object of study. Marx understood the productive 
forces as collective knowledge, capacities and artefacts, together shaped by capital-
ist social relations. Yet such forces were later reduced to technoscientific advance, 
whose greater efficiency could somehow supersede capitalist relations. Since the 
1970s, Marxist debates have replicated earlier tensions between positivist, techno-
determinist perspectives versus anti-scientistic critiques. Some prevalent neo-
Marxist perspectives today likewise extend fetishism and reification rather than 
critically analyse them. Post-humanist standpoints, despite contesting subject/
object distinctions, naturalise human–machine integration. Similarly, acceleration-
ism fetishises post-capitalist social relations as properties of technological change.

Profound changes in both capitalism and technoscience have been dramati-
cally intensifying the exploitation of humans and the biophysical world. Despite 
the ‘Third Industrial Revolution’ of ICTs and biotech, capitalism has been unable 
to address its basic problems: a prolonged stagnation, a massive reduction in 
real wages and social expenditure, and the spiralling expansion of finance and 
debt (Balakrishnan, 2012). Prevalent neo-Marxist approaches lack the means to 
address how such problems might open opportunities for revolutionary ‘interrup-
tions’ (Benjamin, 2003). Our historical retrospect helps us evaluate how ‘new’ 
perspectives may enrich, reproduce, contradict or obscure earlier ones – either 
consciously or unwittingly. Any emancipatory agenda must recognise the capital-
ist social relations which have always constituted ‘general social knowledge’ as a 
productive force (Marx, 1973 [1861]: 706). Such knowledge warrants dereification 
and transformation, alongside any technoscientific redesign. How to reshape the 
productive forces beyond the exploitative social relations and Nature subsumption 
of capitalism? This difficult question remains a challenge for Marxist approaches.
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Marx remains an immigrant chez nous, a glorious, sacred, accursed but still a clandestine 
immigrant as he was all his life. He belongs to a time of disjunction, to that ‘time out of joint’ 
in which is inaugurated, laboriously, painfully, tragically, a new thinking of borders, a new 
experience of the house, the home, and the economy. Between earth and sky. One should 
not rush to make of the clandestine immigrant an illegal alien or, what always risks coming 
down to the same thing, to domesticate him. To neutralise him through naturalisation. To 
assimilate him so as to stop frightening oneself (making oneself fear) with him.

Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx, 1994: 174

The sun rises at different times upon the globe today.

Gayatri C. Spivak, ‘Postcolonial Theory and the Specter of Capital’, 2014: 195

Do Marxism and postcolonial studies ‘have something to say to each other’, or 
do the two fields of scholarship necessarily remain caught in irresolvable diver-
gences and contradictions (Bartolovich and Lazarus, 2002: 1)? It is almost 
impossible consistently to approach such a macroscopic issue without first 
acknowledging that the wide variety of Marxist trends and postcolonial strands 
makes it very hard to address it univocally. Yet one can try to answer the question 
by examining the historical unfolding of the dialogue between the two camps.

This chapter aims to retrace and reflect upon the salient moments of what 
could be termed, paraphrasing the title of Heidi Hartmann’s 1979 famous article, 
the ‘unhappy marriage’ between Marxism and postcolonial studies (Hartmann, 
1979). After briefly recalling the long-standing debate on Marx, Marxism and 

52
Postcolonial Studies

Jami la  M.  H.  Mascat



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM960

Eurocentrism in the first section, the chapter will then focus on the intense 
exchanges that accompanied the early inception and later expansion of the 
postcolonial field in the 1980s and 1990s (Moore-Gilbert, 1997; Gandhi, 1998; 
Loomba, 1998; Young, 2004; Boehmer, 2005). This ‘first round’ of the debate 
was characterized by strong anti-postmodern criticisms formulated by Marxist/
materialist scholars (such as Aijaz Ahmad, Arif Dirlik, Neil Lazarus, Benita 
Parry, Epifanio San Juan Jr.) against the post-structuralist/textualist approaches 
embraced by leading figures of the postcolonial turn (namely Edward Said, 
Gayatri C. Spivak and Homi Bhabha). The following section will engage with the 
more recent discussions triggered by the publication of Vivek Chibber’s polemic 
volume Postcolonial Theory and the Specter of Capital (2013a, hereafter PTSC). 
Such discussions essentially revolve around two of the main theses that Chibber 
pits against the postcolonial emphasis on ‘cultural difference’ in an attempt to 
undermine the theoretical foundations of the whole field: on the one hand, the 
historical argument he elaborates to prove the global universalizing drive of cap-
italism; on the other, his claim for universal human invariants to be found in 
mankind’s need for well-being and interest in fighting for it (Chibber, 2013a). 
Both theses are meant to reveal the alleged weaknesses of subaltern studies his-
toriography, whose main representatives – Ranajit Guha, Partha Chatterjee and 
Dipesh Chakrabarty – are the actual subjects of Chibber’s analysis, more so than 
postcolonial authors proper. After giving an account of this ‘second round’ of the 
debate generated by PTSC (Warren, 2016), the concluding section of the chapter 
will aim to ‘provincialize Chibber’ by advocating, with Frantz Fanon, a produc-
tive ‘stretching’ of Marxism to embrace postcolonial issues (Fanon, 1963).

MARX, MARXISM AND EUROCENTRISM

In her introduction to Marxism, Modernity and Postcolonial Studies, Crystal 
Bartolovich stresses the traditional hostility mutually cultivated by Marxism and 
postcolonial theory (Bartolovich and Lazarus, 2002: 1–17). Rightly, she points 
out that ‘[t]he neglect (even ignorance) of Marxism in postcolonial studies has 
often been countered by the reflexive dismissal of the entire field of postcolonial 
studies by Marxist writers’ (2002: 1). She also highlights that, since the aca-
demic breakthrough of postcolonial theory, the (mostly fruitless) exchange 
between the two camps has been shaped by ‘a good deal of oversimplification, 
caricature, and trivialization’ (2002: 1). Those attitudes have deeply affected the 
way in which the vexed question of Marx’s (and Marxism’s) alleged Eurocentrism 
has been debated within postcolonial studies.

Eurocentrism is the major charge directed against Marxist theorists by post-
colonial scholars, particularly regarding their approach to non-European social 
formations (Said, 1978; Young, 2004; Castro Varela and Dhawan, 2015). But 
what does the accusation of Eurocentrism as applied to Marx and Marxists 
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precisely consist of? In his 1989 essay, Samir Amin provided a historical defi-
nition of Eurocentrism as a ‘vision’ – not having the status of a ‘theory’ – that 
can be traced back to the Renaissance but only prospered in the 19th century, 
and epitomizes the ‘culture of capitalism’ that accompanied the age of modern 
bourgeois expansion. An expression of European ethnocentrism in spite of its 
all-encompassing claims, for Amin Eurocentrism merely amounts to a ‘truncated 
universalism’ that reflects but, at the same time, masks the actual asymmetric 
configuration of capitalism worldwide (2009: 103). Reflecting on Said’s defini-
tion of Orientalism – ‘the corporate institution for dealing with the Orient – deal-
ing with it by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, by describing 
it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism as a Western style 
for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient’ (Said, 1978: 
3), Amin takes issue with him for having produced a transhistorical discursive 
framework, which does not specifically anchor Orientalism to the origins of the 
capitalist mode of production (2009: 175–6). For Amin, the North/South and 
East/West polarization is first and foremost a consequence of global capitalism 
engendering unbridgeable gaps between the centre and its peripheries. Therefore, 
in his view, Eurocentrism should be understood as part of the dominant capital-
ist ideology that affirms the material and spiritual superiority of the West over 
the ‘fatal lethargy’ of the rest and makes it ‘impossible to contemplate any other 
future for the world than its progressive Europeanization’ (2009: 180).

For Amin, the thesis that

the European West is not only the world of material wealth and power, including military 
might; it is also the site of the triumph of the scientific spirit, rationality, and practical effi-
ciency, just as it is the world of tolerance, diversity of opinions, respect for human rights and 
democracy, concern for equality – at least the equality of rights and opportunities – and 
social justice (2009: 180)

does not of itself necessarily entail Eurocentrism as a corollary. To speak of 
Eurocentrism, the legend of the ‘European miracle’ – the exceptionality of 
European history – must be accepted so as to become the premise that would 
justify the imperial political project of ‘homogenization through imitation and 
catching up with the West’ for the entire world (2009: 183). The historical recon-
struction offered by Amin, while not reducing Eurocentrism to a minor side 
effect of the development of modern capitalism, aims to avoid the danger of 
turning a ‘mythic construct’ that emerged with and sustained the global expan-
sion of capital into the core ground of colonial domination (2009: 103).

Kolja Lindner proposes to take into consideration four main ideological ingre-
dients of what is classically thought of as Eurocentrism in order to estimate 
the extent to which Marxism (and Marx himself) can be legitimately accused 
of being ‘Eurocentric’ (Lindner 2010; Harootunian, 2010; Achcar 2013). The 
four aspects are: Ethnocentrism (or the affirmation of the superiority of Western 
civilizations that may also rely on racial claims); Orientalism (the production 
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of an homogeneous, essentialist and simplistic vision of the Eastern world); 
Universalism (the generalization of Western standards, values and habits and 
their consequent imposition on every people and society); and the effacement of 
non-Western history and its influence on European history.

In recent years, several Marxist scholars (Nimtz, 2002; Anderson, 2010; 
Lindner, 2010; Jani, 2014; Pradella, 2017) who have engaged with Marx’s oeuvre 
with the aim of investigating its much contested Eurocentrism have demonstrated 
the theoretical relevance that non-Western formations and colonial matters pro-
gressively gained in Marx’s own writings and stressed his commitment to antico-
lonial and anti-imperialist struggles. Indeed, Marx’s Eurocentrism deserves to be 
assessed on the basis of a comprehensive overview of his entire production and 
his sources (Lindner, 2010). On these grounds, most scholars agree on recogniz-
ing the ambivalences that emerge in Marx’s analysis of property relations in Asia, 
for example, or in his early understanding of colonialism as exposed in his 1853 
article published in the New York Daily Tribune “The British Rule in India” – 
‘whatever may have been the crimes of England, she was the unconscious tool of 
history in bringing about that revolution’ (Marx, 2007: 219) – while at the same 
time highlighting the evolution of Marx’s thought on such a fundamental matter 
for his global theory of capital as the colonial phenomenon. If Lucia Pradella 
(2017) draws on the previously unpublished London Notebooks (1850–53) to 
argue that Marx unfolds his labour theory of value on an international scale by 
challenging the methodological nationalism of classical political economy and 
François Bernier’s theory of Oriental despotism, Lindner states that it was in 
the 1860s, while looking at the situation of Ireland, that ‘Marx (and Engels) 
had developed an awareness of the underdevelopment due to colonialism or the 
overall colonial context’ (2010). On the other hand, Pranav Jani (2002) consid-
ers Marx’s study of the 1857–59 revolt in British India already crucial to his 
overcoming of Eurocentrism, while Kevin Anderson (2010) focuses on his late 
notebooks (1879–82) on non-Western societies such as China, India, Indonesia, 
Algeria and Russia –– to show evidence of his interest in deciphering and compre-
hending the peripheries of capitalism. Providing an extensive account of Marx’s 
framework from the ‘implicit unilinearism’ of The Communist Manifesto (1848) 
and the articles he had written for the New-York Daily Tribune in the 1850s to 
the ‘multilinear theory of history’ as outlined in the Grundrisse (1857–58) and 
the French edition of Capital (1872–75), and finally to the complex multilinear-
ity of the late notebooks on non-Western societies (1879–82), Anderson’s Marx 
at the Margins provides the most exhaustive attempt thoroughly to engage with 
the Marxian corpus on these questions (2010: 3). The author presents Marx as 
a global theorist seriously committed to understanding the future development 
of the capitalist world outside of Europe, and for whom the ‘proletariat was not 
only white and European, but also encompassed Black labor in America, as well 
as the Irish, not considered “white” at the time’ (2010: 3). Also, for Anderson, 
Marx’s interest in the actual evolution of non-Western societies and his defence 



POSTCOLONIAL STUDIES 963

of oppressed minorities all over the globe ‘were not incidental to […his] theori-
zation of capitalism, but part of a complex analysis of the global social order of 
his time’ (2010: 3).

To what extent, then, can Marx and Marxism be accused of Eurocentrism? And, 
more generally, to what extent does the concept of Eurocentrism still retain its valid-
ity to designate the hegemony of the West as the locus enunciationis par excellence 
for contemporary theory? It is indeed hard to deny, for example, that Western philos-
ophy – usually simply termed as ‘philosophy’ – has been historically ‘Eurocentred’ 
and continues to be so, often preventing the very possibility of speaking of philoso-
phy outside of this canon. The actual geopolitics of knowledge (Mignolo, 2002) thus 
makes a serious case for the postcolonial denunciation of Eurocentrism affecting 
the human and social sciences alike and urges a critical reflection on for whom 
and from where global knowledge is produced in the last instance. Nevertheless, it 
would be wrong to think that the label of ‘Eurocentric’ applies – inevitably and ines-
capably – to all that is conceived or generated in the West, or equally to claim that 
scholarship produced outside the Western world is necessarily non-Eurocentric. If, 
on the one hand, the problem of Eurocentrism in Western thought, and in Marxism 
in particular, cannot be minimized as a non-existent or irrelevant issue, on the other 
hand, it requires painstaking critique to avoid all-too-easy simplifications. In this 
respect, Chibber’s acknowledgement that ‘all the Western theories we know of up 
to the late nineteenth century overwhelmingly drew their evidence and their data 
from Europe [and] [i]n this sense, they were Eurocentric’ cannot simply lead to 
the conclusion that ‘this kind of Eurocentrism is natural, though it’s going to come 
with all sorts of problems, but it can’t really be indicted’ (Chibber, 2013b, emphasis 
added). Being nothing but a historical phenomenon, Eurocentrism cannot be con-
sidered either ‘natural’ or ‘unnatural’ and, most importantly, it deserves to be scruti-
nized genealogically as a quintessential component of modernity, rejecting both the 
apologetic and the dismissive approach to the legacy of Western civilization. This 
is in fact the very task of postcolonial critique that Spivak incisively summed up as 
‘neither accusing nor excusing’ (1999: 4, 345).

The endeavour to decolonize Marxism is thus no blasphemy, insofar as the his-
tory of Marxism (and even more so, the history of communism, socialism and 
social-democracy) has not been immune from the conditioning of imperialist drives 
or from complicity with colonial prejudice and domination (Young, 2004: 34). 
Thus, as Bartolovich acknowledges,

it would be foolish to pretend that some concepts – even many – generated in the history 
of Marxist thought (including by Marx himself) are not guilty as charged here, as it would be 
foolish to pretend that some – even many, including some of the most decisive – Marxist 
theorists (especially those with no experience of and no regard for non-European conditions) 
have not construed their own narrowly conceived horizons universalistically. (Bartolovich and 
Lazarus, 2002: 11)1

To this extent postcolonial theory can be credited, as Lazarus highlights, with ‘the 
salutary demonstration that such historically resonant “master narratives” as 
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enlightenment, modernity, progress, and reason – narratives that have almost 
always been phrased in universalistic terms – have often been mobilized in defence 
of practices both ethnocentric and intolerant of difference (sometimes murderously 
so)’ (2002: 43). At the same time, it can be convincingly argued that Marxists have 
also significantly contributed to the understanding, critique and denunciation of 
colonial systems and imperialism, of racism and racial hierarchies. Ultimately, as 
Bartolovich once again has been rightly recalling, ‘[t]he very fact that many of the 
most brilliant, prominent, and effective anticolonial activists have insistently pro-
nounced themselves Marxists should give pause to postcolonialists who stand 
poised to dismiss Marxism as a “European” philosophy’ (2002: 11).

THE CULTURAL LOGIC OF POSTCOLONIALITY

The emergence of postcolonial studies in the literature departments of Anglo-
American academia – the publication of Said’s Orientalism in 1978 has been 
retrospectively considered as the date of birth of the new field ante litteram2 – 
was surrounded from the outset by a vigorously polemic debate about the ideo-
logical positioning of postcolonialism with regards to Marxism (Ahmad, 1992; 
Dirlik, 1997; Lazarus, 1999; Parry, 2004). While the early work of subaltern 
studies social historians in India in the 1980s – a scholarship that mostly gained 
influence abroad through the growing international consecration of postcolonial 
studies in the 1990s – was unanimously perceived as an expansion and a continu-
ation of the Marxist tradition, the theoretical and political relation of the postco-
lonial with Marxism has been at the centre of intense contention (Kaiwar, 2014; 
Sinha and Varma, 2017).

Indeed, the label ‘postcolonial’ has been deeply and widely questioned even 
as it began to gain currency, with particular scrutiny as to the very meaning of the 
prefix ‘post’ in conjunction with ‘the colonial’, and in resonance with other exam-
ples of its use, as in ‘postmodernism’ (Appiah, 1991; McClintock, 1992; Shohat, 
1992; Dirlik, 1994; Ahmad, 1995; Parry, 1997; Lazarus, 2011b). In her ‘Notes 
on the “Post-Colonial”, Ella Shohat first stressed the ‘theoretical and political 
ambiguities’ of the term while noticing its absence from discourses opposing and 
taking issues with the 1990–91 Gulf War, discourses where other words such as 
‘imperialism’, ‘neo-colonialism’, ‘neo-imperialism’ were instead widely mobi-
lized. ‘Was this absence sheer coincidence’, she asked, ‘or is there something 
about the term “post-colonial” that does not lend itself to a geopolitical critique?’ 
(Shohat, 1992: 99). Reflecting on the ‘politics of location’ of postcoloniality, 
which had not in her view been critically investigated by scholars in the field, 
Shohat provided a meditation on the ‘depoliticizing implications’ of the postco-
lonial, inaugurating a long series of essays that shared similar concerns (1992: 
99). For most of the detractors of postcolonialism, its inception resulted from the 
eclipse of the older Third Worldism that had nourished liberationist ideologies 
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and boosted anticolonial struggles against European imperialism (Lazarus, 1999; 
San Juan Jr., 2000; Parry, 2004). Since postcolonial theory emerged in the 1980s 
as a response to the global defeat of Third World liberation projects by imperialist 
counter-revolutions and the weakening of class struggle in First World societies 
(Dirlik, 1997; Parry, 2002; San Juan Jr., 2002; Kaiwar, 2014), the postcolonial 
paradigm has been almost unanimously interpreted as imbued with disillusion-
ment – ‘a convenient doctrine for those who dislike what the system does while 
doubting that they will ever be strong enough to bring it down’ (Eagleton, 2005: 
175) – and defeatism – as an allegory for ‘the depressing absence of a collec-
tive subject of postcolonial liberation’ (Taylor, 2018: 244) – and eventually as a 
weak ideology destined to fill the ‘redoubled vacuum’ left by the abandonment of 
both socialism and nationalism as anti-imperialist strategies (Ahmad, 1992: 34). 
Among the partisans of postcolonial theory, Young emphasizes a certain continu-
ity between its stances and those of Third Worldism, by claiming that ‘postco-
lonialism as a theoretical discourse can operate as a kind of popular front for a 
whole range of different inter-related political movements […] a new tricontinen-
talism or socialism of the South’ (Young, 2004: 30). Conversely, most of its crit-
ics tend to stress discontinuity between the revolutionary spirit of cultural Third 
World nationalism and the postcolonial celebration of difference and hybridity. 
Benita Parry, for example, highlights the ‘meager reception’ that liberation theo-
ries encountered in postcolonial studies as well as the disowning of ‘all forms of 
anticolonialist rhetoric and organization’, and advocates an urgent reassessment 
within the field of the ‘socialist goals and internationalism of Marxist-inspired 
movements’ (Parry, 2002: 125, 143).

At the same time, both champions and opponents seem to agree in acknowl-
edging postcolonial theory’s manifest aim to replace Third World liberation’s 
Marxism with a new critique of imperialism (Young, 2004). Interestingly, Vasant 
Kaiwar recognizes the capacity of postcolonial studies to subsume the legacy of 
previous political projects of the kind of Third Worldism, Maoism, Liberation 
Theology and Pan-Africanism, but argues that ‘by and large, the postcolonial 
also seems to signify a de-radicalized reading of what many of the social move-
ments stood for’ (Kaiwar, 2014: 5). For Kaiwar, instead, the postcolonial stands 
for a series of detrimental replacements – of a history from below with a history 
of the margins, of a history of class struggle with a pseudo-history of civili-
zation, of internationalism with localism, of ungrounded Western Orientalism 
with an artificial Postcolonial Orient – aiming at repudiating Marxism in order 
to absorb new, grand postmodern narratives. Such a massive repudiation of 
Marxism resulted in ‘shallow forms of retrogressive indigenism’ and inevitably 
led postcolonial theory to unreservedly embrace the culturalist turn, endorsing a 
post-structuralist emphasis on discourse and textuality (Sarkar, 1997: 106). As 
Stuart Hall admitted, since ‘the postcolonial and the analysis of the new devel-
opments in global capitalism have indeed largely proceeded in relative isola-
tion from one another’, the outcome of the postcolonial rejection of economism 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM966

merely plunged the whole field into a ‘massive, gigantic and eloquent disavowal’ 
of political economy tout court (Hall, 1996: 257–8).

Furthermore, some Marxist critics have strongly pointed out that the flip side 
of class-blindness in theory translates in practice into a postcolonial ‘legitimation 
of contemporary forms of power’ (Dirlik, 1999a: 286) and the complicit affili-
ation of the discipline with the interests of postcolonial national bourgeoisies, 
with the latter mirroring themselves in the new ideology circulated by intellectual 
elites of the Global South in the institutions of metropolitan academia (Dirlik, 
1994). Associated with the debacle of anticolonial liberation struggles to which it 
could offer no more than ‘cultural compassion’ (San Juan Jr., 2006), aligned with 
the postmodern spirit of the time (and in fact one of its most prominent mani-
festations in the academic field of the humanities), postcolonial theory roused 
generalized hostility in the Marxist milieu for allegedly lacking both the aims and 
the tools to elaborate a radical critique capable of challenging the capitalist status 
quo and rejecting it as the only existing order.

POSTCOLONIAL FETISHES: CULTURE, THE WEST AND THE REST

Hall’s regretful remark concerning the postcolonial abandonment of economic 
analysis resonates with several accusations that have been levelled at postcolonial 
theory by Marxist scholars, whether from within or outside the field, during the 
1990s. Criticism arising at that time during the ‘first round’ of exchanges between 
Marxists and postcolonial theorists mostly targeted the affiliation of postcolonial 
studies to postmodernism in its post-structuralist and deconstructionist variants. 
Such criticism amounted in some cases to outright rejection – as from Ahmad 
(1992), whose stern critique of Orientalism in his In Theory: Nations, Classes, 
Literatures provoked a ‘seismic shock’ (Moore-Gilbert, 2001: 9), or from Dirlik 
(1997) and San Juan Jr. (2000) – and in others, such as for Parry and Lazarus, to 
more constructive confrontation (Parry, 2004; Lazarus, 2011a).

‘Is There History after Eurocentrism?’ asks Arif Dirlik in a provocative essay 
published in 1999, suggesting that as a consequence of the postcolonial penchant 
for ‘reductionist culturalist understanding of Eurocentrism’, another major ‘dis-
avowal’ had occurred in the domain of postcolonial theory: that of history (Dirlik, 
1999b: 1). Echoing Terry Eagleton’s analogous verdict about post-structuralism’s 
‘hedonist withdrawal from history’ (Eagleton, 1983: 150) – a verdict that reso-
nates in turn with Perry Anderson’s warning against the dangerous ‘randomiza-
tion of history’ resulting from the abandonment of historical materialism in the 
name of radical textualism (Anderson, 1983: 48) – Dirlik’s admonition seems to 
contradict postcolonial scholars’ disseminated interest in investigating modernity 
and the colonial past. Yet the paradox is only apparent, since, according to its 
detractors, postcolonial investigation of colonial modernity approaches its subject 
matter as a ‘cultural affair’, leaving aside in most cases the task of comprehend-
ing processes of capitalist expansion and the co-implication of capitalism and 
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colonialism (Eagleton, 2005: 161). Hence, for sympathetic Marxist critics such 
as Lazarus, ‘a credible historical materialist alternative to the idealist and dehis-
toricizing scholarship currently predominant in that field in general’ is urgently 
needed to counter postcolonial theorists’ tendency to avoid ‘any focus on capital 
and class in favor of a thoroughly culturalist definition of the neocolonial world 
order’ (Lazarus, 1999: 1, 2002: 52).

Thus, the recovery of both Marxism and nationalism, as proposed by Lazarus in 
Nationalism and Cultural Practice, in support of a project he terms ‘nationalitar-
ian socialism’, should work as a remedy against postcolonial theory’s ‘category 
error’ (Lazarus, 1999; 2011b). Such error consists firstly in offering a purely civi-
lizational framework for the critique of the world we live in – a framework that 
the author aims to deconstruct in his influential essay ‘The Fetish of “the West” 
in Postcolonial Studies’ (Lazarus, 2002) – and secondly in replacing ‘a concrete 
ideological specification (“bourgeois”, “capitalist”) with a pseudo-geographical 
one (“Europe”, “the West”)’ as is manifestly the case, for example, in Dipesh 
Chakrabarty’s Provincializing Europe (Bartolovich and Lazarus, 2002: 63). Unlike 
Ahmad, Lazarus praises Said’s critical work on Orientalism for unveiling the 
ideological construction of colonial discourses about the East. At the same time, 
Lazarus draws on Fernando Coronil’s analysis of the uses of the West in postco-
lonial theory, holding such ‘an imperial fetish’ – ‘the imagined home of history’s 
victors, the embodiment of their power’ (Coronil, 1996: 78) – accountable for the 
transvaluation of a complex entanglement of historico-geographical relations into 
‘the material, thinglike, tangible form of geographical entities’ (1996: 77).

Lazarus remarks that

[i]n such texts as Said’s magisterial Orientalism and Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s widely read 
and frequently anthologized essay, ‘Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 
Discourses’, for instance, the category of ‘the West’ comes to stand for imperialist power. 
But since what is thus named is preeminently a civilizational value rather than a mode of 
production or a social formation, this alibi of ‘the West’ serves to dematerialize what it tacitly 
references. (Lazarus, 2002: 54)

In fact, the mobilization of the concept of the West in postcolonial theory appears 
highly problematic from a Marxist viewpoint in at least two senses: on the one 
hand, it is synonymous with postcolonial studies’ cultural reductionism and its 
antimaterialist methods; on the other hand, by promoting the primacy of a reified 
global geography against history and by fostering a crude hypostatization of 
cultures, peoples, nations and ethnicities, it ends up rendering the rise and repro-
duction of capital worldwide ultimately unintelligible.

THE TEXT AND THE CONTEXT: A MATERIALIST CRITIQUE

According to Marxist critics, the ahistoric fetish of the West in postcolonial theo-
ries has gone hand in hand with the fetish of textuality. While dismissing or even 
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occluding the path for a materialist analysis of culture, postcolonial studies have 
resolutely shifted towards semiotic approaches that earned the field accusations 
of ‘textual Idealism’ (Parry, 2004: 3–4). Alex Callinicos, for instance, has pin-
pointed the fundamental ‘idealist reduction of the social to the semiotic’ that is 
at play in Homi Bhabha’s work (Callinicos, 1995: 111, see Bhabha, 1994); 
Epifanio San Juan Jr. has denounced the dangers of a postcolonial ‘metaphysics 
of textualism’, lamenting ‘the cult of linguistic and psychological ambivalence’ 
(San Juan Jr., 2000: 22); Benita Parry, in her invective against the ‘exorbitation 
of discourse’ in the writings of Spivak and Bhabha, indicted the textualist drift 
unabashedly embraced by both authors as the cause of the impoverishment of 
their conceptual setting (Parry, 2004: 26).

Drawing on Said’s own disappointment with the ‘astonishing sense of weight-
lessness with regard to the gravity of history’ that spread across the humanities 
as a consequence of the linguistic turn, Parry regrets the exacerbation of a cer-
tain post-structuralist sensibility in postcolonial theories (Said, 1993: 366–7, also 
quoted in Parry, 2004: 4), which results in textual practices that are indifferent 
to understanding both social formations and social praxis. In her Postcolonial 
Studies: A Materialist Critique, the author develops a detailed assessment of the 
field, singling out limits and inconsistencies of the critical strategies responsi-
ble for drowning the social into the symbolic and the material into the textual. 
On the one hand, according to Parry, postcolonial theory normally privileges a 
one-sided comprehension of the (post)colonial experience which is almost exclu-
sively centred on its epistemic import and reduces power to a textual function 
while dismissing political categories of analysis (Parry, 2004: 10, 26). On the 
other hand, postcolonial theory’s discursive inflation has created a brand-new jar-
gon that eliminates from its conceptual landscape crucial notions and references 
belonging to the classical tradition of anticolonial thought (2004: 83). For Parry, 
recovering and rehabilitating those ‘missing terms’ (2004: 192) is quintessential 
to preserving the antagonistic dimension that permeated colonial relations and 
anticolonial struggles. Indeed, postcolonial studies abandoned the oppositional 
semantics of antagonism for a ‘postulate of hybridity’ that translates the binary 
structure of colonial encounters into transactional negotiations of cultural dif-
ferences and processes of transculturation (2004: 25). As Epifanio San Juan Jr. 
recalls, ‘the focus on contrapuntal flux, hybrid positionalities, and directionless 
or aleatory ambivalence […] can only serve as a vehicle for soothing the anguish 
of the oppressed’ without offering political alternatives or critical tools (San 
Juan Jr., 2007: 110). Furthermore, in Parry’s view, the postcolonial perspective, 
being premised on the absolutely disruptive power of imperialism’s epistemic 
violence, actively contributes to the foreclosure of subaltern agency it denounces. 
For Parry, this is precisely the case in Spivak’s work, whose task should consist, 
in the author’s own words, of inspecting ‘soberly the absence of a text that can 
“answer one back” after the planned epistemic violence of the imperialist proj-
ect’ (Spivak, 1985: 251, in Parry, 2004: 19).
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Finally, one could sum up the many criticisms raised by Marxist proponents 
against the postcolonial paradigm by paraphrasing Nancy Fraser’s famous 1985 
article entitled ‘What Is Critical about Critical Theory?’: what is actually criti-
cal about postcolonial critique? Indeed, if global gaps and inequalities cannot 
be reduced theoretically by deconstructing the colonial symbolic order (Dussel, 
1997), and if the theoretical weapons offered by the postcolonial framework are 
unsuited to a conceptualization of ‘neo-colonial imbalances in the contempo-
rary world order’ (Loomba, 1998: 256–7), then postcolonial theory severed from 
Marxism ultimately seems destined to stand as little more than an innocuous, 
harmless approach.

CAPITALISM AND UNIVERSALISM AS POSTCOLONIAL SPECTRES

Variously described as ‘a bomb’ (Hung, 2016: 123), ‘a burst of fresh air dispelling 
the stale aroma of pseudo-radical academic establishment’ (Zizek’s blurb, PTSC, 
2013), a critical intervention ‘shak[ing] up our intellectual and political landscape’ 
(Brenner’s blurb, PTSC, 2013), or a ‘work of scholarly necromancy’ merely resur-
recting dead debates (Taylor, 2018: 234), Chibber’s PTSC had the merit of 
polemically re-staging the long-standing antagonism between Marxism and post-
colonial scholarship (Lazarus, 2016; Sinha and Varma, 2017). Furthermore, 
although not as its main purpose, the book implicitly revisits ‘the long-drawn 
debate between the Marxists and post-structuralists, or the modernists and post-
modernists’ (Hung, 2016: 123), revealing also the manifest ‘internal bifurcation of 
humanist and social-scientific interpretations of Marxism’ (Brennan, 2016: 198).

Curiously enough, a book that purports to engage with postcolonial theory 
at large, as the title promises, in fact engages solely with (a sampling of) subal-
tern studies, erroneously considering them ‘the most illustrious representative of 
postcolonial theory in the scholarship on the Global South’ (Chibber, 2013a: 5). 
In doing so, the volume dismisses the most representative authors in the postco-
lonial field as such (like Spivak and Bhabha, entre autres) and ends up portraying 
postcolonial theory as a much less contentious field than it always has been (Jani, 
2014; Brennan, 2016; Lazarus, 2016; Parry, 2017).

Premised on what has been named as Robert Brenner’s and Ellen Meiksins 
Wood’s ‘political Marxism’, Chibber’s analysis develops a materialist critique 
of the works of three significant subalternist scholars whose research focused on 
the social history of colonial India: Ranajit Guha, Partha Chatterjee and Dipesh 
Chakrabarty. Openly clashing with postcolonial theory, Chibber accuses the 
entire field of fostering Orientalism and ‘relentlessly promot[ing] Eurocentrism 
[by portraying] the West as the site of reason, rationality, secularism, democratic 
culture, and the like, and the East as an unchanging miasma of tradition, unreason, 
religiosity, and so on’ (Chibber, 2013a: 291). A first thread of Chibber’s critique, 
concerning the appraisal of the nature of bourgeois power in both metropolitan 
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and colonial contexts, engages with the differential assessment of the historical 
roles played by European and Indian bourgeoisies in Ranajit Guha’s major work 
Dominance without Hegemony (1997). The goal is to disprove Guha’s diagnosis 
of the structural weakness of bourgeois elites in colonial regimes and of their 
inability to entrain modernization and implement liberal reforms. A second criti-
cal element that Chibber singles out in the works of subalternist scholars regards 
the history of capitalist modernity. Chibber highlights the primacy of the uni-
versalizing function of capitalism – defined as ‘market dependence’ (Chibber, 
2013a: 100) – against the alleged praise of ‘locality’ and essentialization of ‘dif-
ferences’ at stake in postcolonial theory. In particular, he takes issue with Dipesh 
Chakrabarty’s effort in Provincializing Europe (2000) to conceive of multiple 
histories of modernity, namely targeting his notion of ‘History 2’, that is meant to 
express ‘a politics of human belonging and diversity’ and to incarnate an obstacle 
to the unlimited expansivity of History 1, the history of capital as outlined in clas-
sical Marxism (Chakrabarty, 2000: 67; Tomba, 2013).

Firstly, Chibber aims to show that Guha’s reconstruction of the bourgeois rev-
olutions in Europe and his assumption of the hegemonic status of Western bour-
geoisies as capable of carrying forward and integrating the interests of subaltern 
classes in their revolutionary programmes are ‘deeply flawed’ (Chibber, 2013a: 87).  
This, Chibber continues, leads Guha to achieve a distorted apprehension of the 
limited margins for manoeuvre of the Indian bourgeoisie, seen as a pale carica-
ture of its British counterpart. Secondly, while subscribing to the idea that capital-
ism undoubtedly acquired distinct shapes in different colonial contexts, Chibber 
rejects the thesis by which a universalist account of the history of capital would 
be doomed to teleology, determinism or historicism, and brings in support of 
his argument several theoretical experiments from within the Marxist tradition –  
Lenin’s theory of imperialism, Kautsky’s work on agrarian society, Trotsky’s 
theory of combined and uneven development, and world-systems theories among 
others – that examined ‘social reproduction in parts of the world where capi-
tal was not working in exactly the way Marx described it in Capital’ (Chibber, 
2013a: 292). Finally, a third element of criticism concerns what Chibber improp-
erly terms ‘subaltern psychology’, namely the analytical portrait of subaltern 
agency as it appears in particular in the works of Partha Chatterjee and Dipesh 
Chakrabarty regarding, respectively, the peasant movement in Bengal and the 
experience of jute mill workers in Calcutta (Chatterjee, 1986; Chakrabarty, 
1989). Along the lines followed in his analysis of the driving forces of capitalist 
expansion, Chibber advances an argument in favour of universalism in order to 
question the validity of postcolonial approaches that see peasant consciousness 
in colonial India as incommensurably different from the consciousness of the 
oppressed in Western societies. The dominated subjects, Chibber states, share 
the same human nature and some universal human features. Ironically, Chibber’s 
conception of universalism appears quite peculiar for being reduced, as has been 
noticed, to ‘capital’s drive to universalize itself and the attempts of the poor to 
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defend their well-being’, while gender and race are by no means comprised as 
historically universal or universalizable traits (Robbins, 2016: 113).

In fact, Chibber’s theses, in his own words, amount to arguing that

[t]here are some needs that exist and endure independently of culture, and chief among these 
is the need to attend to one’s physical well-being. Second, that people are typically cognizant 
of this need and it therefore generates interests that influence political and social interaction. 
And third, that it is the universality of this need that explains the universality of resistance to 
exploitation – since the latter typically undermines the former. (Chibber, 2013a: 262)

In sum, the book’s most substantial claim consists of maintaining that capitalism 
‘does not have to obliterate social difference in order to universalize itself’ and 
that differences between colonial and European societies do not entail incom-
mensurability (Chibber, 2013a: 150). Yet, as Bruce Robbins has sharply 
remarked, even if ‘[o]ne can agree with Chibber, still the role played by differ-
ence should be analysed especially in view of strategic composition of subal-
terns’ struggles’, while the author ‘does not even try to account for the Great 
Divergence between capitalism in the style of IKEA and capitalism in the style 
of Rana Plaza’ (Robbins, 2016: 112). In a similar vein, Sandro Mezzadra has 
also highlighted that Chibber’s theory of the universalization of capital does not 
help to understand how such a universalizing tendency influences or simply 
interacts with the subjective experiences of the exploited and their struggles in 
distinct locations of the globe (Mezzadra, 2014).

Besides being accused of acritically rehabilitating Enlightenment concepts 
and values as univocally progressive, Chibber’s book has also incurred the charge 
of fabricating a Marxist version of liberal political theory (Workman, 2016). This 
points to his equally acritical endorsement of rational choice theory as the best 
device to explain individual agency on the basis of universal principles such as 
basic needs and self-interest (Chatterjee, 2016; Parry, 2017). In this regard, it has 
been rightly noticed that Chibber’s argument collapses into tautology inasmuch 
as it does not give any account of what it is meant to explain: namely, how alleged 
universal needs and interests are shaped empirically – how individuals become 
aware of their needs, how their interests determine their actions – and, one could 
add, how universal needs translate into interests that people are willing to fight 
for or, eventually, into political struggles (Eriksen, 2016).

Even accepting Chibber’s assumption that ‘[a] concern for certain basic needs –  
for food, shelter, safety, etc. – is part of the normative repertoire of agents across 
localities and time’, the most significant question about how such concern is col-
lectively expressed and articulated remains unanswered (Chibber, 2014: 74). It is 
actually far too simplistic to define the striving of individuals for well-being as a 
‘central fount for resistance […] that drives workers into the arms of capitalists 
[and] also motivates them to resist the terms of their exploitation’; similarly, it is 
far too inaccurate to argue that ‘the same slogans can be found in Cairo, Buenos 
Aires, Madison and London’ because some universal interests are expressed in 
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them (2014: 75, 67). Indeed, quite the opposite is true: not only do the struggles 
of the exploited not necessarily share the same slogans or the same political ori-
entation, but the very needs and interests of the oppressed do not historically 
translate into the same claims or the desire for the same things, let alone the same 
strategic options.

In the end, Chibber’s universalism does too little – and much less than it 
promises – as it seems to remain indifferent to the particularities it should 
account for, showing that the author ‘is less interested in the dialectical, tempo-
ralized, and temporalizing interpenetration of the universal and the particular, 
the abstract, and the concrete’ (Taylor, 2018: 242). As Spivak aptly remarks:

The moment you go from body to mind, from physical well-being to fighting for physical well-
being, there is language, history and ‘permissible narratives’ (Said, 1984: 27–48). For example, 
the mother thinks honour, the daughter thinks reproductive rights […] If physical well-being 
were a race-free, class-free, gender-free grand narrative, there would be no point in having any 
theories of justice, politics, human rights and gender compromise. (Spivak, 2014: 189)

Thus the explanation offered by Chibber remains insufficient for at least one 
good reason, which has been summarized as follows:

[W]hile the need for physical well-being may well stand outside of culture, it is ‘culture’ that 
enables a consciousness of this interest as something to which one is entitled rather than as 
a privilege that must be earned not to mention a cognizance of how one might attain this 
interest acting individually or in concert with others. (Rao, 2017: 595)

In this regard, Bruce Robbins’ (2016) commentary highlights the lack of any 
theory of culture in Chibber’s perspective. In fact, Chibber believes that cultural 
differences are irrelevant to the development of capitalism, just like culture is 
irrelevant to his Marxist materialist analysis. Nevertheless, as has been sug-
gested, only a Marxism ‘more infused with cultural sensitivities’ would be capa-
ble of accounting for the specificity and the historicity of colonialism and of the 
postcolonial condition we live in (Sewell, 2016: 281)

PROVINCIALIZING CHIBBER, STRETCHING MARXISM

After briefly revisiting the confrontational exchanges between Marxist and postcolo-
nial proponents, Moore-Gilbert’s optimistic reconciliatory view that Marxism and 
postcolonial theory ‘may move by different routes, but their objectives lie in the same 
direction’ sounds hard to credit (Moore-Gilbert, 2001: 24). Yet, without necessarily 
aiming to harmonize existing tensions between the two camps, it is possible to look 
at the way in which Marxist and postcolonial scholars – namely Marxists who 
engaged with postcolonialism and postcolonial theorists who embraced a Marxist 
perspective – have been arguing for a fruitful rapprochement of the two paradigms 
(Bartolovich and Lazarus, 2002; Parry, 2004; Lazarus, 2011a; Mezzadra, 2012; 
Brennan, 2014; Nilsen, 2017; Rao, 2017; Samaddar, 2018).
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How can postcolonial theory be valued from a Marxist perspective? Among 
the detractors of the postcolonial, two very different approaches can be distin-
guished (Jani, 2014): some (such as Ahmad, Dirlik, San Juan Jr.) have adopted a 
purely hostile attitude towards postcolonial theory in defence of Marxism, while 
some others (Brennan, Lazarus, Parry, to name a few) have operated as a counter-
force in the field and worked to ‘create a space for Marxist scholarship within 
postcolonial studies, combating and constructing alternatives to its postmodernist 
elements’ (Jani, 2014). Among those who adopted a more conciliatory stance, 
a good number – including Lindner, Moore-Gilbert, Jani, Rao, Nilsen – have 
made relevant theoretical efforts at bridging gaps by mobilizing the resources 
elaborated by both postcolonial and Marxist scholarships, arguing that Marxists 
should not merely oppose postcolonial theory; while others – like Young in his 
White Mythologies (2004) – proposed a consecutive reading of the two paradigms 
by making of postcolonial theory, so to speak, the ‘continuation of Marxism by 
other means’. Lastly, Spivak’s claim that Marxism, feminism and deconstruction 
should critically interrupt each other stands as a significant attempt by one of the 
most illustrious postcolonial representatives to conceive, against the paradigm of 
mere complementarity, the conflicting supplementarity of the different traditions 
(Spivak, 1990: 110; Mascat, 2016).

The task of thinking the ‘substantial obstacles to an accommodation between 
postcolonialism and Marxism as modes of cultural analysis’ may raise concerns 
about the nature of the divergences that emerge between the two fields (Moore-
Gilbert, 2001: 16): are these unbridgeable differences? In very general terms, 
one can argue that a manifest conceptual irreconcilability already surfaces at 
the semantic level, with the deployment of the notions of totality, universalism, 
causal determination and class antagonism that are part and parcel of the Marxist 
lexicon, on the one side, and the mobilization of the concepts of particularity, 
incommensurability, ambivalence and hybridity that weave the texture of the 
post-structuralist idiom, on the other (Sinha and Varma, 2017: 546). In the effort 
to move forward from the long-standing polemic harshly reignited by the publi-
cation of Chibber’s PTSC, three main aspects seem deserving of careful analysis 
in order to assess the possibility of superseding the existing ‘conflict of inter-
est’ between Marxism and postcolonial theory. Capitalism appears as the first 
matter of major divergence between the two fields, since the Marxist perspec-
tive grants a central role to the existing mode of production in accounting for 
the divides existing in modern and contemporary societies, and often perceives 
postcolonialism as a radical diversion from such framework. A crucial issue, 
then, is the alleged inefficacy of postcolonial theory in the critique of capital-
ism, taken for granted as a historical background whose co-constitutive relation 
with colonial domination remains often overlooked (Sinha and Varma, 2017). 
As a consequence, on a conceptual level, what is lost to postcolonial theory’s 
predilection for singularity and fragmentation is precisely the capacity to attain 
the ‘standpoint of the totality’ when reading colonial history and interpreting 
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contemporary neocolonial dynamics, of which capitalism and its abstracting and 
universalizing tendency constitute a structural pivot. To borrow Vasant Kaiwar’s 
words: ‘What is missing […] in postcolonial studies, besides the “imperative 
to historicize”, is the equally critical imperative to totalize’ (Kaiwar, 2014: 18). 
Last but not least, insofar as Marxism cannot but advocate for the rehabilitation 
of the lost standpoint of the totality, from a Marxist perspective the very notion 
of incommensurability that results from the strenuous postcolonial emphasis on 
differences – as in Chakrabarty’s distinction between History 1 and 2 qua incom-
mensurable histories – should be resolutely rejected.

A different assessment of the centrality of capitalist relations and of the 
notions of universalism and totality so crucial for grasping the abstract logic of 
the unfolding of capitalism seems to represent the major conceptual obstacle to 
the sharing of common theoretical and political views between Marxism and 
postcolonial theory (Lazarus, 1999). Would pleading for a postcolonial reprise of 
the language and concepts of political economy, historical materialism and politi-
cal universalism (a plea that has in fact already been raised in many theoretical 
efforts conducted by several Marxist scholars from within the field of postco-
lonial studies) necessarily and ultimately amount to advocating a critical incor-
poration of postcolonial theory within Marxism? A similar suggestion has been 
explicitly formulated by Vaisant Kaiwar in his 2014 volume The Postcolonial 
Orient, which although adopting a very different (and far more accurate) critical 
strategy than Chibber, shares a similar goal. After indicting postcolonial theory 
for its anti-Marxist and, indeed, reformist-revisionist political stances, Kaiwar 
concludes that ‘[t]o the extent that postcolonial studies has the ability or ambi-
tion to enrich Marxism, it must perforce become an aspect of Marxism’ (Kaiwar, 
2014: xviii, emphasis added). In this respect, the aim to incorporate postcolonial 
theory in Marxist critique may appear as a ruthless delegitimization of the post-
colonial as such, and an unreasonably dismissive assessment of the impact of 
its significant intervention in the broad field of the humanities. However, while 
reaffirming the primacy of Marxism as the ‘unforgoable’ horizon of critique for 
the present times (Bartolovich and Lazarus, 2002: 10), the proposal outlined by 
Kaiwar somehow resonates with Fanon’s suggestion in The Wretched of the Earth 
of ‘stretching Marxism’ in order to expand its capacity to engage with colonial 
matters. If indeed ‘Marxism is not a theory of everything’, but can expand, as 
Chibber himself admits (Chibber, 2013a), postcolonial theory can incarnate such 
an enriching expansion of the Marxist domain, of its tasks and tools, of its con-
ceptual heritage and political genealogy.

Two slippery misunderstandings should nevertheless be cleared up if the much 
hoped for stretching of Marxism towards postcolonial theories is not to be read 
simplistically. Firstly, we should bear in mind that Marxism as a living philosophy 
does not constitute a purely Western heritage – or, in other words, that ‘Marx and 
Marxism belong (and have always belonged) to the whole world, not merely to 
Europe, or still less, to that mythical entity “the West”’, and one only has to look 
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at the many historical circumstances in which Marxism has inspired struggles 
for liberation in non-Western countries to see this point proved (Bartolovich and 
Lazarus, 2002: 10). Secondly, the actual richness of the Marxist corpus and its 
many resources for thinking both the expansion of capitalism and the revolution 
outside of Europe – from Marx to Lenin and Trotsky via Bloch, Kautsky, Cabral, 
James, Mandel, etc. – should not be evoked as a theoretical shield to secure the 
field from postcolonial incursions into the debate. In other words, the fact that 
there is significant Marxist accumulation on issues of colonial modernity and 
postcolonial societies clearly does not mean that there is nothing to add. Quite the 
opposite is true, if the aim is to accomplish what Chibber’s book does not (and 
does not even try to, because of its intentionally limited remit): namely, explain-
ing how capitalism, moved as it is by its expansionist and universalizing drives, 
manages to integrate for its own purposes local particularities into its abstract 
functioning, proving itself not merely indifferent but rather fully instrumental-
izing in its relation to concrete local differences. Thus, the task of understand-
ing the concrete adaptive mechanisms of capitalism requires first and foremost 
a reflection on the complicated and conflicted relationship between unity and 
heterogeneity, between particular experiences and generalizable standpoints. Or, 
to put it in more manifestly political terms: how can international class solidar-
ity of the exploited and the oppressed across the globe be fostered for revolu-
tionary anticapitalist purposes, without assuming that abstract universal human 
invariants would do the trick – a trick that is in fact to be conjuncturally effected 
through a global recomposition of labour (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013)? What, 
then, could be the specific supplement provided by postcolonial theory to the 
Marxist analytical framework? And how could postcolonial theory help us pro-
duce ‘“better” Marxist histories’ (Chakrabarty, 1993: 1094)?

Paradoxically, it seems as if its most fruitful and promising contribution to 
Marxism could come from what postcolonial theory has been mostly blamed for 
by its Marxist detractors: its emphasis on differences, its attention to microhistories 
and singularities, its dedication to discourse, textuality and the symbolic. This is 
not to say that Marxist criticism has failed to develop appropriate tools for cultural 
analysis weaving together text and context; rather, it is a way of valuing the work 
accomplished by postcolonial theorists to discover, discuss and impose new knowl-
edge, i.e. approaches, readings and sources that were absent in Marxist scholar-
ship as in the field of Western humanities. Postcolonial theory can thus critically 
supplement Marxism with its fruitful efforts to decolonize the canon and reshape 
that ‘geopolitics of knowledge’ that mirrors the current divisions of global capital-
ism. The tasks also amount to recreating the colonial archive, exposing postcolonial 
counter-narratives of the world we live in, fostering a plural politics of translation 
against linguistic and literary imperialism and relocating the margins at the centre 
of contemporary critical theory. A postcolonial enterprise, vitally ‘supplementary’ 
to Marxism, would also enable a sharp reconsideration of the way cultural and 
socio-historical differences mediate and articulate the uneven expansion of capital 
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across the globe as well as of the role that cultural specificities play on the possibility 
for the dominated to forge shared views and common strategies for struggle – thus, 
entre autres, pointing to a way out of the theoretical and political impasse to which 
Chibber’s Marxism would ultimately consign us towards a reconceptualization of 
‘postcolonial capitalism’ (Mezzadra, 2012).

To claim for postcolonial theory a critical engagement with (post)colonial differ-
ence as its most proper field of intervention does not imply assigning postcolonial 
critics to the custody of the particular as opposed to the care of the universal that 
would instead be attributed to Marxist theorists. Therefore, the option of ‘stretching 
Marxism’ in order to accommodate the contribution of postcolonial theory within 
it does not entail any rigid division of labour. Rather, it envisions a Marxist gal-
axy where postcolonial constellations may fruitfully proliferate. However, such an 
option remains inevitably selective and only applies to those postcolonial critics 
who believe that Marxism still is, as Jean-Paul Sartre famously suggested, ‘the phi-
losophy of our time’. Once relocated in this perspective, far from merely cultivating 
a narcissistic fetish of particularity, postcolonial theory may embody a powerful 
and permanent warning for Marxism, by reminding it that facile socio-historical 
generalizations risk overlooking the legacy of the colonial wounds cut into our 
postcolonial present and the import of “situated knowledge” for radical politics. 
This is how postcolonial theory fulfils its highest critical function, incarnating pre-
cisely that ‘persistent critique’ of what ‘we cannot not (wish to) inhabit’, including 
– first and foremost – Marxism (Spivak, 1993: 284).

Notes

1  A propos, Benita Parry remarks how Perry Anderson ‘inadvertently provided some insights into the met-
ropolitan disregard of Third-World Marxisms’ within the ‘circumscribed horizons of European Marxism 
[…] by failing to recognize that anticolonialist insurrections, which at the very moments he exam-
ines were expanding exponentially, had indeed joined Marxist theory with revolutionary practice –  
a blindspot more remarkable in a British Marxist scholar than the myopia of metropolitan theorists in 
environments where signs of overseas empire were not as ubiquitous’ (Parry, 2004: 276).

2  The other significant date of founding for the postcolonial field is the publication in 1988 of Selected 
Subaltern Studies, a collection of writings from Subaltern Studies, co-edited by Ranajit Guha and 
Gayatri C. Spivak with a foreword by Edward W. Said.
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INTRODUCTION: THE FRAGILE ALLIANCE OF MARXISM AND 
PSYCHOANALYSIS

In the past decade, the crisis-driven developments of capitalism triggered a 
renewed interest in theoretical and political intersections between Marxism and 
psychoanalysis. The political value of psychoanalysis continues to be tied to the 
fact that Freud significantly reframed the problematic of alienation with his theory 
of the unconscious, elaborated a complex denaturalised conception of sexuality 
and provided wide-reaching insights into the intertwining of power and enjoyment. 
The common thread of various historical and contemporary attempts in allying 
Marxism and psychoanalysis thus departs from the recognition that critique of 
political economy always already calls for a critique of libidinal economy, and vice 
versa. Nevertheless, the interaction between Marxism and psychoanalysis has 
always been marked by mutual mistrust, criticism and distance. Of course, work-
ing on their alliance does not imply that Freud’s therapeutic method, its conceptual 
frameworks and clinical goals are entirely in tune with the outlooks of emancipa-
tory politics. Still, there are important lessons to be drawn from the unconscious 
and other fundamental Freudian concepts, which question or criticise modern 
conceptions of subjectivity in terms of consciousness, autonomy, intentionality and 
freedom. Another political perspective follows from Freud’s focus on the socio-
genesis of ‘mental illnesses’, his exposure of the traumatic impact of social 
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imperatives, structures and processes. In his writings on culture Freud openly 
recognised in exploitation, war and crisis three essential features of capitalism that 
a traumatic aetiology of neurosis must take into account. Again, this recognition 
alone does not make of Freud a thinker of emancipation, but his name and work is 
the site of a philosophical, epistemological and political conflict, a terrain that the 
Left should strive to reclaim, instead of dismissing Freud as an obsolete or reac-
tionary thinker. The paradigm of emancipatory appropriation of Freud remains the 
work of Juliet Mitchell (2000). A broader discussion of the place of psychoanalysis 
in the history of feminism can be found in Campbell (2016: 233–52).

Freud’s analytic method has been repeatedly suspected of being a class-therapy 
and his theories a reflection of the bourgeois ideology (according to this clichéd 
criticism, the Oedipus complex describes the pathology of bourgeois family, the 
central role of the father expresses Freud’s patriarchal leanings, etc.). Freud’s occa-
sional rejection of Marxism, as well as his insistence that psychoanalysis neither 
promoted nor amounted to a political worldview, seemed caught in its own clichés 
and superficialities. His polemic targeted the politicisation of psychoanalysis in the 
works of early Freudo-Marxists such as Wilhelm Reich, Otto Fenichel and Otto 
Gross, who opted for an alliance between psychoanalysis and dialectical material-
ism.1 Beyond the question of political worldviews, Freudo-Marxism bypassed an 
important ambiguity in the way Freud conceived the link between libidinal forces 
(drives) and social structures (culture). For Freud the drive was ultimately a limit 
phenomenon, neither ‘psychological’ (cultural) nor ‘physiological’ (natural). This 
implied that the drive was distinct from instinct,2 a presumable natural force, on 
which culture would impose restrictive vicissitudes (Triebschicksale) – destinies, in 
which the drive could only reach mediated, partial or substitute satisfaction. In their 
conviction that human libidinal forces must be liberated, the early Freudo-Marxists 
narrowed down Freud’s views. Most importantly, for Freud there is no uncorrupted 
natural drive outside its cultural destinies; the drive is a force demanding medi-
ated satisfaction. Because human libidinal forces know no uncorrupted, natural 
state, the clinical task of psychoanalysis cannot consist in their liberation, but rather 
in the transformation of the drive’s problematic destiny. Here, Freud most overtly 
parts ways with Freudo-Marxism.

The Freudo-Marxist renewal of the opposition between drives and culture lead 
its representatives to a misconception of repression (Verdrängung). This mental 
mechanism in Freud designates the most common destiny of the drive, its satis-
faction through detours and deviations, while in thinkers like Reich it obtained 
the exclusive meaning of oppression.3 Further, in the Freudian scenario the drive 
stands for a conservative force, which is supposed to explain the compulsive sub-
jective and social resistance against change in the existing mode of enjoyment.4 
From the Freudian perspective, enjoyment therefore cannot be a subversive polit-
ical factor; more than anything it is as an essential form of labour for the system.

In contrast to the ‘Marxist wing’ of the early psychoanalytic community, the 
Frankfurt School’s take on the political implications of psychoanalysis appears 
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more committed to the letter of classical Freudianism and its speculative develop-
ments, such as the death-drive. Theodor W. Adorno famously wrote: ‘In psycho-
analysis nothing is true except the exaggerations’ (Adorno, 2005: 29). Indeed, it 
was by amplifying the signification of apparently minor and insignificant short-
circuits, errors and disturbances in conscious thought that Freud ended up unfold-
ing an unprecedented theory of human subjectivity and of the cultural condition. 
Herbert Marcuse was arguably the one who brought the engagement of critical 
theory with Freudian psychoanalysis the furthest. At first, his attempt to combine 
Freud with Marxism may resemble what Michel Foucault (1976) criticised under 
the term ‘repressive hypothesis’, the already mentioned conviction that cultural 
mechanisms in general and capitalism in particular deprive libidinal forces of 
direct satisfaction. A closer look at Marcuse’s take on the relations between libido 
and social structures nevertheless shows that his position is more ambiguous. At 
the core of his critique is the link between enjoyment and exploitation, which 
he examines through the shift from the ancien régime of repression to the speci-
ficity of advanced industrial capitalism and its ‘one-dimensional’ consumerist 
society, the libidinal economy organised around the mechanism of ‘repressive 
desublimation’ (Marcuse, 1991: 56–83).5 From the psychoanalytic perspective 
capitalism indeed appears as a culture of imposed enjoyment, and Marcuse’s 
developments already point toward the link between compulsive enjoyment and 
extraction of surplus-value, or toward the conversion of enjoyment into surplus-
value. The latter would then stand for the quantified, systemic enjoyment specific 
to the capitalist organisation of social and libidinal economy. This is also where 
the Lacanian contribution to the renewal of Freudo-Marxism enters the picture.

If Freud was at the core of the twentieth-century Freudo-Marxist debates, con-
temporary discussions of political significance of psychoanalysis focus extensively 
on Lacan, whose later work combined Marx and Freud through an epistemologi-
cally and philosophically oriented homological reading, pointing out the shared 
structural problematic that traverses critique of political economy and psychoanal-
ysis.6 Just as for Marx ‘individuals are … personifications of economic categories, 
the bearers of particular class-relations and interests’ (Marx, 1990: 92), for Lacan 
they are personifications of symbolic categories and discursive relations; their suf-
fering bodies are the terrain, where the autonomy and the causality of symbolic 
order, including the economic one, manifest as disturbance and compulsive action.

THE UNCONSCIOUS WORKER: FREUD’S LABOUR THEORY  
OF THE UNCONSCIOUS

Paraphrasing Foucault’s notion of ‘power-knowledge’, one could say that psy-
choanalysis from the very outset circulated around the nexus of power-enjoyment; 
and although Freud’s early commentaries on the cultural condition still unfold on 
the background of the opposition between nature and culture, he soon came to the 
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insight that relations of power and libidinal bonds form a continuum.7 As Lacan 
occasionally remarked, ‘the only discourse there is … is the discourse of enjoy-
ment’ (Lacan, 2006b: 78). In other words, production of enjoyment cannot be 
eliminated from any symbolic system, speech act or social link. Abolishing this 
problematic surplus would ultimately require dissolving language altogether. For 
this reason, too, psychoanalysis cannot subscribe to political ideals such as ‘lib-
eration of sexuality’ or ‘abolition of alienation’, which are often associated with 
the popularised versions of Freudo-Marxism (justifiably with Reich, less so with 
Marcuse). Capitalism itself seems to have introduced its own version of such 
liberation through universal commodification, which, to repeat Marcuse’s and 
Lacan’s framing of the problem, gave rise to the regime of repressive desublima-
tion and imposed enjoyment. No need to recall that this development had any-
thing but dealienating or liberating consequences for the subject; it may in turn 
have demonstrated the incompatibility of enjoyment and emancipation.

Freud’s aetiology of neuroses comes with a reminder that socioeconomic orders 
play a significant role in the genesis of ‘mental illnesses’. In writings such as 
Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) and Civilisation and its Discontent (1930) 
Freud most openly insists that the proliferation of traumatic neuroses is an inevi-
table collateral damage of capitalism. On the one hand, there is the evident aetio-
logical link between traumatic neurosis and two crucial aspects of capitalism, war 
and crisis; on the other hand, there is another aspect, which concerns the problem-
atic capitalist organisation of labour and enjoyment around the insatiable systemic 
imperative of production of surplus-value and around the superego injunction to 
enjoy.8 Seen in this light, traumatised or damaged subjectivity indeed stands for a 
‘social symptom’.9 Of course, it would be wrong to envisage in traumatic neurosis 
an invention of capitalism (Freud does not draw this conclusion), but its techno-
logical and economic development seems to enforce rather than reduce cultural 
traumatism. Recall the grotesque figure of ‘prosthetic God’ that Freud introduces 
in his discussion of the modern cultural malaise.10 In contrast to homo oeco-
nomicus, this strong, greedy and self-loving subject propagated by economic lib-
eralism and neoliberalism, psychoanalysis accentuates the weakness of the human 
subject, whose artificial organs barely camouflage its incomplete and alienated 
nature. Lacan went further in this critical direction, recalling that the ultimate point 
of alienation remains anchored in the abstract and virtually endless character of 
labour: ‘It is true, then, that work (in dreams, among others) gets rid of thinking, 
calculating and even judging. It knows what it must do. This is its definition: it 
presupposes a “subject” that is Der Arbeiter’ (Lacan, 2001: 551). Lacan evokes 
here the controversial German conservative Ernst Jünger and his 1932 volume The 
Worker, but he equally targets ‘the ideal worker, the one Marx made the flower 
of capitalist economy’ (Lacan, 1990: 14). Psychoanalysis thus comes across the 
problematic of abstract labour, an economic category that Lacan explicitly asso-
ciates with Freud’s description of the unconscious work in The Interpretation of 
Dreams (1900). As structural being – that is, as personification of an economic 
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abstraction – the worker does not think, judge or calculate: in other words, abstract 
labour overlaps with unconscious thought. Although the ‘ideal worker’ does not 
exist, it explains the problematic mode of existence of the proletarian, a labour-
ing body consumed by economic abstractions and systemic imperatives: ‘There is 
only one social symptom – each individual is really a proletarian’ (Lacan, 2011: 
18). The proletarian overlaps with the subject of the unconscious, or, to be more 
precise, with the subject of the capitalist unconscious, since Freud and Lacan do 
not postulate the existence of a transhistoric or transcultural unconscious (in con-
trast to Carl Gustav Jung). From Lacan’s point of view, Marx’s figure of the prole-
tariat and Freud’s figure of the neurotic thus seem to share a common fate, insofar 
as they are compulsively working, both physically and mentally, for an exploit-
ative symbolic system, which consumes their entire existence.

According to Marx, the capitalist organisation of social labour around ‘pro-
duction for the sake of production’ (Marx, 1990: 742) and its imperative of con-
stant increase of value confront the labouring subject with a virtually infinite task 
and with an actually insatiable demand. The mutual conditioning of production 
for the sake of production and of abstract labour – one could say, labour for the 
sake of labour – imposes on to the labouring subject a most problematic com-
pulsive action, which pushes him or her to the point of exhaustion. In his analy-
sis of production Marx indeed came across a ‘parasitism of the infinite on the 
finite’ (Milner, 1995: 67).11 In Freud a homological problematic is at stake, but 
in order to evaluate the scope of this homology, it is necessary to give full weight 
to the notion of Arbeit (work, labour). The latter is indeed an underestimated 
concept in Freud, overshadowed by more evident fundamental concepts such as 
unconscious, drive or pleasure. However, by adopting the notion of labour Freud 
amounts to a double philosophical thesis, which resonates well with Marx. First, 
the equation of thought and labour: in The Interpretation of Dreams and other 
founding works intellectual operations such as condensation and displacement 
or visualisation of thought material are described as productive labour. The aim 
of these processes consists in producing pleasure for the sake of pleasure. This 
implies that at a certain level thinking no longer pursues the intellectual ideals for-
mulated by philosophy throughout history (cognition, production of knowledge, 
unveiling of truth etc.). Thinking involves an activity, which serves no purpose:

Our mental activities pursue either a useful aim or a direct gain in pleasure. In the former 
case what we are dealing with are intellectual judgments, preparations for action or the 
conveyance of information to other people. In the latter case we describe these activities as 
play or phantasy. What is useful is itself (as is well known) only a circuitous path to pleasur-
able satisfaction. (Freud, 2001: 127)12

The psychoanalytic aim is not to delimit useful intellectual activities from useless 
fantasy but to show the wide-reaching consequences of their intertwining or indis-
tinction, the mobilisation of thought – that is, of mental work – and more generally 
of discourse for producing surplus-enjoyment. This production is immanent to 
every thought-process, or, as Lacan eventually put it, thought is enjoyment. Both 



PSYCHOANALYSIS 985

aspects of thought that Freud mentions in the above quote are as inseparable and at 
the same time as distinct as the use-value and exchange-value of commodities. The 
main critical contribution of psychoanalysis to the critique of political economy 
can thus be brought down to the recognition of the link between thought, enjoy-
ment and labour, underpinned by the recognition of their compulsive character.

A more general question emerges here: what to make of the fact that Freud repeat-
edly used economic metaphors and vocabulary in order to explain the unconscious 
and sexuality – to the extent that the features of libidinal economy become hard to 
distinguish from the features of capitalist economy? Freud discovered in the produc-
tion of surplus-enjoyment a crucial problem, which is directly linked with what is in 
German called Verausgabung, consumption in the economic sense and exhaustion 
in the psychological sense. The more the mental activities are channelled through 
the drive’s demand of surplus-enjoyment, the more the subject’s mental apparatus 
needs to sustain the laborious process that is thought as such. The centrality of labour 
in Freud’s theoretical and clinical work draws attention to something like libidinal 
exploitation, which manifests as exhaustion-consumption of subjectivity. Put dif-
ferently, Freud directly links production of surplus-enjoyment and exploitation of 
labour. If we recognise in Freud’s economic vocabulary more than mere rhetoric or 
metaphoric, it makes sense to conclude that his work proposes a labour theory of 
enjoyment. Both Freudo-Marxism and Lacan depart from the assumption that the 
proliferation of economic terms in Freud’s work is not coincidental and that Freud’s 
economic vocabulary must be interpreted by means of Marx.

The thesis that unconscious labour and enjoyment form two sides of the same 
productive process in mental life goes against the ‘homeostatic’ conception of 
pleasure that predominated in the history of European philosophy since Aristotle. 
In Nicomachean Ethics,13 Aristotle famously equated pleasure with the state of 
rest, in which presumably no bodily or mental excitation takes place – hence a 
state of homeostasis, conceived as an ideal, to which human beings must aspire 
and conduct their actions accordingly. Aristotle depicts the divine immovable 
mover as the ultimate example of such a pleasurable state without any need that 
would imply a lack and require satisfaction. Human pleasure too presumably 
tends toward this ideal homeostasis, when humans act in accordance with the 
right measure. In Aristotle’s ethical scenario, pleasure is understood as an affect 
accompanying the satisfaction of needs and signals the renewal of homeostasis, 
the decrease of tension caused by the manifestation of a physiological need or 
a symbolic demand. The problematic of surplus-enjoyment and the compulsive 
character of unconscious labour clearly have no place in this scenario. Freud 
focused on two tendencies in the mental apparatus, desire and drive, which 
directly contradict the Aristotelian assumption of right measure and which 
explain constant tension in the mental apparatus, the uninterrupted process of 
unconscious labour and the striving of mental activities toward production – not 
simply of pleasure, but of increase of pleasure. The movement of desire is sus-
tained by the metonymy of lack; here every object comes as disappointment and 
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failure and cannot live up to the task of fulfilling desire. The movement of the 
drive, on the other hand, is sustained by the metaphor of surplus; here an object-
fixation is at stake, the object of satisfaction has been found and the drive cannot 
get enough of it, always demanding more, but in an entirely different way from 
desire. For desire every object comes with a lack, which directs desire to another 
object, whereas for the drive there is only one surplus-object, which stands for 
the ultimate materialisation of enjoyment. Desire and drive each demonstrates 
in its own way the impossibility and the fictitious status of ideal homeostasis; 
and, moreover, in contrast to the Aristotelian right measure, each outlines two 
scenarios, which demonstrate the unmeasure of pleasure.

THE CAPITALIST VICISSITUDE OF THE DRIVE:  
A RETURN TO MARX

In contrast to a supposedly natural instinct such as hunger, the satisfaction of which 
is rhythmic rather than constant, and whose demand appears and vanishes, the 
drive never ceases to demand pleasurable satisfaction. An instinct comes as one-
time impulse, while the drive is a ‘constant force’ (Freud, 2001, vol. 14: 118). The 
former pursues goals that can be described in terms of self-preservation of indi-
vidual or organism, and therefore assumes the appearance of an entirely natural 
force. The drive, on the other hand, can be satisfied only by constant repetition of 
pleasurable satisfaction, since its object is pleasure as such. The perspective is 
therefore inverted: satisfaction of the drive generates an increase of tension and 
points toward a constitutive imbalance and disequilibrium rather than homeostasis. 
Its object of satisfaction, pleasure, is not a more or less accidental affection accom-
panying the act of satisfaction, but rather the object of demand. Lacan occasionally 
remarked that enjoyment is characterised by the fact that it ‘serves no purpose’ 
(Lacan, 1999: 3); in relation to this formula we can repeat that the drive demands 
production of pleasure for the sake of pleasure, which is in itself a useless produc-
tion. This brings us again to Marx’s formula ‘production for the sake of produc-
tion’, which ultimately describes capitalism as organisation of social production 
around the imperative of uselessness and as a useless mode of production. The 
ultimate expression of this uselessness is fictitious capital or financial economy. At 
this point Freud’s theory of the drive and his non-homeostatic conception of pleas-
ure seem to intersect most overtly with Marx’s theory of surplus-value and his 
description of capital as drive (Trieb). If we take this terminological feature seri-
ously, it places Marx and Freud in another shared conceptual history.

At the core of this history stands a depsychologisation and denaturalisation 
of the drive, which results from the recognition of the drive’s constant character. 
Marx saw that the demand of capital, understood as a specific force of capital-
ist economic structures and relations, is immanently redoubled on the demand 
of surplus-value and the demand of surplus-labour. This redoubling appears in 
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several crucial passages of Capital, where the economic category of capital is 
brought down to the drive of self-valorisation (Selbstverwertungstrieb). Further, 
the drive comes in the guise of a more common and seemingly transhistoric drive 
of enrichment (Bereicherungstrieb), which builds the bridge from the premodern 
miser to the modern capitalist:

Except as capital personified, the capitalist has no historical value … But, in so far as he is 
capital personified, his driving motive is not use-value and enjoyment, but exchange-value 
and its augmentation [Vermehrung]. He is fanatically intent on the valorization of value; 
consequently he ruthlessly forces the human race to produce for the sake of production … 
Only as a personification of capital is the capitalist respectable. As such, he shares with the 
miser an absolute drive of self-enrichment. But what appears in the miser as an individual 
mania is in the capitalist the effect of a social mechanism in which he is merely a cog 
[Triebrad] (Marx, 1990: 739, emphases added, translation modified).

Marx is nevertheless aware that the drive undergoes historical metamorphoses 
instead of being an invariable and transhistoric force, which obtains its full actu-
alisation under capitalist socioeconomic conditions. To follow Freud again, there 
is no drive that precedes its destinies (repression, sublimation, self-aggression, 
etc.), no drive-nature before drive-culture. If Marx’s and Freud’s takes on the 
problematic should indeed be brought together, then the logic of capital implies 
a specifically modern vicissitude of drive, a modern form of repression, which 
grounds the socioeconomic relations on a particular renunciation of enjoyment, 
associated with the transformation of labour. Ultimately, the modern vicissitude 
of the drive is conditioned by two central abstractions specific to capitalism: 
surplus-value, the quantified form of surplus-enjoyment, and abstract labour, or 
labour-force, the quantified form of mental and bodily processes and activities.

The last excerpt from Marx deserves a closer reading. At first sight the miser 
and the capitalist seem to be motivated by the same drive of enrichment, which is 
conditioned by the same ‘spectral materiality’ of money, the embodiment of value-
abstraction: ‘The hoarding drive is boundless [maßlos14] in its nature. Qualitatively 
or formally considered, money is limitless, that is, it is the universal representative 
of material wealth because it is directly translatable into any commodity’ (Marx, 
1990: 230–1). But Marx exposes a fundamental difference in both logics of the 
drive, even though they depend on the same monetary abstraction:

This absolute drive of enrichment, this passionate chase after value, is common to the capi-
talist and the miser; but while the miser is merely a mad capitalist, the capitalist is a rational 
miser. The restless augmentation [Vermehrung] of value, which the miser seeks to attain by 
saving money from circulation, is achieved by the more acute capitalist by means of throwing 
money again and again into circulation. (Marx, 1990: 254–5, translation modified)

From the modern, capitalist perspective avarice appears as madness, while in the 
premodern, non-capitalist modes of production it follows an economic rational-
ity. In the ‘closed world’ of pre-capitalist modes of production, which knows 
no surplus-value, the ‘restless augmentation of value’ can economically only be 
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achieved by means of evacuating money from circulation. In this way value is 
purified first and foremost of its embedding in the social link, of its social char-
acter, and transformed into an asocial fetish-object, the miser’s treasure. In the 
‘infinite universe’ of capitalism, in contrast, the question is no longer how to 
liberate money but how to set free its creative potentials.15 Hence, Marx’s talk 
of Vermehrung, procreation, in relation to money: once transformed into capital, 
money finally obtains its procreative force, Zeugungskraft.

The image of self-engendering value, the appearance of value as an automatic sub-
ject, is what finally characterises the three stages of economic fetishism: commodity 
fetish, money fetish and capital fetish. The task of their critique, on the other hand, 
consists in showing that the liberation of creative potentials of money can only take 
place through overinvestment, speculation and indebting – three economic practices 
that are not only completely foreign to the miser, but that also directly contradict his 
tendency to liberate money from circulation. The miser can therefore never become 
a capitalist and his treasure can never transform into capital no matter how much 
wealth he accumulates. The drive (of enrichment) is here internalised, restricted to 
the body and the mind of the miser, and therefore appears as purely psychological 
force (‘individual mania’). The virtual infinity of the drive is restricted by finitude 
also in the sense that the miser is driven by a concrete object-fixation: money may 
be an abstraction, but in avarice it still anchors the drive in some kind of empiricism, 
which motivates the miser to evacuate money and valuable metals from circulation, to 
save them from bad exchange. Again, the infinity is finalised, restricted to the miser-
able finitude of miser. The latter may be a hostage of his treasure and subjected to the 
fanaticism of ‘his’ drive of enrichment, but one could equally say that the treasure and 
the drive of enrichment are hostages of the miser’s finitude. A double parasitism is at 
work, that of infinity on finitude and of finitude on infinity.

The capitalist, on the other hand, stands entirely on the side of speculation. Value 
is here finally freed from its empirical anchoring and appears to become an automatic 
subject, which can generate more value without the mediation of social labour or 
other forms of organised exploitation. The capitalist’s drive is no longer fixated exclu-
sively on money and other objects of value, but rather takes value, more precisely 
the surplus (mehr) of value in all its abstraction, as the exclusive object of its insa-
tiable demand. The economic sphere is no longer destabilised through withdrawal 
of money, as in the case of the miser, but through the imperative of overproduction, 
the ultimate expression of which is again financial economy. Production for the sake 
of production or overproduction is the main modern economic invention; there is 
no capitalism without this immeasurable and useless production and, consequently, 
without the transformation of treasure into capital and the accompanying metamor-
phosis of the drive of enrichment into the drive of self-valorisation.16

This is where the drive as ‘demand for work’,17 and, more fundamentally, 
the historical transformation of all concrete forms of labour into abstract labour 
enters the picture. This transformation goes hand in hand with the above-men-
tioned metamorphosis of the drive from the drive of enrichment into the drive of 
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self-valorisation. In the miser’s case no universal ‘demand for work’ could ever 
be articulated; the only person who must labour without interruption for satis-
fying the drive of enrichment is the miser himself, namely labour in the sense 
that he has to renounce private consumption in order to make the treasure grow. 
Enjoyment is externalised in the sensuous materiality of treasure. The capitalist 
drive of self-valorisation, in contrast, comes in the guise of the universal impera-
tive to renounce enjoyment, or, in Marx’s phrasing, in the guise of the capitalist’s 
tendency to extend the length of the workday (or worklife), motivated by the 
economic fantasy of total subsumption of life-day under workday and life-force 
under labour-force. Because the drive’s ‘demand for work’ is now universal, 
every subject ultimately becomes a hostage of the system:

The capitalist has bought the labour-force at its daily value. The use-value of the labour-force 
belongs to him throughout one working day. He has thus acquired the right to make the 
worker work for him during one day. But what is a working day? At all events, it is less than 
a natural day. How much less? The capitalist has his own views of this point of no return, 
the necessary limit of the working day. As a capitalist, he is only capital personified. His soul 
is the soul of capital. But capital has one sole life-drive [Lebenstrieb], the drive to valorize 
itself, to create surplus-value, to make its constant part, the means of production, absorb the 
greatest possible mass of surplus labour. (Marx, 1990: 341–2, translation modified)

The capitalist cannot be considered a subject, because the latter is defined by 
the fact that, by entering the economic act of exchange – that is, by selling his 
labour-force – he is transformed into an object, the capitalist’s private property: 
‘If the worker consumes his disposable time for himself, he robs the capital-
ist’ (Marx, 1990: 342). The selling of labour-force follows a compulsive law, 
which places every subject in the position of debtor toward the capitalist sys-
tem as a whole. By selling their labour-force the labourers owe their existence 
to capital. Behind the ideological quadrivium of ‘Freedom, Equality, Property 
and Bentham’ (Marx, 1990: 280) Marx reveals a radical asymmetry, which 
ultimately blurs the difference between commodity exchange and exploitation. 
Moreover, when Marx compares capital with the life-drive, one cannot but think 
of Freud’s Eros, or the drive of self-preservation, which in Marx’s framework 
openly assumes the destructive features of Thanatos, or the death-drive. The 
survival of capital as drive of self-preservation inevitably implies the death of  
the subject, its consumption-exhaustion. As subject of the capitalist mode of pro-
duction – that is, as labourer – one must sacrifice one’s own life; this is the ultimate 
renunciation of enjoyment associated with the drive in both Marx and Freud.

STRUCTURALIST FREUDO-MARXISM: A PROJECT IN CRITICAL 
EPISTEMOLOGY

Beyond concrete conceptual continuities or translations a renewed interest in the 
alliance between psychoanalysis and critique of political economy readdresses 
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the more general question of whether Marx’s critique and Freud’s clinic have a 
shared epistemological framework. Lacan’s response to this question was affirm-
ative. His thesis on the homology of surplus-value and surplus-enjoyment ques-
tions the usual ‘division of labour’ between psychoanalysis and critique of 
political economy in accordance with dichotomies such as ‘individual–society’, 
‘mental–social’ and ‘personal–political’. Lacan’s epistemological take envisages 
beyond these oppositions a structural problematic that the psychoanalytic ‘herme-
neutic’ of social phenomena or the Marxist ‘hermeneutic’ of mental phenomena 
failed to address. Lacan is interested less in the manifold of analogies, similarities 
and parallels, as well as the differences, between individual and society than in 
the structural continuum, which precedes and sustains the two registers in ques-
tion. Hence, for instance, the double meaning of the term ‘discourse’ in Lacan, 
which designates both the structure of speech (parole) and the formal matrix of 
social links.18 By focusing on the structural grey zone in-between the individual 
and the social, the homological reading pursues a depsychologisation of the indi-
vidual and at the same time avoids the psychologisation of society.

The shared epistemological horizon of Marxism and psychoanalysis was also 
highlighted by Louis Althusser, who argued that Marx and Freud invented two 
‘conflictual sciences’ (Althusser, 1993: 226), whose critical conception of sci-
entificity contradicts the one propagated by the logical-positivist and empiricist 
epistemologies. With regard to this epistemological quarrel, psychoanalysis and 
historical materialism are conflictual not only in relation to other sciences, but 
also in relation to themselves: they are ‘scissional sciences’ (Althusser, 1993: 
226), subject to internal struggles, splits and revisions, which are directly related 
to their critical stance toward the capitalist mobilisation of scientific knowledge. 
Althusser’s observations resonate with the overall tendency of twentieth-cen-
tury structuralism, and particularly with Lacan’s structural psychoanalysis, to 
repeat the foundational gesture of modern natural sciences in the field of ‘human 
objects’, such as language, labour and thinking. As Koyré (1971: 87–98) argued, 
premodern science was dominated by the Aristotelian view, according to which 
there can only be a mathematised science of being and not of becoming. Modern 
science, in contrast, abolished the divide on the superlunary sphere of eternal and 
immovable being, where Aristotle believed to have found the ultimate ontologi-
cal homeostasis, and the sublunary sphere of transient and unstable being. The 
immediate consequence of this abolition was the exposure of the gap between 
subjective experience and scientific experimentation. Modern science no longer 
‘saves the phenomena’ (describes, in the natural language of sense and meaning, 
the way the real appears to the conscious human observer), but rather mobilises, 
by means of mathematisation and experimentation, a real that remains irreducible 
to appearance and foreign to subjective experience. For Koyré, this was the main 
epistemic conflictuality introduced by modern science, so that in this respect the 
entire modern regime of knowledge would correspond to Althusser’s notion of 
‘conflictual science’.19
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In their focus on discursive autonomy, Marx’s critique of political economy 
and Freud’s psychoanalysis uncovered the same gap between the appearance and 
the real in the realm of human objects. But according to Lacan, it was structural 
linguistics that finally turned this gap into the main object of a scientific inquiry:

With Saussure and the Prague Circle, linguistics was grounded on a cut, which is the bar 
posed between the signifier and the signified, so that the difference from which the signifier 
is constituted prevails absolutely, but also orders itself with an autonomy that has nothing 
to envy in the effects of the crystal. (Lacan, 2001: 403–4)

Lacan exemplifies the structuralist appropriation of the epistemic foundations of 
modern science on the Saussurean bar, which stands for the arbitrary and unstable 
relation between signifier and signified. The bar implies that language is irreducible 
to mere communication, representation and reference, hence to the way it appears 
to its human users. Marx’s science of value too operates with a bar, which distin-
guishes in a commodity its use-value, which relates to a psychological need, from 
exchange-value, which relates to another exchange-value and therefore constitutes an 
autonomous sphere or symbolic system. The universe of commodities, then, appears 
homologous to the structure of language;20 it is internally doubled, and the actual 
autonomy of the logic of exchange, its compulsive character and its determination 
of human thought and action, can only be revealed once Marx’s dialectical method 
moves beyond the way the universe of commodities appears to its subjects. Political 
economy was restricted to appearance, examining the way the ‘immense collection 
of commodities’ (Marx, 1990: 125) appears to the conscious economic subject. From 
Marx’s perspective, political economy is no ‘science of value’, because it remains 
stuck with the appearance of commodities, without questioning their problematic, 
unstable and inconsistent character. It considers commodities either pragmatically, as 
mere use-values, or fetishistically, as value incarnated, which is from Marx’s critical 
view equally wrong: utilitarianism explains too little (it overlooks the problem of 
fetishist appearance, against which its pragmatism is not immunised) and fetishism 
explains too much (it turns value into a self-engendering subject, instead of con-
ceiving it as social relation). In this respect political economy remains anchored in 
the premodern, Aristotelian epistemological paradigm: it ‘saves the appearances’, 
meaning that it does not analyse them – in the etymological meaning of analysis as 
decomposition, dissolution or deconstruction – in order to reach the abstract level of 
structural relations sustaining the world of appearances.

Psychoanalysis and historical materialism reveal a structural conflictuality 
that cultural institutions and instances strive to repress (Freud) or mystify (Marx). 
Their privileged object is structure grounded in an underlying conflict, tension 
or contradiction. Lacan himself brought this conflictuality to the point in the fol-
lowing manner:

There are, insofar as the unconscious is implicated, two sides presented by the structure, by 
language. The side of meaning, the side we would identify as that of analysis, which pours 
out a flood of meaning to float the sexual boat. It is striking that this meaning reduces to 
non-sense: the non-sense of sexual relation. (Lacan, 1990: 8)
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The side of meaning is not what primarily interests psychoanalysis, even if 
Freud occasionally claims that production of sense out of non-sense is the main 
achievement of unconscious work. Persisting on the side of sense would still 
entail an error, which would consist in attributing sexual meaning to everything. 
Following the stereotype, the technique of psychoanalysis consists in uncovering 
the repressed, camouflaged or repressed sexual meaning behind every senseless 
parapraxis, random dream or banal joke. Freud was not immune to overemphasis-
ing the sexual meaning. Nonetheless, he recognised a side of linguistic structure 
that follows a different mechanism from the logic of sense and meaning: com-
pulsive repetition. Lacan addressed this crucial aspect of psychoanalysis by con-
trasting sense and sign: ‘Whence the unconscious, namely the insistence through 
which desire manifests itself, in other words the repetition of the demand working 
through it … reminds us that [to] the side of sense that fascinates us in speech … 
the study of language opposes the side of the sign’ (Lacan, 1990: 8, translation 
modified). By decomposing the sign, structural linguistics isolated its differential 
element, the signifier, which is at the same time the opposite and the support of 
sense. In the signifier we encounter senseless repetition, which drives produc-
tion of enjoyment, something that immanently distorts the pragmatic function of 
language and its univocal relation both to the signified and to reality outside lan-
guage. As already mentioned, the speaking subject experiences this repetition as 
compulsion, which brings the dimension of the unconscious and the force of the 
drive into the picture, two bodily actualisations of the autonomy of the symbolic 
order. Freud himself already intuited the dependency of the unconscious on the 
abovementioned double-sidedness of language, when he wrote the following lines:

The dream-wish belongs to a different unconscious – to the one which we have already 
recognized as being of infantile origin and equipped with peculiar mechanisms. It would be 
highly opportune to distinguish these two kinds of unconscious by different names. But we 
would prefer to wait till we have become familiar with the field of phenomena of the neu-
roses. People consider a single unconscious as something fantastic. What will they say when 
we confess that we cannot make shift without two of them? (Freud, 2001, vol. 15: 227)

The true novelty of Freud’s discoveries consisted in this redoubling of the uncon-
scious. One cannot deny that the unconscious of unclear representations, repressed 
and camouflaged meanings, was familiar to his predecessors.21 Freud initially 
departed from this notion of the unconscious, but the true discovery could only be 
made in the displacement from sense to repetition, which revealed the persistence 
of an insatiable unconscious demand for enjoyment in the mental apparatus, a 
demand which addresses the subject, so to speak, from outside, as a foreign force. 
In the same way, Marx differs from classical political economy in his demonstra-
tion that in order to understand production of surplus-value and the crisis-driven 
reality of capitalism, one ultimately needs to distinguish between two capital-
isms, or, rather, between the appearance and the logic of capital. As already dis-
cussed, the point of departure for this differentiation is the gap between use-value 
and value, which stands at the very beginning of the first volume of Capital and 
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which shows that Marx indeed grounded his critique on a structural problematic 
that would become omnipresent in the twentieth-century humanities. In addition, 
Marx’s mobilisation of the problematic of the drive is the ultimate expression of 
this distinction between two inseparable yet entirely distinct faces of capitalism. 
To return to Adorno’s comment on psychoanalysis, in Marx, too, nothing is true 
except the exaggerations.

INSTEAD OF A CONCLUSION: ANALYSIS AS CULTURAL WORK

In his later years Freud extensively focused on the theoretical and clinical 
deadlocks of psychoanalysis. One could say that the most charged political 
moments of psychoanalysis are tied to two fundamental deadlocks, which 
obtained their expression in Freud’s metapsychological notion of death-drive 
and in the clinical dilemmas concerning the end of an analysis and the overall 
problem of resistance to psychoanalysis. In a famous passage, Freud spelled 
out the clinical task of psychoanalysis in the following manner: ‘Where id was, 
there the ego shall be [Wo Es war soll Ich werden]. It is cultural work – not 
unlike the draining of the Zuider Zee’ (Freud, 2001, vol. 22: 80, translation 
modified).22 Freud’s comparison of psychoanalysis with the Dutch reclamation 
of land is only partially successful, for what is at stake in analysis is not a 
taming of natural instincts or cultivation of some aggressive libidinal nature, 
but a transformation within culture. The analytic work first and foremost trans-
forms the psychic conflict that forced a person to undergo analysis into a new 
conflict, which consists in the effort of analysis to work on the resistance to 
change of established libidinal structures and modes of enjoyment. One could 
argue that what takes place during the analytic process is indeed organisation, 
an ongoing effort in mobilising the analysand’s mental work, hitherto con-
sumed to sustain an exploitative libidinal economy, the mechanism of repres-
sion and the ‘consumption of being’ that this logic of enjoyment inevitably 
entails. According to Freud and Lacan, psychoanalysis as clinical practice must 
orientate the analysand to work on structure – and in this respect its goals 
indeed stand in conflict with the various popularised psychotherapies, such as 
cognitive behavioural therapy, which begins with a thorough ‘privatisation of 
symptoms’ without addressing their broader socioeconomic conditioning. In its 
theoretical aspects, Freudo-Lacanian psychoanalysis can be understood and 
mobilised as a crucial chapter in the broader history of critical thought, since 
it openly confronts culture with its immanent deadlocks. In this respect psy-
choanalysis can participate in establishing the conditions of emancipatory 
‘cultural work’.

Psychoanalysis addresses the analysand with its own ‘demand for work’. 
Freud named this work-imperative ‘working-through’ (Durcharbeiten), under-
stood as work on resistance to the progress of the cure (which, again, ultimately 
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manifests as resistance to change).23 In this framework the crucial psychoan-
alytic problem concerns the fact that resistance is not simply psychological, 
localised in the analysand, but also constitutive of social structures and institu-
tions. In a way, Freud understands culture as organised resistance, and what 
psychoanalysis ultimately confronts in its clinical practice is resistance, or 
primary resistance, which precedes every counterforce and which manifests 
as structural inertia and as libidinal fixation of the drive. As ‘cultural work’, 
hence as organised mental work on structures that condition the analysand’s ill-
ness and whose character is always already social, analysis must become more 
than mere opposition to resistance against the exploitative libidinal economy 
imposed by capitalism, hence more than resistance to resistance. The impera-
tive of working-through makes analysis an ‘impossible profession’, an open-
ended (Freud even writes unendlich, infinite) task, which must continue in 
different form and without the analysand’s dependence on the analyst even 
after the actual termination of the cure.24 To return again to Freud’s clinical 
imperative, the task of analytic work consists in triggering a process of becom-
ing, which will move the analysand away from ‘where id was’, destabilising 
her embedding in an exploitative libidinal economy or consuming-exhausting 
mode of existence. Rather than proposing a ready-made therapeutic solution, 
psychoanalysis contaminates the analysand’s life with a new conflict: where 
the existing psychic conflict consumed the entirety of the analysand’s mental 
work, the analysand ‘shall become’ the subject of a labour process, aiming to 
transform the compulsive mode of enjoyment imposed by the capitalist organ-
isation of life and thinking. Here psychoanalysis can intersect with the impera-
tives of emancipatory politics – another example of cultural labour striving 
to organise subjectivity, this time in a collective process of becoming, and a 
politics of working-through confronting the structural resistance of capitalism 
to every significant socioeconomic change.25

Lacan was aware that working toward a ‘way out of the capitalist discourse’ 
(the capitalist mode of production and its corresponding mode of enjoyment) 
is a task from which psychoanalysis is not exempt; but he was also conscious 
of the fact that such an exit ‘will not constitute progress, if it happens only for 
some’ (Lacan, 1990: 16). Since there are many ways leading out of capitalism, 
some significantly worse than others, psychoanalysis cannot avoid the decision 
of what kind of social transformation it wants to participate in. The psychoana-
lytic clinic may be structurally and empirically restricted to particular cases, 
but it nevertheless comes with a universalistic outlook (not ‘only for some’) 
that psychoanalysts often forget in their reflections on the political significance 
of their theory and practice.26 Despite the fact that Freud and Lacan were criti-
cal of Marxism, their work remains open for emancipatory appropriation. But 
whether the ‘cultural work’ of psychoanalysts will unfold in the same direction 
as other emancipatory social movements ultimately remains a political decision 
of analysts themselves.
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Notes

1  The most recent account of the historical (mis)alliances between psychoanalysis and Marxism can be 
found in Pavon Cuellar (2017). Freud’s critique of Marxism appears in the final chapter of his New 
Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis (Freud, 2001, vol. 22: 176–82). See also Dolar (2008: 15–29).

2  The English translation of the German Trieb contains this mistake, thus sustaining the impression that 
Freud’s doctrine of the drive was naturalistic and biologistic. Freud himself often recurred to biological 
metaphors in order to provide a ‘scientific grounding’ of his notion. Still, he never abandoned the idea 
that the drive stands for the border phenomenon between the physiological and the psychological.

3  For Freud, repression contains an internal redoubling, which distinguishes it from simple oppression: 
‘it is a mistake to emphasise only the repulsion, which operates from the direction of the conscious 
upon what is to be repressed; quite as important is the attraction exercised by what was originally 
repressed upon everything with which it can establish a connection’ (Freud, 2001, vol. 14: 79). While 
oppression prohibits satisfaction, repression constitutes it through postponement, displacement or 
mediation. Lacan brought this nuance to the point, when he translated repression as ‘renunciation 
of enjoyment’ (Lacan, 2006c: 17–19, 109–10), which aims at obtaining surplus-enjoyment. Hence, 
for Lacan this renunciation grounds what he calls ‘capitalist morality’.

4  The controversial notion of the death-drive stands for the ultimate expression of the conserva-
tive character of drives. It is worth recalling that the phenomenon, which led Freud to assume its 
existence, was compulsive repetition. The early Freudo-Marxists rejected this assumption. See, for 
instance Reich (1932: 303–51) and Fenichel (1985: 361–71). For the most updated theoretical 
account of the death-drive, see Zupančič (2017: 94–106).

5  Marcuse’s idea of repressive desublimation comes close to Lacan’s reduction of the super-ego to the 
imperative of enjoyment (Lacan, 2006a: 648–9; 1999: 3).

6  A systematic account of Lacan’s relation to Marx can be found in the work of Slavoj Žižek (1989: 
11–53; 2017: 149–223), as well as in my own attempt (Tomšič, 2015). For a broader Lacanian take 
on the link between enjoyment and capitalism, see also McGowan (2016).

7  In this regard, Freud’s famous essay ‘Group Psychology and Analysis of the Ego’ (1921) remains 
representative of his critical examination of the link between libidinal economy and social power. The 
text served as the main source for the Frankfurt School’s analysis of fascism. See, for instance, Adorno 
(2003: 408–33). For a sharp commentary of the relation between the individual and the group in 
Freud, see Copjec (2014).

8  This is where Lacan’s thesis that surplus-value and surplus-enjoyment are homological, or that in 
capitalism enjoyment obtains its socioeconomic expression in surplus-value, finally comes in: ‘Meh-
rwert is Marxlust, Marx’s surplus enjoyment … surplus value is the cause of desire, of which an 
economy made its principle: that of extensive, hence insatiable production of lack of enjoyment’ 
(Lacan, 2001: 435).

9  According to Lacan, the category of social symptom was invented by Marx, who recognised in this 
position the proletariat (Lacan, 2006a: 194).

10  ‘Man has, as it were, become a kind of prosthetic God. When he puts on all his auxiliary organs he 
is truly magnificent; but those organs have not grown on to him and they still give him much trouble 
at times’ (Freud, 2001, vol. 21: 91–2).

11  To anticipate later developments, in order to conceptualise this problematic parasitism Marx intro-
duces the notion of the drive, which brings his developments close to Freud’s critical examination of 
the intricacies of pleasure.

12  Freud uses the term Lustgewinn, which literally means pleasure-profit. On this background Lacan 
could propose the translation plus-de-jouir (surplus-enjoyment) and draw the homology with sur-
plus-value.

13  The following developments relate notably to the Book X of Nicomachean Ethics (Aristotle, 1995: 
1852–67).

14  Maßlos, literally measureless, hence the scandal it represents for Aristotle’s doctrine of right measure.
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15  The expressions ‘closed world’ and ‘infinite universe’ are adopted from Koyré (1957). See also  
Johnston (2017: 270–346).

16  From the viewpoint of Marx’s discussion of the role of national debt and of the credit system in the 
historical genesis of capitalism one could also say that the miser’s drive of enrichment has been 
transformed into the capitalist’s drive of indebting, Verschuldungstrieb. Economic debt is what horri-
fies the miser; he is anything but a gambler or a speculator. For the notion of debt-drive, see Schuster 
(2016).

17  ‘If we now turn from the biological side to the observation of psychic life, then the “drive” appears 
to us as a limit-notion between the psychic and the somatic, as psychic representative of stimuli 
coming from within the body and reaching the soul, as measure of demand for work [Maß der Arbe-
itsanforderung], which is imposed on the psychic due to its connection with the bodily’ (Freud, 2001, 
vol. 14: 122, translation modified). The formula ‘connection of the psychic with the bodily’ directly 
addresses the parasitism of the infinite on the finite. The virtual infinity that Freud detected in the 
human subject follows from the gap between the bodily and the mental (the symbolic). In Marx the 
same gap is placed between use-value and exchange-value of commodities.

18  See Lacan (2006b). Lacan’s main points of interest are structural instabilities and logical contradic-
tions, as well as the disfunctioning of discursive mechanisms.

19  Modern natural sciences, however, do not match with the ‘scissional’ feature: they are not subjected 
to splits, revisions and antagonisms in the same way as psychoanalysis or historical materialism.

20  Marx (1990: 143), incidentally, spoke of the ‘language of commodities’. For a most sharp recent 
account of this problematic, see Khatib (2017: 49–72).

21  This understanding of the unconscious could be traced all the way back to Descartes (Lewis, 1950).
22  Most post-Freudians understood this ambiguous phrase in the sense that psychoanalysis should 

strengthen the ego.
23  For an extensive discussion of the political weight of the clinical conflict between resistance and 

working-through, see Comay (2015: 237–66) and Hamacher (2002: 180–96).
24  See Freud (2001, vol. 23: 216–53), where these clinical problems are most directly addressed, as well 

as the critical account by Kofman (1983).
25  In the end Lacan’s thesis on homology of surplus-enjoyment and surplus-value implies that produc-

tion of enjoyment is precisely a concrete manifestation of systemic resistance on the level of the 
subject.

26  For an emancipatory framing of psychoanalysis, see Šumič (2016: 28–42).
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INTRODUCTION

Marxists working in queer studies, while addressing theoretical and political dif-
ferences among themselves, have gradually been building a body of theory 
during the first decades of the twenty-first century. They have been synthesizing 
core Marxist concepts, like class, totality, reification, social reproduction and 
combined and uneven development, with concepts from other paradigms, such 
as social construction, performativity, homonationalism and intersectionality. 
Their efforts have both engaged with and challenged the poststructuralist 
approaches that have been largely dominant in contemporary queer theory.

To begin with, Marxists working in queer studies were able to draw on ear-
lier connections between sex reform movements and the Second and Third 
Internationals, and between lesbian/gay liberation and the New Left. But over 
the past quarter-century they have to a great extent engaged in academic debates 
with contemporary queer theory, while looking as well to queer-identified radi-
cal activism since the emergence of ACT UP and Queer Nation in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s. The influence of their largely academic milieu is reflected in 
their attention to philosophy, literature and the arts, as well as the more core con-
cerns of historical materialism. They generally share a broad social construction-
ist approach to sexuality and an aversion to economic reductionism. While the 
USA, UK and Canada have been the main centres of academic queer Marxism, 

54
Queer Studies

Peter  Drucker



QUEER STUDIES 999

it has been expanding recently in East Asia, and has a perceptible presence in the 
Arab region and Latin America.

Marxist approaches within queer studies have been heavily indebted to Marxist 
feminist theorizing, notably about social reproduction and the gendered division of 
labour. Marxists in both queer and feminist studies have been centrally concerned 
with lesbian feminism, with intersectional analysis, and with providing a histori-
cal and materialist underpinning to a performative understanding of gender. Queer 
Marxist understandings of gender have been increasingly inflected by a focus on 
transgender, intersex and gender-queer lives and struggles. Marxists working in 
queer studies have also engaged critically with radical queer people of colour cri-
tique, and in efforts to craft a global, non-Eurocentric understanding of sexuality.

At the same time many Marxists in the field (though not all) have stressed the 
importance of class, developed concepts linked to political economy such as ‘out-
lawed needs’ and ‘moral deregulation’, and explored connections between succes-
sive long waves of capitalist accumulation and different sexual regimes. Differences 
over the centrality of class and production have in fact constituted a key dividing line 
among self-identified historical materialists working in queer studies. The category 
of totality has been important to Marxists in the field of queer studies, all of whom 
are seeking a global, non-reductionist vision, though different Marxists vary in the 
way they interpret the concept. The concept of reification, too, has been both key to 
Marxist approaches to queer studies and a fruitful source of divergences, as has the 
originally non-Marxist concept of homonormativity. These theoretical divergences 
can be linked to different approaches to political issues like same-sex marriage.

PRECURSORS

The roots of Marxist queer studies go back to the first interactions between 
Marxist theorists linked to socialist labour movements, on the one hand, and suc-
cessive waves of homosexual emancipation and lesbian/gay liberation, on the 
other. Initially passing in silence over Marx and Engels’ homophobic remarks in 
their writings and letters, German Marxist Eduard Bernstein responded to the 
1895 trial of Oscar Wilde with a critique in Die Neue Zeit of sexually repressive 
legislation (see Lauritsen and Thorstad, 1995). German Social Democracy’s sup-
port for the Scientific-Humanitarian Committee (linked to Magnus Hirschfeld’s 
Institute for Sex Research) was reflected in the Russian Bolsheviks’ post-revolu-
tionary decriminalization of homosexuality and support for research in sexology. 
In the absence of an autonomous homosexual movement Russian Marxists 
devoted little sustained theoretical attention to homosexuality, but the pioneering 
theorist of sexuality Alexandra Kollontai largely set the tone for international 
Marxism in the 1920s with her rejection of anti-homosexual repression and 
prejudice (see Healey, 2001, for the definitive history of policy and research on 
homosexuality in the early Soviet Union.)
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The Stalinized Communist movement made a sharp turn towards anti- 
homosexual attitudes in the 1930s. Nevertheless, the sexual attitudes of pre-
Stalinist Marxism were sustained and further theorized after the Second World 
War, notably with Herbert Marcuse’s defence of the ‘perversions’ in his Eros 
and Civilization (1966). By far the outstanding work produced by the Freudian 
left, this book coined the concepts of ‘the performance principle’ (a specifically 
capitalist form of Freud’s ‘reality principle’), ‘surplus’ as opposed to ‘socially 
necessary’ repression, and ‘repressive desublimation’. It not only was an inspir-
ing text for lesbian/gay liberation during the period of the New Left, but has also 
continued to influence some of the Marxists working in queer studies today.

The near-simultaneous rise of New Left Marxism and of lesbian/gay libera-
tion in the 1960s and 1970s resulted in a new flowering of lesbian/gay Marxist 
theory. This was as notable in Latin America, where Marxism had a strong pres-
ence and lesbian/gay liberation took off in several countries, as in imperialist 
countries. Round-ups of gender and sexual dissidents in Cuba’s UMAP camps 
and other forms of discrimination provoked soul-searching among lesbian/gay 
Marxists (see Lumsden, 1996), but lesbian/gay interactions with the Nicaraguan 
Sandinista Liberation Front (FSLN), the Brazilian Workers Party (PT) and the 
much smaller but disproportionately influential Mexican Revolutionary Workers 
Party (PRT) (see Lumsden, 1991) were more positive. These led to significant 
theoretical results, often published in English by North Americans campaigning 
in solidarity with Latin American struggles. In Nicaragua, for example, activists 
challenged the FSLN’s early intolerance both internationally and from within, 
with a significant measure of success (see Randall, 2000). In Brazil, the anti-
lesbian/gay attitudes of Guevarist guerrilla groups in the 1970s gave way to more 
positive approaches in the PT (Green, 2000, 2012). These experiences fostered 
further Marxist theorizing on sexuality in both the Americas and Western Europe.

However, greater resources and less severe repression gave an advantage to les-
bian/gay Marxists in imperialist countries, such as Third World Gay Revolution in 
New York and Chicago. The London Gay Liberation Front (GLF) and the journal 
Gay Left were particularly stimulating for theorizing: in the 1980s they yielded 
such work as David Fernbach’s (1981) account of the uniqueness of lesbian/gay 
identity under capitalism (notable for its linkage of sexuality to gender and the fam-
ily), which laid out a Maoist-influenced ‘national front’ strategy for social, sexual 
and ecological transformation. Italian Mario Mieli produced a pioneering and idio-
syncratic book (1980), remarkable for its championing of transvestism and its psy-
choanalytically inspired defence of schizophrenia, which drew both on the strength 
and theoretical originality at the time of the Italian far left and on Mieli’s activism 
in the London GLF. Later, Jamie Gough and Mike Macnair’s (1985) central focus 
on sexual fetishism anticipated twenty-first-century queer Marxist work.

In the USA, John D’Emilio’s seminal essay ‘Capitalism and Gay Identity’ 
(1983), linking ‘free’ labour under capitalism to identity formation, was widely 
and lastingly influential. D’Emilio’s article dovetailed with the work of other 
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historians in showing that modern gay identity, as opposed to other forms of  
same-sex desire and practices, originated only in the nineteenth century. It used this 
argument to challenge the strategies of the emerging lesbian/gay rights mainstream 
and to link lesbian/gay liberation to anti-capitalism. David Evans (1993), while rec-
ognizing the importance of D’Emilio’s focus on the labour market, emphasized the 
role of commodities in the material construction of sexuality through consumerism, 
and the especially objectifying character of masculine sexualities.

As the field of lesbian/gay history began to establish a solid infrastructure in the 
course of the 1980s, explicitly historical materialist contributions had a respected 
place within it (e.g. Padgug, 1989). The still significant influence of Marxism was 
also manifest in several studies of the sociology of class within lesbian/gay com-
munities. Jeffrey Escoffier (1997) gave a perceptive account of how the expansion 
of gay commercial scenes had segmented LGBTIQ communities by class, race and 
gender, while Steve Valocchi (1999) showed how the emergence of gay identity 
and the rise of lesbian/gay movements were inflected along class lines.

The transnational turn in LGBTQ studies towards the end of the twentieth 
century prompted Marxists to move beyond the focus on imperialist countries 
that had characterized much of their work in the 1970s and 1980s. My own intro-
duction and conclusion (Drucker, 2000) to the anthology Different Rainbows, for 
example, provided an early exposition of the combined and uneven social con-
struction of sexuality and of an anti-Eurocentrist, anti-imperialist sexual politics.

As queer theory spread and became increasingly hegemonic in lesbian/gay 
studies in the course of the 1990s, some Marxists responded with scepticism or 
outright hostility. Teresa Ebert (1996) and Donald Morton (1996), for example, 
were scathing in their dismissal of queer theory’s contributions; their articles 
had a keen eye for its idealist failings and for its roots in the changing political 
economy of neoliberal capitalism. A later Marxist work like Wolf (2009), too, 
made a stern critique of queer theory as well as of queer-identified activism. By 
the early years of the new century, however, dismissal increasingly gave way 
among Marxists to efforts to forge a new queer Marxism, engaging more deeply 
with queer theory while trying to avoid its idealist and postmodernist pitfalls. 
Marxists working in queer studies cannot escape the reality that historical mate-
rialism became an embattled minority paradigm in the field. Many felt compelled 
to engage and dialogue with queer theory that is rooted in more poststructuralist 
approaches, even as they dissent from its poststructuralist assumptions.

QUEER MARXISM

Marxist queer studies, strictly speaking, is a twenty-first-century phenomenon. It 
is not a product of the strength of Marxism in politics or social movements; 
Marxist theorists in the field are in fact strongly critical of the current course and 
leadership of the largest LGBTI organizations, almost without exception. Rather, 
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the ‘Marxist renaissance’ in queer studies (Colpani, 2017) has largely been a  
by-product of the continuing rapid growth of queer studies generally, particularly 
in North American universities. Marxist approaches, at first marginalized, gained 
some credence for a time after 2007, as several years of intense capitalist crisis 
provoked a rethinking of Marxism’s possible contributions.

The academic setting of most Marxist queer studies has resulted in focuses 
ranging beyond core concerns of historical materialism – political economy, 
social struggles and transformations, and political power – to the more common 
concentration in queer studies on philosophy, literature, film and other arts. Such 
major works of queer Marxist theory as Floyd (2009), Liu (2015) and Alderson 
(2016) have combined economic, social and political theory with philosophical 
and cultural critique. Other works have focused entirely on cultural criticism, 
introducing Marxist concepts more or less in passing and among others. Matthew 
Tinkcom (2002), for example, has used Marxist concepts to analyse camp films 
as a mode of intellectual production that allowed gay men to design their own 
relationship to labour. Elissa Glick (2009) has used Marxism to explore queer 
dandyism from Oscar Wilde to Andy Warhol. José Muñoz (2009) has drawn on 
the work of Ernst Bloch and Herbert Marcuse to illuminate poetry, performance, 
film, the world of queer and punk bars, and Warhol’s musings on the essential 
democracy of Coke. He explained his interest in Marxism as a search for ‘new 
thought images for queer critique, different paths to queerness’ (2009:15).

The academic foundations of Marxist queer studies may also help explain its 
geographical concentration in the USA and other English-speaking imperialist 
countries, despite queer Marxists’ solidarity and dialogues with activists in other 
parts of the world. Canadian historian Gary Kinsman’s work (e.g. 1987) pio-
neered a specifically queer historical materialism that drew on Antonio Gramsci 
for the concept of ‘heterosexual hegemony’ (a focus taken up again more recently 
in Colpani, 2017). Rosemary Hennessy’s Profit and Pleasure (2000) was (with-
out adopting the term) a key early text of queer Marxism, though somewhat atyp-
ical because of its particularly strong critique of the queer theory of the 1990s. 
Later in the twenty-first century, Alan Sears, Kevin Floyd, Holly Lewis, David 
Alderson and I produced significant queer Marxist works.

Although all these writers are of US, UK, or Canadian origin (I am based in the 
Netherlands), there has nonetheless been a striking emergence of Marxist queer 
studies in other regions, particularly in Asia. The Taiwanese queer Marxists Ding 
Naifei of the Gender/Sexuality Rights Association Taiwan (G/SRAT) and Petrus 
Liu (2015) are distinguished by their conflicted but still significant relationship 
to the official ‘Marxism’ of the People’s Republic of China. This has evoked 
harsh criticism from more independent-minded Taiwanese queer Marxists (see 
Hioe, 2015). An implicit queer Marxist perspective has also been perceptible in 
critiques of Joseph Massad’s work (2007) by embattled anti-imperialist LGBTIQ 
activists in the Arab region (notably in Makarem, 2009). In both Lebanon and 
Palestine, activists have struggled to find ways of defining and expressing their 
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sexualities in ways that are fully integrated into their peoples’ anti-imperialist 
and anti-Zionist combats.

In Latin America, there is less explicit engagement with Marxism in queer 
debates today than there was in the 1970s and 1980s. Yet Marxist-related issues 
continue to be raised, particularly in English-language publications in the USA 
that discuss Latin American movements. Lionel Cantú (2009) has argued for a 
‘queer political economy of migration’. Rosemary Hennessy’s work (2013) on 
sexual dimensions of labour and community organizing in and around Mexican 
maquiladoras, while relying more on Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri than 
on the more Marxist references of her Profit and Pleasure (2000), has deep-
ened her earlier close attention to processes of production (for example of jeans) 
and to unmet needs under neoliberalism. Gregory Mitchell (2015) has mapped 
the impact of class, race and global hierarchies on sex tourism and sex work in 
Brazil. Despite the Afro-centric focus of Mitchell’s work on Brazil, however, 
Marxist influences have so far been less prominent in the growing body of queer 
scholarship on sub-Saharan Africa and the Afro-Caribbean region.

Despite differences among Marxist writers in queer studies, they share several 
central preoccupations and commitments. In the broadest sense, they share the 
understanding of sexuality as socially constructed that has usually predominated 
in the field (though some of them view ‘social constructionism’ narrowly defined 
as an idealist approach in conflict with Marxism). Wolf (2009) in particular has 
cogently dissected essentialist accounts of a ‘gay brain’ or gay gene’ that have 
gained currency in the media and culture at large.

Marxists working in queer studies share a strong aversion to economic reduc-
tionism, which has traditionally contributed to Marxists’ neglect of sexuality. 
Hennessy (2000, a more Marxist work than her earlier or later publications) has 
drawn on both E. P. Thompson and on Louis Althusser’s concept of overdetermi-
nation – evidence of a broad openness to different Marxist schools characteristic 
of other Marxists in the field – in exploring the ways in which sexuality perme-
ates and is in constant interaction with a complex and contradictory social total-
ity. Some Marxists in queer studies, conceiving of sexuality as part of culture 
and ideology, have questioned Marxism’s traditional consignment of culture and 
ideology to the superstructure. My work (Drucker, 2015), by contrast, has drawn 
on Michel Foucault’s argument that the very concept of sexuality is a historically 
recent and unique amalgam of biological reproduction, social reproduction, kin-
ship, eroticism and romance, contending that some of these elements are integral 
components of social relations of production and reproduction.

GENDER

Marxists in queer studies all (to a greater or lesser extent) acknowledge their 
indebtedness to Marxist feminist theorists who since the 1970s have been 
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emphasizing the conjoined centrality of class and gender. Attention to Marxist 
feminism in queer studies has been reciprocated by Marxists’ growing interest in 
queer approaches within feminist studies. Cinzia Arruzza (2013), for example, is 
one recent exploration of Marxism and feminism that pays particular critical 
attention to the contributions of queer theory.

Hennessy (2000) has provided a far-reaching synthesis of lesbian feminism 
with Marxism, following in the path Charlotte Bunch sketched out when she 
called in a speech to a 1975 socialist feminist conference for a commitment to 
class struggle. In keeping with Gayle Rubin’s classic Marxist-influenced essay 
‘The Traffic in Women’ (1975/2011), Hennessy highlighted lesbians’ special 
stake in resisting rape, sexual harassment, and male trafficking in women in the 
broadest sense. Drawing on Miranda Joseph’s (2002) discussion of the perfor-
mative as a dimension of production and consumption, Floyd (2009) showed 
how Judith Butler’s concept of performative gender should be historicized, as a 
form of gender that emerged due to changes in early-twentieth-century capital-
ism. Shifting from the earlier, nineteenth-century emphasis on ‘manhood’ and 
‘womanhood’, performative constructions of gender have been defined more by 
patterns of consumption, dress and everyday behaviour, linked to ‘engineered 
production and engineered desire-inducement’.

Different Marxists in queer studies rely on different feminist founding mothers, 
however. I (Drucker, 2015), for example, have relied more on Iris Young (1981) 
and Johanna Brenner’s (2000) emphasis on the gendered division of labour. I 
have argued that the gendered division of labour has combined with the grow-
ing emphasis since the late nineteenth century on desire and romance to lay the 
foundation of the pervasive heteronormativity now central to the capitalist order. 
The ‘gay normality’ that has grown up since the 1970s, I have contended, has 
integrated a layer of gay men and lesbians into the heteronormative order while 
at the same time reinforcing their structural subordination within it. Holly Lewis 
(2016) has built more on Lise Vogel’s (2013) work on social reproduction theory. 
Lewis’ ‘queer, trans-inclusive reading’ of social reproduction helps in particular 
to explain many men’s rage at lesbians and trans people: open lesbians, together 
with trans people who transition away from their originally assigned female gen-
der, are the people who most flagrantly rebel against women’s assigned task of 
caring for men.

Marxists in queer studies have generally welcomed the rise of the intersec-
tional analysis pioneered by African-American feminists Kimberlé Crenshaw 
(1993) and Patricia Collins (1998). Marxists have however been more enthusi-
astic about intersectionality in some cases (e.g. Drucker, 2015) than in others. 
While interested in delving into complex and multiple identities, Lewis (2016) 
has criticized intersectionality as a metaphor that can facilitate a ‘vector theory of 
oppressions’, reifying and ossifying the very structures that it tries to complicate. 
Marxists have in any case pressed for greater inclusion of intersections with class 
and sexuality, alongside the more usual focus on gender and race.
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Marxists have also focused in queer studies on trans and intersex struggles as 
cutting-edge battles with far-reaching implications for the meaning of gender. 
This reflects Judith Butler’s (1999) path-breaking insistence that not only gender 
but also sex itself is in large part socially constructed (explored from a Marxist 
point of view in Girard, 2009). I (Drucker, 2015) have argued that transgender 
underlies the cross-culturally, transhistorically most prevalent forms of same-
sex sexuality. Marxists’ attention to trans, intersex and particularly self-defined 
gender-queer lives has often expressed a sense that they can be profoundly sub-
versive of the neoliberal gender and sexual order, unlike the more mainstream 
lesbian/gay identities that have been more successfully integrated into neoliberal 
societies, particularly in imperialist countries. Leslie Feinberg’s work as a self-
identified trans Marxist made a significant early contribution to this analysis. 
Although much of Feinberg’s work (e.g. 1998) did not make Feinberg’s Marxism 
explicit, these founding texts of trans liberation anticipated many later queer 
Marxist positions. Lewis (2016) has made particular contributions to exploring 
the significance of social reproduction theory for trans struggles. She has how-
ever pointed out the growing role of transnormativity in throwing up class divides 
between trans people, giving wealthy trans people access to gender-affirming 
surgeries while marginalizing impoverished and non-binary trans people.

RACISM AND IMPERIALISM

Racism and imperialism are central preoccupations for a number of Marxists in 
queer studies. They have drawn on Cathy Cohen’s analysis (e.g. 1997) of the 
promise and above all the pitfalls of queer theory and activism for a radical, anti-
racist, class-aware politics. This makes sense if, as I (Drucker, 2015) have 
argued, the very existence of queer studies is due to the space originally opened 
up in universities by the battles for Black Studies and Latino/Chicano Studies in 
the 1960s and 1970s.

Herzog (2011) has insisted that racism ‘has necessarily always been also about 
sex’. More generally, Marxists in queer studies have been engaging critically 
with the school of radical queer of colour critique. Aaron Lecklider (2012) has 
written that radical queer of colour critique ‘has been at the vanguard of [the] 
return to Marxist categories’ (p. 184), although this current has been selective 
about the Marxist categories it has focused on; class is not often central to its 
approach. Colpani (2017) has embraced the critique of Marxism in the work 
of Roderick Ferguson (2004), which concluded that Marxism, like liberalism, 
‘conceal[s] the materiality of race, gender, and sexuality’ (p. 5). Colpani has also 
hailed Gloria Wekker’s Afro-centric explorations of ‘the politics of passion’ (e.g. 
2006) for keeping ‘intersectional antiracist theorizing alive’ (p. 155). More con-
cretely, in exploring the origins of the Afro-Surinamese same-sex ‘mati work’ 
that Wekker described, I (Drucker, 2015) have highlighted Wekker’s insistence 
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on early-twentieth-century Suriname’s place ‘squarely in the [world] system’s 
foundation’ (p. 135), notably through bauxite mining. Marxist feminist insights 
have also been visible in Mitchell’s (2015) exploration of the role of racism in 
interactions between African-American and Afro-Brazilian men.

My work has highlighted the relevance of the Marxist theory of the reserve 
army of labour to an understanding of racism. I have also celebrated radical 
queer organizing against anti-Muslim racism, engaging critically with the work 
of Houria Bouteldja of the French Party of Natives of the Republic and defending 
her comments on same-sex marriage from charges of homophobia.

Linkages between imperialism and sexuality have been salient in Hennessy’s 
and my work in particular. Hennessy (2000) has stressed the need to map the links 
between empire and the emergence of homosexual identities, as well as the ‘inter-
penetration [today] of … local arrangements with capital’s global structures’. 
Her attention to imperialism has continued and been made more concrete in her 
more recent work on the political economy of Mexican maquiladoras (2013).  
I (Drucker, 2000, 2015) have drawn on the theory of combined and uneven devel-
opment to propose an approach I call combined and uneven social construction, 
which illuminates how ‘different indigenous starting points, different relation-
ships to the world economy, and different cultural and political contexts can combine 
to produce very different results’ (Drucker, 2000:15; 2015: 63). I have specifically 
linked the emergence of European classic imperialism in the nineteenth century 
to the social invention of homosexual persons. I have described Lenin’s analysis 
of imperialism and national oppression as in some ways a useful template for a 
Marxist understanding of other non-class oppressions.

In recent years, Marxists working in queer studies have tended to draw espe-
cially on Jasbir Puar’s concept of homonationalism to expose the instrumentaliza-
tion of LGBT rights in the service of imperialism and Islamophobia. I (Drucker, 
2015) have emphasized that the contemporary stigmatization of Muslims and 
Africans as sexually backward serves much the same ideological purposes today 
that these same groups’ stigmatization as perverted did from the sixteenth to the 
early twentieth centuries. Coining the parallel concept of ‘heteronationalism’ (the 
deployment of anti-LGBTI prejudice in defence of national identities perceived as 
threatened), I have more recently (Drucker, 2016) argued for a queer international-
ist response to the escalating vicious circle of ‘pro-’ and anti-LGBTI nationalisms.

POLITICAL ECONOMY AND TOTALITY

A number of Marxists working in queer studies criticize mainstream queer the-
ory’s aversion to economics, stress the importance of class, and explore the 
sexual dimensions of different concepts of Marxist political economy. Hennessy 
(2000) has insisted on the need to imagine ‘collective class agency that does not 
reify “the proletariat”, foreclose sexuality, or relegate it to a secondary status’  
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(p. 231). She has identified a realm of outlawed needs, ‘the monstrous outside to 
capitalism that haunts it’ (p. 389). Sears (2005) has paralleled an account of 
neoliberal economic deregulation with an exploration of what he calls moral 
deregulation, which facilitates capital accumulation from sexual niche markets. 
I (Drucker, 2015) have drawn on Ernest Mandel’s theory of capitalist long waves 
for a periodization of different same-sex regimes over the past century and a half, 
while insisting on a broad conception of relations of production and reproduction 
and stressing the relative autonomy and asynchronous tempos of different levels 
of social formations.

Wolf (2009) and I (Drucker, 2015) have drawn attention to political economy, 
in conjunction with a defence of independent working-class sexual politics. Both 
books are attempts at primers of radical sexual politics. I have advocated both 
bringing a working-class, feminist, anti-racist perspective to sexual issues and 
queering class-based and other mass social movements, not only trade unions but 
also campaigns for housing and healthcare, as well as the political left.

People who identify as Marxists are of course strongly critical of capitalism 
and neoliberalism. Strikingly, however, a Marxist frame of reference appeals to 
some people in queer studies who shy away from an emphasis on production and 
reproduction. Instead they insist on the primacy of culture and ideology in the 
study of sexuality (see Colpani’s (2017) critiques of Hennessy, Floyd and my 
work). Matthew Tinkcom (2002) has probably gone the furthest in this direction, 
by insisting that his book ‘is not a Marxist treatment of camp’ (p. 3), since for 
him Marxism and camp are simply ‘two philosophical practices of modernity’  
(p. 2). Other Marxists are suspicious of what they see as an overemphasis on struc-
tural explanations, preferring to showcase the role of human agency. Kinsman 
(2017) for example has criticized my periodization of same-sex regimes as ulti-
mately succumbing to economic determinism. Even in GLQ’s special issue on 
the crisis, a high point of recent queer theory’s attempts to engage with Marxism 
(see especially Rosenberg and Villarejo, 2012, and Crosby et al., 2012), many 
contributors seemed to shrink from a full theoretical embrace of totality or a 
political commitment to a project of global transformation.

To avoid any narrow economic determinism, Marxists in queer studies have 
deployed György Lukács’ category of totality to explore how sexuality is embedded 
in broader social power dynamics. Floyd (2009) in particular made a vital contribu-
tion to showing the relevance of the category to the study of sexuality. However, 
different Marxists have used different concepts of totality, perhaps reflecting the 
general suspicion of, or even hostility towards, the concept that Glick (2009) notes 
in contemporary theory. Hennessy (2000) and I (Drucker, 2015) have insisted on 
a vision of gendered capitalism as a coherent if deeply contradictory mode of pro-
duction and reproduction. Floyd tended to warn particularly against the dangers 
of a conception of totality that would relegate sexuality to the superstructure. In 
some of his more recent statements (e.g. in Crosby et  al., 2012), Floyd shrank 
from choosing between ‘characterizing global capitalism as either heterogeneous 
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or unified’ (p. 138), thus opting for a contrast between heterogeneity and unity 
rather than a more dialectical formulation of unity in contradiction.

REIFICATION AND HOMONORMATIVITY

Floyd (2009) also strikingly developed the sexual dimensions of the concept of 
reification (particularly as analysed by Lukács). Drawing on historical analyses of 
the late-nineteenth-century invention of heterosexual and homosexual persons, he 
has pointed out the particular reification of gender manifest in these supposedly 
scientific sexual categories. Today, Marxists note, male and female bodies are 
reduced to things to be obtained, like so many other fetishized commodities.

Yet Marxists in queer studies have drawn out different implications from the 
concept of reification. Hennessy (2000) has deployed the Marxist theory of rei-
fication to critique queer theory, arguing that queer theory often reifies sexual 
identities by removing them from the material social relations in which they are 
grounded. She described these reified identities as increasingly functional to 
capital in an era of growing market segmentation. She called for a critical exami-
nation of all sexual identities, including the ‘unlearning’ of our own identities. 
I have defended (against Floyd’s critique) Marcuse’s vision of sexual liberation 
as ultimately transcending identities, linking this vision with the general queer 
suspicion of fixed sexual and gender moulds.

Floyd (2009) initially dwelled on Lukács’ late self-criticism for failing to dis-
tinguish adequately between (humanly inevitable) objectification and (specifi-
cally capitalist) reification. Yet in his desire to emphasize the political importance 
of ‘the use of the body as a pleasurable means’ (p. 68), Floyd ended up emphasiz-
ing reification’s positive role in opening ‘certain conjunctural, historically spe-
cific conditions of possibility for liberation’(p. 153). Alderson (2016) too has 
argued that capitalism is ‘progressive for queers’ inasmuch as it ‘renders sex 
profane’ (p. 145), even if it is characterized under the conditions of the neoliberal 
‘diversified dominant’ (pp. 160) by (in a Foucauldian twist on Marcuse) ‘repres-
sive incitement’ (p. 31). Like Floyd, Alderson is attuned to what he considers the 
upside of reification.

Marxists in queer studies seem united in embracing the queer critique of het-
eronormativity, homonationalism, cisnormativity and transnormativity. I (Drucker, 
2015) have treated Lisa Duggan’s (2003) critique of homonormativity (linked 
specifically to neoliberalism) as a logical correlate of these other critiques, while 
insisting that an anti-homonormative politics should not judge people’s personal 
choices. I have portrayed queer-identified lives as often implicitly if not explicitly 
in opposition to homonormativity. Citing New York Queers for Economic Justice 
as one example, I have suggested that queer radical activism is increasingly in 
opposition to the neoliberal order that underpins homonormativity. Lewis (2016) 
has disagreed, tending to see Duggan’s concept as providing a theoretical rationale 
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for a moralistic, petty-bourgeois queer normativity, politically useless and in no 
way intrinsically superior to the homonormativity it critiques. She has criticized 
queer milieus and groups whose organizational forms and tactics cut them off from 
masses of potentially anti-neoliberal working-class and poor LGBTI people.

Different attitudes towards the concept of homonormativity are often linked 
to different political stances towards same-sex marriage. While critical of neolib-
eral arguments for marriage equality used (for example) by the US Human Rights 
Campaign, Marxists in queer studies in general support marriage equality as long 
as the institution of marriage exists, and do not advocate abstaining from the politi-
cal fight for the right to same-sex marriage. As Floyd (2009) argued, same-sex 
marriage is not ‘inherently conservative or assimilationalist’. However, Marxists 
in the field vary significantly in the degree of criticism that informs their support.

Laura Kipnis (1998) has even drawn on Marx’s analysis of the working day to 
portray adultery as a rebellion against the ‘routinized, unfulfilling, dead’ (p. 294) 
reality of marriage-as-work and against the ‘toxic levels of everyday unhappiness 
or grinding boredom’ (p. 319) in working-class lives under neoliberalism. 
I too (Drucker, 2015) have been strongly critical of marriage, highlighting 
pressures on same-sex couples to comply with norms for household stability, 
self-sufficiency and respectability in the interests of neoliberal austerity. I have 
argued for a transitional approach to the issue that combines advocacy of equality 
with demands pointing towards the abolition of marriage. Lewis (2016), by 
contrast, has argued for an analysis of the different functions of marriage among 
different classes, specifically opposing the notion that queer sex is inherently 
radical and anti-capitalist while working-class same-sex marriages are somehow 
counterrevolutionary. Wolf (2009) has been especially positive about same-sex 
marriage overall, stating that its legalization ‘creates an obvious confrontation 
with the very idea that there is anything natural about the heterosexual nuclear 
family’ (p. 36). Linkages between the critique of marriage and Marxist and 
feminist theoretical approaches to the state largely remain to be explored, since 
even the more critical Marxist discussions of marriage within queer studies rarely 
stress the ways that marriage as an institution is embedded in the state.

Marxists will doubtless continue in the coming years to share key concerns of 
queer theorists and of others working in queer studies. They will be in harmony 
with other radicals in queer studies in rejecting the neoliberal present as, in José 
Muñoz’s words (2009), ‘impoverished and toxic for queers’ (p. 27). In particular, 
Marxists’ engagement with anti-racist and anti-imperialist theory will doubtless 
continue, dovetailing with a widespread concern in queer studies. This reflects 
the growing urgency of anti-racist struggles as the far right continues to rise, as 
confrontations between imperialist powers and political forces claiming Islamic 
or populist inspiration continue to multiply, and as white LGBTIQ people con-
tinue to often occupy difficult or problematic positions in these conflicts.

Marxists will face more of a challenge in addressing intersections between sex-
uality and gender, on the one hand, and class and political economy, on the other.  
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Queer studies more generally has so far been only variably and intermittently 
open to these central Marxist preoccupations. While the outbreak of the crisis 
in 2007–8 ushered in a decade in which the field seemed to be opening up to 
historical materialism to some extent, the suspicion of class- and totality-based 
approaches typical of queer theory since the 1990s may have been regaining 
ground more recently. In response, some self-identified Marxists seem to be tai-
loring their approaches more to the queer studies mainstream, while others are 
more concerned with reaching out to a new generation of socialists that is battling 
the threatened ascendancy of a new reactionary right. It is by persistently engag-
ing with class and political economy as well as racism, imperialism and culture 
that Marxists can make particularly distinctive contributions to queer studies.
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The relationship of Sociology to Karl Marx is an ambivalent one; every US 
Sociology program begins with a foundations course in which Marx, Durkheim 
and Weber are presented as the theoretical underpinning of contemporary sociol-
ogy. And yet, as a rule, there are few if any Sociology departments in the USA 
that promote programs of study which delve more fully into the works and impli-
cations of the writings of Karl Marx. Rather, most sociologists find themselves 
informed by the work of Emile Durkheim or Max Weber, and those sociologists 
who follow them. Marx’s work challenged some basic premises that informed 
early sociological thinking. As we demonstrate below, the influence of Marx on 
emerging US sociology reflected contributions of European scholars, like Max 
Weber and Georg Simmel, whose work engaged with Marx. However, the 
destruction of the Second World War, post-war US economic and political 
hegemony, and the Cold War brought with it significant changes in the USA; 
social scientists (and especially sociologists) ‘followed in the footsteps of the 
new world order’ (Gottfried, 2013: 188), leading to a very different impact of the 
work of Karl Marx on sociology in the USA. Anti-communism coupled with a 
focus on empire and nation building bred a different kind of sociology, one 
invested in US exceptionalism is not present in sociological thinking in Europe 
(particularly France, Germany and the UK), one invested in ignoring the contri-
butions of Karl Marx until the late 1960s.

Marx argued that social class dictated one’s social life in a process that relied 
on a material concept of history. First, he rejected the notion that all individuals 
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share a common self-interest, arguing rather that within capitalism individuals 
were placed in conflicting positions vis-à-vis the forces of production, positions 
that put those without control over those forces in opposition to those with con-
trol. Second, his focus on the specificity of human history and the importance of 
examining how historically specific material conditions effectively rejected the 
idea, promoted by followers of Auguste Comte, that there were some essential 
laws of society. Marx’s search for an understanding of the workings of the capi-
talist system, its origins and potential future developments led him to conclude 
that (a) society is based on antagonistic social classes, and those classes reflect 
the material conditions extant during any epoch (defined by the dominant mode 
of production); and (b) the only way to understand limits implicit in and poten-
tials for change of any society is by applying a theory of history rooted in existing 
social relations and practices. Human development was a history of how people 
engaged with nature, how and why those relationships changed, and what con-
straints are placed on the direction of any society going forward.

Karl Marx influenced the emergence of several threads in sociology, some 
explicitly Marxist in tone and theory, others highly influenced by the questions 
raised and methods developed in his work. Among them are (a) political sociol-
ogy, the origins of elites and the concern for state-making; (b) the nature and 
form of social classes and the struggles that ensue as a result; (c) historical soci-
ology as a way to explore the way material conditions provide a purchase on 
social change and development; (d) labor process focusing on both accommoda-
tion and resistance to the organization of work; (e) class analysis to understand 
the systemic outcomes and non-class factors like race, gender, religion, ethnicity 
and new forms that fall under the rubric of ‘identity politics’; and (f) colonial-
ism, globalization, world systems, the forces of so-called modernization that 
examine both internal and international forces and relations of production. These 
will be discussed in some detail below. But first it is worth exploring how Marx 
influenced early sociological scholarship, and how it was sidelined in American 
sociology until the 1960s, when the social, political and intellectual upheaval 
challenged mainstream sociological inquiries.

THE FIRST 100 YEARS OF MARX AND SOCIOLOGY

Unlike other intellectual traditions, Marxism maintained its vitality throughout 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by cultivating a distinct existence outside 
the academic marketplace and the ‘knowledge factories’ that Marx himself dis-
dained. Nonetheless, in addition to its existence as a political discourse utilized 
by partisans in their fight against capitalism, Marxism also exercised a profound 
influence over the first generation of sociologists. Some, like Max Weber, con-
structed their sociological accounts in direct opposition to historical materialism; 
or Emile Durkheim, who did not mention Marx in his writings on society. 
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Others, like Georg Simmel, W. E. B. DuBois and Thorstein Veblen, attempted to 
supplement or expand Marxian discourse. Still others, like Florence Kelley, 
attempted to put Marxism directly to work in the attempt to analyze, and solve, 
contemporary urban, social problems.

Max Weber was Marx’s most influential early critic in sociology. Taking issue 
with the materialist conception of history set out in Capital and The Communist 
Manifesto, a good part of Weber’s life work was devoted to challenging the idea 
that economic forces determine historical outcomes. In particular, The Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism sets out to demonstrate that capitalism emerged 
as the product of symbols/ideals, and through material processes. As Weber saw 
social development, it was ‘a contribution to the understanding of the manner in 
which ideas become effective forces in history’ (Weber, 1958: 90). However, by 
underscoring the role of ideas in history, and thereby critiquing Marx’s materi-
alism, Weber attempted to steer clear of philosophical idealism as well. Ideas 
were no more determinative than material forces. Rather, Weber attempted to 
outline an interaction in which ideal forces become ‘switchmen’ who merely 
determine ‘the tracks along which action has been pushed by the dynamic of 
interest’ (Weber, 1946: 280). In a sense, Weber’s project can be seen as a correc-
tive to certain interpretations of Marx’s work, rather than an outright rejection 
of Marxism itself. As can Weber’s revision of the Marxian notion of economic 
class as determinative. Weber takes direct aim at the Marxian idea that classes 
have common, scientifically determinable ‘interests’. Instead, he argues that such 
interests are shaped by social and communal relations, and by status processes, 
that are relatively independent from economic processes:

According to our terminology, the factor that creates ‘class’ is unambiguously economic 
interest, and indeed, only those interests involved in the existence of the ‘market.’ 
Nevertheless, the concept of ‘class-interest’ is an ambiguous one: even as an empirical con-
cept it is ambiguous as soon as one understands by it something other than the factual 
direction of interests following with a certain probability from the class situation for a certain 
‘average’ of those people subjected to the class situation. (Weber, 1946: 183)

Anticipating the work of later Marxist labor historians, like E. P. Thompson, 
Weber argues that ‘class interests’ depend upon the prior existence of a class 
community. In other words, the notion of ‘interests’ depends upon social pro-
cesses of solidarity, not just economic processes of exploitation. Class action 
is communal action and ‘[c]ommunal action…is oriented to the feeling of the 
actors that they belong together’ (Weber, 1946: 183).

Like Weber, Georg Simmel’s reception of Marx had a profound impact upon 
early sociology, and like Weber, Simmel’s revision of Marx’s work influenced 
later generations of Marxists. However, while Weber attempts to leap over 
Marx’s historical perspective, Simmel attempts ‘to construct a new story beneath 
historical materialism’ (Simmel, 1978: 56). Further, while Weber concentrates 
upon Marx’s analysis of history and class action, Simmel’s masterwork, The 
Philosophy of Money, represents an extended examination of the unexplored 
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cultural implications of Marx’s value theory. More accurately, Simmel takes 
one aspect of that value theory, money as universal equivalence, and extends 
its implications into a relativist epistemology that encompasses everything from 
the phenomenology of perception to the new subjectivity produced by urban 
experience. Recall Marx’s general formula for capital M-C-M', ‘where M'= M + 
delta M = the original sum advanced plus an increment…I call “surplus value”’ 
(Marx, 1977: 251). Simmel rejects Marx’s notion that the increment, surplus 
value, emerges from the exploitation of wage labor. But he holds on to Marx’s 
fascination with the ‘metaphysical subtleties’ (Marx, 1977: 163) of the commod-
ity in exchange, and with the power of money to transmute one substance into 
another through universal equivalence. Thus, Simmel’s later sociology depends 
upon Marx’s idea of ‘reification’ (Marx, 1977: 163–77), that the objects (and 
ideas) human subjects produce become objectified forces shaping and condition-
ing later social reproduction:

Objects and people have become separated from one another. Thought, work effort  
and skill, through their growing embodiment in objective forms, books and commodities,  
are able to move independently; recent progress in the means of transportation is only the 
realization or expression of this. By their independent, impersonal mobility, objects complete 
the final stage of their separation from people. The slot machine is the ultimate example  
of the mechanical character of the modern economy, since by means of the vending 
machine the human relationship is completely eliminated even in the retail trade where, for 
so long, the exchange of commodities was carried out between one person and another. 
(Simmel, 1978: 460–1)

While Simmel shared Marx’s perception of the alienation that necessarily arises 
as the consequence of capitalist commodity exchange through money, he did not 
share Marx’s perspective on the possibility of revolutionary change. For Simmel, 
the increasing objectivity of social life was as inevitable as bureaucratization was 
for Weber, but Simmel offered no possibility of charismatic revolution.

Despite the fact that both rejected fundamental axioms within Marxist thought, 
Simmel and Weber had an important impact on the future of Marxian theory, 
and, thus, Marxian sociology. In particular, the first major attempt to synthesize 
Simmel, Weber and Marx emerged from the hand of their student, Georg Lukács. 
In History and Class Consciousness (1968), Lukács returns to Marx via Hegel, 
but his dialectics are decisively shaped by Simmel’s relativistic sociology, and by 
Weber’s historical sociology. In part because of Lukács, Simmel and Weber influ-
enced nearly the entire Frankfurt School, with Simmel’s hand most evident in the 
work of Walter Benjamin, and Weber’s in the work of Theodor Adorno, Herbert 
Marcuse and Erich Fromm. Lukács, Benjamin and the Frankfurt School rejected 
the simplistic economic determinism of early Marxist thought, and replaced it 
with a nuanced sociology that attempted to account for the relative autonomy of 
ideas in the development of historical forces.

As Weber and Simmel confronted the implications of Marxian theory in 
Germany, Florence Kelley was instrumental in bringing Marxian political econ-
omy into American sociology. She believed that a strong state has important 
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uses for the implementation of progressive social, economic and public policy. 
Because of her gender, she found educational opportunities in the USA limited, 
and thus studied the social sciences in Europe, discovering socialism through the 
work of Marx and Engels, leading her to translate Engels’ The Condition of the 
Working Class in England for an American audience.

During her years as a resident at Hull House (1892–1899), Kelley was an 
intellectual force and the political force leading the struggle in Chicago and in 
Illinois for new factory and wage legislation; she became a factory inspector and 
during the Illinois Pullman strike she visited Eugene Debs in prison and, perhaps, 
helped convert him to socialism (Sklar, 1995: 171–315). In one of her earliest 
public articulations of her Marxian views, ‘The Need of Theoretical Preparation 
for Philanthropic Work’ (originally published in 1887), Kelley argues that those 
who undertake what will later be called ‘social work’ require theoretical training 
in political economy. Kelley stated:

Another of the indispensable books is The Condition of the Working Class in England by 
Friedrick Engels, which is especially valuable for American readers because the conditions 
described in it…. are reproduced upon a large scale in America now… It is the best introduc-
tion to the study of modern scientific political economy and the fundamental work par 
excellence thereof, Capital, by Karl Marx. (Kelley, 1986: 102)

Kelley argued that Capital is the fundamental work of modern scientific political 
economy and found it to be the key to unlocking the mystifications that protect 
capitalist exploitation. Her description of the conditions of manufacturing echoes 
Marx’s argument in Capital, but with a new inflexion. She argues that under con-
ditions of mass immigration, worker organizations and trade unions do not neces-
sarily have the capacity to organize, which further undercuts the power of trade 
unions. Thus, as Sklar points out, Kelley held onto her Marxian theory of exploi-
tation, even as she distanced herself from Engels’ ‘belief in trade unions as the 
mainstay of socialism’ (Sklar, 1995: 215–16). Kelley never rejected trade unions 
or working-class self-organization, seeing opposition to the systemic exploitation 
of capitalism as a cause that transcended class differences.

For Kelley, the implication of Marx and Engels’ work was the necessity for a 
strong legal and regulatory framework to protect the exploited from the systemic 
imperatives capitalist accumulation imposed on all actors within the system. Her 
contemporary, Thorstein Veblen, also took Marx seriously, but rejected many of 
the theoretical foundations of Marxism. Nonetheless, Veblen, unlike Kelley, was 
a revolutionary socialist who supported armed struggle as a method for the re-
appropriation of social wealth from the hands of the ‘vested interests’. In two 
essays, from 1906 and 1907, Veblen offers carefully considered comment on 
Marx, and Marx’s followers. His discussion of Marx, in particular, merits some 
attention. Like Weber, but with more sympathy, Veblen takes Marx’s contribu-
tion seriously, and begins by challenging the premises of the misreading of Marx 
(for and against) that were proliferating in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. According to Veblen, the source of these misunderstandings is the fact 
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that too many readers fail to recognize ‘the radical character of [Marx’s] depar-
ture’, the fact that his work signifies a kind of epistemological break with earlier 
economic theories. ‘It differs characteristically from all systems of theory that had 
preceded it, both in its premises and in its aims’ (Veblen, 2003: 409). Nonetheless, 
Veblen argues that Marx’s work is limited, in particular, by its Hegelian dialectics.

While Veblen questions particular elements of Marx’s theory – his materialist 
conception of history, his emphasis upon the necessity of class consciousness for 
social change, his theory of surplus value – all of this is incidental to Veblen’s 
real objection. According to Veblen, Hegelianism, including Marx’s Hegelianism, 
unlike Darwinism, depends upon two fallacious principles: (1) that the unfolding 
of the spirit is imminent in the subject itself, without regard to contingent events; 
and (2) this unfolding has a single, teleological direction. For Marx, history has 
a progression, from primitive production, to medieval guilds, to contemporary 
capitalism, and then socialism, and this progression unfolds through the imminent 
necessities of class struggle. Against this position, Veblen posits what he thinks 
of as a Darwinian world of opaque cause and effect, ‘the unteleological Darwian 
conception of natural selection’. From Veblen’s Darwinian point of view, history is

a cumulative sequence of causation, opaque and unteleological, …[which] could not, with-
out an infusion of pious fancy by the speculator, be asserted to involve progress as distinct 
from retrogression or to tend to a ‘realisation’ or ‘self-realisation’ of the human spirit or 
anything else. (Veblen, 2003: 416)

Despite his criticisms, Veblen’s sophisticated discussion of the meaning of ‘value’ 
in Marx and the importance of ‘surplus value’ show his affinity for Marx’s work. 
Like Marx, Veblen argued that ‘capital’ is created by ‘an unearned increment’ of 
wealth drawn from the life of producers (Veblen, 2003: 425). But for Veblen, this 
unearned income was not necessarily the result of the surplus product of labor. 
Rather it was the result of monopolistic and vested interests institutionalizing an 
unjust distribution of income at the expense of the entire community (Veblen, 1919).

In sum, Veblen appreciates (and is influenced by) many of the particulars 
in Marx’s analysis of capitalism. But he rejects the optimism built into Marx’s 
dialectics:

This goal or end, which controls the process of human development, is the complete realiza-
tion of life in all its fullness, and the realization is to be reached by a process analagous to 
the three-phase dialectic … into which scheme the capitalist system, with its overflowing 
measure of misery and degradation, fits as the last and most dreadful phase of antithesis. 
Marx … is necessarily an optimist, and the evil … in life is to him a logically necessary evil 
(2003: 430)

Against this vision of capitalism as a necessary step toward a more humane eco-
nomic and social world, Veblen posits his own Manichean, apocalyptic, possibility: 
that ‘the capitalist system is the mortal agony of the [human] race’ (Veblen, 2003: 
430). Veblen was a radical anti-capitalist, a supporter of the Industrial Workers 
of the World, and the Bolshevik revolution. Whether he was a neo-Marxist, or 
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whether he was attempting to build a socialist discourse based upon pragmatism 
and Darwinism, rather than Hegelian foundations, remains an open question. But 
he took Marx seriously, and influenced subsequent attempts by American sociolo-
gists (most notably, C. Wright Mills) to understand and utilize Marx.

For much of his early career, W. E. B. Du Bois showed in works like The 
Philadelphia Negro and The Souls of Black Folk serious, non-Marxist, attempts to 
understand and explain both the political economy and the social psychology of a 
racialized society. But Du Bois lived longer than other first-generation American 
sociologists, and throughout his lifetime remained engaged in activist, as well as 
scholarly, networks. Thus, during the Great Depression, Du Bois began to utilize 
the tools of Marxian political economy. The resulting work, Black Reconstruction 
(1935/1992), synthesized Du Bois’ early social psychological insights with a new 
emphasis upon class struggle and capitalist imperatives. With a method that seems 
to have influenced later historians (most notably, E.P. Thompson), Du Bois care-
fully examines the class conditions that defined the North and the South, before, 
during and after the war. He demonstrates that Northern victory in the Civil War 
depended, at least in part, on the General Strike of the Slaves, as Black workers 
withdrew their labor by running away, or by simply slowing down production. 
DuBois further takes note of the ways in which the struggles of the war under-
mined the absolute dominance of white supremacy and made possible a brief 
moment of interracial unity. Perhaps most importantly, Du Bois also explains 
the resurgence of white supremacy after Reconstruction, and the emergence of a 
newly born white identity based upon the social-psychological wages of white-
ness. With this symbolic theory of political identity, Du Bois certainly reaches 
beyond the bounds of traditional Marxism, but his methods of research, and his 
theoretical emphases, clearly betray the influence of Marxism on this late work.

A decade after the publication of Black Reconstruction, the re-emergence 
of virulent anti-communism in the USA coincided with the synthesis of ‘grand 
theory’ offered by Talcott Parsons and his collaborators. While Marxism con-
tinued to survive among German émigré sociologists like Marcuse and Fromm, 
Parsonian adherents attempted to stigmatize Marxian discourse in sociology. 
During this period, C. Wright Mills was one of the leaders of the anti-Parsonian 
left. His work contested Parsonian functionalism and offered complex portraits of 
an American society divided by multiple contradictions and at war with itself. Yet 
Mills’ influences were Weber and Veblen, and he consciously distanced himself 
from Marx and ‘the marxists’. Mills’ attitude toward Marx did much to define the 
New Left in US Sociology. While Mills’ critique of Marx and Marxism appears 
in various of his central texts, near the end of his life he wrote a full-length 
polemic, The Marxists. While he finds some value in Marx and his later follow-
ers, Mills rejects most of Marx’s central tenets. Mills critiques Marx based upon 
the prior critiques by Max Weber and Thorstein Veblen. For instance, like Weber, 
Mills is dissatisfied with Marx’s emphasis upon class and consequent blindness 
to the significance of status. ‘Marx’s model stripped away all status remnants, 
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defining the position of men within capitalist society solely in terms of their rela-
tion to the means of production … As a method, it is a fruitful simplification only 
if “class” is then used as one dimension of stratification’ (Mills, 1962: 106). Like 
Veblen, Mills rejects Marx’s dialectical view of history, as well as the idea that 
class struggle and material relations of production determine social relations and 
ideologies. Most importantly, Mills rejects the ‘labor metaphysic’ (1962: 129) 
at the heart of Marx and Marxism – the twin propositions that class struggles 
determine social relations, and that the proletariat is the agent of historical and 
social transformation. While Mills finds value in Marx’s ‘method’, as a ‘signal 
and lasting contribution to the best sociological ways of reflection and inquiry 
available’ (1962: 129), he finds Marx’s ‘model of society…inadequate’ (1962: 
130). From Mills’ perspective, in terms of his model of society, Marx is an impor-
tant nineteenth-century precursor to science, but authentic, scientific sociology 
begins ‘somewhere “beyond Marx”’ (1962: 130).

The first 100 years of American sociology with respect to Marx must close with 
Alvin Gouldner (1970), and his ultimate rejection of Marx. In his The Coming 
Crisis of Western Sociology, Gouldner notes that a version of an Academic 
Sociology like that in the USA has emerged in the Soviet Union. He concludes:

This development has been intellectually troublesome to those radicals who, out of a rote 
Marxism, have concluded that American Academic Sociology is an instrument of American 
corporate capitalism. For clearly the conservative character of American sociology cannot be 
attributed to its subservience to corporate capitalism if an essentially similar sociology has 
emerged where, as in the Soviet Union, there is no corporate capitalism. (1970: 9)

Where were academic Marxists? He points out that

Marxism was borne by unattached intelligentsia, by political groups and parties oriented to 
lower strata groups who were in rebellion against an emerging bourgeois society that 
excluded them. Academic Sociology was developed in the United States by university acad-
emicians who were oriented to the established middle class, and who sought pragmatically 
to reform rather than systematically to rebel against the status quo. (Gouldner, 1970: 20)

Throughout, Gouldner speaks of Academic Sociology and Marxism as if they are 
distinct forms of scholarship, in which the latter has no real place in the former. 
In the spirit of the Cold War, American Sociology is ‘for all practical purposes, 
the model of Academic Sociology throughout the world’ (Gouldner, 1970: 23), 
while Marxism is the product of the Soviet Union. Anticipating his conclusions 
later, Gouldner (1980) states that

world sociology underwent a binary fission; one ‘half’ of it became Academic Sociology, in 
which the Functionalist tradition finally became the dominant theoretical synthesis, while the 
other ‘half’ of world sociology became Marxist. (Gouldner, 1980: 447)

In the end, Gouldner (1980) envisioned two Marxisms, Critical and Scientific, 
the first represented by the Frankfurt School with a potential for understanding 
society able to avoid the pitfall of the second, a devolution to what he considered 
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to be Soviet socialism. He argued that the ideological commitment to Marxism, 
juxtaposed to the so-called objective sociology, avoided confronting the two 
nightmares of Marxism:

What, then, are Marxism’s nightmares? There are at least two. Implicit in its repression of 
idealism and utopianism, as well as in its sublimation of millenarianism into scientism, there 
is the lurking fear that it is not a truly ‘scientific socialism,’ not a theory about society or of 
the objective conditions that will change it, but only another disguise of the political will, an 
old utopian project masquerading as new science. In other words, one nightmare of Marxism 
is that it is another religion of the oppressed – a revolutionary messianism, as Georg Lukács 
once described his own Marxism. This nightmare broke into the theorizing of Critical 
Marxism, which is nucleated with utopianism, and, at the political level, emerged openly in 
Maoism…Yet there is another Marxist nightmare, an even deeper dragon of the mind that 
stirs fitfully within it. It is, most basically, this: Marxism emerged in a society whose middle 
classes had proudly insisted that private property and those having it were the foundation of 
civilization itself… (Gouldner, 1980: 381)

At the end of the day, however, Gouldner served an important role in the develop-
ment of a more critical sociology. His analysis of sociology to that point, with its 
reliance on a Parsonian structural functionalism, had come to an end and opened 
the doors to a more critical assault on mainstream sociology in America. ‘Alvin 
Gouldner who correctly diagnosed the coming crisis of Western sociology had 
prefigured the Marxist assault’ (Burawoy, 2003: 196).

THE CRITICAL TURN TO MARX IN SOCIOLOGY

The social radicalism of the 1960s gave voice to opposition scholarship. As 
Burawoy notes, ‘(r)eversing the prevailing wisdom, we tried to demonstrate that 
Marxism was the true science while sociology was but ideology’ (2005: 314). 
The political movements of the era – civil rights, women’s movements, anti-
Vietnam War movements, anti-colonial struggles, student movements, farm 
worker movements – energized young academics who rejected conventional 
wisdom as exemplified by academic sociology (represented by the American 
Sociological Association) and sought ways to understand the world in order to 
transform rather than apologize for its institutions and processes. These move-
ments put conventional and consensus sociology in a position to have to defend 
its illusionary and somewhat fabricated views of society. Burawoy points out that

[s]ociology, after all, was still in the hands of a messianic professoriate, who, when the ghet-
tos were in flames and the napalm bombs were falling, were celebrating the undying virtues 
of ‘America’ – its liberal democracy, its openness, its economic dynamism, its affluence, 
exalting its model as ‘the first new nation’. (2005: 315)

During the 1969 meeting of the American Sociological Association a ‘Sociology 
Liberation Movement’ emerged to challenge the discipline by organizing a 
schedule of radical activities to coincide with the convention in San Francisco1 
preceded that year by the Berkeley Conference of Radical Sociologists June 
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21–23. Organizing themselves into several collectives, they began publishing the 
journal Insurgent Sociologist, later becoming Critical Sociology.

What followed was a reinvigoration of a Marxist sociology, one that was pred-
icated on understanding how capitalism developed, explored the contradictory 
nature of capitalist reproduction, and plotted the emergence of an emancipatory 
alternative to a capitalist society. In detailing what a Marxist sociology looks like, 
Burawoy and Wright (2006) identify three fundamental theses, derived from an 
understanding of causal mechanisms at work, informing Marxist theory: non-
sustainability of capitalism; intensification of anti-capitalist class struggle; and 
the natural transition to socialism. They argue what is central to sociological 
Marxism is the concept of class as exploitation and what followed are several 
threads which have shaped Marxist sociological inquiries. In no particular order, 
they are class analysis, labor process, world-systems theory, Marxist feminism, 
and racial formations. What follows is a brief examination of each.

Perhaps the quintessential work in American Marxism is the inquiry into class 
analysis, a central focus of Marx. How does the structure of society change in 
response to changing forces and relations of production? Central to this question 
are aspects of exploitation, legitimation, the potential for and failure of meaningful 
social change, and in general the class structure in advanced capitalism. Rejecting 
Marx, Weber (1978) rejected the general thesis of class struggle and class contra-
dictions in society and history. Weber’s distinction between class and strata has 
produced a rich literature on social stratification, for example. The result was a 
tradition of research in US sociology that at best ignored and at worst dismissed 
class conflict by focusing on consumption-based models of status attainment.

In his work on class, Wright brought Marxism back to sociology, first in his 
outline of Marxism as a scientific method of inquiry and the importance of ana-
lyzing class to understand the transformative struggles in the social movements 
of the time (Wright, 1979), and later, as he expounded on the results of empirical 
studies on the nature of class structure (Wright, 1985). Wright’s work posited 
on the nature of class structure in contemporary capitalism (comparing Sweden 
and the USA, for example), related class structure and class consciousness, and 
offered an advance on Marxian class analysis in the form of his contradictory 
class locations to explain why class struggle took on new forms. Even as he 
began to speculate on how capitalism might be transformed (Wright, 2010), his 
work set the stage for sociological work informed by Marx and his theories, and 
never lost the focus on trying to understand the mechanisms and consequences 
of class exploitation.

The nature of work under capitalism was a core focus of Marxist research. The 
seminal work by Harry Braverman at the start of the 1970s (1974/1998) brought 
into sharp relief the distinction in Marx between labor and labor power, how the 
division of labor mattered, and the nature and role of management under capital-
ism. Braverman turned scientific management and the use of technology on its 
head by detailing how the organization of work promoted the immiseration of the 
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working class. This was closely followed by Burawoy’s (1982) qualitative inves-
tigation of how workers accommodated and resisted capitalism in manufacturing 
plants. He outlined how to bring Marxism to sociology through a criticism of 
industrial sociology by building a theory of the capitalist labor processes. As his 
title anticipates, Burawoy argued for the relative autonomy of the labor process to 
explain both accommodation (consent) and struggle in the manufacturing plant. 
As the form of capitalist production changed, so too did the contours of class 
consciousness and class struggle.

Marx stated that colonial expansion was the underpinning of capitalist devel-
opment. Farming and food production in the colonies served to replace decreased 
agricultural production as a result of the enclosures in England. The colonies also 
served as a way to dispose of the population made surplus to the needs of produc-
tion. Without the cotton grown in India, Egypt and the US South replacing wool, 
textile manufacturing in the UK and Northern Europe could not develop. The 
pioneering work of Wallerstein (1974) and Frank (1978) introduced world sys-
tems and dependency research to push sociological inquiry, informed by Marx’s 
notions of class structure and the state, beyond the normal confines of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries.

The four-volume work by Immanuel Wallerstein (1974) charted a course that 
showed capitalism was not simply the product of late-nineteenth-century Europe 
but rather a system that encompassed the entire world economy originating in 
the sixteenth century. Wallerstein focuses on the emerging division of labor start-
ing in 1450, the rise of the nation state and the growth of empire, and the cre-
ation of a colonial periphery serving the needs of modern capitalist development. 
He outlines the importance of mercantile expansion and competition among the 
economies within the European core. This work was taken up by scholars like 
Chase-Dunn (1998), Arrighi and Silver (1999) and Arrighi (2003), who used 
world-system theories to explain current changes in Western capitalism, how 
capitalist competition created hegemonic powers, and the nature of governance 
and the reproduction of the core-periphery hierarchy. Arrighi (2003) uses this 
framework to place the newly emerging global dominance of Asia into an histori-
cal, world-system context.

Frank’s (1978) work explored the relationship of advanced capitalism to the 
underdevelopment of the rest of the world, providing an analysis of international 
exploitation that called upon Marx. Countries that at the time were labeled ‘less 
developed’ (or LDCs) were struggling precisely because of the nature of inter-
national economic relationships rooted in the working of capitalism. The upshot 
was the development of underdevelopment. Others, like Evans (1979), expanded 
on these ideas to explore the nature of national elites and their association with 
national and international capital. Through the influence of Marx, US sociology 
increasingly questioned the role of American society in the rest of the world, and 
this research provided insights into the decades of national liberation struggles 
against capitalist political and economic control.
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The social unrest of the 1960s included a feminist challenge to patriarchy, 
and the effort to theorize gender and class. As Gottfried (1998) points out, many 
feminists called for the rethinking of what patriarchy is and how it operates. 
Hartmann (1979) initiates this focus in her reflections on both the importance 
and inadequacies of Marxism to understand patriarchy. Calling it an ‘unhappy 
marriage’, Hartmann seeks to find the material conditions which might explain 
gender relations yet rejects a class essentialist analysis. This prompted a wider 
discussion on the limitations of Marxism for understanding patriarchy (Sargent, 
1981). Seeking to apply notions of gender to the organization of work, Acker 
(1989, 1990) posits that gender is implicit in social organization and patriarchy is 
reproduced alongside rather than as a product of capitalist social relations. Marx 
is generally silent with regard to gender, and Marxist feminist sociologists have 
worked to fill that gap. Giménez (2000: 18) seeks to re-center feminist analysis 
on Marxism, arguing that the women’s movement produced four main currents: 
liberal (for economic and political equality), radical (with patriarchy as the main 
cause of oppression), socialist (critical of both capitalism and Marxism) and 
Marxist (developing ‘the potential of Marxist theory to understand the capitalist 
sources of the oppression of women’).

In the end, Giménez (2019) brings the focus of feminist analysis back to 
Marxism by stressing the connection between capitalism, on one hand, and the 
oppression of women, on the other. For her the key is to understand the role gen-
der and capitalism play in framing and ensuring social reproduction – whether 
relying on the unpaid labor of women in the household or the ability to devalue 
the care work performed by women. This connection between capitalism and 
gender is further explored by Brewer (2003), who analyses Black feminist inter-
ventions, especially Black revolutionary nationalism of the 1960s and 1970s. She 
seeks to articulate a class/gender/race analysis. The early inquiry by feminists 
often ignored race, and Brewer sought to connect capitalism and class analy-
sis within a complex relationship that intersected race, gender, and sexuality as 
correlates of class oppression. To Brewer, the development of class antagonism 
under capitalism emerges together with, rather than results in, racism and patri-
archy. In this way, Brewer (2010) also rejects a class essentialist orientation as 
she unpacks the role race, gender and sexuality play alongside class conflict in 
political moments central to emancipatory efforts.

As noted above, Dubois (1935/1992) turned to a Marxist analysis of work in 
the post-Civil War period, explaining the differences in how the white worker and 
Black worker experienced the period of reconstruction. Merging a Marxist class 
analysis with the importance of race outside of the capitalist frame, Dubois set 
the stage for what followed. For instance, Marable (1983) rejected the Weberian 
frame of race-based poverty, one that argued the problem was the failure of Black 
America to create a middle class to lead the economic ascendance of the urban 
poor and rejected the social-psychological and sociological tropes of a ‘culture of 
poverty’ (Potts, 2010) that condemned the Black community from one generation 
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to the next. It was not the failure to succeed under capitalism that was to blame, 
Marable argued, but rather that capitalism actively perpetuates the second-
class status of Black Americans. Implicitly borrowing from the world-systems 
language of core-periphery, he outlined how the Black majority represented a 
domestic periphery while the small Black elite occupied the core. Marable was 
informed by a Marxist analysis of class exploitation and the growing literature 
on patriarchy, enabling him to expound on the exploitation of Black women at 
home and in the workplace. Black poverty was the by-product of capitalism with 
an overlay of racism; in short, as the title of his 1983 book, How Capitalism 
Underdeveloped Black America, proclaims.

To escape the biological and physical anthropological explanations of differ-
ent racial outcomes, Omi and Winant (1986) developed a racial-formation theory 
which took sociology in a new direction, one which focused on the lived experi-
ence of the Black community. The theory posits that race cannot be defined with 
any clarity or consistency; rather, it is fluid depending on who is under discussion 
and when those discussions take place. Because there are differences in what is 
meant by race, social policy and programs are inconsistent and at times ineffec-
tive. The disparity of racial constructions is reflected institutionally, interperson-
ally and globally. To tackle the problem, Omi and Winant explored how concepts 
of race changed over time to create different forms of racial stratification. Theirs 
is a socio-historical examination to explore how society’s racial categories are 
created, transformed and in some cases destroyed. Ultimately, they situate racial 
representation within social structures and, echoing Marx’s understanding of 
social forces, identify race as a process connected to how society is organized 
and ruled.

These projects informed by the work of Marx also inform each other. World-
systems development of core-periphery makes its way into discussions of racism 
and capitalism in the USA. Class analysis enters into efforts to understand how 
capitalism intersects with patriarchy as systems for the oppression of women. 
Labor process informs research on the conditions of work in early develop-
ments of the global economy. The overlap of race, gender, migration and class 
is reflected in Glenn (2010), who sees social reproduction as dependent upon 
the labor activities essential for maintaining individuals, families and communi-
ties. She focuses on the work of racial(ized) ethnic women performing domestic 
service in the homes of White women (Glenn, 1992: 3), implicitly a resource 
that enables White women to engage in gender politics. Both Glenn and Romero 
(1992) demonstrate how women migrating from the Global South (Wallerstein’s 
periphery) perform low-paid care work for rich White women in the Global North 
(core). The Marxism of Giménez and Hartmann resonates with the expropriation 
of the labor of ethnic migrants needed to ensure social reproduction.

The importance of Marx to US sociology despite Giddens’ (1971) dismissal 
of renewed efforts by sociologists to engage with Marx, especially during the 
second half of the twentieth century, is two-fold. First, by returning to Marx 
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sociologists challenged the hegemonic view of society informed by the work of 
Durkheim (social psychology, norms, social Darwinism) and Weber (social strat-
ification, bureaucracy, rationalization) and disrupted the narrow (and, as some 
argued, apologetic) describing American society. The discipline was forced to 
respond, as witnessed by the emergence of a range of sections within the American 
Sociological Association: Marxist Sociology; Labor and Labor Movements; 
Racial and Ethnic Minorities; Political Economy of the World-System; Race, 
Gender and Class; Sociology of Sexualities, to name the most obvious. Clearly, 
the range of concerns introduced or supported by the work of Marx led to a pro-
found reorientation within the discipline. As Burawoy points out,

stratification gave way to class analysis and later more broadly to the study of inequality, 
conditions of liberal democracy gave way to studies of states and revolution, social psycho-
logical adaptation to work gave way to theories of alienation and the transformation of 
work, sex roles gave way to gender domination, value consensus turned into the diffusion 
of ruling ideologies through school and media, irrational collective behavior became the 
politics of social movements. (2005: 316)

Second, the changes continue. As Burawoy notes, all of these different uses of 
Marx were efforts at transforming a closed institution, the academy, and so, as 
he puts it, this reflected a narrow agenda seeking to replace mainstream sociol-
ogy with Marxism. He now advocates a turn to public sociology, one that works 
to change society and not the discipline. Anticipating Wright’s work (2010), he 
strives for ‘a real utopia, that is a utopia based on the existing world’ (Burawoy, 
2005: 325).

Note

1  https://bit.ly/3kGUNfc. Accessed June 8 2019
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INTRODUCTION

In the introduction to their 2000 anthology A Thousand Flowers: Social 
Struggles Against Structural Adjustment in African Universities, Silvia Federici, 
George Caffentzis, and Ousseina Alidou argue, ‘We believe that despite its pre-
sent limits, the “right to study” is still one of the most important commons we 
have. It is certainly one that many generations have fought for, as demonstrated 
by the struggles of students and teachers in Africa today’ (2000: xv). We might 
use the authors’ remarks to frame the history of Marxist engagements with the 
university as a field of study and as an institution situated within and responding 
to the larger political-economic environment. Federici et al.’s assertion provides 
an appropriate opening for examining the various ways in which the university 
has been approached as a site of social struggle that implicates state and capital. 
In doing so, this entry attempts to show how the terms of social struggles for the 
academy as well as the definition of political economy have been contested mat-
ters, especially among critics of the university and its role in society.

In general, Marxist frameworks have addressed the university as an institution 
not disconnected from but intimately connected to the dynamics of political econ-
omy and to social struggles within and outside its walls. Those frameworks have 
differed in terms of how the nature of political economy has been conceptualized –  
that is, whether or not capitalism is primarily constituted along economic lines 
or shaped by extra- or non-economic social forces such as race and colonialism. 
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In addition, frameworks have also differed according to the social struggles that 
impact the university and its relationship to capitalism – that is, whether those 
insurgent movements are squarely focused on economic issues or whether they 
articulate social exigencies that include but are not limited to the economic.

The first section of the chapter examines some of the literature that situates 
analyses of the university as a political-economic entity within conventionally 
Marxist framings that emphasize explicitly or implicitly the primacy of economic 
relations. The next section then looks at analyses that understand the university as 
part of a political economy constituted by capital’s engagement with histories of 
race, colonialism, imperialism, and migration. The work in this section promotes 
a rethinking of the ‘publics’ that lay claim to the university and the social strug-
gles that engage it. In doing so, this entry attempts to show that the university 
has been the site of divisions that have come to constitute Marxist hermeneutics, 
divisions concerning the primary or relational nature of the economic and the 
identity of ‘the public’.

THE UNIVERSITY IN THE PRIMACY OF THE ECONOMIC

The dominant Marxist mode for analyzing the university presumes the primacy 
of economic relations in explaining changes to universities as institutions. 
Hence, this section addresses those analyses that attempt to situate higher educa-
tion within the political and economic transformations that affect universities and 
the nations that house them. Any survey of the literature must begin here since 
this mode of analysis provides a platform for invoking and reconsidering Marxist 
preoccupations around the potential of capitalist economic formations to over-
take cultural institutions like the university.

In The University in Ruins, Bill Readings (1999) argues, for instance, that the 
global economy was changing the character of the modern Western university 
itself. Readings understood globalization to be a kind of Americanization – that 
is, a social condition characterized by ‘the generalized imposition of the rule of 
the cash-nexus in place of the notion of national identity as determinant of all 
aspects of investment in social life. “Americanization”, that is, implies the end 
of national culture’ (1999: 3). Rather than defining Americanization as the impo-
sition of American national culture on the rest of the world, Readings uses the 
category to argue that the ideologies of contemporary global capital were displac-
ing the authority of national culture in those institutions that were designed to 
promote the authority of national culture – universities. Americanization hailed 
the primacy of the economic as a mode of valuation over the national as the gen-
erator of social coherency.

For Readings, Americanization spells the end of the university as the ideologi-
cal location for producing national culture. For many scholars, such as Dominick 
LaCapra, Readings’ emphasis on capital’s power to disembed the Western 
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university from its national moorings was a sign of the book’s indebtedness to 
what LaCapra addresses as a certain version of Marxism. LaCapra argued, for 
instance, ‘One may of course … see a more openly “dialectical” Marx in the 
idea of dereferentialization, like capitalism that destroys older relations, simul-
taneously opens up new spaces’ (LaCapra, 1998: 37). Invoking a narrative of 
the destruction of the old, Readings argues, ‘The current shift in the role of the 
University is, above all, determined by the decline of the national cultural mission 
that has up to now provided its raison d’être’ (1999: 3). This shift, he contends, 
caused a fundamental change in the mission and character of Western universi-
ties: ‘In short, the University is becoming a different kind of institution, one that is 
no longer linked to the destiny of the nation-state by virtue of its role as producer, 
protector, and inculcator of an idea of national culture’ (1999: 3). As an institu-
tion that breaks with the project of producing and extending national culture, the 
university joins the global corporation as an institution that severs ideological ties 
with the nation-state. In doing so, it becomes a purely administrative apparatus, 
unencumbered by any ideological responsibility to the nation-state or its people:

The University thus shifts from being an ideological apparatus of the nation-state to being a 
relatively independent bureaucratic system … The University is thus analogous to a number 
of other institutions – such as national airline carriers – that face massive reductions in fore-
seeable funding from increasingly weakened states, which are no longer the privileged sites 
of investment of popular will. (Readings, 1999: 14)

For Readings that disconnection can be observed in the emerging ‘watchword’ 
of the new university – ‘excellence’. Discussing the term, Readings argues, 
‘The notion of excellence, functioning less to permit visual observation than to 
permit exhaustive accounting, works to tie the University into a similar net of 
bureaucratic institutions. “Excellence”, that is, functions to allow the University 
to understand itself solely in terms of the structure of corporate administration’ 
(Readings, 1999: 29). Excellence, Readings suggested, empties social prac-
tices of all ideological substance, reducing institutional life within the univer-
sity to pure bureaucracy. As an empty ideal, it could be used as a criterion for 
assessing faculty proposals for research support1 just as much as it could be 
dispatched to judge the efficiency of a parking structure (Readings, 1999: 24). 
As Readings put it:

Its very lack of reference allows excellence to function as a principle of translatability 
between radically different idioms: parking services and research grants can each be excel-
lent, and their excellence is not dependent on any specific qualities or effects that they share. 
(1999: 24)

In Academic Capitalism: Politics, Policies, and the Entrepreneurial University, 
Sheila Slaughter and Larry L. Leslie (1999) assess the ways that capital and 
universities were articulated in relation to one another. Like Readings, they argue 
that global capitalism in the late twentieth century destabilized patterns and 
assumptions about the nature of university research, education, and study that 
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were put in place during the nineteenth century’s industrial period. Incorporating 
an analysis of the policy transformations that affected universities in the USA, 
Canada, and Australia, they contend that the destabilization of university prac-
tices can be seen through changes to public support for universities, university 
research and training, and the socialization of university faculty. With regard to 
public support, they assert that globalization impacted universities by putting an 
end to the block grant as a source of governmental support. The result of the 
move meant that universities had to rely more on external funds for support. 
Administrators and faculty would be encouraged to find support from external 
corporate and private entities.

In terms of research, this move from state to external support would place 
value on market-based versus curiosity-based research. Within these changes, 
professors have been compelled to court external donors for funding. In doing 
so, academics have been pressured to become part of ‘an environment in which 
faculty and professional staff expend their human capital stocks increasingly in 
competitive situations’ (Slaughter and Leslie, 1999: 9). In doing so, university 
research and training has increasingly conformed to the needs of the market 
rather than the needs and interests of professors or the communities outside uni-
versities. This causes a seismic change in the historic raison d’être of university 
research. As Slaughter and Leslie put it:

The freedom of professors to pursue curiosity-driven research was curtailed by withdrawal 
of more or less automatic funding to support this activity and by the increased targeting of 
R&D [Research and Development] funds for commercial research. (1999: 211)

The shift from curiosity-based research to market-driven projects has demanded 
an ideological transformation in the way that academics conceive of themselves. 
As Slaughter and Leslie state, ‘In these situations, university employees are 
simultaneously employed by the public sector and increasingly autonomous 
from the public, corporate body. They are academics who act as capitalists from 
within the public sector; they are state-subsidized entrepreneurs’ (1999: 9). This 
produces a situation in which faculty autonomy is degraded and faculty are 
encouraged to reduce their self-conceptions to market imperatives even as fac-
ulty members are ostensibly working within public institutions.

In their article ‘“Cognitive Capitalism” and the Rat Race: How Capital 
Measures Immaterial Labour in British Universities’ (2009), Massimo De Angelis 
and David Harvie point to the ways that capital has attempted ‘to measure imma-
terial labour and thus (re)impose value and the law of value’, a move that impacts 
British universities by attempting to align academic labor with market values. 
Drawing on Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire, De Angelis and Harvie 
go on to argue, ‘In Britain, all new policy is designed to “push through” the 
Empire of neoliberal markets in ways that simultaneously attempt to bypass and 
silence a left opposition that lacks any alternative project’. Describing this phe-
nomenon, they write:
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In higher education, this ‘pushing through’ takes a number of forms, including: artificial 
scarcity of resources; greater competition across HE workers (including students); changes in 
syllabi towards an ‘education’ subordinated to the needs of business; transformation of the 
nature and modalities of academic work; and the imposition of constraints that limit the 
forms of social cooperation. (De Angelis and Harvie, 2009: 7)

As the article demonstrates, shaping the public university into an institution 
beholden to market forces turns it into a site of profound contradictions between 
the espousal of public ideals and the pursuit of market values.

Like Slaughter and Leslie, the activist scholar Andrew Ross (2009) notes the 
ways in which universities have been reshaped by the global economy, especially 
as private US universities respond to the ‘rough justice of the market’ by erect-
ing campuses in China, Singapore, and Abu Dhabi, phenomena that produce the 
conditions of precarity for workers in those countries. As Ross argues:

Few examples illustrate this better than the rush, in recent years, to establish overseas pro-
grams and branch campuses. Since 9/11, the pace of offshoring has surged and is being 
pursued across the entire spectrum of higher-education institutions – from the ballooning 
for-profit sectors and online diploma mills to land-grant universities and the most elite, ivied 
colleges. (Ross, 2009: 189)

For Ross, this is a moment in which both economy and academy are changing 
rather than an instance in which the economy is completely determining the 
character of the academy.

Turning his attention to how the state is reshaped in the moment of the state’s 
declension and capital’s augmentation, the Marxist geographer David Harvey has 
addressed this erosion of state interests in education as a contemporary contradic-
tion for capitalism. As he argues:

[Capital] needs certain infrastructures. It needs physical infrastructures, which, are long last-
ing – highways, roads, ports, things of that kind, which take long-term capital investment. 
By the same token, it also needs long-term capital investment in education, because the 
qualities of the labor force become an increasingly significant problem for capital over time, 
far more so than in Marx’s time. You want a well-trained, educated labor force. And also you 
need it from the standpoint of the renewal of bourgeois society, that there be a great deal 
of innovation, and research universities became centers of innovation, (Harvey, 2017)

As the state withdraws from creating a bourgeois class and the economic innova-
tions that have historically come with it, the state also presents a fundamental 
problem for capital. Harvey argues:

Of course one of the crazy things I think of now is that there’s a lot of cutting back funding 
of higher education, when actually tremendous investment in higher education in the 1960s 
created an environment which to this day, provides a good deal of background to why the 
United States still remains so strong in the global economy. (Harvey, 2017)

Withdrawing from education, produces a ‘structure of education, which is under-
mining what capital really needs’ (Harvey, 2017).
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In Stanley Aronowitz’s (2005) The Knowledge Factory: Dismantling the 
Corporate University and Creating True Higher Learning, Aronowitiz also takes 
up the subject of the US university at the point where it evacuates its historic 
ideological mission. For Aronowitz, this can be seen in the university’s aban-
donment of learning. As he says, ‘It is becoming harder to find a place where 
learning, as opposed to “education” and “training”, is the main goal’ (Aronowitz, 
2005: 1). Distinguishing between training and education, on the one hand, and 
learning, on the other, he writes, ‘Training prepares the student in the knowledges 
that constitute an occupation or a particular set of skills. Education prepares the 
student to take her place in a society in a manner consistent with its values and 
beliefs’ (2005: 1). Here the university becomes the place that socializes students 
into profession and specialization. This socialization into profession and social-
ization is also a way of socializing students into the reigning societal norms. As 
he puts it, ‘Whatever content the school delivers, the point is to help the stu-
dent adapt to the prevailing order, not assimilate its values in terms of her own 
priorities and interests. Education is successful when the student identifies with 
social and cultural authorities’ (2005: 1). In doing so the university decreases the 
opportunities whereby students engage in learning, that is, critically confronting 
institutional and societal norms.

For Aronowitz, it is not simply students who are interpellated into the social 
order. The faculty is pressed to conform as well. As he argues in relation to 
professors in the social and natural sciences, ‘The social sciences have increas-
ingly veered toward the natural sciences in their self-conscious subordination to 
the prevailing order. Their preoccupation with questions of research methods by 
which to measure public opinion have made them part of the barometric orienta-
tion of American politics’ (2005: 4). I’m interested in this notion of the ‘baro-
metric orientation of American politics’. What does it imply? It implies that the 
role of the academic is simply to gauge the atmospheric pressure of the social 
order and thereby figure out how to adjust to that pressure. In this institutional 
ethos, academic fields produce tools for reproducing rather than confronting the 
status quo.

The university’s degraded status as an entity tasked with producing critical 
reflection and alternative knowledges is produced by and makes way for its invo-
lution with the market. Noting the ways in which this involvement changes the 
character of universities, Aronowitz states: ‘Far from the image of an ivory tower 
where, monk-like, scholars ponder the stars and other distant things, the universi-
ties tend to mirror the rest of society’ (2005: 11). As agents of social reproduc-
tion, universities have increasingly become entities to reproduce the practices of 
capitalist institutions. As he puts it,

Some have become big businesses, employing thousands and collecting millions in tuition 
fees, receiving grants from government and private sources, and, for a select few, raising 
billions in huge endowments. In some cities and towns, the resident private university or 
college is the area’s largest landlord, housing students and faculty and, in some instances, 
collecting rents for ordinary or slum dwellings. (2005: 11)
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Similar to Aronowitz, in his 2008 book How the University Works: Higher 
Education and the Low Wage Nation, Marc Bousquet demonstrates how the uni-
versity’s attempts to correspond to corporate management has had catastrophic 
effects. As he argues, ‘Campus administrations have steadily diverged from the 
ideals of faculty governance, collegiality, and professional self-determination. 
Instead they have embraced the values and practices of corporate management’ 
(Bousquet, 2008: 1). Embracing corporate management has resulted in the hyper-
exploitation of contingent academic labor, making the degradation of ideals and 
practices of faculty governance, collegiality, and professional self-determination 
the condition for the universities corresponding with corporate management. This 
correspondence has produced conditions of unprecedented precariousness for 
contingent academic labor. As Bousquet states, ‘Like Walmart employees, the 
majority female contingent academic workforce relies on a patchwork of other 
sources of income, including such forms of public assistance as food stamps and 
unemployment compensation’ (2008: 3). In terms of students, the academy’s 
convergence with corporations produces a situation in which the costs of educa-
tion in terms of tuition dollars continues to rise, ‘despite the tens of billions saved 
on faculty wages by substituting a throwaway workforce’ (2008: 3).

According to Harvey (2017), the rising cost of higher education – coupled with 
the withdrawal of state support – produces the conditions for rising student debt 
as well as an emerging profile of capital in relation to education. As he argues:

The general problem of the circulation of capital is that the circulation of debt has become 
more and more the crux of what’s going on within the capitalist economy … And so you’ve 
now got the indebtedness of a student population. (Harvey, 2017)

Indebtedness also becomes a way of managing possible insurgencies. As Harvey 
(2017) states, ‘And this forecloses on the future. And in a way, it’s a form of 
social control in the same way about housing debt that it was said in the 1930s 
that debt encumbered homeowners don’t go on strike. So debt encumbered stu-
dents don’t rock the boat’.

Periodizing the US university’s relationship to the managerial cultures dif-
ferently, Christopher Newfield (2004), in Ivy and Industry: Business and the 
Making of the American University, 1880–1980, argues that the managerial ethos 
took up residence in US universities long before the advent of contemporary 
globalization. Newfield shows how the corporation and the university came of 
age together in the late nineteenth century with the rise of the ‘multidivisional 
corporation, the factory labor system, and large-scale bureaucratic management’ 
(Newfield, 2004: 3). As such, the US university was not on the sidelines while 
business developed and matured. As he puts it, ‘the research university has played 
a central role in establishing corporate capitalism and two of its major pillars, 
commercial technology and organizational management’ (2004: 3).

Because of the US university’s ideals of truth and academic freedom, its par-
ticipation in corporate capitalism engendered certain contradictions. On the one 
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hand, the university helped to inform the character of industrial capital and, on 
the other, it defined itself as independent from industry, an independence that it 
managed to practice with some degree of distinction. As Newfield states, even 
with the university’s participation in the development of corporate capitalism, 
it has ‘also remained a major, if partial, outsider to this business system, having 
sought to support free enquiry and the pursuit of truth independently of what the 
market will buy’ (2004: 3).

This contradiction between a humanistic current and a corporate one would 
shape the identity of the US middle class, a middle class formed out of what 
Newfield calls an aesthetic relationship to labor and a corporate focus on man-
agement. Defining this relationship, he states:

[Humanism] expresses central aspects of American middle-class identity, one proper to what 
later came to be called the professional managerial class (PMC). As such, humanism came 
to express this middle-class’s sense of its difference from – and its superiority to – other 
classes: the university types were not labor, and they were not masters either, not those great 
capitalists and other sovereigns who followed their financial self-interest rather than science 
and truth. (2004: 46)

The university’s investments in both aesthetic and corporate cultures, Newfield 
suggests, helped the US middle class to define itself against workers and manag-
ers, thereby shaping class subjectivities and antagonisms.

In his 2008 Unmaking the Public University: The Forty Year Assault on the 
Middle Class, Newfield continued his interest in class formations, turning his 
attention to the ideological changes that the US university went through in the 
late twentieth century, transformations that would help to roll back the gains 
made by an ethnically and racially heterogeneous middle class. Defining that 
middle class, he emphasizes the racial, ethnic, and class heterogeneity of that 
class, which is made up of ‘Chicano hunger strikers, the children of blue collar 
and service workers, of low-income shopkeepers – the full range of socioeco-
nomic positions and family incomes who have had contact with higher education 
because of the public university system that was built throughout the twentieth 
century’ (Newfield, 2008: 2). Newfield’s book investigates the political and insti-
tutional changes that devastated a democratic vision for the middle class and 
curtailed social opportunities within the USA. Newfield uses the figure of the 
middle class

[t]o refer to the numerical majority of the population whose contact with college was inter-
woven with the mainstream and politically powerful idea that this majority was to have 
interesting work, economic security, and the ability to lead satisfying and insightful lives in 
which personal and collective social development advanced side by side. (2008: 3)

In Unmaking the Public University (2008), Newfield applies the argument about 
the middle-class’s humanism in Ivy and Industry (2004) to a socially diverse US 
middle class that would be the culmination of the university’s humanistic ideals. 
The withdrawal of local and federal support from college’s universities necessarily 
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devastates, Newfield argues, the vitality of those ideals and the socially diverse 
middle class that embodied that vitality.

Turning the tide against public support for colleges and universities and con-
sequently against the US middle class was not produced by economic means 
alone. Indeed, in the US context, it required an ideological assault in the form 
of the US culture wars. As Newfield states, ‘The culture wars have coincided 
with the majority’s economic decline for the simple reason that these wars 
propelled the decline by reducing the public importance and economic claims 
of the American university and its graduates’ (2008: 6). Refuting those argu-
ments, Newfield argued that the ‘culture wars were economic wars’ (2008: 6) 
and that imagining them as separate obscured the changed nature of the US 
middle class. In addition, separating the cultural from the economic had dire 
effects on a revived middle class that had come of age through diversities of 
race, gender, and sexuality. As he states, ‘The culture-war strategy was a kind 
of intellectual neutron-bomb, eroding the social and cultural foundations of a 
growing, politically powerful, economically entitled, and racially diversifying 
middle class, while leaving its technical capacities intact’ (2008: 6). The cul-
ture wars were therefore efforts to both discredit intellectual engagements with 
race, colonialism, feminism, sexuality, etc. and invalidate the class formations 
that those engagements helped usher into visibility.

We might see Newfield’s argument here as an engagement with and exten-
sion of Gramscian engagements with culture. Just as Gramsci would argue 
that culture articulates with political and social struggle, Newfield would 
argue that the articulations of culture in the US setting would articulate with 
efforts to enable a change in the social and ideological character of the US 
middle class. Alternatively, the culture wars would be part of a larger offen-
sive involving economic retrenchment to diminish the position of a newly 
constituted middle class.

The works discussed in this section address the ways in which changes to the 
western university have attempted to use the university’s relationship to capi-
tal as a means of assessing the changes to academic life, corporate capitalism, 
and national culture. The relationship between these entities has typically been 
framed in purely economic terms, and save for Newfield, the texts discussed in 
this section presume a social body differentiated primarily by class and profes-
sion. In the next section we will consider texts that represent an epistemological 
shift of sorts where matters of the university and the social world are concerned.

THE UNIVERSITY IN THE HISTORIES OF DIFFERENCE

Newfield’s Unmaking the Public University (2008) provides a bridge to the 
works discussed in this section because of its assumptions about the interactions 
between universities and minoritized populations and what those interactions 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1038

mean for how we approach the university as an object of inquiry. Whereas the 
previous section’s work primarily presumed a student body, faculty, and social 
world differentiated only by class and occupation, the works in this section 
apprehend academic institutions and the societies that house them as social for-
mations differentiated by race, class, gender, and sexuality. Apprehended as 
such, the works place academic institutions and their constituencies within his-
tories of racial segregation, empire, slavery, colonialism, and neocolonialism. 
Indeed, as Gurminder Bhambra, Dalia Gebrial, and Kerem Nişancioğlu argue in 
their introduction to Decolonising the University (2018): ‘Taking colonialism as 
a global project as the starting point, it becomes difficult to turn away from the 
Western university as a key site through which colonialism – and colonial knowl-
edge in particular – is produced, consecrated, institutionalised and naturalised’ 
(Bhambra et al., 2018: 5). Pointing to the specific forms of knowledge produced 
within universities, they go on to state, ‘It was in the university that colonial 
intellectuals developed theories of racism, popularised discourses that bolstered 
support for colonial endeavours and provided ethical and intellectual grounds for 
the dispossession, oppression and domination of colonised subjects’ (2018: 5). 
In the spirit of likeminded arguments, the works reviewed in this section promote 
the idea that thinking the university means accounting for its articulation through 
various modes and histories of difference.

An early model of this could be seen in A Thousand Flowers (2000) by 
Federici, Caffentzis and Alidou. The volume analyzes how African universities 
were impacted by structural adjustment policies of the World Bank.2 The book’s 
introduction, for example, argues:

By the mid-1980s … as country after country adopted the structural adjustment programs 
(SAP) imposed by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), presumably to 
stimulate economic recovery, the African educational system entered an historic crisis. All 
funds to public education were cut; many teachers and other academic staff were 
retrenched, and wages were frozen. (2000: xi)

By focusing on the World Bank’s policies and their relationship to African uni-
versities, the editors show that supranational policies that were ostensibly sup-
posed to promote the autonomy and wellbeing of African universities and 
societies actually ended up devastating them. Moreover, the policies also rolled 
back the gains of the anticolonial era. As the authors state, ‘As a result [of SAPs], 
in a few years, the existence of what had been one of the main conquests of the 
anticolonial struggle – the development of an African educational system – was 
seriously undermined’ (2000: ix).

Federici et  al. published the book while members of the Committee for 
Academic Freedom in Africa (CAFA). This is significant and in many ways 
representative as it emphasizes how social struggles by minoritized populations 
that both capture and go beyond class struggle have characterized work that pre-
sumes the embeddedness of the university within histories of social difference. 
As for its own history, CAFA was formed by academics in North America and 
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Africa to call attention to the repression of students and faculty in African uni-
versities and to expose how African governments and international institutions 
such as the World Bank and the IMF promoted that repression. The group’s main 
objectives were:

 • to provide a support structure capable of responding promptly to emergency situations on 
African campuses;

 • to mobilize teachers’ unions and other academic organizations in North America on behalf of 
African colleagues and students;

 • to reframe the terms of the debate surrounding the crisis of education in Africa. (2000: xii)

CAFA and the many student struggles on African campuses from the mid 1980s 
to the late 1990s reframed the terms of the debate by drawing attention to how 
the World Bank and the IMF were compromising the autonomy of African uni-
versities. Much of that reframing meant displacing the narrative that blamed the 
failure of African universities on dysfunction and corruption carried out by vari-
ous African governments. As they argued:

Although the state is the immediate perpetrator, the ultimate responsibility for many viola-
tions of academic rights on the African campuses is born by international financial institu-
tions and, more specifically, by the policy of ‘adjustment’ adopted by Washington and the 
European Union in the 1980s, that calls for the virtual recolonization of Africa’s educational 
systems. (2000: xiii)

In turning their attention to international financial institutions, they rebutted 
arguments that reduce the problems of African universities to the stranglehold 
that African nations have on academic freedom, a notion that assumes that west-
ern entities are the purveyors rather than the inhibitors of academic freedom in 
Africa. In addition, they implicitly rejected a racist argument birthed in the colo-
nial era that African nations are by dint of culture unfit for governance. Also, by 
focusing on international financial institutions, the authors show how coloniza-
tion has a second life after so-called independence, finding new vitality through 
the monetary policies of western financial institutions.

The editors also used their critique as a way of tying the neoimperial prac-
tices of the World Bank and the IMF to the labor question in Africa. As they 
said, ‘The attack on the universities is part of a broader attack on the place of 
Africa in the international division of labor, on the value of African workers, 
and on the capacity of Africans to achieve self-determination, the still unreal-
ized goal of the anti-colonial struggle’ (2000: xiii). Their assessment revises 
the conventional Marxist category of labor, a convention that presents labor as 
‘labour pure and simple, abstract labour; absolutely indifferent to its particular 
specificity’ (Marx, 1977: 296). The authors revise that notion by considering 
the specificities of African labor and its relationship to African universities. For 
instance, describing the circumstances of African faculty members in the 1980s 
and 1990s because of the ways that SAP had deteriorated working conditions in 
universities, Federici wrote:
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Exemplary of this situation are the material conditions presently in effect at the University of Dar 
es Salaam, where the average academic wage now provides at best for three days of subsistence 
and even the most minimal material conditions of intellectual production (pens, paper, books) are 
beyond the reach of the majority of faculty and students. (Federici, 2000b: 19–20)

Those circumstances produce the particularities of African intellectual labor. 
Noting the particular response to the devastations wrought by IMF and World 
Bank policies, Federici argued, ‘As a result thousands of African teachers have 
been forced to either migrate to America or Europe, [or] abandon their jobs in 
search of alternatives to “academic starvation”’ (2000b: 20). The alternatives to 
migrating were for faculty to rely on low-wage labor in the region such as barter-
ing and marketing. Rather than the circumstances of African intellectual labor 
resembling that of all other intellectual labor, it was shaped by the particular 
economies and exigencies that shaped life on the continent.

The specificity of those urgencies also arose from the histories of colonization on 
the continent. As Federici notes, the introduction of SAP’s produced the conditions 
for the recolonization of Africa, one achieved through the ‘demonetarization of the 
continent’ (2000b: 19) and the ‘defunding of African academic institutions. This is 
instrumental to their takeover by international agencies, who can thus organize and 
reshape Africa’s academic life for their own purposes’ (2000b: 20). According to 
Ousseina Alidou, this defunding – at least in the context of the Republic of Niger –  
is a strategy of neoliberal globalization that promotes ‘practical training’ and the 
suppression of arts and sciences. This has produced a hierarchy of knowledge for-
mations in that country, one in which students in medicine and agronomy have 
received financial support while students from disciplines deemed ‘less practical’ 
by the World Bank and the IMF have been left by the wayside (Alidou, 2000).

Students and faculty did not simply stand by in the face of the SAP’s adopted 
by their governments and academic institutions, but consistently mounted pro-
tests against the efforts to recolonize the continent and its educational systems. 
These protests were consistently met with violence by university administrations 
and national governments. As Federici and George Caffentzis state:

In country after country, demonstration after demonstration, in its slogans, flyers and posi-
tion papers the African student movement has shown a remarkable homogeneity of 
demands. ‘NO to starving and studying’, ‘NO to tuition fees’, ‘NO to cuts in books and sta-
tionary’, ‘NO to the elimination of grants and allowances’, ‘NO to Structural Adjustment, to 
corrupt leaders, and the recolonization of Africa’. (2000: 115–16)

The protests demonstrated the ways in which knowledge formations on the con-
tinent were caught up in the economic agendas of the IMF and the World Bank. 
Moreover, the protests revealed the ways that student movements pointed to the 
links between those economic agendas and their effects on academic life. In her 
assessment of the importance of student movements to struggles against SAPs, 
Federici wrote, ‘While still a numerical minority, African students have under-
gone a process of proletarianization, in the wake of Structural Adjustment, that 
places their concerns and struggles on a continuum with those of other workers’ 
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(Federici, 2000a: 89). Federici would also note the central role that student strug-
gles were playing in challenging the recolonization of the continent, arguing 
‘African student struggles against SAP are an essential part of the resistance to 
the World Bank’s takeover of African resources and decision making’ (2000a: 
89). Federici pointed to the international significance of African student move-
ments for the accessibility of university education globally, writing, ‘African 
student struggles are also an integral part of the international movement against 
the escalating cost of education, that is putting schooling, almost at any level, out 
of reach for the majority of the people worldwide’ (2000a: 89).

In my 2012, The Reorder of Things: The University and Its Pedagogies of 
Minority Difference, I attempted to draw on the history of US student move-
ments to retheorize the university’s relationship to state and capital. I did this 
by challenging the notion that the university was simply the hostage of state 
processes or the reproduction of capitalist ones. Instead, I argued that US col-
leges and universities provided state and capital with models de-radicalizing and 
incorporating forms of minority difference, forms that were worked out through 
student struggles on US campuses in the 1960s and 1970s. In this way, institu-
tions of higher education provided state and capital with models for managing 
student protest and oppositional articulations of minority difference. These mod-
els would then be used in marketing strategies by corporations and in civil rights 
laws that were denuded of their original radical intentions. The Reorder of Things 
argued that this configuration in which student struggles were incorporated into 
the assertions of state and capital produced a mode of power that would use 
the affirmation of minority difference as proof of state, capital, and academy’s 
benevolence and its ability to incorporate and satisfy the terms of radical social 
change. Rather than read power’s incorporation of minority difference as the only 
way to articulate minority difference, the book suggested that minority difference 
must be articulated in ways that disrupt power’s grip, an articulation that would 
have to be the objective of critical engagements within and outside the academy.

The text The Imperial University: Academic Repression and Scholarly Dissent 
(Chatterjee and Maira, 2014a) also took up the issue of the management of criti-
cal intellectual production around issues of race and empire by university sys-
tems, state, and capital as well. In their introduction, Piya Chatterjee and Sunaina 
Maira (2014b) connect issues of privatization to state violence and the suppres-
sion of oppositional knowledge on and off campuses by arguing:

[t]he growing privatization of the public university … has demonstrated the ways in which 
the gates of access to public higher education are increasingly closed and the more subtle 
ways in which dissident scholarly and pedagogical work (and their institutional locations) is 
delegitimized and – in particular instances – censored at both public and private institutions. 
(Chatterjee and Maira, 2014b: 6)

Focusing their analysis on the ways in which the 9/11 attacks affected US col-
leges and universities, they go on to write that the response to those attacks 
exacerbated the contradictions that have constituted US academic institutions: 
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‘The 9/11 attacks and the crises of late capitalism in the global North have  
intensified the crisis of repression in the United States and also the ongoing 
restructuring of the academy – as well as resistance to that process – here as well 
as in the global south’ (2014b: 6).

In the context of the 9/11 attacks, the authors write that struggles over culture 
are part of contentions over the continuing authority of the nation-state. Locating 
that authority within the university’s status as a liberal institution, Chatterjee and 
Maira aim to excavate ‘the ways in which the academy’s role in supporting state 
policies is crucial even – and especially – as a presumably liberal institution’ 
(2014b: 7). For them, the university’s liberal veneer is connected to the hegemony 
that the US nation-state enjoys. As they argue, ‘Indeed, it is precisely the sup-
port of the liberal class that is always critical for the maintenance of “benevolent 
empire”’ (2014b: 7). Liberal ideology – produced and promoted within the US 
academy – becomes a key component of the US military complex: ‘As US military 
and overseas interventions are increasingly framed as humanitarian wars – to save 
oppressed others and rescue victimized women – it is liberal ideologies of gender, 
sexuality, religion, pluralism, and democracy that are key to uphold’ (2014b: 7). 
The volume thus uses the university to demonstrate that the struggle over culture 
is a struggle over how the state is represented. As Chatterjee and Maira contend, 
‘The university is a key battleground in these culture wars and in producing as 
well as contesting knowledges about the state of the nation’ (2014b: 7).

The work in this section engages the university as a means of observing 
academic labor as a socially and geographically heterogeneous formation and 
to observe the university as an institution shaped by histories of colonialism, 
slavery, and migration as well as discourses of race, sexuality, and gender. The 
research discussed attempts to assess how constituencies differentiated by race, 
ethnicity, religion, migration, gender, sexuality, disability, and so on encounter 
and produce knowledge in ways that do not conform to models that presume a 
universal or abstract encounter. As such, the ideas that arise out of such forma-
tions presume analyses very different from those that assume that the univer-
sity, state, and capital are only differentiated along axes of class. In addition, 
the work in this section engages social movements as ways to evaluate chal-
lenges to the university’s relationship with capitalist economic formations and 
with state violence.

Class struggle is not the only mechanism for calling power into question. 
Relatedly, to understand the university we need to assess the itineraries of power 
not only in terms of economy but also in terms of knowledge formations. As such, 
the analysis of the university becomes a means to assess the status of knowledge, 
dominant and oppositional. The materialist inquiry into the university is cur-
rently the location for a contention over abstract and universalist framings of 
the university, and for advancing theorizations of the university as an institution 
shaped by socially diverse struggles over the relationships between state, capital, 
and academy.



THE UNIVERSITY 1043

Notes

1  Readings (1999: 23) tells the story of how ‘the Office of Research and University Graduate Studies 
at Indiana University at Bloomington explains that in its summer Faculty Fellowship Program “Excel-
lence of the proposed scholarship is the major criterion employed in the evaluation procedure”’.

2  For a recent discussion of the relationship between African universities and the Western model of the 
university, see Mahmood Mamdani’s ‘The African University’ (Mamdani, 2018).
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Inquiries and Debates
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WHAT IS INTERSECTIONALITY?

Intersectionality is a term that brings together a variety of positions on the rela-
tionships between modes of oppression and identity in the contemporary world. 
Primarily developed by black women and women of color who found a variety 
of anti-racist, feminist, and anti-capitalist theories and activist organizations 
insufficient to explain or respond to their oppression, intersectionality as a theory 
is based in the analyses, experiences, activism, and identities of women of color.

As such, intersectionality is itself an internally varied set of engagements. 
Intersectionality has been called a ‘buzzword’ (Davis, 2008), has been portrayed 
as holding theoretical hegemony (Mann, 2012: 60), and has been described as 
the ‘most important theoretical contribution that women’s studies has made’ 
(McCall, 2005: 1771). But for all its ubiquity, intersectionality seems to be lit-
tle understood, or understood only in the vaguest and broadest sense. All of the 
major book-length projects on the history and theory of intersectionality remark 
that for all of the widespread familiarity with intersectionality, its central argu-
ments, debates, and conceptual innovations remain misrepresented and misun-
derstood, when they are not completely ignored (Carastathis, 2016; Collins and 
Bilge, 2016; Hancock, 2016; May, 2015). In the words of Cho et al., the bulk of 
‘what circulates as critical debate about what intersectionality is or does reflects 
a lack of engagement with both originating and contemporary literatures on inter-
sectionality’ (2013: 788).

57
Intersectionality

Ashley  J .  Bohrer
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It is thus important not to conflate widespread awareness of the term with an 
adequate conceptualization of its meaning. In order to understand ‘intersectional-
ity’ it is particularly important to take stock of the central debates and disagree-
ments that inform it. As a vast and varied field, and a term put to a variety of uses, 
understanding the central debates in intersectionality is crucial to parsing its uses, 
abuses, and analytic power, as well as to framing potential critiques on firm and 
generous ground.

There is some debate about what exactly intersectionality is: some argue that 
it is a full-blown theory of oppression (Cho, 2013), that it is a theory of repre-
sentation (Geerts and van der Tuin, 2013; Severs et al., 2016), that it is a critique 
of representation (Carastathis, 2016: 117–20), that it is a field of study (Cho 
et al., 2013), that it is a methodology (Cho, 2013: 385; McCall, 2005), that it 
is an ‘analytical and political orientation’ (May, 2015: 3), ‘a provisional con-
cept’ (Carastathis, 2016; Crenshaw, 1991: 1244–5n9), an ‘analytical framework’ 
(Jordan-Zachary, 2007: 255), that it is both an ‘ontology’ and an ‘epistemology’ 
(Hancock, 2016). Sometimes, over the course of even a particular author’s work, 
multiple definitions might be used, and it should be noted that some conceive of 
these different registers of intersectionality as complementary rather than mutu-
ally exclusive.

The history of intersectionality is one that is also debated and contested. 
While there is broad consensus that the term ‘intersectionality’ was first used 
by critical legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, the metaphor of ‘intersections’ to 
describe the operation and experiences of multiple modalities of oppression had 
been circulating in US women of color feminisms for at least a decade prior to 
Crenshaw’s articulation. Crenshaw herself first used it in a presentation at the 
Chicago Legal Symposium in 1988; her talk was published in 1989. It was used 
by Gloría Anzaldua and Cherrie Moraga in 1980, when they sent the follow-
ing interview question to Barbara and Beverly Smith: ‘How do race and class 
intersect in the women’s movement?’ (quoted in Hancock, 2016: 97). Bonnie 
Thornton Dill used the phrase ‘intersecting structures of race, gender, and class’ 
in her 1979 dissertation and in an article in 1983 (Dill, 1983). Patricia Hill Collins 
(1990) is widely credited with having developed a theory of what would later be 
called intersectionality in her landmark text Black Feminist Thought even though 
Collins uses the term ‘matrix of domination’ rather than ‘intersections’ to name 
her conceptualization of the interaction between race, gender, class, and sexual-
ity; the revised 2000 edition of the same text includes ‘intersections’ and ‘inter-
sectionality’ frequently and throughout.

Because intersectionality is a heterogenous term, the discussion that follows 
seeks to elucidate some broad principles of alignment about what constitutes 
intersectionality, recognizing that these principles of alignment are neither uni-
versal nor exhaustive. In order to generate this list, I have drawn on a number 
of leading intersectionality scholars’ understandings of what the term refers to, 
keeping in mind that these definitions are contested.
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In the first place, intersectionality emphasizes the inseparability of oppres-
sions and critique accounts that embrace ‘single-axis’ thinking. One of the 
key components of intersectionality is of the mutually constructed character of 
oppressions. In the words of Ange-Marie Hancock, one of the key contentions 
of intersectionality is ‘the idea that analytical categories like “race”, “gender”, 
“class” and the hegemonic practices associated with them (racism, sexism, 
classism, to which imperialism and homophobia certainly could be added) are 
mutually constitutive, not conceptually distinct’ (2016: 71). In the 10th anni-
versary edition of Black Feminist Thought, Patricia Hill Collins explains that 
intersectionality is an ‘analysis claiming that systems of race, social class, gen-
der, sexuality, ethnicity, and age form mutually constructing features of social 
organization which shape Black women’s experiences and in turn are shaped 
by Black women’ (2008: 299). According to Alison Bailey, ‘Race and gender 
should be conceptualized not as “race+gender”, instead they should be thought 
of in terms of “gendered racism” or “how gender is racialized”. It makes sense 
to talk about capitalist patriarchies rather than capitalism and patriarchy’ (2009: 
17). Vivian May argues that ‘Intersectionality also is not a cumulative or arith-
metical identity formula (race + gender + class + sexuality + disability + citi-
zenship status, and so on, as if these were sequential, separate factors)’ (2015: 
22). According to Nira Yuval-Davis, from an intersectional perspective, ‘social 
divisions [are] constituted by each other in concrete ways, enmeshed in each 
other, although they … are also irreducible to each other’ (Guidroz and Berger, 
2009: 65). Crenshaw explains that ‘by tracing… categories to their intersec-
tions, I hope to suggest a methodology that will ultimately disrupt the tendency 
to see race and gender as exclusive or separable’ (1991: 1244n9). This means 
that intersectionality is distinct from a ‘triple’ or ‘multiple jeopardy’ approach. 
While the discourses of double, triple, and multiple jeopardy were important 
precursor conceptualizations of oppression that deeply affected the genesis of 
intersectionality, the latter’s conceptualization of oppressions and categories of 
identity as mutually constructed constitutes a significant difference between it 
and the jeopardy approaches. Indeed, as we will see, many Marxist criticisms  
of intersectionality have wrongly conflated intersectionality with an additive 
‘multiple jeopardy’ approach.

Second, another key component of intersectionality is the claim that oppres-
sions cannot be ranked. Audre Lorde (1982) famously called this approach 
the ‘hierarchy of oppressions’ and Elizabeth Martínez (1983) famously named 
it ‘Oppression Olympics’. In this sense, intersectionality rejects theories of 
oppression and identity that situation one (or more) axes of oppression or cat-
egories of experience as primary. The rejection of primacy entails two claims: 
no one oppression is more important (ontologically, experientially, politically) 
than the others, and no one oppression unilaterally causes the others. While 
oppressions are conceived as interlocking and mutually constituting, none are 
conceived as epiphenomenal of the others. This claim means politically, for 
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both theory and activism, that ‘solving’ the problems of oppression, exploi-
tation, marginalization, or exclusion in one axis will not magically solve 
the others, and moreover, combined with the non-additive conceptualization 
described above, means specifically that no particular kind of oppression can 
be solved without solving all of the others. This claim is predicated on two 
additional claims: a) that oppressions are experienced as compounding and 
inseparable and b) that oppressions are ontologically constructed in relation 
to one another.

Third, in many of the accounts above, intersectionality requires thinking 
about multiple registers of oppression simultaneously and in conjunction with 
one another. While intersectionality is often portrayed as an analysis located 
exclusively or primarily at the level of individual identity, theorists of intersec-
tionality argue that it is important to conceptualize oppression not only at the 
individual level, but also at the structural, representational, and discursive levels 
as well. It is interesting that Crenshaw specifically argues that intersectional-
ity is not ‘some new, totalizing theory of identity’ (1991: 1244). Highlighting 
this aspect of intersectionality scholarship, Hancock explains intersectional-
ity thus: intersectionality ‘identifies the hegemonic (ideas, cultures, and ide-
ologies), structural (social institutions), disciplinary (bureaucratic hierarchies 
and administrative practices), and interpersonal (routinized interactions among 
individuals) playing fields upon which race, gender, class, and other categories 
or traditions of difference interact to produce society’ (2007: 74). In particu-
lar, intersectionality is interested in thinking intersections not only in each of 
these domains, but in thinking about the ways in which these levels or domains 
themselves influence, constitute, and interact with one another in producing the 
social field.

Fourth, intersectionality takes identity as an important aspect in political orga-
nizing and theorizing. While many have caricatured identity politics, intersection-
ality theorists conceive of identity as multi-pronged, group-based, historically 
constituted, and heterogeneous. Nikol Alexander-Floyd explains that, in intersec-
tionality, ‘identity politics [is] centered on complex, negotiated understandings 
of group interests’ rather than on individual identities (2012: 11). These ‘negoti-
ated’ conceptions of group-based identity politics signify the shifting, histori-
cally situated nature of oppressions, precisely the opposite of the ahistoricism 
and naturalization of identity of which intersectionality theorists are accused. As 
Vivian May argues, this gross misreading of intersectionality is itself embroiled 
in a politics of knowledge production, one that ignores the theoretical sensitivity 
and nuance that these theories elaborate:

Pitting context versus identity ignores how intersectionality posits identity as located within, 
navigating across, and shaped by social structures. A more thorough reading of the litera-
ture, in any period of intersectionality’s genealogy, substantiates that a ‘both/and’ approach 
to (multiple) identities contextualized within myriad social structures and cognizant of 
 relational power dynamics within and between groups is a basic premise of intersectionality. 
(May, 2014: 103)
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An important corollary of this argument rejects a simplified, ‘pure’ notion of 
identity politics (Hancock, 2016: 140–6). Theorists of intersectionality were 
particularly concerned with understanding identity and oppression in ways that 
accounted for the multiplicity of social locations one inhabits and accounting for 
heterogeneity within groups. For example, Patricia Hills Collins’ Black Feminist 
Thought was specifically concerned with understanding and highlighting the 
multiplicity of responses, theories, and experiences of Black women. Many other 
such examples of the anti-categorial approach to intersectionality specifically 
argue that because of the complexity of social life, there are neither ‘pure vic-
tims’ nor ‘pure oppressors’, but rather a ‘permeability of the binary between 
oppressed and oppressor’ (Hancock, 2016: 114). May thus argues that a politics 
of coalition is integral to the definition of intersectionality, which she defines as 
encompassing ‘a radical political orientation grounded in solidarity, rather than 
sameness’ (2015: 12). It is in this sense that Crenshaw and Carastathis argue that 
identities should themselves be conceived as coalitions (Carastathis, 2016; 
Crenshaw, 1991).

Fifth, intersectionality is indeed a theoretical orientation, but it is indexed 
to thinking about power within social movements and activist spaces. 
Intersectionality developed not only as a theory in academic spaces, but also in 
and through activism and organizing. Many of the texts that formed the intellec-
tual inheritance of intersectionality were first composed and circulated through 
newsletters, zines, and conferences that were associated with national, regional, 
and local activist organizations like the Third World Women’s Alliance, the 
National Black Women’s Organization, the National Domestic Workers Alliance, 
the Black Women’s Alliance, the National Black Feminist Organization, the 
National Alliance of Black Feminists, and feminist groups within other organiza-
tions, like the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. Moreover, many of 
the writers of these texts who were themselves academics worked out the theories 
through conversations, questions, and problems they encountered in their orga-
nizing. Crenshaw specifically notes that her understanding of intersectionality 
came out of her activist work. Many intersectionality theorists were themselves 
in a variety of struggles, including but not limited to those about ‘sterilization 
abuse, abortion rights, battered women, rape, and health care’ (Combahee River 
Collective, 1979: 371).

Sixth, intersectionality is both an account of power and a critique of power. 
This is the sense in which intersectionality is an ontology: it explains how power 
operates in the contemporary world. It is in this sense that intersectionality illu-
minates ‘the workings of power, which is understood as both pervasive and 
oppressive… at all levels of social relations’ (Dill and Zambrana, 2009: 11). But 
it is not a neutral, disinterested account of that power; rather, it is also a critique 
of the way that power operates. It is, in this sense, both descriptive and normative, 
offering an account of the world and a critique of the world as it exists. In this 
sense, intersectionality is both descriptive and normative.
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While there is some criticism that intersectionality focuses primarily on race, 
gender, and class as the paradigmatic oppressions to be investigated, many schol-
ars of intersectionality have called for and developed theories that focus spe-
cifically on ability (Erevelles and Minear, 2010), national origin, particularly 
in respect to colonialism and imperialism (Lugones, 2003), incarceration status 
(Golash-Boza, 2016; Ocen, 2013), immigration status (Grosfoguel et al., 2015; 
Romero, 2008), religion (Singh, 2015; Wadsworth, 2008), and others. Indeed, 
Crenshaw herself, who focused specifically on race and gender, noted that her 
focus on those factors is not meant to suggest that they are the only relevant 
ones; rather, ‘factors [she] address[es] only in part or not at all, such as class 
or sexuality, are often as critical’ to intersectional analyses. Her ‘focus on race 
and gender only highlights the need to account for multiple grounds of iden-
tity when considering how the social world is constructed’ (Crenshaw, 1991: 
1244–5). While in certain accounts of intersectionality, sexuality has dropped out 
of many analyses as a primary node of consideration (Nash, 2011), sexuality was 
an important aspect of early intersectionality theory (Combahee River Collective, 
1979; Lugones, 1990; Smith and Smith, 1983) Some have levied a similar charge 
against intersectionality’s understandings of class, but many of the foundational 
texts of intersectionality took class as a primary mode of oppression. A fuller 
discussion of the relationship of intersectionality to class and capitalism will be 
explored in the second section.

MARXISM AND INTERSECTIONALITY’S HISTORY

It is useful to remember Crenshaw introduced the term ‘intersectionality’ specifi-
cally to speak about a labor issue: in Crenshaw’s article, ‘intersectionality’ refers 
to ‘the various way[s] in which race and gender interact to shape the multiple 
dimensions of Black women’s employment experiences’ (1989: 139). While 
Crenshaw herself does not explicitly speak about capitalism, recognizing the 
labor roots of intersectionality might help Marxists ground and orient an analysis 
of it.

Many of the intellectual precursors of intersectionality were committed Marxists 
and/or socialists. The initial publication of the Combahee River Collective’s ‘A 
Black Feminist Statement’ appeared in a volume collected by Marxist–feminist 
Zillah Eisenstein (Combahee River Collective, 1979). Carastathis notes that 
‘Black Communist feminists are its [intersectionality’s] unacknowledged his-
torical precursors’, while also noting that many Marxists’ attempts to integrate 
intersectionality into Marxism have ‘problematically minimized or rejected the 
central claim that oppressions cannot be hierarchized’ (2016: 56).

In particular, both Katheryn Gines and Eric S. McDuffie recuperate the history 
of black women communists as founding the often unacknowledged intellectual 
precursors of intersectionality and include Claudia Jones, Louise Thompson 



INTERSECTIONALITY 1053

Patterson, Beulah Richards, Ida B. Wells, and others in this genealogy (Gines, 
2014; McDuffie, 2011).

Hancock notes that attention to capitalism and its intertwining with both slav-
ery and colonialism formed central aspects of intersectionality’s analysis of how 
oppression, inequality, exploitation, and injustice were organized in the contem-
porary world; she notes that ‘While more recent intersectionality scholarship has 
been criticized for neglecting class, the more complicated history of intersection-
ality suggests that it has instead fallen out of the discussion of intersectionality 
among the interpretive community, a different dilemma worth wrangling with on 
its own terms’ (Hancock, 2016: 44).

Though intersectionality is a theory that is substantially different from the 
additive conception of oppressions given in a double, triple, or multiple jeopardy 
analysis, the latter was nonetheless an important influence on and intellectual pre-
cursor to intersectionality (Carastathis, 2016; Collins and Bilge, 2016; Grzanka, 
2014; Hancock, 2016; May 2015). Francis Beal, the author of the influential 
‘Double Jeopardy’ (1970), specifically attributes the intensity and specificity of 
Black women’s oppression to the ‘superexploitation’ of the ‘capitalist system’. 
Beal was a member of the Third World Women’s Alliance (TWWA), a women 
of color activist organization specifically aimed at eliminating the intertwined 
systems of capitalism, imperialism, and the oppression of women of color. The 
newspaper of the TWWA was called Triple Jeopardy to reflect these concerns 
and this anti-capitalist orientation. Deborah King’s article on multiple jeopardy 
also argued that capitalism and class-based exploitation were primary nodes in 
the construction of oppression (King, 1988).

In addition to these texts, which form a significant basis of intersectional 
thinking, many theorists of intersectionality are specifically concerned with capi-
talism as a substantive system that causes, structures, and forms the matrix of 
domination that intersectionality seeks to critique. In order to illustrate this, what 
follows in the rest of this section is a brief survey of intersectional engagements 
with class and capitalism.

Perhaps the most famous and often cited example of anti-capitalist intersec-
tionality is the Combahee River Collective’s ‘A Black Feminist Statement’. They 
write:

The most general statement of our politics at the present time would be that we are actively 
committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class oppression and see as 
our particular task the development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact 
that the major systems of oppression are interlocking. The synthesis of these oppressions 
creates the conditions of our lives. (Combahee River Collective, 1979: 362)

They specifically articulate an analysis of oppression that understands the ways 
that race, gender, class, and sexuality can neither be separated in experience nor 
in structure, arguing that there is ‘racial-sexual oppression which is neither solely 
racial nor solely sexual’ (Combahee River Collective, 1979: 365). In order to 
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combat this matrix of domination, the Combahee River Collective specifically 
embraces a form of socialism that takes not only class, but race, gender, and 
sexuality as structuring aspects of exploitation and oppression:

We realize that the liberation of all oppressed peoples necessitates the destruction of the 
political-economic systems of capitalism and imperialism as well as patriarchy. We are social-
ists because we believe that work must be organized for the collective benefit of those who 
do the work and create the products, and not for the profit of the bosses. Material resources 
must be equally distributed among those who create these resources. We are not convinced, 
however, that a socialist revolution that is not also a feminist and anti-racist revolution will 
guarantee our liberation. We have arrived at the necessity for developing an understanding 
of class relationships that takes into account the specific class position of Black women who 
are generally marginal in the labor force, while at this particular time some of us are tempo-
rarily viewed as doubly desirable tokens at white-collar and professional levels. We need to 
articulate the real class situation of persons who are not merely raceless, sexless workers, but 
for whom racial and sexual oppression are significant determinants in their working/eco-
nomic lives. Although we are in essential agreement with Marx’s theory as it applied to the 
very specific economic relationships he analyzed, we know that his analysis must be 
extended further in order for us to understand our specific economic situation as Black 
women. (Combahee River Collective, 1979: 366)

In this articulation, the Combahee River Collective explains that traditional 
Marxist analyses that have ignored, marginalized, or misunderstood the central 
importance of race, gender, and sexuality to the system of capitalism are insuf-
ficient, but they conceive of socialism as a project that can be ‘extended’ in order 
to adequately conceptualize them. In particular, race, gender, and sexuality 
cannot be simply ‘added’ to class in this extension as mere epiphenomena of 
class relations that will be magically solved through thinking about class. 
Collective member and one of the authors of the ‘Black Feminist Statement’, 
Beverly Smith specifically argued against a Marxism that conceives of class as 
ontologically primary in this sense, critiquing ‘Marxists who say “Well, when 
class oppression and racism end, definitely the oppression of women and lesbi-
ans will end”’ (Smith and Smith, 1983: 122–3). What is needed, then, is not just 
a mere conservation of already existing Marxism with the additions of other 
forces of oppression, but a full extension of the foundational concepts of 
Marxism to think about the ways in which race, gender, and sexuality permeate 
all moments of capitalist exploitation. In this sense, the Combahee River 
Collective’s statement should be read both as a contribution to Marxism and as 
a critique of many dominant trends of Marxism.

While Patricia Hill Collins’ focus has not exclusively been on capitalism or 
class, it is important to remember that her analysis is completely suffused with 
an analysis of both. In Black Feminist Thought, Collins continually refers to ‘eco-
nomic exploitation’ and black women’s status as ‘economically exploited work-
ers’ as essential to the ‘creation and perpetuation of capitalist class relations’ 
(2008: 51). While the object of her analysis is not only capitalism, Black Feminist 
Thought is so suffused with a structural critique of capitalism at every turn that it 
should be rightly read as an anti-capitalist text in its own right.
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Angela Davis, author of over a dozen books and countless articles, is another 
thinker who is foundational to both Marxism and intersectionality. While much 
of Davis’ early work does not use the term ‘intersectionality’, she has more 
recently explained that she views her own work as being intersectional, and as 
contributing to the tradition of intersectionality (Davis and West, 2016: 38). She 
specifically highlights the TWWA and its newspaper Triple Jeopardy as one of 
the theoretical anchors in her conceptualization of intersectionality and of her 
own work. In speaking about the history of her own work, Davis comments, ‘I 
think that the whole notion of intersectionality that has characterized the kind of 
feminisms we’re talking about, that we cannot simply look at gender in isola-
tion from race, from class, from sexuality, from nationality, from ability, from a 
whole range of other issues’ (2016: 65–6). While many of Davis’ seminal texts 
– like Women, Race and Class (1983), Are Prisons Obsolete? (2003), and Blues 
Legacies and Black Feminism (1999) – do not use the term intersectionality, and 
thus have been often left out of many genealogies of intersectionality, Davis’ 
comments here and her constant attention to the interwoven dynamics of race, 
gender, class, and sexuality reveal her work to be touchstones of both intersec-
tional and Marxist traditions.

bell hooks, another foundationally important intersectionality theorist, explicitly 
names the matrix of domination ‘white supremacist capitalist patriarchy’ through-
out her work (1999, 2004: 17; 2014). hooks (n.d) argues that a gender analysis is 
crucial to ending capitalism, just as an anti-capitalist orientation is central to ending 
gender oppression: ‘I think that what we see globally is that there have been incred-
ible struggles to combat capitalism that haven’t resulted in an end to patriarchy 
at all’. In responding to a question about whether a specifically Marxist critique 
of capitalism was central to her work, hooks replies, ‘Absolutely. I think Marxist 
thought…is very crucial to educating ourselves for political consciousness… A 
class rooted analysis is where I begin in all my work’ (hooks, n.d.).

Audre Lorde, in her seminal article ‘Age, Race, Class, and Sex: Women 
Redefining Difference’, specifically draws attention to the ‘white male hetero-
sexual capitalist’ structure of the world (Lorde, n.d.). She explains that part of 
the way in which age, race, and sex are connected to capitalism is by using the 
language of surplus population – a term that Marx used and many contemporary 
Marxists have used in order to describe how race and gender organize and are 
organized by capitalism on a structural level: ‘In a society where the good is 
defined in terms of profit rather than in terms of human need, there must always 
be some group of people who, through systematized oppression, can be made to 
feel surplus, to occupy the place of the dehumanized inferior’ (Lorde, n.d.: 114). 
She continues, ‘Institutionalized rejection of difference is an absolute necessity 
in a profit economy which needs outsiders as surplus people’ (Lorde, n.d.: 115). 
She once described herself as a ‘Black lesbian feminist socialist mother warrior 
poet’. Some have argued that it makes the most sense to describe Lorde’s project 
as a ‘Queer Black Marxism’ (Holcomb, 2014).
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What this brief and partial survey demonstrates is that, far from intersectional-
ity theorists conceiving of themselves as universally opposed to Marxism, many 
of the key thinkers of intersectionality have themselves identified as Marxists, 
socialists, and anti-capitalists, arguing for the centrality of class and capitalism 
in intersectionality.

MARXIST ENGAGEMENTS WITH INTERSECTIONALITY

Despite the shared genealogy of Marxism and intersectionality, much of the 
scholarship of both traditions has positioned these bodies of work as opposed to 
one another, rather than as sharing vital commitments, textual bases, and critical 
analyses. This section focuses on a series of frequent criticisms of intersectional-
ity in Marxist circles: that intersectionality is postmodern, that it is essentially 
reformist and/or liberal, that it misunderstands the fundamental nature of class, 
that it lacks a causal explanation of oppression, and that it fundamentally 
impedes political attempts at solidarity. I turn to intersectionality’s responses to 
each criticism.

Identity Politics

In a widely read and distributed pamphlet, Eve Mitchell alleges that the focus of 
intersectionality on identity politics constitutes a reinforcement of specifically 
capitalist ideas of individuality. Responding specifically to bell hooks’ iteration 
of the critique of the homogeneity of experience so frequent in non-intersectional 
analyses, Mitchell writes:

hooks is correct to say that basing an entire politics on one particular experience, or a set of 
particular differences, under capitalism is problematic. However, intersectionality theory 
replicates this problem by simply adding particular moments, or determinant points; hooks 
goes on to argue for race and class inclusion in a feminist analysis. Similarly, theories of an 
‘interlocking matrix of oppressions,’ simply create a list of naturalized identities, abstracted 
from their material and historical context. This methodology is just as ahistorical and antiso-
cial as Betty Friedan’s. (Mitchell, 2014)

This selection highlights two related but slightly different criticisms. In the first 
place, Mitchell’s critique is representative of a frequent criticism of what we 
might call ‘mathematical’ intersectionality theory;1 these are the theories that 
conceive of the multiple axes of oppression as additive or multiplicative, using 
concepts like ‘triple jeopardy’ to explain the position of working-class women of 
color who experience class, gender, and race-based oppressions. While there are 
certainly some intersectional theorists who deploy this framework, many inter-
sectional theorists themselves have argued against additive and multiplicative 
models for their failure to highlight the mutual constitution of the structures of 
domination. In one example of an intersectional critique of this language, 
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Deborah King (1988) decries what she terms the ‘pop-bead approach’ where 
oppressions are considered separate and then added together, arguing that by 
considering these systems as wholly distinct, these frameworks revive the ten-
dency to hierarchize oppressions. As this same intervention is made by many 
other intersectionality theorists, Mitchell’s (and others’) identification of inter-
sectionality with these mathematical models constitutes a straw-man argument, 
one that refuses to seriously engage with the vast intersectional literature criti-
quing the very position Mitchell attributes to this framework.

The second but related criticism Mitchell levies concerns the nature of identity 
as it is discussed by intersectionality. Mitchell worries that identities are con-
ceived as ‘natural’, ‘ahistorical’, and later in this essay, ‘idealistic’ and ‘bour-
geois’. Mitchell’s worry about identity politics is rooted in a long history of 
Marxist criticism. Marxism, as a perspective grounded in historical materialism, 
generally views identities as effects of structural, material, and historical pro-
cesses. Hence, accounts of identity that are only descriptive and do not speak 
about the structures enframing, creating, policing, and maintaining these identi-
ties lack, from a Marxist perspective, the crucial and necessary explanatory ele-
ment of theory that would be grounded in a historical perspective of the power of 
structures and institutions. Politics of identity that stay only at the level of claim-
ing a social location are seen as overly self-congratulatory and in some ways reaf-
firm the social cleavages created by dominating structures without necessarily 
giving an account of the genesis, logic, organization, history, or power of those 
structures. In this way, certain iterations of identity politics ground themselves in 
purely individual terms and reduce politics solely to an issue of claiming a posi-
tion within a social totality. Critics of identity politics, especially those who are 
engaged not only in theory but also in movement-based activist work, also worry 
that grounding a politics in identity can have the effect of limiting the possibili-
ties for cross-group coalition building and solidarity.2

While the Marxist critiques offered above do critique certain strands of iden-
tity politics, it seems not to be the notion of identity politics embraced by inter-
sectionality theorists. The Combahee River Collective explains identity politics 
in this way: ‘this focusing upon our own oppression is embodied in the concept 
of identity politics. We believe that the most profound and potentially most radi-
cal politics come directly out of our own identity, as opposed to working to end 
someone else’s oppression’ (1979). The Combahee River Collective, and many 
other intersectionality theorists, mobilize their experiences of the simultaneity of 
oppressions rather as a starting place – not the end goal – of theory and praxis, 
as a window into the structures of domination from which to speak, interrogate, 
analyze, and explain.

In fact, intersectionality theorists precisely critique notions of identity politics 
that signify an endless, congratulatory string of individual identifications, discon-
nected from structures and histories. In her article on the relationship between 
intersectionality and postmodernism, Susan Archer Mann (2013) specifically 
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foregrounds the ways in which this model of identity politics – the one Mitchell 
critiques – is also the one intersectionality critiques. Mobilizing the work of 
intersectionality scholars like Patricia Hill Collins, Mann argues that the notion 
of individual identity politics belongs to the tradition of post-structuralism rather 
than intersectionality, even though the two are often conflated. In the next sub-
section, we will see the ways in which intersectionality is often conflated with 
postmodernism and/or post-structuralism.

Postmodernism

One of the most common critiques of intersectionality from a Marxist position 
alleges that intersectionality is primarily a postmodern theory. While often in 
these critiques ‘postmodern’ is neither defined nor is it precisely articulated why 
postmodernism is an inherently flawed position, many intersectionality theorists 
specifically differentiate intersectionality from postmodernism. Cho (2013) in 
particular argues that postmodern understandings of intersectionality signifi-
cantly distort its key principles. The sharp differentiation between postmodern-
ism and intersectionality is widely shared among scholars of intersectionality 
(Collins, 2015; Hancock, 2016; May, 2014, 2015; Mann, 2012). Hancock argues 
that the conflation of intersectionality with postmodernism (e.g. Lykke, 2010) 
serves a particularly nefarious purpose: by subsuming intersectionality under the 
aegis of (largely) white Euro-American postmodern theorists, women of color 
and the content of their writings are effectively de-centered from intersectional-
ity scholarship, a practice Sirma Bilge has called the ‘whitening of intersection-
ality’ (Bilge, 2014; Hancock, 2016: 2; Lykke, 2010). The genealogy (even as a 
contested one) of intersectionality derives much more from women of color 
feminisms than from the theories of Foucault, Butler, or other post-structuralist 
theories.3

In particular, the charge of postmodernism seems levied at intersectionality’s 
supposed focus only on the individual and experiential elements of oppression 
and its alleged neglect of structures and institutions. While it is true that many 
intersectional theorists have critiqued a singular focus on structures and a com-
plete neglect of individual identities and lived realities, the key texts of intersec-
tionality seek to intervene in discussions of oppression by thinking about the 
multiplicity of ways in which oppression functions at both the personal and the 
structural levels, as we saw above.

Reformist/Liberalism

One trenchant critique of intersectionality is the ways in which it has been mobi-
lized in service of a reformist project of inclusion under the aegis of multicultural 
liberalism. In particular Jasbir Puar has been an outspoken critic of intersectional-
ity as merely ‘a way to manage difference in ways that reinforce “liberal 
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multiculturalism”’ (2012: 53). While it is certainly true that intersectionality has 
been used as a tool of reforming institutions rather than subverting them, it is 
important to note that intersectionality theorists both insist on the radical, revolu-
tionary potential of intersectionality and critique its (mis)use and (mis)appropria-
tion when it is not aimed at a total reordering of society. In 1989, Crenshaw 
clearly argued that ‘problems of exclusion cannot be solved simply by including 
Black women within an already established analytical structure’ precisely because 
the structures and institutions of modern life are precisely predicated on the exclu-
sion and oppression of Black women in particular and women of color in general 
(1989: 140). As Vivian May argues, ‘Some have used or understood intersection-
ality in ways that align with liberal multiculturalism, reinforce and rationalize 
state surveillance, further settler colonial logics, or ignore the coloniality of 
gender’, but ‘doing so undermines its antisubordination impetus and ignores its 
long-standing focus on the (settler) state’s founding brutalities and ongoing 
abuses’ (2015: 231). In this sense, it may be important to critique liberal, multi-
cultural appropriations of intersectionality, but this misuse should not be con-
strued to faithfully represent the theoretical aims or political orientation of 
intersectionality itself.

Class, Classism, and Capitalism

Another enduring criticism of intersectionality is the persistence of the term 
‘classism’ in intersectionality, which is used in some intersectional work in place 
of capitalism or exploitation. Theorists like Martha Gimenez take the persistence 
of the term ‘classism’ to denote a variant of class-based elitism that, for them, 
does not fully grasp the systematic nature of class relations as a fundamental, 
material cleavage organizing society. She writes, ‘Class is not simply another 
ideology legitimating oppression; it denotes exploitative relations between 
people mediated by their relations to the means of production’ (Gimenez, 2001: 
24). It is from this perspective that Gimenez and others argue against equating 
class with other forms of oppression like those of race, gender, or sexuality. From 
this perspective class is fundamentally organized in a different way than the 
others. A variant of this perspective maintains that oppression and exploitation 
are themselves different structures and require different analyses. Martha 
Gimenez continues, ‘To argue, then, that class is fundamental is not to “reduce” 
gender or racial oppression to class, but to acknowledge that the underlying basic 
and “nameless” power at the root of what happens in social interactions grounded 
in “intersectionality” is class power’ (2001).

In response to this, intersectionality scholars have argued that these accounts 
replay the very formations and theoretical commitments that intersectionality 
was invented to critique. Irene Gedalof explains the problem with class-first 
understandings of power, inequality, and oppression as having two different, but 
related problems:
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[T]his hierarchizing of entitlement claims effectively pits class against the ‘equality strands’, 
in two related ways. It defines class as something we all have, while gender, race, ethnicity 
and sexuality are reduced to ‘the politics of identity’, a kind of special pleading. And it 
undoes the possibility of any kind of intersectional understanding of these categories of dif-
ference, by de-linking the socio-economic from the gendered, sexualized and racialized ways 
in which socio-economic positioning is lived, and situating it solely in the undifferentiated 
space of ‘class’. Class then becomes a way of stabilizing sameness. (Gedalof, 2013: 129)

In this way, Gedalof argues that actually understanding the contemporary and 
historical operations of class requires an intersectional approach that can under-
stand intra-class distinctions, hierarchies, and inequalities.

Linda Martín Alcoff argues that there are never ‘pure’ class issues that do not 
intersect with race, gender, and sexuality. She explains:

[T]here are demands of skilled or unskilled workers, of the trades or the service professions, 
of migrant workers, of women workers, of immigrant workers, and so on. Sometimes these 
groups can make common cause, but the very project of doing so will require a clear under-
standing of how identities mediate class relations to produce specific workplace hierarchies 
and conflicts of interest. Class reductionists argue here that conflicts will dissolve if we can 
only wean ourselves from our identity attachments. It is in just this way that the left colludes 
with the right in portraying ethnic group politics today as special interest agendas with 
opportunistic leaders who never take into account the common good. (Alcoff, 2011: 74)

In this sense, part of intersectionality’s argument is that, in order to be doing 
good, careful, deep-class analysis, an intersectional frame is required.

Causation and Intersectionality

One of the frequent critiques of intersectionality argues that intersectionality 
provides a fine descriptive account of the world, but that it flounders at providing 
a causal one.

Broadly, this is the critique most often offered by Marxists who conceive of 
Marxism and intersectionality to be complementary approaches.

Sharon Smith argues that because intersectionality (supposedly) has no account 
of exploitation or the genesis of oppression, it ‘needs’ Marxism’;4 it is inadequate 
on its own to ground this account of how and why oppression and exploitation 
happen.5 A similar criticism is levied by Martha Gimenez, who argues that inter-
sectionality has ‘taken for granted categories of analysis whose meaning appar-
ently remains invariant in all theoretical frameworks and contexts’ rather than 
providing a causal, structural, or historical account of these categories (2001: 21). 
McNally and Ferguson (2015) expand this critique, arguing that intersectionality 
lacks ‘any coherent explanation of how and why’ intersections are organized in 
some ways rather than others. It would take us too far afield here to reconstruct 
in detail all of the various intersectional histories and histories of intersectional 
oppression that have been written. However, it is important to note that inter-
sectionality is not merely a theory of the contemporary, but is also a perspective 
that has produced its own historical scholarship, looking to answer precisely the 
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question of how intersectional oppression has been produced (Lugones, 2007; 
McClintock, 1995; McWhorter, 2009). It is important to note that, in many of 
these accounts, capitalism plays an important, structural role, even if it does not 
play a unilateral or universal role, as colonization, Christian supremacy, pre-
existing gender and sexual ideologies, organized resistances, diseases, technolo-
gies, and non-European ideas, histories, religions, and customs also exert causal 
force in these histories.

Solidarity, Separatism, and Sectarianism

Yet another set of criticisms revolve around the idea that because of intersection-
ality’s focus on differences, it cannot ground broad movements of solidarity. This 
kind of criticism is exemplified by Kevin Anderson, who writes the following:

It was often said we should avoid any kind of class reductionism or essentialism in which 
gender and race are subsumed under the category of class. At most, it was said, movements 
around race, gender, sexuality, or class can intersect with each other, but cannot easily coa-
lesce into a single movement against the power structure and the capitalist system that, 
according to Marxists, stands behind it. Thus, the actual intersectionality of these social 
movements – as opposed to their separateness – was usually seen as rather limited, both as 
reality and as possibility. Saying otherwise ran the danger of falling into the abyss of reduc-
tionism or essentialism. (Anderson, n.d.)

Anderson’s critique is a common one of intersectionality and, indeed, of many 
theories of social justice grounded in experiences or theories that critique univer-
salization as the ground of political struggle. From the perspective of intersec-
tionality, however, contesting universalizing narratives seems not to mean a 
rejection of working across differences; working in coalition is an explicit and 
central part of intersectionality’s commitment to social justice organizing. In 
these arguments, often critiques of reductionism (which takes aim at those who 
want to fold multiple movements together under the banner of one issue’s supe-
riority) and essentialism (which takes aim at the severability of categories of 
identity and systems of oppression) are conflated with an injunction against 
coalition building. While many intersectionality theorists have analyzed the dan-
gers of coalition building across power differentials, according to those theorists, 
these critiques are meant to strengthen the possibility of coalition building, not 
reject it (Lugones, 2003; Sandoval, 2000). On this issue, it is helpful to turn to 
the long history of intersectionality theorizing that is specifically about coalition, 
solidarity, and inter-issue connections that was explored above as a central tenet 
of intersectionality. Combahee River Collective member Barbara Smith has 
responded to criticisms like this one by saying:

I have often wished I could spread the word that a movement committed to fighting sexual, 
racial economic and heterosexist oppression, not to mention one which opposes imperialism, 
anti-Semitism, the oppressions visited upon the physically disabled, the old and the young, 
at the same time that it challenges militarism and imminent nuclear destruction is the very 
opposite of narrow. (Smith, 2001: 150)
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In order to build broad coalitions across differences, Audre Lorde argues that it 
is important to reconceptualize how coalitions and organizing are often assumed 
to rest upon finding a solid base of sameness from which to organize:

Being women together was not enough. We were different. Being gay-girls together was 
not enough. We were different… Being Black dykes together was not enough. We were 
different…. It was a while before we came to realize that our place was the very house of 
difference rather than any one particular difference. (Lorde, 1982: 226)

From Lorde’s perspective, and from many intersectional theorists’ perspectives, 
coalition is indeed difficult and potentially impossible if coalitions are imagined as 
the ‘lowest common denominator’ between groups; intersectionality’s work on 
coalition building thinks of coalition building not from sameness, but from solidar-
ity, foregrounding as centrally important the ways in which systems of oppression 
and exploitation work precisely by working differentially, that is, by not impacting 
all groups in the same way. In this sense, coalitions are necessary and important by 
intersectional standards in order to organize against the various, differential ways 
in which oppression and exploitation are organized, rather than denying that those 
differences exist. From an intersectional perspective, understanding the differential 
operations and organizations of oppression is the foundation of all effective coali-
tions and effective activism rather than the condition of their impossibility.

CONCLUSION: INTERSECTIONALITY AND/OR MARXISM?

The debate between Marxism and intersectionality has intensified in recent 
years. The sheer range of positions on this conjunction were recently highlighted 
by a Special Issue of the Marxist journal Historical Materialism (Kumar et al., 
2018). This is far from the only context in which the question of what Marxism’s 
relationship to intersectionality is and should be.

As should be clear from some of the foregoing discussion, some (e.g. Belkhir, 
Gimenez) argue that intersectionality is such a flawed theory that it has nothing 
to offer a robust Marxism.

But others advance a more nuanced or conciliatory position that allows for 
some kind of rapprochement between these approaches. As noted above, there 
are those, like Sharon Smith, who argue that intersectionality holds promising 
insights, but only when folded into a Marxist account of capitalism. In another 
version of this argument, intersectionality may indeed hold important insights, but 
fundamentally, certain trends in Marxist theory are potentially better positioned to 
generate these insights autonomously, casting intersectionality as redundant to the 
work on race, gender, and sexuality already being accomplished in certain trends 
within Marxist theory, like social reproduction. McNally and Ferguson conclude,

While intersectionality theory has raised important questions, and generated important 
insights, it tends to flounder at explaining why these multiple oppressions exist and are 
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reproduced throughout late capitalism, and at accounting for the how of their interaction. 
Because its approach is holistic and unitary, social reproduction theory is, we think, poten-
tially better equipped in these areas. (McNally and Ferguson, 2015)

In both cases, and in many similar claims, intersectionality and Marxism are only 
integrateable in a single direction – if intersectional insights are incorporated into 
Marxism (rather than vice versa).

But there are other scholars who see a different path forward, one in which 
Marxism and intersectionality can come together in deep and complicated ways to 
inform and push each other forward, outside of the imperative to subordinate one the-
ory to the other. In what I have elsewhere called the ‘equi-primordiality’ of Marxism 
and intersectionality as theories for explaining and changing the world (Bohrer, 
2019), this is the path of intersectional Marxism or Marxist intersectionality. This 
approach recognizes the differences of the two theories as a difference of emphasis 
rather than as a fundamental incompatibility. Rather, this approach identifies and 
locates how both oppression and exploitation remain fundamental to capitalism’s 
reproduction, materially and ideologically, pulling from both traditions to give deep 
and nuanced critiques that might bring to bear a new world from the ashes of the old.

Notes

1  The descriptor ‘mathematical’ comes from Deborah King’s analysis of intersectionality. She writes: 
‘most applications of the concepts of triple jeopardy have been overly simplistic in assuming that the 
relationships among the various discriminations are merely additive. These relationships are inter-
preted as equivalent to the mathematical equation, racism plus sexism plus classism equals triple 
jeopardy. In this instance, each discrimination has a single, direct, and independent effect on status, 
wherein the relative contribution of each is readily apparent’ (King, 1988).

2  It is interesting to note that these kinds of arguments were precisely those made by many mainstream 
Marxists against the development of Marxist feminism.

3  However, it is important to note that Crenshaw ‘consider[s] intersectionality a provisional concept 
linking contemporary politics to postmodern theory’, even though what exactly Crenshaw means by 
‘postmodern theory’ and the exact nature of this linkage remains unexplored in her article (1991: 
1244n9).

4  Sharon Smith, “A Marxist Case for Intersectionality,” Socialist Worker, August 1, 2017, https://social-
istworker.org/2017/08/01/a-marxist-case-for-intersectionality.

5  While Smith does not explicitly call race, gender, or sexuality epiphenomenal on class exploitation, 
in a flowery turn of phrase, she suggests that racism, homophobia, and sexism can disappear ‘in a 
matter of days’ when workers join together in a strike, suggesting that she conceives of fighting class 
exploitation sufficient to tackle gender-, race-, and sexuality-based oppressions, something that, as 
we saw above, was clearly rejected by intersectionality theorists.
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It is rare to find the word ‘Marxism’ modified by a term that designates racial or 
ethnic categories. When it is modified by a national designation (as in, for exam-
ple, ‘Italian Marxism’), this is meant to situate it geographically, and not to 
propose that it provides a theory of national particularity (say, ‘Italian Marxism’ 
as the theory of ‘Italian-ness’).

What, then, do we refer to when we say ‘Black Marxism’? It is difficult to be 
comfortable with the kind of common-sense proposition that Black Marxism is 
Marxism generated by Black people. Given that we do not generally refer to the 
historic figures of the European socialist tradition as ‘White Marxists’, inserting 
the modifier ‘Black’ as an indication of the identity of a given Marxist would be 
at best eccentric and at worst the indication of a racist double standard.

Yet it would appear to be moving too quickly to dismiss the term as such, since 
simply in attempting to define it we have already encountered major analytic 
questions which are central for Marxism of any variation. We may sum these 
questions up in the difficult relationship between the categories of ‘race’ and 
‘nation’. Often the figures who are cited as examples of ‘Black Marxism’ are 
situated geographically in the USA, and their work is generally invoked in order 
to inquire into the meaning of race, or perhaps the relation between ‘race’ and 
‘class’. But both of these criteria beg the question. Even though we have already 
used the term ‘Black’ to indicate a variant of Marxism, we have not explained 
how it came to function socially as a ‘racial’ category, and we have not explained 
how this racial category is connected to particular national origins.
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This is significant because there is a serious weakness in many Marxist attempts 
to provide a theory of the relation between race and capitalism. Ellen Meiksins 
Wood, for example, has written: ‘Capitalism is conceivable without racial divi-
sions, but not, by definition, without class’ (2002: 276). This is a remarkable 
claim. It proposes that we can conceive of a capitalism which is entirely separate 
from its actual history, and formulate a definition against which reality can be 
measured. For Wood, since the essence of capitalism is obscured by the sheer 
multiplicity of cases in which it appears, it becomes necessary to carve away 
all the contingent historical excess and construct an ideal model in the mind. 
According to this epistemological procedure, the relation of capitalism to race is 
to be determined at the level of the model, and at this level it turns out that race is 
of secondary importance to class.

THE BLACK RADICAL TRADITION

Faced with this simultaneously idealist and economistic discourse, it is clear that 
it is vitally necessary to recover a ‘Black Marxism’. Given the difficulties of 
definition, Cedric Robinson’s book Black Marxism (2000) is an indispensable 
point of reference. But Robinson’s book poses new challenges, because it does 
not actually present us with ‘Black Marxism’. In fact, it could even be read as 
proposing the impossibility of such a category, in favor of what Robinson calls 
the ‘Black Radical Tradition’.

In order to define the Black Radical Tradition, Robinson has to trace an aston-
ishing sweep of world history. He proposes that the Black Radical Tradition has 
its roots in the collective resistance of New World slaves, a resistance which, 
according to Robinson, was based on an epistemology that ‘granted supremacy to 
metaphysics not the material’. This epistemology is central to the Black Radical 
Tradition, because it ‘was a revolutionary consciousness that proceeded from 
the whole historical experience of Black people and not merely from the social 
formations of capitalist slavery or the relations of production of colonialism’ 
(Robinson, 2000: 169). Therefore the starting point of the investigation has to be 
the forms of thought through which a self-consciousness of this historical experi-
ence could be constituted. This logical structure is one also described by Hegel, 
in which the standpoint of investigation appears as the result, ‘in which it reaches 
its beginning again and returns into itself’. The beginning is only a beginning 
for the subject who thinks, while thinking is ‘a circle that goes back into itself’ 
(Hegel, 1991a: 41). In other words, world history has to be interpreted on the 
basis of the epistemology of the Black Radical Tradition, but it is also the self-
consciousness of this history which generates that epistemology.

This is possible because the Black Radical Tradition is also a philosophy of his-
tory. It has a telos towards which, Robinson argues, it still tends: ‘the continuing 
development of a collective consciousness informed by the historical struggles 
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for liberation and motivated by the shared sense of obligation to preserve the 
collective being, the ontological totality’ (Robinson, 2000: 171). History matters 
because it is the ‘shared past’ of a people and thus ‘the basis of consciousness, of 
knowing, of being’. The collective consciousness belongs specifically to a people, 
a particular people with a particular history. It emerges, Robinson writes, from 
the struggle of Black people, and consists of ‘the collective wisdom which is a 
synthesis of culture and the experience of that struggle’ (Robinson, 2000: xxv).

DEFINING RACIAL CAPITALISM

According to the epistemology of the Black Radical Tradition, the force against 
which it struggles can be identified as ‘racial capitalism’. Black resistance was 
based, Robinson writes, on ‘the Africanity of our consciousness – some episte-
mological measure culturally embedded in our minds that deemed that the racial 
capitalism we have been witness to was an unacceptable standard of human 
conduct’ (2000: 308).

‘Racial capitalism’ is one of Robinson’s most frequently invoked formula-
tions. It appears to better describe the history of capitalist development, which, as 
Marx himself vividly described, was characterized by the plunder of the colonies 
and the brutality of slavery.

However, we have to read closely, because Robinson has not merely modified 
a Marxian account of capitalism with an indication that racial oppression was one 
of its developmental determinants. His argument is far more original. Racial cap-
italism is a category that is specifically advanced within the epistemology of the 
Black Radical Tradition. From this vantage point, one which privileges the cul-
tural and metaphysical, the confrontation of an African consciousness with racial 
capitalism is a kind of clash of civilizations, since racial capitalism expresses the 
character of Western civilization itself.

What, then, characterizes Western civilization, and how can its expression as 
racial capitalism be explained by cultural and metaphysical causes rather than 
material ones? Robinson explains this in terms of a system of ‘racialism’ which 
precedes capitalism and categorizes the diverse populations of Europe, distin-
guished by regional, cultural, and linguistic differences. The nation is an illusory 
category; it confuses the structure of the bureaucratic state with the real history of 
particular identities and social structures that constituted European society. With 
the emergence of capitalism, Robinson argues, there is a deepening of racialism: 
‘The tendency of European civilization through capitalism was thus not to homog-
enize but to differentiate – to exaggerate regional, subcultural, and dialectical dif-
ferences into “racial” ones’ (2000: 26). Thus, as capitalism developed:

racialism and its permutations persisted, rooted not in a particular era but in the civilization 
itself… As an enduring principle of European social order, the effects of racialism were 
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bound to appear in the social expression of every strata of every European society no matter 
the structures upon which they were formed. (Robinson, 2000: 28)

There is a continuity of racialism across particular historical epochs. Racialism 
fundamentally affects social, political, and economic forms specific to a given 
historical period. It cannot be said to have been determined by them. Against the 
reduction of historical explanation to material factors, Robinson argues:

Racialism insinuated not only medieval, feudal, and capitalist social structures, forms of 
property, and modes of production, but as well the very values and traditions of conscious-
ness through which the peoples of these ages came to understand their worlds and their 
experiences. Western culture, constituting the structure from which European consciousness 
was appropriated, the structure in which social identities and perceptions were grounded in 
the past, transmitted a racialism that adapted to the political and material exigencies of the 
moment. (Robinson, 2000: 66)

Capitalism is then only one moment in the development of European racialism, 
which starts at ‘the very beginnings of European civilization’ – according to 
Robinson, ‘literally the reappearance of urban life at the end of the first Christian 
millennium’ (Robinson, 2000: 66). Given the importance Robinson attaches to 
the cultural and the metaphysical, we are faced with a fundamental question: 
does the category of ‘racialism’ provide a cultural and metaphysical explanation 
for the origin of capitalism itself?

The most conservative interpretation of Robinson’s theory would be that he 
argues for two parallel processes: a continuous transformation of feudalism 
towards capitalism, with the seeds of capitalism growing within feudal society, 
and the continuous development of racialism, which stretches back to the exis-
tence of discrete groupings of European barbarians. Thus, as capitalism ascends 
as a full-fledged world system within an environment permeated by racialism, it 
is fundamentally shaped by it. This interpretation implies distinct, neighboring 
dynamics of racialism and capitalism. Its purview is to describe the continuity 
of each of these dynamics over transitional periods, and the effect of one upon 
the other, rather than determining either a historical totality or the specificity of 
particular instances.

The more radical interpretation of Robinson’s theory would be not only that 
racial division precedes and shapes capitalism, but that in fact racialism is the 
autonomous and primary cause for what emerges as ‘racial capitalism’. That is, 
the tendency to divide people into hierarchically organized groups is manifested 
in the hierarchies of capitalism, which always have a specifically racial character. 
This interpretation is as logically consistent as the first, but appears to be more 
aligned with the radicalism of Robinson’s argument, because it does not posit a 
capitalism which is independent from racialism and yet affected by it; rather, it 
demonstrates the foundational character of racialism. Once again we have the con-
tinuity of causal factors across history, but instead of two separate and internally 
consistent factors we now have one overarching factor which is the final cause.1
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RACIALISM AND ITS DISCONTENTS

From the outset, Robinson argues, European society is based on an internal racial 
ordering which extends into the medieval and feudal periods, and develops an 
external ordering with the Mediterranean encounter with Islam. This tendency 
forms the basis of a capitalist world system when it incorporates African, Asian, 
and indigenous people into the world market, and culminates with ‘the dialectic 
of colonialism, plantocratic slavery, and resistance from the sixteenth century 
forward, and the formations of industrial labor and labor reserves’ (Robinson, 
2000: 67).

But Robinson also insists on a non-dialectical logic of contradiction. Despite 
offering us an epistemology that can be used to understand Western civilization, 
the Black Radical Tradition cannot be seen as that civilization’s self-understand-
ing. Robinson writes:

Black radicalism is a negation of Western civilization, but not in the direct sense of a simple 
dialectical negation… it is a specifically African response to an oppression emergent from the 
immediate determinants of European development in the modern era and framed by orders 
of human exploitation woven into the interstices of European social life from the inception 
of Western civilization. (Robinson, 2000: 72–3)

In other words, history for Robinson is not the externalization and alienation of 
a single originary spiritual principle, but rather the clash of opposing principles, 
and their antagonistic development on the basis of their self-contained origins.

Hegel explains world history as the succession of particular national spirits, 
the spirit of a people as it is built up objectively in the state, and which depends 
on the cultural formation of its self-consciousness:

It is the concrete spirit of a people which we have distinctly to recognise, and since it is Spirit 
it can only be comprehended spiritually, that is, by thought… But for spirit, the highest 
attainment is self-knowledge… This it must and is also destined to accomplish; but the 
accomplishment is at the same time its dissolution, and the rise of another spirit, another 
world-historical people, another epoch of Universal History. (Hegel, 1991b: 71)

So, while for Hegel the particularity of a culture and its national expression join 
the development of a Universal History, Robinson’s philosophy of history pro-
vides a relative comparison of the different spiritual principles of different peo-
ples, whose relations to one another are not progressive.2 Capitalism is the 
product of European civilization: the expression of the unified spiritual principle 
of the plurality of European races. Paradoxically, this unitary spiritual principle 
is itself racial differentiation, and racial capitalism is its manifestation.

Robinson shows us the racial character of Hegel’s Absolute Spirit, which is 
ultimately the constitution of the history of Europe as a spiritual unity. However, 
Robinson seeks not to correct Hegel’s false universalism with a ‘real’ universal-
ism, but rather to oppose the White Absolute Spirit with a unitary Black Radical 
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Tradition, which aspires not to Universal History but to the internal consistency 
of its own community. What has not been determined is how separate spiritual 
principles emerge – what distinguishes the peoples who embody incompatible 
principles, if it is not race. Region, culture, and language may be decisive, but we 
have not yet resolved the question by asserting that European civilization exag-
gerates them while the Black Radical Tradition does not.

METAPHYSICS AND MATERIALISM

The Black Radical Tradition is the non-dialectical negation of racial capitalism. 
Its origin is the spiritual principle of African civilization. Racial capitalism pro-
vokes a clash of civilizations, and the Black Radical Tradition is produced by the 
clash. This constitutes a non-dialectical negation because the negation of Western 
civilization is not immanent to that civilization itself; it is the expression of the 
African spirit which is external to it and precedes it.

In this sense with the title Black Marxism Robinson seeks to present us with an 
irresolvable tension, because while Black people throughout history have often 
represented their political struggles within the language of Marxism, there is 
no commensurability between Marxism itself and the Black Radical Tradition. 
While the Black Radical Tradition was constituted as the negation of Western 
civilization by African consciousness, Marxism remains locked within the civi-
lizational logic which generated it: ‘at its epistemological substratum, Marxism 
is a Western construction – a conceptualization of human affairs and historical 
development that is emergent from the historical experiences of European peo-
ples mediated, in turn, through their civilization, their social orders, and their 
cultures’ (Robinson, 2000: 2).

However, this poses an important question about the civilizational character 
of a spiritualist theory. Any spiritualist theory will have a profound affinity with 
pre-Marxist European thought, as we have seen with reference to Hegel. However, 
Robinson’s salutary efforts in superseding a mechanical materialism – precisely 
what Hegel did with the philosophy of the European Enlightenment – have left to 
the side Marx’s materialism, which was not simply a return from Hegel’s idealism 
to the materialism of the eighteenth century, but an original proposal. Based on 
a critique of idealism, Marx launched a research program which remains incom-
plete, and thus remains available for adaptation and translation.3

So, as we try to define Black Marxism, we will have to identify a specific 
epistemological and conceptual basis – a materialist method which can address 
the questions Robinson posed so powerfully with the notion of racial capitalism. 
Black Marxism will have to be defined in terms which are not racial and which 
are also not the expression of a spiritual character. It will function as a theory 
insofar as it can produce concepts that are able to grasp the historical phenomena 
that Robinson describes in considerable detail, including the incorporation of 
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African slave labor into global capitalist development, the formation of racial 
categories from this differentiated labor market, and the ongoing resistance of the 
racialized population to oppression.

While the term ‘racial capitalism’ identifies profoundly important character-
istics of the historical development of the world market and its recomposition of 
the global population, it raises questions about the consequences of the adjectival 
supplement. Does the term imply the existence of a non-racial capitalism – that 
is, a capitalism which did not emerge and develop within a world market that 
incorporated racial slavery? This cannot be possible, because there is no such 
capitalism, except as a fictitious a posteriori construct; it would mean conceiving 
of an idealist model along the lines of Wood.

If we proceed further along these lines we encounter a historiographical 
dilemma. By explaining capitalism as the expression of an underlying civiliza-
tional logic, we have now obscured the contingent origins of capitalist social 
relations. Our explanation of capitalism will end up being a teleological one –  
precisely the kind of teleology implied by the vulgar Marxist narrative of a pro-
gressive history determined by the development of the forces of production. But, 
as Stuart Hall has argued, ‘the study of racially-structured social formations’ 
(1980: 305) requires a richer conception of causality:

In particular social formations, especially in periods of ‘transition,’ social formations them-
selves may be an ‘articulated combination’ of different modes with specified, shifting terms 
of hierarchical ordering between them… The scientific analysis of any specific social forma-
tion depends on the correct grasping of its principle of articulation: the ‘fits’ between differ-
ent instances, different periods and epochs, indeed different periodicities, e.g., times, 
histories. (Hall, 1980: 326)

Hall goes on to warn against ‘extrapolating a common and universal structure to 
racism, which remains essentially the same, outside of its specific historical loca-
tion’. Instead, a theory of race must ‘begin from a rigorous application of… the 
premise of historical specificity’, dealing not with ‘a general feature of human 
societies, but with historically-specific racisms’. It is a method which begins 
‘with an assumption of difference, of specificity rather than of a unitary, transh-
istorical or universal “structure”’. The existence of racism in ‘pre-capitalist 
social formations’, rather than leading to a transhistorical theory, requires us ‘to 
show how thoroughly racism is reorganized and rearticulated with the relations 
of new modes of production’ (Hall, 1980: 336–7).

‘BLACK MARXISTS’

Black Marxism, then, will have to provide a materialist account of the cultural 
forms of resistance that Robinson underlines with the notion of the Black 
Radical Tradition. This will certainly not mean reducing any cultural activity to 
an economic base. Rather, it will mean grasping the articulation of different 
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determining factors, taking into account the structuring factor in particular 
instances without reducing the entire historical process to the unitary develop-
ment of a single factor, whether it is cultural or economic.

When it comes to the study of culture, this means attentiveness to points of 
differentiation and discontinuity. Cornel West argued in a 1988 review that while 
‘Robinson is right to accentuate the non-European sources of Black resistance’, 
he ‘fails to give historically specific and socially pertinent accounts of the precise 
nature of those sources’. Robinson’s

allusions to the cosmological and moral dimensions of African cultures are fine, yet they 
prove insufficient if we are to grasp the complex relations between communities, resistance, 
and commitment in the intersections between Black and White peoples… The ultimate 
danger here is to fall prey to a romantic, idealized conception of a monolithic and homoge-
neous African past free of social contradictions, cultural blindnesses, and economic injus-
tices. (West, 1988: 53–4)

These tensions are visible in Robinson’s account of Black radical intellectuals in 
Black Marxism: W. E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James, and Richard Wright. In his 
review West identified these readings as the ‘most controversial’ aspect of the 
book, arguing that the work of these writers was not easily assimilable into the 
Black Radical Tradition as Robinson understood it, and was thus in fact ‘highly 
ambiguous and equivocal in relation to Robinson’s project’ (1988: 54).

Robinson sets out to establish with his close readings how these figures reori-
ented themselves from within Marxism towards the Black Radical Tradition. 
In the case of Du Bois and James, this makes the crucial point that over the 
course of their lives, they drew fundamental lessons from Black mass move-
ments. However, they also grew more and more resolute in their commitment to 
Marxism, in alignment with other Marxists on an international level who also 
sought to assert the primacy of mass movements. Wright, given his fraught rela-
tionship to Communism, is a different case, but like the others, he displays a com-
plex relation to both Marxism and the Black Radical Tradition. As Paul Gilroy 
put it in The Black Atlantic, Wright ‘was neither an affiliate of western meta-
physics who just happened to be Black nor an ethnic African-American whose 
essential African identity asserted itself to animate his comprehensive critique of 
western radicalism’ (1993: 186).4 Indeed, part of what fundamentally character-
izes these figures is their hybrid association with European culture. Robinson 
makes note of this hybridity, but what remains underdetermined is the extent to 
which Black radical intellectuals – like radical intellectuals in Asia and Latin 
America – refracted Marxism through local conditions and constitutively trans-
formed it on a global scale (2000: 182–3).

In order to locate Black Marxism, we have to shift our concepts and reopen 
the archives, beginning with specific cases rather than general philosophies of 
history. Here we will focus on a highly specific phenomenon which results from 
the encounter between the communist revolutionary project and the aftermath of 
racial slavery. What we can discern in this specific phenomenon is not a general 
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opposition between a cohesive European Marxism and an equally cohesive Black 
Radical Tradition, each representing an alternate mode of politics. What we see 
is rather the taking up of the global revolutionary project against capitalism by 
Black revolutionaries, who adapted and innovated a theory which, like all mate-
rialist theories, did not reveal the essence of a totality but produced concepts that 
could grasp discrete phenomena.

A comprehensive account of ‘Black Marxism’ might focus on the figures 
Robinson studies, though limiting ourselves to these cases would be somewhat 
arbitrary. But any study will have to be somewhat restrictive, given the sheer 
volume of cases. We will instead try to identify the protocols of a productive 
rereading by narrowing in on a particular case, whose local specificity is also 
the site of its global significance, rather than accounting for the totality of world 
history. Our case will be a theory almost universally condemned – falsely – as a 
Euro-Marxist imposition on Black Americans.5

THE BLACK BELT THESIS

The ‘Black Belt thesis’, canonized by the Communist International in 1928, 
proposed that the soil stretching from East Texas to Virginia, with its heartland 
in the prairies of Alabama and Mississippi, constituted a Black nation. The 
argument that Black people had the right to self-determination in the Black Belt 
underpinned a major initiative by the Communist Party USA (CPUSA) to attack 
white supremacy.6 Claudia Jones, Trinidadian immigrant and member of the 
National Committee of the CPUSA, argued in 1946 that the Communist Party 
had been an ‘initiator and vanguard’ of struggles against racism precisely 
because of its ‘understanding of the Negro question as a national question, that 
is, as the question of a nation oppressed by American imperialism’ (Jones, 
2011: 62).

However, this theoretical argument is frequently viewed as unfortunate 
Marxist baggage, if not a foreign imposition by Russian agents. A prevailing 
view holds that the Black Belt thesis should simply be discarded, while we 
reframe the Communist Party’s actual practice as an anticipation of contempo-
rary multiculturalism. My argument here is quite simply that those who advanced 
and defended the Black Belt thesis should be understood as theorists of Black 
Marxism. Their significance was not only in representing Black membership in 
the Communist Party, but also in contributing to the political and social theory 
of Marxism – specifically, in theorizing the formation of nation-states and the 
global working class within the process of uneven capitalist development.7

The Black Belt thesis was formulated by Harry Haywood, the son of eman-
cipated slaves, who by lineage and personal history would appear to be an 
ideal candidate for Robinson’s ‘Black Radical Tradition’.8 Haywood joined the 
Communist Party through the mediation of the African Blood Brotherhood, one 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1076

of the first organizations to advance a socialist conception of Black national-
ism. The white-dominated labor movement, along with the Socialist Party, either 
excluded Black workers outright or refused to acknowledge that lynching and 
segregation constituted unique conditions of struggle. The Communist Party, 
nourished by the anti-colonial internationalism of the Bolshevik Revolution, pro-
vided a space for Black members to advance a new kind of analysis. But this 
was not easily achieved. Haywood recalls in his autobiography Black Bolshevik 
the challenge he faced in attempting to recruit Black friends to the Party (1978: 
136–8). Their reflexive suspicion of ‘white’ organizations was impossible to dis-
miss, and it meant steep competition with the two dominant political tenden-
cies of the Black movement: on the one hand, the democratic reform movements 
represented by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP), led by a ‘Talented Tenth’ that would demand recognition as citizens 
within the existing framework of American society; and on the other, the nation-
alism of Marcus Garvey, which called for the uplift of the race through separation 
from white people and a return to an African homeland:

Haywood travelled to Moscow in the 1920s to study at the Communist 
University of the Toilers of the East and the Lenin School, where in collaboration 
with a Soviet expert in African studies named Nikolai Nasanov he drafted the 
1928 Comintern Resolution on the Negro Question, which would be reinforced 
by a second resolution in 1930. The radical move of these resolutions was to 
bring the problem of racism out of a provincial American framework towards a 
global conception of the national question provoked by the struggles of minority 
groups in Europe and beyond. As Haywood wrote in 1933: 

In the present epoch of imperialism and proletarian revolution the Negro question in the 
United States must be considered as part of the national colonial problem, or, in other words, 
it is part of the general world-wide problem of freedom of the oppressed and dependent 
peoples from the shackles of imperialism. (Haywood, 1933: 889)

The Bolshevik analysis of the national question understood the struggle for self-
determination as an attack on the foundations of imperialism, rather than the 
abstract right of an organic community. Nations were understood as historically 
constituted phenomena, which composed a given community rather than naming 
a pre-existing one. The subjugation of minorities in the form of national oppres-
sion gave rise to the demand to be able to speak their own language, to learn their 
own history in school, to move freely through their native lands. But the justice 
of these demands could not be used to rationalize an essentialist and separatist 
politics, which would cut off each national community from the struggle against 
the common imperialist enemy. The demand for self-determination had to be 
taken up by a multi-national organization (Haywood, 1975: 17–25).

By ‘importing’ this analysis to the US context, the Black Belt thesis per-
formed a theoretical and political intervention into the dominant tendencies of 
the Black movement, showing that its demands could not be met within the exist-
ing social structure, since racism was continually reproduced by the location of 
the American nation-state in the global imperialist chain.



BLACK MARXISM 1077

THE SHADOW OF THE PLANTATION

The Black Belt thesis argued that the history of racism and the struggle against 
it was territorially grounded in the American South. A certain optimistic and 
Eurocentric analysis of capitalism centers it on the category of free wage labor –  
the juridically free and mobile worker who enters into a voluntary contract with 
the owner of the means of production on the marketplace. Marx showed that 
even this exemplary figure of liberalism concealed relations of force and 
exploitation.

But, as Heide Gerstenberger (2014) puts it, ‘the actual history of capitalism 
does not support the assumption that the full legal and political autonomy of 
laborers is a fundamental requirement for capitalist forms of exploitation’. The 
Black Belt thesis set out from the recognition that, during the period of capital-
ism’s emergence and initial rapid growth, free wage labor only encompassed 
a marginal portion of the populations incorporated into the capitalist world 
market. Various forms of forced labor were widespread throughout the colonial 
world, meeting the demand for cotton, coffee, and sugar in Industrial Revolution 
England.

In the American economy of the early nineteenth century, the slave plantation 
was the core of the economic dynamism of the South. The American plantation, 
Haywood wrote in his book Negro Liberation, was:

a hybrid of two systems, classic slave economy and modern capitalism, combining the worst 
features of both. It was sired by a capitalist commodity-producing society, developed under 
its wing and subjected to its market relationships. Then, as now, the nature of the planter’s 
crop, its price and his returns were determined by the capitalist market. (Haywood, 1948: 
49–60)

The so-called ‘race’ problem, Haywood argued, was the result of ‘the social 
strictures imposed upon the Negro under the economic survivals of slavery, 
with the extra-economic element of racial coercion’ (1948: 44). Its continued 
existence was manifested in the ‘curious anomaly of a virtual serfdom in the 
very heart of the most highly industrialized country in the world’ (Haywood, 
1948: 11). That is, Black sharecropping was a ‘hybrid form, combining the 
most primitive features of capitalism with survivals of chattel slavery in the 
exploitation of the soil cultivator’. The ‘capitalist features’ of this form were 
‘expressed in the “contract” between tenant and the landowner in which they 
confront one another ostensibly as legal equals’. But, ultimately, ‘what deter-
mines the real character of the relation between the sharecropper and the 
planter… is the fact that these relations rest upon an elaborate system of 
Negro subjugation already inherent in the historical origin of the sharecrop-
ping form’ (Haywood, 1948: 35–6). Jim Crow, lynching, Klan terror, share-
cropping, and debt peonage allowed ‘the former slaveholders to maintain the 
old slave relations under the new conditions of legal emancipation’ (Haywood, 
1948: 37).
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The Great Migration, which tipped the balance of the Black population 
towards cities and the North, was a form of resistance to these survivals of slav-
ery, a line of flight which deprived capital of an artificially cheapened labor force. 
Haywood wrote:

Let us not forget that outmigrations from the Deep South area of historic Negro concentration 
have been a result of the sharpest forms of oppression which dominate this area. The great 
outmigrations coincide with periods of industrial boom, and register the ‘flight’ of those 
elements of the population who are able to break away from a backward, depressed agri-
cultural area in response to the needs of capitalist-industrialist expansion, and were drawn 
into urban centers of industry. (Haywood, 1975: 24)9

The conditions of the agricultural areas resulted from ‘the presence in abun-
dance of cheap and unfree labor in the plantation regions’, which tended ‘to 
make mechanization unprofitable’ (Haywood, 1948: 114). But it was precisely 
the presence of contemporary capitalist forms, which were capable of capturing 
and reactivating the seemingly residual forms of slavery, that accounted for the 
articulation of instances of the social formation in an uneven temporality: 

[I]t must not be forgotten that in the South, mechanization proceeds within the framework 
of a semi-feudal agrarian set-up, controlled by finance capital which, along with capitalistic 
forms, tends to promote and perpetuate the old and out-moded relics of slavery in the 
exploitation of the mass of the basic soil tillers. (Haywood, 1948: 113–4).

However, as its ability to use extra-economic coercion to increase productivity 
declined, capital had no choice but to turn to the mechanization of agriculture, 
which in its turn dispossessed Black sharecroppers, driving even greater popula-
tions to Northern cities where they were followed by what Haywood called ‘the 
shadow of the plantation’ (1948: 70). In the North, Black wage labor encoun-
tered the same dynamics on the factory floor and in the city streets. One is 
reminded of the famous line of Malcolm X: ‘As long as you’re South of the 
Canadian border, you’re South’. A single Black industrial worker would be com-
pelled by racist management to do the work of several white workers, in increas-
ingly unsafe conditions. Factory automation usually meant Black unemployment, 
leading to the close connection of class struggle in the factories to the urban 
rebellions.10 These ongoing struggles showed that the juridical freedom of wage 
labor is not the product of a guaranteed historical evolution; it only appears when 
the working class resists the force and coercion imposed upon it.

RACE AND NATION

The territorial constitution of wage labor and the shadow of the plantation explain 
why the displacement and flight of the Black population did not lead to assimila-
tion, but instead to the growth of organized, militant nationalism in the Northern 
cities. But it also shifts the historical basis of this nationalism away from an 
essentialized notion of race. By locating the Black nation in the Southern territory, 
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the Black Belt thesis demonstrated the basis of racial oppression in the slave mode 
of production. The progressive potential of Black nationalism was based on resist-
ance to the regime of forced labor that originated in the American South – not on 
the plenitude of a racial community, as Garvey’s return to Africa implied.

For Haywood, the Garvey movement represented a grassroots alternative to 
reformist integrationism; it resonated with the nationalist undercurrent of the 
Black masses, which, according to Haywood, arose ‘from the soil of Black 
super-exploitation and oppression in the United States’ (1978: 230). Because 
Garveyism opened the way to a rejection of white society as it existed, rather than 
inclusion within it, it attracted a rank and file from the ‘submerged Black peas-
antry’ that had recently migrated (Haywood, 1978: 103).11 But it also attracted 
the businessmen of the ghetto, looking to protect their ‘meager markets’ from the 
‘encroachments of predatory white corporate interests’. Because this mass move-
ment included ‘various classes and social groupings with conflicting interests, 
tendencies and motives, all gathered under the unifying banner of national lib-
eration’, it had a fundamentally contradictory character. While the rank and file 
saw the Black nationalist state as ‘the fulfillment of their yearnings for land and 
freedom’, the elite leadership sought to establish a ‘Black controlled economy’ 
within which they could ‘exploit their own masses free from the overwhelming 
competition of dominant white capital’ (Haywood, 1978: 109–10).12

Garveyism attempted to resolve these class contradictions with an ideology of 
race, and this ideology represented an organizational practice of separatism. The 
utopian projection of exodus to Africa gave separatism a basis in an imagined 
organic community that preceded American history. In this way Black separatism 
inverted the ideology of race that had accompanied white domination. The concept 
of national oppression was an attempt to break out of the quagmire: race could not 
be taken as a pre-given category, a real, substantial attribute which then became 
the object of racial prejudice. A theory of racial oppression had to explain the 
constitution of the very phenomenon of race, rather than assuming its existence.

In a 1930 attempt to formulate such a theory, Haywood wrote: ‘Race, as a 
social question, exist[s] only for the ideologists of the bourgeoisie and in the 
minds of those deluded by them’. The basic move of this ideology was to imbue 
‘differences within the human species, such as color of skin, texture of hair, etc.’ 
with ‘a social meaning’, and on this basis claim ‘the existence in nature of master 
and slave races’. This did not mean, however, that race was simply an illusion. 
Race theories arose to provide a moral justification for colonial policies, and 
thereby took on real political forms which perpetuated the underlying relation of 
exploitation. By cultivating hatred and resentment between the populations of the 
oppressed and oppressor nations, the ideology of race prevented the emergence 
of a unified global challenge to imperialism (Haywood, 1930: 695–6).

This ideology took a specific form in the history of the USA, due to two demo-
graphic factors. The first was migration. Recently arrived immigrants were sub-
jected to special exploitation, while native-born American workers enjoyed greater 
privileges and were organized in exclusionary, chauvinist craft unions. But this 
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differentiation tended to disappear as European immigrants were integrated over the 
course of generations. The second factor was African slavery, which made it possible 
to root labor market differentiation in visible physical difference. As Haywood wrote:

The peculiar historical development of American capitalism bound up as it was with the devel-
opment of cotton production and the necessary utilization of Negro slave labor, contributed 
to the early rise of racial theories. The moral sanctioning of the brutal system of slavery neces-
sitated the exclusion of the Negro slave from the human category. (Haywood, 1930: 698)

Since Black people and white people lived side by side in the USA, without the 
more rigid geographical, cultural, and linguistic divisions that characterized the 
relations of European colonialism, the race factor became a central pillar of the 
dominant ideology. The American nation came to be defined in terms of white-
ness, with physical difference in skin color transcending intra-European hierar-
chies among immigrants, carried by oppressed nationalities from Ireland, 
Southern Italy, and the Russian Empire. It was no surprise, then, that the Black 
nationalist response would also root itself in racial ideology. Even reformist inte-
grationism was susceptible to this trap. By viewing the problem of racism as a 
matter of prejudice, due to instinctive hatred on the part of whites, it reduced the 
entire economic and social structure of racism to its ideological representation. 
The liberal reformist theory was thus unable to recognize the political antagonism 
between Black self-determination and the shadow of the plantation – it could only 
see the elimination of prejudice, through education and philanthropy.

With its critique of racial ideology, the Black Belt thesis affirmed the need for 
autonomous Black organization while still steering clear of separatism. Black 
autonomy was a response to specific political conjuncture, not a necessary out-
growth of the organic unity of an essentialized Blackness. Crucially, this meant 
that Black autonomy did not exempt white workers from taking up the struggle 
against white chauvinism.

THE MEANING OF SELF-DETERMINATION

According to the Black Belt thesis, the ultimate trajectory of the nationalist 
impulse is not separatism, but a unified struggle of the whole working class 
against a common enemy. This implied a unique programmatic diversity: it 
meant, first of all, demanding Black self-determination and Black party leader-
ship; and second, revolutionizing white attitudes and compelling whites to take up 
the struggle against white chauvinism. But it also meant attacking the exploitation 
of white workers, farmers, sharecroppers, and migrants that was underpinned and 
reproduced by the survivals of slavery. In fact, by framing the problem in terms 
of national oppression rather than race, it became possible to show that the effects 
of white supremacy also consisted in the exploitation of the white poor. As 
Claudia Jones wrote: ‘The community in which the Negro people are a majority 
is neither racial nor tribal; it is composed of a significant minority of whites as 
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well’ (2011: 63). A section called ‘Degradation of Whites’ in Negro Liberation 
spells this out in detail: ‘It is not accidental’, Haywood wrote, ‘that where the 
Negroes are most oppressed, the position of the whites is also most degraded’. He 
went on to describe ‘the staggering price of “white supremacy” in terms of health, 
living and cultural standards of the great masses of southern whites’. Indeed, 
‘white supremacy’ was ‘synonymous with the most outrageous poverty and 
misery of the southern white people’ (Haywood, 1948: 66–7).

It followed that the demand for Black self-government was not the special 
interest of a racial group. As Haywood wrote, it ‘represents the basic interests of 
the impoverished white minority of the region whose backwardness and distress 
are anchored in the oppression of the Negro masses, since they can be freed 
only through uncompromising support for the full rights of the Negro people’ 
(1948: 166). Jones argued that the theory of the ‘Negro question’ as a national 
question made it possible to teach ‘white workers to fight for Negro rights in  
their own self-interest, to understand that to fight against white chauvinism is 
to fight against imperialist ideologies and practices of America’s ruling class’ 
(2011: 62).

We should pause for a moment to appreciate the complexity and subtlety of 
this argument. It rejects the notion that there is a cohesive and unitary interest of 
an organic Black community, because that notion is itself based on an inversion 
of the white supremacist ideology of race, and because it obscures the objec-
tive conflict between the majority of Black people and the Black elite. Yet it is 
just as vehement in rejecting the economistic and social-democratic view that by 
advancing the interests of white workers, the problem of Black oppression will 
automatically be solved. In fact, not even the economic interests of white workers 
can be represented outside of a struggle for Black liberation. As Haywood put it, 
‘The slogan of self-determination is a slogan of unity. Its overriding purpose was 
and still is to unite the white and Black exploited masses, working and oppressed 
people of all nationalities’ (1978: 279).

CONCLUSION

The Black Belt thesis anticipated that a mass struggle by Black labor would 
explode in the South, and that this struggle would demand the juridical freedom 
denied by the shadow of the plantation. The struggle would proceed to rediscover 
the demand for self-determination – the slogan of Black Power, which surged 
forth in the long march between Memphis and Jackson and echoed in the upris-
ings of Newark and Detroit. These movements would once again encounter the 
ideology of race and its material correlates: organizational separatism and the 
class interests of the reformist Black bourgeoisie.13

These are the dilemmas we inherit today. The Black Belt thesis does not rep-
resent a solution to our contemporary problems; but in our search for ‘Black 
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Marxism’, it represents an indispensable moment of theoretical and practical 
innovation. The project of universal emancipation that the Black Belt thesis 
sought to ground is not yet complete – and completing it today requires us to 
identify and defend Black Marxism.

Notes

 1  See Robinson’s (2007) Forgeries of Memory and Meaning for a supplement to the theory of racialism 
– in the sense that Robinson appears to add a subsidiary development of an already comprehensively 
developed theory, but at the same time arrives at an unresolved question which is logically anterior 
to that theory, and thus unsettles the totality.

 2  However, in The Anthropology of Marxism, Robinson universalizes a certain spirit, which he associ-
ates with socialism but not Marxism: ‘Both in the West and the world beyond, the socialist impulse 
will survive Marxism’s conceits just as earlier it persevered the repressions of the Church and secular 
authorities. The warrant for such an assertion, I have argued, is located in history and the persistence 
of the human spirit’ (2001: 157).

 3  Robinson argues in The Anthropology of Marxism that Marxism is little more than a variant of a 
materialism running from Ionian philosophy to eighteenth-century political economy (2001: 24–31); 
he also vehemently de-emphasizes Hegel’s idealism (2001: 86–101). As a result, the discontinuities 
within Marx’s thought become hard to see, just as much as Marx’s complicated relation with his pre-
decessors. Robinson’s affinity with pre-Marxist European thought is elaborated explicitly in this book.

 4  Gilroy’s overall framework for studying the work of Black radical intellectuals can be usefully com-
pared to Robinson’s, as Robin D. G. Kelley does in his preface to Black Marxism (Kelley, 2000: xviii–xx).

 5  The standard argument is reproduced in Black Marxism (Robinson, 2000: 208–28).
 6  The classic work on this topic, Robin D. G. Kelley’s Hammer and Hoe, productively applied Robinson’s 

perspective to a specific and delimited field of historical research, as he recounts in the preface to 
the 25th anniversary edition (Kelley, 2015: xii–xiii). See also Kelley (1994).

 7  I do not have the space here to consider later formulations of the Black Belt thesis, notably that of 
Nelson Peery, an original contribution that deserves study; see Peery (1975).

 8  See Robinson’s characterization of Richard Wright’s roots in the ‘Black peasantry of the American 
South’, which Haywood shared; and his description of the class origins of Black Marxists, which can-
not be applied to Haywood (Robinson, 2000: 288–9). Interestingly, Haywood’s personal encounters 
with Wright, documented in the latter’s work, are often cited as evidence of the dogmatism and 
sectarianism of the CPUSA. The obvious reference here is the character called ‘Buddy Nealson’ in 
Black Boy, though Native Son also contains a general criticism of the Party.

 9  See also Haywood (1948: 16–20).
10  These points were powerfully made by the League of Revolutionary Black Workers, who were deeply 

influenced by Haywood; see Georgakas and Surkin (1998).
11  On Garveyism’s mass character and its political influence, see Rolinson (2007) and Kelley (1994; 

2002).
12  See also Haywood (1948: 197–204).
13  See Haywood (1975, 1978: 628–44).
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INTRODUCTION: RACIAL CAPITALISM AS WORLD COMPUTER

Taking the notion that capital was always a computer as a starting point, I under-
stand the history of the commodification of life as an inexorably brutal process 
of encrypting the world’s myriad qualities as quantities (Beller, 2021). Formal 
and informal techniques, from racialization and double-entry bookkeeping to the 
rise of information technologies and discrete state machines, further imposed 
and extended the tyranny of racial capital’s relentless calculus of profit. By 
means of the violent colonization of almost all social spaces, categories, and 
representations – where today language, image, music, and communication all 
pass through a computational substrate that is an outgrowth of fixed capital – all 
or nearly all expressivity has been captured in the dialectic of massive capital 
accumulation, on the one side, and radical dispossession, on the other. Currently 
the money-likeness of expression – visible as ‘likes’ and in other attention met-
rics that treat attention and affect as currency – is symptomatic of the financiali-
zation of daily life (Martin, 2015).

We observe that nearly all expression, no matter what its valence, is conscripted 
by algorithms of profit that intensify inequality by being put in the service of racial 
capitalism. Consequently, we are experiencing a near-apocalyptic, world-scale fail-
ure to be able to address global crises including migration for reparations, mass 
incarceration, genocide, militarism, climate racism, pandemic, anti-Blackness, 
extinction, and other geopolitical and psycho-somatic ills. The colonization of 
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semiotics by racial capital has rendered all ‘democratic’ modes of governance out-
moded save those organized for the violent purpose of extracting profits for the 
enfranchised. Culturally, democratized extraction takes the form of a kind of frac-
tal fascism. An understanding that informationalized semiotic practices function 
analogously to financial derivatives may allow for a reimagining of the relationship 
between language, visuality, and that other economic medium, namely money, in 
an attempt to reprogram economy and therefore the creation and distribution of 
value – and thus, also, the aforementioned politics and potentials of representation. 
In what would amount to an end to postmodernism understood as the cultural logic 
of late capitalism, our revolutionary politics require, as did the communisms of the 
early twentieth century, a new type of economic program. In the age of computa-
tion, putting political economy back on the table implies a reprogramming of our 
cultural logics as economic media for the radical redress of the ills of exploita-
tion and for the democratization of the distribution of the world social product. 
Sustainable communism requires the decolonization of abstraction and the remak-
ing of the protocols of social practice that give rise to real abstraction.

Below we will more narrowly address the issues of money, race, and informa-
tion as ‘real abstraction’, and their role in computational racial capitalism. First 
we note the overarching argument for what is necessarily a larger study:

1 Commodification inaugurates the global transformation of qualities into quantities and gives 
rise to the world computer.

2 ‘Information’ is not a naturally occurring reality but emerges in the footprint of price and is 
always a means to posit the price of a possible or actual product.

3 The general formula for capital, M-C-M’ (where M is money, C is commodity, and M’ is more 
money) can be re-written M-I-M’, where I is information.

4 ‘Labor’, attention, cognition, metabolism, and life converge as ‘informatic labor’ whose purpose, 
with respect to capital, is to create state changes in the virtual universal Turing machine that is the 
world computer – racial capital’s relentless, granular, and planetary computation of its accounts.

5 Semiotics, representation, and categories of social difference function as financial derivatives – 
as wagers on the volatile economic value of their underliers and as means of structuring risk 
for capital.

6 Only a direct engagement with the computational colonization of the lifeworld through a repro-
gramming (remaking) of the material processes of abstraction that constitute real abstraction 
can secure victory for the progressive movements of our times – in the form of a definitive 
step out of and away from racial capitalism. Such a definitive movement requires an occupa-
tion and decolonization of information, and therefore of computation, and therefore of money. 
Only through a remaking of social relations at the molecular level of their calculus, informed 
by struggle against oppression, can the beauty of living and the fugitive legacies of creativity, 
community, and care prevail.

COMPUTATIONAL RACIAL CAPITALISM

The mode of comprehension, analysis, and transformation proposed here will 
require an expanded notion of racial capitalism. It interrogates the existence of 
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deep continuities and long-term emergences – what one could correctly call 
algorithms of extractive violence – in the history of capitalism. These algorithms 
of violence include the reading and writing of code(s) on bodies, their surveil-
lance and overcoding by informatic abstraction. Such algorithms are executed on 
the flesh (Spillers, 1987); and they are executed by means of codification pro-
cesses that violently impose both a metaphysical and physical reformatting of 
bodies. Executable code is imposed through social categories of race, gender, 
religion, and property, and in the form of ideologies, psychologies, communica-
tion theories, game theories, cultural practices, and quantities of money – these 
abstractions work their ways into, and are indeed imposed by, the machines of 
calculation. It is a continuous process of unmaking and remaking using all means 
available; it is violently inscribed on bodies. Sylvia Wynter, in her post-Rodney 
King piece ‘No Humans Involved: An Open Letter to My Colleagues’, writes:

Both W. E. B. Du Bois and Elsa Goveia have emphasized the way in which the code of ‘Race’ 
or the Color Line, functions to systemically predetermine the sharply unequal re-distribution 
of the collectively produced global resources; and, therefore, the correlation of the racial 
ranking rule with the Rich/Poor rule. Goveia pointed out that all American societies are inte-
grated on the basis of a central cultural belief in which all share. This belief, that of the 
genetic-racial inferiority of Black people to all others, functions to enable our social hierar-
chies, including those of rich and poor determined directly by the economic system, to be 
perceived as having been as pre-determined by ‘that great crap game called life,’ as have 
also ostensibly been the invariant hierarchy between White and Black. Consequently in the 
Caribbean and Latin America, within the terms of this socio-symbolic calculus, to be ‘rich’ 
was also to be ‘White,’ to be poor was also to be ‘Black’. (Wynter, 1994: 52)

‘To be “rich” was also to be “White,” to be poor was to be “Black”’. The real 
abstraction imposed by executable code – the ‘code of “Race”’ that ‘functions to 
systematically predetermine the structurally unequal redistribution of global 
resources’ is beholden to mediating capitalist exchange while embarking on a 
radical reformatting of ontology. This reformatting, the supposed result of ‘that 
great crap game called life’, brutally correlates ‘race’ and value, but not as a 
metaphor and not entirely by chance, while racial capitalism embarks on impos-
ing this calculus globally. Racial abstraction is endemic to what we will further 
explore as ‘real abstraction’; the evacuation of quality by abstract categories is, 
as we shall see in more detail, a ‘necessary’ correlate to a world overrun by the 
calculus of money. Such algorithms of violence encode social difference, and 
although they may begin as heuristics (‘rules of thumb’), they are none the less 
crucial to the calculated and calculating expansion of racial capital. Its processes 
and processing structures the meanings that can be ascribed to – and, as impor-
tantly, what can be done to – those of us whose data profiles constitute us as 
‘illegal’, ‘Mexican’, ‘Black’, ‘Gypsy’, ‘Jew’, and a lexicon of thousands of other 
actionable signs.

This codification process draws from the histories of slavery, colonialism, state 
formation, genocide, gender oppression, religious pogroms, and normativity, as 
well as from the militarization and policing and the apparatuses of calculation 
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that have developed within states and parastates in their own biometric pursuit 
of capital-power – their violent destruction and remaking of the world in accord 
with its protocol. The internalization of these codes, including the struggles with 
them and the ways in which they license and/or foreclose various actions, exists 
in a recursive relationship to their perilous refinement. Their analysis, a code-
breaking of sorts, will therefore demand some drastic modifications in many of 
the various anticapitalist, antistate warrior-stances practiced to date, particularly 
in a large number of their European and US incarnations that until very recently 
remained blind to their own imperial violence and are too often complicit with 
hegemonic codes of masculine, unraced agency, imperialist nationalism, and 
default liberal assumptions in relation to questions of race, gender, sexuality, 
coloniality, and other forms of historically institutionalized oppression.

The analytic – computational racial capital – would identify the field of 
operations that emerges around the embryonic form of the commodity and 
co-articulates with racial abstraction to formalize its code, code that serves as 
an operating system for the virtual machine here hypostasized as ‘the world 
computer’, by inscribing itself on bodies and everything else. The commodity, 
the analysis of which famously begins volume 1 of Marx’s Capital, expressed 
the dual being and indeed dual registration of the humanly informed object as 
both quality of matter and quantity of exchange-value, along with the global 
generalization of this form: ‘The wealth of societies in which the capitalist 
mode of production prevails appears as an immense collection of commodities’ 
(Marx, 1990: 125). Commodities were (and still are, with some modifications 
to terms in the definition to be discussed below) ‘humanly’ informed mate-
rials with a use-value and an exchange-value – ‘humanly’ informed material 
qualities indexed by abstract quantities. As a heuristic device, ‘computational 
racial capital’ analyzes the convergence between what, on the one side, often 
appeared as universal – the economic, abstract, and machinic operating systems 
of global production and reproduction endemic to the commodity-form and its 
calculus – and what, on another side, sometimes appeared as particular or even 
incidental – racism, colonialism, slavery, imperialism, gender (engendering), 
and racialization.

The concept ‘computational racial capital’ organizes this dramaturgy of ana-
lytically reunifying elements that were never materially separate in light of the 
study that the late Cedric Robinson conducted and recorded as Black Marxism. 
For Robinson, as:

[t]he development, organization and expansion of capitalist society pursued essentially racial 
directions, so too did social ideology. As a material force, then, it could be expected that 
racialism would inevitably permeate the social structures emergent from capitalism. I have 
used the term ‘racial capitalism’ to refer to the development and to the subsequent structure 
as an historical agency. (Robinson, 1983: 2–3)

Here we take what Robinson saw as ‘civilizational racism’, and its central role 
in the development of capital, as axiomatic, and argue that this role extends to 
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and deeply into capitalist calculation and machinery during the entire period in 
which the world economic system seems to have moved from the paradigm of 
the commodity to a paradigm of information.

‘Computational racial capitalism’ would thus understand the generalization 
of computation as an extension of capital logics and practices that include and 
indeed require the economic calculus of the dialectics of social difference. These 
differences, both economic and semiotic, would include those plied by slavery, 
anti-Blackness, and other forms of racism during the past centuries. Computation 
therefore must be recognized not as a mere technical emergence but as the practi-
cal result of an ongoing and bloody struggle between the would-have-it-alls and 
the to-be-dispossessed. Developed both consciously and unconsciously, compu-
tational racial capitalism is, when seen in the light of ongoing racialization and 
value extraction, ‘the subsequent structure as an historical agency’. The racial 
logic of computation must be pursued when considering finance, surveillance, 
population management, policing, social systems, social media, or any of the vast 
suite of computational protocols plying difference for capital. The local instance 
of computation, a specific 1 or 0, may seem value neutral, a matter as indifferent 
as lead for a bullet or uranium for a bomb. But we are looking at computation as 
the modality of a world-system.

Computation emerges as the result of struggles that informed ‘class struggle’ 
in all its forms, recognized or not by the often spotty tradition(s) of Marxism, 
including those struggles specific to the antagonisms of colonialism, slavery, 
imperialism, and white supremacist heteropatriarchal capitalism more generally. 
It is the result of struggles indexed by race, gender, sexuality, nationality, and 
ethnicity, along with additional terms indexing social differentiation too numer-
ous to incant here but that together form a lexicon and a grammar of extrac-
tive oppression – and, as we have said and as must always be remembered, also 
of struggle. The lexicon includes compressions that result in many of history’s 
abstractions including a perhaps singularly pointed abstraction: ‘a history whose 
shorthand is race’ (Spillers, 1987: 142; Bhandar, Chapter 13, this Handbook). 
The grammar for that lexicon depends upon the deployment and execution of 
forms of differentiating abstraction that are lived – lived processes of abstraction 
and lived abstraction organized by the increasingly complex and variegated cal-
culus of profit and thus of domination.

INFORMATION AS REAL ABSTRACTION

‘Real abstraction’, then, emerges not just as money in Alfred Sohn-Rethel’s 
sense, but as the codification of race, gender, sexuality, geography, credit, and 
time – and gives rise to a ‘grammar’, in Hortense Spillers’ (1987) use of the term, 
that not only structures meaning and redounds to the deepest crevices of being 
smelted by social practices, but also, and not incidentally, price differentials 
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indexed to social difference. ‘Real abstraction’, as Sohn-Rethel spent his life 
deciphering, takes place ‘behind our backs’ as the practical and historical work-
ing out of the exchange of equivalents within the process of the exchange of 
goods. For him, the development of the money-form, of the real abstraction that 
is money, is Exhibit A of the abstraction process mediating object exchange. This 
capacity for abstraction, realized first in ‘the money commodity’ and then as 
money, provided the template for further abstraction, not least in the conceptual 
formations of Western philosophy itself (Sohn-Rethel, 1978; Lange, Chapter 32, 
this Handbook). Sohn-Rethel develops this argument that practices of exchange  
precede the abstraction of value in Intellectual and Manual Labor, where he 
provides the full quotation of the crucial passage from Marx:

Men do not therefore bring the product of their labour into relation with each other as value 
because they see these objects merely as the material integuments of homogeneous human 
labour. The reverse is true: by equating their different products to each other in exchange as 
values, they equate their different kinds of labour as human labour. They do this without 
being aware of it. (Marx, 1990: 166, in Sohn-Rethel, 1978: 32)

Here is Sohn-Rethel’s commentary:

People become aware of the exchange abstraction only when they come face to face with 
the result which their own actions have engendered ‘behind their backs’ as Marx says. In 
money the exchange abstraction achieves concentrated representation, but a mere func-
tional one – embodied in a coin. It is not recognizable in its true identity as abstract form, 
but disguised as a thing one carries about in one’s pocket, hands out to others, or receives 
from them. Marx says explicitly that the value abstraction never assumes a representation as 
such, since the only expression it ever finds is the equation of one commodity with the use-
value of another. The gold or silver or other matter which lends to money its palpable and 
visible body is merely a metaphor of the value abstraction it embodies, not this abstraction 
itself. (Sohn-Rethel, 1978: 33–4)

Exchange-value is ‘in our heads’ but is not the creation of any individual. 
Alongside use-value it is the other, abstract component of the ‘double being’ of 
the commodity-form. Like Norbert Wiener’s (1989) definition of information 
but, strictly speaking, emerging long before the idea of information proper, real 
abstraction is ‘neither matter nor energy’. There is not an atom of matter in 
exchange-value, or, as Marx puts it, ‘Not an atom of matter enters into the objec-
tivity of commodities as values; in this it is the direct opposite of the coarsely 
sensuous objectivity of commodities as physical objects’ (1990: 138). And a bit 
further on, ‘So far no chemist has ever discovered exchange-value in a pearl or 
diamond’ (1990: 177).

But unlike in Wiener’s naturalist definition of information, exchange-value 
is an index of a social relation, an historical outcome. Indeed, exchange-value 
is ‘something purely social’ (1990: 149). It indexes ‘abstract universal labor 
time’, a third term that forms – first in practice and then as money – the basis of 
comparison between two ostensibly incomparable and therefore incommensu-
rable commodities, and, because common to both, renders them quantitatively 
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commensurable. This distinction between the social basis of exchange-value and 
the ostensibly universal character of information should give us pause. As we 
shall have occasion to observe, information, as it is today (mis)understood, is 
thought to be a naturally occurring additional property of things – neither matter 
nor energy – rather than a domain of expression constituted by means of a tech-
nological and economic repression of its social dimension. Notably, Sohn-Rethel 
‘set[s] out to argue that the abstractness operating in exchange and reflected in 
value does nevertheless find an identical expression, namely the abstract intel-
lect, or the so- called “pure understanding” – the cognitive source of scientific 
knowledge’ (1978: 34). For him, it gives rise to the abstract capacities of the 
subject of philosophy as well as the quantitative capacities of the subject of sci-
ence and mathematics, which in the twentieth century move toward a paradigm 
of information. Echoing Sohn-Rethel, we could say then that information is in 
our machines but not the creation of any individual machine. Not an atom of 
matter enters into information, though, like value, it is platformed on matter and 
requires energy for creation. This thesis will take on particular importance as 
we consider social differences whose descriptors, it turns out, are executable in 
a computational sense, at least from the point of view of financial calculus, but 
platformed on matter, and indeed, on living matter, on life.

Beyond the intention of any individual, abstraction as ‘exchange-value’ in 
‘money’ occurs in and as the process and processing of exchange in accord with 
an emerging standard. This standard, which economists call ‘exchange-value’, is 
based in Marx on abstract universal labor time (the historically variable, socially 
necessary average time required to produce a commodity); it persists alongside 
and within the specific qualities of the commodity (its use-value) and creates the 
commodity’s dual being. Though without chemical or material basis, this stan-
dard, exchange-value, is a social relation – a social relation as an abstraction –  
that inheres in the commodity-form itself and is formalized with the rise of  
the money commodity. The money commodity, in becoming a general equiva-
lent, standardizes and thus renders fully quantifiable the exchange-value of  
commodities – exchange-values denominated in quantities of money.

The quantification of value in a measure of money is an abstraction enabled 
by money itself which, as we have seen, is a real abstraction. It is a calculation 
that has occurred behind our backs, and indeed produces what Hayek (1945) 
identifies as the price signal. When we recognize the differences in wages among 
people who are raced, gendered, nationed, and classed by various matrices of 
valuation, we also recognize that the calculus performed by and as real abstrac-
tion includes racial abstraction and gender abstraction. It is part of the calcu-
lus of capital that provides it with an account of and discounts on the rate of 
exchange with the labor power of marked people(s) – by discounting people(s) 
(Beller, 2017; see also Bhandar and Toscano, 2015: 8–17). Racial abstraction 
provides capital with an index that measures a deviation from the average value 
of human life (itself historically driven down by the falling rate of profit). In this, 
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computational racial capitalism is not merely a heuristic or a metaphor for the 
processes of a virtual machine; it is an historical-material condition.

INFORMATION AND SOCIAL DIFFERENCE

As we shall see, and as is obvious at least in the general case to anyone who has 
thought seriously about it, whiteness (and the fascist masculinity endemic to it) 
is today not only operating where one finds ‘race’: it is operating everywhere in 
the imperium where it can be imagined (by some) that race is not a factor – in 
medicine, in science, in statistics, in computation, in information. As I wrote – 
resituating Bateson’s (1972) definition of information – in The Message Is 
Murder (Beller, 2017), information is not merely ‘a difference that makes a dif-
ference’; it is a difference that makes a social difference. This slight difference 
in expression situates information historically. While in keeping with some of 
Bateson’s far-reaching ideas regarding an ecology of mind (‘If I am right, the 
whole thinking about what we are and what other people are has got to be 
restructured’ (Bateson, 1972: 468)) – ideas that problematize any distinction 
between inside and outside while making him dubious of any thought that pre-
supposes sovereign subjectivity – my interpolation of ‘social’ in his formulation 
‘a difference that makes a social difference’ shifts the emphasis somewhat by 
insisting on the always already socio-historicity of any possible knowledge. 
Bateson believed that his understanding of information and systems ecology 
promised a new mode of thinking that he himself (as a bourgeois, twentieth-
century white man) did not feel capable of really embodying. Thus our interpola-
tion, in keeping with Bateson but made compatible with Marx, is designed to 
‘transform… the problem of knowledge into one of social theory’ (Postone, 
2003: 216). Such a transformation situates knowledge and now also information 
in the socio-historical milieu, the ‘ecology’ of racial capitalism, and therein finds 
its historical conditions of possibility.

Here we advance that argument for the ultimately determining instance of 
social difference (and up the ante for the bet against whiteness) by proposing that 
information is itself the elaboration of real abstraction, of abstraction that results 
from collective practices of economic exchange and therefore from the general 
management of value as a social relation. I argue that, set out in logical sequence, 
information is posited by, then posits, and then presupposes the human processes 
of exchange that Sohn-Rethel, following Marx, argues are the practices that first 
give rise to the money-form and to real abstraction. For Sohn-Rethel, the result 
of the activities of comparison, adequation, and trading of specific things that 
have qualities – which as noted are, strictly speaking, incomparable – resulted 
over time in a process of finding a relation of equivalence and then general 
equivalence indexed to abstract labor time, what was in effect socially average 
human labor time. Exchange-value was a quantitative measure of that abstract 
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time – the average socially necessary time to create commodity X denominated 
in money. This real abstraction was no one’s invention but was the practical result 
of exchange – of people’s activity – and thus emerged as a non-conscious result 
that nonetheless interceded on conscious process. Consequently, real abstraction 
was for Sohn-Rethel also the precursor to conceptual abstraction, including phi-
losophy, science, and mathematics. He writes:

The essence of commodity abstraction, however, is that it is not thought-induced; it does not 
originate in men’s minds but in their actions. And yet this does not give ‘abstraction’ a merely 
metaphorical meaning. It is abstraction in its precise, literal sense. The economic concept of 
value resulting from it is characterized by a complete absence of quality, a differentiation 
purely by quantity and by applicability to every kind of commodity and service which can 
occur on the market. These qualities of the economic value abstraction indeed display a 
striking similarity with fundamental categories of quantifying natural science without, admit-
tedly, the slightest inner relationship between these heterogeneous spheres being as yet 
recognizable. While the concepts of natural science are thought abstractions, the economic 
concept of value is a real one. It exists nowhere other than in the human mind but it does 
not spring from it. Rather it is purely social in character, arising in the spatio-temporal sphere 
of human interrelations. It is not people who originate these abstractions but their actions. 
‘They do this without being aware of it’. (Sohn-Rethel, 1978: 20, quoting Marx, 1990: 166; 
at the end, italics mine)

The practical rise of a form of abstraction indifferent to particular qualities is key 
here and is to be understood as a precursor to the content-indifferent abstractions 
of a variety of types including information and racial abstraction. As Simmel 
notes in The Philosophy of Money, law, intellectuality, and money ‘have the 
power to lay down forms and directions to which they are content indifferent’ 
(1986: 441–2). Without doubt, such abstractions informed the racial categories 
of the humanism of Ernest Renan, Roger Caillois, and others so brilliantly exco-
riated by Aimé Césaire (1972) in his Discourse on Colonialism. We add here the 
hypothesis that the rise of information as the content-indifferent assignation of 
numerical index to any social relation whatever is a development of the abstrac-
tion necessary for economic exchange to persist under the intensive ‘develop-
mental’ pressure of global racial capitalism. Information is derived from the 
increasingly complex things that people do through and as exchange, and as such 
is both precursor of and corollary to financialization – the social conditions that 
sustain what is fetishistically apprehended as ‘finance capital’ and its seeming 
capacity to derive wealth from pure speculation and risk management in ways 
that (incorrectly) appear fully detached from labor and labor time.

In this light, information reveals itself as neither naturally occurring nor the 
creation of anyone in particular but, in keeping with Sohn-Rethel’s Marxian for-
mulation of real abstraction, is invented ‘behind our backs’ as a result of ‘man’s’ 
practical activity. Information enables a complexification and further generaliza-
tion of what will turn out to be monetary media, media that would be adequate to, 
and indeed are adequate (from the perspective of capital) to contemporary forms of 
exchange and global differentiation – what people do when they interact with one 
another in what is now the social factory. In brief, information is the extension of 
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a monetary calculus adequate to the increasingly abstract character of social rela-
tions and social exigencies. It is an interstitial, materially platformed calculative 
fabric that through its coordinated capillary actions orchestrates social practice 
and provides interface for the uptake of value production. Once this idea is fully 
grasped, it becomes pointless to look for any other origin to the information age.

Just as for Marx there is not a single atom of matter in exchange-value (1990: 
138), we say that there is not a single atom of matter in information. ‘All the 
phenomena of the universe, whether produced by the hand of man or indeed 
by the universal laws of physics, are not to be conceived as acts of creation but 
solely as a reordering of matter’ (Pietro Verri, 1771, cited in Marx, 1990: 133; 
note 13). Value is the socially valid informing of matter; so too is information. 
Economy then is society’s matter compiler and – in rough simultaneity with the 
advent of ‘man’, ‘history’, and ‘the world market’ – ‘exchange-value’ emerges 
as a quantitative measure of the social value of material state changes indexed to 
human labor posited as ‘abstract universal labor time’. Marx’s famous example 
of the simple wooden table in Chapter 1 of Capital, Volume 1, which ‘transcends 
sensuousness’ when leaving the clear-cut framework of use-value and becoming 
a commodity and thus an exchange-value, registers as ‘fetishism’, the ‘meta-
physical subtleties’, ‘theological niceties’, and ‘grotesque ideas’ (1990: 163), 
endemic in the table’s computability as value. In brief, just as discrete states of 
matter embodying value as a network of commodities mediated by markets and 
tied to labor give rise historically to the discrete state machine, otherwise known 
as the computer, exchange-value gives rise to computable information and then 
to computation itself, becoming interoperable with it.

Even before the rise of information proper, exchange-value operates as infor-
mation (and thus necessarily information processing) – and then, as synthetic 
finance and contemporary forms of computer-mediated accounting and pro-
duction readily testify, by means of it. Computation is the extension, develop-
ment, and formalization of the calculus of exchange-value – the ramification of 
its fetish character – and becomes, in spirit and in practice, a command control 
layer for the management of the profitable calculus of value. Platformed on states 
of matter, information – which is not matter but rather difference between and 
among states of matter – extends, grammatizes, and granularizes the calculus of 
value. Commodities and computation thus run the same basic operating system –  
state changes in matter driven by human practices – the value of which in any 
given state is expressed in the context of an informatic network and indexed to 
labor time. As such, information is the processing power of money itself and is 
inexorably beholden to abstract labor time and thus to racial capitalism. It is, in 
brief, an outgrowth of the money-form. The cost of computation, the arrival at a 
discrete state, is a derivative operation, indicating an investment, that is explicitly 
a risk on the future value of an underlier, that is, on value itself.

This argument for understanding the social as the ultimate referent and ground 
for any and all information is not content to serve as a mere heuristic for cultural 
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theorists to express a modicum of suspicion with respect to truth claims backed 
by statistics and information. It is a thoroughgoing indictment of information 
as a technique of value extraction, racialization, and instrumental social differ-
entiation. As a first approximation, actually existing information, like actually 
existing money, can indeed be said to be the root of all evil – in as much as the 
fact of its existence is a symptom of a far more complex historical process. The 
fatal problem, of course, is that your metabolism (and mine) can no longer eas-
ily extend into the future without access to both. I develop this idea here to say 
that everywhere computation operates, so too does racial capitalism – at least 
until proven otherwise. The repressive apparatus of capital clearly assumes this 
role for information, even if it does so at a level that most often exceeds ordi-
nary default ‘human’ (white) understanding: the net systemic result to date of the 
number crunch of ‘the world computer’ is a hierarchy of valuations inseparable 
from the violence of racialization and its attendant dispossession, and inseparable 
again from what Ruth Wilson Gilmore in her classic and statistically attuned defi-
nition of racism calls ‘the state-sanctioned or extralegal production and exploita-
tion of group-differentiated vulnerability to premature death’ (2007:28). Today, 
we argue, no calculation, networked as it is with the world computer, is fully 
separable from informatics and its basis in racial capitalism, the results of which 
include climate racism, the planet of slums and so many other structural failures. 
We will argue for this logical and also horrific history of abstraction in more 
detail below as we explore the interoperability of digital systems and their colo-
nization of the semiotic, corporeal, and material domains. The global learning 
curve of revolutionary praxis must attend to this modal innovation of systemic 
oppression, an oppression which is at once beyond all calculation and one with it.

COMMODIFICATION AND DIGITAL CULTURE

The fundamental premise of this discussion is that what we today call digitiza-
tion began more than seven centuries ago with commodification, that is, with 
wage labor and the rise of private property along with money of account. Private 
property was not the cause but the result of alienated labor (though later the 
relationship became reciprocal). In Marx’s words: ‘[P]rivate property appears to 
be the source, the cause of alienated labour, it is really its consequence, just as 
the gods in the beginning are not the cause but the effect of man’s intellectual 
confusion. Later this relationship becomes reciprocal’ (Marx and Engels, 1978: 
79). The alienation of labor and the accumulation of value as private property are 
of a piece: private property, for Marx, is no more natural than avarice. Some 
seven centuries ago, the commodity-form, which allowed for the denomination 
of use-values in terms of exchange-value, and wage labor, which denominated 
human creativity in terms of the same exchange-value quantified by means of the 
money commodity (e.g. gold), inaugurated the universalizing conversion of all 
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qualities into quantities. This emergence, indexing quantities of money to 
amounts of abstract universal labor time, like that of private property itself, was 
a result of man’s ‘practical activity’ (Marx and Engels, 1978: 76).

We might call this emerging domination of production, exchange, and social 
life by the money commodity and its capacity to mediate a quantifiable yet 
content-indifferent value-form present in all other commodities Digital Culture 
1.0 (DC1). As materials and persons recursively passed through the expand-
ing production cycles of capital and were increasingly caught in the warp of 
private accumulation enabled by the institution of capital’s unequal exchange 
with labor by means of the wage (itself an abstraction machine, a calculus), and 
of private property’s systems of accounts, so began an incipient digitization of 
the life world through the generalized inscription of all existing use-values and 
of all imaginable use-values in terms of quantities of exchange-value. Money’s 
operating system permeated the world. Under capitalist expansion and its highly 
varied methods of accounting, qualities were increasingly treated quantitatively, 
and therefore become supplemental to and subjugated by the calculus of profit. 
The rest is world history. It is also the history of the intensive development of 
real abstraction – the rise from social exchange of money-denominated numbers 
indexing social activity and social relations attained increasingly complex forms.

Without doubt, capital was not and is not the only organizational force that 
gives form and systematicity to inequality – racism is ‘civilizational’, as Cedric 
Robinson argues, and forms of gender oppression clearly predate capitalism – 
but capital expansion depended upon utilizing existing inequalities, developing 
new ones, and legitimating that development. Legitimation of difference is a 
means to monetization. This is not to say that racism was not and is not often its 
own motivation. However, to abstract here from Robinson’s vastly understud-
ied work, capitalism was not only always racial capitalism, it was also always a 
social difference engine. It operated by means of differentiation, abstraction, and 
exploitative extraction: the imposition of fungible units and forms, as well as the 
excision, stifling, and oppression of counterclaims to the law of value.

As Marxist feminism and Black Marxism have shown, and as white Marxism 
has resisted, the value-form always was and yet remains raced and gendered. 
Indeed, it depends upon the fungibility of these abstracting categories and their 
disbursements of rights and claims. Capital offers recognition through remu-
neration to some types of labor while depending upon other forms of coerced 
(enslaved, feminized, or otherwise discounted) socially mandated labor (domestic 
labor, indentured servitude, disposable) and upon a large, often deadly, gray area 
stretching along social differentiation ranging from full citizenship to second- and 
third-class citizenship to social death to murder for its expansion and generaliza-
tion. Put another way, money – as vanishing mediator of exchange by means of 
value abstraction – was also a system of representation. The money commodity, 
in being able to represent value, was also an instrument for the enforcing of sys-
temic bias. Its very circulation and pricing mechanisms legitimated hierarchies of 
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social differentiations as it utilized them and their capacity to format the social. 
This systemic bias of the ‘content-indifferent’ money-form became increasingly 
true with sovereign monies.

Monetary systems of representation, invisible, pure, or natural as they 
may seem thanks to their ability to deracinate quantities for all ‘practical’ 
purposes, are nonetheless always platformed in an instance of the social order. 
This platform, for example, can be the sovereign state, the interstate system, 
an institutionally and ideologically upheld regime of truth, or distributed 
computation. These platforms have their advantages in that by assuming and 
naturalizing their institutionality and thus their sovereignty, they can compress 
heterogeneous values into information. Price, as Hayek theorized at the dawn 
of the computer age, condensed social complexity into a single number and 
rendered other considerations external and/or redundant. All social signals were 
collapsed into the ‘telecommunications’ of the price signal that, like Shannon’s 
mathematical theory of communication (fundamental to the transcoding of 
language to number and precursor to computer-mediated communication), was 
‘content-indifferent’ (Hayek, 1945: 519–30; Shannon, 1948). The argument here 
is that such content indifference depends not just on monetary abstraction but 
on a matrix of abstraction – including commodity abstraction, racial abstraction, 
and gender abstraction. Moreover, these forms of abstraction impose lived 
abstraction on social relations that have themselves become abstract (in time 
that itself has become abstract (Postone, 2003: 186–225)), while naturalizing or 
otherwise normalizing, and thus enforcing, their platform sovereignty. The media 
of content indifference have cutting edges. Such cuts are everywhere felt; here 
we must assemble them and interrogate their digitality to decode their deeper 
logic and their grounding in violence.

We observe that within the economy of DC1, and certainly within that of 
contemporary digital culture – or Digital Culture 2.0 (DC2), in which the digi-
tal computer or discrete state machine becomes the primary medium of social 
exchange – the quantification process, like everything else that might matter in 
economics, always passes through ‘monetization’. That is, everything else that 
will matter will pass through monetization if its capillary processes in science, 
engineering, mathematics, informatics, war, housekeeping, cottage industry, 
demography, and every other domain are to be valorized and thus assured both 
continuing relevance and, thereby, an existence fully conferred. Some platform 
somewhere will find interest in extracting your information, and you must ‘con-
sent’ to survive. Quantified processes as well as the quantification process itself 
must provide an ROI (return on investment) to databanks, computers, and cloud 
computers. Such a rationale is rigorously applied both to human processes and to 
human–machine processes in an intensive development of metrics and systems of 
account. This development of vertical and horizontal cybernetic and informatic 
integration around the requisites of the value-form must be clearly understood as 
‘the computational mode of production’. It options and optimizes value extraction 
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and, in what may be a surprising result, has rendered social processes themselves 
as investible derivatives – financial positions that structure risk in relation to the 
volatility of valuation. This generalization of a direct relation of cybersocial pro-
cesses to finance is accomplished vis-à-vis computation and results in derivative 
conditions, or what, following Randy Martin’s (2015) understanding of both the 
financialization of daily life and the social derivative, I sometimes refer to as ‘the 
derivative condition’.

‘HUMAN CAPITAL’ AND THE DERIVATIVE CONDITION

Nowhere perhaps is this general and thoroughgoing recasting of the character 
and calculus of interactive nodes by capital more clearly stated – at least early  
on – than in Foucault’s analysis of ‘human capital’, in his lectures on neoliberal-
ism, The Birth of Biopolitics (2008). There, recapitulating Irving Fisher, Foucault 
asks, ‘What is a wage?’ – and replies, ‘It is an income’. He continues: ‘How can 
we define an income? An income is quite simply the product or return on a capi-
tal. Conversely we will call “capital” everything that in one way or another can 
be a source of future income’ (2008: 224). From this brilliant and (for the 
humanist) devastating treatment of the wage, which becomes merely, that is, 
generically, ‘an earnings stream’ (2008: 224), Foucault remarks upon the shift of 
economics from an analysis of ‘process’ to the analysis of ‘activity’: ‘Economics 
should not consist in the study of these mechanisms [production, exchange, or 
consumption data], but in the nature and consequences of what they [economists] 
call substitutable choices’ (2008: 224). And, quoting Lionel Robbins: ‘Economics 
is the science of human behavior as a relationship between ends and scarce 
means which have mutually exclusive uses’ (2008: 224). Thus, the worker 
becomes an entrepreneur of the self who manages his human capital, ‘being for 
himself his own capital, being for himself his own producer, being for himself 
the source of earnings’ (2008: 226). The wage becomes an income stream 
derived from the risk taken with one’s own human capital. As a structured form 
of risk management, the wage becomes a derivative position on the activity of  
a network:

So we arrive at the idea that the wage is nothing other than the remuneration, the income 
allocated to a certain capital in as much as the ability-machine of which the income cannot 
be separated from the human individual who is the bearer. How is this capital made up? It 
is at this point that the reintroduction of labor or work into the field of economic analysis 
will make it possible, through a sort of acceleration or extension, to move on to the eco-
nomic analysis of elements which had previously totally escaped it. (Foucault, 2008: 226)

This ‘reintroduction of labor or work’ allows Foucault to take the formerly social 
elements – education, healthcare, parenting, genetic make-up – as variables in 
the composability of human capital that can then be submitted to cost–benefit 
analysis. ‘What type of stimuli, form of life, and relationship with parents, 
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adults, and others can be crystallized into human capital? … Migration is an 
investment; the migrant is an investor. He is an entrepreneur of himself who 
incurs expense by investing to obtain some kind of improvement’ (2008: 230). 
Foucault thus identifies in the rise of neoliberalism and the shift to the analysis 
of human capital ‘the internal rationality, the strategic programming of individ-
ual’s activities’ (2008: 230). Here we may observe the generalization of a com-
putational economic calculus to the neoliberal subject – an ‘internal rationality’, 
a ‘strategic programming’ bent on ROI. This optimization strategy is of course 
not the sole province of the individual and is, even in Foucault’s analysis, trans-
posed from an understanding of the corporation and the firm. Indeed, just as with 
corporate or investment bank management, social and now digital composability 
allows for multiple strategic programs to compete for the processing power of 
the ‘ability machine’ under the worker’s charge, making the worker the entrepre-
neur of the self, a portfolio manager engaging in relationships that are always 
posited as contractual or informal forms of risk. For reasons that will become 
apparent later on, we could say that the worker manages a portfolio of derivatives 
and is themself a derivative in as much as they derive an income stream from  
a composable financial architecture designed for the timely management of  
contingent claims.

Here we glimpse an element of the social processes that will be formalized as 
a credit system acutely attuned to social difference, aspects of which are rigor-
ously explored in Ivan Ascher’s Portfolio Society (2018), and also as forms of 
derivative finance that allow for exposure to the volatility of underliers by means 
of structured obligation and the off-loading of risk rather than traditional forms of 
ownership. We understand these ramifications of the price system and its emerg-
ing complexity in and as synthetic finance in terms of the further development 
of a banking, credit, and financial system by informatics which seeks the capa-
bility of representing anything whatever (that is, anything that counts for or can 
be counted by capital) and of assessing risk on the modes of accounting in the 
form of credit scores, interest rates, liquidity premiums, or other predictors of 
ROI. These informatic and computational assessments indexed to race, gender, 
area code, age, and a million other data points formalize contracts referring to 
such risk indices in the content-indifferent systems language not only of digital 
computation but of money. As we shall see, in these terms at least, any represen-
tation as information is a capital investment, and information is a form of money, 
indeed a development of money. Its operations by means of quantification, shot 
through sociality and through what we understand as computation (ubiquitous 
computing), continue to ramify every and all appreciable appearance with ever 
greater resolution and granularity to this day.

Foucault casts the neoliberal insight as a response to both Marx and classical 
economics which, because of their theoretical standpoints, only perceive labor as 
abstract rather than in ‘its specification, its qualitative modulations and the eco-
nomic effects of these modulations’ (2008: 222). With this corrective to what, for 
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him, is Marxism’s coarse optic, Foucault seems to embrace neoliberal rationality 
(and the individualization of agency) as the price of rendering his analysis, and 
of describing the economic approach elevated to the high level of discernment 
involved in and necessary to making ‘substitutable choices’. It is as if ‘the scribe 
of power’, as Edward Said once called Foucault, did not register contradiction, 
ontology, or a teleology in neoliberalization, and was agnostic at best on meta-
physics, ethics, and the revolutionary goals of social movements. His mode of 
analysis – his sublime comprehension, which looks at the world synchronically 
and lucidly tells it like it is – demurs and indeed refuses the production of an 
outside, of a space of appeal, of an alternative to history, and registers only what 
can be represented in the representational terms that an ‘episteme’, here that of 
neoliberalism, provides. This is the great power but also the political failing of 
Foucault, the writer, who will not deign to work in the name of anything but, in 
telling it like it is, would rather put on the mantel of an episteme and be the mas-
ter of names. In this, Foucault seems tacitly but fully to accept the subjugation of 
competing traditions, alternate analytic strategies, and discrepant futures by the 
dominant discourses he so astutely mimes.

RACE, INFORMATICS, AND THE VIOLENCE OF ABSTRACTION

By contrast to Foucault’s mimesis of neoliberalism we wish to stress here the his-
torically contested processes of social differentiation. The sublime of the cultural 
dominant cannot be allowed to stand nor can criticism embrace the antiseptic 
aesthetics of fascism. We understand real abstraction as a result of the practical and 
practiced computation of social difference begun in the exchange of distinct 
objects possessing incommensurable qualities (objects that would, over time, 
become commodities) and developing over time into money, finance, mathematics, 
statistics, communication, and computation. In other words, we understand that the 
status quo, elaborated by this abstraction process, everywhere testifies to the 
dominion of the avatars of capital’s AI – the alienated processing power of what 
has been called our species. But, in understanding the development of real abstrac-
tion as a monetary and informatic calculus, that not only indexed value to ‘human’ 
labor but also created gradients expressed in currencies and wages (and much else) 
that discounted the ‘humanity’ of many workers, we will take our inspiration from 
the struggles of the global oppressed and endeavor to understand how our efforts 
might provide a currently existing, antiracist, anti-heteropatriarchal, anticapitalist, 
decolonial emergence with insight and opportunity in its refusal of objectivity, 
fungibility, and racial capitalist abstraction – its refusal of what in an earlier time 
might have been considered the realism imposed by capitalist domination, but 
today would have to be called the hegemony of the deconstructive state.

In this view, the calculative process itself, as an abstraction feeding on and 
creating abstractions, is limited in discernment, collapsing as it does difference 
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into the executed computation performed as exchange. Difference is lost in dif-
ferentiation; information provides an instrumental approach to life by collaps-
ing its dimensions. Life becomes more abstract when a computation resulting 
in exchange is taken as a sign and then as a reference for future exchange. In 
this programmatic abstraction, computation as monetization and monetization as 
computation have totalizing and universalizing tendencies. But the entire process 
and processing is nonetheless materially tied to the qualitative, concrete specific-
ity being processed – and it is here, in its radical exclusion of a diverse remainder 
from its methods of account, that we may discern the violence of abstraction. 
The scaling of real abstraction in capitalism, its formalization in material pro-
cess that will include institutions and computational machines, never exhausts 
difference or annihilates conflict even as it shears off noise, reduces variance, 
and renders objects, money, commodities, and people fungible. Such contra-
dictions are endemic, unresolved, and – under racial capitalism – irresolvable. 
‘Private property’, Marx taught us, is ‘not the cause but the effect’ of alienated 
labor (Marx and Engels, 1978: 79), and, as with private property, so too with  
‘digitality’, ‘race’, and ‘information’.

Of course, the properties of private property, as well as the ways in which 
matter is informed by what was called labor, are in a process of transformation. 
Consider the expansion of alienated labor to processes of generating information 
that utilize attention, cognition, perception, and metabolism. The collapse of the 
product of all such alienated activities into information, information’s ‘mono-
culture’ (Steuer, 2019), is the general elaboration of real (monetary) abstraction 
and wages, and as such implies the shift in the mode of production that we call 
computational. Understanding information not as a discovery but as an invention, 
a technique, reveals that its capacity for conversion accomplishes the injection of 
a socio-historically mediated system of valuation into any domain whatever. As 
an invisible hand with infinite digits, what information is announces the universal 
generalization of ever more granular accounting. In this, it is – in itself and in 
what it enables – the development of the logistical dynamism of the money-form, 
its calculus of all things differentiable: skin color, nose size, carbon emissions, 
property.

Because of the generalization of socio-cybernetics, a calculus of risk and 
reward now accompanies all knowing. And all unknowing. All appearing, and 
all disappearing. Information serves as an instrumental proposal for the univer-
sality of accounting and for rendering accountable; it serves as the medium of 
computational racial capital – the means to generate an income stream through 
a cybernetic interface with any phenomenon whatever. The rest is technology, 
which is to say, social relations, or, more precisely, the abstraction and reifica-
tion of social relations and their sedimentation and automation in machinery that 
is fixed capital. Despite the acknowledgment that information is ‘neither matter 
nor energy’, as Norbert Wiener (1989) wrote, it has nonetheless been assumed – 
incorrectly – to be an effect of things’ mere or sheer existence, an ontological 
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component of things. Here we argue that information is a real abstraction, in 
short, a consequence of what people have done and do when they produce and 
exchange their goods, when, historically, they compile matter to combat the fall-
ing rate of profit and thereby ‘innovate’ to arbitrage the cost of labor. Information 
is not, as has been long held, a natural property of things. Information is precisely 
an extension of the logic of property, a social result, a capitalizing way of doing 
and knowing, that is now intelligible as a derivative instrument indexed to an 
underlier – a generalized means for the pricing of investible risk in a field of 
contingencies that has its local meaning in the marketplace and an overall conse-
quence that is beyond all price.

Syed Mustafa Ali’s scholarship further demonstrates the consilience of white 
supremacy and informatics. In a significant essay, ‘Race: The Difference That 
Makes a Difference’ (2013), Ali wagers that ‘cybernetics and informatics should 
be considered racial formations and the allegedly “abstract” and impartial/neutral 
stance associated with them should be understood as masking the operation of 
racism or white supremacy’ (2013: 102). Turning to the work of Charles Mills 
(1997) on the systemic and contractual aspects of racism allows Ali to consider 
both the conscious and non- or unconscious aspect of the racism endemic to the 
function of information:

While sympathetic to cognitive accounts of racism, Mills insists that racism can – and does – 
exist in a purely structural (or pattern-based) capacity, that is, in terms of differentially-
embedded power relations that are at least not explicitly intentional, that is, dependent on 
consciousness for their continued existence. … On Mills’s view, racism – more precisely, global 
white supremacy – is a political system, a particular power structure of formal or informal rule, 
socioeconomic privilege, and norms for the differential distribution of material wealth and 
opportunities, benefits and burdens, rights and duties. Crucially, Mills maintains that white 
supremacy can be theorized as a ‘contract’ between whites – a Racial Contract – which he 
proceeds to define as follows: ‘The Racial Contract is that set of formal or informal agree-
ments or meta-agreements (higher-level contracts about contracts, which set the limits of the 
contract’s validity) between the members of one subset of humans, henceforth designated by 
(shifting) “racial” (phenotypical/genealogical/cultural) criteria C1, C2, C3… as “white”, and 
coextensive (making due allowance for gender differentiation) with the class of full persons, 
to categorize the remaining subset of humans as “nonwhite” and of a different and inferior 
moral status, subpersons, so that they have a subordinate civil standing in the white or white-
ruled polities the whites either already inhabit or establish or in transactions as aliens with 
these polities, and the moral and juridical rules normally regulating the behavior of whites in 
their dealing with one another either do not apply at all in dealings with nonwhites or apply 
only in a qualified form (depending in part on changing historical circumstances and what 
particular variety of nonwhite is involved), but in any case the general purpose of the Contract 
is always the differential privileging of the whites as a group with respect to the nonwhites as 
a group, the exploitation of their bodies, land, and resources, and the denial of equal socio-
economic opportunities to them. All whites are beneficiaries of the Contract, though some 
whites are not signatories’. (Mills, 1997: 11, cited in Ali, 2013: 99–100)

Ali concludes:

To the extent that information is concerned with differences that make a difference (Bateson 
1972) and involves a process of informing – that is, transmission of meaning (von Bayer 
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2003) – which can turn out to be a process of mis/disinforming, it might be argued that the 
‘signing’ (establishment) and subsequent ‘re-signing’ (maintenance, expansion and refine-
ment) of the Racial Contract of white supremacy constitute informational processes. (Ali, 
2013: 100)

We have argued this here and something more. The global institutionalization and 
formalization of white supremacist programming in racial capitalism, wherein 
‘the Racial Contract of white supremacy’ is written, signed, and re-signed, is not 
an incidental outcome of informatics; rather, it constitutes the material history 
of the rise of information and its foundation in social difference and in profit-
able social differentiation. Ali’s ‘critical information theory’ of race deepens our 
exploration of the co-evolution of racial abstraction and information. Indeed, the 
consilience of information and race as real abstractions can be even more power-
fully observed when racialization, the ‘signing’ and ‘re-signing’ of the racial con-
tract inherent in the ongoing development of code, is considered in the context of 
both labor and financialization.

As the emergence of codes and contracts that can be formally and informally 
applied in the profitable organization of dissymmetrical exchange between labor 
and capital, ‘the Racial Contract of white supremacy’ generates data and man-
agement requisites that become formalized as what Safiya Umoja Noble calls 
‘algorithms of oppression’ (Noble, 2018) and Ruha Benjamin calls ‘the new Jim 
Code’ (Benjamin, 2019). Computation is invested in and vested by racial capi-
talism and the resultant fractal fascism of computational racial capitalism is in 
our faces every day. Its development occurs in lockstep with oppression. These 
algorithms, formal and informal, are not incidental emergences in a general sys-
tem of computing that can also be used to run the economy. They are rather 
foundational and decisive strategies of emergence and control – evolving codes 
that would include, for example, the southern ‘black codes’ prevalent in the USA 
post-1865 – that seemingly automate and render autonomous so many types of 
binding contracts.

These ‘contracts’, vertically and horizontally integrated planet-wide, are a fun-
damental part of the still developing extractive paradigms of computational racial 
capitalism and its profitable management of value extraction and dispossession 
through strategies of social differentiation that allow for the creation of tranches 
that must be inhabited and if possible survived. Additionally, information process-
ing has become the paradigmatic uptake for what elsewhere I have called infor-
matic labor and the programmable image, in which denizens of racial capitalism 
provide additional information to platforms for capital accumulation in exchange 
for currencies that allow us to survive. This computational colonization of the 
semiotic domain further renders semiosis productive for capital, while demanding 
the resigning of its code: minimally, a utilization of and participation in the logisti-
cal capacities of racial capitalism. These contracts, and all the others expressed as 
information and platformed on the virtual machine of the world computer, func-
tion through the build out of real abstractions by means of informationalization, 
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turning money into finance, value into risk, and bodies into races and genders to 
the point where, in the bloodless halls of Google, everything appears (and disap-
pears) in a content-indifferent common denominator: information. A result toward 
which we, who inhabit the bloodied world, cannot remain indifferent.
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INTRODUCTION: RE-ENGAGING WITH MARXISM AS A 
METHODOLOGY OF THE GLOBAL SOUTH

Imperialism…the root cause of racialism. It is the ideology which upholds colonial rule and 
exploitation. It preaches the ‘superiority’ of the white race whose ‘destiny’ it is to rule over 
those with coloured skins, and to treat them with contempt. It is the ideology which breeds 
Fascism… (Claudia Jones, 1958, cited in Boyce Davis, 2008: 87)

Many of those engaged in the debate present the debate as though Marxism is a European 
phenomenon and black people who are responding to it must of necessity be alienated 
because the alienation of race must enter into the discussion. They seem not to take into 
account that already that methodology and ideology have been utilised, internalised, domes-
ticated, in large parts of the world that are not European. (Walter Rodney, 1975)

This chapter addresses the concept of international development, understood 
broadly as incorporating the whole complex of unequal material relationships 
and processes which structure engagement between the global South and the 
global North, as well as providing the primary discursive framework within 
which these relationships have been constructed for more than 60 years. 
‘Development’ is inextricable from the rapidly shifting and mutating operations 
of global capital, and should be understood in relation to concepts of imperial-
ism, rather than, as in dominant development discourses, as an alternative which 
renders these concepts invisible (Wilson, 2012). In contrast to the tendency 
within an influential section of Western Marxist thinking to view racism as 
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epiphenomenal to capitalism (Tilley and Shilliam, 2018), a contemporary 
Marxist engagement with development and imperialism, I suggest, must engage 
with the inextricable relationship between race and capital. Further, it must con-
sider the materiality of race – which is always already gendered – in a global 
context. In order to do this, I argue, the starting point must be an engagement 
with Marxism as a theory and practice which has primarily been developed out-
side Europe and North America and is deeply rooted in the conditions and con-
tradictions of lived experiences in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean.

RACE AND RACISM IN INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Despite its affirmation by increasing numbers of writers (see, for example, 
Kothari, 2006; Wilson, 2012; Rivas, 2018; Pailey, 2020; Patel, 2020; Pierre, 
2020), talking about racism in development is still a matter of breaking ‘a deter-
mining silence, which both masks and marks its centrality to the development 
project’ (White, 2002). One reason for this is the overwhelming whiteness of 
development institutions and organizations (see, for example, Heron, 2007; De 
Jong, 2017; Rivas, 2018; Pailey, 2020). Another is the sustained failure to under-
stand racism as global (Wilson, 2012; Pierre, 2013). Thus even those develop-
ment scholars who recognize the centrality of race to social formations such as 
the USA, the UK, South Africa or Brazil are often unable to comprehend it as 
operating globally and structuring the global inequalities and patterns of exploi-
tation and accumulation within which development is embedded. As a result, 
discussion of racism in development, whether within academic or ‘practitioner’ 
fora, is afflicted with a perpetual sense of novelty. This is despite the fact that 
almost a century has passed since W. E. B. Du Bois wrote about the global 
‘color-line’ (1925) and almost 50 years have passed since Guyanese Marxist 
scholar and activist Walter Rodney wrote How Europe Underdeveloped Africa 
(1972), which brilliantly explains how the whole edifice of European capitalism 
was built upon the profits of Atlantic slavery and colonialism, and how this was 
inextricable from processes of extraction and impoverishment, and the destruc-
tion of diverse livelihoods and thriving cities and industries across Africa.

The year 2020 saw Black Lives Matter protestors once again making these 
connections in practice. The targeting of statues of slave traders like Edward 
Colston and colonial white supremacists like Rhodes and Churchill in Britain 
reflects the fact that this movement is linking murderous police racism in North 
America, the UK and Europe with how the violence of race and white supremacy 
has been historically, and remains today embedded in global structures of capital 
accumulation.

As this indicates, any analysis of how racism shapes development must go 
beyond the exposure of colonial legacies, important though those are, and recog-
nize contemporary material processes and structures. Development interventions 
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operate to continue the transfer of resources to the global North on a massive 
scale. For example, the current moment is seeing a new wave of colonialism with 
corporate landgrab and extraction of people’s labour and resources from Africa. 
Central to this are global development initiatives like the New Alliance for Food 
Security and Nutrition, and the Alliance for Green Revolution in Africa (Global 
Justice Now, 2014). In the name of fighting hunger and promoting ‘climate-smart 
agriculture’ these initiatives are forcibly transferring land to corporates for export 
crops like palm oil and biofuels, using racist colonial myths of the land as empty. 
They are compelling changes to seed laws which mean that indigenous agricul-
tural knowledge is both criminalized and appropriated, while requiring the use of 
chemical fertilizers and pesticides which cause harms amounting to slow death 
(Shaw and Wilson, 2019). At the same time, the people being targeted for this 
plunder of their land, labour and knowledge continue to be represented through 
colonial racialized tropes as the perpetual recipients of aid from Britain and the 
West (Johnson, 2020).

It has also been striking that the UK Black Lives Matter protests, in particu-
lar, have had a particular focus on the violence of racialized imperial borders. 
Among those whose murders were remembered and grieved by the protestors 
were Joy Gardner, who was bound and suffocated to death by police and immi-
gration officials in front of her five-year-old son in 1993; Jimmy Mubenga, who 
was killed by G4S employees aboard a plane while being deported to Angola in 
2010; and the many who have died as a result of the Windrush ‘scandal’. In the 
era of the Sustainable Development Goals, development is geared towards con-
tainment, and the shoring up of these deadly borders, preventing migration while 
continuing the unhindered flow of resources and profits to the global North. More 
generally, ‘Sustainable Development’ implies the sustaining of massive racialized 
global inequalities, most explicitly through population policies (Wilson, 2017a). 
Reflecting the wider embedding in development of Malthusian and eugenicist ide-
ologies which shift responsibility for the effects of capitalist accumulation onto 
racialized populations, population growth in the global South is now constructed 
within development discourses as the cause of climate change, conflict, migra-
tion and terrorism (Hendrixson, 2004; Sasser, 2018). Despite the preoccupation 
with numbers in population discourses, the ‘migrants and refugees’ in these con-
structions are clearly far from disembodied statistics, but rather are racialized and 
gendered bodies who are by definition excludable: both through the policing of 
national borders, and by extension through the policing of the borders of the cat-
egory ‘human’ itself (Wynter, 2003), to which these discourses contribute.

In a field dominated by ‘philanthrocapitalists’ like the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation (Birn, 2014; McGoey, 2015), racialized women and adolescent girls 
are understood as dangerous reproductive bodies marked by ‘excessive’ fertil-
ity which needs to be managed and controlled. Currently, through development 
initiatives like FP2020/30 (Family Planning 2020/30) which are promoted in the 
name of reproductive rights, women in low-income households in Africa and 
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Asia are pushed to adopt long-acting hormonal contraceptives in conditions 
where they have no access to the medical follow-up required (Bendix et al., 2019; 
Baker-Medard and Sasser, 2020), and in some contexts also face coercive mass 
sterilization (Wilson, 2018).

These are just some of many forms of often fatal embodied racialized vio-
lence in development, which are always also gendered and in which states and 
dominant classes in the global South frequently collude. In October 2020 Black 
Lives Matter protestors were on the streets of London again, this time in solidar-
ity with the wave of mass protests in Nigeria against the brutality of the Special 
Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), a notorious unit of the Nigerian police. As the 
scope of protests in Nigeria widened beyond #EndSARS, protestors in the UK 
too, many of them young British members of the Nigerian diaspora, highlighted 
the oppressive structures and class character of the postcolonial Nigerian state, 
linking the violence of the Nigerian state to its history of British colonialism 
(and ongoing British police and military training) and to its contemporary inter-
dependence with Shell, Chevron and other oil companies and their continuing 
imperialist plunder.

DECOLONIAL APPROACHES TO RACE AND DEVELOPMENT

With a shift from postcolonial critiques of development to interventions influ-
enced by decolonial thinking, which locates coloniality not only in discursive 
legacies, but in a material and ontological present (Lugones, 2007; Mignolo, 
2011; Rivera Cusicanqui, 2012;1 Tuck and Yang, 2012; Rutazibwa, 2020), some 
aspects of these contemporary material processes are now being recognized in 
recent discussions of race and international development.

Yet much of this work is framed in opposition to a Marxism equated with 
a reductionist strand in Western Marxist thinking in which race and class are 
viewed as competing and mutually exclusive frameworks for understanding the 
world, and the capitalist workplace represented as the only locus of revolution-
ary struggle. This leads to its characterization as a Eurocentric ideology which 
must be rejected by a decolonial project. I argue that, ironically, this is based 
on a neglect of the preeminent location of the development of Marxism as both 
theory and practice in the global South, and an overwhelming preoccupation 
with the US experience as global. Marxist scholars and activists in the global 
South who engaged in their own debates rather than primarily with North 
American and European academia (where much postcolonial and decolonial 
theory has emerged) are therefore ignored even as non-Western epistemolo-
gies are ostensibly valorized. More broadly, it reflects the failure to recognize 
Marxism as a methodology which, in Rodney’s words, has been ‘utilised,  
internalised, domesticated, in large parts of the world that are not European’ 
(1975: n.p.).
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Without engagement with this, the critical decolonial discussion of race and 
global capitalism, imperialism and development has tended to take two, appar-
ently divergent but in practice sometimes overlapping, directions.

Reworking Postdevelopment

One of these directions involves a reworking of earlier postdevelopment 
approaches, in attempting to identify and isolate indigenous epistemologies and 
worldviews. This approach inevitably risks many of the pitfalls of racialized 
idealization and essentialization, which are themselves deeply embedded in 
colonialism. Once again this approach raises the spectre of ‘authenticity’, and, 
like its colonial predecessors, claims for itself the power to identify who and 
what is ‘authentic’. This possibility was in fact indicated by Escobar in his semi-
nal postdevelopment text Encountering Development (1995). Escobar warns 
against the romanticization of knowledges and practices constructed as ‘local’ 
and ‘traditional’ and the elision of the inequalities, histories and power relations 
which shape them, arguing that ‘one must be careful not to naturalise “tradi-
tional” worlds, that is, valorize as innocent and “natural” an order produced by 
history….These orders can also be interpreted in terms of specific effects of 
power and meaning. The “local” moreover, is neither unconnected nor uncon-
structed, as is thought at times’ (1995: 170; see also Ziai’s distinction between 
‘sceptical’ and ‘conservative’ postdevelopment thinking (2004, 2015)). It also 
tends to reproduce postdevelopment’s failure to engage with demands for devel-
opment, conceived in multiple ways, articulated by poor and marginalized 
groups, as well as the neglect within postdevelopment scholarship of the transi-
tion from developmentalism to neoliberalism as the dominant development 
approach and its material and discursive implications (Wilson, 2017b).

The concept of ‘decolonizing’ is currently in certain contexts being delinked 
from agendas of social justice and incorporated into right-wing neoliberal 
discourses.

This is the case for India’s upper-caste Hindu supremacist project, which is not 
only itself colonial in origin, but today is inseparable from the corporate-driven 
predatory neoliberal version of ‘development’ pursued by the Narendra Modi 
government and (as I discuss later in this chapter) the strengthening of imperialist 
accumulation processes.

In the Indian context, conservative forces have long mobilized notions of 
‘inauthenticity’ in attempts to discredit transformative politics such as those 
of Marxism and feminism as ‘alien’ (Narayan, 1994); in recent years we have 
seen right-wing Hindu nationalist ideologues explicitly weaponizing the ideas 
of postdevelopment theorists like Ashis Nandy (Juluri, 2013; Shah, 2015). Most 
recently the core Hindu supremacist organization, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh (RSS) (a paramilitary organization formed in the 1920s which was mod-
elled on European fascist parties and seeks to create a Hindu state in which 
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Muslims, Christians and other minorities are reduced to second-class citizen-
ship), has begun invoking ‘decolonization’ in reference to their promotion of 
Hindu supremacist, exclusivist nationalist ideas, as in a recent RSS conference 
titled ‘Decolonisation of Indian Mind’ (Sharma, 2017).

A significant aspect of South Asia’s history has been the colonial engagement 
with the caste system, and the incorporation of dominant Brahmin understandings 
of caste into rigid colonial systems of enumeration and racialized categorization 
(Guha, 1998). Yet as Hindutva ideas gain prominence it has become increas-
ingly important to explicitly distinguish this understanding from that in which 
caste itself is claimed to be an ‘Orientalist’ construction, rather than a material 
lived pre-colonial, colonial and postcolonial reality. This ‘revisionist’ history is 
increasingly mobilized in order to deny caste oppression and delegitimize the 
struggles of those who challenge caste. As Shalini Sharma writes, according to 
the scholars of the Hindu right

ideas of the caste system, and its barbarity and unfairness, were the products of proselytizing 
Christianity, missionaries and their colonial counterparts whose main intention was, and still 
is…to Christianise or ‘break up’ India.…What is most challenging about the writings and 
sayings of the Hindutva revisionist scholars is the way in which they root their findings and 
claims in post-colonial scholarship…often in unacknowledged ways. But whenever they 
reference the ‘colonial construction of knowledge’ you can be sure that [they] are nodding 
and winking at the consensus existing in the conventional literature, in which we are all 
steeped, about the impact of the west on the legal and social customs of the imagined 
‘East’. (Sharma, 2017)

Further, it must be recognized that understandings of modernity as potentially 
liberating have been central to Ambedkarite thought, which inspires ongoing 
Dalit movements against caste (Teltumbde and Yengde, 2018). More broadly, 
this underlines one of the key challenges we need to negotiate in adopting deco-
lonial approaches to development – that of the danger of potentially delegitimiz-
ing the demands of people’s movements for equality – and indeed for 
development, albeit conceived and understood in multiple ways.

Embracing the State in the Global South

The other direction – which is prevalent especially in work developed in a critical 
relationship with the discipline of international relations – is arguably less 
critical of notions of modernity, as it involves an embrace of the state in the 
global South, with little or no recognition of its class character and how this 
relates to and works to sustain imperialism, a relationship which has been a 
major preoccupation of Third World Marxists located in the global South.

This celebratory approach to postcolonial states and leaderships often involves 
either eliding the presence of Marxist thinkers at the centre of anti-colonial strug-
gles, and therefore inevitably failing to engage with their ideas, or retrospec-
tively minimizing the differences between the politics of national liberation and 
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that of postcolonial nationalism and non-alignment. The latter can mean selec-
tively excluding the actual ideas of Marxists. For example, in the case of Walter 
Rodney, a recent article in this vein (Klug, 2020) barely acknowledges Rodney’s 
Marxism and significantly plays down the sharp contradictions between his 
vision for national liberation and social transformation and that of leaders like 
Jamaica’s Michael Manley and Tanzania’s Julius Nyerere who espoused the New 
International Economic Order (NIEO), arguing that ‘In retrospect… the distance 
between the NIEO and its Marxist critics narrows in comparison to the gulf that 
separates these visions from the dominant strands in international economic 
debate today’ (Klug, 2020: n.p.)

Yet these differences were not only, as suggested here, a matter of ‘silence on 
class inequalities within the states of the decolonizing world’ (Klug, 2020: n.p.) 
among advocates of the former, but represented a significantly different under-
standing of imperialism (see, for example, Wilson, 2013; Okoth, 2019, 2020).

Critiques of Good Governance Discourses

Scholars with a critical focus on inter-state relations have powerfully delineated 
the racialized disavowal of African sovereignty in international relations 
(Grovogui, 2001). This has paved the way, for example, for significant critiques 
of the turn to ‘good governance’ by the dominant development institutions which 
emerged in the 1990s. ‘Good governance’ was understood to be constructed in 
opposition to a racialized trope of ‘corruption’ assumed to be essentially and 
exceptionally African, which is reproduced and embedded in the discourses of 
the World Bank and other development institutions (Gruffydd Jones, 2015), in 
turn legitimizing ongoing resource extraction and appropriation (Pierre, 2020). 
But this focus also inevitably neglects several key aspects of this conjuncture 
whose analysis has been undertaken primarily by African Marxists – in particu-
lar, the specific class character of states, the extent of popular resistance to poli-
cies benefitting global capital, and the shift from developmentalism to extractive 
neoliberalism as the dominant mode of development intervention.

The turn to the good governance discourse in the 1990s was simultaneously a 
response to resistance to capital and racialized imperialism – in the form of wide-
spread popular opposition to the structural adjustment policies of the 1980s – and 
a strategy to extend and deepen processes of capital accumulation.

During the Cold War period from the 1950s to 1980s, systematic corruption 
and large-scale expropriation of resources by unelected rulers in states in Africa, 
as elsewhere in the global South, was inseparable from the extensive military 
assistance and aid provided by Western donor governments to those regimes seen 
as strategic allies, and from the reproduction of colonial structures of extraction 
and accumulation.

It was African left and anti-imperialist thinkers and movements confronting 
these regimes who articulated cogent critiques of this corruption, which they 
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placed in the context of a much wider Marxist analysis of the role of the domi-
nant classes and their patterns of accumulation in supporting and furthering the 
interests of imperialism in the post-independence era. In these analyses, corrup-
tion was an inevitable by-product of the failure to transform structurally depen-
dent, primary export-based colonial economies (Babu, 1981, 1982; Iyayi, 1986; 
Rodney, 1972; Zack-Williams, 2018). Corruption was also theorized as a form 
of ‘primitive accumulation’ in the context of the absence of structural transfor-
mation of the economy (see, for example, Iyayi, 1986 on Nigeria2) and this was 
invariably understood as inseparable from ongoing imperialist plunder.

A. M. Babu argued that

[t]he politicians and bureaucrats in underdeveloped countries who supervise this exploitation 
and plunder are not themselves underdeveloped. They enjoy as high a standard of living as 
their counterparts in the developed capitalist countries; and through bribery and corruption, 
some enjoy even higher standards. They have therefore developed a vested interest in the 
system which they are reluctant to change, whatever they say to the contrary. There is also 
emerging a new group of local millionaires who benefit from this exploitation and plunder 
of their people by their foreign masters; they also take advantage of the economic chaos 
which the system has brought about. Both groups are developing material bases for repro-
ducing themselves as a class whose vested interest is inextricably bound to neo-colonialism. 
(Babu, 2002[1982]: 268)

These analyses form part of extensive Marxist work seeking to theorize the 
nature of the state and the ruling classes in postcolonial African contexts, which 
are rarely referenced in Northern-based critical engagements with development. 
For example, the Dar es Salaam debates of the late 1970s (see Tandon, 1982) 
explored questions of class formation, the state and contemporary imperialism. 
Sharp (2019) provides a recent discussion of the emergence in the late 1960s and 
1970s of the University of Dar es Salaam as an intellectual and political hub 
which drew Marxists from across Africa and beyond (including Walter Rodney), 
although this account, framed in terms of ‘subaltern geographies’, once again 
tends to downplay the contradictions between the class analysis of Marxist 
scholar activists and the ‘African Socialist’ approach of Nyerere (see Babu, 
1981).

The corruption of neocolonial elites was also frequently satirized – one exam-
ple being Ousmane Sembene’s classic film ‘Xala’ (1975), a scathing critique of 
the post-independence rulers in Senegal in which the methods adopted by impe-
rialist capital to maintain their dominance via this new class are the paradigmatic 
example of bribery.

Development institutions and donor governments continued to support notori-
ously corrupt leaders like Kenya’s Moi and Zaire’s Mobutu during the 1980s. The 
notion of ‘good governance’ in fact makes its first appearance in the World Bank’s 
highly influential 1989 report ‘Sub-Saharan Africa: From Crisis to Sustainable 
Growth’ (Abrahamsen, 2000). The report was produced in the context of both the 
end of the Cold War and incontrovertible evidence of growing poverty, unem-
ployment, worsening levels of child nutrition and overall economic crisis across 
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the continent after a decade of IMF-dictated economic reforms and structural 
adjustment policies, as well as growing popular protests against neoliberal poli-
cies in many African countries. Manji and O’Coill point out that

[b]etween 1976 and 1992 there were 146 protests against IMF supported austerity measures 
in 39 countries around the world. These took the form of political demonstrations, strikes 
and riots. They took place almost exclusively in cities and they reached a peak in the mid 
1980s. In many cases, the immediate response of governments was brute force. 
Demonstrations were violently suppressed, strikes declared illegal, universities were closed, 
and trade unions, student organisations, popular organisations, and political parties also 
became the target of repressive legislation or actions. (Manji and O’Coill, 2002: 10)

By the 1990s these protests were taking the form of demands for democratic 
change: ‘the decisive pressure…came from within Africa and this was very much 
precipitated by the economic crisis…the collapsing infrastructure, the deteriorat-
ing economic situations, the falling standard of living and the absence of political 
space to express some of these concerns’ (Zack-Williams, 2001: 217).

The World Bank report was thus a strategic intervention which aimed to 
shift responsibility for the crisis to internal factors through a new dual focus 
on problems of governance and of population growth, and in the process reiter-
ated a commitment to the core principles of neoliberalism and globalized capital 
accumulation.

As Mkandawire and Soludo noted

Championed largely by Africanists based in North American universities and immediately 
embraced by the World Bank as it developed its political-economic analysis of African policy-
making, this view takes as its starting point the claim that the postcolonial African state, by 
its very nature and definition, is at the heart of the economic and governance crises pervad-
ing the continent. (Mkandawire and Soludo, 1998: 24)

These ideas quickly became part of a donor consensus and gained a new promi-
nence in the repertoire of racialized representations of ‘Africa’, shot through with 
deep-rooted racialized colonial constructions of Africans and African rulers in 
particular as innately lazy, greedy, cruel and given to excess of all kinds, and 
African people as in need of the protection of benevolent and civilized external 
trusteeship. The resurgence of this trope also reflected and reinforced the silenc-
ing of analysis of the specific class alignments and international affiliations of 
these regimes, in favour of racialized narratives of African exceptionalism.

James Thuo Gathii highlights the proliferation of epithets used to describe the 
essentialized ‘African state’ which emerged in this period: ‘“kleptocratic” state; 
“vassal” state; “vampire” state; “receiver” state, “prostrate” state, “fictitious” 
state, “collapsed” state, “predatory” state, “parasitic” state, “neo-patrimonial”  
state, “lame leviathan” and so on’ (1999: 68). Corrupt, self-seeking African 
leaders were contrasted in this discourse with incorruptible, accountable and 
compassionate Western institutions; chaos and conflict with order and stability; 
despotism with democracy. As Gabay argues, this racialized binary persists in 
recent ‘optimistic’ neoliberal narratives of ‘Africa rising’ in which, he suggests, 
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Africans too are now represented as capable of acquiring whiteness in the form 
of ‘individualism, materialism, rationalized bureaucracy and deregulated entre-
preneurialism’ (2018: 242).

This racialized discourse also served to obscure the evidence that corruption is 
not only intrinsic to capitalism, but, under some conditions, may allow it to oper-
ate and develop more effectively. Earlier, this observation had been strategically 
mobilized to legitimize US support for corrupt dictatorships, but subsequently it 
became the preserve of more critical commentators on neoliberal globalization. 
The key question for domestic capitalist development, some have argued, is not 
the presence or absence of corruption, but rather whether the capital accumu-
lated through corruption was reinvested in the national economy, or siphoned out 
to bank accounts in Europe (Moore, 1999: 79; Grovogui, 2002; Chang, 2007: 
164), thus strengthening processes of imperialist capital accumulation. This then 
returns us to the questions about the nature of postcolonial ruling classes and 
their insertion into global processes of imperialism which were addressed by 
African Marxist commentators earlier.

Much has been written about the extent to which colonialism in sub-Saha-
ran Africa has shaped contemporary political structures and practices (see, for 
example, Rodney, 1972; Mamdani, 1996; Mbembe, 2001; Grovogui, 2002). In 
particular, the role of indirect rule through native authorities in institutionaliz-
ing what Mamdani (1996) has termed ‘decentralized despotism’ and in inscrib-
ing violence and coercion, ethnic essentialism and forms of plunder within the 
post-independence polity has been extensively analysed. Under indirect rule, 
chiefs were expected to retain some part of the taxes extracted from the people 
on behalf of the colonial state, and to conspicuously consume the wealth they 
thus accumulated: both extortion and embezzlement were thus institutionalized 
(Mamdani, 1996). Further, late colonial manoeuvres secured ongoing outflows 
of resources including tax-theft: in the case of Malawi, for example, as Chelwa 
(2016) explains, the country

has a 60 year old colonial-era Tax Treaty with the U.K. that makes it easy for U.K. companies 
to limit their tax obligations in Malawi. The treaty was ‘negotiated’ in 1955 when Malawi 
was not even Malawi yet. Malawi (or Nyasaland, as it was known then) was represented in 
the negotiations, not by a Malawian, but by Geoffrey Francis Taylor Colby, a U.K. appointed 
Governor of Nyasaland. (Chelwa, 2016)

As a number of scholars have noted, these historically contextualized accounts 
were rejected within good governance discourses, which drew instead on 
racialized characterizations of ‘African politics’ which either evoked  
an ahistorical notion of ‘African’ culture or, increasingly as the governance 
agenda gained ground, went further in pathologizing African politics as  
innately venal. As Grovogui argues, ‘these scholarly works and chronopolitical 
narratives …naturalize as culture all forms of politics, including the regional 
manifestations of global processes and local responses to such historical 
processes’ (2001: 442).
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The flip side of this ‘Africanization’ of corruption in development discourse 
was that ‘developed’ states (and IFIs) – as well as corporate capital and interna-
tional NGOs – were free from any scrutiny of their governance practices, and 
assumed to be the model to which African governance must aspire3.

Wengraf (2017) notes that a United Nations report from 2016 on governance 
and corruption in Africa acknowledges that

anti-corruption projects and initiatives all focus on cleaning up corruption in the public 
sector, which is often regarded as incompetent, inefficient and corrupt, while the private 
sector is portrayed as efficient, reliable and less corrupt. This view has been influenced by 
neo-liberal economic perspectives, which argue that the private sector is the main engine of 
economic growth and perceive Governments as being obtrusive. (Wengraf, 2017)

She suggests that

this narrative shift is likely a response to the staggeringly high levels of corruption and 
criminality by Western and other non-African firms. In a high-profile example, the oil-services 
company Halliburton was convicted by a Nigerian court for corruption carried out while none 
other than former U.S. vice president Dick Cheney was at the helm. In a report on ‘cross-
border corruption in Africa’ between 1995 and 2014, virtually all cases (99.5 percent) 
involved non-African firms. (Wengraf, 2017)

The externalization and racialization of the financial practices defined as ‘cor-
rupt’ has a long colonial history. Its genealogy can be traced to the early years of 
the East India Company. In 1787 the British House of Commons impeached 
Warren Hastings on charges of having engaged in corruption and bribery on a 
massive scale during his tenure as the Governor-General of Bengal from 1772–
85. Eight years later, in 1795, the British House of Lords acquitted Warren 
Hastings of all charges. Hastings’ defence centred upon the assumption that 
‘arbitrary power’, corruption and despotism were part of the ‘constitution of 
Asia’ and therefore as Governor-General he had been obliged to conform to 
these forms of governance. Edmund Burke, who led the prosecution, condemned 
this as the rule of ‘geographical morality’ (Robins, 2006: 134), but it was 
Hastings’ view of ‘Asiatic’ morality which informed subsequent moves under-
taken by the new Governor-General Lord Cornwallis to curb corruption. In an 
early step towards the explicitly racialized hierarchies and racial segregation 
which were to increasingly characterize British colonial rule during the nine-
teenth century, these involved embarking on the ‘Europeanization of the (civil) 
services in India’ and purging the administration of Indians, who were consid-
ered incapable of honesty. Cornwallis notoriously remarked: ‘every native of 
India, I verily believe, is corrupt’ (Robins, 2006: 137).

As this suggests, the very practices that facilitated the plunder that laid the 
foundations of the European Industrial Revolution, and that have remained cen-
tral to capitalist forms of accumulation, were externalized and projected onto the 
non-European other. This process was of course inseparable from the construction 
of notions of ‘justice’ and ‘fair play’ as uniquely British which was consolidated 
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during the course of the nineteenth century and is now being invoked as part of 
the ‘legacy’ of empire. Even more broadly, the racialization of corruption coin-
cided with the consolidation of the central trope of capitalism: that of capitalist 
markets as free, fair, impersonal and objective, and the accompanying assumption 
that injustice can only arise through interference in the operation of such markets.

Hastings’ principle of ‘geographical morality’ was re-invoked by ideologues 
of US capital throughout the Cold War period, who argued that different ‘cultural 
practices’ in relation to business justified kickbacks and other forms of bribery 
and extortion engaged in by Western corporations in their dealings with Third 
World governments (see Ala’i, 2000 for a discussion of this). With the consolida-
tion of neoliberalism, however, its core assumptions of a racialized hierarchy of 
affinity with liberal morality were incorporated into the good governance model.

This discourse facilitated an unprecedented degree of involvement – by donor 
governments as well as international financial institutions, directly and via NGO 
networks – in the day-to-day decision making of ostensibly sovereign states. As 
Graham Harrison argues, ‘rather than conceptualizing donor power as a strong 
external force on the state, it would be more useful to conceive of donors as part 
of the state itself’ (2001: 669, emphasis in original; see also Owusu, 2003). The 
governance architecture, which was underpinned by the World Bank’s Heavily 
Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) scheme introduced in 1996, ‘enabled the expan-
sion of neoliberal social practice and facilitated increasingly ambitious discourses 
of social engineering – away from macroeconomic recalibrating “shocks”…and 
towards deeper social transitions’ (Harrison, 2010: 42–3).

The World Bank’s evident preoccupation with producing elites with a world-
view and a transformative agenda compatible with the demands of globalized 
metropolitan capital – what the Bank’s 1997 report described as ‘competent and 
reputable technocrats’ such as ‘Chile’s group of high-level advisers – the Chicago 
boys – and Indonesia’s Berkeley mafia and Thailand’s gang of four’, who would 
be rewarded with large salaries, ‘recognition, appreciation, prestige and awards’ 
as they implemented structural reform (World Bank, 1997) – reflects obvious 
continuities with modernization models, as well as with the earlier colonial strat-
egies from which they emerged. One is reminded irresistibly of Macaulay’s view 
of the purpose of colonial education in India, ‘to form a class who may be inter-
preters between us and the millions whom we govern, a class of persons Indian 
in blood and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect’ 
(Macaulay, 1835).

At the same time, and apparently contradictorily, by constructing the state and 
existing forms of social provision as an alien imposition, and capitalism as con-
sonant with ‘indigenous African values’ (Abrahamsen, 2000: 49–51), the World 
Bank’s governance discourse attempts to distance itself from the ‘Westernizing’ 
project of developmentalism and claims to be reinstating and nurturing authentic 
‘African’ traditions. Where the European colonial powers selectively valorized 
the authoritarian and coercive aspects of social power within the multiplicity of 
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social formations they encountered in Africa in order to consolidate Indirect Rule 
(Mamdani, 1996), the World Bank seized upon elements of ‘indigenous’ entre-
preneurship and petty capitalism to both legitimize and extend the contemporary 
imperialist extractivist project. The 1989 World Bank report cited instances of 
‘Africa’s market tradition’ at some length (World Bank, 1989); this was further 
elaborated in the 1997 report, which referred to ‘traditions’ of entrepreneurship 
and self-help as those characteristics of ‘African’ societies which a good gover-
nance approach would promote.

Postdevelopment and postcolonial critiques have long highlighted the 
Eurocentrism of a monolithic developmentalism based on planning and charac-
terized by ‘the construction of roads, hydroelectric projects, schools, hospitals 
and factories’ (White, 2006: 56). But this does little to address the decisive shift 
from the ‘developmental state’ to the unmediated capital accumulation of neolib-
eral ‘development’ models which, by contrast, have involved the destruction of 
such public services and infrastructure, and entail unplanned and untrammelled 
incursions by footloose corporate capital seeking to extract and export resources. 
It is the latter which is sought to be repackaged as consonant with ‘indigenous’ 
values, selectively chosen and reconstructed for their compatibility with neolib-
eral models.

This is one example of the capacity for neoliberal discourses of development 
to selectively appropriate elements of postdevelopment and postcolonial cri-
tiques, a phenomenon which further underlines the need for a nuanced and criti-
cal approach to the use of the concept of indigenous knowledge.

As discussed earlier, the recent experience of India epitomizes this, with the 
rise to power of a far-right Hindu supremacist ‘family’ of organizations promot-
ing an ideology which it claims to be rooted in ancient knowledge systems, but 
which is in fact colonial in origin (Thapar, 2016), and its symbiotic relationship 
with neoliberal capitalism (Gopalakrishnan, 2008). If the last quarter-century has 
seen all the main political parties in India adopt neoliberal policies, it is the Hindu 
supremacist BJP that has embraced neoliberalism, both ideologically and in prac-
tice, in its most unadulterated form.

Deregulation and privatization under the Modi regime which has been in 
power nationally since 2014 (and in the state of Gujarat since 2001) has been 
inseparable from so-called ‘crony capitalism’ in which Indian billionaire corpo-
rate leaders close to the prime minister have benefitted extensively (Varadarajan, 
2014). While this takes place in an atmosphere of febrile hypernationalism, in 
which minorities and dissenters are demonized and persecuted as ‘anti-nationals’ 
by the state, and India’s own colonial occupation of Kashmir has been inten-
sified, these policies have deepened the processes of imperialist extraction in 
which these Indian corporations are themselves increasingly actors, and con-
solidated the control of transnational capital over the Indian economy. Thus, for 
example, measures by the Modi government have sought to facilitate increased 
foreign corporate funding of political parties (PTI, 2018), while the depredations 
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of extractivist corporates like Adani both within India and elsewhere are under-
pinned by British finance capital (Bharadia, 2020).

RACIAL CAPITALISM

Recent work adopting Cedric Robinson’s theorization of racial capitalism 
(Robinson, 1983) has been more productively engaged with Marxism. Here too, 
however, interventions have been very much addressed to a mainstream Marxist 
‘other’ assumed to be located in North America or Europe, and these interven-
tions as well as responses and refutations have by and large neglected the work 
of Marxist thinkers outside the global North. I will briefly indicate two examples 
of this neglect and its implications.

Primitive Accumulation

Firstly, the notion of primitive accumulation in the form of transatlantic slavery 
as not only predating but integral to capitalism has been central to the debate 
relating to racial capitalism in the USA. Specifically, it is argued that Marxists 
have been unable to recognize this, characterizing slavery as only a vestige of 
pre-capitalist relations or, at best, a prelude to capitalism (Robinson, 1983; 
Singh, 2016; Issar, 2021).

As Singh compellingly argues, this has generated

a political imagination that separates race, sex, and gender domination from capitalist exploi-
tation…Ironically, this way of understanding anticapitalist struggle not only presents an 
impediment to the kind of solidarity required in a world characterized by ‘intimate and plural 
relationships to capital.’ It also forfeits a powerful analytic discernible within Marx’s oeuvre 
that conceives capitalism as a machine whose productive expansion also rests upon expand-
ing fields of appropriation and dispossession. (Singh, 2016: 29)

So how could engagement with ‘Third World’ Marxist thinkers allow us to over-
come this apparent polarization?

Needless to say, it was anti-imperialist Marxist political economists, predom-
inantly located in the global South, who actually established and mapped the 
central role of Atlantic slavery and early colonialism, and the huge transfer of 
resources to the global North involved in these processes, in creating the condi-
tions for the development of capitalism in Europe in a tradition stretching from 
the pioneering work of Eric Williams (1944) and Rajani Palme Dutt (1940) to 
Walter Rodney’s seminal How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (1972) to the con-
tinuing work of the Indian economist Utsa Patnaik (1972, 2006, 2017). Through 
analysing the impact of the enslavement and transportation of millions of people, 
the direct appropriation of resources, the extraction of surpluses through taxation, 
exploitation and unequal trade, and the shift of resources away from productive 
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activities and enforced deindustrialization which accompanied European incur-
sions, these writers have also demonstrated the inseparable economic relation 
between the development of capitalism in the global North and the structures 
and conditions associated with what are now called ‘developing’ countries in the 
global South.4

But the sustenance of expanded reproduction of capital by forms of so-called 
‘primitive’ accumulation was also considered to be ongoing under postcolonial 
imperialism by Third World Marxists. This evidently extends beyond a generic 
‘dependency theory’ usually cited in histories of development thought.

For some the focus was on fundamentally unequal global relations of exchange 
which extended and reproduced colonial structures of extraction and accumu-
lation by metropolitan capital. A key example is the extensive work of Samir 
Amin, which advocated ‘delinking’ from these processes (1977). Significantly, it 
was Amin who pioneered the term Eurocentrism both to refer to a contemporary 
extractive core-periphery world system, as well as later to elaborate a historical 
materialist approach which critiques European imperialist claims that its culture 
forms the universal grounds for modernity (Amin, 1989).

For other Marxist thinkers like the Zanzibari revolutionary and economist A. 
M. Babu, however, it was important to establish that this imperialist extraction or 
looting was located primarily at the level of production and labour – but, crucially, 
the analysis of this highlighted the capitalist production of global racialized dif-
ference among labourers and the role of imperialist finance capital

[T]he cheap labour in neocolonies helps to create a colossal return to the capital…invested. 
For instance, in developed capitalist countries the average return to capital is about 5% while 
in our countries it ranges from 40% to 200% as in gold mining and petroleum. Thus, the 
huge transfer of wealth from the neocolonies to the metropolitan countries takes place 
through the exploitation of our workers and the looting of our peasants…. (Babu, 2002 
[1982]: 268)

These analyses were highly influential among Marxists in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America and the Caribbean long before the current phase of neoliberal globaliza-
tion in which elements of comparable processes impacted labour in the global 
North too, as outlined in Harvey’s well-known formulation of accumulation by 
dispossession (Harvey, 2004).

Unfree Labour

Further, it has been argued that, at the level of production relations, Marxism has 
limited its analysis of capitalism to the struggle between the bourgeoisie and 
‘free’ labourers, arguing that capitalism and unfree labour are incompatible. 
Again, while this does characterize the reductionist tendencies of much Western 
Marxist thinking, Marxists located in the global South have from the outset of 
necessity engaged in depth with multiple forms of unfree labour. Their work 
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predates by several decades the refocusing on forms of unfree labour under capi-
talism by Marxists whose work and research is located in the global North, in 
response to the emergence of phenomena such as so-called ‘modern slavery’ 
under neoliberal capitalism (Rioux et al., 2020).

An example of this is India’s mode of production debate and its extended 
aftermath, a debate which took place in large part though not exclusively in the 
pages of the renowned Indian journal Economic and Political Weekly. Some par-
ticipants in the debate (Bhaduri, 1973; Prasad, 1974) identified the persistence 
of semi-feudalism in the relationship between sharecropping tenants and land-
lords, whose power had been transformed and reinforced by colonialism (Bagchi, 
1976), while others, focusing on regions of agrarian transformation under the 
US-backed so-called Green Revolution, observed initially that forms of labour 
previously regarded as pre-capitalist had persisted or been reinforced in a wide 
variety of regions witnessing technological change and expanded reproduction in 
agriculture; and later that employers in these regions were developing new strate-
gies of control over labour, such as new forms of debt and formal contracts for 
labourers lasting unprecedentedly long periods of up to five years (Bhalla, 1976; 
Rudra, 1987; Srivastava, 1989; Breman, 1993). Caste oppression and violence 
which shaped these relations, and the mutating but ever present relationships 
between caste and class, are inescapable but also notably under-theorized in these 
debates (Omvedt, 1982).

Forms of Struggle Beyond Capital–Labour Relations

Secondly and relatedly, Marxism is critiqued for not providing the scope for 
recognizing the significance and potential of sources of resistance to capital 
which transcend the strict capital–labour relation and the capitalist workplace. 
This, it is argued, makes a meaningful Marxist anti-racist politics impossible.

This is perhaps the most Eurocentric of the critiques articulated by contempo-
rary engagements with the Black Radical approach.

On the one hand, it is certainly the case, for example, that a reductionist and 
essentializing understanding of Marxism, within which racism is considered (at 
best) as an ideology which misleads and weakens the working class (Tilley and 
Shilliam, 2018), and self-organizing by racialized communities as a divisive 
‘identity politics’, has continued to characterize the British left. This has persisted 
despite the interventions of Marxists who sought to use a historical materialist 
method to theorize material processes of racialization, notably of course Stuart 
Hall, whose early work compellingly identified race as ‘the modality in which 
class is lived’ (1978, 1980), and A. Sivanandan, whose seminal theorization of 
‘Race, Class and the State’ ([1976]2008) mapped the inextricable connections 
between capital, race, colonialism and migration regimes in Britain.

On the other hand, however, questions of anti-colonial and anti-racist con-
sciousness, of the key role of peasants and other non-proletarian classes, and of 
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the building of multi-class alliances against imperialism have animated almost 
every instance of actually existing Marxist-led revolutions and national libera-
tion struggles, from China to Cuba to Guinea-Bissau and Angola, not to mention 
revolutionary movements within postcolonial states from Naxalbari onwards. 
The lack of engagement with the work of Amilcar Cabral, for example, or the 
perpetual disavowal of Fanon’s self-identification as a Marxist (of which more 
below) ironically reinscribe the dominance of worldviews shaped by their loca-
tion in Western, Anglophone academia, within which US experiences are increas-
ingly universalized (Okoth, 2020).

IMPERIALISM AND RACE

This becomes even more marked when we consider the many explicit 
engagements by ‘Third World’ Marxist scholar activists with racism and 
racialization, for example in debates concerning African identities and Pan-
Africanism. Kenyan writer Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s classic Decolonising the Mind 
(1986) refers to the beginning in 1968 of ‘“The great Nairobi literature debate” 
on the teaching of literature in Universities and schools’ where the central 
question posed was ‘why can’t African literatures be at the centre so we can look 
at other cultures in relation to it?’ Underlying this was the question of ‘what 
would be the centre?And what would be the periphery…?’ (Ngũgĩ, 1986: 90). 
While Decolonising the Mind puts forward many of the ideas that shape today’s 
decolonial politics, it is framed in explicitly Marxist terms, noting the 
significance of the national and class base (1986: 103–4) and highlighting the 
class aspect of the focus on oral tradition – its ‘peasant and worker heritage’ 
(1986: 95). Ngũgĩ puts forward a vision of Pan-Africanism consistent with the 
‘political nationalist’ anti-imperialist strand of Pan-Africanism identified by 
Babu (2002). Pan-African literature for Ngũgĩ included North African literature 
and links with the African diaspora and the wider ‘Third World’ including Asia 
and Latin America’ (1986: 98).

Among Marxist anti-colonial leaders and intellectuals, it was in the writings 
and speeches of Amilcar Cabral that new approaches to culture and identity, 
developed collectively in the course of anti-colonial struggle, were most fully 
elaborated (Robinson, 1981; Manji and Fletcher, 2013). Directly challenging 
racialized constructions of Africa as outside history, Cabral defined culture as 
‘the vigorous manifestation, on the ideological or idealist level, of the material 
and historical reality of the society that is dominated’ (cited in Gruffydd Jones, 
2020: 10). Arguing that colonial violence was always in part an (ultimately 
futile) attempt to destroy culture and the historical memories and ‘seed of oppo-
sition’ it contains, he asserted that ‘[f]or as long as part of that people have a cul-
tural life, foreign domination cannot be assured of its perpetuation’ (Robinson,  
1981: 51). At the same time, critiquing Senghor’s ‘Negritude’, Cabral put forward 
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a dynamic understanding of the culture of the colonized as inextricable from 
struggle: ‘while culture comprises many aspects, it “… grows deeper through the 
people’s struggle, and not through songs, poems or folklore. …”’(Manji, 2017: 
6). Gruffydd Jones further notes that

referring to Fanon’s argument that the liberation struggle was in itself an expression of cul-
ture, Cabral and [Mario Pinto de] Andrade argued that the collective struggle of a people to 
regain control over historical development is therefore “necessarily an act of culture… the 
organized political expression of the struggling people’s culture.” Second, the liberation strug-
gle is in itself a vehicle for the forging of a new unified culture. (Gruffydd Jones, 2020: 10)

The contemporary tendency of selective engagement with Fanon’s own seminal 
work on race, as Annie Olaloku-Teriba has argued, leads to an inability to recognize 
his location in, and contribution to, anti-imperialist Marxist thinking

Today, the prevalent engagement with [Black Skin White Masks], instead of [Wretched of 
the Earth and Studies on a Dying Colonialism], has produced readings which extract Fanon 
from the context of struggle which animated his work. This leads people to treat him as 
simply a theorist of race, rather than a revolutionary who saw race as a technology of impe-
rialism. (Olaloku-Teriba, 2016)

These understandings came to characterize wider thinking in this period. 
Describing the First Solidarity Conference of the Peoples of Africa, Asia and 
Latin America in Havana, in 1966, Gruffydd Jones (2020) describes how ‘the 
conference resolutions identified imperialism as the central and shared enemy of 
liberation movements and oppressed peoples around the world, including within 
the United States itself’, putting forward a ‘radical discourse with regard to 
race’. Mahler further argues that ‘the Tricontinental articulates its critique of a 
global system of imperialism through a critique of racial inequality but simulta-
neously takes a radically inclusive stance that attempts to destabilize racial 
essentialisms’ (Mahler, 2018, cited in Gruffydd Jones, 2020).

This highlights that what has come to be known (largely to its critics) as ‘politi-
cal blackness’, referring to the collectivity based on shared experiences of racism 
and colonialism which people of African, Caribbean and South Asian heritage 
historically used to organize against racism in Britain from the 1970s onwards, 
and currently understood as unique to the UK context, has a much longer geneal-
ogy embedded in anti-colonial and anti-imperialist struggles in the global South 
as well as the anti-racist struggles in the global North which saw them as inextri-
cable from their own experiences.

As a starting point for thinking about this, it is important to remember the 
Haitian revolutionary understanding of a black republic highlighted by Anthony 
Bogues: ‘The Haitian revolution proclaimed, “the Haitians shall henceforward 
be known only by the generic appellation of Blacks.”’ Haitian citizenship was 
thus equated with blackness, and only citizens could own property. Within this 
understanding, not only the colonial hierarchies of ‘race’, but the meaning of 
‘race’ itself was redefined – white people could be, and some were, ‘naturalised 
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by the government’, but this citizenship was linked to ‘a positive identification 
with blackness’ (Bogues, 2013: 233–4).

Olaloku-Teriba (2016) describes how in the USA in the 1960s and 1970s, the 
Black Panther Party sought ‘to integrate the antagonism between blackness and 
whiteness into a broader theory of racial dynamics …By reframing the black/
white antagonism within the context of a broader critique of the USA’s imperial-
ism, intercommunalism conceived of blackness as historically contingent and 
aspired to the abolition of race altogether’. She further notes that ‘The Black 
Panther Party lent both their name and Ten Point Programme model to… the 
Dalit Panthers, the “politically-black” British Black Panther movement and the 
Puerto Rican Young Lords Party’ (Olaloku-Teriba, 2016; see also Elnaiem and 
Dosemeci, 2020).

This current of thinking about racism and imperialism which has both utilized 
and developed Marxism as a method for understanding, and changing, the world, 
is however not a mere historical remnant, but continues, for example, in the anti-
imperialist transnational solidarities embedded in abolition feminist work such as 
that of Angela Davis, Beth Richie and Ruth Wilson Gilmore. As part of the build-
ing of sustained people’s movements in opposition to fascist regimes aligned with 
neoliberal capital across the world, it is perhaps more urgently needed than ever.

Notes

1  Although her work is increasingly recognized as highly influential in this body of work, Silvia Rivera 
Cusicanqui in fact rejects the ‘decolonial’ label.

2  A similar analysis of accumulation in Bihar, India was developed by A. N. Das (1992).
3  This was recently expertly satirized in a viral twitter thread on the 2020 US elections by Kenyan com-

mentator Patrick Gathara.
4  This extensive literature includes Williams (1944); Palme Dutt ([1940]1970); Patnaik (1972, 2017); 

Rodney (1972); Amin (1977); Blackburn (1998); Davis (2001). Although it encompasses a range of 
theoretical positions and indeed debates, it has nearly all been elaborated within the broad frame-
work of Marxist political economy.
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INTRODUCTION

This essay will explore advertising as a cultural form, one that is intrinsically tied 
to capitalism in its imperialist phase and is driven by the search for both raw 
materials and the need to create new markets. ‘Modern advertising’, as Raymond 
Williams asserted:

belongs to the system of market-control which, at its full development, includes the growth 
of tariffs and privileged areas, cartel-quotas, trade campaigns, price-fixing by manufacturers, 
and that form of economic imperialism which assured certain markets overseas by political 
control of their territories. (Williams, 1980: 178)

The political control of territories to which Williams refers was consolidated by 
racist thought and practice, which can be traced in advertising’s cultural represen-
tations. A Marxist critique of advertising must therefore consider the racialised 
regime of representations that are presented in this cultural form. I focus here on 
Anglo-American advertising in English.

The historical and contemporary relationship between race and capital can 
be traced through racialised slavery during which the black body was literally 
marked as a commodity (see Marques, Chapter 14 and Haider, Chapter 58, this 
Handbook). This process continued during European colonialism, by which the 
wealth of former colonised nations was extracted through taxation, exploitation and 
unequal trade, processes of forced de-industrialisation and the forcible integration 
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of nations into global markets on unequal terms. It enabled the development of 
European industrial capital to create the structures and conditions in the Global 
South that exist today (Blackburn, 1998; Dawson, 2016; Ntobi, 2016; Tharoor, 
2017; Williams, 1945). These structures of exploitation developed alongside the 
emergence of Enlightenment ideas of individual freedom and universal humanism, 
which were centred around a series of binaries that structured who and what was 
considered civilised and uncivilised – reason vs emotion, culture vs nature, sci-
ence vs superstition. Through these principles Enlightenment thought legitimated 
multiple exclusions by which only white, property-owning men were recognised 
as fully ‘rational’ and ‘human’ and therefore entitled to a full range of rights. These 
ideas we shall see were easily incorporated in advertising practices from the eigh-
teenth century onwards to legitimate slavery, colonial rule and a racial division 
between the consumer and producer of goods.

In investigating the link between advertising and imperialism, the essay will 
consider the various methodological strategies that have been used by scholars 
to develop a critical understanding of the impact of advertising and promotional 
culture in our contemporary world to highlight the ideological role advertising 
has played in promoting racialised ideologies that support imperialism’s pasts 
and presents. It will look at the ways in which the representation of Africans and 
Asians in advertising have frequently been employed to represent the economic 
and political interests of companies and to consolidate the wider interests of colo-
nialism and imperialism. This focus on political and material contexts challenges 
the liberal critique of advertising as simply duping the consumer as well as the 
liberal critique of racism as one that can be challenged through the eradication 
of negative stereotypes. It will explore both historical and contemporary adver-
tising to interpret the ideological meanings within promotional strategies which 
place the commodity at the centre of an imperialist and racialised world. While 
advertising is no longer discrete in the twenty-first century and film and popular 
culture are used to communicate commercial messages as well as consolidate 
ideas around ‘race’ and commodity culture, I will focus here on advertisements 
as a distinct cultural form to frame the scope of the chapter.

CRITICAL ADVERTISING SCHOLARSHIP AND ‘RACE’

The first social histories of advertising were written by American scholars and 
explored the rise of advertising in the early twentieth century as a conscious craft 
to shift the perception of citizens from thinking of themselves as solely workers to 
identifying also as consumers. The planned nature of this process has been high-
lighted by both Roland Marchand and Stuart Ewen, who viewed the rising influ-
ence of the advertising industry as part and parcel of the development of industrial 
capitalist production: ‘An economy organised for efficient production through 
economies of scale… also needed a “high velocity of flow” in the purchase of 
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goods by consumers’ (Marchand, 1985: 2). In this climate, as Ewen outlined: ‘It 
became imperative to invest the laborer with a financial power and a psychic 
desire to consume’ (1976: 25). Ewen outlines how advertising was consciously 
and systematically used to promote the idea of the worker as consumer. He high-
lights the way in which exponents of Taylorism in the domestic sphere, such as the 
home economist Mrs Christine Frederick, proclaimed consumption as a gift to the 
world; see her ‘Selling Mrs Consumer’:

Consumptionism is the name given to the new doctrine; and it is admitted today to be the 
greatest idea that America has to give to the world; the idea that workmen and masses be 
looked upon not simply as workers and producers, but as consumers.… Pay them more, sell 
them more, prosper more is the equation. (Frederick, 1929, quoted in Ewen, 1976: 27)

For Mrs Christine Frederick this ‘consumptionism’ was an expression of moder-
nity and a marker of American superiority. And as Marchand and Ewen identify, 
advertisers embraced this image of consumerism and exploited it to create anxi-
eties and demands for products such as Listerine that people would never have 
previously bought. Yet neither scholar effectively considers the racialisation of 
the worker/consumer in these advertisements. While white American workers 
were sold products that they did not need as part of a world of fantasy in which 
goods were represented as offering emotional satisfaction and status, a wider 
symbolic system in the 1920s distinguished white American workers from both 
African American workers and those living and working in European-controlled 
colonies. Through advertising the archetypal white American worker was repre-
sented as modern and as such as ‘civilised’ in contrast to others, despite the fact 
that the consumerism promoted in these products could only be supported 
through the exploitation of black and colonial labour upon which the develop-
ment of this new group of workers/consumers rested. ‘The benedictions of con-
sumerism in the imperial centre came along with underdevelopment at the 
colonial periphery’ (Hund, 2013: 32). The whiteness with which the image of 
consumption was constructed in the 1920s and 1930s even led to maids in 
American advertisements in the 1920s to be represented as white ‘French 
Maids’, even though African Americans made up 39% of the domestic servant 
workforce (Marchand, 1985: 202).

While these social historians focus on the advertising industry, its social 
impact and its psychological strategies, a rising number of cultural critics in the 
1970s set out not just to explore the psychological dimension of advertising’s 
persuasion, but to evaluate its wider ideological power. For Roland Barthes, 
Judith Williamson and later Robert Goldman, semiotics offered a way to dissect 
and decode the messages embedded that were not simply about selling, but about 
constructing the idea of a consumer society as natural and eternal (Barthes, 1972, 
1977; Goldman, 1992; Williamson, 1979). Barthes suggested advertising was a 
form of myth and Williamson outlined the ways in which the viewer was impli-
cated in the production of these myths, offering examples of how ideas about 



ADVERTISING AND RACE 1131

history, labour and culture were mythologised and depoliticised through advertis-
ing imagery. Goldman later outlined the way in which commodity culture perme-
ated the way we see ourselves.

None of them however fully explore the racialised regime of representa-
tion within advertising. Discussions of race and racism in advertising have 
tended to focus on the reproduction of wider stereotypes in cultural representa-
tions (Pieterse, 1992). Even Raymond Williams, who recognised the imperial-
ist context in which advertising is produced, never elaborates on the impact of 
this context for advertising’s ideological power. Moreover, Leiss et als. Social 
Communication in Advertising (1986) offers no reference to racialised divisions 
of labour and its impact on advertising. Building on the work of semioticians and 
cultural historians, Sut Jhally (1991) has sought to employ a Marxist understand-
ing of labour to argue that television viewers are not only involved in actively 
creating symbolic meaning, but also generate profit for the media through the 
‘labour’ of watching advertising. Jhally, although acutely aware of the contradic-
tion between what is presented in advertising and the context of production, does 
not interrogate the way in which the actual material interests of specific compa-
nies impact on the representations they produce. His contextual and discursive 
approach highlights the way in which commodities have become increasingly 
personified and human emotions commodified, influencing the way in which we 
think about ourselves. Dazzling, Happiness and Beautiful are now the names of 
perfumes calling out to consumers to acquire such qualities through consumption 
(Ramamurthy, 2015: 248). By the end of the twentieth century citizens were no 
longer conceived as both workers and consumers as envisaged by Mrs Christine 
Frederick but entirely constructed through the world of consumption.

There is no question that advertising and the wider promotional culture by which 
we are surrounded in the Global North has changed how we perceive commodi-
ties. The analysis of advertising by the above scholars has increased our under-
standing of the ways in which the commodification of human emotions is central 
to promotional campaigns by major corporates such as Coca Cola and Nike. Coke, 
for example, suggests we can literally ‘open happiness’ through drinking Coca 
Cola. While these practices suggest that advertising does indeed hide ‘the real and 
full meaning of production’ behind ‘the empty appearance in exchange’ (Jhally, 
1991: 50), such semiotic and discursive analyses should not preclude an analysis 
of advertisements which address the wider political and economic interests of the 
advertising industry. As early as 1979 Don Slater argued that the analysis of ideol-
ogy should not be separate from the analysis of the economic, but rather the task 
is ‘to analyse how the economic, institutional, ideological and political forces, 
strategies and dynamics have constructed the social relations within which mate-
rial cultural practices are carried out’ (Slater, 1983: 305).

If we understand the exploitation of ‘race’ as an ideology central to the 
development and consolidation of European and American capital, this inter-
section must be centrally considered in understanding the ideological power of 
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advertising that is employed to sell the goods made through this exploitation. In 
the remainder of this essay I will consider how an analysis of the representation 
of people of colour in advertising is integral to a Marxist critique of advertis-
ing. I will highlight the ways in which, through the representation of people of 
colour, the requirements of capital can be seen to be referenced within ‘the empty 
appearance of exchange’. This position challenges the Derridean idea of a free 
play of signifiers with an ‘indefinite referral of signifier to signified’ (Derrida, 
1978: 25). As Hall has argued, the meanings in messages are not endless, but 
restricted by the encoding process, which includes the institutional structures, 
patterns and interests at play (Hall, 1980). How are the ideological interests of 
specific companies manifested in the racialised images they produce? How are 
the requirements of contemporary capitalism reinforced and consolidated in the 
texts that we see?

In developing a methodology to explore advertising and its racialised repre-
sentations, it is essential to adopt a methodological heterogeneity to fully explore 
the exploitation of the black presence within promotional culture, its link to com-
pany and corporate interests and the frequent naturalisation of the consumer as 
white, although there are shifts within this binary. A racialised presence can be 
seen to invariably point to the contemporary needs of capital and the ways in 
which ideologies of race and capital intersect.

ADVERTISING SPECTACLES AND THE NATURALISATION  
OF CAPITALIST RELATIONS

It is significant that Marx began his critique of Capital by analysing the nature 
of the commodity, the forms of value in it and the two-fold character of labour 
embedded there. Marx wrote this critique of commodity relations during a period 
when the commodity became increasingly ‘the centrepiece of everyday life, the 
focal point of all representation, the dead centre of the modern world’ (Marx 
2003; Richards, 1990: 1). The first part of Capital was written while Marx was 
living in London, observing the spectacle produced by the Great Exhibition of 
1851, which was not simply a homage to the commodity, but a homage to 
Empire, and the new commodities exhibited acted as symbols of imperial great-
ness and modernity. ‘It transformed wide sections of the population into support-
ers of imperialism and allowed commodity holders and exhibition organisers “to 
sell imperialism to the domestic public”’ (Hund, 2013: 27).

Thus, when late-nineteenth-century advertisers began to develop their brands 
it is not surprising that many made every effort to associate their products with 
the ideologies of Empire. The rise of commodity culture in this sense was inte-
grally related to the exploitation and annexation of former colonial territories. If 
the site of the Exhibition, the Crystal Palace, ‘radiated the light of an incipient 
consumer culture’ it was because ‘it was a cultural imperialism made manifest’ 
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(Hund, 2013: 29). The colonial expansion of European powers not only sought 
control over raw materials essential for the commodities being produced in the 
factories of Europe, but by the late nineteenth century companies also employed 
the commodity as a signifier of their own superiority and a method to civilise in 
their promotional culture (Richards, 1990).

From the earliest developments of branding, racial hierarchies were not only rein-
forced and naturalised, but were used to represent colonial ideologies with vigour. 
Developing during the colonial era, the image of Africa and Asia in advertising was 
employed at strategic moments in Victorian advertising to not only consolidate a 
generalised racial supremacy, but also to promote specific company interests as 
well as endorse government policy and specific forms of colonial administration 
(Ramamurthy, 2003). To consume was to be civilised and prove one’s superiority. 
Being a British consumer was to perform imperialist dispositions. Ordinary cus-
tomers embraced and participated in this construction. One British soldier who saw 
the words ‘Pears Soap is Best’ inscribed on a rock in Khartoum even wrote to the 
company to suggest an advertisement which the company subsequently produced 
with the slogan ‘The formula for British conquest’, eliding the spread of commod-
ity relations with imperial expansion (Ramamurthy, 2003: 39–40).

SELLING IMPERIAL RULE

Pears Soap became infamous in imperial promotion in the 1880s and 1890s. The 
image of the black child being washed white in one advertisement was reproduced 
in countless publications and was circulated so widely that it can be found repeat-
edly in major collections of ephemera. This image was first published during the 
Berlin conference of 1884–5, when the European powers sat to agree, with no 
African present, the way they would divide Africa and its resources between them-
selves. The production of such an image at the moment of the Berlin Conference 
suggests Lever Brothers’ symbolic support for a government policy of formal 
intervention in Africa. Interpreted in Pears advertising through an image of playful 
instruction it affirmed the ideas of ‘the white man’s burden’ (Ramamurthy, 2003: 
26–8). The innocence of the image, the picture of camaraderie between the white 
and black child denied the brutality of colonisation and suggests African complic-
ity with the annexation of vast tracts of land to European control. The instruction 
which the white child offers justifies the new political system as one of support for 
Africa’s development, a development that is visualised as being attained through 
literally being washed white, although it is a whiteness that is constructed as 
always incomplete, since as McClintock has argued, the head – ‘for Victorians the 
seat of rational individuality and self-consciousness – remains stubbornly black’ 
(1995: 214), legitimising the need for European intervention.

Apart from this overt celebration of the European carving up of Africa that 
the image offers, soap advertising’s repeated use of the image of a black child 
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over the following decade also reflected the interests that Lever Brothers and 
other soap manufacturers had in the extraction of resources from West Africa, 
where palm oil and palm kernel oil were identified as being in abundance. The 
repeated use of the image of the black child did not simply reflect an interest in 
West Africa, but also saw the company engage in political debates about forms of 
colonial rule. While policies of native land tenure eventually developed to sup-
port small-scale peasant farming in West Africa, Lever was in favour of planta-
tion production which would enable him to have more secure control over the raw 
materials he required for his soap empire. By constantly representing Africans as 
not just childlike but as irresponsible infants unable to govern themselves, Lever 
Brothers were engaging in debates over the form of colonial rule that should be 
adopted in the region, which during the 1890s was still being contested. In Lord 
Lever’s opinion, ‘a native cannot organise. He cannot even run a wooding post 
on the river satisfactorily. You only have to compare one run by a native with 
one run by a European to prove that’ (1927: 312). The desire for direct control 
over production meant that soap advertising repeatedly represented Africans as 
completely incompetent and irresponsible children who needed to be instructed 
(Ramamurthy, 2003: 24–60).

In contrast to the soap firms, cocoa manufacturers who began to make use of 
cocoa produced in West Africa in the 1900s favoured a form of colonial policy 
that would eventually be adopted in West Africa: indirect rule. The commitment 
to a differing form of colonial policy was promoted in cocoa advertisements 
from 1906 onwards, which employed the image of the African boy happily shar-
ing cocoa with the countries of Europe. These new ads appeared after a scandal 
over slave-grown cocoa from the islands of Sao Tome and Principe from which 
Cadbury’s and other cocoa firms wished to distance themselves. For the cocoa 
firms, colonial rule was envisioned as a form of exchange (however unequal) 
rather than simply a process of direct control and instruction. Within this ‘part-
nership’, Africans as producers of raw material were envisioned as ‘free’ to 
share their produce with European consumers. Cadbury’s position represented 
the ideas of a group known as ‘The Third Party’, which argued for a benevolent 
relationship between coloniser and colonised in which ‘native rulers’ should be 
delegated ‘such responsibility as they are fit to exercise’. These attitudes can 
be seen as promoted through Cadbury’s advertising where a black child in one 
image even sits on the same mat as a white girl, to whom he offers a cup of cocoa. 
While represented as sharing the same mat (which we can read as a metaphor for 
the world), the African boy looks over to the girl to seek her approval. It is she 
who decides what is appropriate for him and the resources of the world (symbol-
ised by the cup of cocoa) remain for her consumption.

While symbolically represented as the producer and owner of raw materi-
als, the African child in Fry’s advertisements, while embodying the product as 
his own, literally pours what is frequently represented as abundant (trivialis-
ing his labour) into the cups of Europe in assent to this colonial ‘partnership’ 
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(Ramamurthy, 2003: 70–7). The cocoa advertisements never acknowledge the 
actual labour undertaken by African peasants in producing the cocoa beans. This 
was less because of the denial of labour that is usual in advertising through its 
focus on visualising consumption, and more as a result of the dismissal of African 
industry so pervasive in racialised colonial attitudes. As one governor of the Gold 
Coast, Hugh Clifford, suggested: ‘cocoa is notoriously one of the least exact-
ing forms of permanent cultivation known to mankind’. ‘The natives’, according 
to Clifford, would never have undertaken it otherwise, ‘or any task of the sort  
that made a more severe demand on their physical energies’ (Lugard, 1965:  
399–400). The representation of the black boy, as infantilised or as the happy-go-
lucky ‘sambo’ caricature, can therefore be seen to have been used strategically 
during the colonial period at particular moments to reveal not just the political and 
ideological interests of companies but also their approach to global governance.

While huge changes took place in advertising as a practice during the mid-
to-late twentieth century, with work often franchised to agencies outside of cor-
porations, it is easy to assume that the purpose for which people of colour were 
represented in advertising shifted positively in the era of national liberations and 
civil rights struggles. Anti-colonial and anti-racist struggles undoubtedly forced 

Figure 61.1 Cadbury’s cocoa advertisement c 1900, courtesy of Cadbury’s 
and MDLZ
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corporations to change the kinds of representations that they had circulated during 
the colonial period and the image of the colonised increasingly began to disap-
pear on consumer goods in the UK during the 1950s. However, corporate firms 
with economic interests in the former colonies continued to construct racialised 
representations that were used to bolster the economic and political interests of 
capital. In the 1960s, for example, corporations created images of themselves as 
benevolent organisations industrialising the Global South with representations 
of dams and railway lines circulated to suggest firms such as English Electric 
or Associated Electric Industries were ‘bringing a better life’. In these corporate 
images, the black man is no longer the worker serving the interests of Europe, 
but is rather framed as an individual reaping the benefit of western science and 
development; or is figured as a simple, leisured individual dependent on west-
ern productivity for his/her needs. In all the advertisements the corporate firm 
was framed as a benefactor aiding processes of development. Such images did 
not employ explicitly degrading stereotypes of black people but maintained the 
colonial ideology of the white man’s burden as well as the belief in capitalism as 
developing an ‘underdeveloped’ world, legitimating these emerging multination-
als’ economic influence in former colonised nations. In one 1958 advertisement 
the Cold War conflict is made explicit with a text that asserts ‘Rival ideologies are 
competing for the future of the world, the one that wins will be that which offers 
more people a better life’, juxtaposed with the image of an African man looking 
contemplatively at an English Electric engine powering the Johannesburg Mail, 
projecting the improved conditions of life as belonging to western capitalist devel-
opment. The colonial and racialised ideologies of ‘the white man’s burden’ and 
of Africans as lacking intellect and industry were not challenged in these images, 
which continued to maintain hegemonic structures that suited the new imperialist 
phase of neo-colonialism (Nkrumah, 1965; Ramamurthy, 2003: 173–213).

SELLING NEO-LIBERAL MULTICULTURALISM

The parasitic ability to transform representations in the wake of dissent can be 
seen as advertising’s ‘ability to shore up hegemony and sustain imperialism 
through successive phases of Cold War decolonisation and neo-liberal globalisa-
tion’ (Ramamurthy and Wilson, 2013: 73). The resistance to racism from both 
anti-imperialist struggles as well as the civil rights and anti-racist movements in 
the USA and Europe in the 1960s had a significant impact on representation and 
advertisers were forced to address some of the core concerns of dehumanisation 
and humiliation that previous advertisements had consolidated.

In the USA, during the Cold War, Melamed has argued that the development of 
a liberal race paradigm ‘recognised racial inequality as a problem’ and ‘secured 
a liberal symbolic framework for race reform centred in abstract equality, market 
individualism and inclusive civic nationalism’, one that recognised race equality as 
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a nationally recognised social value in the USA (Melamed, 2006: 2). For African 
Americans, the Black is Beautiful campaign was a powerful force in challenging 
potential internalised racism and self-hate felt by the black community as a con-
sequence of the brutality of slavery. Malcolm X asked, ‘Who taught you to hate 
yourself?’ (Malcolm X, 1962) to encourage a critique of the origins of internalised 
racism, in the struggle to be represented as human and not rendered invisible. Civil 
rights discourses in the USA during the 1960s often treated the question of media 
representations as separate from those of political and economic rights. ‘What 
Negro consumers want now is recognition of their humanity and an industry wide 
respect for the Negro image’ argued the Congress for Racial Equality (CORE) 
(quoted in Chambers, 2008: 120). In 1963 they even appealed directly to the Coca 
Cola company, for example, to include blacks in their advertisements, suggesting a 
boycott may be a possibility if no change was made. Coca Cola, in fear of a boycott, 
responded (Pendergrast, 1993: 286). The civil rights movement’s campaign for a 
wider range of imagery established a black presence within the American dream 
but the racialised political economy of the production of goods remained unchal-
lenged. While CORE persuaded Coca Cola to create images with black people 
drinking the product in the 1960s, the labour conditions for agricultural workers on 
its Minute Maid orange farms in Florida remained deplorable, with living spaces 
being described as ‘slave quarters’ in the NBC documentary Migrant screened in 
1970 (Gottleib and Joshi, 2010: 14–15).

The ability of corporations ‘to shore up hegemony and sustain imperialism’ 
can be seen in Coke’s production of one of the most iconic multicultural adver-
tisements of the 1970s. Coca Cola’s 1971 ‘I’d like to buy the world a Coke’ ad, 
which was screened worldwide, has been described as one of the most success-
ful global advertising campaigns. While the adoption of multicultural imagery 
can be seen as part of a general shift in cultural representations, the company’s 
embracing of images of diversity also suited its economic development interests. 
By 1970 Coke’s export sales exceeded domestic sales of the product and the over-
seas opportunities appeared ‘limitless’ according to one researcher (Pendergrast, 
1993: 296, 308). In this context, we can read Coke’s ‘I’d like to buy the world a 
coke’ as a visualisation of the company’s vision for global expansion rather than 
an innocent image of potential global harmony. The link between representation 
and commercial interests is also marked by the absence of Arabs in the ad, since 
the Arab Boycott of Coca Cola, as a result of its investments in Israel in 1966, 
had made the market in the Middle East impossible to develop. The peace-loving, 
hippy feel of the ad, therefore, not only hid the many conflicts Coke was hav-
ing in various parts of the globe, from its brutal refusal to recognise unions in 
its Italian bottling plants to conflicts with the Federal Trade Commission in the 
USA, but also acted to serve a global expansionist vision.

The use of multicultural imagery to represent a corporation’s interest in hege-
monic globalisation was employed successfully again in Benetton’s United 
Colours campaign, which flooded magazines and billboards during the late 1980s.  
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Deliberately adopting the idea of a ‘united nations’, with photographs of smil-
ing young people from all over the world wearing colourful Benetton jumpers, 
Benetton’s pervasive 1980s advertising circulated during the period when the 
firm shifted from being a predominantly Italian firm to one with increasing global 
sales. In 1983 Benetton’s export sales exceeded its domestic market and in 1984 
the firm employed Olivero Toscani to transform its image (Ramamurthy, 2015: 
283). The result was the United Colours of Benetton campaign, which presented 
the firm as supposedly forward-looking through an image of multiculturalism.

Benetton’s advertising from this period has been accused of essentialising 
ethnic and racial difference, with African models deliberately chosen as very 
dark skinned and European models as invariably blond, constructing such dif-
ferences as tropes for consumption (Back and Quaade, 1993). Celia Lury has 
argued that ‘the production of difference has become a means by which global 
companies such as Benetton can lay a proprietary claim to goodness itself’ 
(2000: 147). She highlights the adoption of difference, whether it be colour, cul-
ture, geography or national identity in Benetton images, as embraced to repre-
sent the diverse splendour of the globe but one in which all these categories are 
reduced to a ‘choice’ in the marketplace. Taking the logic of multiculturalism in 
the context of global capitalism and its history of colonialism to its conclusion, 
Žižek argues:

Multiculturalism is a racism which empties its own position of all positive content (the multi-
culturalist is not a direct racist, he doesn’t oppose to the Other the particular values of his 
own culture), but nonetheless retains this position as the privileged empty point of universal-
ity from which one is able to appreciate (and depreciate) properly other particular cultures –  
the multiculturalist respect for the Other’s specificity is the very form of asserting one’s own 
superiority. (Žižek, 1997: 44)

Benetton’s images of ‘racial harmony’, I would argue, can be seen as structured 
to maintain white supremacy, not only through the performance of difference, 
but by ignoring the dynamics of power within which the images operate and re-
inscribing colonial and racist tropes such as that of the white man’s burden or the 
stereotype of black criminality. If we simply look at repeated images of white 
and black hands in Benetton marketing, we can witness the way in which the 
white hand is often framed as ‘giver’ or as ‘adult’, in contrast to the black hand, 
which is frequently structured as ‘receiver’ of white benevolence and goods or 
as ‘child’ (Ramamurthy, 2003: 219).

When we consider Benetton’s organisational structure we can also understand 
their advertising and marketing strategy as a clear communication of the com-
pany’s organisational form and as a consolidation of a neo-liberal multicultural-
ism that rests on the exploitation of both labour in the Global South as well as 
migrant labour in European metropolises, which relies on the normalisation of 
racialised inequalities. Benetton’s images should not be simply recognised as 
operating in a general context, but as working to directly preserve the interests 
of this newly launched global firm. In the 1980s, Benetton began to develop a 
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system they described as ‘flexibility in manufacturing’, which allowed the com-
pany to respond quickly to changing fashion trends and demands. The system 
encouraged a computerised technology that increased exploitative labour rela-
tions through systems of subcontracting, creating precarity for textile workers 
in the Global South as well as for sweatshop workers living in the Global North, 
many of which are immigrant women (Kim and Chung, 2005: 72; Mitter, 1986; 
Ramamurthy, 2015: 284). Benetton’s images also constructed ideological hege-
monies to applaud capitalism as an ideal. The images that Lury (2000) notes as 
representing diverse nationalisms did not just simply reduce nations to commodi-
fiable and essentialised tropes but held clear ideological significations. Produced 
during the period of Perestroika, some advertisements presented capitalism (rep-
resented as America) as gentle and kind through gendered images of blonde, 
blue-eyed girls with soft curls, in contrast to the USSR, which was figured as an 
angry and hard-nosed boy complete with paper aeroplane to suggest the USSR 
as the aggressor in the arms race (Ramamurthy, 1997). In another instance of 

Figure 61.2 Hands (Anandi Ramamurthy 2020)
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ideological signification a young Chinese boy dressed in blue is carefully posi-
tioned with Mao’s little red book upside down (Channel 4, 1988). As Giroux 
(1993) argues, these images should be read as containing a violence at their core.

‘POST-RACIAL’ RACISMS

Let us consider some recent advertisements in the USA which address issues of 
migration and multiculturalism to explore the continued potential for reflecting 
on the ways in which a company’s employment of racialised representations may 
continue to intersect with their commercial and political interests. The year 2016 
saw major political rifts emerge with the election of President Trump and a 
marked rise in national chauvinism and racisms in both the USA and Europe. 
Trump’s declared desire to build a wall between Mexico and the USA was met 
with outrage by liberals but gained him support amongst conservatives eager to 
lay the blame for economic hardship on the most vulnerable.

In this context it is surprising that any company would engage with an issue 
so fraught with conflict in their advertising. Yet in the USA, Budweiser and 84 
Lumber issued Superbowl advertisements that referenced immigration in 2017. 
Budweiser reflected back on European immigration to America in the nineteenth 
century, linking such migration to the American dream’s idea of success through 
perseverance. 84 Lumber focused on the arduous migration journey of a Mexican 
mother and her child to America. The visualisation of Trump’s wall at the end of 
the commercial, which opens up for the two with the tag line ‘The will to succeed 
is always welcome here’, elides migration as a fundamental ingredient of the 
American dream, reinforced by the child who collects rubbish on the journey to 
make a dream catcher, a metaphoric nod to the Democrats Dreamers programme 
which gives children of undocumented migrants the chance to apply for residency 
status. 84 Lumber’s narrative of Hispanic migration elides with the commercial 
requirements of the US construction industry in which Hispanics make up 30% of 
blue-collar workers on US construction sites, making the ‘economic exploitation 
of undocumented workers … a cornerstone of the non-union construction indus-
try’s low wage business strategy’. It has led to the high rate of deaths amongst 
migrant workers who carry out some of the most dangerous tasks while being 
paid the lowest wages (Center for Construction Research and Training, 2010: 4). 
While the commercials by Budweiser and 84 Lumber caused controversy and rac-
ist responses online, the companies’ assertion of the essential need for migration 
and the free movement of goods highlights a wider structural requirement for the 
accumulation of capital in the era of globalisation. Such companies, while espous-
ing a commitment to freedom of movement, rely precisely on migrant workers’ 
undocumented status, which allows for their intensified exploitation. It is signifi-
cant that the 84 Lumber advertisement does not contest the Republican political 
policy of building a wall, but rather visualises an open door for the ‘worthy’ 



ADVERTISING AND RACE 1141

immigrant, maintaining the liberal race paradigm’s division of ‘good black’/‘bad 
black’ and ‘good immigrant’/‘bad immigrant’ (Pieterse, 1992: 203–4).

The failure to challenge the racism of gross exploitation in the production 
of goods means that within consumption discourses the focus is framed around 
avoiding offence. Witness H&M’s unequivocal apology for the offence they 
caused through online marketing that placed a black child in a sweatshirt that 
read ‘coolest monkey in the jungle’ and a white child in one that said ‘survival 
expert’. It led to the ransacking of H&M stores in South Africa with the ‘gaff’ 
covered in media worldwide. Some have suggested that such productions are 
deliberate strategies by companies to employ black outrage to profile their brands 
(White, 2019). H&M’s response to the outrage was to take part in the conference 
‘Pathways to anti-racism’, where they were pitched as intending to ‘share insights 
about the interventions that they have employed following their racist hoodie 
advert’. The neo-liberal construction of racism as a psychological programme 
of recovery for each individual ignores the racialised and structural inequalities 
upon which neo-liberal capitalism flourishes.

Anti-racism itself has been appropriated within ‘diversity marketing’ com-
modity discourses. Without interpreting advertising imagery with reference 
to the production context of commodities, it is impossible to fully appreciate 
the absurdity of designs such as Nike’s Equality range in 2017. Using sound 
visualisations of Martin Luther King’s ‘I have a dream’ speech, Nike produced 
graphics for shoes sold during Black History Month. Six months previously, 
however, Nike ceased to allow the independent NGO Worker Rights Consortium 
access to factories to check on labour standards in factories globally (Gearhart, 
2017). Their footwear continues to be produced in factories where labour rights 
are undermined, wages are desperately low and health and safety conditions 
are disregarded. The absurdity of consuming one’s way out of racism must be 
understood through the failure to challenge the exploitation of the Global South 
(whose populations are primarily people of colour) by the Global North, whose 
populations are largely white (Willis, 1990). Neo-liberal discourses around race 
have been further consolidated since 2008 as right-wing ‘post-racial society’ nar-
ratives have gained ground, cutting off discussion about structural inequalities, 
political and social inequity and imperialist wars in favour of personal responsi-
bilities (Edwards & Ramamurthy 2017; Squires, 2014).

REPRESENTING BLACK LABOUR

I have focused so far on the use of people of colour in advertising by corpora-
tions representing ideological support for imperialism’s political policies and 
practices. In this final section I will return to focus on a core issue for advertising 
as a whole – the mystification of labour relations, to consider the ways in which 
the image of the non-white body contradicts simplistic arguments about ads as 
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simply hiding labour relations. The non-white body framed as a labouring body 
through literature and the arts, during both slavery and colonialism, permitted the 
representation of labour in advertising without acknowledgement of exploitation. 
The naturalisation of this image enabled the repeated and uncontested use of the 
image of the black slave and of colonised labour on tropical products throughout 
the colonial era and beyond and enabled these workers to appear as exotic icons 
rather than as the visibility of exploitation.

Tea advertising both during the colonial period and beyond provides a par-
ticularly strong example of the image of the colonial subject as born to labour, 
enabling the representation of labour without shattering the fetishised world of 
the commodity (Ramamurthy, 2003). In tea advertising we can also see the way 
in which the female labouring subject was often elided with romantic images of 
the plantation defined as ‘garden’, a space that has both been idealised and rep-
resented as a space of transgression in western culture. The visualisation of the 
worker as feminised enabled the reconstruction of the ‘tea garden’ as a domestic 
space in Lipton’s advertising, from the 1920s onwards. The frequent reorganisa-
tion of the space of the plantation into a visual manifestation of a heterotopian 
space of ‘garden’/exotic landscape, along with the traditional invisibilisation 
of women’s domestic work (Daniels, 1987), which enabled a conflation of the 
worker/planter with the consumer through images of the exotic ‘belle’, dimin-
ished the visibility of exploitation on the plantation (Ramamurthy, 2012). By 
evoking an image of domesticity and traditional femininity these images turn the 
experience of plantation labour into a ghost-like one at the very moment that it is 
visualised. Although tea advertising retained the image of the female tea picker 
into the 1980s, the majority of images of plantation labour in the Global South 
disappeared in commodity advertising during the 1960s, when anti-colonial 
struggles gained ground.

The association of workers in the Global South as natural labourers however 
re-emerged on fair-trade advertising when their image could act as an affirmation 
of the ethical consciousness of the consumer in the Global North. It has been 
argued that the appearance of workers on fair-trade advertising during the 1990s 
was an act of de-fetishisation, since fair trade aims to change market relations, to 
advertise the conditions of production explicitly, in order to make transparent the 
relations under which commodities are exchanged (Hudson and Hudson, 2003). 
Yet I would argue these images do not de-fetishise commodities, but act instead 
to fetishise the form of labour, to transform ‘the unveiled concrete labour itself 
into a commodity’ (Varul, 2008: 660).

Kalpana Wilson has highlighted the way in which the visualisation of Third 
World workers in charity advertising has also affirmed the racialised and gendered 
hierarchies in neo-liberal attitudes to development where women are represented as 
positive and asserting agency despite the limitations of their lot. Wilson has noted 
how ‘the use of the concept of “agency” in these texts frequently has the effect of 
reassuring us that women do in fact exercise choice in situations where structural 
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constraints mean that women are simply “choosing” survival’ (2011: 317; see also 
Chapter 60, this Handbook). Wilson has commented on the way in which images 
in Oxfam Unwrapped and fair-trade chocolate advertising represent the smiling 
subjects, usually women, as empowered by their own labour – as ‘“participating … 
hardworking, industrious and self-determined” subject(s)’, undermining our under-
standing of their exploitation (Wilson, 2011: 324).

In much fair-trade advertising and packaging the smiling worker assents to our 
consumption. Affect is crucial in our reception of these images. Workers’ smiles 
enable an affective bond between producer and consumer (Ramamurthy, 2012). 
Their smiles affirm their contentment with their conditions. Our pleasure, even 
hedonism, in consumption can be excused by a feeling that we are morally ‘good’ 
in our fair-trade choice (Littler, 2009: 30). The Fairtrade Foundation’s campaign-
ing images in 2011–12, for example, depicted producers and consumers smil-
ing together. Inequality is here reframed as difference. Both smile as broadly as 
each other, suggesting through juxtaposition their mutual contentment. Smiling, 
which has been discussed in literature on race, gender and oppression, is often an 
important affective action, as Marilyn Frye has highlighted:

It is often a requirement upon oppressed people that we smile and be cheerful. If we comply, 
we signal our docility and our acquiescence in our situation. We need not, then, be taken 
note of. We acquiesce in being made invisible, in our occupying no space. We participate in 
our own erasure. (Frye, 1983: 2-3)

Fair-trade advertising and publicity promoting trade on the basis of fairness 
requires workers to perform their contentment for our consumption, just as the 
colonial worker did. This performance of emotional labour, as Rothschild notes:

Figure 61.3 The smiling worker
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requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that 
produces the proper state of mind in others. This kind of labour calls for a coordination of 
mind and feeling, and it sometimes draws on a source of self that we honor as deep and 
integral to our individuality. (quoted in Chong, 2009: 1)

The necessary performance of this emotional labour asks us to consider: ‘at what 
price can subjects speak the truth about themselves?’ (Foucault, 1983).

The drive to represent corporations as benevolent has become increasingly 
sophisticated, with companies suggesting themselves as partners in the moves 
for social inclusion and social justice, through both ‘fair trade’ being adopted 
as a purchasing choice by all major corporations, as well as through corporate 
social responsibility programmes in which corporations carry out acts of charity. 
Adopting the same smiling faces of workers from the Global South as those found 
in the images of the Fairtrade Foundation, corporate fair trade has sometimes 
rearticulated racist tropes in the bid to hide the exploitation of agricultural labour. 
Cadbury’s fair-trade Zingolo advertisement, for example, depicts a cocoa farm 
in which the beans mysteriously pick themselves while the local population sing 
and dance in reverence to the produce and, by inference, the Cadbury’s corpora-
tion. In corporate social responsibility PR, labour is again mystified, while both 
absent and present.1 Coke’s Happiness is Home project presents the company 
as fulfilling individual dreams of seeing family by harnessing personal stories 
of separation caused by the impact of neo-liberal globalisation that are resolved 
through the company’s gestures of goodwill. While representing migrant workers 
across the world, with some even depicted at work, the exploitation of workers in 
Coke factories is pushed aside by the company’s benevolent act of buying a plane 
ticket for five Filipino workers to visit their families, white-washing the exploita-
tion faced by migrant workers through the employment and business practices of 
the very corporations that fail to enable regular family reunification.2 These viral 
videos present an example of the way in which promotional culture today does 
not always erase the meaning of production but modifies and frames it in ways to 
suggest corporate benevolence.

The Fetishisation and Mystification of Factory Labour

The racialised nature of the above representations can only be fully appreciated 
when we compare it to the representation of labour (or lack of) more widely in 
advertising. While colonial advertising depicted African and Asian labour as a 
natural part of the imperial family and fair-trade advertisements promote the 
image of the worker – always from the Global South – assenting to their own 
exploitation, the labour depicted in these images is always agricultural labour, 
frequently framed in idyllic natural environments. The imperial division of 
labour, with the colonies perceived as the natural producers of raw material and 
European metropolises as the centre of industrial production, has meant that 
industrial labour has been rarely represented or when it has, it is fetishised, 
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sometimes even through the visualisation of peasant/agricultural scenes. In her 
essay ‘Great history that photographs mislaid’, Williamson notes this fetishisa-
tion. She analyses a Lancia advertisement in which the car is placed in an Italian 
vineyard surrounded by happy peasants. Williamson asks: ‘Who made this car? 
Has it just emerged new and gleaming from the soil, …. How can a car even exist 
in the feudal relations?’ (Williamson, 1979).

In contemporary advertising, factories and highly mechanised labour environ-
ments, in particular, are rarely represented. When they are, they are usually places 
of fantasy, such as in the McCain Oven Chips ‘Chip perfection’ TV commercial 
from 2011 or the Coke ‘Happiness factory’ commercial from 2006. These narra-
tives frequently push the worker into the background, fetishising the technological 
and digital environment and in the process denying the exploitation and alienation 
experienced by the factory workers. One such recent advertisement is Amazon’s 
2017 Christmas advertisement ‘Give 60’, in which a young, busy, white female 
consumer buys a gift for a young girl from the Amazon website, while travelling 
on a bus.3 The alienation of contemporary western life that leaves us purchas-
ing gifts online and sending gifts to loved ones that we neither touch nor wrap is 
transformed as an emotional exchange in this advertisement through a video that 
personifies and in this process fetishises the Amazon box, as it travels through 
one of the company’s automated warehouses (renamed by Amazon as ‘fulfilment 
centres’). Here, workers in the Global North (including many migrant workers) 
operate in the background of the warehouse, out of focus or in the shadows, their 
presence diminished in order to effectively transfer humanity and feeling from 
people to commodities. The harsh working conditions of the Amazon worker 
are erased by the smooth-running machines. The automated nature of this fac-
tory situates it as representative of work in the Global North. In earlier advertise-
ments a racialised division of labour in Empire Marketing Board images of the 
1920s represented white workers as the operators of machines to distinguish them 
from colonised labourers: the producers of raw material in the British Empire 
(Ramamurthy, 2003). Here racialisation is implicit through the only individualised 
Amazon worker, the driver at the end of the narrative, being white. The exploita-
tion of factory labour in the Amazon image is mystified and denied in two ways. 
Firstly, the labour of workers who have produced the goods and the conditions of 
their work are erased through the perfect and neat packages that travel with ease 
on the digitised conveyor belts. Secondly, the workers in the warehouse itself are 
diminished through the animation of the inanimate boxes to suggest humanity and 
love as transferred through the purchase of goods between consumers. The exploi-
tation of Amazon workers, many of whom are migrant workers, and their exhaus-
tion and experience of physical pain due to the relatively harsh working conditions 
are erased in the video (Osbourne, 2016). The boxes’ Amazon smiles literally sing 
to us and to each other ‘give a little bit of your love to me’. Human emotions and 
experience are thus transferred from people to goods, centring the commodity and 
the corporation as both benevolent and the pivot of contemporary human life.
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CONCLUSION

It is clear that advertising not only acts to structure commodities as the centre of 
our social worlds, but also reproduces supportive ideologies of race, gender and 
class to service the accumulation of capital. From the late nineteenth century 
when the first consumer societies developed we have seen the ways in which 
advertising harnessed racialised ideologies to consolidate corporate interests. 
These representations not only reflected wider ideas that circulated in society, 
but can be seen to have acted to consolidate racialised ideas that supported the 
specific interest of major firms.

It is crucial for a critical analysis of advertising’s ideological impact to inves-
tigate the material context within which advertising images operate so as to 
understand the economic and political interests that these images serve. Here, I 
have identified not only the entanglement between racist ideologies and capitalist 
development during the period of Empire, but also their continued entanglement 
in the post-independence and neo-liberal era. I have also identified the way in 
which the gendered divisions of labour intersect with racialised ideologies to 
naturalise racial hierarchies and represent the Global South as born to labour, an 
image that is further consolidated through the frequent representation of wom-
en’s domestic labour, which has been historically naturalised as outside of the 
realm of exploitation.

While advertisements fetishise commodities to make them appear ‘mist-
enveloped’ and to carry properties that an inanimate object can never have, the 
analysis above makes clear that the real is not simply ‘hidden by the imaginary’ 
(Jhally, 1991), but that advertising naturalises forms of exploitation to often rep-
resent exploitative social and economic relations as benign. As such the real is 
not so much entirely hidden as reframed as ‘natural’, normalised and legitimated, 
to deflect from the violence of contemporary global relations that maintain the 
exploitation of the Global South by the Global North. This is made possible and 
acceptable through racism. Neo-liberal multiculturalism has created imagery 
that suggests the possibility of equality at the point of consumption, yet such 
advertising often essentialises difference and only works through erasing knowl-
edge of the persistent structural inequalities that make such a possibility farcical. 
In fair-trade advertising the workers of the Global South are even employed to 
authentically assent and be happy in their exploitation and their position outside 
of conspicuous consumption.

It is not useful to suggest a reform to advertising, as advertising as a cultural 
form is tied to the system that we wish to see destroyed. The value of looking criti-
cally at advertising images is that they permit us to see the ways in which mate-
rial interests directly impact on representation. The social, cultural and political 
meanings advocated in advertisements can never contradict an advertiser’s eco-
nomic interests. In the main, these social and cultural meanings naturalise capi-
talism as benign. We can see the ways in which commodities are fetishised and 
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take on human characteristics, changing the way we view ourselves and others. 
We can also trace the way in which racialised practices are central to exploitation 
under capitalism and these practices impact on regimes of representation. Such 
racialised regimes of representation intersect with gendered hierarchies. It is also 
clear that capitalism in its imperialist phase remains adaptable and parasitic, able 
to absorb and deflect dissent through shifting our focus from structural inequali-
ties to questions of personal difference and transformation. Through the enactment 
of racialised and gendered hierarchies advertising even naturalises inequality as 
‘difference’, enabling corporations to be framed as benevolent and benign.

Notes

1  See Cadbury’s Zingolo commercial featuring Tinny: https://youtu.be/WkOE_bYhF10 accessed 2 June 
2021

2  See Coca Cola ‘Where Will Happiness Strike Next – The OFW Project’: www.dailymotion.com/video/
xmpllu accessed 2 June 2021

3  See Amazon 2017 Christmas commercial: www.thesun.co.uk/video/tvandshowbiz/parcels-sing-
roger-hodgsons-give-a-little-bit-in-the-2017-amazon-christmas-advert-give/ accessed 2 June 2021
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INTRODUCTION

When we think of Marxism in Indian Country, we can’t overlook dependency 
theory. For years, it was the critical framework that told the story of Indigenous 
incorporation into practices and processes of global capitalism. This scholarship 
was contemporary and historical. It talked about tribal workers, government 
officials, and community activists. It described literal tons of coal flowing out for 
pennies flowing in. It highlighted how colonialism and capitalism moved and 
reshaped Indigenous places as dependent on (and shaped by) a core economy. 
This framework accounted for local elites and global forces. It was complex 
scholarship, with both sweeping historical narrative and charts and graphs. It was 
also nation-specific, focusing on the particular experiences of the Navajo, the 
Choctaw, the Pawnee, the Cheyenne, or the Crow – names lost in frameworks 
that speak of colonization as a story of settlers and Natives.

Today’s critical research focuses on settler-colonialism and the settler-colo-
nial state as its object of analysis. It is the colonial state to which we ascribe 
the project of Native elimination. This is not Indigenous-centered research, as 
Native scholars are starting to point out (Snelgrove et al., 2014). What is more, 
it reduces complex interactions into simple dichotomies, binaries with static log-
ics. Ironically, this chapter focuses on dependency theory as a way forward in 
telling the history of Indigenous peoples – to complement these other critical 
approaches with more emphasis on Marx’s core concepts of political economy.
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During fieldwork in the Navajo Nation in 2013, I asked everyday Diné people 
why they felt the tribe continued to support a coal economy despite decades of 
environmental risks, bad faith contracts, and increasing concerns over climate 
change. To the people I spoke with, the structuring dynamics were not hard to 
figure out. The Navajo Nation had been made dependent on the coal industry and 
thus subservient to it. People on the ground described it as such. They held their 
leaders largely responsible, as the quote at the top of the page indicates. Without 
a plan, without a critique, the forces of capitalism, the Wiindigo economy,1 come 
knocking at the door.

Yet, in academic circles, scholarship has long moved beyond what has been 
called ‘dependency theory’. By 2013, dependency theory was passé. Critics 
claimed it straightjacketed individual agency, or was deceptively incorporative of 
central assumptions of modernization theory (Escobar, 1995; Scott, 1995). It was 
not attuned to Indigenous ontology and implied a developmentalist logic. This 
chapter argues that, despite its critiques, dependency theory maintains on-the-
ground relevance for tribal people in describing and understanding their econo-
mies. Dependency theory is Marxist in origin and highlights the unevenness of 
capitalistic incorporation in space and time during the later expansion of global 
capitalism (Mezzadra, 2011).

Importantly, dependency theory is a twentieth-century argument, reflecting the 
state of the world during neocolonialism. It explained the economic integration 
of places and nations from decolonialization in the 1950s and 1960s until the 
advent of neoliberalism in the early 1980s. This was an age of development, 
when the USA and its Western allies actively promoted the recolonization of the 
Third World with market integration. The theory designed to destroy traditional 
economies was modernization theory, largely presented in overly simplistic ways 
by politically powerful economists. Dependency theory flipped modernization 
theory on its head, arguing that traditional economy had already been destroyed, 
and largely by colonial practices.

Currently there is a resurgence of Marxist interest in Native communities, but 
this new scholarship is more activist than analytical in nature. While we find in 
activist work a real possibility of changing the world, we often lose the opportu-
nity to understand the world’s contradictions and complexities in depth. In this 
chapter, I focus on the use of dependency theory in Native North America, which 
was meant to expose the hidden and structuring forces of capitalism in Indian 
Country. This scholarship is a rich blend of theoretical critique and empirical 
analysis, but is generally neglected. As we will see, the advantage of dependency 
theory in Native North America is its ability to account for colonialism and  
political economy.

Since dependency theory fell out of favor among academics in the 1980s, settler-
colonialism and settler-colonial theory have largely replaced it as the critical 
interpretation of Indigenous/colonial relations in North America. Settler-colonial 
theory inherits critiques of the structuralism shared by dependency theory but 
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adds a few new problems of its own. Indigenous and White scholars using  
‘settler-colonialism’ have largely replaced the structural arguments of depen-
dency theory with a focus on land dispossession and the elimination of the Native. 
Settler-colonialism highlights an underlying unshakeable colonial edifice that is 
essential to the identities of colonial states. Settler-colonialism is a structure not 
an event, a structure bent on the elimination of the Native (Wolfe, 2006).

What is lost is the importance of events. For Marx, capitalism wasn’t just a 
structure, it was world-changing force expanded violently through and despite 
political structures. It was one bloody event after the next, each with its own 
internal conflict and contradiction. Land dispossession only accounts for some 
of the historical forces at work. The incorporation of land, people, and places 
into global capitalism is the larger story. The elimination of the Native was foun-
dational for this project for a time, but the colonial state has moved on. In some 
unusual cases, Indigenous nations have regained some land from those stolen in 
the past. Tribal nations have found selective forms of recognition, despite settler 
cunning (Coulthard, 2014; Simpson, 2014).

In the US state of Arizona, for example, where I carry out my research, the 
two largest reservations in the country are to be found: the Navajo Nation, at 
17.5 million acres, has expanded since its original treaty with the federal govern-
ment in 1868 (Kelley and Francis, 2019); similarly, the Tohono O’odham Nation, 
along the US–Mexico border, has only expanded in size along within the imperial 
nation of the USA while disappearing in Mexico (Gentry et al., 2019). In other 
words, Indigenous nations are not all the same. They are neither homogenous 
externally nor uniform internally. The ways in which they are incorporated into 
capitalism are unique, particular, and serve different kinds of capitalistic pur-
poses. Whereas the settler once sought to push Indigenous peoples off the land, 
the colonial state now intends to recognize Indigenous land claims in very narrow 
and often violently transformative ways. The goal is not simply the elimination of 
the Native, but also the expansion of capitalism.

Dependency theory is not the only thing. But it is a successful Marxist frame-
work with a legacy in Indigenous communities that we can revamp, retool,  
and repurpose.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF DEPENDENCY THEORY

Dependency theory emerged during the era of decolonization following the end 
of the Second World War. Independence movements in Africa, Asia, and the 
Caribbean struggled against the collapsing colonial infrastructures of Great 
Britain, France, and Portugal. The USA quickly filled the void (Chomsky, 2003). 
The world polarized into the capitalist First World and the communist Second 
World. The Third World, newly independent nations in parts of Africa, Asia,  
and the Pacific, sought a different path (Prashad, 2008). They formed the  
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Non-Aligned Movement and leaned toward mixed economies, repurposing  
colonial political and physical infrastructure toward the welfare of the nation, 
sometimes calling these policies socialist.

In Africa, Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America, the USA 
backed military dictatorships, undermined democratically elected leaders, and 
even sponsored targeted assassinations. US foreign policy aligned with violent 
right-wing groups to challenge Soviet influence (often more imagined than real) 
and extend the reach of international capitalism – what would become the global 
division of labor in the age of neoliberalism. This forced many independent 
leaders to pessimistically reassess global possibilities. Global capitalism, after 
the Second World War, was the basis for what Ghana’s first president Kwame 
Nkrumah called ‘neocolonialism’ (Nkrumah, 1965).

In neocolonialism, former colonies ostensibly gained political independence, 
but maintained economic dependence on the former colonizing nations (Rist, 
2002: 109–22). Dependency theory developed as a thesis among Latin American 
economists who worked to explain how their nations struggled to emerge from 
penury despite continued integration within international capitalism. Accordingly, 
the more newly independent nations were incorporated into global capitalism, the 
poorer they became. The lack of development progress, increasing class stratifi-
cation, and indigence forced many to reassess the promises of capitalism.

For cocoa growers in Ghana or coffee farmers in Tanzania, political indepen-
dence changed little. Postcolonial economies were built on the same practices of 
commodity production that defined the colonial period. National elites replaced 
colonial elites. But the colonial project remained intact. Fanon (2008) understood 
this colonialism as a psychological and ideological problem among national elites 
who blindly accepted the racism and rendering of inferiority of the moderniza-
tion narrative at the costs of the nation’s laboring classes. The paternalistic appa-
ratus of the colonial administrator disappeared, but in his stead, the missionaries 
of markets, agriculture extension officers, coffee buyers, traders, and investors 
replaced paternalism with artificial opportunism. They filled the heads of elites 
with promises of modernity.

With his 1966 essay in the Monthly Review, ‘The Development of 
Underdevelopment’, economist Andre Gunder Frank successfully translated ideas 
circulating in the global South into Anglophone scholarship. He had worked as an 
economist in Brazil and left after a US-sponsored military coup in 1964. The main 
thesis of the article, which remains useful today, is that the formal practices of 
development led to its opposite, underdevelopment. Shortly afterward, a flurry of 
dependency scholarship was published. Sociologists, economists, and historians 
gravitated to the allure of a theory that spoke to the way peasant and Indigenous 
communities throughout the world were impacted by the expansion of global 
capitalism. In the 1970s, Latin American economist Theotônio dos Santos pub-
lished ‘The Structure of Dependence’ in the American Economic Review in which 
he described the relationship between imperialism, colonialism, and economic  
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integration in broad, but useful language (Dos Santos, 1970). It was widely cited 
and helped to establish the theoretical language and focus of dependency theory, 
moving beyond questions of market integration to consider what one country’s 
economy does for the benefit of another’s. Dos Santos defined dependency as ‘a 
situation in which the economy of certain countries is conditioned by the devel-
opment and expansion of another economy to which the former is subjected’ 
(1970: 231).2 Economists Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Enzo Faletto wrote 
Dependency and Development in Latin America, in which they argued that the 
history of development in Latin America has focused on exports for the benefit 
of the global North and at the expense of national development (Cardoso and 
Faletto, 1979).

These approaches had different, sometimes opposite, understandings of 
how capitalism worked (Apter, 1987). Some writers, like the future neoliberal 
President of Brazil, Fernando Henrique Cardoso, assumed that development was 
desired, just implemented poorly and at the expense of Latin American national-
ism. This was an elite, settler vantage point. Cardoso and others preserved the 
project of state-driven development, but wanted it to support local elites and not 
‘foreign’ ones. This conservative rendition of dependency theory has echoes in 
Trump’s ‘America first’ and was preceded by Cardoso’s conservative politics in 
later years.

It is ultimately misleading to take ‘dependency theory’ to refer to a unified 
theoretical framework. Rather, it covers an interlocking series of descriptions 
and analyses of relations between former colonizers and their territories that bor-
rowed from Keynesian ideas of national economies, development and modern-
ization theory, and Marxist historical materialism.

Dependency theory was part of an international critique of postwar devel-
opment and the legacies of colonialism (Wilson, Chapter 60, this Handbook). 
The initial connections that economists made between the ‘metropole’ and its 
‘satellites’ were eventually incorporated into world-systems theory.3 Alongside 
the rise of peasant studies, dependency theory joined new ways of approaching 
Marxist scholarship that diverged from the rigidity of official communist doc-
trine.4 Marxism responded to the cultural revolution of the 1960s by abandoning 
its epistemological quest for social laws in favor of historical inquiry, alongside 
fresh critiques of political economy (Thompson, 1978).

Dependency theory also became part of the New Left’s critique of US impe-
rialism and global capitalism. The disproportionate violence inflicted by the 
USA on Vietnam exposed a violence inherent in the maintenance of the global 
capitalist world order. The conflict was billed in the USA as an anti-communist 
crusade. But this narrative convinced fewer and fewer people as the body bags 
piled up. Dependency theory provided a framework and explanation for the 
developed world’s harsh treatment of the developing world. It helped highlight 
the colonial origins of the capitalist world order and the violent transforma-
tive power of capitalism on the planet. It became a powerful critique of global 
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capitalism at an important period in its history. Emerging from Mexico, Brazil, 
and Africa in the 1950s, only a few years following the end of European global 
hegemony, dependency theory started a conversation on the neocolonial char-
acter of global capitalism.

USEFUL ANALYTICAL FEATURES OF DEPENDENCY THEORY  
FOR THE PRESENT

Dependency theory focused on the transfer of wealth between developing 
nations (satellites) and developed nations (metropoles). It tried to explain the 
uneven terms of trade between commodity-producing countries in the global 
South and consumer nations in the global North. For example, when a national 
economy was organized around cash-crop production, such as cocoa in Ghana, 
coffee in Tanzania, coal in the Navajo Nation, this encouraged government offi-
cials to maintain this industry at all costs. The industry’s relative importance for 
jobs and revenues increased its political power. It was this dynamic that Diné 
interviewees highlighted when they described the Navajo Nation as dependent 
on the coal industry. In the course of my research, coal accounted for nearly 
25% of the tribal budget – that is, a salient feature of the Navajo economy 
(Curley, 2018).

In the 1960s, dependency theory’s main intervention was to challenge the 
linear narrative of modernization theory, with its assumption that participa-
tion in capitalism eventually improved the social and economic conditions of 
‘underdeveloped’ states (Rist, 2002). W. W. Rostow described this process as a 
literal ‘takeoff’, when societies were granted the preconditions of capitalism in 
order to gain and expand economic momentum exponentially (Rostow, 1990). 
For Rostow, the destruction of traditional societies was key for the creation of 
the preconditions for capitalism. This destruction was described in his famous 
work, The Stages of Economic Growth, passively and euphemistically as outside 
interventions. But, historically, these were violent acts, including genocide. As 
a Kennedy advisor, Rostow had political influence and helped shape US for-
eign policy during the 1960s. Rostow’s assumptions were fairly common at the 
time and reflected decades of development thinking for federal officials working 
within reservations.

Modernization theory assumed that reservations, just like ‘underdeveloped’ 
states, were in need of development. Dependency theory argued that attempts 
to modernize Indigenous communities underdeveloped them. This is where the 
thesis proved particularly useful for the Navajo Nation. The movement from sub-
sistence to wage-labor resulted in a loss of independence and sense of economic 
dependency among Diné people and explains why the word itself, ‘dependency’, 
comes up so often among community members when they talk about the coal 
economy and the Navajo Nation’s relationship to it.
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Dependency theorists ranged widely in how they understood and charac-
terized the history that led to a community’s underdevelopment, whether in 
terms of the naked exploitation of resources in the interest of global elites or, 
at best, as holding developing economies back by encouraging just one sector, 
as in the ‘resource curse’ thesis (Murshed, 2018). As mentioned earlier, two 
popular books in dependency theory that epitomize this range were Capitalism 
and Underdevelopment (1967) by Andre Gunder Frank and Dependency and 
Development in Latin America (1979) by Cardoso and Enzo Faletto. These books 
advanced very different understandings of the development problem, the former 
building foundationally on Marx’s historical materialism while the latter incor-
porated key assumptions of modernization theory into its analysis, especially 
concerning the goal of creating a national economy that served local elites. As 
dependency gave way to world-systems, like ska and rock-steady to reggae, some 
key features were lost. The site-specific and comparative aspects of dependency 
became lost in the grand narrative of world-systems. We had a harder time seeing 
exactly how the Navajo Nation contributed to the rise of Phoenix and capitalism 
in the Southwest. The specific commodities were less important, the global sys-
tem of capitalism took prime interest.

Incorporation is not only a material process, of transferring surplus wealth from 
one place to the next, it is also a relational process that puts places in structuring 
arrangements. The dynamics between town and country, rural and urban was an 
original point in the dependency theory thesis later blurred when capitalism was 
understood as a transfer of people and wealth over centuries and at a ‘world-scale’. 
The world-scale, world-economy, and world-systems analysis followed capitalism 
from its origins in Europe to colonization across the globe. This remains a useful 
history, but importantly it failed to address racialization as a key feature of global 
capitalism. In Black Marxism, Cedric Robinson (1983) identified the importance 
of race and racism in the violent construction of capitalism. Today racial capitalism 
is an important area of research to understand how capitalism becomes reliant on 
race (Pulido, 2016; Beller, Chapter 44 and Bhandar, Chapter 13, this Handbook). 
Indigenous critiques based in settler colonial frameworks point out that colo-
nialism and land dispossession were fundamental to the expansion of capitalism 
(Coulthard, 2014). Settler-colonialism was thus a better starting point for thinking 
about the origin of capitalism than the enclosure of the English commons.

However, world-systems approaches emphasized the role of the larger global 
system in order to explain the emergence of capitalism across the planet. In this 
context, complex and localized relationships took on tenuous connections to 
ideas of ‘the global’. Although capitalism assumes a global character, its par-
ticular manifestations remain unique configurations of people and places, with 
diverse motivations, legal-political systems, and traditions of resistance to capital 
incorporation.

World-systems and dependency theories relied too much on broad categories 
such as ‘society’, ‘economy’, ‘development’, and ‘underdevelopment’. Ideas 
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such as ‘underdevelopment’ remain hard to empirically demonstrate and theoret-
ically defend. These concepts have the effect of simplifying complex economic 
problems and providing a misleading directionality to capital movement. Critics 
eventually argued that dependency theory could not account for the ‘economic 
successes’ of former colonies, that it tended to overstate the case for underdevel-
opment, thus missing important new industries like casinos in Indian Country 
(Wilkins, 1993). Because ‘dependency theory’ extended Marx’s critique of ‘so-
called primitive accumulation’ to former colonies in Africa and Latin America, 
the particulars of each colonial experience made it difficult to universalize. In 
an early critique, Fernando Henrique Cardoso identified some of the over deter-
ministic quality of the Marxian approach to what he called ‘dependency studies’, 
showing that scholars in this field tended to group unique historical conjunc-
tures into typologies (Cardoso, 1977). But he acknowledged that the framework 
allowed for us to think about these ‘dependent’ relationships in new ways. It 
spurred ‘the sociological imagination’. ‘Thanks to these [dependency] theories…
attention was called to a thematic frame that ceased to see development on the 
capitalist periphery as a “mere” consequence of accumulation of capital in the 
center, and began dealing with the historical form that this process acquired in 
dependent societies’ (1977: 19).

DEPENDENCY THEORY IN INDIAN COUNTRY

Indigenous peoples’ experience within the rise and expansion of capitalism has 
not been a pleasant one. Tribes have had their lands stolen, lives lost, and futures 
undermined. It is difficult to summarize the unique integrations of different 
Indigenous nations into regional and worldwide capitalism. Development around 
Indigenous communities was premised on the idea that Indigenous peoples were 
premodern and in need of intervention. Although this racist pretext is less overt 
today, it remains an operating justification for federal oversight over Indigenous 
lands. The so-called ‘Marshall Trilogy’ (1823–32) limited Indigenous sover-
eignty to ‘domestic’ and ‘dependent’ US authority (Wilkins and Lomawaima, 
2001; Williams Jr, 2005). The language of assimilation and extinguishment of 
the nineteenth century was replaced with development and nation-building in the 
twentieth century, but the structural de jure racialization of Indigenous peoples 
as subordinate to US authority remains intact.

Under modernization theory, the underdevelopment of Indigenous nations 
within the USA was understood as a lack of political and economic integration 
into US capitalism and a product of overly socialistic economic policy (Gilbreath, 
1973; Miller, 2012). Dependency theory reverses this presumption. It assumes 
that tribal social, economic, and legal ‘underdevelopment’ is the consequence of 
histories of forceful integration into colonial and capitalist structures, not a lack 
of it. This was an important insight and one that has real consequences for tribal 
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economic and political planning today. Dependency theory is a historical account 
of how capitalism comes to dominate a people and a place. Dependency the-
ory exposes the forceful variegated displacement and destruction of Indigenous 
economies in favor of exploitative arrangements. It is an account of economic 
structuring attentive to the legal and political barriers preventing Indigenous free-
doms and self-sufficiency.

Among Indigenous nations in the USA, researchers and scholars have used 
dependency theory effectively to account for the integration of reservation spaces 
into US capitalism. Focusing on the uneven terms of trade for resource-exporting 
tribes like the Navajo Nation, Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz and Lorraine Ruffing high-
lighted the movement of surplus value from the periphery (Diné lands) to the core 
(Peabody coal) (Dunbar-Ortiz, 1979). In a different vein, historian Richard White 
(1983) wrote an ambitious comparative study on the roots of dependency for the 
Diné, Choctaw, and Pawnee. He focused on the notion of primitive accumulation 
and the original undermining of the subsistent economies for Indigenous cultures 
and nations. More scholarship focused on this question, including world-systems 
writers like Thomas Hall (1989) and theorists of resistance to settler-colonialism 
like Glen Coulthard (2014).

Because of the colonial limitations placed on reservation spaces, but with spe-
cial exception for mineral-lease contracting, many Indigenous nations leaned on 
the sale of uranium, coal, oil, natural gas, and other ‘natural resources’ for jobs 
and revenues. This history alone is hard to appreciate in settler-colonial narratives 
that insinuate possession of land alone is key to the expansion of global capital-
ism. Using Marx, we understand capitalism is not just an act of blunt disposses-
sion, but one of cunning incorporation. Indigenous nations actively participate in 
exploitative economies and questions even when nominal control over the land 
is possible. In this era of neoliberalism, globalization is simply a euphemism for 
deregulation. Reservations were first part of this experiment, existing in a third 
space of sovereignty, to use Kevin Bruyneel’s framework (Bruyneel, 2007), that 
sits between periphery and semi-periphery, but never part of the core.

The presence of mineral development on tribal lands rendered landscapes 
toxic. Coal-mining tribes like the Navajo Nation, Crow, and Northern Cheyenne 
became places where economic dependency was clearest (Allison, 2015). Native 
and non-Native scholars used dependency theory to account for the primitive 
accumulation of Indigenous subsistent economies. They called this form of colo-
nization ‘internal colonization’, noting that it was a method by which Indigenous 
lands were pillaged while under the territorial claims of the USA (Hall and Snipp, 
1988; Snipp, 1988; Weiss, 1984).

Much of this critical work was published in the late 1970s into the mid 1980s. 
Within Diné studies, or scholarship published on the Navajo people, depen-
dency theory was first used in 1979 to describe unequal terms of trade in the 
tribe’s selling of coal (Dunbar-Ortiz, 1979). Richard White linked Diné under-
development to the violent undermining of the tribe’s traditional economy of 
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sheep and agriculture during a period known as ‘livestock reduction’ in the 1930s 
(White, 1983). The following year, Lawrence Weiss wrote a Marxist history of 
Navajo incorporation into capitalism in which he followed in the footsteps of 
Dunbar-Ortiz and White (1984). This presaged more recent work on ‘wasteland-
ing’, which describes the Navajo reservation as a place that colonial interests 
can exploit and render into wastelands for the benefit of the broader US public 
(understood in terms of core-periphery dynamics) (Voyles, 2015).

Critiques of capitalist incorporation faded in the late 1980s. Starting then, 
research in Indian Country focused on environmental contamination and ‘nation-
building’. Some scholars, finding the critiques of capitalism too deterministic 
and failing to meet the immediate needs of tribal governments, worked construc-
tively on policy-related research that could offer pathways for tribes to integrate 
their economies more successfully into colonialism and capitalism (Cornell and 
Kalt, 1992). The nation-building literature identified political reforms, such as 
the establishment of constitutions and independent judiciaries, that tribes could 
undertake in order to improve economic performances (Cornell and Kalt, 2000; 
Jorgensen, 2007; Lemont, 2006).

Indigenous critics of colonialism used language like ‘radioactive colonialism’ 
and ‘the militarization of Indian Country’ to focus on how colonial institutions 
destroyed the land and made cultural maintenance unsustainable (Gedicks, 1993; 
LaDuke 1992, 1999). They moved from a focus on political economy toward 
questions of colonialism, human rights, and environmental sustainability.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, critics focused on three aspects of depen-
dency theory they felt limited its usefulness: 1) calling reservations underde-
veloped perpetuates racist frameworks; 2) dependency could not account for 
economic success in Indian Country; and 3) dependency denied a focus on human 
agency in understanding the history of capitalistic incorporation.

Ward Churchill argued against the use of dependency theory when account-
ing for the incorporation for Native people. His argument was rather simplis-
tic. He said Marxism and Marxists used pejorative concepts and categories that 
described Indigenous peoples as primitive (Churchill, 1983: 84). Churchill tar-
geted the term ‘underdeveloped’ in particular as a problematic way to understand 
Indigenous homelands.

In another criticism, Lumbee scholar David Wilkins wrote that dependency 
theory failed to address the complicated and unique political spaces of reser-
vations that also included stories of economic successes (1993). Finally, labor 
historian Colleen O’Neill, whose work focuses on the Navajo Nation, argued  
that dependency theory denies Indigenous people ‘agency’. O’Neill (2005) wrote 
that the theory overdetermined how Indigenous people entered into capitalist 
relations.

Its shortcomings notwithstanding, critics of dependency theory focused too 
much on superficial issues, such as Churchill’s critique of the term ‘underdevel-
oped’, which he misread as racist. Underdevelopment is a modernization-theory 
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framing that Gunder Frank used ironically to critique assumptions that the tradi-
tional economy and not capitalism are the cause of penury in Indigenous spaces. 
Gunder Frank ultimately critiques the dual-economy thesis that suggests parts of 
the economy are formally incorporated into capitalist processes while others are 
left in ‘traditional’ or informal sectors. Dependency theorists use economic cat-
egories like underdevelopment to undermine them, not to argue that these places 
are underdeveloped and in need of development. On the contrary, their argument 
is that underdevelopment is a depoliticizing conceit, a fraud by economic histo-
rians, to hide the violent and bloody history of Indigenous dispossession. You 
have to recall the play on words, the development of underdevelopment, to get the 
fuller meaning of the critique.

The implication of thinking of traditional economies as premodern and unim-
pacted by capitalism is to invite further capitalist intervention, either to destroy 
the traditional economy or to ‘formalize’ it through microloans and other initia-
tives popular in contemporary development circles. Dependency theory articu-
lated the coloniality of economic relationships, where settler communities benefit 
from the forceful and often purposeful underdevelopment of Indigenous peoples 
and homelands. Although Churchill and others offered similar kinds of critiques 
when discussing the history of uranium mining within Indigenous communities, 
they could not adequately address important features of capitalist development. 
Missing from the critical narratives of post-Marxist scholarship are explanations 
for why Indigenous peoples actively participate in industries harmful to people 
and the environment. Indigenous labor is left in the background of Churchill 
and LaDuke’s idea of radioactive colonialism. Environmental contamination 
becomes a blunt colonial act that hardly accounts for how this industry actually 
enters reservation communities in the first place, through the guile of moderniza-
tion theory, development, and promises of progress.

More often than not, Indigenous leaders agreed to the terms of mining con-
tracts, even if it is later alleged that they did not know what they were doing. 
Dependency theory helps us understand how mining contracts embedded the 
reproduction of colonial relations within new forms of colonialism. The power 
of capital to subvert the independence of postcolonial political institutions was 
understood as early as 1965 by Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana, the first president 
of the first independent nation in Africa following decolonization (Amin and 
McDonagh, 1973; Nkrumah, 1965). This is a point that Dunbar-Ortiz and Ruffing 
brought to understandings of the coal industry in the Navajo Nation, and which 
Churchill abandoned in the early 1980s with little justification beyond disagree-
ments with the tone of the terminology.

Marx’s notion of primitive accumulation explains both the undermining 
of subsistence economies and the emergence of wage-laborers for burgeon-
ing industries. For example, Gunder Frank discussed how capitalist expansion 
into Latin America invented what colonialists there refer to there as ‘the Indian 
Problem’, or the extreme penury of the continent’s Indigenous peoples (1967).  
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On the other hand, Colleen O’Neill (2005) provides one of the best analyses of 
reservation labor but prematurely dismisses dependency theory in the beginning 
of her book on account of it not dealing with ‘agency’ well enough. To a large 
extent, I agree with O’Neill’s understanding of Indigenous labor, which follows 
the transformation of Indigenous notions of work and identity into new regimes 
of wage-labor (Curley, 2019; Hosmer et al., 2004). However, I think there is an 
ongoing misunderstanding of what dependency theory and other structural theo-
ries say about human agency, which was why scholars such as O’Neill avoided 
the term. Structuralism does not deny a people’s ability to make spontaneous 
choices and move in unpredictable directions and defy expectations. Rather, it 
puts emphasis on what constrains people’s full realization of their agency, namely 
the conditions of capitalism. It is important to highlight the histories of colonial 
land thefts, duplicitous deals, and active social engineering designed around fan-
tastical ideas of development inherent in US federal-Indian law. These structur-
ing legal, political, and economic forces constrain Indigenous self-determination 
and liberation. Dependency theory helps us understand how development and 
underdevelopment shape power dynamics between Indigenous and settler com-
munities. It forces us to account for how so-called developed and underdeveloped 
places are connected and essentially related. Dependency theory in particular 
explains the failed results of capitalism in Indian Country, emphasizing colonial 
restraints rather than a people’s inability to do capitalism well. It helps us to 
understand the failure of development projects beyond narratives of tribal ‘cor-
ruption’, economic ‘brain drain’, or explanations that point to the failure of weak 
tribal institutions in need of constitutionalism and independent judiciaries.

REVISITING DEPENDENCY THEORY IN INDIAN COUNTRY

Dependency theory is able to articulate the political and economic linkages 
between people and places and therefore help us understand how one place pros-
pers at another’s expense. This is an original insight of Marx in his historical 
account of the origins of capitalism in his account of ‘primitive accumulation’ in 
England and one that dependency theorists, world-systems analysis, and other 
critical frameworks were able to extend into histories of colonialism and capital-
ism across the world. Critics rightly point out that Marx and others fail adequately 
to address racialization as an instrument of colonial-capital dispossession. In 
Black Marxism, Cedric Robinson (1983) was able to amend Marxist historical 
analysis to better theorize the roles of slavery, racialization, and colonialism in the 
expansion of capitalism. Similarly, Glen Coulthard (2014) argues stolen Indigenous 
land was fundamental for capital accumulation and the rise of the most powerful 
states in the world economy, such as the USA and the UK.

Today settler-colonialism is the dominant critical framework accounting for 
US colonialism and Indigenous resistance to it. It argues that Indigenous land 
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dispossession is constitutive of the identity and function of settler-states and 
that the political superstructure dominating Indigenous nations is one of violent 
replacement and elimination. This structure is not an event in the distant past, 
but a continuing structure in effect today. Settler colonialism is used to explain 
Indigenous incorporation into colonial and imperial states. As Lorenzo Veracini 
wrote, the settler-colonial present is a specific form of domination (Veracini, 
2015). But domination is focused on state repression with occasional mention of 
the economic forces driving it. It fails to account for alternative colonial arrange-
ments that might find it useful to keep Natives on the land with limited forms 
of authority, such as the authority to sign mineral leases and (not) regulate their 
environments.

Scholarship that focuses on the political economy of colonial incorporation 
of Indigenous lands only refers to settler colonialism in passing, not referencing 
or needing its specific framework of domination. For example, Winona LaDuke 
and Deb Cowen write that infrastructure serves as the ‘spine’ of settler colonial 
possibilities, writing:

We consider the Wiindigo in its invasion of Indigenous territory without consent, in its deep-
ening of our collective dependence on fossil fuel extraction, and in its extension of settler 
political economy. (LaDuke and Cowen, 2020: 253)

But the Wiindigo does more than talk about replacement of Natives by settlers. 
It does not limit questions of incorporation to one of blunt dispossession and 
elimination, but of incorporation, feigned sovereignty, moments of recognition, 
and reworking of colonial law in favor of one capitalist interest over another. 
Dependency theory helps us to account for actual economies and how Indigenous 
peoples are incorporated.

After 50 years, dependency theory remains a useful framework for understand-
ing the colonial incorporation of Indigenous peoples into capitalist economies. 
The active relationship between settler communities and colonized spaces (such 
as reservations) remains crucial for understanding social change and underdevel-
opment among Indigenous peoples and their homelands. It is useful to focus on 
the particulars of the regional and national incorporation of Indigenous peoples 
and places into a capitalist economy. Understanding the history of capitalism on a 
world-scale has been tremendously helpful but misses the unique configurations 
of regional colonial and capitalist incorporations of Indigenous places which are 
not always covered by a world-historical explanation.

For example, in the case of the Navajo Nation it is hard to understand the 
impact of coal on tribal lands and people without knowing the specificity with 
how coal and coal infrastructure was brought to the Navajo Nation in order 
to allow for Phoenix (Arizona) to gain access to energy and water (Needham, 
2014), leading to economic dependency on this resource. Understanding how 
the US federal government, regional utilities, and the political elite created the 
conditions through which the Navajo Nation could act and affirm its role in a 
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regional energy economy is important for knowing how the tribal economy 
works and sets its priorities. Dependency frameworks always relate Navajo 
economic choices to direct predatory economies without having analytically to 
buttress global capitalism.

Nonetheless, considering the history of capitalist incorporation of the Navajo 
Nation into the expanding empire of the USA helps us to understand how under-
development occurred in the reservation and how dependency works within 
Indian Country. These ideas are useful for understanding and highlighting the 
history of colonialism and capitalism across the world and among Indigenous 
communities in particular. Modernization frameworks fail to address the inde-
pendence of tribes prior to colonization, the Diné people’s ability to live on the 
land sustainably for thousands of years, and to remain prosperous until colo-
nization (Denetdale, 2007; Yazzie, 2018). Colonialists and developmentalists 
arrogantly assumed Indigenous economies were undeveloped and in need of 
intervention. It was the intervention that trapped us into colonial-capitalist rela-
tionships. Dependency theory puts this ongoing relationship and its predatory 
characteristics into focus. This helps us to understand contemporary capitalist 
formations, like the rise and fall of the Navajo coal economy.

CONCLUSION

Dependency theory continues to operate as a valid critique of the expansion and 
maintenance of capitalist relations in different sites across the planet. Critics 
have pointed out that it uses language that can be interpreted as pejorative, such 
as ‘underdevelopment’, that it fails to account for economic successes in 
Indigenous communities, and that it denies or undermines Indigenous agency – 
at times ignoring ontological and epistemological assumptions in development 
and modernization thinking. But as a critical theory, dependency theory is meant 
to challenge the racist and colonial narratives of modernization theory. We might 
continue to ask ontological and epistemic questions about what it means to be 
developed without abandoning the usefulness of being able to highlight how core 
economies incorporate and render dependent peripheral economies.

Dependency theory articulates how capitalistic pressures regularly work to 
limit what tribes can do despite Indigenous challenges. We can build on the 
work on Indigenous scholars who challenge assumptions of modernization and 
‘the politics of recognition’ (Coulthard, 2014; Simpson 2014), state-formation 
(Nadasdy, 2017), settler-colonialism (Wolfe, 2006), and racial capitalism. We can 
move toward a dependency theory that is spatial, rather than merely economic in 
focus. For the Navajo Nation, colonial displacement of communities onto reser-
vations, under restrictions of federal-Indian law and domestic dependent rela-
tions; the killing of Diné sheep and the restriction of subsistence economies; the 
development and modernization impetus under the guise of progress while the 
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USA strategically invested in water and energy infrastructure to benefit Phoenix –  
all of these in combination and over time rendered the Navajo Nation dependent 
and underdeveloped. Critical scholars and researchers offered these explanations 
as early as 40 years ago, while Indigenous community members have vocalized 
this idea for as long if not longer.

For Indigenous peoples, dependency theory offers a renewed understanding 
of poverty and displacement as a consequence of capitalist incorporation instead 
of a lack of capitalism – is the alternative explanation. The value of historiciz-
ing capitalism is to identify the specific structuring mechanisms that incorporate 
tribes into regional, national, and global economies in ways that have undermined 
Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. Dependency theory brings critical 
histories of capitalism into understandings of colonialization. It puts at the center 
of analysis the structuring interrelation between core and peripheral economies. It 
shows the unique ways and circumstances through which colonialism undermined, 
destroyed, and transformed Indigenous peoples, places, and practices.

Notes

1  ‘For the Ojibwe, history and legends are passed down orally. There are the stories of Wiindigo, a giant 
monster, a cannibal, who killed and ate our people. Colonization was our Wiindigo’. Bezhigobinesikwe 
Elaine Fleming, ‘Nanaboozhoo and the Wiindigo’ (2017), quoted in LaDuke and Cowen (2020: 243).

2  In a 1977 review and critique of dependency theory, Fernando Henrique Cardoso – a proponent of 
the theory – credited Gunder Frank and others with popularizing it in North America, but this strand of 
critique existed in intellectual circles within Latin America many years before 1960 (Cardoso, 1977).

3  It is instructive to read Gunder Frank’s account on the development of dependency theory as an 
intellectual project in response to conventional economics and critiques to these coming from Latin 
America. What is clear is that there is not a straight lineage from one writer to the next on the devel-
opment of this scholarship, but it emerged as a conversation in which each iteration offered new 
points. There was a ‘reformist’ approach to dependency theory and a more ‘radical’ take according to 
this account. Radical, in this account, gestured toward what would become ‘world-systems theory’. 
See: http://rrojasdatabank.info/agfrank/underdev.html. Last accessed 5/20/17.

4  David Gilbert shows how the New Left dealt with the ideological and theoretical baggage of the 
Old Left during the height of the US anti-war movement in the 1960s. He recalls one of the early 
influences for him and other student organizers for understanding the nature of US imperialism was 
Frank’s essay in Monthly Review on the underdevelopment of development (Gilbert, 2012).
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INTRODUCTION

Marx wrote in 1842 that ‘just as each century has its own nature, so it produces 
its own primitives’ (Marx in Krader, 1974: 203). In doing so, he recognized that 
any conception of the state of nature, and of the ‘natural men’ that populated it, 
was little more than a reflection of the social relations dominant at the moment 
of its production.1 But if the primitive has always been a mystification of one 
form or another, it is one that has had a powerful hold over the Marxist imagina-
tion. Visions of primitive communism bracket Marx’s historical dialectic, repre-
senting an egalitarian and liberated form of social life at the origin of human 
history and also, if in a ‘higher’ form, its end (Marx, 2018b: 102). The figure of 
the primitive stands not only before and in a certain sense after capitalism, but 
outside of it: removed both spatially and temporally from the mediations of capi-
talist modernity, the primitive has captured the Marxist imagination as a romantic 
exemplar of non-alienated social life and non-appropriative relations with nature. 
As such, it is a deeply contradictory figure: the primitive ‘lack[s] all that represses 
us’ in modern society (Augé, 1979: 24), yet for this very reason it circumvents 
the dialectic meant to take us out of this repression. Opposing term for term the 
qualities said to characterize the proletariat – rationalism, productivism and 
genericity – the primitive has represented, for evolutionist strands of Marxism, 
all those precapitalist vestiges to be cleared away for history proper to begin.

63
The Primitive

Mir i  Dav idson
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It is in the context of this evolutionist view of world history that the primitive 
has operated as a figure of differentiation important in the organization of racial 
capitalism (Robinson, 1983; see Bhandar, Chapter 13, this Handbook). Used to 
refer simultaneously to peoples on the peripheries of commodity economy and 
to a prehistory from which all of humanity is seen to derive, the category of the 
primitive is at the very heart of the evolutionist ideology that arranges differ-
ent social and cultural formations as stages along a linear developmental tra-
jectory. Historically, those to whom the label ‘primitive’ has been affixed have 
been exploited and subjugated in a variety of ways depending on the modes of 
power (Chatterjee, 1982) and production (Banaji, 2011) dominant in the given 
setting. The history of indigenous and anticolonial thinkers writing in, alongside 
and against the grain of the Marxist tradition is a history of making sense of and 
challenging these dynamics (see Curley, Chapter 62 and Mascat, Chapter 52, this 
Handbook). Some of this work leaves the door open to a certain self-conscious 
reclamation of the idea of the primitive or primitivity for political and aesthetic 
purposes; some deconstructs its operation at the phenomenological, psychic and 
material levels; most seeks to dismantle the category of the primitive altogether 
while keeping an eye fixed on the role it continues to play, even while the term is 
no longer used, in a world still mired in the logic of race.

In light of the ubiquity of the critique of the category of the primitive, it is 
important not to lose sight of the way this category has been reproduced in the 
history of the encounter between European anthropology and the political left.2 
With this in mind, this chapter focuses on three moments in which the category 
of ‘primitive societies’, delimited here to its appearance in European and mainly 
French anthropology, has forced a shift in the key schemata and political prin-
ciples of the Marxist tradition. Each moment brings into view the fragility of 
the category of the primitive, which threatens to collapse at any moment into a 
variety of other categories – whether the peasant, precapitalist or domestic com-
munity; the indigenous, native or colonized people; or the natural, self-sustaining 
or subsistence economy (to name only a few possibilities). But each moment 
also brings into view a certain function that the primitive has played as primi-
tive – that is, as an incredibly malleable social-scientific category with a principal 
function, much like the figure of the savage, of presenting a ‘living negation or 
inverted image of civilised Western humanity’ (Toscano, 2019: 9).

First, this chapter examines Marx’s own turn to primitive societies and to the 
question of the Russian commune during the last decade of his life, forcing him 
to clarify and revise his evolutionary theory of history. Second, it turns to the 
efforts made by Claude Meillassoux from the early 1960s to reconsider the role 
played by so-called primitive or ‘self-sustaining’ societies in the neocolonial 
circuits of world capitalism, which in turn drove the concept of reproductive 
labour into the foreground. Third, it examines a concurrent movement of what 
is here termed ‘left-libertarian primitivism’, which, through the work of Pierre 
Clastres, Cornelius Castoriadis and Jean Baudrillard, constituted an intervention 
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into questions of political philosophy: as ‘societies against the state’, primitive 
societies represented a speculative inversion in relation to the problems of transi-
tion, mediation and power that preoccupied Marxism after Stalin.

In each of these moments, the primitive gestures to the limits of Marxism: 
its wild (‘sauvage’) exterior, and the political and theoretical possibilities it has 
been unable to think. Much like the discipline of anthropology, the primitive 
raises questions about the scope and aims of the Marxist project. Is Marxism to 
be understood as a critical theory of capitalism or does it have a wider, anti-civili-
zational remit? The primitive, saturated with racist tropes and exoticist fantasies, 
has become a ‘pariah figure’ for many decades (Etherington, 2017: xii). But in 
an era which provides plentiful reasons to doubt the virtues of industrial civiliza-
tion, it is little surprise to see latent primitivisms begin to bloom again in certain 
quarters. In this situation, Marxism overlooks its past and continuing encounters 
with the primitive to its detriment.

BETWEEN EVOLUTIONISM AND PRIMITIVE COMMUNISM:  
THE LATE MARX

In Marx’s Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations (1964), that section of the 
Grundrisse known as the Formen, we encounter not so much concrete primitive 
society but rather an abstract notion of primitivity expressed in the adjectives 
ursprüngliche (‘original’) and naturwüchsig (‘as grown up in nature’). In this 
text, primitivity signifies a spontaneous or ‘naïve’ (1964: 69) state of being prior 
to humans’ separation from nature, in which natural conditions of production 
‘constitute, as it were, a prolongation of [man’s] body’ (1964: 89), and from 
which the course of world history plays out as a progressive departure. As a 
figure for this (non-historical) origin of history, the primitive brings into relief 
the mediations of history – from private property to the polis – and the forms of 
alienation to which they correspond.

If in the Formen primitivity constitutes the point of departure for mankind’s 
evolutionary trajectory, this trajectory appears in reverse in Marx’s late writings. 
In his Ethnological Notebooks (1972) as well as various letters written in the 
years before his death, primitivity appears not simply as a condition to be over-
come, but as a kernel of non-alienated social being to be defended and revital-
ized. Marx’s change of heart takes place in the context of debates on Russian 
revolutionary strategy, which then pivoted on the question of the Russian peasant 
commune (obshchina). While in 1868 Marx had celebrated the decline of the 
obshchina – he wrote gladly of ‘all that trash coming now to its end’ – by 1881 he 
appeared to have radically changed his views (quoted by Shanin, 2018: 15). In a 
reply to the Menshevik revolutionary Vera Zasulich, who had asked for his views 
on the obshchina, Marx was unambiguous: ‘The commune is the fulcrum for 
social regeneration in Russia’, he wrote – provided the various forces besieging 
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it were held in check (2018a: 124). This position obliged Marx to clarify for 
Zasulich the account of primitive accumulation he had provided in the first vol-
ume of Capital. There, he had described the process of expropriation of peasants 
from their land in terms of an ‘historical inevitability’. Here, he emphasized that 
such inevitability was ‘expressly restricted to the countries of Western Europe’ 
(2018a: 124). This appeared to be a radical break with his former evolutionism 
and, above all, with the conviction that each country was to pass through the capi-
talist mode of production as a condition for socialist development.

Marx’s several drafts of the letter to Zasulich (2018b) testify to his struggle 
over what place to give precapitalist social forms, especially those underpinned 
by communal property, in relation to socialist strategy. They reveal a close 
attention to the interdependence of capitalist and precapitalist forces in a fully 
connected global system, and the differential developmental trajectories this 
interdependence made possible. ‘Precisely because it is contemporaneous with 
capitalist production’, he wrote, ‘the rural commune may appropriate all its posi-
tive achievements without undergoing its frightful vicissitudes’ (2018b: 106). 
The nonsynchronous character of Russia’s development could work to its advan-
tage: nothing prevented the communal elements of the obshchina from coexist-
ing alongside capitalist technological and scientific developments. Anticipating 
derision from the ‘Russian admirers of capitalism’ who doubted the possibility of 
such a developmental leap, Marx posed the rejoinder:

Did Russia have to undergo a long Western-style incubation of mechanical industry before it 
could make use of machinery, steamships, railways, etc.? Let them also explain how they 
managed to introduce, in the twinkling of an eye, that whole machinery of exchange (banks, 
credit companies, etc.) which was the work of centuries in the West. (Marx, 2018b: 106)

In the course of Russia’s contorted development, stages had long been skipped. 
From the vantage point of the amalgam of capitalist and non-capitalist forms that 
comprised contemporary Russia, the peasant commune appeared less as a sur-
vival from a vanished past than as a living foundation onto which modern tech-
niques and technologies could be grafted. Marx’s evolutionism would then 
resemble less an immanent organic unfolding than an untimely bricolage, torn 
by opposing interests. As a number of commentators have noted, these letters 
throw into doubt the notion that Marx viewed history as universal in the sense of 
a unilinear procession, on the part of each country or region, through a series of 
necessary stages (Anderson, 2010; Tomba, 2012; Harootunian, 2015; Shanin, 
2018). More likely, Marx conceived the theory of necessary stages at the level of 
world history as a whole. Universal history refers for Marx, then, to the condi-
tion of the already interdependent world system: capitalism, through its univer-
salizing powers, had drawn the diverse trajectories of societies across the world 
into a single, combined process.

In the last decade of his life, Marx was not only preoccupied with the Russian 
commune but with forms of communal property and social organization across 
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the world, as evident in his intricate notes on primitive social structures and insti-
tutions contained in the Ethnological Notebooks (1972). The bulk of the latter 
were made up of Marx’s citations from Lewis Henry Morgan’s Ancient Society, 
which propounded the American anthropologist’s own three-stage theory, run-
ning from savagery to barbarism to civilization, each stage determined by the 
dominant mode of subsistence. Morgan made a strong impression on Marx; he 
makes his way into the Zasulich drafts, where Marx cites his claim that socialism 
‘will be a revival, in a superior form, of an archaic social type’, adding that ‘we 
should not, then, be too frightened by the word “archaic”’ (2018b: 107).

The archaic social type in question was what Morgan had called the gens, 
a Roman term for the kinship organization sometimes known as the clan, but 
which Morgan ‘discovered’, as Engels put it in his Origin of the Family, Private 
Property and the State, in its original form among the Indians of North America 
(Engels, 1972: 71). The gens was the basis for the social order of all peoples in 
the barbarian stage, which encompassed Native Americans as well as Greeks and 
Romans. Engels’ Origin is, for the most part, an exposition of its nature. The 
original gens was matrilineal – members had a common ancestral mother, and 
had to seek marital partners outside their own gens – but, more importantly for 
Engels, it was matriarchal. Women held supremacy in matters in and outside of 
the household; the power of the democratically elected male chiefs was not coer-
cive. Disputes were resolved collectively, land was held in common and wealth 
did not accumulate. ‘All are equal and free – the women included’, Engels wrote 
(1972: 159).

While Engels describes Origin as a ‘bequest’ to Marx based on his Morgan 
notebooks, the two departed in certain respects on the subject of evolutionism 
and primitive communism. Even in the sprawling Ethnological Notebooks, 
Marx’s reading of the gens appears to have remained close to his assessment 
of the obshchina: both were riven by contradictions. Rana Dunayevskaya, one 
of the first to grasp the significance of Marx’s later writings on ethnography, 
argues that his dialectical reading of Morgan departs significantly from Engels’ 
evolutionary reading in Origin. For Marx, she argues, antagonism and duality are 
present throughout a period of transition, ‘whereas Engels always seems to have 
antagonisms only at the end, as if class society came in very nearly full blown 
after the communal form was destroyed and private property was established’ 
(Dunayevskaya, 2015: 180).

It is true that Engels, whose Origin is written in a somewhat polemical tenor, 
depicts the gens as undisturbed by hierarchy or any coercive apparatus at all: ‘a 
wonderful constitution it is, this gentile constitution, in all its childlike simplic-
ity! No soldiers, no gendarmes or police, no nobles, kings, regents, prefects, or 
judges, no prisons, or lawsuits – and everything takes its orderly course’ (1972: 
159). In this respect, Engels’ descriptions of primitive communism follow the for-
mula of negative determination that, as Alberto Toscano has observed (2019), has 
structured depictions of the primitive since the early modern era. Dunayevskaya 
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argued that for Marx, by contrast, concrete primitive communal forms were 
always already historical forms, and hence contained within themselves the 
seeds of social differentiation. While Marx’s Ethnological Notebooks had dem-
onstrated his interest in the questions of caste and hierarchy within the primitive 
commune, discounting these emergent differentiations had left Engels without an 
explanation for the commune’s eventual dissolution. His account of ‘the world-
historical defeat of the female sex’ was accordingly, for Dunayevskaya, both 
grandiose and empty (2015: 184).

Marx was no primitivist. ‘Of course, primitive collective production stemmed 
from the weakness of the isolated individual’, he wrote in one of the drafts to 
Zasulich, ‘not from socialisation of the means of production’ (2018b: 108). To 
see a role for primitive communal forms in socialist transformation did not mean 
envisioning an Arcadian return or positing an abstract reunification of humanity 
and nature. We should not overlook his emphatic qualification in the statement 
that communism was to found ‘a higher form of the archaic type of property’ 
(2018b: 102). Yet Marx’s writings on the primitive commune should equally 
make us doubt that any unproblematic vision of progress underlies his philos-
ophy of history. His detailed investigations into Iroquois federations, the radi-
cal democracy of indigenous Australians and the revolutionary potential of the 
Russian peasantry – ‘primitive communities had incomparably greater vitality 
than the Semitic, Greek, Roman and a fortiori the modern capitalist societies’, he 
wrote in the Notebooks – instead seem to testify to a deepening disaffection with 
modernizing narratives (see Rosemont, 1989). At the very least, they make evi-
dent Marx’s tactical attention to the fruits that non-contemporaneity might yield.

RELATIONS OF REPRODUCTION: CLAUDE MEILLASSOUX’S 
ECONOMIC ANTHROPOLOGY

For Marx, the primitive represented a problem for theory, forcing him to reassess 
his most foundational assumptions about the movement of history. Yet his most 
significant writings on primitive societies – in the Grundrisse, the letters to 
Zasulich and the Ethnological Notebooks – were not published until after the 
Second World War. In their absence, Engels’ Origin remained ‘the Marxist bible 
on primitive societies’ (Descola, 1981: 395). Engels’ portrayal of primitive soci-
eties as classless and internally non-contradictory obliged him to explain the 
transition from the primitive state through unfounded biological evolutionism or 
mechanical ideas of technological advancement. Engels’ Origin had therefore, 
without necessarily intending to, placed primitive societies within the sphere of 
natural history, while human history (‘History’ proper) was reserved for societies 
which had seen the emergence of class. In the writings of Kautsky and Plekhanov, 
the mechanistic approach of Engels’ Origin became the dominant paradigm for 
explaining history as such (Bloch, 1983: 99). This tendency was best illustrated 
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in Plekhanov’s writings, in which primitive societies, in Maurice Bloch’s words, 
‘demonstrate materialism at its simplest’ (1983: 105). Thus, in the decades fol-
lowing Marx’s death, the primitive became less a problem for Marxism than a 
vehicle for the evolutionist orthodoxy.

Despite the extraordinary aesthetic and cultural movements of the interwar 
years, which initiated a dialectical encounter of primitivism and Marxism,3 it 
was not until the mid 1960s that the study of ‘primitive societies’, within the 
framework of social anthropology (or ethnologie in France), would be considered 
to be of general importance to the Marxist project. This was due in part to the 
decolonization struggles unfolding across the African continent, which had con-
vinced a generation of militants that the locus of the coming socialist revolution 
was the Third World. This was especially the case in France: as the anthropolo-
gist Emmanuel Terray recounts, ‘I held the obscure conviction that a decisive 
part of world history would play out there, without a doubt more there than in 
our societies bogged down in their material and intellectual comfort’ (2007: 4). 
For this set of anthropologists, ‘primitive societies’ emerged again as an urgent 
problem for Marxism – something it had to reckon with if it were not to lose 
its relevance. Could Marxist categories, developed in the analysis of nineteenth-
century capitalism, be extended to include those ‘primitive societies’ under neo-
colonial domination? Was ‘primitive’ history – no longer lodged in the frame of 
natural history – equally a history of class struggle?

Such questions became the focus for those involved in what was known as eco-
nomic anthropology, the recognized founder of which was Claude Meillassoux. 
While Meillassoux criticized the category of the primitive for its indeterminacy, 
it nevertheless functioned to demarcate the problems specific to his field of study: 
it was those societies deemed ‘primitive’ that presented a particular problem for 
economic anthropology, because their economic functioning was quite incom-
mensurate with commodity economies. Meillassoux, himself a former liberal 
economist, reflected on the state of the field prior to the 1960s: ‘When “primitive” 
people were not considered as living off myth and religion, they were sparsely 
granted some sort of backward “primitive capitalism”’ (1981: viii). Even Franz 
Boas, that acclaimed father of cultural relativism, had been unable to interpret 
phenomena such as the potlatch outside of the ethnocentric terms of financial 
speculation and the capitalist ethic (Meillassoux, 1978: 128). What passed for 
economic anthropology, Meillassoux argued, was merely the universalization of 
the capitalist category of the economy along an obsolete evolutionary trajectory, 
which defined primitivity in terms of simplicity: ‘“Primitive economy” is thus 
represented as a simplified version of a more complex system observed in a mod-
ern economy’ (1978: 130).

Where ethnographers did not reduce their subjects’ economic behaviour to a 
kind of ‘primitive capitalism’, Meillassoux argued, it was seen to be governed 
by an altogether more alien power: that of kinship (1981: vii). Kinship had long 
been considered to be the ‘key to anthropology’, capable of unlocking the secret 
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of primitive social life. Even for certain Marxist anthropologists such as Maurice 
Godelier, kinship represented ‘both infra- and superstructure, the alpha and 
omega of all explanation regarding primitive societies’ (Meillassoux, 1981: 49). 
Engels himself appeared to have thought kinship – as opposed to production – 
was the determining factor in primitive societies, writing in a letter to Marx that 
‘at [the primitive] stage the type of production is less decisive than the degree in 
which the old blood bonds and the old mutual community of the sexes within the 
tribe have been dissolved’ (quoted in Meillassoux, 1981: 9). For Meillassoux, 
Engels’ letter revealed a truncated conception of the mode of production, ‘here 
reduced to a simple productive activity’, where it should instead encompass the 
‘relations that bind people together for reproduction of life’ – thus including kin-
ship relations as a vital part of any production process (1981: 10). Anthropology’s 
foundational axiom, the primacy of kinship, then contained a certain truth. But to 
grasp this, kinship relations needed to be reconceptualized as relations of repro-
duction. In what Meillassoux called the ‘domestic community’ (in a not entirely 
successful effort to displace the category of ‘primitive society’), the relations of 
reproduction were the locus of power and the foundation from which all other 
social relations were derived. The subordination of women, through strict control 
over these ‘relations of reproduction’, lay at the heart of this social system. Thus, 
Meillassoux argued, ‘Marx is therefore right to believe that women probably 
constituted the first exploited class’ (1981: 78).

The functioning of the domestic community was quite foreign to that of societ-
ies dominated by commodity exchange. ‘Reproduction is the dominant preoccu-
pation of these societies’, Meillassoux wrote. ‘All their institutions are organised 
to this purpose’ (1981: 38). The surplus generated by production was sufficient 
to this aim but not more; these were, in other words, ‘subsistence’ economies. 
As such, ‘within this community only use value emerges’, while land was held in 
common, its access regulated by the community (1981: 3). But if these characteris-
tics made the domestic community a model of equilibrium and seemingly a world 
unto itself, this did not prevent its capture by the capitalist world system. Indeed, 
Meillassoux argued that the very persistence of the domestic community was testa-
ment to ‘an improved form of primitive accumulation’ operating through what he 
called over-exploitation (surexploitation) (1981: 110). Periodic migration cycles, 
a colonial strategy that became widespread in African colonies after the Second 
World War, allowed the domestic community to be preserved as a means of repro-
ducing the lives of workers – both individually and generationally – in between 
periods of labour for capitalist firms. Since migration would take place during the 
dead season, Meillassoux reasoned, the ‘capitalist sector’ only needed to cover the 
reproduction of labour-power during the period of direct employment (1981: 95). 
The worker’s long-term reproduction – the reproduction of their life through child-
hood, sickness and old age – was secured by the domestic community.

Meillassoux’s studies of over-exploitation through periodic migration can be 
set in the context of dependency and world systems theories emerging in the same 
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era: like Andre Gunder Frank (1969) and Samir Amin (1974), Meillassoux sought 
to challenge the notion of a dual economy, ‘according to which two unconnected 
sectors, one industrial and the other “traditional”, exist side by side in underde-
veloped countries’, choosing instead to theorize the ways in which their articu-
lation benefitted global capitalism (1981: 98). But Meillassoux departed from 
Frank and Amin in theorizing what he saw as the distinctively parasitic relation-
ship between the capitalist and domestic economies, ‘one of which preserves the 
other to pump its substance and, in so doing, destroys it’ (1981: 98). In the long 
term, periodic migration led to the deterioration of the domestic community. The 
result was not necessarily full proletarianization. More likely, the deteriorating 
effects of migration on the domestic community would drive many to the urban 
centres, where this new would-be proletariat would find itself deprived of the 
means of social reproduction, which is to say the means of life, altogether.

In these ways, Meillassoux demonstrated that historical materialism was 
applicable to those societies swept together in the category of ‘primitive’, but 
only on condition of a reciprocal action: the study of these ‘primitive’ societies 
obliged an internal reconfiguration of certain elements of the classical Marxist 
schema. This involved a centring of those phenomena deemed to be peripheral to 
the classical schema – kinship, the family or the relations of reproduction – and, 
in turn, the decentring of wage labour. For Meillassoux, the secrets of ‘primitive’ 
social forms were not contained in those of advanced capitalism, an evolutionary 
epistemology Marx had appeared to propound in his statement in the Grundrisse 
that ‘the anatomy of the man is key to the anatomy of the ape’. Quite the reverse: 
studying non-commodity economies in West Africa had revealed to Meillassoux 
the centrality of that most basic institution that lay at the foundations of capital-
ism: ‘it is the family which produces, not only the physical worker, but also this 
social ingredient essential to the functioning of capitalism and which Marx has 
called “the free labourer”’ (1981: xiii).

Meillassoux’s efforts to centre the family in the reproduction of capitalism 
spoke to an unwitting affinity between Marxist feminism and anthropology, 
whose major objects of reference – the family on the one hand, and kinship 
on the other – turned out to be, from certain vantage points, the same thing. 
Meillassoux’s turn to social reproduction coincided with the turn to the same sub-
ject in Marxist feminism: Christine Delphy had used the concept of the domestic 
mode of production in her book The Main Enemy (1977), and the Wages for 
Housework campaign (Federici, 1975) brought the subject of domestic labour into 
the foreground. Within these debates, Meillassoux was not without his critics. As 
Maureen Mackintosh (1977) argued, Meillassoux not only failed to engage with 
any feminist thought in his Maidens, Meal and Money, he also took the patri-
archal structure of the domestic community as less a problem than a given. For 
Bridget O’Laughlin (1977), his conception of ‘relations of reproduction’ offered 
only confusion, conflating several meanings of the term reproduction and con-
cealing a deep-seated functionalism. To separate production and reproduction as 
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Meillassoux did ultimately endowed the ‘domestic community’ with a telos of 
procreation – an idea quite incompatible with historical materialism. Bringing 
kinship and reproductive labour to the foreground need not mean forgetting that 
‘the biological reproduction of people is a contingent outcome of the ways in 
which the production and reproduction of the means of subsistence are socially 
organized’ (O’Laughlin, 1977: 7). For O’Laughlin, Mackintosh and several other 
critics, Meillassoux did not succeed in wrenching those societies deemed ‘primi-
tive’ outside of the ahistorical and clock-like universe in which colonial anthro-
pology had placed them. Nevertheless, in foregrounding the essential mediation 
of communal forms of property with kinship and family relations, and the cor-
responding role played by gendered labour under capitalism, Meillassoux’s work 
helped to initiate an important shift in the orientation of Marxist thought.

SOCIETIES AGAINST THE STATE: THE LEFT-LIBERTARIAN 
PRIMITIVISM OF CLASTRES, CASTORIADIS AND BAUDRILLARD

In the writings of Meillassoux, the figure of the primitive had a primarily ana-
lytical value, forcing Marxism to expand and revise its categories to account 
for the uneven ways in which capitalist accumulation unfolded across the 
world. A very different kind of primitive emerged around the same time, how-
ever, in an opposing subdivision of French anthropology. This ‘political 
anthropology’, whose leading figure was Pierre Clastres, was based not in 
neocolonial Africa but indigenous Amazonia. The relative isolation of indige-
nous peoples in the Amazon Basin from the capitalist world system prompted 
a rather different approach to that of the economic anthropologists: one more 
interested in the utopian qualities of indigenous social institutions, whose radi-
cally anti-modern logics might bring about what Clastres called a ‘Copernican 
revolution’ in the Eurocentric imaginaries structuring anthropology and politi-
cal philosophy (1989: 25).

Here, the figure of the primitive had less an analytical than a speculative value: 
by way of the radical contrast they presented, primitive modes of life had the 
power to unsettle the givenness of modernity’s most fundamental categories. As 
Marc Augé put it in an acerbic critique of this strand of anthropology: ‘The new 
savages indeed, if one allows us this expression, are negatively defined. They 
lack all that represses us: they are without illusions, without power, without com-
plexes and without commerce’ (1979: 24).4 Clastres’ writings rendered this con-
trast particularly acute. According to him, primitive societies (he insisted on the 
usefulness of the category) were not only isolated from the alienating dynamics 
of modernity; their whole social fabric was structured to prevent their emergence. 
Specifically, the political functioning of primitive societies was constructed as a 
‘veritable defense mechanism’ against any manifestation of political authority 
(Clastres, 1989: 46, 44). Since political authority represented the germ of the 
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state form, primitive society was for Clastres by definition, in a phrase that was 
also the title of his first collection of essays, a Society against the State (1989).

Although Clastres’ writings are drawn mostly from his fieldwork with Aché 
(then known as Guayaki) peoples in Paraguay, they bear the shadow of a seem-
ingly distant problem: the authoritarianism and bureaucratization of the Soviet 
Union and the stultifying effects of these tendencies on the left in general (see 
Moyn, 2004). Integrated into the left anti-Soviet milieu from the late 1960s, 
Clastres shared with political theorists such as Cornelius Castoriadis and Claude 
Lefort, and anthropologists such as Jacques Lizot and Roger Jaulin, an opposi-
tion to the state-centric political projects which appeared to them to dominate the 
left in the hands of the French Communist Party. For all of these figures, the study 
of primitive societies represented a path toward a new kind of political theory 
operating beyond the terms of the state and in the interests of direct democracy 
and a liberated public sphere, values they considered to have been lost in a vul-
garized Marxism. This libertarian primitivism, which had its roots firmly in the 
left critique of Stalinism but in the case of some of its followers slid progressively 
toward the right,5 played an important ground-clearing role in the development 
of post-Marxism in France – and, in turn, elsewhere – in the decades to come. It 
was not, for that reason, external to the fundamental problems of Marxism, nor 
without importance in highlighting their limits.

For Clastres, Marxism had failed to adequately critique the role of the state 
and the forms of power to which it corresponded. Viewing the state as a sim-
ple excrescence of class society, Marxism overlooked the anteriority of politi-
cal authority in relation to economic exploitation. ‘The first division is not the 
division into opposed social groups, into the rich and the poor, exploiters and 
exploited’, he claimed. ‘The first division, and that which ultimately founds all 
the others, is the division between those who command and those who obey. That 
is to say, the State’ (2012: 16). Clastres’ minimal definition of the State high-
lighted what he saw as the impenetrable singularity of ‘primitive societies’: they 
had no experience of this most basic, embryonic expression of political author-
ity. Or rather, such societies had intentionally resisted any form of coercion that 
placed the means of violence in the hands of a certain section of society over 
the rest. If primitive society was a body that ‘holds tightly all [its] organs’, then 
the mark of the State was that it had let one of its organs escape: the organ of 
political power. This organ, external to the social body, spoke for it and acted on 
behalf of it; it ‘knows and says what is in everyone’s best interests and puts itself 
in charge of imposing it’ (Clastres, 2012: 168). Primitive societies were therefore 
‘undivided societies’ (Clastres, 1989: 204), because they refused the separation 
that characterized the kernel of the State form.

Marx (1975) had himself defined the modern state in terms of the separa-
tion, or ‘abstraction’, of the political sphere from the body of society. Separation 
was essential to the modern state and would not be overcome, as Hegel thought, 
through the full unfolding of its Idea in the course of world history, but only 
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by the dissolution of the state form as such. For Marx, both bureaucracy and 
representative democracy were based on this separation. In the latter, his words 
come close to those of Clastres: ‘The separation of the political state from civil 
society takes the form of a separation of the deputies from their electors. Society 
simply deputes elements of itself to become its political existence’ (Marx, 1975: 
193–4). This argument was developed, much later, by Socialisme ou Barbarie 
(SouB), the heterodox Trotskyist group led by Castoriadis and Lefort, which had 
been an early critic of Soviet socialism. SouB argued that representative political 
structures had led to the hollowing out of the political organizations that had led 
the Soviet transition to socialism. ‘For the first time in history’, they argued in 
their 1949 manifesto statement, ‘the class taking power cannot exert this power 
through “delegation,” it cannot entrust its power for any lengthy and enduring 
period of time to its representatives, to its “State,” or to its “Party”’ (Socialisme 
ou Barbarie, 1949: 26). The proletariat was to act as itself, without mediation 
– the ‘consciousness’ guiding its action, the authors argued, ‘can only be that 
of the class as a whole’ (1949: 26). Accordingly, any successful revolution was 
not only to seek the abolition of private property; it had to go much deeper into 
the very texture of social relations to bring about ‘the abolition of all fixed and 
stable distinctions between directors and subordinates [dirigeants et executants], 
in relation to both production and social life in general’ (1949: 24).

Clastres was not alone in his mobilization of the figure of the primitive against 
the forms of ‘separation’ that he considered to be central to the reification of the 
State, and equally of production, on the part of Marxism. By the early 1960s, 
SouB were publishing a long serial text by Castoriadis (under the pseudonym 
of Paul Cardan) which repudiated ‘Marxism’, as such, on the basis of its ‘socio-
centrism’ and looked to primitive societies for a new approach to the relationship 
between base and superstructure (Cardan, 1971). In his early book The Mirror of 
Production (1975), Jean Baudrillard also criticized the ‘ethnocentrism’ that lay 
behind Marxism’s reification of production as an autonomous sphere of activity. 
For Baudrillard, separation went to the heart of Marxism’s epistemological crisis: 
in constructing a critique of political economy, and a dialectical theory of history 
with production at its centre, it had come to reproduce the very categories it had 
sought to overcome. Labour should have been a mode of activity to be overcome; 
instead, it had become the very subject of history. The figurehead of Baudrillard’s 
critique was the primitive, which, in its exteriority to the dialectic, represented 
the last remaining model for political and theoretical radicalism. Primitive societ-
ies, Baudrillard argued, exemplified the principle of ‘non-separation’ (1975: 74): 
in the ‘primitive’ world it was not possible to separate the economic from the 
political, or labour from life, since the social totality was governed by the radi-
cally anti-productivist logic of ‘symbolic exchange’ (1975: 80).

These theorists, most of whom were former Marxists who had begun to dis-
tance themselves from the tradition, tended to offer a false choice between libertar-
ian primitivism and an economistic (or even totalitarian) Marxism. Nevertheless, 
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their critique touched on a key problem of the Marxist theory of history, pivoting 
on the relationship between means and ends, and contrasting conceptions of the 
historical dialectic. This was the key theme, as we have seen, of Marx’s late writ-
ings on the Russian peasant commune; taken together with his ethnographic writ-
ings, we can interpret Marx’s interest at this stage in his life as revolving around 
the interpretation of what was to take place between primitive communism and 
communism in its ‘higher’ form, which is to say, on what constituted the neces-
sary mediation between primitivity and communism.

This problem is as vital for Marxist strategy today as it was in Marx’s time. 
Drawing on the writings of Jacques Camatte, the collective Endnotes (2015) have 
argued that this problem finds itself at the heart of the failure of the labour movement 
over the twentieth century. The late Marx’s ‘alternative vision’, they write:

seems to us to get closer than any other to the heart of the matter, that is, the primary 
contradiction of the labour movement: to end all domination supposedly required the exten-
sion of one form of domination, namely proletarianization, to the ends of the earth, with all 
the violence this process necessitated. (Endnotes, 2015: 189)

A similar contradiction underlies the question of the state, and of the related con-
tested interpretations of the idea of the dictatorship of the proletariat: at what point 
are hierarchical, bureaucratic or anti-democratic means subordinate to the ends of 
ultimate emancipation? The current revival of Clastres’ ideas in the field of ‘anar-
chist anthropology’ (Graeber, 2004) takes the figure of the primitive to exemplify 
the need for the construction of forms of life and organization that are non-hierar-
chical and decentralized, in which means align with ends, and in which the bureau-
cratizing weight of mediation might be eluded. It remains to be seen, however, 
whether ‘primitive’ societies can represent in this current, as they did for Marx as 
well as for many of the anticolonial thinkers mentioned above, a prompt to rethink 
Marxist dialectics rather than to abolish them, and a means of entering more deeply 
into the complexities of history rather than a means of escaping them.

CONCLUSION: DIALECTICS OF THE PRIMITIVE

‘Since all the advances of the human race continually move it ever further from 
its primitive state’, Rousseau wrote, ‘the more new knowledge we accumulate, the 
more we deprive ourselves of the means for acquiring the most important knowl-
edge of all. Thus, in a sense, it is by studying man that we have made ourselves 
incapable of knowing him’ (1999: 14). For Rousseau, the primitive is a figure that 
eludes modern thought: the harder the apparatus of reason tries to grasp it, the 
harder it fails. As an essentially modern political tradition, Marxism has found 
itself similarly perplexed by the figure of the primitive. The primitive holds 
secrets of a life before alienation, but these secrets cannot but be destroyed by the 
progressive movement of history which has been Marxism’s classical horizon.
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For Rousseau, the figure of the primitive also held an important epistemologi-
cal function: it allowed rationality to question itself. In the same way, this figure 
has enabled Marxism to question itself, and above all to question its theories of 
history. In revealing the radical non-homogeneity of history, as Ben Etherington 
argues, the primitive might be described in terms of what Bloch calls the ‘nonsyn-
chronous remnant’ embedded within the capitalist present (Etherington, 2017: xv).  
Here the primitive is more than a figure of reaction harking back to an ideal-
ized past; it also constitutes the material of the revolt which, in Bloch’s words, 
‘recalled, sentimentally or romantically, that wholeness and liveliness from which 
communism draws genuine material against alienation’ (Bloch, 1983: 35). The 
primitive, as nonsynchronous remnant, is then not only a negatively determined 
figure and a projection of the Western imagination. It is also grounded in a set 
of positive – that is, historically concrete – forms of life, sociality and struggle. 
These forms of life and struggle have been, and continue to be, elaborated in 
indigenous and anticolonial critiques and reclamations of Marxism, which illus-
trate the political possibilities inherent to the category of the primitive when it 
operates in dialectical mode (see footnote 2). By opening onto these bodies of 
thought, the figure of the primitive can function to ‘deprovincialize Marxism’, 
in Harry Harootunian’s phrase (2015), by recovering its universal scope and by 
bringing those elements that were once peripheral into the centre, not least a 
grasp of the unevenness and untimeliness of capitalist modernity.

This is not necessarily the case. The category of the primitive, as well as the 
primitivisms it tends to unfold (or collapse) into, holds risks in its encounter 
with Marxism. Rather than generating revolutionary visions of untimeliness, the 
figure of the primitive can act much in the same way as Lévi-Strauss described 
myth: as ‘a machine for the suppression of time’ (1964: 24). Rather than tearing 
open the apparently uniform fabric of world history, the primitive can stand for an 
abstract desire for escape from such history. Primitivism, today as much as ever, 
often emerges out of a wish to conjure away the capitalist world system by imag-
ining certain societies to persist unaffected by it, sequestered in a space of radical 
alterity and insulated from world-historical struggle. Underlying this suppression 
of the historical dimension of the forms of life and social relations associated 
so inappropriately with the term ‘primitive’ is a desire to shift the terms of the 
debate from a restricted critique of capitalist political economy to a more general 
critique of the epistemological and even ontological coordinates of the modern 
world. In this primitivist universe, the critique of capital begins to look a little too 
restrictive; one is obliged instead to fashion a critique of civilization.

Yet, as we have seen in discussions of the Anthropocene (e.g. Malm and 
Hornborg, 2014), shifting the object of critique from capital to that of civiliza-
tion tends to bring about a dissimulation of class antagonism, leaving in its place 
the assertion of a natural species trajectory or, worse, an attribution of the crisis 
to cultural factors. If the political problems with this shift are evident, it is not 
clear that, under our current apparently ‘civilizational’ crisis, primitivism is set to 
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decline in its aesthetic and political appeal. In the guise of ontological difference 
or radical alterity, the primitive has begun to re-emerge as a figure of rupture in 
the logic of modernity, but often at the cost of its sequestering into an ahistorical 
universe (e.g. Viveiros de Castro, 2014). In much less benign form, the primitive 
may well also begin to appear more frequently at the other end of the political 
spectrum, lingering behind variants of ecofascism or dreams of an ethnostate 
in which fantasies of natural hierarchy might be allowed to flourish (see, e.g. 
Chatterjee, 2019). In light of these contradictory projects, the primitive must be 
grasped as the ambiguous and ideologically mobile figure that it is, and unfolded 
in all its dialectical and communist possibility.
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Notes

1  The sentence is from Marx’s article ‘The Philosophical Manifesto of the Historical School of Law’. 
An alternative translation replaces ‘primitives’ with ‘natural men’: ‘just as every century has its own 
peculiar nature, so too it gives birth to its own peculiar natural men’. See Marx (1842).

2  This necessarily neglects a whole range of other moments in which the primitive, or closely parallel 
categories, has played an important role in Marxist thought. We can cite the philosophical and aes-
thetic uses to which it is put in the work of Adorno and Horkheimer (2002); its political-economic use 
in relationship to the notion of ‘natural economy’ in Luxemburg’s theory of imperialism (Luxemburg, 
2003); and its historiographic reference in the field of peasant studies and the Subaltern School (e.g. 
Chatterjee, 1982); in addition to its multifarious appearances in the writings of anticolonial thinkers 
working within or at the limits of the Marxist tradition (e.g. Senghor, 1956; Fanon, 1986; Césaire, 
1995) and Marxist theorists of indigenous politics and settler colonialism (e.g. Mariátegui, 1971; 
Coulthard, 2014; Barber, 2020).

3  The Caribbean Surrealist Group; the Négritude movement; the Collège de Sociologie and related dia-
sporic aesthetic movements all held artistic and literary primitivism in tension with an anticolonial sen-
sibility (Richardson, 1996; Rosemont and Kelley, 2009; Wilder, 2015; Etherington, 2017; Frost, 2017).

4  The term ‘new savages’ used across the collection in which Augé’s article appears, entitled Le Sau-
vage à la mode (‘the fashionable savage’), was a play on the ‘new philosophers’, with which the 
political anthropology of Clastres, Robert Jaulin and Jacques Lizot was associated by these critics.

5  Among those associates of Clastres who turned, after his death in 1977, toward liberalism included 
Marcel Gauchet. See Moyn (2005).
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The egregious depth of disengagement from the study of capitalism in social 
movement studies is difficult to fully capture and is rarely appreciated. Leaden 
investigations into resource mobilization, opportunities, and institutions, on the 
one side, and impenetrable speculations into culture, meaning, and identity, on 
the other, are the two most visible camps of social movement scholarship, osten-
sibly at war with one another, but ever more united in their obfuscation of capi-
talist social relations. The point of this chapter is to signal the necessity of a 
change in course, and to highlight ways in which such a rerouting might be 
engineered through a particular reading of Marxism. It outlines the problem of 
capitalism for social movement studies, and the particular issue of capitalist 
totality. It suggests that an expansive, processual, historical, and temporal con-
ception of class struggle needs to be at the centre of any adequate Marxist 
approach to social movements. Connected to the necessity of an expansive 
understanding of class struggle, it highlights the dialectical relations between 
production, reproduction, and social reproduction, and how the latest revivals of 
Marxist feminism might guide us through the morass.

THE PROBLEM OF CAPITALISM

Capitalism re-entered colloquial vocabularies around the world in 2008 with the 
onset of the worst crisis of the system since the Great Depression. With a three-year  
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time-lag, a new season of revolt began in 2011. The blood of social protest flowed 
through the capillaries of the Arab world’s revolutions for bread, freedom, and 
social justice – Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Libya, Bahrain, Yemen – southern Europe’s 
anti-austerity movements of the squares – Greece, Spain, Portugal – the student 
movements of Chile and Quebec – the Yellow Vest revolts in France, rebellions in 
new authoritarian enclaves of the semi-periphery – on the streets of Brazil’s major 
cities and in Turkey’s Gezi Park in 2013 – and the recovery of struggle in the USA –  
Occupy, the Wisconsin protests, and, a few years later, Black Lives Matter, migrant 
rights struggles, the Dakota Pipeline Access protests, and new politicizing layers 
around the Bernie Sanders campaign and the explosive growth of the Democratic 
Socialists of America (DSA). The 2010s have witnessed general strikes in 
Guadeloupe and Martinique, India, Brazil, South Africa, Colombia, Chile, Algeria, 
Sudan, South Korea, and France, among others. A militant popular feminism has 
reignited unevenly across the globe through #MeToo and the International 
Women’s Strike. In 2019, the scale of protests internationally reached a new 
height, with particularly strong rebellions in Sudan, Hong Kong, Puerto Rico, 
Ecuador, Colombia, and Chile. Finally, 2020 witnessed what may be the biggest 
movement in US history in the form of a Black-led, multi-racial uprising against 
racism and police violence. It is too early to be determine what the wider impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic will be on international movement dynamics.

The real-world coupling of system crisis and explosive growth in protest has 
meant that, after an extended hiatus, attention to the dynamics of capitalism has 
begun, albeit haltingly, to return to mainstream social movement studies.1 How 
has social movement theory weathered these developments? It is only a slight 
exaggeration to say that the central fault lines in social movement studies today 
continue to be traceable to the post-Marxist moment of the early 1980s. Writing 
in the middle of that decade, Jean Cohen characterized the major divide as run-
ning through a European ‘identity-oriented’ approach, on the one hand, and a US 
‘resource mobilization’ or ‘strategy’ framework, on the other.2 The new social 
movement (NSM) theorists of the identity camp were responding to the emer-
gence of heterogeneous movements in Europe in the late 1970s and early 1980s –  
ecology, peace, gender, ethnicity, age, neighbourhood, environment, and sexual 
diversity – which they believed could not be explained or understood using the 
categories of Marxian analysis. In ostensibly ‘post-industrial’ European societ-
ies, the new movements could not be captured by a focus on the economy or the 
state. Their domain of contention was, rather, civil society.3 What is more, from 
their vantage point, Marxist theory had always been reductionist in two senses: 
(i) economic, because an economic logic determines social formations and politi-
cal and ideological processes, such that politics and ideology are epiphenomena 
of the economic realm; and (ii) in terms of class, given that the identity of social 
actors is derived primarily from their class position.4 NSM theorists, by contrast, 
believed that the heterogeneity of the ‘new’ movements were concerned more 
with the ‘process of symbolic production and the redefinition of social roles’ 
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than the economy.5 Culture, meaning, constructed identities, civil society, and 
newness were the watchwords of choice, set against class, the economy, the state, 
and ostensibly traditional social actors, like the working class.6

If the empirical and theoretical attention to struggles over multiple forms of 
oppression was to be welcomed, the theoretical pitfalls of this literature were 
manifold. Only through a deeply ahistorical lens could gender be seen as ‘new’ 
and class as ‘old’; only through intense myopia could analysts of social move-
ments forget the crisis tendencies of capitalism, its stagnations and financial pan-
ics, or the system’s necessarily uneven reproduction of inequalities at national, 
regional, and international scales, and how these structural conditions influence 
the dynamics of any struggle under its sun. Only through distortion and caricature 
of the historical record of the last century or so could the embrace of Marxism 
as an emancipatory theory and praxis by multiple oppressed groups themselves, 
spanning huge swathes of the planet, be willed into invisibility. The identity 
school, in short, neglected class, capitalism, political economy, and history.7

The resource mobilization (RM) or strategy school focused instead on organi-
zations, interests, resources, opportunities, and strategies, on movements as con-
flicts over goods in a political market, on the instrumental components of collective 
action, the simultaneity of struggle at the levels of civil society and the state, and 
the continuities between the constitutive actors of the so-called new and old social 
movements.8 As Gabriel Hetland and Jeff Goodwin point out, there were some in 
the strategy school, particularly in its early days, who drew on Marxist categories 
and took the constraining and enabling features of capitalism seriously vis-à-vis 
movement origin, development, and trajectory.9 Such attention faded from view, 
however, as the strategy school shifted its focus with time to what became known as 
‘political opportunity structures’ (POS).10 The major issue with the POS literature is 
an excessive focus on short-term change in political institutions, regime types, and 
the like, without sufficient attention to their imbrication in deep, often longer-term 
economic transformations issued forth from the operations of global capitalism. 
Economics is excised from politics and institutions. Hetland and Goodwin point 
out that Charles Tilly and Sidney Tarrow’s Contentious Politics, a paradigmatic 
case of recent developments in the strategy school and perhaps the most influential 
reference book in the field, ‘makes no mention whatsoever of capitalism, proletari-
anisation, class conflict, or political economy generally. This is remarkable for a 
book explicitly designed to provide undergraduate and graduate students with the 
analytical tools and procedures they will need to understand social movements, 
revolutions, nationalist movements, transnational struggles, and “contentious poli-
tics” generally’.11 If identity theorists replaced capitalism and class with culture, 
meaning, and constructed identities, strategy theorists over time abandoned an 
early interest in capitalism and class in favour of ostensibly autonomous realms of 
politics, institutions, and opportunities.

What happens to our understanding of popular struggle when we bring cap-
italism back into the picture? Beverly Silver and Şahan Savaş Karatasli have 
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recently suggested seven initial analytical building blocks that take us some way 
in answering that question. First, because the commodification of labour is inher-
ent in capitalism, and because human beings grieve and resist their reduction to 
commodities, labour struggle is a necessary and perpetual feature of capitalism, 
leading to variegated forms and scales of political contestation depending on the 
situation.12 Second, because the historical development of capitalism introduces 
recurring organizational transformations of production and consumption, work-
ing classes are perpetually made, unmade, and remade across the globe. Such 
creative and destructive processes vis-à-vis the working classes help to produce 
different forms of class struggle.13 Third, class struggle, broadly understood, is 
not reducible to the workplace. Rather, unrest associated with labour occurs in the 
workplace, the labour market, the community, and in national and international 
politics.14 Fourth, because capitalism destroys more livelihoods than it creates 
over time, class conflict associated with a ‘relative surplus population’, which is 
heterogeneous in make-up but whose membership shares a common condition of 
partial or total superfluity vis-à-vis capital accumulation, will likely increase in 
importance as a secular trend.15 Fifth, capitalism suffers systematically from an 
inescapable tension between profitability and legitimacy. Attempts to contain a 
crisis of legitimacy through improvements in the conditions of the working class 
can only be sustained for brief intervals and for partial segments of the class as 
a whole without generating a crisis of profitability. This tension influences, and 
is influenced by, movement formation and struggle.16 Sixth, there is interpen-
etration between labour movements and status-based movements because of the 
ways that the historical development of capitalism has involved the mobiliza-
tion by capitalists, states, and/or workers themselves of status-based distinctions 
among the working class – gender, race, ethnicity, and/or citizenship – to foment 
division or to gain advantage or protection in the marketplace. Pace NSM theory, 
struggle around status and struggle around class have been and will continue to 
be irrevocably interconnected.17 Seventh, and finally, because historical capital-
ism has been deeply caught up in war-making, and not just profit-making, labour 
struggle is conditioned by, and in turn conditions, geopolitics and interstate war.18

Rather than counter-posing culture, meaning, and constructed identities, or 
politics, institutions, and structural opportunities, to capitalism and class, these 
building blocks help us to understand how the real dynamics of the primary sub-
ject areas of identity and strategy theories are infused with capitalist and class 
content, and cannot be properly grasped without attention to these dynamics.

CAPITALIST TOTALITY

A Marxist approach to social movements has to immediately involve one further 
issue related to the question of capitalism – totality. And once the question of 
totality is raised, a method of moving from the abstract to the concrete is required 
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as we seek out tentative answers. One of the weaknesses of social movement stud-
ies in recent decades – with the partial exception of recent work in ‘contentious 
politics’ – has been a fragmentation of subject matter – this or that particular 
social movement studied in desolate isolation from other movements, opponents, 
and the wider environment – and a ruthless division of labour and territorial polic-
ing of borders across the myriad academic disciplines; for example, the hiving off 
of labour studies into a separate area of inquiry from social movements, or the 
separation of the study of revolution from the study of social movement.

The concept of totality can help overcome this fragmentation and enhance our 
understanding of movements, just as it can inform activists’ strategy and tactics 
with regard to connecting existing commonalities, and forging new ones, across 
seemingly disparate local or sectional conflicts. Totality allows us to name the 
capitalist system as an overarching enemy that helps to determine the parameters 
of seemingly fragmented contestations over power in capitalist society: ‘strug-
gles over oil and gas, for example, can connect ecological questions with local 
concerns over health and safety, economic ones over the ownership of natural 
resources, cultural conflicts over the meaning of place, and, indeed, the politics 
of policing’.19 It is an essential part of the task of Marxism, ‘to trace and highlight 
the interconnections between specific issues and particular repertoires of action, 
organisation and understanding within movements and the broader social rela-
tions of production that – explicitly or implicitly – they confront’.20

Totality involves a recovery of interest in, and attention to, the relationship 
between the whole and its internally related parts.21 This implies more than the 
truism that everything is interrelated; it is rather to stress how the conditions of 
existence of each component part of the whole are a part of – are interior to – the 
component itself.22 To be part of a totality is to be a constitutive element in a total 
situation that is subject to processes of social change. This throws light on the 
complex of determinations of each particular moment, as distinct from seeing 
each moment in artificial isolation.23 The notion of totality allows us to capture 
the multi-layered complexity of capitalism as a mode of production.

‘Opposition to capitalism must handle multiple manifestations, which are, 
while interlinked, not all of the same order’, Colin Barker has pointed out. ‘Marx 
himself was explicit about the distinction between different levels of abstraction 
and concreteness’,24 If, in Capital, we encounter an exploration of the capital-
ist system at the highest level of abstraction, a monumental effort ‘to identify 
capitalism’s underlying processes, relationships and tendencies of development’, 
such abstraction is only the first critical step. ‘The whole theoretical movement in 
Marx’s presentation’, as Barker suggests, ‘involves an expanding spiral, from the 
“core” of capitalism towards its variegated “surface”. At each step, new “determi-
nations” and complexities are introduced, and Marx’s “cartoon characters” [the 
capitalist, the labourer, the financier, the landowner] both take on additional fea-
tures, and face new strategic problems’.25 This holds true for class struggle and 
social movement. While some basic contours can be charted at a high level of 
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abstraction, ‘much greater historical concreteness is required … to explore how 
people, as Marx puts it, “fight it out” … “Class issues”, meaning problems aris-
ing from capitalism’s underlying character, do, certainly confront political actors, 
but how these actors respond is “mediated” by a host of concrete particulars’.26

In the movement from the abstract to the concrete, it is crucial not to conceive 
the whole as an abstraction separate from particular determinations, which are then 
subordinated to the whole; instead, it is best to understand particular determina-
tions as ‘self-determining aspects of the whole’; in this sense, we can recover ‘the 
world of diverse and multiple objects’, and, in the words of David McNally:

[r]ecuperate the content of life, the dynamic and contradictory development of universal life 
forces in and through the complex differentiatedness of actual objects … Particular determi-
nations are then grasped as constitutive of the wholes of which they are parts, and wholes 
are understood to be empty and lifeless when conceived in abstraction from their parts. As 
a result, parts are brought back to life and allowed to express their internal relations with 
other parts in the generation of a totality … It follows that determination has become self-
determination, part of the self-development of living organisms, rather than the external 
determination of lifeless entities.27

Rather than thinking of social movements in pristine isolation from one another, or 
reproducing the empty abstraction of a capitalist whole simply determining before-
hand the outcome of labour movement in particular settings, we are spurred to think 
through ‘a whole field of emerging and political and social struggles’, with mutual 
interaction and overlap, as a whole with many parts moving at different speeds.28

In strategic terms, the implications of thinking through totality in relation to 
social movement leads us to Marx’s ‘unity of the diverse’, in this case the draw-
ing together of the distinctly oppressed constituent parts of concretely situated 
working classes into contestational struggle.29 The multi-layered complexity of 
capitalist totality and its many determinations is mirrored in the multi-layered 
complexity of dynamic, situated, concretely universal working-class subjects.

CLASS STRUGGLE

A multidimensional approach to class is fundamental if we are to begin to under-
stand the class dynamics of innumerable varieties of social movements operative 
in history and the present; that is to say, if we are to be able to follow through 
with perhaps the biggest contribution Marxist theory has to offer social move-
ment studies in general. Seeking out the class dynamics of pivotal social move-
ments should not involve bald proclamation of ‘class as a universal category that 
overrides all its differentiated movements and mediations’, but rather an effort:

[t]o decipher the concrete processes of class formation that operate in and through a con-
tinually developing and complexly organised set of social relations and differences. We are 
seeking to decipher the ways in which social struggles that bridge racial, gender, class, urban 
and rural experiences, produce ‘a complex, multidimensional kind of resistance’.30
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‘Our passions do not live apart in locked chambers’, George Eliot reminds us in 
Middlemarch, ‘but, dressed in their small wardrobe of notions, bring their provi-
sions to a common table and mess together, feeding out of the common store 
according to their appetite’.31

Not all Marxist approaches to class are equal to the task of deciphering con-
crete processes of class formation. In Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A Defence, 
G. A. Cohen produced an admirably lucid and enduring version of a static defini-
tion of class common to structuralist strands of Marxist thought in the twentieth 
century. ‘A person’s class is established by nothing but his objective place in the 
network of ownership relations’, Cohen argues, ‘however difficult it may be to 
identify such places neatly. His consciousness, culture, and politics do not enter 
the definition of his class position’.32 Cohen’s argument around class is one of 
unusual clarity, but is ultimately mistaken, or at least critically impoverished. As 
McNally suggests, this kind of formulation amounts to lifeless ‘schematism’ in 
which ‘dynamic relations of becoming are reified in an effort to generate a static 
taxonomy that captures nothing of the rich and diverse life-processes of social 
class’.33 It is not that ‘such approaches capture nothing real’, but that they gravely 
deplete the Marxian category of class insofar as they are ‘incapable of compre-
hending class as a complex and dynamic social process whose highest form is 
self-constitution – the only understanding of class congruent with the mission 
of the historian (or the serious political activist) to understand its lived reality in 
historical time’.34

Marx’s method, rising from the abstract to the concrete, meant that he did 
not proceed with static definitions such as Cohen’s, but rather through the deter-
mination of concepts ‘which tend towards the concrete as they are articulated 
within the totality’.35 Classes are formed through conflictual horizontal dynam-
ics of competitive capital accumulation between different capitals, through the 
vertical antagonisms of capital and labour in the domains of accumulation and 
exploitation, and in and through the multiple scales of local, national, regional, 
and global processes.36 Thinking about class in this way necessitates a departure 
from mere classification. Instead, it involves, as Daniel Bensaïd argues, under-
standing class as a ‘system of relations structured by struggle, whose complexity 
is displayed to the full in the political writings (Class Struggles in France, The 
Eighteenth Brumaire, The Civil War in France), where Marx offers his last word 
on the subject’.37 In this sense, class cannot be reduced either to a characteristic 
of individual units, nor even these individual units added up. ‘It is something 
else’, Bensaïd insists, ‘a relational totality, not a mere sum … Class exists only in 
a conflictual relationship with other classes’.38

Cohen wants to remove culture, politics, and consciousness (subjectivity) from 
the definition of class position (objectivity).39 But being and essence, object and 
subject are intimately intertwined in the historical development of classes as pro-
cesses. If class is conceived as consisting of dynamic relations, ‘the subjectivity 
of consciousness cannot arbitrarily emancipate itself from the structure, any more 
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than the objectivity of being can be passively detached from consciousness’.40 
The relationality of classes necessarily escapes any ‘mechanical conception of a 
necessary transition from the in-itself to the for-itself, from the unconscious to 
the conscious, from the pre-conscious social to the conscious political, with time 
acting as a neutral go-between. Class consciousness and unconsciousness are 
intertwined in a pervasive embrace, and both are consistently mistaken’.41

Fundamentally, class can only be conceived either as a location or a social 
relation.42 Static structural pictures may be useful as a starting point for the deter-
mining logic of class relations, but there is a long way still to travel in order to 
identify how a class ‘in itself’ becomes a class ‘for itself’, as Marx understood the 
movement between an objective class situation and class consciousness, or from 
social being to social consciousness. Finding one’s way through those dark alley-
ways requires thinking of class as a social-historical process and relationship.43

The centrality of class, for Marx, is rooted in the way that the relations of 
production and exchange express ‘the very structure of the mode of production 
articulated with other forms of conflictuality’.44 In capitalist societies processes 
of class conflict are built into the ‘modes of conflict, resistance, opposition, and 
struggle that define the terrain on which popular movements operate’.45

Seen in this light, it becomes an impossibility to ‘[grasp] a society sometimes 
according to class relations, and sometimes according to collective actors engaged 
in diverse conflicts. In the capitalist mode of production, the class relation con-
stitutes the key that makes it possible to decipher the conflictual dynamic of his-
tory’.46 Antagonisms that are not reducible to, or straightforward expressions of, 
the capital – labour relation – racism, sexuality, nationality, gender, ecology – are 
nonetheless hardly running parallel to class in a state of mutual indifference. For 
example, the possibility of overcoming the ecological crisis of our times is impos-
sible without a successful struggle to abolish capitalist market imperatives.47

In concrete historical analysis, as in political praxis, the appropriate Marxist 
methodology is not to discover the reducibility-to-class of contradictions which 
are clearly irreducible to class, but to carefully map ‘the mediations and specific 
articulation of the different contradictions’.48 The constitution of class is forged in 
political praxis. The ‘lived reality of the working class’, Asad Haider points out:

[c]ontains white people and people of color, people of all genders and sexualities, the 
employed and the unemployed – a multitude of people irreducible to a single description. A 
meaningful common interest between them does not somehow exist by default. We cannot 
reduce any group of people and the multitudes they contain to a single common interest, as 
though we were reducing a fraction.49

Irresolvable ‘at the level of abstraction to which the relations of production gen-
erally belong’, Bensaïd insists, such a cartography of specific mediations:

[o]perates in the nub of the social formation, in concrete struggles – in a word, in the inter-
play of displacements and condensations in which the conflict finds its particular political 
expression. At this level, not only class relations, but also the state, the institutional network, 
and religious and juridical representations come into play.50
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To return to Haider: ‘A common interest is constituted by the composition of 
these multitudes into a group. This is a process of political practice’.51

One of the richest twentieth-century practitioners of class analysis in its pro-
cessual sense was, of course, historian E. P. Thompson. ‘The working class did 
not rise like the sun at an appointed time’, Thompson famously argues, ‘It was 
present at its own making’.52 Here he is firmly asserting the importance of human 
agency in the class struggle, agency that is however bounded by the logic of a 
set of class situations that each person enters into involuntarily. Understanding 
class as a relationship in which the common experiences of real people living 
in real contexts matter, and which takes place in historical time, means that it 
‘evades analysis if we attempt to stop it dead at any given moment and anat-
omise its structure’.53 Thompson has been criticized for neglecting the objec-
tive structure of productive relations in favour of a conception of class which 
centres on consciousness and subjectivity.54 However, as David Camfield points 
out, in Thompson’s framework, common experience, human agency, culture, 
and subjectivity ‘are not free-floating. They have a material foundation’.55 For 
Thompson, ‘The class experience is largely determined by the productive rela-
tions into which men are born – or enter into involuntarily’.56

In Thompson’s most direct notes on the problem of method in class analy-
sis, he begins by reclaiming class as a historical category, as against varieties 
of structuralist idealism and sociological positivism: ‘that is, it is derived from 
the observation of the social process over time. We know about class because 
people have repeatedly behaved in class ways’.57 From such historical observa-
tion general theories of class and class formation emerge that can be used as a 
starting point for the further exploration of these themes in different societies and 
different historical periods. So far, so good. The danger, too often manifested 
in theoretical formulation, however, is the substitution of the new models that 
have been constructed for the necessary return to further historical investigation 
of living processes. Once a model of class structure exists, ‘it is easy to suppose 
that class takes place, not as historical process, but inside our heads … models 
or structures are theorized that are supposed to give us objective determinants of 
class: for example, as expressions of differential productive relations’.58

In rejecting barren schemas of this kind as the last word, Thompson is, at 
the same time, careful to stress that he should decisively not be understood to 
mean that ‘such static structural analysis is not both valuable and essential’, but 
that the parameters of this analysis are such that it reveals ‘a determining logic 
(in the sense of both “setting limits” and “exerting pressures” … and not the 
historical conclusion or equation – that these productive relations = these class 
formations’.59 These are the ‘powerful ordered patterns’ that the capitalist sys-
tem produces irrespective of local historical particularities, patterns which are 
‘neither steely rails nor mere constellations of circumstance’, but rather ‘moving 
limits whose gradients define what is easy and what is difficult at any moment 
of time’.60 Serious class analysis requires ‘scrupulous attention’ to ‘objective 
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determinations’ – or class becomes merely a ‘cultural formation’ – but inquiry 
into objective determination is no simple input from which class and class con-
sciousness can be derived as output.61 Positivist sociological traditions of class 
analysis have tended, Thompson suggests, to reduce class to the quantitative allo-
cation of sums of individuals to ‘this or that relation to the means of production’, 
and in so doing have excised time from the inquiry: ‘once again, class as a his-
torical category – the observation of behaviour over time – has been expelled’.62

Finally, Thompson insists on an inversion of common sociological practices of 
class analysis. Contra stucturalist idealism, class struggle is understood as prior 
to class and class consciousness, such that we cannot begin with static productive 
relations and then, by way of ‘geometric projection’, explain class struggle as the 
result. Such calculations launch us into a ‘squalid mess’, a sordid embrace of ‘end-
less stupidities of quantitative measurement of classes, or of sophisticated Newtonian 
Marxism in which classes and class fractions perform their planetary or molecular 
evolutions’.63 It is a fundamental error to assume classes exist independently from 
history and contestation, ‘and that they struggle because they exist, rather than com-
ing into existence out of that struggle’.64 In Thompson’s brilliant summation:

To put it bluntly: classes do not exist as separate entities, look around, find an enemy class, 
and then start to struggle. On the contrary, people find themselves in a society structured in 
determined ways (crucially, but not exclusively, in productive relations), they experience 
exploitation (or the need to maintain power over those whom they exploit), they identify 
points of antagonistic interest, they commence to struggle around these issues and in the 
process of struggling they discover themselves as classes, they come to know this discovery 
as class-consciousness. Class and class-consciousness are always the last, not the first, stage 
in the real historical process.65

Of course, despite his great insight, Thompson’s writings were crippled by an inat-
tention to distinct layers and complexities of oppression, not least gender and 
race.66 In an unfortunate departure from his well-nigh hysterical commitment to 
the historicization of the working class, in The Making of the English Working 
Class, Thompson takes for granted, or naturalizes the domestic division of labour –  
one crucial part of the sphere of social reproduction – and in so doing side-lines 
women, by and large, from working-class historical formation.67 Likewise, 
Thompson passes over the role of racialized minorities in the making of the 
‘English’ working class, expelling them, too, from historical memory.68 So long 
as we are attentive to removing the blinkers that blind us to such historical oppres-
sions and theoretical occlusions, however – Anderson’s second protocol – we 
would do well to retain in our class-struggle approach to social movement study, 
an appropriately modified and expanded version of Thompson, in which his pri-
orities of history, process, temporality, agency, culture, and subjectivity are taken 
with deadly seriousness, all within the boundaries of a logic of objective determi-
nation. Now to shift gears and turn our attention to some of the more potent cur-
rent debates on manifestations of class struggle in contemporary capitalism and 
the appropriate emancipatory working-class strategy to assume in response.
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PRODUCTION, REPRODUCTION, AND SOCIAL REPRODUCTION

Class under capitalism is irreducible to the exploitative relationship of the extrac-
tion of surplus value from wage-labour by capital that Marx anatomizes at the 
highest level of abstraction in Volume One of Capital.69 In Cinzia Arruzza’s apt 
formulation, ‘to try to explain what capitalist society is only in terms of surplus-
value extraction is like trying to explain the anatomy of the human body by 
explaining only how the heart works’.70 In Volume Two of Capital, as Bensaïd 
emphasizes, the introduction of circulation, and productive and unproductive 
labour, into the analysis broaches a radically more complex set of social relations 
than the immediate relation of production interrogated in Volume One. Here, in 
the second volume, through the sphere of circulation, we come to understand that 
‘the relation of buying and selling labour-power is no less constitutive of the 
class relation than the relation of exploitation disclosed in Volume One’.71 
Finally, in Volume Three, reproduction as a whole is introduced as further speci-
ficity of the determination of the class relation.72 ‘The partial determination of 
classes’, outlined in Volumes One and Two, ‘at the level of the extraction of 
surplus-value in the production process and the sale of labour-power in the cir-
culation process’, are in Volume Three, ‘integrated into the overall dynamic of 
competition, equalization of the profit rate, the functional specialization of capi-
tals, and the distribution of revenue’.73 The implication is that the classes are 
determined, in the fullest sense, ‘by the combination of the relation of exploita-
tion in production, the wage relation and the productivity/non-productivity of 
labour in circulation, and the distribution of revenue as a whole’.74

We find ourselves back at totality, ‘a versatile, contradictory totality, continu-
ally in movement, with relations of exploitation and alienation that are constantly 
in a process of transformation’.75 So far, though, we have only specified with any 
depth production and reproduction, and not the more specific domain of social 
reproduction, a longstanding concern of some of the best work in Marxist femi-
nist analysis.76 That said, two caveats are necessary. Early formulations of social 
reproduction theory downplayed the importance of race and racism, and the fact 
that much of the latest work in this current of intellectual production takes race and 
racism to be foundational to its analysis is no doubt in part a consequence of an 
engagement with the intellectual and political contributions of Black feminism.77 
This particular intellectual debt of social reproduction theory extends, too, to the 
best of intersectional theory, even though many social reproduction theorists ulti-
mately identify limitations to the philosophical foundations of intersectionality.78 
A second caveat: social reproduction theory is not the first current of feminism 
to bring to the fore the theoretical and political centrality of socially reproductive 
labour in the turnover of capitalist social relations. Here, key precursors were the 
Italian feminists Silvia Federici and Mariarosa Dalla Costa,79 even if, once more, 
much of contemporary social reproduction theory departs from the claim made 
by the Italian school that socially reproductive labour directly produces value.80
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Social reproductive labour is the work involved in maintaining and repro-
ducing human life. Under capitalism, most of this labour has been performed, 
unpaid, by women within the family unit; but portions have also been carried 
out, to different degrees in different social formations and in different historical 
periods, by the welfare state or through the market, with variations traceable in 
part to the strength or weakness of feminist struggle in distinct settings and cir-
cumstances.81 In some definitions, the circuit of social reproduction is not limited 
to childbirth, child-care, and kin-based maintenance and reproduction of wider 
human life within the family unit, but also extends outward further to include 
education, health care, leisure institutions, and care for the elderly.82

Incorporating social reproduction seriously involves a widening of our concep-
tion of class relations, class struggle, and the working-class subject beyond the 
workplace. Such a totalizing conception allows for the elucidation of ‘myriad capil-
laries of social relations extending between workplace, home, schools, hospitals – a 
wider social whole, sustained and co-produced by human labor in contradictory yet 
constitutive ways’.83 One finds, across actually existing societies in the contempo-
rary world, that these social relations are constituted by ‘the chaotic, multi-ethnic, 
multigendered, differently abled subject that is the global working class’.84

Recall that the logic of capitalist accumulation acts as an objective determi-
nation across the united spheres of production, reproduction, and social repro-
duction, in terms of the imposition of constraints, or the setting of limits to 
behaviour. Recall as well that there is no automaticity in this relation, no mecha-
nistic formula whereby outcomes are predetermined. Rather, capitalism, within 
the boundaries of its laws of motion, is ‘subject to contingencies, accidents, and 
conflicts’.85 With regard to social reproduction, this suggests that the different 
forms assumed by the labour of social reproduction in different societies and 
across distinct time periods – the balance of the market, state, and family in its 
execution – ‘remains a contingent question that depends on specific historical 
dynamics and feminist struggles’.86 The fact that struggle partially determines the 
form of labour of social reproduction in capitalist societies has crucial implica-
tions for an expanded Marxist sense of class struggle and the class dynamics of 
multiple movements. This is because it is also true that ‘the way social reproduc-
tion functions within a given social formation has an intrinsic relation to the way 
that production and reproduction of societies are organized in their totality, and 
therefore to class relations’.87 There is an organizing logic to the intersection of 
these battles and not merely a series of contingent collisions.88

A totalizing perspective starts to bring to the foreground the shape of general 
capital, pitted against labour in general. The trade union battle in the workplace, 
or even across a series of workplaces – whether it be for higher wages, healthier 
and safer conditions, or the slowdown of intensity of the labour process – is on 
its own a partial battle of specific segments of labour against specific capitalists. 
Capital’s power ‘in general’ requires activity beyond the economic. ‘If we take 
our lead from Marx himself’, Tithi Bhattacharya points out:
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[t]hen it is utterly unclear why only the economic struggle for wages and benefits at the 
workplace must be designated as class struggle. Every social and political movement ‘tend-
ing’ in the direction of gains for the working class as a whole, or of challenge to the power 
of capital as a whole, must be considered an aspect of class struggle.89

What is more, as Rosa Luxemburg suggests in The Mass Strike, when class 
struggle reaches a certain mass pitch, the economic and political moments of 
resistance tend to reinforce and strengthen each other, even as they open up onto 
bigger, potentially revolutionary questions of the transformation of state and 
society writ large – the contest of capital in general versus labour in general.90

CONCLUSION

Social movement scholars departed from an interest in capitalism in the 1980s, 
and that departure continues to cast a long shadow over the present. The cumula-
tive emptying out of intellectual sophistication and political comprehension was 
coextensive with transfigurations in the global working class and the dawn of 
neoliberalism. Developments on the ground were incommunicable in the new 
language of social movement studies. At the heart of the matter, the terrain of 
international class struggles was radically reconfigured by the roll-out of neolib-
eral restructuring, with huge setbacks for the global working class.

Mainstream social movement studies have been ill-equipped to respond theo-
retically to new developments in class struggle since the 2008 crisis of global capi-
talism and attendant socio-political change mainly because it has lost an interest 
in capitalism over several decades. Identity-oriented theorists shifted away from 
class, economy, and state to culture, meaning, civil society, and constructed identi-
ties, while conceptualizing these things in the polarized terms of ‘new’ and ‘old’. 
Strategy theorists, meanwhile, gradually departed from an early interest in capi-
talism and state formation, shifting to short-term and fragmented studies of sup-
posedly autonomous politics, institutions, and structural opportunities. Bringing 
capitalism back into our study of social movements reorients our entire outlook 
and draws otherwise invisible connections between superficially disparate local 
movements. The logic of capitalist accumulation infuses the dynamics of all these 
movements and sets limits on their myriad hopes and aspirations.

Attention to capitalist totality can help to transcend a tendency in social move-
ment studies towards a fragmentation of subject matter and the abandonment of 
totalizing theory. Politically, it is also important in terms of strategic orientation 
insofar as it can assist in making visible existing commonalities between distinct 
movements, and the possibilities of forging new commonalities where none pres-
ently exists.

Relatedly, the multidimensional, historical, and processual approach to class 
struggle offered earlier allows for the insertion into social movement studies of 
the most important theoretical component of Marxism in this domain; that is, the 
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stress on class dynamics in every movement, as distinct from sometimes thinking 
in class terms, and otherwise not so much, or not at all. The theory of class-struggle  
advanced has offered a way of tackling the complexly organized, mediated, and 
articulated social relations of oppression and exploitation under capitalism, and 
the forms of resistance they engender. Class struggle is not reducible to the point 
of production, the domain of surplus value extraction from wage-labour by capital. 
Instead, the terrain of class struggle extends to the complex battlefields of cir-
culation and reproduction, and over the forms of labour of social reproduction, 
which in concrete and historical capitalism is always gendered and racialized.

Since the onset of austerity following the early years of the latest crisis in 
global capitalism, successful defensive – much less offensive – actions of the left 
have been few and far between. The far right is outpacing our side with alarming 
efficacy. At the same time, there are important processes of renewal and even 
effervescence taking place. The moment has come, clearly, to reinvent ourselves, 
while remaining loyal to our subjugated ancestors. ‘Start all over? Certainly. But 
not from zero. Not from nothing, from a blank page or a clean slate … One 
always begins in the middle’.91
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INTRODUCTION

Riots are a longstanding, well-remarked, and broadly contested activity within the 
‘repertoire of collective actions’ (Tilly, 1977: 493) through which groups try to 
change their circumstances. Understood as responses to market conditions, and 
particularly as struggles over the price and availability of market goods, they 
develop with the development of world trade, particularly of staple grains, drawing 
on precursors including peasant uprisings and slave rebellions. They are arguably 
the leading form of collective action from the fourteenth to the eighteenth centuries, 
at least in the regions that will form the capitalist core, on which this chapter focuses. 
The term is early on associated with debauchery and tumult; the modern sense of 
collective and disorderly violence is formalized with Great Britain’s ‘Riot Act’ 
(1714). However, the varied and inexact definitions which have become entrenched, 
oriented mostly by unsanctioned violence and public disorder, have largely served 
to obscure the historical basis of riots and in turn made an adequate theorization 
difficult. The early riot’s seeming orientation toward market prices, exchange, and 
consumption (features understood as common to multiple modes of production), 
rather than toward the particulars of capitalist production, has presented further 
obstacles to adequate Marxist theorization, which this chapter hopes to rectify.

Debates about the politics of riot have revolved around their causes, inten-
tions, and outcomes. While from a Marxist perspective all history is the history of 
class struggle, the political question of riot, particularly regarding its relevance to 
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Marxism and vice versa, lies in whether it is a form of struggle pertaining to capi-
talism’s particular class structure. This question includes whether riots effectively 
advance class politics and, subtending such inquiries, whether they can be grasped 
as arising from and within capital’s material determinations and its stratification 
of society. Given these considerations, it is apparent that riot cannot escape com-
parisons with strike, which shifts the terrain of struggle to the workplace and the 
price of labor, and takes pride of place as the primary form of collective action, 
albeit unevenly, in the nineteenth century. After this point, and particularly after 
the 1830s, the historical constancy of riot across the early industrializing nations in 
turn diminishes without ever vanishing – until it begins to return again in the late 
twentieth century. These various and connected concerns set the terms for how the 
political significance of riots might be evaluated by historical materialists.

Herein the riot is understood as the exemplary form within the broader cat-
egory of ‘circulation struggles’ conditioned by historically given circumstances 
of capital and class developing across time (Clover, 2016). In the simplest sense 
these are the forms of struggle available to those who cannot engage in produc-
tion struggles such as the strike, most directly because they are excluded from 
immediate access to the wage via unemployment, informalized labor, and so 
on. Such exclusions have many determinations, but in the contemporary era are 
understood to derive from capital’s increasing productivity in the manufacturing 
and industrial sectors, following on massive productivity increases in the agricul-
tural sector, with these populations unable to be absorbed in full by the service 
sector (Gallman and Weiss, 1969; Kendrick, 1961). Because these exclusions are 
racialized, the riot both appears to be and is a racialized phenomenon; moreover, 
it regularly takes the form of direct antagonism with the state rather than capital. 
These have further obscured its political-economic bases and rendered the riot 
consistently illegible to both bourgeois and Marxist thinkers.

MAINSTREAM AND MARXIST CRITICISMS

Bourgeois common sense has generally held that riots are ‘compulsive, rather than 
self-conscious or self-activating: they are simple responses to economic stimuli’; 
E. P. Thompson, surveying British historians of early-modern bread riots, describes 
this as the ‘spasmodic view’ (Thompson, 1971: 78). These irruptions are compul-
sive, rather than self-conscious or self-activating, lacking ratiocination much less 
political calculation. Such conceptualizations have proved durable. They are 
renewed in the positivistic, quantitative science of, e.g., the New England Complex 
Systems Institute. Their 2011 study, focused on low-wage nations, charts a single 
correlation wherein the authors ‘identify a specific food price threshold above 
which protests become likely’ (Lagi et  al., 2011: 1). There are more nuanced 
departures from these underlying suppositions, articulating unbearable rises in 
commodity prices with broader economic changes, such as the IMF restructuring 
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programs and enforced trade relations that provide the conditions for precarious 
food regimes. Emphasizing the constructedness of famine and dearth, these 
accounts nonetheless assume a veritably autonomic mechanism of stimulus and 
response. The effective definition of riot here is conditional. It is simply what hap-
pens once food prices achieve a certain apogee, a version of the approach 
Thompson dismissed among ‘growth historians’ for ‘obliterating the complexities 
of motive, behaviour, and function, which, if they noted it in the work of their 
marxist analogues, would make them protest’ (Thompson, 1971: 78).

Marxist (and more broadly leftist) orthodoxy regarding riots has often followed 
the bourgeois ideological view, sometimes closely. In the thinnest analyses, they 
are treated as consumerism run amok, a simple reflection of capitalist ideology. 
‘We have been all coerced and seduced to view shopping as the recipe for good 
life and the principal solution of all life problems – but then a large part of the pop-
ulation has been prevented from using that recipe’, wrote the sociologist Zygmunt 
Bauman about the 2011 riots in the UK. ‘City riots in Britain are best understood 
as a revolt of frustrated consumers’ (Bauman, 2011). More theoretically ambi-
tious accounts have also tended to replicate the ‘spasmodic’ approach. Compare 
Slavoj Žižek’s verdict on the London riots of 2011: ‘it is difficult to conceive of 
the UK rioters in Marxist terms, as an instance of the emergence of the revolution-
ary subject; they fit much better the Hegelian notion of the “rabble”, those outside 
organised social space, who can express their discontent only through “irrational” 
outbursts of destructive violence’ (Žižek, 2011). A parallel orthodoxy, identified 
with a socialist strain of Marxist thought defined by its ‘labor metaphysic’ (Mills, 
1960), simply reinscribes riots as labor struggles, a subspecies rather than dialecti-
cal other of the strike. Compare the Global Social Protest Research Group, which 
found in the same array of 2011 events a new ‘Protest of the Stagnant Relative 
Surplus Population’ which could nonetheless be filed under ‘Global Labor Unrest’ 
(Karatasli et al., 2015: 192). Both of these are forms of question-begging: orga-
nized labor struggles are simply presupposed as primary.

These entangled accounts have become entrenched for numerous reasons. 
From the bourgeois perspective, the exclusion of riots from the realm of rea-
son, much less political legitimacy, allows maximum criminalization, along with 
a diminished obligation to address social demands. The position of what one 
might call ‘left paternalism’ offers greater sympathy while still excluding the riot 
from political salience, unable to locate it within the dialectical development of 
capitalism and finding it instead to be isolated spasm, throwback, or aberration. 
From the socialist perspective, the double conclusion that one’s status as a laborer 
provides the only universal relation under capitalism, and that the ‘point of pro-
duction’ (a term that often confuses surplus value production and the production 
of goods) offers the greatest vulnerability for capitalism, has led to the valoriza-
tion of the productive wage-laborer as the true revolutionary subject and to the 
habitual affirmation of the labor strike (with accompanying development of the 
worker’s party) as the necessary and sufficient form of collective action.
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One notable break with this tradition, communist if not Marxist, is that of 
Alain Badiou. He registers that the riots of the new millennium, again with par-
ticular reference to 2011, possess a logic internal to capitalist modernity, if not to 
capital itself. They are at once abstractly and concretely historical. He identifies 
them as an abstract-periodizing fact in the course of its own realization, so that 
‘several peoples and situations are telling us in a still indistinct language that 
this period is over; that there is a rebirth of History. We must then remember the 
revolutionary Idea, inventing its new form by learning from what is happening’ 
(Badiou, 2012: 87). The Idea arises from the event of the riot, to which it then 
provides an organizational force and duration.

In this schema, rather than a linear, progressive history, there is a concrete 
alternation between periods in which ‘the revolutionary conception of political 
action has been sufficiently clarified … and on this basis has secured massive, 
disciplined support’, and ‘intervallic periods [when] by contrast, the revolution-
ary idea of the preceding period … is dormant’ (Badiou, 2012: 38–9). Lacking 
an ordering idea, these latter periods give rise to the expression of that disor-
der in the proto-political mode of riot. Badiou sees an ‘uncanny resemblance’ 
between our recent past and the French Restoration following the final defeat of 
the Republican spirit, when ‘from the start of the 1830s it was a major period of 
riots, which were often momentarily or seemingly victorious … These were pre-
cisely the riots, sometimes immediate, sometimes more historical, characteristic 
of an intervallic period’ (Badiou, 2012: 41).

This account provides a useful recognition of riot as historically grounded 
rather than untimely. It nonetheless repeats the sequestration of the riot from 
effectively organized political action: these are grasped as distinct rather than 
continuous phenomena. Moreover, Badiou’s account is limited by the impossibil-
ity of transposing the specific intervals of French political history onto the globe, 
or in a more limited sense onto the capitalist core, as well as the more general 
problem of consigning riots to the autonomy of the political and accompanying 
evental logic. In this sense such an account is the obverse of the one advanced 
by the New England Complex Systems Institute, as discussed earlier. If the latter 
presents the riot as an economically hyper-determined spasm, the former poses 
the riot as an underdetermined political event.

THE RIOT RETURNS

For materialists, all of these conceptions of riot come under increasing pressure 
toward the close of the twentieth century. Empirical challenges include the 
waning of various workers’ movements and parties in the early industrializing 
West; the dramatic decline in large-scale labor actions, particularly within the 
industrial and manufacturing sectors; and the increase in riots, both as a general 
tendency and by comparison to strikes.
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In this period across the West, riots, sometimes understood as rebellions and 
uprisings, have been consistently and misleadingly identified as ‘race riots’, 
associated primarily with blackness in the USA, and with non-white immi-
grants in continental Europe and the UK. This term risks confusion in that it 
proposes racial difference and conflict as sufficient explanations, while also 
eliding the long history of ‘white riots’ designed to subordinate non-white 
communities (from the San Francisco Riot of 1877 against Chinese immigrants 
through the Chemnitz riots of 2018 and beyond). Entangled with this racializa-
tion of the riot has been the manner in which the socialist tradition in particular 
has understood the strike as intentional, organized, effective, and part of a revo-
lutionary trajectory, while the riot is instead viewed as irrational, unorganized, 
ineffective, and non- or even counter-revolutionary. This in turn aligns with the 
longstanding convention of associating reason with subjects of the European 
Enlightenment, instinct and unreason with non-white subjects. Finally, this 
traditional understanding has consistently disassociated the tactic of riot from 
socialist and communist politics and further from immediate relation to labor 
markets, a series of errors against which, for instance, the ‘Red Summer’ of 
1919 provided a decisive verdict.

Consequent to all of this, strike and riot have often been tacitly coded as 
expressions of class and race respectively, seeming to rehearse at the level of 
practical activity a now familiar confrontation between socialism’s insistence on 
the primacy of class against ethnic studies/postcolonial analyses that foreground 
race. These aspects in conjunction have posed a specific analytical danger for 
Marxists: put most directly, the exclusion of the self-activity of non-white popu-
lations from the properly political. This tacit exclusion has come under intense 
pressure in. e.g., the USA in the years since 2013, as rebellions under the loose 
heading of ‘Black Lives Matter’ – notably the riots speading from Ferguson, 
Missourri after the police killing of Michael Brown in 2014 and the George Floyd 
Uprising in 2020 – have provided the most dramatic and protracted examples of 
proletarian struggle.

Riot thus poses two fundamental challenges for materialist thought in the 
twenty-first century and onward. First, the historicity of collective action more 
broadly within and against capitalism: whether there is a single transcenden-
tal form of collective action, or whether leading forms are subject to change in 
response to changes in the composition of capital and class at a global level. 
Second, the necessity to further develop understandings of the material determi-
nations that co-constitute race and class.

DEFINING RIOT

The primary difficulty in defining the riot devolves from its profound association 
with public violence and disorder. Contemporary legal definitions of riot 
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associate it with, e.g., ‘any group of twelve or more people attempting to assert 
their will immediately through the use of force outside the normal bounds of the 
law’ (Gilje, 1999: 4). In a more generalized definition, a riot:

[i]nvolves at least one group publicly, and with little or no attempt at concealment, illegally 
assaulting at least one other group or illegally attacking or invading property … in ways that 
suggest that authorities have lost control … the attacks on another group or on property to 
reach a certain threshold of intensity. (Halle and Rafter, 2003: 347)

While developing a nuanced framework, William Sewell, building on Charles 
Tilly’s study of French history, also returns to the orienting fact of violence: 
‘Tilly’s essential argument can still be explicated most economically by using 
his typology of competitive, reactive, and proactive violence’ (1990: 529). This 
focus obscures arguably more significant orienting facts. No doubt many riots 
involve violence – perhaps the great majority, if one includes property damage 
in the category, as well as explicit or sub voce threats. It is not altogether clear 
that such extensions to the notion of violence are either self-evident or reason-
able. That property damage equals violence involves a kind of moral affinity for 
property which is devoid of any truth value.

Moreover, across more than two centuries, strikes have quite often involved 
violence as well as pitched battles between workers and police, scabs and mer-
cenaries, which at their zenith resemble military engagements (see, for example, 
the Battle of Blair Mountain, 1921). If one extends the category of violence to 
threats on property, it is ubiquitous in the strike, even as a kind of defensive 
counter-violence. Reporting from France in 1968, Angelo Quattrocchi noted that 
‘Workers can threaten to smash the machinery, and the threat alone can prevent 
an armed intervention. Masters of the factory, their condition of dispossession 
is their very strength. The machines, the Capital, owned by others and by other 
manipulated, are now in their hands’ (Quattrocchi, 1998: 49). The real situation 
he describes, the potential for workers to dispose of the gears of production as 
they see fit, is at the heart of the strike. In the most confusing concatenations, riot 
appears as something like the violent phalanx of the labor movement. ‘Even in 
the opening years of the nineteenth century, just as workers refined their strike 
tactics, coercion was needed to enforce unity and to persuade owners of the legit-
imacy of the laborers’ demands’, writes Paul Gilje. ‘Force was often garnered to 
meet force, and riots and violence represent the signposts of American labor his-
tory from the 1830s to the twentieth century … much of the history of American 
labor is written in blood as riots’ (Gilje, 1999: 3).

It is clear from this confusion that some other standard is necessary to distin-
guish between riot and strike. If not violence, what then? Thompson provides 
the basis for an answer in ‘The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the 
Eighteenth Century’. Taking issue with the reductions and depoliticizing force 
cached within the term ‘bread riot’, he produces a more systematic vision of the 
riot’s political economy:
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It has been suggested that the term ‘riot’ is a blunt tool of analysis for so many particular 
grievances and occasions. It is also an imprecise term for describing popular actions. If we 
are looking for the characteristic form of direct action, we should take, not squabbles 
outside London bakeries, nor even the great affrays provoked by discontent with the large 
millers, but the ‘risings of the people’ (most notably in 1740, 1756, 1766, 1795 and 1800) 
in which colliers, tinners, weavers and hosiery workers were prominent. What is remark-
able about these ‘insurrections’ is, first, their discipline, and, second, the fact that they 
exhibit a pattern of behaviour for whose origin we must look back several hundreds of 
years: which becomes more, rather than less, sophisticated in the eighteenth century; 
which repeats itself, seemingly spontaneously, in different parts of the country and after 
the passage of many quiet years. The central action in this pattern is not the sack of gra-
naries and the pilfering of grain or flour but the action of ‘setting the price’. (Thompson, 
1971: 107–8)

Thompson moves from this to a more broadly applicable formulation: ‘Economic 
class-conflict in nineteenth-century England found its characteristic expression in 
the matter of wages; in eighteenth-century England the working people were most 
quickly inflamed to action by rising prices’ (Thompson, 1971: 79). R. H. Tawney 
had made much the same point while ending with the perspective of the emerging 
capitalist: ‘The economy of the mediaeval borough was one in which consumption 
held somewhat the same primacy in the public mind, as the undisputed arbiter 
of economic effort, as the nineteenth century attached to profits’ (1926: 33). 
Surveying the volatility in the UK in the early nineteenth century (traditional 
food riots and risings, Speenhamland relief, machine-breaking, minimum wage 
struggles), Thompson notes, ‘We are coming to the end of one tradition, and the 
new tradition has scarcely emerged’ (Thompson, 1971: 128–9).

We can deduce from this a theoretical pairing of price-setting and wage-
setting. Posing this against the historical shift from riot to strike, we are now 
able to produce an adequate definition of the two. In the first instance, riot is 
the setting of prices for market goods, while strike is the setting of prices for 
labor power. The purchase of market goods and the sale of labor-power, mar-
ket dependency and wage dependency, are two bases for reproduction of the 
household and the individual, and of the local community. Around the turn of 
the nineteenth century, social reproduction shifts its center of gravity from one 
location to another, from widespread market dependency following on from 
destruction of subsistence agriculture to the widespread wage dependency that 
necessarily follows.

Consumer and laborer however are not two theoretically opposed (much less 
historically successive) classes, but rather two moments within the reproduction 
of a single class: the emergent modern proletariat who must make its way within 
the wage–commodity nexus. If one moment takes precedence over the other, this 
speaks to the given degree of technical and social development within a society, 
and the situation of the proletarian therein. In riot, those setting prices in the mar-
ketplace may also labor (note Thompson’s ‘colliers, tinners, weavers and hosiery 
workers’), but this is not the immediate fact which has brought them there. This 
recognition allows a refinement of our definitions.
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The strike is the form of collective action which:

1 struggles to set the price of labor-power (or the conditions of labor, which is much the same 
thing: the amount of misery that can be purchased by the pound);

2 features workers appearing in their role as workers;
3 unfolds in the context of capitalist production, featuring its interruption at the source via the 

downing of tools, cordoning of the factory floor, etc.

The riot is the form of collective action which:

1 struggles to set the price of market goods (or their availability, which is much the same thing, 
for the question is similarly one of access);

2 features participants with no necessary kinship but their dispossession;
3 unfolds in the context of consumption and in circulation more broadly.

While this heuristic apparatus is simple but powerful, and suffices well into the 
twentieth century, it nonetheless poses problems for the present. The character-
istic riots of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries in the capitalist 
core, arising alongside the strike’s last flourishing, cannot finally be understood 
adequately within the framework of price-setting, even in Thompson’s expanded 
sense, in the main because of their character as consistently racialized struggles. 
But neither can they be understood without reference to that framework.

It will prove more historically and theoretically capacious to relocate strike 
and riot within broader conceptual categories that help constitute the repertoire 
of collective action, albeit categories requiring further explication: production 
struggles and circulation struggles, with the strike and riot, respectively, func-
tioning as exemplary but not exhaustive forms. This will allow us to understand 
riots and their transformations, as historical materialism demands, within the 
larger trajectory of capital’s technical and social development. Since our concern 
here is with riot, we will focus on circulation struggles, that is, struggles taking 
place within the context of distribution, exchange, and consumption.

CIRCULATION STRUGGLES AND SURPLUS POPULATION

The identification of riot as an exemplary form within the larger conceptual cat-
egory of the circulation struggle, rather than as a unique and irrational form of 
social violence, provides the opportunity to consider it more directly in relation 
to Marx’s theoretical and historical categories. We must first reckon with the idea 
that the spheres of production and circulation can be treated as if independent 
from one another, at least for the sake of conceptual clarification, even as we 
know that they are dialectically conjoined and that to speak of one is always to 
speak of the other.

Certainly, Marx does not hesitate to treat them as both theoretically and empir-
ically distinct. He is at great pains, for example, to demonstrate that accumulation 
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cannot arise in circulation while profit can (Marx, 1976: 258–69) and, more 
broadly, that production and circulation are the spheres of valorization and real-
ization respectively, oriented by distinct functions of capital. On the one side, no 
commodity is ever given to bear price in the process of production, only value; 
on the other, no commodity in the marketplace is ever exchanged for value, only 
for price – this alone should be clear enough. That each sphere requires the other, 
and that they overlap (notably in the purchase of labor-power) does not argue 
against treating them as distinct. Marx himself marks this conceptual operation in 
a well-known passage, explaining that ‘The consumption of labor-power is com-
pleted, as in the case of every other commodity, outside the market or the sphere 
of circulation’. Significantly, he turns immediately to describe the two spheres, 
in addition to being useful abstractions within the complex process of capital’s 
expanded reproduction, as each having their own social existence: ‘Let us, there-
fore, in company with the owner of money and the owner of labour-power, leave 
this noisy sphere, where everything takes place on the surface and in view of 
everyone, and follow them into the hidden abode of production’ (Marx, 1976: 
279), a passage that takes us through both the metaphorical and real factory gates.

Given that certain activities and circumstances, both abstract and concrete, might 
be located meaningfully in production or circulation, one might in turn think of the 
extent to which capital and proletariat locate their existences in the two spheres at 
any given historical conjuncture. Critically for our understanding of the riot, valo-
rization and realization do not exist in perfect equilibrium. Indeed, the suggestion 
that they do, that every valorization is met with realization and every realization 
spurs further valorization, merely restates Say’s Law, which insists that there can 
be no general glut because of the economy’s self-equilibrating nature, a law com-
monly and concisely rendered as supply creates its own demand. It is this very law 
that Marx debunked, however, limning in some detail the possibilities and actuali-
ties of disequilibrium between production and circulation as the moments M-C and 
C-M become increasingly independent (Marx, 1992: 681). The history of capital 
and in particular of capitalist crisis is in some regard the history of progressively 
greater imbalances between the two spheres, brought back violently into alignment.

Following Giovanni Arrighi’s work in The Long Twentieth Century (1996) 
(which itself follows the course marked out by Fernand Braudel’s work on the 
Mediterranean as well as his The Perspective of the World: Civilization and 
Capitalism, 15th–18th Century (1992)), we might thus speak of periods of 
industrial and financial expansion for a given economic power, the latter fol-
lowing consistently on the former as industrial expansion reaches its limits. In 
the former period, accumulation proceeds apace as production holds sway and 
circulation serves its needs. In the latter, as industrial and manufacturing profits 
wane, reinvestment in productive sectors wanes in turn. With this shift, the strate-
gies for profit available to firms shift to the zero-sum sphere of circulation, as 
non-productive sectors redistribute extant wealth without adding to accumula-
tion. Finance serves here as the exemplary form of capital’s recirculation without 
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production, hence the concept of an economy’s ‘financialization’, though other 
non-productive enterprises also rise to the fore, such as insurance, real-estate 
speculation, and in the present, phenomena such as Google, Facebook, and other 
concerns whose revenue is mainly accrued through advertising.

We might think of this historically regular development as capital’s shift into 
the sphere of circulation. We must insist one last time that this does not imply that 
the sphere of production no longer operates, nor that the two spheres have become 
autonomous – simply that capital’s center of gravity shifts from one to the other 
as strategies for profit and opportunities to earn the average return on investment 
change. This accurately represents sectoral profitability in the early industrial-
izing core for the latter twentieth century. Moved by the anarchic choices of indi-
vidual firms seeking profit wherever it is to be found, the total capital rebalances 
itself toward the sphere of circulation.

It is a relatively straightforward matter to note that this historical motion has a 
companion motion with which it shares a classically dialectical unity. As a greater 
fraction of capital shifts into circulation, so does a greater fraction of the proletariat. 
This is true in at least two senses. The first is that more laborers find work for 
firms which conduct circulation-based work, centered on distribution, exchange, 
and consumption. This theoretical certainty is also an empirical verity, unless one 
believes that certain sectors once thought unproductive have become productive, an 
argument advanced largely by enthusiasts of the technology sector, as well as by 
the narrower Italian tradition of operaismo/autonomia with its hypothesis about the 
‘social factory’ (Tronti, 1992: 137). Be that as it may, the newly hegemonic forms 
of labor move increasingly away from the ‘point of production’ in the postindus-
trial core, in part via offshoring of labor to locations with lower labor costs, and 
more dramatically via automation of manufacturing and industrial production (it is 
in this sense that ‘postindustrial’ refers not to the end of industrial production but 
to the waning of industrial employment). Moreover, the period in question is char-
acterized, much as predicted by Marxist theory, by an intensified crisis character 
within the larger economy which militates against any systematic claim that new 
sources of accumulation have replaced the losses in the traditionally productive 
sectors. In this period, recessions (to use the conventional category) are longer, 
deeper, and most distinctively, feature recoveries that temporarily restore profit-
ability without commensurate restoration of employment. This has led to increased 
projections of the ‘natural rate of unemployment’, increases in ‘structural unem-
ployment’, decreased thresholds for achieving so-called ‘full employment’, and 
a return to once-discarded theorizations of ‘secular stagnation’ among bourgeois 
economists (Bernanke, 2015; Hansen, 1939; Summers, 2014).

All of these formulations endeavor to describe much of what one would expect 
according to a Marxist account wherein intercapitalist competition compels ever 
greater productivity and thus, once expansion ends, throws an ever-greater per-
centage of the population out of sectors that can be effectively automated. If these 
former cannot be absorbed by other sectors, this assures the development of a:
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[s]urplus population, whose misery is in inverse ratio to the amount of torture it has to 
undergo in the form of labor. The more extensive, finally, the pauperized sections of the 
working class, and the industrial reserve army, the greater is official pauperism. This is the 
absolute general law of capitalist accumulation. (Marx, 1976: 798)

Summarizing the argument of the first seven sections of Capital, Marx here 
provides a thoroughgoing account of the proletariat’s tendential drift away from 
the brief historical respite of the regular wage and back into wagelessness and 
informal employment, that circumstance often contemporarily designated as 
‘precarity’ – a condition that straddles both circulatory labor and unemployment. 
And so finally we have three transformations of the proletariat in the period in 
question: an increasing fraction of waged labor conducted for firms that circulate 
rather than produce commodities; an increasing amount of informal labor, by 
definition not engaged in commodity valorization; and an increased amount of 
unemployment plain and simple.

The implications for forms of social contest of these transformations are clear 
enough. The power of a strike (or other production struggle) is premised on 
privileged access to a firm’s means of production, as possessed by, e.g., factory 
workers. It is further premised on the tautness of labor markets which limit the 
replaceability of workers. Finally, deindustrialization and declining profits within 
productive sectors have led to massive migration into technologically stagnant 
fields where the absence of productivity gains bars the concomitant labor gains 
which together formed a double motion during the Long Boom. In a circum-
stance of stagnant capital where fewer workers possess this privileged access, 
where workers are more easily replaced both because of an expanded pool of 
available labor and the desperation of those excluded from the wage, the strike 
loses some degree of its historical force – a fact borne out by the trajectory of the 
organized labor movement in the postindustrial core. One would predict that sur-
viving labor actions would themselves shift away from production, toward firms 
engaged in circulation or toward the public sector.

At the same time, circulation struggles necessarily gain in force. In the sim-
plest sense, it is self-evident to note that unemployed people cannot strike; neither 
can those engaged in informal labor or ‘petty production’. Should they wish to 
draw on the repertoire of collective action, they can only choose forms of struggle 
available to them. These forms will be found where this fraction of the prole-
tariat finds itself, in the sphere of circulation. Circulation struggles inevitably 
unfold not in the factory but in the available spaces of the market in its broadest 
sense and in the public square – the two spaces designated by the classical term, 
agora. Moreover, the increase in firms engaged in distributing and exchanging 
goods implies that effective struggles against them can be conducted by anyone 
in the space of circulation. That is to say – to return to the definitions developed 
earlier – that struggles in the sphere of circulation are certain to involve work-
ers but they need not appear as workers, as one does not require that privileged 
position to blockade a road, loot a store, or occupy a public square. The form of 
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the circulation struggle is indicative of the fact that the proletariat is not identi-
cal with the traditional working class but refers more adequately to all of those 
without reserves.

The set of developments outlined above provides a theoretical basis for the 
historical return of the riot and for circulation struggles more broadly, relating 
this return to the development of capitalism more generally. The increase in the 
frequency of riot both absolutely and in relation to strike registers a shift in class 
composition featuring a greater fraction of proletarians outside the formal wage, 
as well as a change in the concrete labors performed by the working class. This 
begins to demonstrate the way in which the riot and circulation struggle can and 
should be understood as forms of class politics – that is, as phenomena inextri-
cable from, and explicable in relation to, recompositions of class and capital. This 
recognition does not however explain all the salient and self-evident features of 
the modern riot.

RIOT, RACE, AND CLASS

The modern riot in the postindustrial core persistently takes the form of racial-
ized conflict featuring participants who are racialized as non-white. This under-
standing has clear limits. Historically, riots have been racialized since well 
before the current era, though in previous periods (notably from the mid-nine-
teenth to the mid-twentieth century) the racialized riot commonly featured the 
violent subordination of non-white populations by white rioters, and these per-
sist, particularly in association with fascist and neofascist formations (though 
these riots do occur regularly in relation to the employment market, as in the 
anti-Asian riots following the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 or the aforemen-
tioned Red Summer of 1919, to take two cases from the USA). In the contempo-
rary period there remain many and various forms of riot that do not seem 
oriented by race and much less subsistence, such as the sports riot, the party riot, 
and so on. Finally, large ‘race riots’ invariably include participants of heteroge-
neous races and ethnicities and yet the rioting population is often reduced in the 
public imagination to a single identity.

Nonetheless, the racialized riot has been, since around 1965, a leading form of 
political contest. These riots are often understood as uprisings or revolts, a use-
ful registration of the dramatic political force which the conventional use of the 
term ‘riot’ serves to obscure. They are consistently initiated either by an act of 
violence, often murder, by a state agent or surrogate (generally a police officer) 
against a non-white person, or by attendant judicial impunity of the violent actor 
or actors. They often spread well beyond the site of the initiating event, even 
across national borders (well-known examples include Watts 1965, Newark and 
Detroit 1967, Attica 1971, Brixton 1981 and 1985, Los Angeles 1992, Paris 2005, 
Tottenham 2011, Ferguson 2014, and the George Floyd Uprising of 2020).
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Much as the seeming visibility of race itself is a self-apparent phenomenon 
rather than the outcome of complex historical processes, so the racialized riot. Its 
reduction to a transiently politicized or non-political antagonism between police 
and racialized populations conceals beneath its surface truth a set of complex 
historical developments that make riot a possible or even likely outcome of such 
antagonism. These include the elaborated relationship between race and employ-
ment, which includes persistent racist policies within labor unions, exacerbated 
by ‘last hired, first fired’ policies during downturns, and the necessity for capital 
of preserving racialized differentials in the value of labor, so as to drive down 
wages more broadly.

In US cities, it is regularly the case that unemployment for black people is 
twice that of white people, and higher still for young black males. Similar data 
apply for immigrant populations in the UK and Western Europe, intensifying in 
periods of slow or no economic growth – particularly periods of and following 
‘crisis’. Surplus populations, this is to say, are inevitably racialized in the West. 
Absent wage discipline, these populations must be disciplined otherwise, and in 
this way a racialized surplus population is disciplined directly by the state to the 
benefit of capital. As Ruth Wilson Gilmore notes: ‘The correspondence between 
regions suffering deep economic restructuring, high rates of unemployment and 
underemployment among men, and intensive surveillance of youth by the state’s 
criminal justice apparatus present the relative surplus population as the problem 
for which prison became the state’s solution’ (2007: 113).

We might further note the geographical organization first of these racialized 
labor forces and then of those excluded from formal labor, a process often iden-
tified with urbanization and eventually with ‘white flight’ in the USA and the 
inverted but fundamentally similar process in the UK and Europe wherein near 
suburbs function as warehouses for immigrant labor and surplus populations (a 
pattern which has also begun to appear in the USA, with Ferguson, Missouri, a 
St. Louis suburb, providing a dramatic example). This spatial ordering allows, 
among other things, for a greater degree of direct domination in forms of policing 
populations not subject to wage discipline.

The intersections among racialized policing, low wages, and wagelessness 
begin to set forth the mutual constitutions of race and class as both theoreti-
cal necessities of capitalism (which originally seizes upon preexisting racialized 
dispossessions and shortly develops its own) and of the lived experience of race, 
the circumstance summarized in the formulation attributed to Stuart Hall: ‘Race 
is the modality in which class is lived’ (Hall et al., 1978: 394). The orienting riot 
of the modern era is a moment of race and class struggle which appears as racial 
antagonism. Such an inadequate account has been in turn inflected by readings of 
1960s militancy formed by an antinomy between left liberalism and ethnic stud-
ies, which affirmed a race–class binary and aligned it with the axis of violence. 
Further, this coincided with the split between the Old and New Left, in which 
the former willfully aligned the purportedly pacific strike with class and with 
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strategic organization, and the presumptively violent riot with race and with non-
strategic activity. Race, consequently, becomes the spoken or unspoken media-
tion through which the riot is once again presented as a spasmodic event, lacking 
properly political significance and excluded from thinkability as a form of class 
struggle. Thus are the vulgar clichés of early modern historiography transposed 
into the present as common sense. This has led to the effacement both of the 
self-activity of racialized communities and to an inability to register the riot as 
relevant to Marxist or communist inquiry.

CONCLUSION

In the first instance the riot is a form of class struggle because its form as well 
as its composition are subject to the determinations of class society and to the 
degree of capitalist development. The riot is the exemplary form of the broader 
and more significant category of circulation struggle. The shift from production 
toward circulation struggles is conditioned by recompositions of capital and 
proletariat, disclosing the limits to capital’s accumulation in particular circum-
stances of waning manufacture and industry. It is at the same time and in the 
same motion conditioned by the reapportioning of the labor market away from 
these sectors; the increase in the surplus population and in the gap between 
working class and expanded proletariat; and the racialization of these processes 
across the West fundamental to capital’s historically specific imbrication of race 
and class. The circulation struggle is thus both a site from which to consider 
transformations of capital, class, and race, and from which to grasp likely forth-
coming developments in how struggle will unfold.
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OF TRIANGLES, TURNS, AND RETURNS

In From Marxism to Post-Marxism? Goran Therborn (2008: 119) noted that at 
the dawn of the twenty-first century, Marxism’s hallmark ‘triangle’ – comprising 
historical-materialist social science, dialectical-materialist philosophy, and class-
focused socialist politics – lay ‘broken’, probably ‘irremediably’. This assess-
ment came prior to the 2008 global financial ‘crash’, in relation to which Marx 
made a rather spectacular come-back as diagnostician of irrational capitalism. 
Yet such recognition was limited and did not dispel mounting doubts about both 
class politics and the existence of a specifically Marxist philosophy. Meanwhile, 
practitioners of historical materialism have backed away from any prescribed 
sequence of modes of production; from the presumed primacy of class within 
historical social formations; and from crude versions of base-superstructure cau-
sality holding across epochs. With that degree of latitude, religion can no longer 
be positioned as merely a derivative historical phenomenon. Thus, Marxists have 
sought to re-examine the question of religion in a more positive spirit than previ-
ous attachments to materialism dictated. In a pithy statement of this mood, 
Michael Löwy (2005) states the need for a decisive break with the simplistic 
‘Enlightenment’ equation of materialism with progress/knowledge, and of reli-
gion with regression/mystification. If there are important differences between 
Marxism and religion(s), Löwy avers, there are also commonalities, notably a 
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shared commitment to trans-individual values and a politics of wager or faith in 
transformative emancipatory change, aspirations that lie beyond the full grasp of 
empirical and/or rationalist comprehension. The message is that if religions do 
(sometimes) operate ideologically in conformity with dominant class interests, 
they can also unmask and help transform oppressive social relations. In this 
chapter, I develop a four-fold typology of the different ways that Marxism and 
religion might partially be reconciled, with critical assessment of plausible 
examples of each category (‘relative autonomy’, ‘anti-secularism’, ‘religioniza-
tion’, ‘theologism’). The argument closes with a call for renewed attention to 
questions of Marxism and science.

One key problem facing all the ‘sympathetic’ approaches is that, within the 
Marxist tradition, its founder appears to be among the least hospitable to religion. 
David McLellan (1987), probably the best-known commentator on this ques-
tion, largely consolidated the pre-existing Cold War view: that Marx basically 
despised religion and provided little evidence for its class-related or economic 
rationale. One task of what we might call postsecular Marxism has therefore 
been to lever out of the central texts a more ‘appreciative’ Marx. Religion, as 
famously announced in his Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of 
Right, was the opium of the people. But in addition to being dangerous, opium/
laudanum in those days was also perceived as a flexible and effective remedy and 
stimulant, and a spur to creative envisioning. In the same passage Marx declared 
that the critique of religion was the very premise of all critique, implying that 
religious commitment/consciousness could play no part in the true path of phi-
losophy (later: science). Yet in the philosophical lineage within which Marx was 
operating, ‘critique’ never meant simple rejection/negation; it meant being incor-
porated or ‘sublated’ within higher-level synthetic-dialectical comprehension. 
Marx’s specific proposal was to turn the critique of religion per se into a critique 
of the social conditions that channelled the human need for collective fulfilment 
through ‘fantastical’ sacred realms and the agency of supra-human personalities. 
Such phrasings are now taken to represent a less intense mode of engagement 
than epistemological or ontological rebuttal. So, right alongside the ‘opium’ and 
‘premise’ tropes, Marx accepts religion’s substantial expressive and constructive 
features: as the heart of a heartless world, as protest against social suffering, as 
the source of moral sense-making and everyday cognition, as a kind of educative 
project (Marx and Engels, 1957: 41).

A further complicating factor is that Marx’s early- to mid-phase theorizing 
generally took the form of intellectualistic ideology–critique: what Marx made 
of social phenomena in themselves was largely steered through polemics with 
thinkers whose abstractions and intellectual personalities he generally found par-
tial, shallow, and self-glorifying. Thus, despite holding atheistic opinions, in The 
Holy Family and The German Ideology Marx obsessively sought to expose reli-
gion’s principal critics as being entrapped – hypocritically – within the limited 
philosophical problematic of (abstract) truth/faith, in effect replicating rather than 
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superseding the structure of consciousness in question. The inordinate length and 
vehemence of Marx’s tirades against the ‘holier than thou’ enterprises of ‘Saint 
Bruno’ (Bauer) and ‘Saint Max’ (Stirner) tend to count against him today; and 
in any case those particular opponents yielded insights that cannot be dismissed 
simply as ‘religious’, whether straightforwardly or deviously. Even so, what 
comes across in Marx’s polemics is that the refutation of religion cannot be the 
principal focus and task. It is then but a short step to the conclusion that far from 
being its implacable enemy, Marx was rather ambivalent about religion’s social 
role and political potential. Thus: the postsecular Marx?

Of course, there is no strict need for this terminology; the questions and obser-
vations are hardly new, after all. Yet despite its ragged conceptual sprawl and 
indeterminate goals (for different critiques, see McLennan, 2010a and Beckford, 
2012), the rubric of a ‘postsecular turn’ remains useful. Prior to the 2000s, when 
the heat went out of the debates around postmodernism, few explicitly identi-
fied modern social theory’s latent secularism as arguably its central (and most 
problematical) presupposition. As postsecular discourse has gained ground, this 
is now widely recognized, forming difficult terrain on all sides. Moreover, if we 
take the postsecular as a congeries of revisionist questioning rather than claims 
about a new societal condition as such, important themes are provocatively woven 
together in a way that demands fresh reflexive clarity on the part of anyone still 
wedded to a secular-atheistic understanding of human history or the human con-
dition. Variously, and sometimes cumulatively, postsecularists suggest that the 
secular and the religious – specifically Christianity – are historically and concep-
tually intertwined; that religion and science are not philosophically antithetical; 
that sociological secularization is a variable and reversable process; that the very 
idea of religion qua propositional belief is a Euro-Christian-secular construction; 
that the normative distinction between public and private, with religion assigned 
to the latter, is morally unjust and undemocratic; that the secular age means plu-
ralization of ultimate concerns, not the decline or elimination of religion; that 
secular social science and its presumed ‘methodological atheism’ are ideological 
constructs; that religion remains unrivalled – and is nowadays progressive – in 
motivating personal and social transformation.

Clearly, these claims are not equivalent, neither are they of equal merit. Three 
basic disconnects should be registered straight away. One is that interrogating 
secularism does not necessarily amount to a vote for religion. Thus, one mani-
festo for ‘continental philosophy of religion’ which seeks to be ‘faithful to the 
postsecular event’ warns against the ‘new imperialism’ of the ‘theological post-
secular’ (Smith and Whistler, 2010: 11, 14). It is also tendentious to assume that 
intellectual secularism – what Charles Taylor (2007) describes broadly as com-
mitment to the ‘immanent frame’ – entails political secularism, in the sense of 
neutral liberal governmentality. In On the Jewish Question, Marx argued that the 
image of the democratic state as guarantor of popular sovereignty and religious 
freedom alike represented a kind of meta-religious projection in secular garb. 
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The executive authority of the state, Marx thought, assumes the status of divinely 
appointed intermediary, guardian of the spiritual democracy in which virtuous 
citizen-souls are accorded their God-given freedom – and must offer humble 
adulation in return. Only fully social emancipation, Marx insisted, not the ‘fair’ 
extension of political rights, would free Jews and Christians alike from inequality 
and oppression – and eventually from religion itself.

Third, the presumed prevalence of ‘strict, narrow’ secularism in Western 
thought; the pervasive slippage in the literature between secularism and athe-
ism; and their supposed conjoint hostility to all expressions of religion, are inter-
connected postulates that should be disputed. As the introduction to the recent 
Oxford Handbook of Secularism makes clear (Zuckerman and Shook, 2017), 
secularism and secularity are nowadays very pliable ideas.

RELATIVE AUTONOMY

The Marxist approach to religion has habitually been handled as one principal 
aspect of the theory of ideology, which for many decades in the twentieth century 
was taken both by orthodox Marxists and their liberal opponents as a matter of 
identifying the superstructural forms of ‘false consciousness’ that sustained the 
material interests of ruling classes. For almost as many decades subsequently, 
that reductionist conception was displaced in favour of ‘relative autonomy’ of 
one form or another. According to this, class societies do generate understand-
ings that naturalize existing social hierarchies and screen out alternatives. But 
those ideologies are not necessarily invented for that purpose by ruling groups; 
the social structure as such does not directly cause them to arise; and such suc-
cess as ideology achieves is often only partial and contested. Thus, the fit 
between socio-economic interests and cultural forms (such as religion) should be 
conceived as loose, contingent – relatively autonomous, not completely deter-
mined by class-structural processes and interests.

Louis Althusser (1971), often referenced in this context, elaborated the gen-
eral conception of ideology in terms of a ‘religious’ logic of identification, in 
which subjectivity is constituted in being ‘hailed’ or interpellated by the origi-
nary authoritative Subject. Through this mechanism of simultaneous recognition 
and submission, our part in the rightful imaginary scheme of things is secured. 
It follows that, rather than being the vehicle of identity/mystification in only 
class-dominated societies, ideology’s psychic structure has an ‘eternal’ status, 
essential to the functioning of all social orders (including communism). For ex-
Marxists like Paul Hirst (1979), this dramatic conclusion only showed the logi-
cal incoherence of Althusserian ‘relative autonomy’. Hirst insisted that either a 
necessary correspondence holds between ideological forms and the economic 
base/class positions, or there is a necessary non-correspondence – no conceptual 
third way is viable.
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US historian of class and racism Alexander Saxton offers one reappraisal of 
religion that appears to take up the ‘fully autonomous’ option. The founders 
of historical materialism, Saxton argues in Religion and the Human Prospect 
(2006), gave no workable definition of religion and treated it negatively as 
(dominant) class ideology, at least in capitalist society (because they noted its 
radical potential in early Christianity and in peasant rebellions). Marx also over-
borrowed from Feuerbach’s divinized conception of humanity, transferring this 
Promethean idealization to the figure of the modern proletariat, thus endowing 
the latter with endemic, far-seeing irreligiosity. Yet this was an empirical and 
political blunder born of atheistic dogma, Saxton insists. Had Marx and Engels 
been better historical materialists, they would have realized that religion as a 
social phenomenon pre-dates the division of labour and class society (and thus 
‘ideology’ itself). In evolutionary terms, religion has operated as a collective sur-
vival mechanism, countering the terror and dominion of death. And had they 
been more astute humanists, they would have perceived that religion commands 
vital emotional resources that materialist explication fails to recognize.

Saxton’s critique is not entirely cogent. For example, he does not conclude 
from his analysis that Marx and Engels were wrong to be ‘nonbelievers and foes 
of institutionalized religion’; neither does he deny that religion functions ‘ideo-
logically’ in certain circumstances (2006: 150, 160). But this then looks more 
like the relative autonomy argument. Further, Saxton holds that in our imperilled 
ecological era religion has become a serious hindrance to collective problem-
solving. This is because its ‘definitive trait’ is giving priority to believing over 
knowing, thus providing ‘ideological armour for a politics of denial’ when it 
comes to the capitalistic ravaging of the planet (Saxton, 2006: 193). So, reli-
gion cannot be of trans-historical survival value after all, as Saxton otherwise  
implies; neither can it stand outside of epistemological evaluation in relation to 
science.

Dilemmas like Saxton’s are regularly encountered in other variants of what I 
term ‘expansive secularism’ (McLennan, 2019a), in which the small print tends 
to undercut the headline propositions. This is exemplified by William Connolly’s 
much-quoted title Why I am not a Secularist (1999). The pattern of thought here 
is that, while vicariously moved by the positivity of religious motivation and 
irked by secularist arrogance, the ‘expansives’ nonetheless remain quite firmly 
attached, in the final analysis, to this worldly, monistic, and time-bound concep-
tions of human life and society. In Connolly’s case, this is summarized as an 
‘ironic evangelical atheism’, signalling ‘nontheistic gratitude for the … pluriv-
ocity of being’ (Connolly, 1999: 159). In another expression (Ledewitz, 2008), 
an initial religion-envy predominates, such that secular values and practices are 
felt to need full-scale reanimation by immersion in the sanctifying element of 
holiness, paradigmatically furnished by religion. Yet the existence of the spe-
cific holy entities commanding traditional religious devotion is firmly, if respect-
fully, denied. In a third instance (Critchley, 2012), key Left ideals – democracy, 
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socialism, equality, justice – are considered viable only if viewed as possessing 
the same ‘supreme fiction’ status as the driving myths of religion itself. This is 
because such totalizing ideals make ‘infinite demands’ upon us that can only be 
pursued on the basis of ungroundable faith – the ‘faith of the faithless’. Yet quite 
apart from the question of whether such reflexive and busy academics would 
really respond infinitely to such militant demands, too many things, forces, and 
forms of ‘belief’ are being indiscriminately run together here. Faith qua hope for 
a more just and flourishing egalitarian future is patently not the same thing as 
faith in (for example) the perfect goodness, justice, and mercy of a superhuman 
being or force in whom we devoutly trust. The respective ontological backdrops 
are genuinely different, and this cannot but have significantly diverse epistemo-
logical, personal, and institutional consequences.

A final illustration of ‘relative autonomy’ strikes a more comparative soci-
ological note. In his rendition of this, Gilbert Achcar (2008) notes that while 
Marxists have recognized the ‘incitement’ (protest) dimension of religion as well 
as its ‘expressive’ sense (i.e. expressive of dominant class interests), the emphasis 
has been on the latter. To get a better balance, Achcar suggests we need recourse 
to the Weberian idea of ‘elective affinity’ between religious ideas and their social 
context, albeit with a Marxian twist. Among other things, this emphasis on 
homology rather than reduction enables Achcar to recognize – as Engels did not, 
despite giving serious attention to religious ‘protest’ – that it is often precisely 
the theology that pushes these movements in a progressive utopian direction (just 
as, of course, the theology can prove reactionary). And neither of these outcomes 
can be taken as already ‘given’ in the socio-economic circumstances or struggles 
from which they arise.

Such breadth is salutary, but it requires that our metaphysical proclivities be 
set aside in the process of observation–analysis, and that they should not signifi-
cantly affect our evaluations of what, in the politics of religion, is progressive or 
reactionary. Such ‘rules of method’ are not only difficult to follow, they are not 
obviously compelling, theoretically. It is very plausible, for example, to depict 
Marx as steadily losing the urge to dismiss religion in the name of atheism, 
and indeed moving on to a critique of the critique of religion towards a very 
different type of analytical focus – ‘the social emergence of different modes 
of “real abstraction”’ (Toscano, 2010). But Marx wavered little over the years 
in holding that religion lacked any content of its own, generating only ‘phan-
toms’, ‘sublimates’, and ‘witchery’. How could these opinions fail to inform 
his theoretical apparatus and political instincts? As for Weber, his sociologies 
of religions are more admirably researched and convincingly developed than 
is usually conceded by those who consider them riddled with Eurocentric bias. 
But the challenge that in important respects they are governed by Western secu-
larist assumptions is substantial, just as comparative sociology itself (including 
its Marxian variants) can reasonably be considered to embody ‘methodological 
atheism’. The proper response to those challenges, it seems to me, needs to be 
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philosophical and normative as well as explanatory, taking responsibility for, 
rather than evasively minimizing, whatever underlying assumptions inflect the 
enquiry and argument.

ANTI-SECULARISM

It is worth underlining the extent to which secularism is felt, even among postsecu-
lar thinkers who do not seem especially religious, to require condemnation as well 
as reappraisal. One set of responses follows Taylor’s quasi-Foucauldian sugges-
tions that secularism is a ‘productive’ (and therefore ‘exclusionary’) social imagi-
nary, not a neutral reflection of reality or ‘science’; and that secular thought 
involves a drastic ‘subtraction’ of religion’s rich variety of societal and personal 
resonance. This analysis cannot be assessed here (see McLennan, 2010b, 2019b), 
except to observe, in tu quoque fashion, that the degree of subtractionism being 
performed upon secularism in this literature is striking (for example, Calhoun 
et al., 2011). More relevant for our purposes is that the postcolonial critique of 
secularism overlaps with and amends the Taylorian intervention, to the effect that 
it is only in the Western, Christian tradition that a sharp distinction is instituted 
between religion and secularity, which on closer inspection turns into profound 
mutuality. Only in that geo-political context, the argument goes, and only when 
intellectual secularism becomes dominant, does the singular concept of ‘religion’ 
emerge as definitive, enabling religion to be understood as a matter of proposi-
tional belief rather than as material, collective, and cultural practices. The contents 
of ‘faith’ are then all-too-conveniently judged, negatively, in relation to modern 
non-religious cultures and rationalist theoretical systems. To that end, in modernist 
social theory (including Marxism and critical sociology) pre-modern societies (and 
numerous marginalized lifeworlds today) are schematized and stigmatized in terms 
of developmental backwardness, characterized by residual supernaturalism and 
effusive ‘Durkheimian’ ritual. The postcolonial response here is two-fold: that it is 
spurious to think of the Western understanding as lacking its own forms of meta-
physical and political particularity/irrationality, and that its ‘objective’ categoriza-
tions rationalize real imperial-colonial violence.

Postcolonial thought and Marxism are far from fully congruent (for different 
angles on this, see Chibber, 2013 and Kaiwar, 2016). Yet Marxism’s contempo-
rary relevance depends significantly on hitting the right notes in this vital theo-
retical and political context. One way of pursuing this agenda summons up the 
figure of The Postcolonial Gramsci (Srivastava and Bhattacharya, 2012). As part 
of this project, Iain Chambers endorses the anti-secular theorizations of major 
postcolonial scholars Talal Asad and Gil Anidjar. Thus, Chambers argues that 
it is not religion as such, but specifically non-Western religious identities that 
are subject to heinous violence at the hands of authoritarian secularism. This 
is because the latter is Christianity’s dependent offspring and active agent; it is 
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through secularism that Christianity itself continues to orchestrate and underpin 
the ‘unseen order’ of the West, in a crusade to domesticate the world. In that 
sense, secularism is saturated by specific religious values; it ‘doubles and dis-
seminates’ the singular sense of historical time, worldly progress, and cultural 
privilege that have long marked out the imperiality of Christianity itself, thus 
revealing, even now, the ‘ancient rhythms of a theological heartbeat’ (Chambers, 
2012: 112, 117).

Gramsci is recruited to this line of argument for his awareness of the inter-
nal colonial texture of the Italian South, his grasp of the success of Catholicism 
in shaping common sense, and his theorization of the relationship between the 
coercive and educative functions of the state. Yet positioning Gramsci as being 
against political secularism as such – let alone philosophical secularity – is tenu-
ous. Like Marx, Gramsci saw liberal secular modernity, though hugely flawed, 
as historically necessary, and in observing the popular appeal and local ways 
of working of the Catholic church, he was seeking a new model for the hege-
monic practices of the Modern Prince, the Communist Party. If a more radiating 
vision were desperately needed than previous Marxist politics could provide, and 
if lessons could be learned from Catholicism in that regard, the resulting world-
view envisaged by Gramsci was still in no sense substantively religious. In any 
case, Gramsci also admired the intellectual drive of Protestantism, seeing it as 
injecting a much needed rationalist consciousness into the complacent ritualistic-
collectivist element of the Church. One way or another, Gramsci could be said 
to have had a fairly positive attitude to the historical potential of the Christian-
secular package that Chambers fulminates against.

In more general terms, while postcolonial critiques of secularism (and of 
Marxism itself) are undeniably testing, no straight or convincing equivalence 
holds between the postcolonial and the postsecular (Robbins, 2013). When 
pressed too far, the result is simply a debilitating essentialism. In Chambers’ 
case, and reflecting the tone of much routinized academic postcolonialism, 
the sense of structural control and ideological saturation said to be produced 
by the Christo-secular ‘unseen order’ is so pervasive that the various negative 
associations that pepper the account congeal into a diabolical unitary amalgam: 
the West, the North, Occidental reason, Christianity, secularism, capitalism, 
individualism, racism, Islamophobia, progress, singular time, power, and bio-
politics. In distinctly un-Gramscian fashion, the intellectual hegemony of the 
Christian-secular West comes across as nothing but coercive domination, with no 
significant nuances allowed – historic or emergent, conceptual or ideological –  
between and among secularism(s) and Christianities. Ironically, anti-secular 
Christian theologian John Milbank (2013) portrays the incessant, conspirato-
rial, under-cover operation of the ‘secular order’ itself in exactly this way. In 
a further theological echo, the only available subjectivities in Chambers’ sce-
nario appear to be (Western) guilt and (postcolonial) grace, a Manichean divide 
more conducive to moralism than to politics. If it seems surprising to pull such 
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sophisticated postcolonial scholars under the heading of essentialism – some-
thing that their poststructuralist instincts might be assumed to resist – it is hard 
to view in any other way the supporting statements quoted by Chambers that 
‘Christianity is in fact the name, acknowledged or not, of Occidental modernity 
and globalization’ (Chambers, 2012 104; Anidjar, 2008: 40), and that ‘liberal 
violence … is the violence of universalizing reason itself’ (Chambers, 2012: 
111; Asad, 2003: 59).

A greater degree of ambivalence marks the reflections by Asad et al. (2013) 
when they pose the question (in which Marx is fully implicated): Is Critique 
Secular? On the one hand, critique is strenuously problematized, to say the least. 
A product of the European Enlightenment, critique is held to operate according 
to constitutive rhetorical ‘conceits’ whereby the ideologies being unmasked are 
necessarily taken to be irrational and heteronomous, with the critical standpoint 
doing the unmasking assumed to be governed only by the autonomous virtues of 
truth and rationality. In thus positioning itself – absurdly, disingenuously – above 
the socially situated determinations and ideological projects that no system of 
ideas can escape, Enlightenment critical reason occludes its complicity in the 
ideological project of Western (Christian) supremacism, the effect of which is the 
crushing of the religious cultures and social practices of non-Western peoples. 
As Wendy Brown summarizes in her introduction to the book, the operations of 
critique thus reflect the ‘religious shape and content of Western public life and its 
imperial designs’ (Asad et al., 2013: 4).

So far, so forceful – yet once again so essentialist, too. However, in the collec-
tive Preface to a later printing, a significantly different impression of this book’s 
purpose is given. The intention, we are told, was merely to ‘challenge the pre-
sumption that critique is necessarily secular’. This is not convincing, because 
originally it looked for all the world as though critique was being set up as noth-
ing but secular-Christian-Western, and all the worse for that. The authors do not 
explain their change of tack, probably because a rather embarrassing paradox is 
involved: that their critique of critique shares the same rhetorical form as that of 
critique itself, deploying the very same ‘conceits’. Thus, the critical standpoint 
(this time postcolonial insight) is presumed and presented as epistemologically 
superior and absolute, while the object of critique (now Eurocentric critique 
itself) is denounced as heteronomous, irrational, ideological. This sets a conun-
drum for the postcolonial critics because they had argued that it was in large part 
precisely because critical reason possessed exactly that conceited structure that it 
was complicit in the coercive project of the West.

This is no logic-chopping matter. If the procedures and concepts of this kind 
of postcolonial critique depend, in their way, upon ‘secular-modernist’ forms of 
ideology-critique, then essentialist denunciations of ‘Western reason’ are inad-
equate, not to mention disingenuous (see Mufti, 2015 for a further engagement 
with Asad along these lines). Chambers quotes Edward Said as troubled, like 
Asad and Anidjar, by the continued ‘centrality of religious discourse’ to the 
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West, but Said’s concern formed part of his broader judgement that ‘it must be a 
major part of the humanistic vocation to keep a fully rounded secular perspective’ 
(2004: 51).

RELIGIONIZATION

The question then arises: has the time come for a more openly religious 
Marxism? One form taken by this prospect is what we might call ‘compatibi-
lism’. Prominent over the years in various ‘dialogues’ between Marxism and 
Christianity, and in the thematics of the later Frankfurt School and Walter 
Benjamin, this option is perhaps most clearly delineated by Austro-Marxist Max 
Adler. Adler felt that Marxism’s distinctive contribution was as historical social 
science, a purely secular enterprise geared to causal analysis, with causality in 
human-historical matters understood as streamed in complex ways through 
human consciousness. Marxism for Adler was essentially a non-reductionist 
empirical sociology (Adler, in Bottomore and Goode, 1978). As such, it should 
not be expected to deliver an all-encompassing human vision or to fuel all the 
fires of subjective life. Developing this neo-Kantian conception, Adler criticized 
the Hegelian and Feuerbachian elements in Marx’s thought as responsible for the 
fatal over-reach of ‘dialectical materialism’ as a stand-alone philosophy. The 
alternative was to recognize the limits as well as the necessity of scientific under-
standing, foregrounding the synthesizing capacity of the human conscience in 
giving direction to the personality as it shapes up to questions of death, destiny, 
and perhaps even redemption (Ridolfi, 2011). It was not contrary to Marxism, 
then, to regard our political and ethical commitments to socialism as motivated 
by a religious spirit.

Adler’s compatibilism did not amount to the kind of cognitive dualism that 
some philosophers (for example, Scruton, 2014) consider definitive of modern 
religion. As McLellan noted, Adler’s conception of both Marxism and religion 
was ‘rather thin’, the latter being barely distinguishable from – and described 
by Adler himself as – a sympathetic ‘philosophy of belief’ (McLellan, 1987: 
88–89). We might say that Adler was a postsecularist avant la lettre – concerned 
to give both Marxism and religion their due, yet reluctant to affirm the actual-
ity of God(s), instead construing ultimate meaning as a matter of existential and 
ethical choice.

In Therborn’s (2008) survey of the Left’s theological turn, Terry Eagleton was 
identified as a notable figure, and his style of compatibilism echoes Adler, up to 
a point. Thus, in Why Marx Was Right (2011) Eagleton re-endorses the validity 
of Marx’s dissection of capitalism and his shredding of its assorted theoretical 
apologetics. Marx also gave us the tools for grasping why Stalinism was not com-
munism, and for understanding the centrality of class struggle in history, at least 
in turbulent periods of social transition. At the same time, Eagleton counsels us 
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against looking to Marx for our metaphysics and morals, because Marx was not 
in the business of producing a Theory of Everything. In particular, he was almost 
silent on questions of love, death, and the meaning of life, and was not even much 
interested in the future (so Utopians should look elsewhere). Yes, Marx was an 
atheist, a (sensuous) materialist, and a secularist of sorts, but he left plenty of 
room – and no specific instructions – for spiritual flourishing, artistic creativity, 
and the work of ideas. Marx would not necessarily be embarrassed, it follows, if 
our deepest thoughts and hopes were still to be sourced from religion.

In other writings, Eagleton moves towards a thicker religionism, not least in 
his heavy-handed attempt to crush the New Atheists, aka ‘Ditchkins’ (Eagleton, 
2009). Culture and the Death of God (Eagleton, 2014) is more considered, 
sweeping through the paradigms of modern European thought to indicate how 
the authority of religion, after its ostensible demise, got distributed among 
secular forms and concepts – Enlightenment reason, philosophical idealism, 
Romanticism, culture, humanity, art, nature, nationalism, ‘death of God’ athe-
ism, postmodernism. Eagleton’s punchline is never far from the surface: these 
ideas and isms are but ‘viceroys for God’, shouldering religion’s offices. Put 
more interestingly, the point is that despite these challenging interventions, an 
inexplicable ‘striving for the infinite’ persists, sharpening the difficulty faced by 
all secular perspectives, namely ‘how not to bleach the world of inherent value’. 
Secularists need not disagree with this, provided Eagleton in turn recognizes that 
secular systems of thought do have ‘proper business’ of their own and are signifi-
cant ‘in their own right’ (2014: 44–7, 96, 174). The problem is, however, that no 
sooner has Eagleton granted that degree of relative autonomy than he snatches 
it back in a series of newly reductive formulations: that secular thought is noth-
ing but ‘counterfeit theology’, a clandestine agent for religion, a God-substitute. 
Equally beyond debate, it seems, is the assertion that only (Christian) religion can 
do ‘justice to the symbolic and affective dimensions of social existence’ and only 
religion can fulfil both emotional commitment and solidarity with the powerless 
(Eagleton, 2014: 161, 208).

Eagleton’s keynote quip is that ‘culture is a secular name for God’ (2014: 77), 
but he pays no attention to the converse proposition that God might be a religious 
name for human culture. Similarly, he allots to religion proprietary rights over 
‘image, ritual and narrative’ but fails to tackle the obvious rejoinder that religions 
do not monopolize these resources, something that becomes increasingly appar-
ent as we move ever further away from the social and political lifeworlds whose 
product was monotheism. When it comes to God’s existence, Eagleton accuses 
rationalists of a category mistake in treating this as an empirical and causal prop-
osition. Thus, instead of either the forgiving paternal Noboddady or productive 
‘mega-manufacturer’, God should be regarded as a creative artist and the ‘reason 
there is something rather than nothing’ (Eagleton, 2009: 7–8, 111, 2014: 208). 
But these contrived witticisms plainly fail to dispel questions about the actuality 
of the being with superhuman qualities, however we choose to paint them.
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For Eagleton, Marxism is not a substitute religion. It only – though indis-
pensably – demonstrates that all human and spiritual life has a material basis 
and takes political expression. He reminds us that Marx was wise to the follies 
of hubristic humanism, positivistic scientism, and other naïve secularist shibbo-
leths. Plus, there are affinities between his vision of history and Christian theol-
ogy itself; if Marx were indeed an unbeliever, his atheism could be said to be 
both incomplete and inauthentic (Eagleton, 2014: 90, 161). Eagleton’s tortuous 
fideism, then, does not stretch to fully religionizing Marxism itself; neither does 
it aim completely to ground and dictate the specifically political dimension of 
socialist ideas.

Can a stronger rationale for ‘religionizing’ Marxism be given, providing a new 
fusion of subjective intensity and metaphysical reach that might mend the bro-
ken triangle? Jolyon Agar’s Post-secularism, Realism and Utopia (2013) aspires 
to this ideal. According to him, Marxism only has itself to blame for becoming 
irrelevant to people struggling for progressive causes, many of whom find suc-
cour and inspiration in religion instead. This is because Marxism has drifted out 
of the warmstream of transformative vision into the coldstream of secularism and 
scientism. There may be moments in the tradition when religion is not treated 
as delusional and irrational, but these are rare. And now there is a choice to be 
made between, in Agar’s jargon, immanent postsecularism and the full embrace 
of transcendence that is definitive of meta-postsecularism. While the former is 
held to represent a significant improvement on vulgar secularism, it is the latter 
that stands as the condition of Left spiritual renewal. To that end, Agar draws 
out of Hegel, Ernst Bloch, and Roy Bhaskar a conception of deep reality that 
speaks to the utopian dimension of human self-consciousness. He urges us to see 
that religion contains many of the ‘most sublime imaginings of utopia’ and that, 
together, utopianism and religion represent ‘the richest expressions of the search 
for depth meaning’ (Agar, 2013: 3).

Some sceptical observations can give a further flavour of this line of thought. 
One question is whether it is appropriate to tailor ontological considerations so 
closely to normative concerns and pre-critical assumptions. For example, Agar’s 
starting point is that we humans constantly yearn after transcendence, meta-
Reality, and meta-utopia. But this (contentious) understanding and terminology 
are taken as basic premises rather than things to be established. Agar further 
advises that ‘we should have confidence in our ability as a species to invent quali-
tatively new forms of humanity’, a largely ethical and political injunction, but 
one that – following Bloch – is supposed to indicate how future-orientation and 
nature-overturning are among most essential features of Being itself, thus giving 
Utopianism a head-start, courtesy of the fundamental constitution of reality. This 
manner of philosophizing is characteristically stipulative and teleological rather 
than analytical and exploratory. As with aspects of Bhaskar’s philosophical real-
ism even before his declared ‘spiritual turn’ in From East to West (2000), the 
discourse progressively becomes tedious and uninteresting due to the a priori, 
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self-confirming way that the designated levels of being and consciousness are 
presented as securing whatever level of Necessity seems to be required.

As it happens, Agar finally vacillates when it comes to clinching the spe-
cifically religious element of each of his selected thinkers’ perspectives. For 
example, he commends Bloch’s general search for an atheistic Marxist religious 
ontology, deciding that its most obviously transcendent aspects are too anthro-
pomorphic and indeed over-ontologized from the outset. Thus, Agar endorses 
Bloch’s notion of Penultimate Hope, rendered as the power of ‘human desire 
and consciousness of a perfected form of existence’, but he declines the higher 
idea with which Bloch himself paired it, Ultimate Hope. This is because Bloch 
overblew the latter as the primary emergent property of matter itself, such that all 
things, life-forms and processes ‘move towards the light’, drawn up by the mag-
net that is humanity’s Not-Yet. Agar is right to baulk at this kind of hyperbolic 
over-writing of science, of which there are many instances in Bloch, such as the 
idea that sub-atomic physics might be seen as ‘the delivery and mediation of the 
creations slumbering in the womb of nature … the most concrete aspect of con-
crete utopia’ (Agar, 2013: 199–205). Agar thus backs off from his initial demand 
for a thoroughly transcendental imperative, because ‘even in the warmer waters 
there is only scope for immanent utopia at best’ (2013: 201).

THEOLOGISM

In the theoretical and moral climate in the last category that I want to propose, 
‘theologism’ is distinctly ‘cooler’ in Blochian terms than in ‘religionization’. For 
example, in their exchange around The Monstrosity of Christ, Slavoj Žižek and 
John Milbank (2009) show a sense of detached argumentative protocol and 
mutual respect that neither figure normally offers to others. Some elementary 
disputation takes place between them about the status of God, Christ, and Saint 
Paul, followed by an emergent commonality concerning belief in (proper, theo-
logically focused) belief. A certain sense of Christian fundamentalism, they 
jointly hold, is completely necessary for truly radical anti-capitalist politics, and 
to keep bleaker fundamentalisms at bay. By comparison, postmodern-postsecular 
reflexivity is deemed philosophically and politically spineless. Milbank probably 
wins this debate by default because he is a theologian as conventionally under-
stood, his erudition entirely geared to producing a seamless religious view 
(‘Radical Orthodoxy’) of the meaning of all existence and all history. By contrast, 
Žižek’s Hegelian-Lacanian ontology countenances no ultimate holism. For him, 
the Real, as embroiled with subjectivity, is intrinsically torn, blocked, doubled, 
and gapped, the desiring subject forever failing to secure stability of identity or 
spiritual satisfaction. Any variant or deputy of the impossible Big Other, includ-
ing God, necessarily slithers out of capture. Nonetheless, Christian theology is 
instructive and even directive for the sort of faithful, fearless communist 
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militancy that Žižek wants to resuscitate, so his approach to Marxism and religion 
can be classed as ‘theologism’ rather than ‘religionization’.

The contemporary scholar who best exemplifies theologism is Roland Boer, 
whose multi-volume series on Marxism and theology is the most systematic under-
taken (Boer, 2007–14). Boer presents his project chiefly as a matter of ‘intimate 
commentary’, but this underplays the active theorizing that takes place throughout 
his coverage of some 30 Marxists and quasi-Marxists. By itself, the typology intro-
duced in the first volume of the series, Criticism of Heaven (2007), represents a 
significant contribution, Boer distributing his cast of thinkers into biblical allegor-
ism (Bloch, Benjamin), Catholic ‘ecclesiology’ (Althusser, Gramsci, Lefebvre), 
and the new ‘Protestant turn’ marked by a ‘materialist theology of grace’ (Badiou, 
Žižek). Adorno also fits this box to an extent, but Boer utilizes Adorno’s stance of 
‘theological suspicion’ to define and evaluate all the positions under examination.

In the volume devoted to Marx and Engels, Boer (2012) points up the found-
ers’ divergent views and sensibilities. Certainly, Marx was harsh on religion, 
but he was far more than a merciless debunker. From the early work through to 
Capital, Marx’s thinking was itself shot through with theological influences and 
inferences, not least his stage-by-stage deployment of Feuerbachian ‘inversion’ 
(Boer insists that Feuerbach was fully a theologian, even or especially in his 
absolute humanism). In that vein, Marx consistently inhabits the motif whereby, 
sequentially, labour, money, property, the commodity, and the value form give 
structure to modern capitalism through the ‘religious’ mechanism that projects 
concrete human, social relationships, and activities into fantastical, fetishized, 
and alienated forms, thereby securing a mesmerizing hold over both subjectivity 
and politics. Boer argues that it is quite wrong to think of these forms as merely 
illusory or superstructural – their embeddedness and effects are entirely material 
and real. Thus, Boer reads Marx as demonstrating that the way capitalism deeply 
works is, definitively, theological. By the same token, the theoretical exposure of 
the mechanisms of capital, and our practical emancipation from them, are theo-
logical too, being a materialist variant of the critique of idolatry.

Boer reiterates that he is not seeking to show that Marxists are religious at 
heart, or that Marxism is nothing other than theology in secular guise. Rather, 
he wants to establish that Marxist thinkers have produced an extensive archive 
of engagement with theology, genuinely struggling with their own ambivalence 
towards it – a hallmark, Boer thinks, of theological reflection. To relieve anxiety 
on this score, Boer makes clear – especially in the final volume of the series, In 
the Vale of Tears (2014) – his heterodox understanding of Christian theology: that 
it is radically internally conflicted; that it goes well beyond deliberation on God 
and the elucidation of divinity; that it does not even require belief in God; that its 
orientating concepts (faith, love, suffering, charity, redemption) are essentially 
contestable; and that ‘protest atheism’ must be one of its core components.

Boer’s panoply of reversals is intriguing and his commentaries are impres-
sively thorough. However, unless we conclude – surely plausibly – that this way 
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of thinking is not really theological at all, it is theology rather than Marxism 
that finally emerges as the dominant partner in the relationship. In particular, the 
(openly acknowledged) Lutheran residue in Boer gives priority to grace – whether 
specifically God’s or somehow materialistically schematized – as the force that 
arbitrates between fate and agency, something that defies translation into any 
merely human terms. Boer looks to Alain Badiou’s politics and metaphysics for 
Marxist credentials here, but this only compounds the problem, because Badiou’s 
philosophy of Truth and Event, contrived from a Platonistic understanding of 
set-theory mathematics, is astringently anti-contextualist. At this rarefied level, 
historical materialism has little relevance.

A further indication of Boer’s overarching idealism is his treatment of both 
religion and Marxism in terms of myths and mythologies, in effect ‘stories to live 
by’. Leaning on Bloch, Boer conceptualizes myths as Janus-faced, simultaneously 
containing both reactionary and emancipatory potentials, thus requiring ‘a decent 
dose of discernment’ to distinguish the ‘moments of rebellion’ in myth from the 
‘moments of repression’ (Boer, 2014: 82–4). In taking us through this, Boer never 
seriously confronts the problem of how such discernment of myth – deciding what 
is ‘genuinely’ utopian – could be anything other than a matter of subjective inter-
pretation, even if glossed in strenuous ‘political’ terms. Boer’s response to that 
complaint appears to be that in the final analysis the distinction between truth/ 
reality and imagination/fable is impossible to sustain. In support, he once again 
pulls in Badiou, this time flagging up the French thinker’s failure to demonstrate, 
except by fiat, how objective Truth as reflected in fidelity to genuine Events differs 
from misguided adherence to the significance of pseudo-Events. But instead of 
rooting out Badiou’s own thoroughgoing idealism in that regard – on the grounds 
that Badiou’s theorization of Truth in terms of fidelity is misconceived – Boer 
pushes towards a more consistent subjectivism: in matters of fidelity to Events, 
truth is very much in the eyes of the beholder, governed by the value structures of 
the myths by which we are guided, and their scenarios of redemption.

CONCLUSION: THE MATTER OF SCIENCE

Beyond the queries and objections lodged in relation to each of the genres pre-
sented, a wider concern can be aired: that right across these options revisiting 
‘Marxism and religion’, the question of science is insufficiently foregrounded – 
the form of materialism that is appropriate to science, the status of Marxism’s 
affiliation with science, the right way to pitch the science–religion relationship. 
No doubt one reason for this neglect is that serious difficulties and deficits have 
beset previous attempts to articulate a Marxist understanding of ‘scientificity’, 
from Lenin’s materialist assault on ‘fideist’ empirio-criticism, through the cate-
chism of Soviet ‘Diamat’, to Althusser’s anti-empirical conventionalism. 
Nevertheless, the strands of thought discussed in this chapter seem to eschew any 
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explicit positioning of religion in relation to science. Could it be that today’s 
postsecular Marxists are too captivated by the ‘revival of religion’ to register 
fully the growing centrality of science itself in the life, thought, and prospects of 
humanity? Lacking space for detailed elaboration of these points, and in recogni-
tion of their complexity, the following assertions must serve as prompts to fur-
ther necessary debate:

 • Around the time of The German Ideology, Marx made a decisive move out of the problematic 
of religion as screened through philosophy, into the empirical study of human social formations 
and behaviour. Images of the postsecular Marx gloss over this crucial shift of perspective.

 • Marx and Engels were impressed by scientific studies of religion in their time, and closely fol-
lowed specialist developments in the scientific standpoint, not least Darwin’s insertion of ‘nails 
in the coffin’ of religion and theology.

 • Engels’ later writings on science and materialism may have been clumsy and inconsistent, but 
they were neither crassly positivistic nor metaphysically materialist. Arguably, they were ‘scien-
tific realist’ in character (O’Neill, 1996).

 • However, we need to be careful here. Critical scientific realism as introduced to deserved 
applause by Roy Bhaskar (for example, 1979) somewhat exaggerated from the outset the 
primacy of ontology in specifying both the work of science and the function of philosophy. 
Bhaskar’s later transition from ‘depth’ realism concerning science to hypostatized gnoseological 
‘realism about God’, the ‘Ultimatum’, the ‘cosmic envelope’, and so forth, was thus not entirely 
incongruous (McLennan, 2009).

 • Whatever the fortunes of Marxism as historical and social science, its impulse to be, epistemi-
cally and culturally, on the side of science is sound. This entails a view of philosophy as part of 
scientific endeavour, not as standing outside or above it. This is not a reassertion of positivism 
as such, because science, while systematically disciplined by empirical rigour, inevitably exceeds 
it in various ways.

 • As a mode of knowing, modern science has been unprecedentedly successful and world-trans-
forming (Gellner, 1992). Even if many individuals find ways of reconciling science and religious 
faith, both institutionally and cognitively the latter has steadily ceded ground to the former 
(Gingras, 2017).

 • Scientific knowledge is imperfect and socially constructed, but it is also distinctively critical, 
consensual, and self-revising. Religions by contrast – monotheisms at any rate – can never 
completely erase their conflictual, absolutist rationale (Sloterdijk, 2009).

 • Secular epistemology cannot expunge the need for metaphysical reflection, thereby leaving 
open to interesting exploration, for instance, the relationship between scientific realism and 
‘speculative realism’ (Harman, 2018). Yet ontology and metaphysics are not more fundamental 
than epistemology, because foundational conceptions of whatever it is that deeply conditions 
the empirical and the possible often turn out to be parasitical upon the current state of scientific 
knowledge. Thus, Žižek’s proposed ‘new foundation of dialectical materialism’ startles us with 
the proposition that the only good materialism today is idealism, ‘matter’ now being understood 
by physicists as mathematical structures (Žižek, 2014: 5–7). Entirely trading on the authority of 
contemporary science in this way, Žižek then blithely proceeds to the stale and dubious deduc-
tion that contemporary science has merely vindicated Hegel.

 • Neither science nor philosophical naturalism refute religious beliefs or eliminate the openings 
for theological construction. But they have no overwhelming need to; the attraction of secular-
ism and non-religion is more to do with the way social processes and cognitive breakthroughs 
gradually intensify the cognitive dissonance entailed by the metaphysical dualism that underpins 
religion in the modern context.
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 • While Marxists should fully appreciate the social importance, imaginative resources, and subjec-
tive appeal of religion, they should remain unapologetic in upholding the integrative pluralism 
of the secular scientific outlook.
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INTRODUCTION1

The concept of utopia is highly contested and, in many respects, problematic, but 
it remains indispensable for the prefiguration of an alternative society, for 
moving beyond a system of power perceived as unjust, oppressive, obscure.2 
Utopia is problematic for its polysemic meaning (as illusion, the impossibility to 
achieve, a critical tool, a project, a dream), and for its controversial link with (but 
also distinction from) the concept of ideology (Mannheim, 1953). It is problem-
atic if considered in its connection to constructions of imaginary and indetermi-
nate worlds that are not anchored to reality, material conditions and social 
subjects, nor to concrete possibilities of transformation. And yet utopia is indis-
pensable in its function of contestation – the ‘weapons of critique’ – in ‘the 
capacity to break through thickness of reality’, and in its ‘fictional power of 
redescribing life’ (Ricoeur, 1986: 309–10). Moreover, the concept of utopia is 
indispensable as a possible horizon for real historical processes; it sustains the 
idea of a movement of history towards a future that is paradigmatically valid to 
guide present action, together with the very possibility of building an alternative 
society (Cacciari and Prodi, 2016). In fact, utopias are essential in providing 
materials for the imagination and design of another world, and of a non-capitalist 
society in particular. Finally, utopia is indispensable in its allusion to a ‘principle 
of hope’, as Ernst Bloch would define it, capable of projecting the present into 
the open time of the future, of the possible-future.

67
Utopia
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In this chapter, moving from the modern form of utopia as inaugurated by 
Thomas More and Tommaso Campanella, I reconsider the relationship of Marx 
and Engels with utopian socialism. I then explore the idea of ‘concrete utopia’ in 
Bloch and some of his contemporaries, leading finally to an analysis of twenti-
eth-century Marxist and radical thinkers – such as Immanuel Wallerstein, Fredric 
Jameson and Erik Olin Wright – who redefined the issue of utopia by linking it 
to the possibility of constructing concrete alternatives to capitalism. While some 
critics have expressed diffidence towards the ineffectiveness of utopian views, 
and others have pointed out the risk of totalitarian developments from utopian 
thinking, there is currently a renewed interest in the ideal and political dimen-
sions of utopia.

FROM UTOPIAN SOCIALISM TO MARX AND ENGELS

These perspectives on and challenges to the concept of utopia are already present 
in the works of Marx and Engels. They devote part of the third chapter of the 
Manifesto (1848) to a critique of ‘critical-utopian’ socialists, addressing two 
central aspects of the question.

The first one is the attack on ‘Critical-Utopian Socialism and Communism’, 
and authors such as Fourier, Saint-Simon, Owen (to name just the better-known 
figures), whose dreams of the future end up deceiving the struggles of the new 
revolutionary subject: the proletariat. Their ideals ‘spring into existence in the 
early undeveloped period, […] of the struggle between proletariat and bourgeoi-
sie’. The main weakness of these authors, and of the movements derived from 
them, lies in the fact that – although they start from a rejection of the bourgeois 
world – ‘the proletariat, as yet in its infancy, offers to them the spectacle of a 
class without any historical initiative or any independent political movement’. 
As Marx and Engels continue: ‘Since the development of class antagonism keeps 
even pace with the development of industry, the economic situation, as they find 
it, does not as yet offer to them the material conditions for the emancipation of 
the proletariat’. The proponents of utopian socialism allow their personal inven-
tive action to usurp historical action together with the historically generated con-
ditions of emancipation. Their socialism is ‘an organisation of society especially 
contrived by these inventors’ instead of being a result of ‘the gradual, spontane-
ous class organisation of the proletariat’ (Marx and Engels, 1976: 514–5).3

As recently observed, the third chapter of the Manifesto introduces an impor-
tant break with ideology: it is necessary to ‘break away’ with the discourses 
inherited from history – including those taking the side of the proletariat – in 
order to provide a representation of ‘the totality of interests and of the future of 
the movement of exploited subjects’ (Balibar, 2018a: 172). The crucial step made 
by Marx and Engels is therefore their speaking ‘the true language of the “real”’, 
of the class struggles that are ignored by other socialist theorists. What is left out 
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in all socialist literatures, including that of the critical-utopian socialists, is the 
‘irreconcilable character of the class struggle that is deep-rooted in the regime 
of capitalist property’ (Balibar, 2018a: 173).4 Class politics is thus situated on 
a completely different plane from that of utopia, as is scientific socialism with 
respect to utopian socialism, which corresponds to an embryonic stage of devel-
opment of the labour movement. Marx and Engels write that the undeveloped 
state of the class struggle leads socialists of this kind to consider themselves 
superior to all class antagonisms and to appeal to society at large, including the 
ruling class (Marx and Engels, 1976: 515).

The second aspect concerning these authors and ideals that Marx and Engels 
grasped – reflecting the first impulses towards a general transformation of society 
of a proletariat that is not yet fully developed and therefore inclined to represent 
itself in a fantastical way – resides in their propulsive function. As argued by 
Marx and Engels: ‘They attack every principle of existing society. Hence, they 
are full of the most valuable materials for the enlightenment of the working class’ 
(Mar and Engels, 1976: 516). In particular, the practical measures proposed by 
utopian socialists are part of the broader project of an alternative to capitalism. 
As recently argued, the very text of the Manifesto is a real ‘palimpsest’, which 
incorporates countless words and phrases from the critical-utopian socialists and 
communists (Balibar, 2018a: 172).

There might seem to be a sort of political contradiction here, associated with 
the controversial meaning of the concept of utopia itself: its critical function, its 
allusion to an alternative project (but also its distinction from ideology), fuels the 
communist desire for transformation. In other words, there is a sort of split for 
the proletariat (and the communists) between the consciousness of their history 
(which is the history of the world, the history of a great civil war at the end of 
which they will free humanity) and the imaginary of a future whose profile is 
borrowed from utopian systems and which feeds the communists’ transformative 
passion (Balibar, 2018a: 175).

The crux of the matter emerges in the final observations reserved for critical-
utopian socialists. Marx and Engels argued that the class base of utopian socialist 
views had to be identified; some utopian socialist positions rested on a bourgeois 
perspective, hiding the reality of the class struggle, in opposition to the histori-
cal development of the proletariat. A crucial step here is the identification of the 
social subject of transformation, as a necessary component of the communist 
project, a requirement for ‘the effectiveness of communist politics both in its 
critical dimension and in that of prefiguring a future free from the domination of 
capital’ (Hardt and Mezzadra, 2018: 279–80).5 In this sense, the main purpose of 
the Manifesto was to identify a subject that was capable of subverting capitalist 
society and building a new world. Marx and Engels place the proletariat at the 
centre of revolutionary politics as a real subject. It is the new subject writing the 
history of the anti-capitalist class struggle in modernity and at the same time 
delineating the shape of a liberated future. Here lies the (original and enduring) 
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political force of the Manifesto and, at the same time, the break by Marx and 
Engels from the traditions of utopian socialism. This is a rupture with the modern 
form of utopia, as a prefiguration of a harmonious order, aimed at neutralizing 
contradictions and harnessing conflict.

Engels further develops the opposition between utopian socialism and scien-
tific socialism in Anti-Dühring (1878), and in Socialism: Utopian and Scientific 
(1880). In these works, Engels takes up the arguments in the Manifesto again, 
addressing the limits of the positions of the founders of socialism, whose ‘crude 
theories’ coincide with ‘the crude conditions of capitalistic production’ and 
‘crude class conditions’. What was envisaged by utopian thought corresponded to 
a historical period, one that preceded the Industrial Revolution, in which socialist 
ideals could only have an abstract and arbitrary nature, being an expression of an 
era in which the development of capitalism and class antagonism was limited. In 
this context Engels argued that the utopians ‘had to construct the elements of a 
new society out of their own heads’ (Marx and Engels, 1987: 246, 253).

Despite recognizing the work of three utopians reviewed (Saint-Simon, 
Fourier, Owen), Engels pointed out the ‘absolutist’, anti-historical and eclectic 
nature of their socialism, to which he opposed scientific socialism. In place of a 
subjective and moralistic rejection, what is needed is a real understanding of the 
historical dynamics of the capitalist mode of production, of class antagonism and 
of the conflicts that may overcome it (Marx and Engels, 1987: 20 ff.).

According to Engels, it was thanks to Marx’s two ‘great discoveries, the 
materialistic conception of history and the revelation of the secret of capitalistic 
production through surplus-value’, that socialism became a science (Marx and 
Engels, 1987: 27). The modern proletariat was the bearer of the historical mission 
of universal emancipation, of scientific socialism, rooted in the understanding of 
historical conditions, in the development of the working class and of its political 
struggles to overthrow the social order.

The Paris Commune has a major importance in this perspective. In the last 
revolution Marx saw, the last revolution in the heart of nineteenth-century 
Europe, the working class had at last discovered the political form under which 
to work out the economic emancipation of labour. A ‘“possible” communism’, 
Marx argued in The Civil War in France (1871), had been achieved in the Paris 
Commune: ‘a working class government, the product of the struggle of the pro-
ducing against the appropriating class’. Here lay the political force of the work-
ing class, of the revolutionary subject, aware that for their own emancipation and 
the realization of a higher form of society there were no ‘ready-made utopias to 
introduce par décret du peuple’; the working class ‘will have to pass through 
long struggles, through a series of historic processes, transforming circumstances 
and men’ (Marx and Engels, 1986: 334–5, emphasis in the original). The work-
ing class, Marx wrote peremptorily, has ‘no ideals to realize, but to set free the 
elements of the new society with which old collapsing bourgeois society itself is 
pregnant’ (Marx and Engels, 1986: 334–5).
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The same question of transition to the new liberated society – a theme with a 
deep utopian dimension – will be outlined in anti-utopian terms in the Critique 
of the Gotha Programme, Marx’s most explicit discussion of a post-capitalist 
society, where he envisages the qualitative leap that will take place in the move 
towards a communist society.

MARXISM AS CONCRETE UTOPIA: ERNST BLOCH

After the horrors of the Great War and the hopes of the October Revolution, there 
was a decisive development in the concept of utopia, at a philosophical level, in 
the writings of Ernst Bloch. He put utopia at the centre of his thinking combining 
a Marxist approach with radically new perspectives. The innovative meaning of 
utopia emerging from Bloch’s work lies in its character as ‘concrete utopia’, 
understood as a principle of the struggle that points towards how much still 
remains to be explored. Bloch’s first book, The Spirit of Utopia (1918), written 
during the First World War and full of Sturm und Drang, as he recognized retro-
spectively, represents a strong reaction to the positivistic culture of that period 
and, at the same time, manifests the incredible versatility of the young Bloch.

Here his fierce criticism of capitalism and imperialism, which he held respon-
sible for the war, was also a protest against a world in which human contact 
with one’s deepest and most intimate self was impeded by the anonymous, cold 
and speculative character of capitalist technology. Bloch, close to the artistic 
vanguards of his time, expressionism in particular, investigated the complex 
relationship between interiority and exteriority – with the intention of recon-
structing a connection between them. He took his cue from his own experience 
of a precise historical moment that coincided with the collapse of many previous 
certainties, a profound spiritual crisis and the urgency of an immersion of the 
subject into him- or herself. Bloch did this by reviewing particular objects and 
specific situations and above all by an analysis of the language of music and 
of philosophical reflection itself. In his attempt to formulate a comprehensive 
philosophical conception, utopia immediately became the theoretical centre of 
Bloch’s thinking, which aimed to establish it as the philosophical category of the 
twentieth century. Instead of letting himself be seduced by forms of negativity, 
Bloch tried to redeem the dissatisfaction for the present in an overall project of 
cultural, spiritual and philosophical refounding (Rampinini, 2018: 15–17). It is 
utopia itself that makes this redemption possible, for it is not the designation of 
a distant place, separate from the present, but the emergence of a tendency that 
causes the cage of the present to explode, and projects people into the forefront 
of the process (Cesarale, 2015: 108). Drive towards the future, recovery of lost 
sense, ‘self-encounter’, but, above all, concepts like ‘the darkness of the lived 
moment’ and the ‘not-yet-conscious knowledge’ constitute the main elements of 
this first conceptualization of the utopian. Specifically, what keeps these concepts 
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together, Bloch says, is the category of the ‘not-yet’, which enters the waking 
dreams of all of us. Daydreams, very different to night-dreams, refer to the not-
yet that nevertheless also has a being: it is a not-yet-being. The not-yet-conscious 
and the not-yet-become appear in the world as something that is not yet there but 
is an emerging tendency.

In this sense, the very meaning of a better life – of the realm of freedom and 
a classless society – though not yet present, can be understood and shows itself 
as tendency and latency. For Bloch, the utopia of a better life has always been 
revolutionary. The relationship with Marx and Marxism is embedded within this 
trajectory. The final part of The Spirit of Utopia (1918) is in fact dedicated to 
Marx, to the thinker who allows the interiorization of the exterior and the exter-
nalization of the interior to be approached in an alternative way to the bourgeois 
and capitalist world. As Bloch will reiterate later, it is the Marxist mediation 
between theory and praxis and the Marxian critique of ‘contemplative conscious-
ness’ that allow a different way of looking at the present and future together, as 
well as making it possible to grasp the inherence of the future to the present. In 
Marxism, utopia becomes a kind of pre-appearance, unlike in ‘classical’ uto-
pian theories. If the great utopians, from Fourier to Saint-Simon, built imaginary 
places in a dreamlike image of the near future, Marxism went further, linking its 
practice to a finally realizable, concrete transformation, criticizing the abstrac-
tion of the previous utopianization, while remaining much more loyal to the ori-
entation towards the future of the utopian function. For Bloch, Marxism is not 
a non-utopia, but the novum of a concrete utopia, of a utopia that set on its feet. 
This concept is contained in Bloch’s masterpiece, The Principle of Hope (1986a) 
(written between 1938 and 1947). The motif of utopia is also present in Thomas 
Müntzer as the Theologian of Revolution (1921), a book inspired by the enthu-
siasm for the October Revolution and for the defeated German revolutions that 
followed in its wake. In this work, a kind of appendix for The Spirit of Utopia, it 
is more evident than ever that Bloch’s concept of utopia feeds on the hopes and 
expectations aroused by the October Revolution and by Lenin’s strategy, which 
allowed latent possibilities to emerge in the process of building socialism in a 
country usually considered far from the conditions of a revolution (Bodei, 1982). 
Müntzer, in many respects similar to Liebknecht and Lenin himself, illuminates 
the revolution’s most powerful aim. He is a communist chiliast engaged in the 
struggle against exploitation, against princes and privileges, against theologians 
compromised with power (Luther himself), and he is, above all, a precursor of 
what will happen. In this sense the past, in its incomplete and open character, 
harbours events that are full of the light of the future – the still latent images of 
communism; utopias (including the Müntzerian one) feed the commitment and 
the transforming passions of the present and continue to project their potential of 
unexpressed possibilities towards the future.6

The insurrection of 1525 against the German princes held in itself the ‘not-yet’, 
the utopian call for the realization, here and now, of the potential and latencies 
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immanent to the present (Cesarale, 2015: 109). The utopian anticipation of the 
future is combined with an unprecedented conception of the past itself, and of 
time in general. The possibility of opening an access to a future hidden away in 
the unexpressed or repressed potentialities of the past (awaiting redemption) is 
combined with the retroaction of the present onto the past itself, assuming a pro-
foundly political and practically productive meaning (Bloch, 2009).

No doubt, this is in harmony with Walter Benjamin’s thesis On the Concept 
of History (Benjamin, 2006), especially with regard to the Messianic need and to 
the possible redemption of the past. A key concept here is that of Eingedenken 
(recollection, remembrance). This is not a mere memory, but the emergence of 
the potential that still awaits realization: the sudden irruption of the past into the 
present, breaking up the continuum of a purely chronological time, paving the 
way for unforeseen, subversive possibilities of the existent.

‘“Now-time” is the dialectical link between the unaccomplished past and the 
utopian future’, and the ‘history is not only a “science” but also, and perhaps 
the first of all, “a form of recollection”’ (Traverso, 2016: 223; see also Bloch 
and Benjamin, 2017). On the other hand, one should recall that the well-known 
Multiversum metaphor (developed by Bloch to express the concept of a plural 
temporality (see Morfino, 2013; Morfino and Thomas, 2017)) stands out against 
the dominant line of historical progress, against the abstract temporality of capi-
tal, leaving the possibility ‘to think the division between historical temporalities 
where nobody can talk for another or claim for oneself to be located on the high 
point of the tendency’. This leaves as a legacy a conception of the alternative that 
is situated elsewhere and behind us: in the possibilities not taken up by Western 
modernity, in the other beginnings that have been opened up by past struggles 
and that this modernity has foreclosed (Tomba, 2013: 17 ff.).

The Principle of Hope (1986a) represents Bloch’s magnum opus, a sort of 
‘encyclopaedia of human wishful content’ (Bloch, 1970: 115) intended to renew 
twentieth-century Marxist thought. This work established a new vision of the 
world, whose originality consists in wondering whether there is a possibility  
of a utopia existing in a still unactivated reality (Münster, 1977). Marxist  
philosophy – extensively discussed in The Principle of Hope and whose ‘warm 
stream’ Bloch was determined to valorize – is the philosophy of the future for 
Bloch, ‘the philosophy of the New’, the philosophy of conscious hope, of ‘for-
ward dreaming’ (as Bloch puts it, borrowing Lenin’s words) (Bloch, 1986a: 6, 
vol. I). Marxist philosophy is ‘that of the future, therefore also of the future in the 
past’, in that its past contains an unredeemed future, and hence an unconsumed 
reserve of possibility. It is this quality of being a living theory and practice tied 
to a novum that permits the unfolding of a transformative action, which at each 
moment realizes potentialities contained in the past (1986a: 9).

In this sense Marxism, as a theory-practice, is a philosophy and a politics of antic-
ipation, a concrete utopia. ‘True Marxism is, and must be, humanism and humani-
tarianism enhanced’, as it is essentially a struggle against the dehumanization 
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which reaches its acme in capitalism. Marxism is – as Bloch would repeat in his 
work Changing the World: Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach – not contemplation, but 
a directive for action, and it has produced the theory and practice of a better world 
not in order to abrogate the present one, as in most of the abstract social utopias, 
but in order to transform it economically and dialectically (Bloch, 1971: 36). The 
Blochian analysis of music deserves a special mention here, since music is the 
utopian art par excellence, in which the utopian nucleus is preserved, that is to say 
the excess with respect to the historical time and society in which it took shape, 
waiting to be brought to light, redeemed, realized in the future. The language of 
music, due to its open, indeterminate and indefinite character, is the one that can 
best express the Blochian ‘not-yet’, the possible becoming. As Bloch had already 
observed in The Spirit of Utopia, (1918) great musical masterpieces matter due to 
the newness they announce, which they predict and promise to implement.

According to the difference outlined in The Principle of Hope (1986a), concrete 
utopias differ from ‘the chimeric, Promethean dreams haunting the imagination 
of a society historically unable to realize them’, from abstract and compensatory 
utopias, qualifying them as ‘anticipatory hopes inspiring a revolutionary transfor-
mation of the present’ (Traverso, 2016: 7). In the Blochian proposal of an articu-
lation of the possible, latent in the present, the concrete utopia is prefiguration, 
it is the realm of ‘not-yet’, ‘which by no means coincides with abstract utopian 
dreaminess’ (Bloch, 1986a, vol. 1: 146).7 Bloch opposes a mechanistic vision 
of Marxism and asserts his view of emancipatory Marxism, dialectical-utopian 
materialism, ‘real humanism’, claiming the importance of the Ideal and the Final 
Utopia. The latter are realities belonging to Marxism, where there is not only 
political economy but also the latent tendency towards an ultimate reality that 
affects the current one (Bloch, 1971: 171).

Criticizing the way Marxism had slipped from utopia to science, he challenged 
the abstract and illusory notion of utopia that had often prevailed, as well as the 
empirical notion of science. In doing so, Bloch upholds the values of ‘natural 
law’ – human rights, personal freedoms and the dignity of the human individual, 
which were wrongly liquidated by certain forms of Marxism – as a crucial legacy 
for a humanistic and democratic socialism.8 A utopian aspect is present in the 
‘final goal’ of the struggle (a concept dear to Rosa Luxemburg) – the ‘transfor-
mation of the realm of necessity into that of freedom’ – an element that remains 
present in the memory of the oppressed, as an immanent latency in each strike 
and battle. In its being not yet visible, not yet manifest, the final goal remains in 
fact open to different possible contents that animate struggles, a utopian pres-
ence capable of concretely influencing reality. Bloch’s Marxism, the dialectical-
historical science of knowledge of tendency, ‘is the interposed futuristic science 
of reality plus the objectively real possibility contained within it, and is wholly 
concerned with the goal of action’ (Bloch, 1971:103). An action oriented towards 
a transformation of the world, with a crucial role played by hope. The rehabilita-
tion of utopia by Bloch represents a major novelty within Marxism, representing 
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within its ambit an original philosophy emphasizing real humanism, emancipa-
tory goals, the revolutionary potential of past history and the open horizon of the 
future, in what ultimately amounts to a ‘theology of the revolution’.

REVIVING UTOPIAS

Utopia has returned to the forefront in the reflections and analyses of many con-
temporary Marxist authors, not only as a response to the anti-utopianism of the 
end of the twentieth century, but especially as a reaction to the ‘cold stream’ of 
neoliberal economic reason, as an effort to reappropriate a future that is being 
absorbed and abolished by a pervasive ‘presentism’ (Traverso, 2016: 7–8), as 
well as a starting point for designing an alternative to capitalism. The latter is 
increasingly characterized by brutality, exorbitant inequality, omnivorous finan-
cialization, de-democratization, and multiple phenomena of destruction, spolia-
tion, expulsion (Sassen, 2014) and global economies of extraction (Mezzadra 
and Neilson, 2019).

Extractive logic and practices of dispossession, exploitation and expropria-
tion, private appropriation of social value and common wealth are at the base of 
the current processes of valorization and accumulation of capital, in keeping with 
what Marx described at the origins of capitalism, but also in new and intensified 
forms (Harvey, 2005, 2010, 2014; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013). A fundamental 
element of the current reorganization of capital is that valorization has seized 
one domain of life and human agency after the other, and particularly has latched 
onto the whole sphere of social reproduction. The economic and political ratio-
nality of neoliberalism, its technology of government and legitimation strategies 
(Ong, 2006) have emphasized the ‘natural’ character of the current social order, 
built on political resignation and the impossibility of change, a view summarized 
in Margaret Thatcher’s acronym: TINA, ‘there is no alternative’.

At the end of the twentieth century, facing the rise of neoliberalism and the 
new injustices of the global order after the end of the Cold War and the col-
lapse of ‘really existing-socialism’, several radical intellectuals addressed the 
challenge of systemic change in new ways. In the UK, New Left intellectuals 
offered a rethinking of the future and of political strategies, building on previ-
ous works that had recovered neglected utopian socialist traditions against the 
legacy of Stalinism (Thompson, 1955; Williams, 1958). This is the case of E. P. 
Thompson’s biography of William Morris and of Raymond Williams’ Culture 
and Society; they both moved from a study of the romantic critique of indus-
trial modernity and utilitarianism, turning it into a new source for socialist ide-
als. In Towards 2000, Williams – one of the most important scholars of utopian 
and dystopian literary forms, as well as of their historical and social conditions 
(Williams, 1977) – built on his work on culture and politics and argued for com-
bining utopian perspectives and politically viable activism (Williams, 1983).
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In France, André Gorz moved from a radical left position to a rethinking of 
key elements of change in the context of the decline of the ‘waged labour soci-
ety’. Reduced working time, minimum income, greater social activities carried 
out outside market relationships and widespread participation could all contrib-
ute to greater spaces of alternative social arrangements (Gorz, 1983, 1987). In a 
radically different context, that of Eastern Germany, Rudolph Bahro proposed 
a radical democratic reform of the socialist state with The Alternative (Bahro, 
1978); after emigrating to Western Germany, he developed a ‘red-green’ vision 
of change (Bahro, 1984).

The global nature of contemporary capitalism, characterized by growing 
financial activities, the spread of information and communication technologies, 
and increased trade and investment, was challenged at the turn of the century by 
the rise of global social movements that developed a common agenda of change 
under the banner of ‘Another world is possible’ (Arrighi et al., 1989; Anheier 
et al., 2001; Wallerstein, 2002; Della Porta, 2007; Pianta and Marchetti, 2007). 
The rejection of neoliberalism and the heritage of Left political cultures was 
combined in these mobilizations with the utopian and participatory dimension 
rooted in community struggles and action by indigenous people.9

One of the most fruitful approaches for understanding the global dimension 
of capitalism has been developed by the world system approach, especially 
in the contributions of Wallerstein (1979) and Arrighi (1994). A later book by 
Wallerstein directly addresses the question of utopia. Facing the crisis of global 
order, he argues that ‘utopistics’ is ‘the serious assessment of historical alterna-
tives, the exercise of our judgment as to the substantive rationality of alternative 
possible historical systems […] Not the face of perfect (and inevitable) future, 
but the face of an alternative, credibly better, and historically possible (but far 
from certain) future’ (1998: 1 ff; Gordon, 2016). The relevant point is that the 
time is ripe for utopistics when there is a ‘transformational TimeSpace’, that 
is, moments of systemic bifurcation, of historical transition, when individual 
and collective action can have a major impact on the new shape of the world 
(Wallerstein, 1998: 1). In a similar perspective the alternative scenarios for the 
evolution of the world system in the twenty-first century are discussed by Arrighi 
in the Postscript to The Long Twentieth Century (2010). A first possibility is the 
enforcement of global political and military power by the USA; a second one 
is the rise of East Asia as the centre of a global market society respecting all 
cultures of the world; a third scenario is the possibility of global chaos (Arrighi 
and Silver, 1999).

After the crisis of 2008, the question of an alternative to capitalism has once 
again become a central concern for critical theories of the present, often being 
substantiated by more or less well-founded utopian references. The term uto-
pia is used, provocatively in some cases, to refer to post-capitalist scenarios, as 
well as to capture how contemporary Marxist critical thought, working on several 
fronts to analyse the current conditions of the crisis, might envisage ways out 
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of it and outline the future of a radical transformational project (Kunkel, 2014). 
Facing an increasingly destructive form of capitalism and a left-wing politics 
that has been often unable to ‘think’ of an alternative, ‘real utopias’ have been 
proposed, concrete steps for change, for new non-capitalist forms of organizing 
social-economic life. This is the long-term project of Erik Olin Wright, who has 
investigated the transformations of capitalism and has explored and valorized the 
existing tension between dreams and practices, transforming this tension into 
‘utopian ideals that are grounded in the real potentials of humanity, utopian des-
tinations that have accessible waystations, utopian designs of institutions that can 
inform our practical tasks of navigating a world of imperfect conditions for social 
change’ (Wright, 2010: 6). Wright’s empirical and theoretical intent has been ‘to 
try to think of institutions which themselves are capable of dynamic change, of 
responding to the needs of the people and evolving accordingly, rather than of 
institutions which are so perfect that they need no further change’ (2010: x). His 
book Envisioning Real Utopias moves from a critique of existing institutions to 
the search for emancipatory alternatives, in an effort to contrast widespread cyni-
cism about the human capacity to realize egalitarian and emancipatory values. 
He first develops a critique of the present in the perspective of an ‘emancipa-
tory social science’. Second, he formulates specific alternatives (key examples 
include participatory city budgeting, Wikipedia, the Mondragon worker-owned 
cooperatives, unconditional basic income). Third, he discusses strategies of 
transformation, stressing the ‘multiple pathways of social empowerment’, and 
the uncertainty about the final outcomes we can reach.

From a different perspective, equally inclined to redevelop the idea of utopia, 
other Marxist critics have indicated in the concept of utopia the possibility of 
a space for thought and a philosophical and political laboratory that is histori-
cally necessary for envisaging a reality informed by new principles. In particular, 
Fredric Jameson has investigated the literary, philosophical and historical twists 
and turns of the utopian form, as well as its historical conditions of possibility. In 
this perspective, the political dimension of utopia, with its inherent ambivalences 
and antinomies, has a revived vitality and usefulness. In our times, characterized 
by empty imaginaries and the colonization of the future, the function of utopia is 
to help envisage political and empirical possibilities. While practical resistance 
to the system largely lacks programmes on how to achieve a global transfor-
mation, utopia plays a key political function well beyond a simple ideological 
reaction, asserting the possibility of an alternative. The utopian form (more than 
its content) ‘is itself a representational meditation on radical difference, radical 
otherness, and on the systemic nature of the social totality’, (Jameson, 2005: xii). 
Imagining any profound change in society presupposes in fact freeing utopian 
visions. In this way, utopia is as a form of ‘disruption’, breaking the continuity 
of time and habits and challenging the stereotypes of a future that remains homo-
geneous with the present. The radical break comes not so much from a represen-
tation of how things would be in the future, but rather from forcing us to think 
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about the break itself, starting from a meditation on what it may be impossible to 
achieve within the bounds of the present.

A key distinction made by Jameson is that between utopian programme and 
utopian desire. The latter is an opportunity to liberate and socialize energies and 
underground images of transformation able to affect daily life. In spite of its 
structural ambiguities, Jameson argues that the notion of ‘anti-anti-Utopianism’ 
might be proposed as a viable strategy (2005: xvi).10 Given the importance of 
imagining possible futures, Jameson devotes extensive attention to the literary 
texts that have addressed utopian themes. Science Fiction is of major impor-
tance here and utopia (as well as dystopia) is seen as a socio-economic sub-
genre of Science Fiction, where utopian themes and impulses for action have 
been widely explored.11

Jameson’s latest treatment of utopia, An American Utopia: Dual Power and the 
Universal Army (2016), comes from the need to imagine an alternative future to 
contemporary capitalism, having an elaborate and ‘positive’ utopian vision at one’s 
disposal that is capable of feeding and contrasting the imaginary of a present with 
no way out. Going beyond the traditional approaches (revolution or reform), here 
Jameson critiques political theory and politics itself, arguing for the emergence of 
dual power where the desire of utopia could find expression. His provocative pro-
posal (an organization of society inspired by the model of universal conscription 
for virtually the entire adult population) comes from the will to revitalize and use 
the well-known concept of dual power originated by Lenin and Trotsky. Therefore, 
the effort is to imagine specific institutions that may help replace the dominance 
of contemporary capitalism, solving the problem of distribution while challenging 
the neoliberal credo (and falsehoods) of austerity, together with the inexorable 
force of market and its hold over our desires. In a time like the present in which 
‘the past is gone’ and ‘we can no longer imagine the future’, the conceptualiza-
tion of dual power is therefore a new way to think revolution (Jameson, 2016: 
13). This formulation of dual power calls into question some of the most relevant 
issues regarding the future of the alternative to capitalism, such as the difference 
between constituent and ‘destituent’ power, the definition of politics,12 the nature 
of conflict (that is, of the subjects and issues at stake, and the practices developed) 
and especially how we understand the transition out of capitalism.

However, the problematic character of the concept of utopia has attracted criti-
cism from those who reject the utopian/dystopian binary. For example, in the 
context of current dystopian or techno-utopian narratives produced in connec-
tion with technological development, emphasis has been placed on a Marxian 
approach aimed at finding practical technological paths able to face the need for 
new social relations, new conceptual frameworks, a new interaction with nature 
and all the associated transformations required to escape from the despotism of 
capital and the madness of economic reason. Here, the terrain of the alternative 
is outlined starting from capital’s contradictions, from the unity of the multiple 
and radical struggles in the present and future, from the force of an emancipatory 
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politics – incarnated by a collective political subjectivity – that knows how to  
liberate immense productive forces from the domination of capital and from 
imperialist and authoritarian state apparatuses (Harvey, 2018: 126).

PERSPECTIVES FOR AN ALTERNATIVE

In our age of transition, which can be effectively described, following Antonio 
Gramsci, as an ‘interregnum’, reclaiming the future, via an action of prefiguration –  
the paradoxical ‘concrete utopia’ in Bloch’s rendering of Marx – is an urgent 
task. In Marx, however, there is no utopia; what is there is the ‘imagination’ of 
an alternative society – the self-government of free producers – who collectively 
shape the system of production, reproduction and distribution to satisfy one’s 
needs in relation to one’s strength and productive capacities. According to 
Balibar, in contrast to Messianic notions of change, in Marx we have ‘the idea  
of practice, or of liberation as transformation by one’s own labours’, on the basis 
of production and his conditions (Balibar, 1995: 99 ff.). Against evolutionary 
interpretations of Marx’s philosophy, we encounter in his writings constant 
reminders of the unexpected, of the multiplicity of processes and of the potential 
for revolutionary rupture. It is no coincidence that among the living elements of 
Marx’s thought we discover politics in its most creative dimension. Marx’s notion 
of the alternative is that of the fork in the road, not of a simple point of arrival; 
the alternative at stake goes well beyond the historic failure of socialist countries 
in the twentieth century. The force and actuality of Marx resides also in his allu-
sion to an open and non-linear process of transformation.

What in fact Marx does, and therein lies his current relevance, is ‘to think the 
change of historical institutions on the basis of the relations of force which are 
immanent in them, in a way that is not merely retrospective, but above all, pro-
spective’ (Balibar, 1995: 120). Moreover, the very image of communism as the 
‘real movement which abolishes the present state of things’ enables us to clear 
the field of evolutionism and to rediscover, in Marx’s thought, the immanence of 
communism in the struggles of the present and in the transformation that these 
produce in society and its actors. As suggested by Althusser (2016), communism 
is an objective tendency already inscribed in our society.

In composing his most important work, Capital, Marx was ‘obsessed’ not only 
with understanding the laws of capitalism, but also with its future tendencies, 
where it could open itself to revolution, how it could be possible to exit capitalism 
(see Hudis, 2013). In this sense, in Capital there is not only the political economy 
of capitalism and its critique, but also the materialist ‘beyond’. Alongside the 
scientific critique of capitalism, politics and class struggles are equally present. 
Such coexistence is grounded in Marx’s conviction that capital ‘is not a thing 
but a social relation between persons which is mediated through things’ (Marx, 
1990: 932). This formulation lies at the basis of Marx’s new materialism and 
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opens the way to an understanding of the ‘production of subjectivity’. The pro-
cess of valorization of capital also produces and reproduces the social subjects of 
the capitalist and the wage labourer, in a complex interweaving around the notion 
of capital as social relation (Mezzadra, 2018).

The term ‘relation’ implies both the ‘conditions of subjection’ and the potential 
of ‘subversion and transformation’ on the terrain of the valorizations of capital 
itself, which is ‘the same terrain on which the contradictions and antagonisms that 
characterize the capitalist mode of production are formed and become visible –  
as a material basis for the interruption of its historical continuity’ (Mezzadra, 
2018: 96–7). In Capital, Marx emphasizes the constant movement of capital, 
with its contradictory internal logic: the inevitable conflict between the operation 
of capitalism with its endless search for profits, and the socialization of produc-
tive forces it generates. To adopt Luxemburg’s formulation, this is a case of a 
contradictory logic inscribed within capital.

Marx pointed out this conflict between two opposing social tendencies: on the 
one hand, the progressive force driven by the socializing logic of the development 
of forces of production, on the other hand, the dynamics of capital accumulation 
that work to prevent this socialization. This is an antagonism between tendencies 
and counter-tendencies to socialization. In other words, ‘What we have […] is 
a growing contradiction between two tendencies: the socialization of production 
[…] and the trend towards the fragmentation of labour-power, towards super-
exploitation, and insecurity of the working class’ (Balibar, 1995: 95). The class 
struggle plays a decisive role in resolving the objective contradiction that is trans-
formed into conflict and vice versa (Balibar, 2018a: 157). Here organized politics 
has a crucial function, specifically animated by those political subjectivities that 
are capable of inserting themselves within these contradictions and using them in 
the struggles they wage.

Building on this internal contradiction of capital, and on the tension we pointed 
out between utopian visions and concrete struggles, new forms of conflict may 
emerge. They can invest the materiality of life, the relations of production, repro-
duction and production of subjectivity with demands for equality, freedom and 
justice on a planetary scale. The concept of utopia could be reformulated moving 
from the contradictory internal logic of capital and opening the way to a process 
of liberation. If considered in these terms, anticipation is not something belong-
ing to the world of dreams. On the contrary, the possibility of transforming our 
world follows from the potentiality of conflict, the expansion of democracy and 
the reshaping of social subjects, allowing us to re-imagine the link between free-
dom and equality in a future that is already present.

Notes

1  I thank Gabriella Bonacchi for her contribution to an earlier draft of this chapter, Alberto Toscano for 
his suggestions and Mike Harakis for the English translation of parts of the text.

2  See Capdevila (2015) and his definition of utopia as a ‘concept in play’ (Un concept en jeu).
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3  Some authors have distanced themselves from Marx’s critique of utopian socialism, seen as reflecting 
the paradigm of Western civilization, and have reconsidered the non-Marxist tradition. In particular, 
see the link with the black radical tradition proposed by Cedric J. Robinson (1983, 2019).

4  My translation.
5  My translation.
6  The view of Bloch is challenged by Lukacs who considers him as the main representative of the utopian 

strand of communism, depicted – as argued by Toscano – as ‘the historical counterpart of a Christian 
dualism that left the City of Man unscathed, deporting human wishes to the City of God’ (2010: 82). In 
fact for Lukacs, Bloch ‘is unable, as was Müntzer, to extricate himself from a theology that impotently 
juxtaposes a transcendent humanization to a dehumanized world, the utopian to the concrete’.

7  In this sense, in the seventies Bloch would distance himself from the ‘too idealistic’ concept of utopia 
of Marcuse (1967).

8  In this regard, it should be remembered that in Principle of Hope Bloch includes natural law in politi-
cal utopias, subsequently developing the implications of this choice (see Bloch, 1986b).

9  Typical of this combination was the revolt of the Zapatistas in Chiapas, Mexico, that started in 1994.
10  On this see Cazdyn (2007). In Jameson (2009) the function of utopian allegory is discussed further, 

using the example of Wal-Mart and its monopoly power on production and consumption models.
11  On the connection between fiction and utopia see Beaumont (2005) on nineteenth-century utopian 

literature and in particular the work by Suvin (1979) on Science Fiction.
12  For more details, see the considerations by Alberto Toscano in the book containing Jameson’s essay 

and responses to it, edited by Slavoj Žižek (Jameson, 2016: 211–41).
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In The Eyes of the Skin, Juhani Pallasmaa tells us the ‘atmospheric character-
istics of spaces, places and settings are grasped before any conscious observa-
tion of details is made’ (2015: 15). Yet when we attend to our surroundings, we 
usually think foremost of what people, buildings and material infrastructures 
look like, rather than what they feel like. Even less so do we consider what they 
enable us to do and be – how they affect the ways that we relate to one another. 
We do not often reflect on whose lives are made possible or impossible by 
physical infrastructures, or the sorts of social relationships and convivialities 
they promote or prevent. Pallasmaa thus invites us to immerse ourselves in 
architectural space with an ‘epistemology of the senses’ against the ‘domi-
nance of the eye that pushes us into detachment, isolation and exteriority’ 
(2015: 21).

When we do so, our senses are more than the sum of their parts. Not simply 
providing us with an aggregate of information, they produce in us affective states, 
corporeal dispositions and psychic conditions. They induce feelings that propel 
us to think certain thoughts and engage with the world in certain ways – some-
times reinforcing, sometimes pushing at the parameters of the possible consti-
tuted by the feedback loop between the self and the world the body encounters 
(with all of its senses) as we go about our daily lives. This shifts the focus away 
from the internal world of the individual subject and what drives it ‘from within’ 
towards attention to the ways in which bodies are constantly responding to other 
bodies and objects, even before a conscious thought has been formed or a word 
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spoken. Brian Massumi (2002: 219 f. 17) calls this a ‘processual oscillation’ to 
describe how we are always enmeshed in affect – in embodied communication – 
and the resonances this enables.

Since the early 2000s there has been marked by the rise of an interest in 
affect across the social sciences and humanities. What Patricia Clough and 
Halley (2007) discuss under an ‘affective turn’ is a movement drawing on a 
mix of theoretical heritages from across philosophy, psychology and neuro-
science. For Gregg and Seigworth (2010: 3) there are two lineages of affect. 
First, there are theoretical approaches that draw on the affect theory of US 
psychologist Silvan Tomkins (1962/1963), for whom affects constitute a set 
of circumscribed bodily sensations akin to emotional responses and hard-
wired into human physiology. Second, there is a body of work that looks to 
the non-Cartesian philosophy of Benedict Spinoza (2001), to Henri Bergson 
(2007) and to the late-twentieth-century French poststructuralists Gilles 
Deleuze and Félix Guattari, who, as Gregg and Seigworth summarise, deter-
mine affect as an ‘ethology of bodily capacities’ beyond the individual sub-
ject and across organic and inorganic life (2010: 5). However, where Spinoza 
locates affect with human subjects, Deleuze and Guattari have a much more 
transversal, impersonal conception of autonomous affects. Some approaches, 
such as that of neuroscientist Antonio Damasio, cut across different lineages 
– for example, operating with a framework of primary emotions while also 
drawing on Spinozist philosophy (Damasio, 2003; Leys, 2011). Concepts 
that traverse different academic disciplines and scientific traditions can often 
run into problems of translatability. Therefore, we should bear in mind that 
there is neither one clear theory of affect, nor do all deployments explicitly 
subscribe to one or another lineage. Indeed, much contemporary thinking is 
taking place precisely at the aporia, interstices and crossings between these 
different connotations of affect.

The concept of affect does have explanatory value for understanding societal 
phenomena and has been taken up in Marxist analyses of contemporary capi-
talism in at least three ways: first, as a corrective to narrow interpretations of 
ideology and the governance of subjects as reduced to language and significa-
tion; second, in the analysis of contemporary modes of capitalist valorisation – 
the exploitation of affective labour and the rendering productive of sensations, 
moods and atmospheres (including through digital technologies); and, third, in 
the analysis of social movements and the potentials for transforming capitalist 
social relations and the affective imaginaries and practices these are manifest 
in. I will discuss each of these points in turn. I begin with a discussion of the 
concept of affect. I argue that an understanding of affect that serves a Marxist 
theorisation of the capital relation is one that conceives the affective as a reg-
ister. Conceived as such, affect does not need to displace existing analytical 
frameworks. Instead, it functions as an attribute that expands Marxist theory in 
generative ways.
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THE AFFECTIVE TURN

Affect opens up a terrain of sense-making focused on the corporeal modes of 
communication that organise bodies as movements of social relations. Affect is 
produced in the ways that bodies engage (with) one another. This is not to be 
understood simply as the capacity of one isolated, atomised, self-contained indi-
vidual body. Instead, this is capacity as generated through movement and 
through the contact, connection and encounter with other bodies. Affect, then, is 
concerned with the relationality of ‘sense’ and describes physiological shifts or 
transmissions of energy, mood or intensity before these are verbalised in emo-
tion, thought or speech (Redman, 2009). Apparent here is not only a sense of 
affect as the ‘inbetweenness’ (Gregg and Seigworth, 2011: 3) between bodies 
and objects; there is also importance attributed to movement in terms of shifts in 
energy or intensity, but in terms of something that is in a process and therefore 
open-ended, expressive of potentials that can augment or diminish our capacities 
(power) to act on and in the world (Massumi, 2002: 16).

Affects are understood as intensities that – while perhaps malleable and 
in flux – are nonetheless reified. Affects become entities (albeit co-produced 
through communication) that can be detected in their effects either by the human 
body or by technologies, and the latter may be able to register these in ways 
that escape human perception, or are, at the very least, prior to – or maybe 
on the cusp of – consciousness. Affect is said to be concerned not with what 
something is, but how it is – or, more precisely, how it affects and is affected 
by other things. As Elspeth Probyn suggests, ‘affects make us feel, write, think 
and act in different ways’ (2011: 14). While for Probyn the human subject is 
the sensing-feeling-thinking entity, Marie-Luise Angerer goes a step further to 
suggest that, ‘for the theorists of affect … representation is a focus of criticism, 
being viewed as a mediator of the world and the subject that always interposes 
itself, thus obstructing access to reality’ (2015: 107). The suggestion here is that 
affects do indeed have a life of their own that are in excess of the subjects that 
seek to interpret them.

Affect theory prioritises an ontological focus on the affects themselves. These 
are understood to be situated outside the subject, circulating around and through 
individual bodies and subjects. There are a number of contemporary develop-
ments that facilitate such an ontological shift, including neuroscientific and 
neurobiological engagements with the brain alongside genetic engineering and 
assistive technologies that manipulate and change the body; or the turn to bio-
logical and physical science, from cellular processes to quantum physics. These 
developments go hand in hand with a questioning of the centrality of the human 
subject within a continuum of human, animal, organic and inorganic life, some-
thing which contemporary ‘new materialisms’ as well as trans/posthumanism 
turn their attention to (Coole and Frost, 2010). An attention to affect also coin-
cides with the rise of digital technologies, where ‘forms of communication in 
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digital media simply omit the stage of articulation in words, entering into a grad-
ual symbiosis with the physical body’ (Angerer, 2015: 5) with attempts to ‘grasp 
affects via digital computing and recording techniques’ (Angerer, 2015: 6).  
What motivates affect theory in the focus on the non-verbal, the gestural, the 
pre-cognitive and non-conscious dimensions of communication is the question of 
that which language cannot grasp, what goes on in this realm beyond and aside 
from the thinking-feeling subject and how it might be theorised and understood.

CRITIQUES OF THE AFFECTIVE TURN

However, while an ontological concern with affect yields a productive perspective 
from which to radically decentre modern constructions of the human, it confronts 
an epistemological impasse where theory must not only describe but also explain –  
that is, generate meaning out of that which is observed, felt, calculated or 
thought. The risk is that the physical body is placed on a continuum with a sup-
posed reality and in its autonomic responses to the external world it continu-
ously encounters and is enmeshed in speaks its own truth – supposedly ‘free’ 
from the discursive constructions of social meaning and their conflicting inter-
pretations, beyond ideological interpellation or the overdetermined intentional-
ity of the Freudian unconscious. Even Nigel Thrift, who coined the term 
‘non-representational theory’, has conceded: ‘whilst refusing to grant reflexive 
consciousness and its pretensions to invariance the privilege of occupying the 
centre of the stage, dropping the human subject entirely seems to me to be a step 
too far’ (2007: 13), while Damasio (2003) insists on the continued relevance of 
our sense of self and – we might add – agency and responsibility in the social 
and political world.

Psychologist Margaret Wetherell offers a corrective when she states that

very complicated and mostly seamless feedbacks occur between accounts, interpreta-
tions, body states, further interpretations, further body states, etc. in recognisable flowing 
and changing episodes. The phenomenon, the unit of analysis for social and cultural 
research on affect, is not an inarticulable, momentary, spurious, hard-to-detect, pre-
conscious judder. It is affective-discursive practice, or that domain of social practice which 
bears on and formulates the conduct of activities we conventionally recognise as making 
psychological and emotional sense, and, in the process, making psychological subjects 
and emotional events. (2015: 152)

In other words, to reduce the study of the social to affects is unnecessary and in 
the last instance problematic, because it limits our understanding, as opposed to 
expanding it. It may be that a methodological focus on affects for the purposes 
of analysis can be helpful in sharpening our attention and generating novel 
insights, but it cannot replace the rich and complex theoretical heritage with 
which we make sense of the social. Set alongside current debates on technologi-
cal developments, the effects of automation and the rise of so-called ‘post-truth 
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politics’ (Roberts, 2010),1 an articulation of affects with the reflexive and think-
ing human subject is paramount, albeit one that rejects the anthropocentrism, 
sexism and racism that has informed humanism in the past.

THE AFFECTIVE AS A REGISTER

Much of the affective turn rests on drawing a stark distinction between affect and 
emotion, where before the two terms were interchangeable. Where emotions are 
considered verbalised feelings ensconced in cultural signification, affect is sup-
posed to capture that which precedes or stands aside from such signification. 
Affect exists before personal interpretation takes place and describes how indi-
viduals are affected by their environments as ‘receivers, interpreters of feelings, 
affects, attentive energy’ (Brennan, 2004: 87). While the boundaries remain 
fluid, not least if we consider the affectivity of language itself (Hutta, 2015), this 
distinction between affect and emotion helps to heighten awareness of the differ-
ent dimensions of embodied sociality. All conceptualisations of affect have in 
common a commitment to making sense of how we are affected by and affect one 
another and the environments we move in, and how we come to judge or value a 
person or an object by the response they elicit in us, as Spinoza urged.2 
Consequently, I propose to think of the affective in terms of a register, because 
while affect might be considered that which lies between, below, beyond or 
beside subjects (Protevi, 2009), affects are connected to the bodies and thus the 
subjectivities involved in both producing and responding to them. The affective 
register has both an ontology and an epistemology: it is a component part of how 
we think-feel, how we literally make sense of the social. Affect describes how 
individuals are affected by their environments and how bodies are perceptors 
connecting us as social subjects to one another and to the space and time we 
move through. We produce knowledge about the world(s) we inhabit, through 
how we are immersed in the materiality of life with our bodies: what we pick up 
through the different ways that bodies communicate with one another, through 
language, sight, sound, touch and smell, and how these communications circulate 
between people, constituting relationships and making and remaking the every-
day. In that sense, we are enmeshed in affective environments. These are environ-
ments that we read through an ‘affective reconnaissance’ (Dowling, 2012: 3). We 
are constantly picking up cues with our bodies that certainly influence – even if 
they do not wholly determine – how we feel. As we experience this influence, we 
are also responding to it and acting on it. Thus, we act on our environments and 
the sensations, rhythms and vibrations that circulate through them and compose 
them. Affect denotes the relationality of sense, sensation and sense-making: how 
we respond to an encounter or experience in terms of the physiological responses 
we produce and the physical environment – for example, in the resonances and 
attachments to objects (Sedgwick, 2003; Ahmed, 2014; Berlant, 2011). Affect 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1256

relates to how an encounter feels on our skin, the resonances that make us 
embrace or shy away from someone or something, or from an activity. To be 
attracted or repelled – to be excited or depressed; to be swept up in something; 
what catches our attention, how and why; to be compelled to take a particular 
action or not; to sense moods and levels of energy, the impulses of attention 
along with trajectories such shifts in attention open up or close down; to be dis-
posed towards something, to anticipate, to respond to bodily murmurs and ges-
tures, postures and stances; the resonance of a tone of voice; facial expressions, 
charisma, intuition; atmospheres and moods; architectural environments, smells, 
tastes, feelings – these all denote the affective register. This register may be 
understood as a (sub)terrain on which bodies record and transmit communica-
tions that shape our very being in the world – our excitement, passion, joy and 
ease; as well as our boredom, aches and pains; our frustrations, fears and anxie-
ties. Not always in conscious ways, but always embodied in circulations produc-
tive of moods, atmospheres and sentiments, as well as through the affective 
dimensions of social relationships: the connections and disconnections, divisions 
and hierarchies, affections and disaffections, investments and disinvestments, 
associations and dissociations that are sensed and acted upon. What happens on 
this register is relevant to the shaping of what it is possible – or indeed impossible 
– for subjects to imagine, describe and enact when it comes to the social.

AFFECT AND IDEOLOGY

Yet, how do we study what we cannot yet – or even ever – put into words? What 
happens to the political when we are attentive to gestures and sounds, bodies and 
their movements? How do we grasp cultural moods and atmospheres and make 
sense of their political significance? An early cue for affect theory came from 
Marxist cultural and literary theorist Raymond Williams (1977: 132–4), who 
introduced the term ‘structure of feeling’, with which he tried to capture emer-
gent social and cultural changes that are beyond signification and representation 
(Grossberg, 2011: 318). For Williams, ‘we are talking about characteristic ele-
ments of impulse, restraint and tone; specifically, affective elements of con-
sciousness and relationships: not feeling against thought, but thought as felt and 
feeling as thought: practical consciousness of a present kind, in a living and 
interrelating continuity’ (1977: 132). Williams was interested in the moment ‘at 
the very edge of semantic availability (before) specific articulations –  
new semantic figures – are discovered in material practice’ 1977: 134). Structures 
of feeling are not reducible to ideology or to formal class relations, but point to 
changes in class relations that are emerging, hypothetical even. As such, they 
may not (yet) be clearly articulated.

In the context of contemporary capitalism, Patricia Clough argues, ‘ideologi-
cal interpellation and subject disciplining can no longer be the centrepiece of 
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an understanding of sociality, even though disciplining and socialising go on. It 
would seem necessary that we add to an understanding of sociality the modula-
tions of the affective background of a way of life’ (2009: 54). Beyond Foucauldian 
governmentality, this is framed as a management of populations where affective 
capacities are modulated as ways of ‘grabbing’ and thus occupying attention in 
specific ways, instilling particular responses, states of being and ways of life 
that are self-reproducing in the circulation of affects within a population, notably 
augmented through the instantaneous reach of digital communications. One can 
look here to Brian Massumi’s (2005: 33) analysis of the politics of securitisation 
operative through fear in the face of potential terrorist attacks. One can also look 
to how the Institute for Precarious Consciousness (2014) designates anxiety as 
neoliberalism’s dominant affect. Jeremy Gilbert (2015: 29) proposes the term 
‘disaffected consent’ to describe a profound dissatisfaction with both the conse-
quences and the ideological premises of the neoliberal project; on the other hand, 
it involves a general acquiescence with that project, a degree of deference to its 
relative legitimacy in the absence of any convincing alternative, and a belief that 
it cannot be effectively challenged.

This is similar to Mark Fisher’s (2009) notion of ‘capitalist realism’, which 
demonstrates the deeply felt truth of there being no alternative to the status quo.

A difficult relationship between the possibility of empirically detecting affect 
and the productivity of theorisation about the affective register remains: while 
depression, anxiety and disaffection might be identifiable in populations, the 
interpretation of these affects in the ways the authors cited here contextualise 
them requires more than simple attention to affect. Affects require interpretation. 
Nonetheless, we live in an age where capitalism is penetrating deeper into our 
lives. An attention to the affective register is the condition for making sense of 
such developments. An important realm in which affects are rendered productive 
today is in the realm of work, where the concept of ‘affective labour’ has been 
introduced to explain the ways in which this phenomenon occurs.

AFFECTIVE LABOUR

Waitresses, nannies, psychotherapists, politicians, campaigners, teachers, cus-
tomer-service advisors, call-centre workers, managers, retail workers, sex work-
ers, fortune tellers, tour guides, nurses, carers for the elderly, actors, managers, 
cuddle therapists, social workers – an affective labourer is anyone whose work 
‘involves the production and manipulation of affect and requires (virtual or 
actual) human contact, labour in the bodily mode (whose) products are intangible, 
(such as) a feeling of ease, well-being, satisfaction, excitement or passion’ (Hardt 
and Negri, 2000: 292). It is not the labour in itself which is intangible, as ‘it 
involves our bodies and brains as all labour does’ (Hardt and Negri, 2005: 109), 
but rather its product. Affective labour, according to the authors who coined the 
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formula, produces ‘social networks, forms of community, biopower [where] the 
instrumental action of economic production has been united with the communica-
tive action of human relations’ (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 293). In other words, 
affective labour does not help to sell the product: it is the product. The turn to 
affect is a response to the transformations of capitalism and work under condi-
tions of Post-Fordism. The notion of ‘affective labour’ (Hardt, 1999; Hardt and 
Negri, 2000) was elaborated in Marxist analyses informed by Italian Post-
Workerism (post-operaismo). Affective labour explains the transformations of the 
capital–labour relationship under conditions of Post-Fordism and the expansion 
of forms of service work that demand from workers that they put their communi-
cative skills to work directly in the production of services. As a term for critical 
political economy, the concept was mobilised to analyse the capitalist valorisation 
of human affectivity.

Affective labour allows for an understanding of the ways that workers engage 
their affective capacities vis-à-vis co-workers and the customers with whom they 
have to interact to produce a particular service, which is at the same time always 
also an affective experience. Affective labour involves the embodied work – men-
tal, emotional, corporeal, verbal and non-verbal – performed to produce certain 
moods, feelings or sensations – for example, feelings like enthusiasm, inspira-
tion, motivation or excitement, or the sense of being cared for. It is work through 
which we (usually) enhance our own and others’ capacities to act. Affective 
labour does not just produce experiences or environments; it produces relation-
ships and subjectivities: ways of seeing the world, ways of being in the world. 
Affective labour can also be governmental: managing moods, modes of conduct 
or flows of people.

The products of affective labour are unlike physical objects, such as washing 
machines or cars, in that they are not detached from the act of producing them. 
Think, for example, of the work of marketing and advertising (on- or offline), 
or of a worker making and receiving calls in a call centre, constantly having to 
manipulate their voice to convey and produce certain mental states in custom-
ers in order to sell them products or address their concerns (Woodcock, 2016). 
Or think of the work of a waitress in a restaurant or in a bar, who, in order to do 
her job anticipates and produces her customers’ needs. Or think of the work of a 
teacher, who has to be able emotionally to read and respond to their students in 
order to create a classroom environment conducive to learning. The psychothera-
pist or the nurse has to be able to empathise with their patients; the shop assistant 
has to make the customer feel ‘satisfied’, whatever it may take. Or think of how 
the conductor on a railway or metro platform has to use their affective capacities 
to steer the flows of people getting on and off the trains. Some contemporary 
forms of affective labour may also require the deliberate production of negative 
affect – for example, in administering sanctions and having to enforce austerity 
measures on welfare recipients (Friedli and Stearn, 2015). All of this work may 
well take place along a continuum of psychic alienation – that is, with more or 
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less personal investment in the job – but these workers are required to put their 
very selves to work to a greater or lesser degree.

Rendering affective labour maximally productive requires that it is abstracted, 
quantified and measured, controlled, regulated and managed by employers 
(Dowling, 2007, 2012; Moore and Robinson, 2016). This is achieved through 
the quantification of the qualitative dimensions of social relationships. In the 
‘Nosedive’ episode of the dystopian TV series Black Mirror (2016: season 3, 
episode 1), scripted by Charlie Brooker, a near-future society is depicted as func-
tioning on the basis of a reputational economy, in which the ratings of social 
interactions people give to each other via their smartphones – as affable din-
ner party guests, loyal friends or amenable customers – function as the currency 
for social inclusion and economic success (e.g. holding down a job or buying a 
house). While Brooker’s social critique uses fiction and hyperbole for the sake 
of effect, the production of affect is increasingly achieved by introducing metrics 
that measure affective outcomes within a hierarchy of quality that in turn is, or can 
be, linked to economic value. The call-centre worker whose successful manipu-
lation of affect translates into sales (Woodcock, 2016); the academic institution 
whose rankings in student evaluations of teaching determine student numbers 
and access to funding (Holligan and Shah, 2017); the social worker whose work 
with teenagers improves their attitudes towards their education or even helps to 
reduce recidivism (Dowling and Harvie, 2014) – these are all examples of areas 
in which a metricisation of affect is occurring in the workplace, in which not 
only are the affective products of work being subjected to the calculative eye of 
capital in general terms, but this calculative eye is still very much bound up with 
the maximisation of productivity and cost-efficiency under the pressure of time.3

When affective capacities are directly commodified and rendered productive 
for capital, they promote the deeper penetration of the capitalist logic into the 
social fabric in a labour process. In terms of the capital–labour relation, this pres-
ents new challenges for a Marxist theory of alienation. There is an emotional tug 
of war that takes effect here. On the one hand, the worker has to put a lot of affect 
in, really invest to do the job well. On the other, withdrawing affect – that is, not 
investing too much – becomes a way of coping, a way of developing a strategic, 
instrumentalised, relationship towards feelings. We try not to get too involved in 
order to protect ourselves from becoming over-invested and thus hyper-exploited, 
although sometimes it might seem that there is no longer much of a difference 
when we come to (over-)identify with our work, such that we feel like we are 
exploiting ourselves. This is especially the case when the emotional tug of war of 
this work also relies on an ‘affective remuneration’ (Dowling, 2016): job satis-
faction, skills training, enhanced wellbeing in lieu of getting paid, having fun at 
work. Or, conversely, it might utilise a form of ‘affective blackmail’ (Berg, 2014) 
that relies on us doing the affective labour of worrying, internalising responsibil-
ity and going beyond the call of duty or simply providing services even when 
pay is low or cuts to wages occur. This phenomenon is particularly prevalent in 
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caring professions, where, as feminists have long noted, the consequences of not 
caring are hugely detrimental to those who rely on the receipt of care (Precarias 
a la Deriva, 2011).

Taken together, these affective interpellations underscore the dynamics of 
‘dewaging’ (Lorey, 2016: 43) and the increase of ‘shadow work’ (Lambert, 2016) 
that characterise financialised capitalism. They also sync well with the ‘regres-
sive recovery’ (Green and Lavery, 2015) that is happening in the wake of auster-
ity and crisis, which has seen a rise in the amount of unpaid reproductive labour 
being performed in households and in communities in countries like the UK 
(Pearson and Elson, 2015). Furthermore, against the backdrop of increasing pre-
carity and job insecurity, we constantly have to render ourselves employable by 
enhancing our competitive advantage through skills, knowledge or other assets. 
We are compelled to do this, Michel Feher (2009) says, to ensure that the value 
of our labour power does not depreciate.

Precarious forms of work have an affective composition (Read, 2014), but they 
are also marked by considerable tensions and conflicts among and across class 
relations that come with heightened competition, precarity and the increasing 
scarcity of employment. Not least, the service economy organises the affective 
composition of work that structures the social relations between customer and 
employee. This rests upon an unequal power relation, mediated by exchange rela-
tions, that counterposes the needs and interests of the customer against the needs 
and interests of the service provider, playing one off against the other, where the 
(paying) customer has a control function that is outsourced from management. 
This shapes the service provided and the subjectivities produced. Moreover, the 
aforementioned efforts to dewage work and externalise the cost of social repro-
duction facilitate further wealth extraction as a form of dispossession, consider-
ing that many individuals and households are forced not only to earn a wage, but 
to take on debt to cover living costs. This also has significant affective dimensions 
in the way that indebtedness can reinforce feelings of inadequacy and shame 
within the context of rising social and economic inequality (Davies et al., 2015).

FEMINIST CRITICISMS OF THE AFFECTIVE TURN

There are three aspects of the feminist critique of the affective turn that are rel-
evant here. First, Sara Ahmed (2014: 206) has pointed out that there is really 
nothing new about the importance of affects, emotions and embodiment for 
understanding the social, and feminist work has from the outset challenged 
mind–body dualisms and the distinction between reason and passion. By turning 
to affect, social and cultural theory seems to turn away from such theoretical 
lineages. Second, we find related concerns voiced by critics of affective labour 
who take it to task for underplaying of the persistence of gender, race and class 
in the structuring of work and the expectations placed on workers’ performances. 
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Angela McRobbie (2010) has insisted that any analysis of contemporary forms 
of work must be attentive to these different affective dimensions – for example, 
when particular roles are ascribed to men or to women based on their gender; 
with regard to the distribution of responsibilities and decision-making power; in 
terms of pay inequalities; or when a woman or gay or transgender person experi-
ences harassment. As McRobbie asks, ‘How do young men and women experi-
ence distress differently in their attempts to make an independent living in these 
new informal fields of work? And how would such affective states be analysed?’ 
(2010: 65). Third, the turn to affect has been questioned for its sidelining of 
reproductive labour as a category of analysis. Feminist scholar Silvia Federici 
has criticised affective labour as regressive. She argues that the concept erases 
the analytical work feminists did to make women’s reproductive and care work 
visible. Affective labour refers primarily, she argues, to the commodification of 
the unpaid, invisibilised reproductive labour carried out in the home by women, 
which is work that reproduces labour power and thus the conditions for capitalist 
valorisation. The problem is that the ‘collapsing of all distinctions between pro-
duction and reproduction, waged and unwaged, risks obscuring a fundamental 
fact about the nature of capitalism …that is, capital accumulation feeds on e 
systematic devaluation of reproductive work’ (Federici, 2011: 60). Here lies a 
cause of disagreement between Marxist Feminism and Post-Workerism regard-
ing the nature of work under Post-Fordism. Marxist Feminism, alongside Black 
and Third World Marxisms, excavated the differential value of labour power, 
seeing it as going far deeper than the mere demarcation of skill-differentials and 
hierarchies within the labour process. Feminist interventions demonstrated the 
interlocking of oppression and exploitation: gender and race/citizenship play a 
significant role in determining both the value of labour and economically 
ascribed roles across a spectrum of waged and unwaged work. The claim that 
under Post-Fordism the commodity form reaches everywhere surrenders some of 
the very tools required to analyse capitalist social relations. By ignoring the 
concept of reproductive labour (and its gendered and racialised dimensions) and 
thus erasing the concomitant analysis of social reproduction, Post-Workerism 
arguably misrepresents contemporary capitalism and once again renders the 
continued existence of the sphere of unpaid reproductive labour in the home and 
elsewhere invisible. For example, in the UK, the Women’s Budget Group has 
shown that in the wake of the Global Financial Crisis of 2008 and the ensuing 
austerity regime the amount of unpaid reproductive labour carried out by women 
has increased and women have been picking up the tab for this restructuring 
(Pearson and Elson, 2015). Such analytical insights are politically extremely 
relevant and would be impossible without an understanding of the interplay 
between production, reproduction, gender, race and class.

The debate above is indicative of some of the confusion around the term 
‘affective labour’ and its analytical value for taxonomising forms of labour.  
A closer look at the literature shows that there is a considerable degree of conflation 
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in such taxonomies of labour that span the fields of emotion, affect, relationships 
and service provision. The distinction between ‘affective’ and ‘emotional’ labour 
remains unclear, save to indicate the disciplinary home or intellectual corner 
from where an author hails. However, if we are to enable affective labour to do 
some analytical work, which I believe it can do, then we have to be more precise 
in defining it and distinguishing it from other existing concepts.

RE(DE)FINING AFFECTIVE LABOUR

While the Marxist-Feminist analysis of social reproduction must not be displaced 
by the concept of affective labour, affective labour remains analytically useful for 
making sense of the ways in which social relations and human capacities are 
rendered productive for capitalist valorisation. This is especially important as we 
conduct analyses of the ever-expanding service sector and the effects this has on 
social relationships. Affective labour must be distinguished from other terms 
such as ‘emotional labour’, defined as ‘the management of feeling to create a 
publicly observable facial and bodily display; emotional labour is sold for a wage 
and therefore has exchange value’ (Hochschild, 1983: 7). Hochschild enquires 
into the labour process of the flight attendant and the ways that her ability to 
manage her own feelings and those of others is put to work for the corporation –  
that is, for the purposes of making passengers feel cared for and at ease during 
their flight, and for the purposes of making a profit. While focusing on the con-
crete experience of the flight attendant working for Delta Airlines in the early 
1980s, this is an analysis that extrapolates from the specificity of the particular 
experience to all of ‘us who have jobs that require some handling of other peo-
ple’s feelings and our own’ (Hochschild, 1983: 11).

There is a great deal of overlap between emotional and affective labour – its 
gendered dimensions and performativity, the negotiations over authenticity and 
the way that the corporation deskills, manipulates and harnesses the relational 
capacities of the worker. We can, however, distinguish between emotional and 
affective labour in a way that allows for the concept of affective labour to be 
deployed analytically such that it adds to rather than replaces – or, worse, dis-
places – extant feminist analyses. For Hochschild, the defining component of 
emotional labour is the worker’s management of their own or other feelings for 
the purposes of producing profit. I wish to propose that the lens of affect enables 
us to describe and analyse the not always verbal, not always conscious, some-
times only sensed and embodied ways in which workers interact with each other 
and with clients in order to produce intended and unintended effects, while creat-
ing and responding to atmospheres, moods and environments. Affective labour 
broadens the register of analysis and enables us to be attentive to more than 
the management of feelings. Nonetheless, the question that animates both the 
concepts of emotional and affective labour is one that asks about the emotional 
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investment we have in the status quo, the work we do, the way we live and the 
basis for organising for possible change. It is to the question of organisation and 
change that my contribution now turns.

AFFECT, RESISTANCE AND ORGANISING

If capitalism today operates on the register of the affective, how might this 
affective register be relevant as a site of struggle for emancipatory social 
change? While Laurent Berlant has noted that ‘shifts in affective atmosphere 
are not equivalent to changing the world’ (2011: 116), a number of scholars and 
activists have been concerned with the affective dimensions of resistance: 
workplace and neighbourhood organising, as well as social and political pro-
test. From understanding the production and reproduction of public feelings 
(Cvetkovich, 2007) to the role of affects in social movements (Sitrin, 2012), 
there is a growing interest in the relationship between affect and political 
organising. Some authors have suggested that the withdrawal of affect or its 
redirection away from the demands of capitalist valorisation could be a useful 
strategy for building resistance (Lordon, 2014; Trott, 2017). However, the prob-
lem here is that the withdrawal of affect would also mean the diminution of 
capacity to act; it would mean precisely a disengagement in the absence of any 
alternative collectivities. Writing about the counter-globalisation protest 
against the G8 summit in Heiligendamm, Ben Trott (2007) links the affective 
experience of collective protest to the broader political effect it may or may not 
have. He argues that it matters if a protest feels effective, even if in the grand 
scheme of things a particular protest might not make that much of a difference. 
The positive affect generated among participants who experience themselves as 
part of a social movement is something these subjects carry home with them 
back into their everyday lives, where it takes effect in their actions, or the 
explicit organising and campaigning that they do. For Stevphen Shukaitis 
(2009), it is the affective register of resistance that serves to sustain actors and 
the social movements they comprise, beyond a mere concern with tactical or 
strategic effectiveness.

Others have considered the politics of affective dispositions and the link 
between thinking, feeling and action. Combining affect theory with the philoso-
phy of Ernst Bloch, Kathi Weeks (2011: 195) considers the political significance 
of ‘hopefulness’ as a desire for a future that can be envisioned as different from 
the present. Such an affective disposition of hopefulness is a possible spring-
board for pushing back against the clouds of disaffected consent (Gilbert, 2015) 
of neoliberal ideology, while also resisting ‘left melancholia’ (Brown, 1999) by 
releasing the handbrake of nostalgia towards potential new futures emerging 
out of present struggles. Spaces of resistance and processes of organisation in 
workplaces, in neighbourhoods, in squares become realms of reorganisation of 
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affects and the production of new subjectivities and connections that can enact 
new possible worlds. Yet, on which values might these new possible worlds 
be premised? In addition, who will be involved in bringing them about? Can 
emancipatory change be solely based on the affective and the enhancement of 
capacities to act? Moreover, is it possible to distinguish on an affective register 
between emancipatory progressive politics and reactionary right-wing kinds? 
Here, we come full circle to the question of what affects are and what they 
can or cannot help us to do. If affect is merely characterised as the ‘excess’ 
or ‘surplus’ of conscious thinking-feeling, it becomes paramount to reconnect 
the former with the latter. Social transformation still requires consciousness, 
reflexivity and critical literacy in order to confront and transform the affective 
modulations of contemporary capitalism in the struggles against oppression, 
exploitation and war.

CONCLUSION: A MARXIST THEORY OF AFFECT?

In this chapter, I have assessed the political economy of affect and the implica-
tions for Marxist theorisation of the capital–labour relation. Focusing on central 
elements of affect theory as they have influenced and challenged the process of 
theorising social relations, I critically assessed the ‘affective turn’ that began to 
shape social, cultural, political and economic theory at the end of the 1990s. The 
chapter has explained the concept of affect and points to its different theoretical 
lineages across Spinozist and poststructuralist philosophy, neuroscience and 
psychology, and the theoretical work being done across these traditions. I have 
emphasised the impossibility of isolating a single definition of affect, while also 
seeking to draw together overlapping tenets and proposing the idea of an affec-
tive register as a way to bring together the strength of an attention to affect 
against a reductive reading that privileges affect as an autonomic bodily response, 
or indeed as detached from social subjects and processes of subjectivation. The 
chapter then discussed the relationship between affect theory and Marxism with 
regard to three core aspects: affect and ideology, affective labour and affect and 
organising – and with that, protest, resistance and change. The chapter has paid 
particular attention to the ways in which these concepts have been deployed in 
the analysis of the political economy of Post-Fordism and the nature of contem-
porary forms of capitalist valorisation and exploitation, ‘immaterial’, precarious 
and unwaged work, as well as Marxist Feminist debates on gender, labour and 
social reproduction. I have argued that while there is no distinct Marxist theory 
of affect, the affective register is pertinent for the contemporary Marxist critique 
of political economy and the analysis of ideology, subjectivation and alienation, 
along with the ways in which the capitalist valorisation of labour occurs today 
and the forms of resistance that emerge.
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Notes

1  The term ‘post-truth politics’ gained much ground after the events of 2016, notably the UK referendum 
on Brexit and the election of President Donald Trump in the USA. The term refers to a situation in which 
the emotional quality of politics – whether public debates or assertions by political actors seeking to 
influence an electorate – matters more than any relationship to truth or rational deliberation.

2  ‘For the excellence of ideas, and the actual power of thinking are measure by the excellence of the 
object’ (Spinoza, 2001: 32).

3  Hardt and Negri (and other Post-Operaist thinkers) suggested that the relative importance of new forms 
of (immaterial and) affective labour for capital means that this workforce has considerable power in the 
struggle against capital. This power stems from the fact that, in contrast to previous industrial workers, 
(immaterial) and affective workers ‘own’ their means of production – their cognition, their intellect, their 
emotions, their creativity. These developments have not in any way eradicated existing power differen-
tials and stratifications within class composition and the gendered and racialised international division 
of labour (Hardt, 1999: 98). However, under Post-Fordism, according to their argument, capital no longer 
organises labour but simply ‘captures’ – in the sense of siphoning off – the surplus value produced by 
immaterial labourers. This means that the conditions for liberation from the capital relation are ‘internal 
to labour’ and reside with these workers and in the forms of community and collectivity that are being 
established. The yoke of capital can be cast off once workers realise the parasitic nature of its rule. More-
over, as contemporary capitalism operates directly on the level of subjectivity, the classical Marxist theory 
of alienation has to be abandoned for one that doesn’t so much hark back to an original essentialised 
state of unalienated existence as look to the possible new (progressive) subjectivities emerging out of 
the present (Berardi, 2009: 44ff.; Weeks, 2011: 205–8). I argue that the power of capital to subsume 
affective labour and not only harness it but also organise it in specific ways is much stronger than was 
accounted for in early Post-Operaist theorisations.
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‘Certainly man is of kin to the beasts by his body; and, if he be not of kin to God 
by his spirit, he is a base and ignoble creature’ (Bacon 1985: 53).1 This quote 
from Francis Bacon’s Essays (1625) sums up well a widespread attitude towards 
the body in Western intellectual culture. The body has been made to represent 
everything we ought to strive to liberate ourselves from: bestiality, nature, labour, 
pain, lust, mortality and profanity, in contrast to the spirit, which then comes to 
represent the bond between humans and the divine, civilisation, reason, science, 
culture, bliss and immortality. Although we should avoid the simplified narrative 
of this dualism as a uniform and unquestioned presupposition running down the 
entire Western history of ideas, it is well-documented that there has been a con-
sistent tendency to shroud the body in an atmosphere of mistrust, hostility and 
disparagement, especially in the last four centuries.2 This devaluation of the 
corporeal has always been intimately connected to colonialism, capitalism, 
sexism and racism by facilitating the forging of ideological bonds within which 
women, the colonised, people of colour and the poor appear as closely connected 
to the body and hence to that which has to be contained, tamed and civilised 
(Bordo, 1993; Fanon, 2008; Federici, 2004; Spelman, 1982).

Since the 1980s there has been a consistent effort among critical scholars in 
the humanities and social sciences to untie these ideological knots by highlight-
ing and examining the corporeal dimensions of human life. This corporeal turn, 
as it is often called, was inaugurated by feminist and post-colonial scholars, and 
it began to pick up steam just as the renaissance of Marxism came to an end in 
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the late 1970s and 1980s. On a theoretical level, the corporeal turn thus came to 
be dominated by phenomenology, psychoanalysis, new materialism and so-called 
post-structuralism.3

Something close to a consensus about the irrelevance of Marxism quickly 
emerged in these debates about the body. As Michel Foucault (1980: 58f) put 
it in an interview in 1975: ‘Marxism considered as a historical reality has had a 
terrible tendency to occlude the question of the body’ (1980:58f). This statement 
might be a bit one-sided, but as a claim about the dominant Marxist trends in the 
first three-quarters of the twentieth century, it is certainly not unfounded. In the 
same interview, Foucault also mentioned that ‘there are some very interesting 
things about the body in Marx’s writings’; a suggestion which has rarely been 
given the attention it deserves. Foucault most likely had Marx’s analysis of fac-
tory discipline in mind, but he was more right than he knew. Although frequently 
overlooked, the body occupies an absolutely central place in Marx’s writings 
(Fox, 2015; Fracchia, 2005, 2021).

MARX

In 1844, Marx realised that the emphasis among certain Young Hegelians on 
‘criticism’ as a vehicle of political change was inadequate. In order to break with 
this intellectualist view of politics and the human being, Marx reached out for the 
‘real, corporeal human being, standing on solid ground, exhaling and inhaling all 
the forces of nature’, which he found in the work of Ludwig Feuerbach (Marx and 
Engels, 1975a: 336, translation amended). As an antidote to (Young) Hegelian 
idealism, Marx insists that the human being is ‘a part of nature’, which means that 
it ‘must remain in continuous interchange’ with external nature as its ‘inorganic 
body’. Despite this, the young Marx of 1844 still takes (self-)consciousness to be 
the defining feature of the human being: only by virtue of consciousness is this 
peculiar being a ‘species-being’, capable of elevating itself above the animal by 
relating to itself as a universal being (Marx and Engels, 1975a: 275ff, translation 
amended). In this respect, Marx is still moving within the boundaries of tradi-
tional dualisms of human/animal and mind/body (Bates, 2015; Benton, 1993).

The emphasis on the naturalness and hence also the corporeality of the human 
being is also found in The Holy Family, where Marx accuses Young Hegelians of 
separating ‘the soul from the body’ and thereby reproducing the Christian view 
of the body as something sinful, in contrast to holy nature of the soul (Marx and 
Engels, 1975b: 150, 177).

In the Paris Manuscripts of 1844, Marx had already replaced Feuerbach’s 
abstract notions of love, will and reason with a Hegelian notion of labour in his 
attempt to identify the essence of the human being. In the ‘Theses on Feuerbach’ 
(1845), he radicalises this idea with his claim that we need a materialist appropria-
tion of the idealist emphasis on the subject’s active and transformative relationship 
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to its surroundings in order to counter the tendency in materialist thought – including 
that of Feuerbach – to think of the human being as something purely passive. At the 
same time, however, Marx also breaks with the idea of labour as the human essence: 
essence is replaced with the notion of an ‘ensemble of social relations’, and labour 
is replaced with praxis (Marx and Engels, 1976a: 3ff).

In the manuscripts known as The German Ideology (1845–46), Marx and Engels 
reap the rewards of this fusion of an idealist emphasis on subjectivity and a material-
ist emphasis on corporeality. Human beings are no longer distinguished from other 
animals with reference to consciousness, but rather by the fact that they produce, 
i.e. that their access to means of subsistence requires them to actively transform 
their surroundings – ‘a step which is conditioned by their corporeal organisation’ 
(Marx and Engels, 1976a: 31, translation amended). The human being is, in other 
words, defined by the specific structure of its body, which accordingly becomes 
‘the first fact’ of Marx and Engels’ new materialist social theory (Fracchia, 2005; 
Marx and Engels, 1976a: 31). In an intriguing note in the margin of the manu-
script, Marx traces human historicity to the structure of the human body: ‘humans 
have history because they must produce their life, and indeed must do so in a spe-
cific way: this is given by their corporeal organisation’ (Marx and Engels, 1976a: 
43). Despite these potentially far-reaching ideas, however, the analysis of the body 
remains sketchy and underdeveloped in The German Ideology.

As natural, corporeal beings, humans have certain needs which have to be 
met in order for them to exist. Throughout his entire oeuvre, Marx consistently 
emphasises that although it makes sense to speak of a certain set of basic, natu-
ral needs which have to be met, these needs are always shaped by and fulfilled 
in and through historically specific social relations (Heller, 2018; Marx, 1993: 
278; Marx and Engels, 1977a: 216; Soper, 1981). The ‘production of life’ thus 
‘appears as a double relation: on the one hand as a natural, on the other as a social 
relation’ (Marx and Engels, 1976a: 43).

Inspired by advances in sciences such as physiology, thermodynamics and 
chemistry, Marx begins to incorporate concepts such as energy, force and – most 
importantly – metabolism into his materialist social theory in the early 1850s. 
His theory of the corporeal nature of human subjectivity and historicity is now 
coupled to an understand of labour as a part of a metabolic flow of energy; a 
conception which reinforces the emphasis on corporeality and opens up a radical 
ecological perspective (Foster, 2000: 5; Marx and Engels, 1991b; Rabinbach, 
1992; Saito, 2017: 2; Wendling, 2009: 2).4

In the Grundrisse (1993), written in 1857–58, Marx continues to develop the 
notion of metabolism, which he now connects to ‘labour’ (Arbeit), after a period 
of 12 years (1845–57) in which he reserved that term for the specifically capi-
talist form of ‘activity’ (Tätigkeit). This allows him to develop an analysis of 
the ways in which the logic of capital inserts itself in the processes ‘through 
which the body reproduces its necessary metabolism’, thereby fortifying its 
power on the most fundamental level of social reproduction (Marx, 1993: 640). 
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By inserting itself in this metabolism, capital isolates the proletarian body as a 
‘purely subjective existence’ or a ‘naked life’, cut off from direct access to its 
objective conditions (Marx, 1993: 296, 607ff; Marx and Engels, 1976b: 499). In 
the Grundrisse we also find the first seeds of what will eventually become the 
celebrated analysis of ‘the so-called primitive accumulation’ in Capital. In this 
analysis, Marx demonstrates that the emergence of capitalism was premised on 
a separation between the immediate producers and the means of production, and 
that in order to establish this separation, ‘bloody means of coercion’ had to be 
used against the rebellious bodies of the proletarians in spe (Marx, 1993: 736).

The Grundrisse is also a birthplace for an idea which will become central in 
the analysis of labour and technology in the 1861–3 Manuscript – a 2,500-page 
long and rather chaotic manuscript, initially intended as the continuation of A 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859) – and the first volume of 
Capital: the centrality of tools in the human metabolism. In the Grundrisse, Marx 
begins to refer to tools as organs, i.e. as parts of the human body (Marx, 1993: 
693, 706). This idea is expanded and deepened in Marx’s technological studies in 
the 1861–3 Manuscript and in Capital, most likely under the influence of Charles 
Darwin, whom Marx greatly admired after having read the ‘epoch-making’ On 
the Origin of Species in 1860 (Foster, 2000: 6; Marx, 1990: 461). Marx appears 
to have been particularly interested in Darwin’s analysis of ‘the history of nat-
ural technology, i.e. the formation of the organs of plants and animals, which 
serve as the instruments of production for sustaining their life’ (Marx, 1990: 493; 
Marx and Engels, 1991a: 387). Marx realised that the peculiar thing about human 
beings is that rather than possessing a set of specialised organs which are func-
tionally related to a specific environment, they have a body which enables them 
to use a wide array of different tools, i.e. they are able to couple and uncouple 
organs from their bodies, depending on the environment and the specific task 
at hand. Marx refers to tools as organs because they are a necessary part of the 
human metabolism: ‘just as the human being requires lungs to breathe with, so 
it requires something that is the work of human hands in order to consume the 
forces of nature productively’ (Marx, 1990: 285, 493, 508; Marx and Engels, 
1988: 58, 59, 65, 75f, 295). He thus approvingly quotes Benjamin Franklin’s 
definition of the human being as a ‘tool-making animal’ (Marx, 1990: 286; Marx 
and Engels, 1988: 98). This does not mean that individuals are forced to mediate 
their relationship to the rest of nature through tools, but rather that someone in 
the social units which guarantee the reproduction of the individual will have to.

Even though Marx does not make the connection himself, the analysis of tools in 
the writings from the 1860s could be read as a belated specification of the concept 
of ‘corporeal organisation’ from The German Ideology. There, Marx and Engels 
claimed that humans produce their means of subsistence because of the structure of 
their bodies, but they did not specify what they meant by this. After the introduction 
of the concept of metabolism and the idea of tools as organs, it becomes possible 
to see how the specifically human corporeal organisation is defined by the fact that 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1272

the human body is fitted for the use of tools rather than a specific ecological niche. 
Human produce their means of subsistence because their metabolism with the rest 
of nature is necessarily mediated through tools. Humans have no natural habitat, 
they do not fit in any specific environment – or rather, they fit equally well in all, or 
at least most, environments. The universality of the human being, which the young 
Marx interpreted as a result of (self-)consciousness, is thus now understood to grow 
directly out of human corporeality.

Marx’s theory of the tool-mediated metabolism also allows us to revisit the 
claim from The German Ideology about historicity being the result of the human 
corporeal organisation. The thing about tools is that although they are a kind of 
organ, that is, a part of the body, they are also much easier to separate from the 
rest of the body than organs such as the liver or the skin. Furthermore, although 
tool-use is a necessary moment of the human metabolism, there is no specific set 
of tools which every individual must necessarily make use of. In order for humans 
to live, their metabolism must be organised, but there is no immediately given or 
natural way of organising it. The human being is biologically underdetermined 
by virtue of the structure of its body; it is an unfinished being whose organs are 
produced and circulated in a social environment, where they can also end up as 
someone else’s property and thereby a means of coercion.5 The structure of the 
human body thus entails a unique degree of flexibility with regards to the ways 
in which the social reproduction of human communities can be organised; only 
because of this is something like different modes of production possible, or, in 
other words: human historicity is directly rooted in the structure of the human 
body (Hoffmann, 1982: 96; Malm, 2016: 280; Soper, 1995: 126, 139).

Another topic which also makes its first appearance in the Grundrisse and 
then becomes central to the 1861–3 Manuscript and Capital is the analysis of 
the effects of capitalist production on proletarian bodies. Inspired by Andrew 
Ure’s (2006) apologetic celebrations of capitalist industry, Marx identifies yet 
another Feuerbachian inversion of subject and object in the relationship between 
workers and machinery: instead of workers using tools or machines as organs, 
the capitalist factory becomes an ‘automaton consisting of numerous mechani-
cal and intellectual organs, so that the workers themselves are cast merely as its 
conscious linkages’ (Callard, 1998: 395ff; Marx, 1990: 4, 1993: 692, see also 
690; Marx and Engels, 1991a: 497, 1994: 30, 37). In connection with his studies 
of technology in the 1861–3 Manuscript, Marx then begins to discover how this 
industrial regime involves the radical remoulding of proletarian bodies in order 
to calibrate them to the rhythms of capital – an analysis he continues to develop 
in the first volume of Capital. As competitive pressures force capitalists to con-
stantly revolutionise the production process, workers are compelled to adapt their 
‘own movements to the uniform and unceasing motion of an automaton’ (Marx, 
1990: 546; Marx and Engels, 1988: 332). The ‘compulsion of the workshop … 
introduces simultaneity, regularity and proportionality into the mechanism of 
these different operations, in fact first combines them together in a uniformly 
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operating mechanism’ (Marx and Engels, 1988: 271, see also 259). This corpo-
real calibration is closely connected to energy forms: by replacing the unreliable 
and irregular animate power stemming from the muscles of humans and other 
animals with the unremitting, flexible and submissive power of coal or oil, capital 
greatly enhances its capacity to ensure the worker’s ‘subordination to the system 
of machinery as a whole’ (Malm, 2016: 310; Marx and Engels, 1988: 269, 342, 
1989: 419, 1991a: 488f, see also 491, 497, 1994: 29, 98, 102).

Another place where the corporeal is intensely present in Marx’s text is in his 
powerful, graphic and damning descriptions of the noisy, hot, suffocating, dan-
gerous and claustrophobic realities of the capitalist workplace in Capital. These 
vivid descriptions bring out very well what Joseph Fracchia (2008) calls ‘the 
corporeal depths’ of Marx’s critique of capitalist immiseration. This dimension 
of Marx’s critique is not limited to the production process, but concerns several 
other aspects of the proletarian condition, such as the food available to proletar-
ians. A good example is Marx’s nauseating description of the ingredients of bread 
from the cheap bakeries of nineteenth-century London: ‘human perspiration 
mixed with the discharge of abscesses, cobwebs, dead cockroaches and putrid 
German yeast, not to mention alum, sand and other agreeable mineral ingredi-
ents’ (Marx, 1990: 359, see also 807). The corporeality of capitalist immiseration 
also emerges very clearly in Chapter 25 in the first volume of Capital, where 
Marx provides many examples of the dangerous and unhealthy living conditions 
of the British and Irish proletariat (Marx, 1990: 802ff).

MARXISM

While the body is central to Marx’s social theory and critique of capitalism, the 
same cannot be said of the classical Marxism in the era of the Second 
International. Although Engels (Marx and Engels, 1987: 330, 457), Karl Kautsky 
(1929, 1989), Georgi Plekhanov (1947: 146ff) and Nikolai Bukharin (1928: 5) 
deserve credit for recognising what Kautsky calls the ‘ambiguous nature’ of 
tools, i.e. that they ‘belong to man as his organs and are yet at the same time part 
of his environment’, the conclusions they drew diverged dramatically from those 
reached by Marx. Whereas Marx’s study of the technologically mediated nature 
of the human metabolism in the early 1860s had led him to abandon the idea that 
history was driven by an inherent and transhistorical tendency for the productive 
forces to develop, the first generation of Marxists took the exact opposite path: 
for Kautsky and Plekhanov – and, although to a lesser degree, Engels – the 
analysis of tools became the basis for a determinist conception of history accord-
ing to which ‘the productive forces at man’s disposal determine all his social 
relations’ (Plekhanov, 1971: 115).

Classical Marxists such as Lenin, Antonia Labriola, Rosa Luxemburg, Franz 
Mehring and Rudolf Hilferding were generally not particularly interested in 
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the body. A minor exception is August Bebel, whose influential Women and 
Socialism briefly discusses the differences between the male and the female body 
in order to reject reactionary arguments about the natural inequality of the sexes 
and affirm that woman ‘should have the freedom of disposing of her own body’ 
(1910: XIV). A similar emphasis on women’s right to their own bodies can be 
found in Lenin’s discussion of abortion and contraception (Vogel, 2014: 123).

The situation is not much different among so-called Western Marxists such as 
Georg Lukács,6 Karl Korsch, Antonio Gramsci,7 Lucio Colletti, Louis Althusser 
and Guy Debord. There are a number of exceptions to this general picture, however. 
Corporeality is certainly present in the thought of Freudo-Marxists such as Wilhelm 
Reich, Erich Fromm and Herbert Marcuse, although this is more the result of the 
influence of Freud than a specifically Marxist engagement with the body. The psy-
choanalytical focus on the body as a seat of desire and drive also plays an important 
role in the thought of Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, who identified a 
‘love-hate’ relationship to the body running down through the history of Western 
culture: ‘The body is scorned and rejected as something inferior, enslaved, and at 
the same time is desired as forbidden, reified, estranged’ (Horkheimer and Adorno, 
2002: 193). This ambiguity, which is ultimately grounded in the (class) division 
of labour, reaches its zenith in the fascist unity of violent annihilation and quasi-
religious worshipping of the body; ‘those who extolled the body in Germany, the 
gymnasts and outdoor sports enthusiasts, always had an intimate affinity to killing, 
as nature lovers have to hunting’ (Horkheimer and Adorno, 2002: 195. See also 
Adorno, 2007: 202, 400, 2005: 242; Lee, 2004).

Prior to the corporeal turn of the 1980s, the most consistent effort to make 
the body a central object of theoretical attention took place in the path-breaking 
phenomenological analyses of corporeal experience undertaken by Simone de 
Beauvoir (2015), Frantz Fanon (2008), Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2013) and Jean-
Paul Sartre (2003). Although these thinkers can in varying degrees be labelled 
as Marxists, their analyses of the body remain grounded in a phenomenological 
framework, and their Marxism had more to do with their political engagements 
than their theoretical work. For this reason, it would be misleading to talk of a 
Marxist theory of the body in the work of these thinkers.

Up until the 1970s, it is thus not wrong to say, as Foucault did, that Marxists 
had a tendency to neglect the body. This silence should be understood in rela-
tion to their intellectual context. The eagerness among Western Marxists to break 
with the Darwinism and positivism of orthodox historical materialism and party-
approved Marxism-Leninism tended to result in an absence of interest in the 
natural preconditions of social forms (Foster, 2000: 231, 244ff). Although their 
adherence to materialism committed them to reject the classical idealist dualism 
of mind and body, they did not put the body at the centre of their philosophical 
theories and critique of capitalism in the way Marx did.

The 1970s was also the period where this situation began to change. The 
emerging green movement forced Marxists to reconsider the relationship 
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between capital and nature, and thereby also, on a philosophical level, the rela-
tionship between the human being and the rest of nature. Feminist movements 
similarly led to a surge of Marxist analyses of the entanglement of capitalism and 
the oppression of gendered bodies – an analysis which was expanded to include 
other corporeal hierarchies based on racialisation, sexuality, nationality, etc. The 
uptick in struggles at the point of production also led to a new attention to the 
mechanisms by means of which the body is shaped and disciplined in the capital-
ist labour process. In other words, Marxists began to examine what we could call 
the natural body, the exploited body and the hierarchised body.

NATURAL BODIES

The Western Marxists’ criticism of the Darwinism and positivism of traditional 
Marxism resulted in a certain reluctance to talk of nature, thereby ‘essentially 
ceding that entire domain to positivism’, as John Bellamy Foster (2000: vii) puts 
it. Adorno was once again a partial exception with his analysis of the modern 
quest for the domination of nature as an expression of a profound alienation from 
nature: ‘Enlightenment is … nature made audible in its estrangement’ 
(Horkheimer and Adorno, 2002: 31f; Cook, 2014). It is thus not surprising that 
it was a student of Adorno’s, Alfred Schmidt, who was the first to re-examine 
Marx’s analysis of tools and the concept of metabolism on the basis of an explicit 
critique of Engels’s dialectics of nature and Kautsky’s Darwinian Marxism. In 
Schmidt’s view, Marx’s concept of metabolism ‘introduced a completely new 
understanding of the human relation to nature’ by stressing the double mediation 
of nature and society: not only is the natural world socially mediated – a common 
idea among Western Marxists (Korsch, 1971, 2017: 138ff) – but the social world 
is equally mediated by nature (Schmidt, 2013: 76, 92). Schmidt also underlined 
the importance of human tool use, although this remains an underdeveloped 
aspect of his reading of Marx (Schmidt, 2013: 15, 45f, 101ff).

With the emergence of the green movement it became common to accuse 
Marxism of being on the wrong side of history. The celebration of industry in 
Marxism–Leninism and the enthusiasm for technological mastery of nature in 
traditional Marxism led many to conclude that Marxism – and Marx – rely on 
a ‘promethean’ and dualist conception of the relationship between humans and 
nature. These charges have been confronted head on in the pioneering work of 
Paul Burkett and John Bellamy Foster, who have demonstrated not only that Marx 
was very attentive to the ecological consequences of capitalism but also that his 
critique of political economy remains unsurpassed as a theoretical framework 
for understanding capital’s ongoing destruction of the biosphere (Burkett, 2014; 
Foster, 2000; Foster and Burkett, 2000, 2016). The body is not their primary 
object of analysis, but their attempt to develop a Marxist Ecology has resulted in 
a renewed attention to the importance of the body in Marxist theory. Of particular 
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interest here is the emphasis on the concept of metabolism: drawing on an expres-
sion used by Marx in his critique of the environmental consequences of capitalist 
agriculture in the manuscripts for the third book of Capital, Foster and Burkett 
have developed a theory of the ‘irreparable rift’ in the human metabolism created 
by capital (Marx, 2017: 798; see also Saito, 2017).

Another important Marxist ecological thinker who has written about the body 
is Kate Soper, whose philosophically sophisticated defence of a notion of pre-
discursive nature against post-structuralist idealism in part relies on a trenchant 
analysis of the human body (Soper, 1995, 1981, 1986; see also Gunnarsson, 
2013; Orzeck, 2007). According to Soper, the Marxist emphasis on historical 
specificity and social mediation does not require us to relinquish any notion of 
the natural as something which precedes and sets certain limits for the social. If 
we want to create the strongest possible theoretical foundations for an ecological 
and feminist socialism, we should stick to the idea of a natural body and insist 
on the existence of transhistorical biological needs. At the same time, Soper also 
stresses that humans are ‘endowed with a biology that has enabled them to escape 
the “necessity” of nature in a way denied to other creatures: to live in ways that 
by comparison are extremely underdetermined by nature’ (1995:139).

The perhaps most explicit attempt to ground an ecological critique of capital-
ism in a Marxist theory of the body can be found in the work of Andreas Malm. 
In his study of the historical emergence of fossil capitalism as well as in his 
critique of new materialism, Malm argues that humans have a unique way of 
regulating their metabolism; because of its socially and technologically mediated 
nature, the human metabolism can be infused with all sorts of social relations of 
domination: ‘No other species can be so flexible, so universal, so omnivorous in 
relation to the rest of nature – but for the very same reason, no other species can 
have its metabolism organised through such sharp internal divisions’ (Malm, 
2016: 280; see also McNally, 2001). Because of their dependency upon tools, 
‘humans have a unique propensity to actively order matter so that it solidifies 
their social relations’ (Malm, 2018: 143). Furthermore, Malm also draws atten-
tion to what he calls ‘the peculiar human capacity for energetic division’, i.e. the 
fact that humans are able to connect their organ-tools to external energy sources –  
a unique capacity which further increases the possibility of humans getting caught 
up in complex infrastructures of energy and technology imbued with relations of 
domination (Malm, 2016: 315; see also Scarry, 1985: 250).

EXPLOITED BODIES

Neither traditional nor Western Marxists devoted much attention to the study of 
how capital carves itself into proletarian bodies within the workplace. In the case 
of traditional Marxism, this was partly the result of the idea that the capitalist 
rationalisation of the production process represented the germ of socialism – an 



THE BODY 1277

attitude epitomised in Lenin’s enthusiasm for Taylorism. In this view, it is not the 
concrete character of the labour process which is the primary problem with capi-
talism, but rather the social property relations under which production takes 
place and exploitation that results from these relations (Braverman, 1974: 8ff; 
Postone, 2003). Gramsci tended to follow Lenin in his positive view on 
Taylorism, although more cautiously. Adorno demonstrated a certain attentive-
ness to the inscription of bodies in technological infrastructures, as did Marcuse: 
‘The machine process in the technological universe breaks the innermost privacy 
of freedom and joins sexuality and labor in one unconscious, rhythmic automa-
tism’ (2007: 30; see also Adorno, 2005: 40). However, such criticisms tended to 
remain on a very general and philosophical level, as part of a broad critique of 
the alienating world of capitalist modernity.

Harry Braverman’s Labor and Monopoly Capital (1974) picked up where 
Marx left off. Braverman notes that like all ‘forms of life’, humans ‘sustain them-
selves on their natural environment’ (1974: 45). The specificity of the human 
relationship to the natural environment resides in its lack of coherence, or, as 
Braverman puts it, its ‘indeterminate’ character. The labour required to sustain 
the metabolism of this peculiar animal is not regulated by instincts, and it can 
be separated at several points: the worker can be separated from the tools, the 
motive force can be separated from the labour, and conception can be separated 
from execution (1974: 1). Braverman is especially interested in the latter, which 
he regards as characteristic of the ‘degradation’ of work in the twentieth century. 
In his analysis of Taylorism he shows how capitalist production relies on the sys-
tematic and continuous remoulding of the labouring body: workers are deprived 
of the knowledge of the production process of which they are a part, and their 
bodily movements are meticulously studied in order to split up the entire process, 
rationalise and streamline its part and reassemble it in order to increase produc-
tivity. Capitalist production thus ‘dismembers the worker’ (Braverman, 1974: 82, 
78). The logic of capital is thereby inserted as the mediator in the gaps of the 
fractured proletarian body.

Such an analysis has obvious overlaps with Michel Foucault’s analysis of the 
production of ‘docile bodies’ in modern factories, and Foucault himself read-
ily acknowledged his debt to Marx on this point (Foucault, 1991: 163f, 175, 
221, 2012; see also Guéry and Deleule, 2014). His influential idea of a ‘micro-
physics’ of power and his call to study the corporeal effects of power in turn left 
its mark on several Marxist discussions of production process (Fracchia, 1998; 
Harvey, 2000: 6, 2010: 149; Macherey, 2015).

Since Braverman reintroduced the study of corporeal discipline in the capi-
talist production process and the general ‘corporeal turn’ across the humanities 
and social sciences, several Marxist scholars have turned their attention to the 
effects of the logic of capital on proletarian bodies, within as well as outside 
the workplace. This has resulted in many interesting concrete analyses of top-
ics such as death by starvation in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
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Britain (Rioux, 2019), contemporary garment sweatshops in India (Mezzadri, 
2016), slum cities of the global south (Davis, 2017), indigenous female fur coat 
producers in 1940s Canada (Sangster, 2007) and cosmetic saleswomen in Taiwan 
(Lan, 2003), just to mention a few examples.

HIERARCHISED BODIES

The perhaps most damaging blind spot of Marx’s critique of political economy is 
his failure to systematically examine the processes and social relations through 
which labour power is reproduced, daily as well as generationally. The labour 
required to reproduce labour power has always been forced upon women, and 
Marx’s blind spot reveals a certain tendency of his to naturalise the gendered 
nature of reproductive labour. Marx was relatively progressive compared to many 
other male intellectuals in his time, but the analysis of the situation and oppression 
of women outside of the factory was, to put it mildly, not his forte. Despite some 
attempts in traditional Marxism (Zetkin, Bebel, Lenin), a sustained effort to sys-
tematically integrate gender oppression into Marxist theory did not emerge until 
the ‘domestic labour debate’ of the 1970s, which was centred on the question of 
how to understand women’s unwaged housework in a Marxist perspective 
(Arruzza, 2013; Benston, 2019; Eisenstein, 1979; Sargent, 1981; Vogel, 2014). 
These early Marxists feminists emphasised how capitalism relies upon reproduc-
tive work which takes place outside of workplaces, in the privatised and de-polit-
icised sphere of the home. Because of their economic dependency upon the male 
wage labourer, women are forced to assume responsibility for the generational as 
well as daily reproduction of labour power, a task which not only requires bodily 
work such as pregnancy, lactation, care and so on, but also requires sexual and 
emotional labour in order to ensure the male breadwinner’s ability to return to the 
workplace every day in order to produce surplus value for the capitalist. What 
these debates demonstrated is that capitalism relies on a certain distribution of 
sexed bodies, a regime of corporeal difference in which female bodies are sub-
jected to a distinct form of oppression. The central theoretical role assigned to the 
body in some of these arguments comes out very clearly in the work of Lise Vogel, 
for example, whose theory of gender oppression and capitalism relies on an analy-
sis of the relationship between class structure and the fact that only women have 
the capacity to bear children (Vogel, 2014; see also Brenner and Ramas, 2000).

In addition to this systematic theory and analysis of corporeal hierarchies 
under capitalism, Marxist feminists have also examined the corporeal aspects of 
the history of the capitalist mode of production. Of particular importance here is 
Silvia Federici’s influential study of the ways in which a ‘war against women’ 
was waged in early modern Europe in order to pave the way for capitalism by dis-
ciplining and appropriating the female body (Federici, 2004: 14, see also 2018; 
Mies, 1984: 3).
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Many Black feminists have pointed out that there was a tendency in the 
domestic labour debates of the 1970s to universalise the perspective of the White, 
Western – and, we might add, heterosexual and cis-gendered – woman, leading 
to an inability to adequately theoretically accommodate capital’s reliance on rac-
ism (Davis, 1983; Ferguson, 2019: 103ff; Ferguson and McNally, 2013; Joseph, 
1981; Lewis, 2016: 155ff). Such criticisms opened up important new avenues for 
a Marxist theory of the entanglement of capital and (racialised) bodies.

In recent years, a number of scholars have integrated the insights of earlier 
Marxist feminism into a broader framework and project under the rubric social 
reproduction theory (SRT). SRT concerns itself with the social relations which 
govern all those activities which are not directly incorporated into the circuits 
of capital, but are nevertheless necessary for the daily as well as generational 
reproduction of labour power (Arruzza, 2016; Arruzza et al., 2019; Bhattacharya, 
2017; Ferguson, 2019; Rioux, 2015). By avoiding the presumption of a specific 
site of reproductive labour (e.g. the home) and a specific identity of those who 
perform it (e.g. women), SRT is able to broaden the scope and shed light not 
just on the oppression of women under capitalism, but also on the connection 
between capitalism and racism, transphobia, heteronormativity and other forms 
of oppression.

In the Marxist-Feminist debates of the 1970s and 1980s it was generally assumed 
that the categories of ‘women’ and ‘people with a uterus’ were identical. In recent 
years, this lack of critical engagement with concepts of woman and gender in 
Marxist theory has been remedied by the growing and promising fields of Queer 
and Trans-inclusive Marxism, which offer new and important perspectives on the 
corporeal hierarchies reproduced by the capitalist mode of production (Arruzza, 
2013; Drucker, 2016; Floyd, 2009, 2016; Gleeson, 2019; Gleeson and O’Rourke, 
2021; Lewis, 2016, 2019; Manning, 2015; O’Brien, 2019; Sears, 2017).

Another important research field which has flourished in recent years con-
cerns the relationship between capital and racism. The capitalist mode of pro-
duction has always relied on racialised hierarchies, which has not only allowed 
the capitalist class to exploit colonised and enslaved people but also to curb the 
power of the working class by splitting it along racialised lines. The ‘tendency to 
divide workers by turning their differences into antagonism and hostility’ is, in 
the words of Michael Lebowitz, ‘an essential aspect of the logic of capital’ (2006: 
39). Taking up the thread of Marx’s analysis of racist attitudes towards Irish 
immigrants among British workers in the nineteenth century, several scholars 
have demonstrated the usefulness of understanding contemporary forms of rac-
ism through the lens of Marx’s theory of relative surplus population, according 
to which the immanent dynamics of capitalism constantly uncouple a part of the 
proletariat from the circuits of capital (Anderson, 2016: 4; Benanav and Clegg, 
2018; Deleixhe, 2019; Endnotes, 2010; Marx, 1990: 25; Marx and Engels, 1985: 
88, 120). From such a perspective, scholars have analysed contemporary police 
violence towards and ‘hypercarceration’ of Black people in the USA (Chen, 
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2013; Gilmore, 2006; Rehmann, 2015; Wang, 2018) as well as Islamophobic  
racism in Europe (Farris, 2017). What these and other scholars have demonstrated 
is that capitalism systematically divides the proletariat by nourishing hierarchies 
of racialised bodies which expose people of colour to an extra level of exploita-
tion and violence (Bannerji, 1995; Davis, 1983; Hudis, 2018; McCarthy, 2016; 
Roediger, 2017; Taylor, 2019; Wright, 2015).

Yet another research field where Marxists have pushed the body to the fore-
front is in disability studies. Marxist critics of ableism have forcefully demon-
strated how capitalist relations of production rely on and reproduce an oppressive 
stratification of bodies on the basis of their conduciveness to the valorisation 
of value. Marxist contributions to disability studies thus emphasise that ‘end-
ing the systemic oppression of disabled people demands dismantling capitalism’ 
(Jaffee, 2016: 1; see also Bengtsson, 2017; Gleeson, 1997; Oliver, 1992, 1999; 
Pass, 2014; Russell, 2001; Russell and Malhotra, 2002).

CONCLUSION

Summing up, we can conclude that the body was at the very centre of Marx’s 
thought, on more than one level of abstraction. The body plays an important role 
not only in Marx’s general conception of the human being, nature, society and 
history but also in his critique of the capitalist mode of production. In traditional 
Marxist terminology, the body plays a central role in historical materialism as 
well as in the application of historical materialism to the capitalist mode of pro-
duction. This was initially lost on many of Marx’s followers, but in recent dec-
ades the body has again become a central concern for Marxist scholars, in several 
forms, as a re-reading and re-discovery of Marx’s analysis, as a continuation and 
expansion of topics and themes which were underdeveloped in Marx’s writings, 
or as the conscious effort to fill in gaps in Marxist theory.

Notes

1  I would like to thank the editors and the two anonymous reviewers for their generous and helpful 
criticisms and suggestions. The research published in this chapter has been supported by a postdoc-
toral grant from the Independent Research Fund Denmark (grant 9055-00086B).

2  The literature on this is enormous. For a selection, see Bordo, 1993; Bynum, 1995, 2017; Federici, 
2004; Garrison, 2014; Judovitz, 2001; Kalof, 2014; Laqueur, 1992; Montserrat, 1998; Porter, 1991, 
2002; Quinn, 1993; Robb and Harris, 2013; Smith, 2017.

3  See, for example, Becker et al., 2018; Bordo, 1993; Brook, 1999; Butler, 2011; Ebert, 1995; Foucault, 
1991, 1998; Freund, 1982; Grosz, 1994; Haraway, 1991; Irigaray, 1985; Johnson, 1990; Kirby, 1997; 
Laqueur, 1992; Latour, 2004; Leder, 1990; Nancy, 2008; Scarry, 1985; Sheets-Johnstone, 1990, 2009; 
Shilling, 2012; Spelman, 1982; Turner, 2008; Young, 1980.

4  Marx first used the concept of metabolism in 1851, in a short text called ‘Reflections’ (Saito, 2017: 
70f). Note that in the Collected Works, Stoffwechsel is sometimes translated as ‘material exchange’. 
See Marx and Engels (1977b: 508f, 1978: 590, 1986: 233).
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5  For an analysis of the relationship between the human corporeal organisation and capitalist forms of 
domination, see Mau, 2022.

6  See Floyd, 2006.
7  However, see Pizza, 2012.
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What is the relevance of animals for Marxist thought? Or rather, what is the 
relevance of Marxist thought for animals? What does Marxism have to do with 
animality?1 Before approaching these questions, we have to provide a very brief 
outline of the history of the question of the animal, as it impinges on a wide 
range of contemporary research and debate. The animal matters both practically 
and theoretically, and can be approached as a subject, an object, a notion, an 
image, or a conceptual metaphor.

Animals as subjects, and particularly legal subjects, are the focus of practical 
philosophy, which reconsiders human attitudes towards other species and puts 
an emphasis on the struggle for animal rights and liberation. They are objects for 
natural sciences and sciences of life and environment – ecology, biology, zool-
ogy, zoo-psychology, etc. The notion of the animal we have inherited is grounded 
in a system of (largely Aristotelian) theoretical definitions and is linked to other 
notions, such as human being, life, body, soul, reason, mimesis, etc. Animal as 
image relates to other images in the order of symbolic mediations and operates 
as an element of a metaphoric language used by human beings to talk either to 
themselves about themselves (where images of animals represent certain char-
acteristics or passions of humans), or about others. In the latter case, when ani-
mals (together with aliens, monsters, robots, etc.) are culturally, politically, or 
ideologically enlisted to represent others, they most often stay on the side of the 
subaltern and excluded, such as women, children, migrants, slaves, refugees, or 
the poor.
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When an image and a concept conjugate, i.e. when there is a concept or a 
system of concepts behind the image, we get a conceptual metaphor. This is, 
among others, the case for Marx, in whose writings figures of animals are linked 
to the notions of capitalist and non-capitalist (for instance, feudal) oppression, 
exploitation, and alienation. In Marxian thought, which is itself not particularly 
focused on animals, this conceptual metaphor marks some strong connecting 
points between theory and practice. We will come to these points after a general 
survey of what is understood as theory and what is understood as practice when 
it comes to the question of the animal.

The practical side of the question comprises various strategies for including non-
human animals in the human (and essentially humanist) spheres of the law, rights, 
subjectivity, politics, language, art, communication, cooperation, cognition, recog-
nition, and culture. This tendency is actualized, first of all, by the animal rights and 
animal liberation movements launched in the twentieth century. They were inspired 
by such authors as Peter Singer, who, following Jeremy Bentham and his utilitar-
ian theory, affirmed that animals have interests that must be taken into account 
in our policies and regulations, and, moreover, that they have to be granted equal 
rights not because of their intellectual or other human capacities, but because they 
can actually feel pain (Singer, 1975), or Tom Regan, who considered animals as 
persons equal to humans (Regan, 1983). Deprived of any rights, animal beings 
continue to suffer, and humanity must finally take responsibility for that. From this 
perspective, the question of the animal arises today with real urgency at the borders 
of ethics and politics, on the one hand, and ecology and economy, on the other.

At the intersection of ecology and economy, what is at stake is the industrial 
activity of humans on Earth and the way in which it affects the environment 
(Huber, Chapter 39, this Handbook). Its negative effects are global warming, 
general pollution, the sweeping extinction of various animal species, and other 
disturbing and disastrous phenomena. The scale of these processes is so wide that 
the new term ‘Anthropocene’ was introduced by Eugene F. Stoermer and Paul 
J. Crutzen (Crutzen & Stoermer 2000) as a name for a new geological period 
marked by human activity bringing about irreversible transformations to the 
planet, where the reproduction of one species (homo sapiens) comes at the price 
of the destruction of countless others.

At the intersection of ethics and politics the main problem is the cruel and 
exploitative treatment by humans of other living beings, until now legitimized by 
the bankrupt idea of humans’ superiority over all other species and the absolute 
value of human life which requires, in order to maintain its supremacy, the mas-
sacre of other animals on an industrial scale. The struggle for animal rights, for 
equality, and a respectful attitude towards non-human creatures sets an important 
task for social debate. One of its leading motifs is that violence done by humans 
to other animals is a model for violence done by humans to other humans: such 
are, to take the most obvious examples, sexual or racist violence, whose victims 
are often imagined as animals unable to resist.
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In this practical sense, ‘animal’ is one of the names of the other, the relation 
to whom becomes a matter of ethics and politics. Among such others, one finds 
not only non-human animals but also human ones whose juridical and civilian 
status is in question. The struggle for animal rights – which often foregrounds 
data from the natural sciences about the presence of complex forms of com-
munication, intellect, affects, etc. in various animal species – is a necessary and 
novel step in a broader movement of emancipation concerned with the widening 
of the sphere of rights. In this regard, it was preceded by such powerful historical 
shifts in culture and society as decolonization, the abolition of slavery, as well 
as struggles for the rights of industrial and precarious workers, women, children, 
migrants, minorities, etc.

None of these movements, however, is yet truly complete, and a striking 
description of the social pyramid, suggested by Max Horkheimer in the 1930s, 
thus remains more than relevant today:

A cross section of today’s social structure would have to show the following: At the top, the 
feuding tycoons of the various capitalist power constellations. Below them, the lesser mag-
nates, the large landowners and the entire staff of important co-workers. Below that, and in 
various layers, the large numbers of professionals, smaller employees, political stooges, the 
military and the professors, the engineers and heads of office down to the typists; even 
further down what is left of the independent, small existences, craftsmen, grocers, farmers 
e tutti quanti, then the proletarian, from the most highly paid, skilled workers down to the 
unskilled and the permanently unemployed, the poor, the aged and the sick. It is only below 
these that we encounter the actual foundation of misery on which this structure rises … 
Below the spaces where the coolies of the earth perish by the millions, the indescribable, 
unimaginable suffering of the animals, the animal hell in human society, would have to be 
depicted, the sweat, blood, despair of the animals … The basement of that house is a 
slaughterhouse, its roof a cathedral, but from the windows of the upper floors, it affords a 
really beautiful view of the starry heavens. (Horkheimer, 1978: 66–7)

This slaughterhouse system, upon which the pyramid of domination is actually 
and metaphorically based, has sometimes been compared to the Holocaust. Thus, 
Emmanuel Levinas, who was a prisoner of war in a Nazi camp in 1940–45, made 
the following remark about being observed from the outside, by ‘free’ human 
beings:

But the other men, called free, who had dealings with us or gave us work or orders or even 
smile – and the children and women who passed by and sometimes raised their eyes – 
stripped us of our human skin. We were subhuman, a gang of apes. A small inner murmur, 
the strengths and wretchedness of persecuted people, reminded us of our essence as think-
ing creatures, but we were no longer part of the world … We were beings entrapped in their 
species. (Levinas, 1990: 153)

This recalls the famous quotation – wrongly attributed to Theodor Adorno but in 
fact taken from PETA’s campaign Holocaust on Your Plate – ‘Auschwitz begins 
wherever someone looks at a slaughterhouse and thinks: they’re only animals’ 
(Patterson, 2002: 51). Although Adorno never said that, there is, according to 
Marco Maurizi, ‘much more that Adorno (along with Horkheimer and Marcuse) 
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could contribute toward a better understanding of our relationship with nature 
and to animal studies in general’ (2012: 68). Outlining a Marxist dialectical 
theory of animality building on the tradition of critical theory, Maurizi states 
that: ‘The Frankfurt School has, in turn, underscored how a materialistic ethic 
should ground itself in the solidarity between beings who share suffering, pain 
and death’ (2012: 87–8). It is precisely this solidarity, in Maurizi, that must 
become the praxis of the human–animal relationship.

Whereas ethics posits, first of all, questions regarding the extent of our respon-
sibility towards other animals, interrogating whether they can suffer, love, feel 
compassion, think, communicate, etc., and political thought focuses on the limits 
of violence and the ways to struggle against it, theoretical philosophy questions 
the limits and conditions of possibility of those human–animal relations that 
practical philosophy addresses. Philosophical ontology tries to reflect on the very 
being of the animal and the forms in which subjectivity is constituted; decon-
struction interrogates the frameworks and operations that differentiate between 
the human and the non-human; phenomenology explores animal life-worlds and 
forms of perception; psychoanalysis inquires after the instincts and drives of 
human animals; while anthropology closely borders ethology in studying cultural 
factors and invariants of human beings’ self-determination with regards to others 
that do or do not resemble them.

‘Nothing in nature is as distinct in itself as is the animal, but as its nature is 
the speculative Notion, nothing is so difficult to grasp’, Hegel remarked in his 
Philosophy of Nature (1970: 110). The notion of the animal refers back to fun-
damental philosophical and political issues. Since antiquity, the animal being 
was subject to theoretical reflection. Philosophy constantly creates distinctions 
between humans and animals, suggesting rational thought, language, or the 
awareness of death as criteria for such distinctions. However, it is only now that 
the post-humanist withdrawal of the question of the animal from philosophical 
metaphysics ruled by anthropocentric projections is beginning to take place.

We can identify the emergence of a zoo-philosophy, or zoo-ontology (Wolfe, 
2003), claiming relative theoretical autonomy, against the background of the pro-
cess of separation of philosophy, taking place over the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, from Christian metaphysics, i.e. the divorce between the Mediaeval 
pairing of philosophy and theology. At the turn of the twentieth century philoso-
phy truly encounters the other, who, one might say, replaces the God of tradi-
tional metaphysics. The vertical relation of man to God, who guaranteed the truth 
of being, comes to be supplanted by the horizontal address of another human 
or non-human being. It is precisely this tectonic shift – from the transcendental 
Other of metaphysics to immanent others – that demands not only a new ethics 
and politics but also a new ontology that leads to a radical interrogation of the 
notion of the animal.

More than a notion, ‘animal’ is indeed a metaphor. A metaphor of what? Of 
another life that is supposed to be non-human, but is not entirely indifferent to 
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the human, as it creates the limit of the human – be it an internal limit, the one of 
our corporeal existence, our instinctive life, etc., or an external one, if we are to 
determine and understand ourselves as a difference in terms of our species being. 
It is in this movement towards the other that humanity has to encounter itself.

Theoretical aspects of the question of the animal are to be found in the philo-
sophical critique of the metaphysical tradition and its characteristic binary oppo-
sitions – animal/human, nature/culture, body/spirit, affects/reason, etc. – that 
repress one part and elevate the other, as well as its mechanisms of exclusion of 
the animal from the world of the human, the latter being defined by the author-
ity of reason, logos, language, truth, etc. This critical orientation which aligns 
with a broader trend of thinking difference emerges in Continental philosophy 
mainly in the second half of the twentieth century and is influenced both by the 
poststructuralism of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, and by Jacques Derrida’s 
deconstruction. While in Deleuze and Guattari ‘animal’ appears as a key term in 
the conceptualization of becoming (Deleuze and Guattari, 2005), in the last years 
of his life Derrida seriously delved into the question of animality, deconstructing 
the very notion of the animal, in its opposition to the human, as a literally stupid 
(bête) metaphysical abstraction that has a repressive character. For Derrida, not 
an animal in general, but this particular animal – his own cat looking at him as he 
goes around naked – is the irreducible other, towards whom we feel both shame 
and responsibility (Derrida, 2008).

The line of deconstruction of the figure of the animal in the metaphysical 
tradition takes different paths in the works of Giorgio Agamben, Elisabeth de 
Fontenay, Donna Haraway, Cary Wolfe, and other authors who have elaborated 
new philosophical and interdisciplinary approaches to the non-human (Agamben, 
2004; de Fontenay, 1998; Haraway, 2008; Wolfe, 2010). Among contemporary 
authors who address this issue there is a kind of critical consensus according 
to which in classical European philosophy and metaphysics the figure of the 
animal is repressed, marginal, or negative in comparison to the human being’s 
self-determination.

It is true that the traditional representation of animality has always been 
subjected to an anthropocentric paradigm which now faces intense criticism. 
Philosophical tradition itself is a target of such critique, as it can be reproached 
for what may look like a theoretical legitimization of the idea of superiority of 
the human over other living beings. Contemporary authors accuse past thinkers 
of their neglect of and disrespect towards animals as allegedly deprived of rea-
son, language, freedom, consciousness, or an unconscious, together with other 
characteristics that are considered to be specifically human. It is from this critical 
consensus that post-humanism has emerged. Philosophers like Descartes, Kant, 
Hegel, Heidegger, Lacan, or Levinas are taken to task for their theoretical or 
practical maltreatment of animals. Marx, too, of course, could be included in 
this list, as he shared anthropocentric projections and humanist perspectives on 
animals and nature with other thinkers of his epoch. Not only did he claim that 
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there is an essence of the human opposed to that of other animals, but he also 
believed in technological progress as the promise of humanity’s mastery over 
nature. He generally conceived of the latter as a positive historical achievement, 
indeed one inseparable from communism. However, to limit oneself to such a 
one-sided view of Marx’s account on animality would be to neglect the complex-
ity of his position and its relevance to contemporary debates.

The most problematic tendency within recent cultural interventions against the 
anthropocentric and humanist character of the previous tradition is that animals 
are mostly presented as non-human others. But through the critical appropriation 
of a Marxist perspective we can understand that animals are not others; we are 
animals. Treating animals as others fails to grasp the dialectical character of the 
human/non-human opposition and the interdependence of its two terms. Without 
this dialectical vision, the opposition at stake here can bring us back to a kind of 
philosophical dualism, whose dogmatic tendencies – like turning to one extreme 
while totally rejecting the other – must be overcome. This is the deadlock of the 
liberal understanding of the figure of the other – as an autonomous entity, with 
whom I have nothing in common, and with regards to whom I have to develop 
this or that communicative strategy. One looks at an other from the point of view 
of sameness, or a supposedly stable self-identity: I am here, and the other (an 
animal, an alien, a migrant, a woman, a refugee, a zombie, etc.) is there; I have 
to deal with them, and if I am hospitable and friendly, I have to provide them 
with some recognition, support, etc.; this is a matter of policy. However, even if 
the other is fully respected, loved, and welcomed, it is after all still the other and 
not me, and my position towards that other that is not quite here where I am, but 
always somewhere else, thus remaining in a position of power, even if of a very 
kind and democratic type.

There are, however, at least two intellectual movements that immanently pro-
duce a tool to break through this predicament. These movements are Marxism 
and psychoanalysis, and the tool they give us is a dialectical vision of ourselves 
as others. Psychoanalysis teaches us that the other (say, the animal) is within, 
and the unconscious is the effect of our constitutive self-alteration. If the psy-
choanalytical animal signals repression, the Marxian animal denotes oppression. 
Marxism destroys the position of power, once we grasp it not as a stable system 
of doctrinal statements, but as a living, developing structure whose mobility is 
explained by an inherent and constant passage from theory to practice. Not only 
does Marx show, in a humanist register, that workers are treated like animals, but 
he allows us to understand, through identifying with the position of the workers, 
how animals are treated. This is the key point of a Marxian approach to animality. 
Where there is a gap between the two, Marx builds a bridge.

Marx was of course preoccupied, both theoretically and practically, with the 
problems of human society and human history. On the level of practice, he did 
not really say much about issues concerning animal liberation, his preoccupation 
being the communist liberation of humanity. On the level of theory, he made a 
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clear distinction between humans and other animals. In the most significant work 
of his early, humanist period, the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 
1844, he defined the human essence as universal production and opposed human 
beings as essentially free producers to other animals who may also produce 
things, but do so only in order to immediately satisfy their natural needs:

Admittedly animals also produce. They build themselves nests, dwellings, like the bees, bea-
vers, ants, etc. But an animal only produces what it immediately needs for itself or its young. 
It produces one-sidedly, whilst man produces universally. It produces only under the domin-
ion of immediate physical need, whilst man produces even when he is free from physical 
need and only truly produces in freedom therefrom. (Marx and Engels, 2010: 276)

So, human beings produce even when they do not necessarily need to. They 
produce not simply out of their need, but out of their freedom. By producing 
without being forced to by whatever necessity or need, they express their essen-
tial freedom. Moreover, Marx differentiates between a bird building a nest as 
instinctual behaviour and a human being building a house as conscious 
activity:

The animal is immediately one with its life activity. It does not distinguish itself from it. It is 
its life activity. Man makes his life activity itself the object of his will and of his consciousness. 
He has conscious life activity. It is not a determination with which he directly merges. 
Conscious life activity distinguishes man immediately from animal life activity. It is just 
because of this that he is a species-being. (Marx and Engels, 2010: 276)

The term species-being, Gattungswesen, applied to humankind, was borrowed 
from Ludwig Feuerbach. Marx related this definition to a universal character of 
humans’ transformative activity on Earth:

Man is a species-being, not only because in practice and in theory he adopts the species (his 
own as well as those of other things) as his object, but – and this is only another way of 
expressing it – also because he treats himself as the actual, living species; because he treats 
himself as a universal and therefore a free being. (Marx and Engels, 2010: 275)

In contrast to a multiplicity of biological species, a species-being is not clearly 
determined by its environment, not specialized on something particular, like 
hunting, or fishing, or digging the earth. Being initially indeterminate, the human 
being can instead freely choose any of these or other activities and engage in 
them as part of the process of production. As Marx and Engels famously note in 
the German Ideology, in communist society, when labour will be liberated, these 
activities will vary freely not only from one day to another, but even within the 
same day: we will be able ‘to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear 
cattle in the evening, criticize after dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever 
becoming hunter, fisherman, herdsman or critic’ (Marx and Engels, 1976a: 47). 
Note that this prophetic vision of communism presented by Marx in the context 
of the critique of the traditional and current forms of the distribution of labour 
does not imply the liberation of animals – all activities mentioned here deal with 
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animals as mere material resources to satisfy human needs. The only exception 
is the intellectual work of criticizing: hopefully, in the evening liberated com-
munists will criticize what they did to other animals during the day. Marx did not 
seriously think about that, but we do: only if this potential critique can pass from 
theory to practice, will real equality be achieved, when no one will be treated as 
cattle, including cattle themselves.

However, we are not living in a communist society. We do not experience any 
other reality than a capitalist mode of production, and what Marx criticizes is 
political economy, where workers are treated exactly like cattle: ‘political econ-
omy knows the worker only as a working animal – as a beast reduced to the strict-
est bodily needs’, who, ‘the same as any horse, must get as much as will enable 
him to work’ (Marx and Engels, 2010: 241). One might say that this reduction 
of a worker to a horse is a kind of enslavement, but there is a small distinction 
that makes a huge difference and opens the way for Marx’s theory of alienation 
(Wendling, Chapter 28, this Handbook): the worker does not work for free, as 
they receive some money as a wage, although this wage can only cover their 
immediate expenses, i.e. their survival ‘as a horse’ (which is, of course, not so 
different from slavery). But the point is not the formal question of waged versus 
unwaged labour. What is crucial is not so much that, in contrast to their dumb 
comrade working horse, workers do not work for free, but that they work freely. 
Their labour for someone else’s profit is their conscious activity, or, as is said, 
their free (if constrained) choice. They consciously make themselves working 
animals in order to survive (as working animals):

It is only because [man] is a species being that he is a conscious being, i.e. that his own 
life-activity is an object for him. Only because of that is his activity free activity. Estranged 
labor reverses this relationship, so that it is just because man is a conscious being that he 
makes his life-activity, his essential being, a mere means to his existence. (Marx and Engels, 
2010: 276)

What is alienated, thus, is not only the product of labour, and labour itself, but 
also and mainly the very freedom that is human essence, now turned into a 
means of biological survival for the human animal. In order to survive as an 
animal, i.e. to satisfy my basic natural needs (food, dwelling, etc.), I freely chose 
to exchange my very essence into working hours and sell it to the owner of the 
means of production, of which my labour becomes a part, and thus actually turn 
my freedom into slavery. How does this happen? Here is Marx’s explanation of 
what constitutes the alienation of labour:

First, the fact that labor is external to the worker, i.e., it does not belong to his intrinsic 
nature; that in his work, therefore, he does not affirm himself but denies himself, does not 
feel content but unhappy, does not develop freely his physical and mental energy but morti-
fies his body and ruins his mind. The worker therefore only feels himself outside his work, 
and in his work feels outside himself. He feels at home when he is not working, and when 
he is working he does not feel at home. His labor is therefore not voluntary, but coerced; it 
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is forced labor. It is therefore not the satisfaction of a need; it is merely a means to satisfy 
needs external to it. (Marx and Engels, 2010: 274)

Alienated labour, in which ‘Life itself appears only as a means to life’ (Marx and 
Engels, 2010: 276), is the mirror stage at which a working human animal identi-
fies with a working non-human animal:

As a result, therefore, man (the worker) only feels himself freely active in his animal functions 
– eating, drinking, procreating, or at most in his dwelling and in dressing-up, etc.; and in his 
human functions he no longer feels himself to be anything but an animal. What is animal 
becomes human and what is human becomes animal. (Marx and Engels, 2010: 275)

In alienated labour, the human being is deprived of their essence, i.e. their free 
and conscious productive activity. It is transformed into working hours and 
exchanged for the wages that allow them to maintain their animal life. This pro-
cess is characterized by Marx as the dehumanization of the human but thinking 
of it in terms of a mere reduction of human beings to an animal state is not quite 
accurate. In fact, what remains of the worker when their human essence is taken 
out of them and put into a product that does not belong to them, is not an animal 
in the proper sense, but something else. This is in no way a reverse evolution, as 
though labour, which once transformed a monkey into a human being, now trans-
forms a human being back into a monkey. According to Frank Ruda, who pro-
poses a brilliant analysis of the figure of the worker in Marx, alienated labour 
makes one less than an animal (2014: 17). Whereas the animal is, as Marx says, 
identical with its life-activity, the worker’s essential life-activity is estranged 
from them. Their very species-life vanishes, and they thus become a kind of 
living dead. In the chapter ‘Human Requirements and Division of Labor under 
the Rule of Private Property’ Marx describes the conditions of the worker’s life 
which, in contrast to the animal condition, are not natural, but denaturalized as 
well as dehumanized:

This estrangement manifests itself in part in that the sophistication of needs and of the 
means (of their satisfaction) on the one side produces a bestial barbarization, a complete, 
crude, abstract simplicity of need, on the other; or rather in that it merely reproduces itself 
in its opposite. Even the need for fresh air ceases to be a need for the worker. Man returns 
to a cave dwelling, which is now, however, contaminated with the pestilential breath of 
civilization, and which he continues to occupy only precariously, it being for him an alien 
habitation which can be withdrawn from him any day – a place from which, if he does not 
pay, he can be thrown out any day. For this mortuary he has to pay. A dwelling in the light, 
which Prometheus in Aeschylus designated as one of the greatest boons, by means of which 
he made the savage into a human being, ceases to exist for the worker. Light, air, etc. – the 
simplest animal cleanliness – ceases to be a need for man. Filth, this stagnation and putrefac-
tion of man – the sewage of civilization (speaking quite literally) – comes to be the element 
of life – for him. Utter, unnatural depravation, putrefied nature, comes to be his life-element. 
None of his senses exist any longer, and (each has ceased to function) not only in its human 
fashion, but in an inhuman fashion, so that it does not exist even in an animal fashion … It 
is not only that man has no human needs – even his animal needs cease to exist. (Marx and 
Engels, 2010: 308)
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After some pages Marx returns to his comparison of the worker’s condition to 
cave dwelling and insists on its unnatural and alienated character. A worker is not 
at home, but at someone else’s house, where he does not really live, but dwells 
for rent, giving ‘up to it his own blood and sweat’:

We have said above that man is regressing to the cave dwelling, etc. – but he is regressing 
to it in an estranged, malignant form. The savage in his cave – a natural element which freely 
offers itself for his use and protection – feels himself no more a stranger, or rather feels as 
much at home as a fish in water. But the cellar dwelling of the poor man is a hostile element, 
‘a dwelling which remains an alien power and only gives itself up to him insofar as he gives 
up to it his own blood and sweat’ – a dwelling which he cannot regard as his own hearth 
– where he might at last exclaim: ‘Here I am at home’ – but where instead he finds himself 
in someone else’s house, in the house of a stranger who always watches him and throws 
him out if he does not pay his rent. He is also aware of the contrast in quality between his 
dwelling and a human dwelling that stands in the other world, in the heaven of wealth. 
(Marx and Engels, 2010: 314)

The contrast between the worker’s unnatural cave dwelling and ‘a human dwell-
ing’ standing ‘in the heaven of wealth’, presented by Marx, evokes the image 
of a pyramid of social inequality depicted by Horkheimer. Here, again, the 
upper level of the wealthiest hovers above the clouds, whereas the lowest level 
is beneath the ground. Let us note that until now, this vertical structure remains 
the same: at the top of their skyscrapers are the owners of capital, whereas the 
mass of the poorest live and work literally in the basements, in underground 
sweatshops and windowless factories. It is as if workers already inhabit the 
graves that they dig for the bourgeoisie (taking the famous metaphor of the 
proletarian as a grave-digger from the Communist Manifesto (Marx and Engels, 
1976b: 496)). What immediately comes to mind here is the figure of an animal 
that was crucial to Marx – the ‘mole’ of history, a blind tiny creature that bur-
rows the ground with its sharp claws and thus undermines the root system of 
the present without even being aware of the fact that it will eventually see the 
light at the end of its tunnel.

Unlike the Marxian worker, however, the burrowing mole lives in its natural 
element – like the other creatures Marx mentions as feeling at home in their 
respective elements, a cave man and, of course, a fish in water. It is interesting 
to note that this is not the only place where Marx turns to the image of a fish. 
A fish in water is more notably presented in the German Ideology, where Marx 
criticizes Feuerbach for his ‘misunderstanding of existing reality’. Such misun-
derstanding derives from the idea that ‘the conditions of existence, the mode of 
life and activity of an animal or human individual are those in which its “essence” 
feels itself satisfied’. If someone or something is not satisfied by their condi-
tions of existence, this is, according to this view, an exception and an ‘unhappy 
chance’. This is Marx’s retort:

Thus if millions of proletarians feel by no means contented with their living conditions, if 
their ‘existence’ does not in the least correspond to their ‘essence’, then, according to the 
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passage quoted, this is an unavoidable misfortune, which must be borne quietly. The millions 
of proletarians and communists, however, think differently and will prove this in time, when 
they bring their ‘existence’ into harmony with their ‘essence’ in a practical way, by means of 
a revolution. (Marx and Engels, 1976a: 58)

And this is where a fish suddenly appears, signalling a trademark Marxian pas-
sage between theory and praxis, in which a dialectic of the human and the animal 
is manifest:

The ‘essence’ of the fish is its ‘being’, water … The ‘essence’ of the freshwater fish is the 
water of a river. But the latter ceases to be the ‘essence’ of the fish and is no longer a suit-
able medium of existence as soon as the river is made to serve industry, as soon as it is 
polluted by dyes and other waste products and navigated by steamboats, or as soon as its 
water is diverted into canals where simple drainage can deprive the fish of its medium of 
existence. (Marx and Engels, 2010: 58–9)

In this passage, as Lawrence Wilde comments, Marx touches upon the problem 
that ‘the development of modern production methods prevents animals from 
meeting their essential needs’ (2000: 46). This passage also links Marx to eco-
logical thinking, in that it shows how not only workers, but all animals and the 
rest of nature fall prey to the capitalist exploitation of the Earth. Recent debates 
within Marxist environmental criticism have developed this line of inquiry: the 
greatest damage to the environment associated with the Anthropocene (or, better, 
Capitalocene) and its negative consequences is brought not by human beings as 
species but by a particular mode of production that tends to transform all living 
forms into commodities (Foster and Clark, 2020; Malm, 2018; Moore, 2015). 
The particular case of fish was carefully examined by sociologists Longo, 
Clausen, and Clark in their book The Tragedy of Commodity: Oceans, Fisheries, 
and Aquacultures. From the 1,000-year history of the bluefin tuna fishery in the 
Mediterranean to the modern Pacific salmon industry, the authors explore how 
the modern expansion of the seafood market system dramatically destroys eco-
systems (Longo et al., 2015). Animal bodies are not only exploited as bodies but 
manipulated as machines for the production of profit. This is what, analysing 
aquaculture, Troy Vettese (2020) describes as ‘real subsumption’ – a term used 
by Marx to designate the way in which capital creates its own conditions of pro-
duction by designing the very modes of existence and social relations (Saenz de 
Sicilia, Chapter 33, this Handbook):

Aquaculture illustrates the shift from formal to real subsumption: as populations of many 
fish species have crashed since the 1990s, there has been a shift to raising fish as livestock. 
Farmed fish are fed more frequently and richly than they would eat in the wild to fatten 
them faster. Their size can be further increased through hormonal treatment that can accel-
erate growth; hormonal treatment can even change a fish’s sex, which could be advanta-
geous if there is pronounced dimorphism in a species … The scale of production can be 
expanded by concentrating fish far beyond what would be possible in the wild, with all of 
the attendant problems this brings in terms of waste and disease. The latter can be partially 
mitigated by plentiful resort to antibiotics, while the former can be a burden imposed on 
others. (Vettese, 2020)



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1298

Capitalist aquacultures not only make profits on fishing but really subsume 
animal organisms according to the needs of growing markets: why not consider 
this process as one of estrangement of the very essence of fish as living beings? 
Deprived of its natural element, the Marxian fish draws a connection between 
animals, proletarians, and communists. It silently denotes the necessity and 
urgency of a universal revolutionary transformation. And if the fish cannot make 
a revolution, in Marx, there are people who can. It is a matter of solidarity that 
can only be universal and that must break the borders between species in order 
to bring them to their being from that state of nothingness where they still dwell, 
in the misery wrought by the systemic injustice of the world that Marx invites us 
to change.

Note

1  This chapter was produced in the framework of a grant from the Russian Science Foundation, Project 
No 20-68-46044: ‘Imaginary Anthropocene: Environmental Knowledge Production and Transfers in 
Siberia in the XXth-XXIst Centuries’.
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SATISFYING WANTS

On the opening page of the first section and chapter of Capital, Vol. 1 Karl Marx 
writes:

A commodity is, in the first place, an object outside us, a thing that by its properties satisfies 
human wants of some sort or another. The nature of such wants, whether, for instance, they 
spring from the stomach or from fancy, makes no difference. Neither are we here concerned 
to know how the object satisfies these wants, whether directly as means of subsistence or 
indirectly as means of production.1 (Marx, 1967: 43)

This statement is accompanied by a footnote citing the economist Nicolas 
Barbon proclaiming that ‘desire implies want, it is the appetite of the mind, and 
as natural as hunger to the body’ (Marx, 1967: 43).2 Marx may not have held that 
desire is natural or ahistorical, as Barbon implies, but in Capital the content and 
specificity of human desire is not his concern; it ‘makes no difference’. What 
would it take to include desire in his analysis, to ask where desires ‘spring from’, 
to insist that they do make a difference or to explore how they could become 
different?

In his Companion to Marx’s Capital David Harvey repeatedly uses a trio of 
words – ‘wants, needs or desires’ – to capture what use-values satisfy in humans 
(Harvey, 2010: 16, 22, 25, 129, 327). In Das Kapital Marx tends to use the 
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German word Bedürfnis, which the two major English translations generally ren-
der as ‘want’ rather than ‘need’ (although Bedürfnis implies both).3 However, it is 
less easy to draw neat distinctions between the three words Harvey chooses than 
it might seem, especially in the context of Marx’s arguments, which are so keen 
to push the complicated and complicating question of human motivations and 
passions aside. ‘Want’ is more neutral-sounding than ‘desire’: it implies a more 
tepid, less passionate kind of feeling; it is also less natural-sounding than ‘need’. 
According to Giorgio Agamben, ‘desire’ is ‘tied to imagination, insatiable and 
boundless’ whereas ‘need’, its inverse, is ‘tied to corporeal reality, measurable 
and theoretically able to be satisfied’ (1993: 26). But Marx perceives that even 
those wants that appear necessary for survival are also historical and cultural, 
suggesting that the realms Agamben outlines are not as distinct as he claims. 
Even seemingly ‘natural wants’, Marx says, ‘such as food, clothing, fuel, and 
housing’, change not only according to climate or geographical location but also 
according to social context: ‘the number and extent of his so-called necessary 
wants, as also the modes of satisfying them, are themselves the product of histori-
cal development’ (1967: 168).4 The limits of satiability are not fixed or eternal; 
even the stomach is partly governed by fancy. As Theodor Adorno observes in his 
‘Theses on Need’ [‘Thesen über Bedürfnis’]: ‘need is a social category’ (2017: 
102). Distinguishing biological needs from social ones or outlining needs posi-
tively is almost impossible: ‘existing needs are themselves, in their present form, 
produced by class society’ (Adorno, 2017: 103). With this in mind I will begin by 
following Harvey in considering want, need and desire together, as intertwined 
if not interchangeable terms, when considering Marx’s discussions of use-value 
in Capital.

Unlike exchange value, which abstracts from the material properties of 
objects, use-value is related to the properties of objects themselves but only inso-
far as people care about those properties. Exchange value extinguishes the quali-
tative differences between use-values and transforms them into quantities. Iron, 
corn, diamonds, blacking, silk, gold, wheat, linen, coats, bibles – Marx some-
times implies that the qualitative differences between the use-values he discusses 
are self-evident or inhere in the things themselves, but ultimately use-value is 
determined by the relations of people to things. People want, need or desire use-
values due to their qualitative properties, but there can be any number of reasons 
for wanting, needing or desiring something. Some things might have customary 
uses (to borrow Marx’s example, coats are customarily used for keeping warm), 
but use-value is not identical to most common-sense definitions of utility and is 
thus far more capacious than this kind of example might superficially suggest. 
To make the coat a use-value it doesn’t matter what someone does with it once 
they have it or what they want it for in the first place but simply that they want it.

While it might be empirically the case that some yards of linen are not a coat, 
when Marx declares that ‘coats are not exchanged for coats’ as if this were a self-
evident fact, we can see the limits of his occasional practice of casually implying 
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an equation of use-value with the material properties of objects (Marx, 1967: 49). 
Marx’s point is simply that there is no reason for someone to exchange something 
for the exact same thing, but someone might want to exchange a coat for another 
coat, not only because there are qualitative, material differences between coats 
themselves – green coats, blue coats, felt coats, velvet coats, trench coats, pea 
coats, coats with golden trim, coats with floral linings, etc. – but because people 
might want a different coat to the one they already have for any number of subjec-
tive reasons, ranging from the eminently practical to the frankly peculiar: to keep 
warm, to look fashionable, to wear as a costume in a play, to add to their collec-
tion of antique clothing, because this particular coat that is otherwise identical 
to the one they already own once belonged to their favourite celebrity or former 
lover, etc. Later, Marx gives the example of a weaver who chooses to exchange 
their linen for a bible for purposes of ‘edification’ (Marx, 1967: 107), but this 
specific example of a use for the bible could be substituted for any other; it makes 
no difference what the weaver wants, needs or desires the bible for to make the 
bible a use-value – all that matters is that the weaver wants, needs or desires it. To 
reiterate: although use-value is subjective rather than objective and is determined 
by the wants, needs or desires of people, for the purposes of his arguments in 
Capital Marx is only concerned with whether someone wants, needs or desires to 
exchange something for something else. ‘Could commodities themselves speak, 
they would say: Our use-value may be a thing that interests men. It is no part of 
us as objects’ (Marx, 1967: 87) – in Capital Marx’s ventriloquized commodities 
say more than the people who may be interested in them as use-values. What is 
the content of that human interest? Use-value is presented by Marx as ‘plain, 
homely, bodily’ (Marx, 1967: 54). ‘There is nothing mysterious’ about a com-
modity considered solely in relation to its use, he declares (Marx, 1967: 76). 
For Marx, value is weird and ethereal whereas use-value is coarse and material: 
‘The mystical character of commodities does not … originate in their use-value’ 
(Marx, 1967: 77). Marx demonstrates that value (socially necessary labour time) 
lies hidden behind exchange value, but human wants, needs and desires also lie 
hidden behind use-value. Use-values take varied forms, which are dissolved in 
exchange value, but the forms of want, need and desire that dictate whether they 
will be exchanged for other use-values are even more varied.

Money, Marx writes, is a ‘radical leveller’ that ‘does away with all distinc-
tions’, yet in Capital the ‘qualitative difference between commodities … extin-
guished in money’ has a counterpart in his analysis which extinguishes the 
qualitative differences between wants, needs and desires and effectively excludes 
them as factors in his analysis of capitalist accumulation (Marx, 1967: 132). 
Returning to the opening page of Capital, Marx declares that ‘to discover the 
uses of things is the work of history’ (Marx, 1967: 43). Again he cites Barbon, 
refuting the economist’s statement that things are intrinsically useful by noting 
that magnets only became useful to people once their polarity was discovered. Yet 
this example implies that use-values inhere in things rather than being dependent 
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on the historically shifting wants, needs and desires of people who not only dis-
cover uses for things but also create them. The question remains, therefore, to 
what extent wants, needs and desires are shaped or determined by history and, 
more specifically, by living under capitalism in its different stages or phases. To 
cite György Lukács’s famous extension of Marx’s analysis of the commodity 
form in History and Class Consciousness (1923), under capitalism ‘a relation 
between people takes on the character of a thing’ (Lukács, 1923). The logic of 
exchange value extends to social relations so that human subjects confront one 
another as static, autonomous objects: isolated, compartmentalized, equivalent, 
thing-like. For Lukács, formal abstraction pervades social life. This implies that 
people’s qualitative desires themselves appear as being as interchangeable as use-
values expressed as quantifiable exchange values, an implication pushed further 
by Adorno, who was more pessimistic than Lukács about the capacity of the 
proletariat to resist the brutal logic of abstraction.

The status of history here remains ambiguous, however. Is desire something 
distorted by capitalism that can be excavated or recovered or is it something 
inseparable from it that can only be sublated or remade? Can desires formed by 
existing social relations only reproduce those social relations or can they envis-
age a world beyond them? How would abolishing the commodity form transform 
desire, meaning both the relations of people to things and the relations between 
people? If needs were met would desires be obsolete? Adorno implies that this 
question is impossible to answer: ‘If production were immediately, uncondition-
ally and unrestrictedly reorganised according to the satisfaction of needs – even 
and especially those produced by capitalism – then the needs themselves would 
be decisively transformed’ (Adorno, 2017: 103). This chapter is not an attempt 
to provide an answer to these questions, nor does it attempt to give an exhaus-
tive or definitive account of Marxist understandings of desire. Instead, by begin-
ning by noting desire’s effective absence from the pages of Capital I hope to 
foreground desire’s ambiguous and somewhat troubling (or at least troublesome) 
status within the Marxist tradition, before exploring some scattered examples 
of attempts to conceptualize desire in more explicit terms than Marx himself 
articulated.

DESIRABLE COMMODITIES

Descriptions of people’s desires do occasionally appear on the pages of Capital, 
but the desiring people imagined are usually bourgeois and their desires are usu-
ally for increased profit and power. Marx speaks of their ‘love of lucre’ and in a 
section on hoarding describes the ‘passionate desire’ to stockpile money, pictur-
ing avaricious capitalists captivated by gold, by value in its ‘glittering incarna-
tion’ (Marx, 1967: 215, 130). The hoarder ‘makes a sacrifice of the lusts of the 
flesh to his gold fetish’ (Marx, 1967: 133); commodity fetishism begets sexual 
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fetishism and displaces sensuality. Later, he refers to the ‘cupidity of mill-own-
ers’ whose ‘were-wolf’s hunger for surplus value’ is like a fiendish companion 
to the ‘vampire thirst’ of capital for living labour (Marx, 1967: 233, 245). He 
speaks with pithy disdain of the hypocritical capitalist who may be a sanctimoni-
ous ‘model citizen, perhaps a Member of the Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals’, but notes by way of a visceral metaphor that the heart which 
‘seems to throb’ in the capitalist’s breast is not their own but the heart of the 
worker whose labour power they are intent on exploiting (Marx, 1967: 255). This 
is a slight twist on a metaphor that appears a few pages earlier: ‘a man’s heart is 
a wonderful thing, especially when carried in the purse’ (Marx, 1967: 219). The 
capitalist’s purse drips with the blood of the worker’s still-beating heart. The 
desires of the worker are subordinated to and circumscribed by those of the capi-
talist, whose own libidinal energies are channelled through and satisfied by the 
market. When discussing workers’ consumption in Capital Marx’s emphasis is 
on subsistence, on the capitalist’s motivation to pay wages which cover only the 
bare minimum necessary for the reproduction of labour power (with the usual 
caveat that the perceived minimum is culturally and historically variable) (Marx, 
1967: 536–8). The worker in Capital is generally presented in their role as a 
seller of their labour power rather than as a buyer of commodities. However, in 
Grundrisse he acknowledges that although the capitalist may want his own 
workers to be abstemious, workers employed by others ‘stand towards him as 
consumers. In spite of all “pious” speeches he therefore searches for means to 
spur them on to consumption, to give his wares new charms, to inspire them with 
new needs by constant chatter etc’ (Marx, 1993: 287).

Capital was published in 1867. Soon after, due to shifts in capitalist develop-
ment and modes of production, more emphasis began to be placed on the rela-
tionships between production, consumption and emotional life; new charms and 
corresponding new desires proliferated. Capitalists began to harness, shape and 
direct desire in more elaborate, explicit and sophisticated ways than Marx had 
envisaged. Advertising executives emerged as theoreticians of desire, masters of 
seduction, obsessed with manufacturing new needs to enable the proliferation 
of new commodities. America blazed the trail in the development of consumer 
capitalism, as William R. Leach discusses in Land of Desire: Merchants, Power, 
and the Rise of a New American Culture:

The United States was the first country in the world to have an economy devoted to mass 
production, and it was the first to create the mass consumer institutions and the mass con-
sumer enticements that rose up in tandem to market and sell the mass-produced goods. 
(Leach, 1993: 11–12)

The generation of surplus value and extraction of value was tied to the generation 
and extraction of surplus desire. Leach traces the enmeshed organizations and 
institutions involved in this process – from government agencies to corporations, 
from labour unions to universities – but also highlights the extent 
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to which realizing these new economic models relied on aesthetic, sexual and 
psychological theories. These theories were historically specific, but they tended 
to assume desire itself was eternal, something to be tapped into and profited from 
rather than something to produce or invent.

Kevin Floyd provides a succinct gloss of the history of capital accumula-
tion and the management of crisis in The Reification of Desire: Toward a Queer 
Marxism (2009). The early twentieth century, Floyd explains, saw an ‘accelera-
tion of demand inducement’ (2009: 51). In the USA, Fordism enabled a coordi-
nation of production and consumption, securing the longest boom in the history 
of capitalism in the country (lasting from the early 1950s to the late 1960s). This 
precipitated the extension of the commodity relation to ever more spheres of exis-
tence, shifting the emphasis from norms of production to norms of consumption, 
which in turn participated in ‘a normalization of social life operating increasingly 
at the moment of consumption’ (Floyd, 2009: 51).5 As the theorist of regulation 
Howard Braverman, whose arguments Floyd engages with, writes in Labour and 
Monopoly Capitalism (1974):

So enterprising is capital that even where the effort is made by one or another section of the 
population to find a way to nature, sport, or art through personal activity and amateur or 
“underground” innovation, these activities are rapidly incorporated into the market so far as 
is possible. (Braverman, 1974: 193)

Leach’s emphasis is on the technologies and forums developed to market prod-
ucts and the flourishing of new techniques of display (in spaces like the depart-
ment store which emerged in the late nineteenth century) whereas Floyd and 
Braverman also discuss the commodification of services and activities that led to 
the reification of the most intimate spheres of daily life. Work time and leisure 
time became increasingly experientially distinct at precisely the moment produc-
tion and consumption were coordinated, the latter as much governed by the 
exigencies of capitalism as the former. The repetitive, routine, rhythmic qualities 
of industrial labour found a compensatory counterpart in proliferating, com-
modified leisure activities, the enforced tedium of the former set in contrast to 
the fun and frivolity of the latter.

For Floyd, these processes extended to sex and sexuality. He declares that ‘the 
reification of sexual desire … emerges from within capital’s structural volatil-
ity’ (2009: 55) and observes that this emergence was contemporaneous with the 
popularizing of psychoanalysis in America. Adam Curtis presents a crass version 
of this argument in the 2002 documentary The Century of the Self, which makes 
much of the fact that Sigmund Freud’s nephew Edward Bernays played a major 
role in the burgeoning the American advertising industry. Floyd is more careful 
in his positioning of psychoanalysis within the history of capitalism; he insists on 
historicizing the advertising industry’s relation to commodity production, which 
he then connects to the emergence and popularization of a particular conceptu-
alization of both sexuality and temporality.6 According to Floyd, psychoanalysis 
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proposed a vision of sexual desire with a temporality distinct from social life 
while simultaneously proposing that desire determined social life. At a moment 
when changes in the division of labour were taking place and in which ‘personal 
life is epistemologically disciplined by exchange value’, sexual urges and drives 
were detached from bodily capacities and ascribed an abstract, reified temporal-
ity (Floyd, 2009: 55).

Floyd reads psychoanalysis symptomatically, but in the period he is analys-
ing Herbert Marcuse proposed an unorthodox reading of Freud that he claimed 
might serve as an antidote to capitalism. In Eros and Civilization (1955) Marcuse 
argues that Freud was mistaken to claim that the instincts he described were uni-
versal and unchangeable rather than specific to a particular, repressive form of 
social and economic organization. Repression, according to Marcuse, is socially 
enforced and historical rather than a biological necessity. He proposes that a form 
of non-repressive sublimation would be possible in a non-repressive society. He 
reassures his readers that this would not result in a society of ‘sex maniacs’ as 
it would see the libido not released but transformed, leading to an ‘eroticiza-
tion of the entire personality’ (Marcuse, 1955: 201). This proposition, however, 
sounds suspiciously like a de-eroticization of the entire personality. Unlike the 
communist psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich, who saw unrestrained orgiastic forms 
of sexual explosion, exploration and expression as a root to freedom,7 Marcuse 
presents them as side effects of repressive societies; wild orgies only erupt when 
people’s libidinal energies are socially constrained and they prove no threat to 
the constraining society (Marcuse, 1955: 202; 1991: 80–1). In a non-repressive 
society pleasure would be lasting rather than fleeting, and sexual forms of gratifi-
cation would therefore become less urgent. Marcuse insists that Freud’s vision of 
humanity is only applicable to capitalism or what he calls, in a book that gener-
ally avoids references to Marx or overtly Marxist terminology, the ‘administered 
life’, but he nonetheless still implies that there is some kind of ideal, essential, 
whole humanity that preceded this and could be recaptured; repression is histori-
cal, but the instincts remain eternal yet retain none of the inherent destructiveness 
Freud ascribes to them.

In Eros and Civilization mass media replaces the family as the primary site 
through which ideological messages are transmitted and reproduced, but in One-
Dimensional Man (first published in 1964) consumerism becomes more central 
to Marcuse’s vision of the administered society. He lampoons the insidious role 
played by products in ‘indoctrinating’ people into an acceptance of the status 
quo (Marcuse, 1991: 14). For Marcuse, liberation ‘depends on the consciousness 
of servitude’, but the path to this consciousness is blocked by the internaliza-
tion of false desires and the creation of illusory new needs, which ‘have become 
the individual’s own’ (1991: 9). People feel superficially satisfied by things that 
are repressing them: ‘liberty can be made into a powerful instrument of dom-
ination’ (1991: 9). Marcuse wants to claim that it is possible to separate true  
needs from false ones but also recognizes that attempting to do so leads to an 
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impasse: ‘how can the people who have been the object of effective and pro-
ductive domination by themselves create the conditions of freedom?’ (Marcuse, 
1991: 9). Nonetheless he does seem to locate some kind of truth in a romanticized 
vision of a past, pre-technological world in which he claims libidinal satisfaction 
was not sought only in sex. In this un-alienated time, he says, bread was kneaded 
by human hands rather than made in a factory. Not only does Marcuse seem to see 
industrialization as more pernicious than capitalism, but he also fails to consider 
the kind of gender relations he is implicitly affirming by claiming the past might 
be any less oppressive than the present – who is baking the bread in Marcuse’s 
imagined pre-industrial society? Unusually, given the overt and explicit gender-
ing of consumption and the explicit techniques developed to position women 
as consumers from the late nineteenth century onwards, gender does not figure 
prominently in Marcuse’s depiction of the ‘administered society’; everyone’s a 
dupe.8 A more dialectical account would acknowledge the positive aspects of the 
technological developments unleashed by capitalism and explore the potential 
role they might play in the reconfiguration of gender roles, sexualities and desires 
under a different mode of production. After all, there is no going back.

SEX APPEAL OF THE INORGANIC

‘The modern advertisement shows … to what extent the attractions of the woman 
and those of the commodity can be merged’, Walter Benjamin remarks in a frag-
ment of The Arcades Project, his posthumously published fragmentary collec-
tion of materials pertaining to ‘Paris, Capital of the 19th Century’, which he 
worked on between 1927 and 1940, and which charts an emerging consumer 
culture (Benjamin, 1999: 345). Sexuality, he says, is mobilized by capitalism. 
Women in The Arcades Project are not simply depicted as consumers of com-
modities or as those whose idealized and sexualized images are deployed to 
make commodities more attractive to buyers: Benjamin perceives that the com-
modity form is far more pervasive. Desire is produced and shaped by capitalism; 
it is not some pre-existing natural reservoir. Under capitalism woman and com-
modity merge because social relations are governed by the commodity form. 
Women become like commodities, resembling the similarly attired mannequins 
staring blankly out of the city’s show windows (Benjamin, 1999: 78); static and 
object-like, often deathly, their sexual allure is enhanced by make-up and glitter-
ing accoutrements. Commodity fetishism participates in encouraging forms of 
sexual fetishism which fixate on inanimate objects and inorganic materials; 
fashion is aligned with death. Benjamin cites fashions for precious jewels, 
dresses like gold mines, crystal hats and glass shoes. He quotes a male poet that 
seeks to bind a woman to him with braids of rubies and ropes of pearls, and 
claims a poem by Charles Baudelaire describing a woman made of ‘precious 
minerals’ provides an image of the fetish, which he elsewhere defines as the ‘sex 
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appeal of the inorganic’ (Benjamin, 1999: 327).9 For Benjamin, ‘Under the domin-
ion of the commodity fetish, the sex appeal of the woman is more or less tinged 
with the appeal of the commodity’ (1999: 345). The sparkling and dazzling objects 
that line the arcades and litter the pages of The Arcades Projects may seem distinc-
tively attractive, but for Benjamin these coruscating things are all equally dead, 
exchangeable and thus indistinguishable: ‘Diamond / steel and gold dissolve into 
one light’ (Benjamin, 1999: 327). As commodities, products of abstract labour, 
the qualitative differences between things dissolve.

Sex sells; sex is also sold. Benjamin’s discussions of the gendering and sexu-
alization of commodities is bound up with his obsession with the figure of the 
Parisian prostitute, who is central to his arguments in The Arcades Project. 
According to Esther Leslie, the prostitute for Benjamin is not an exceptional 
figure but an exemplary one, the analysis of whom sheds light on capitalist social 
relations generally, and specifically on the entanglement of capitalism and desire: 
‘as dialectical image the prostitute synthesizes the exploitative labour of sales 
and marketing and the commodity as exchange-value, in that she is salesgirl and 
commodity, “seller and sold”, in one’ (Leslie, 2006: 106).10 Benjamin aligns the 
prostitute, who hides her identity and daubs herself in mask-like make-up, with 
a mass-produced object. This likeness, he says, finds a correlate at a later his-
torical moment in music hall revues, in vogue at the time he was writing, in 
which identically clad women performed geometrically precise synchronized 
dance routines, a phenomenon that had already been analysed by Benjamin’s 
friend Siegfried Kracauer in ‘The Mass Ornament’ (1927) (Benjamin, 1999: 346; 
Kracauer, 1995). According to Benjamin, ‘Love for the prostitute is the apothe-
osis of empathy with the commodity’ (Benjamin, 1999: 375, 511), echoing a 
phrase he uses in a later ‘Convolute’ of The Arcades Project: ‘Empathy with the 
commodity is fundamentally empathy with exchange value itself’ (Benjamin, 
1999: 448).

Leslie is keen to defend Benjamin against liberal feminist critics who have 
read his discussions of the twinkling arcades as paeans to consumerism and his 
discussions of the figure of the prostitute as denigrations of women. His analy-
sis, she stresses, is intended as an indictment of the commodity form and of the 
exploitative economic system under which the Parisian prostitute (and every-
one else) lives. Often, however, Benjamin’s discussions of the prostitute slip into 
metaphor, as when he cites Baudelaire’s consideration of the ‘prostitution of the 
commodity’s soul’ (Benjamin, 2006: 32).11 Indeed, Benjamin explicitly states 
that the ‘prostitute does not sell her labour power’ (Benjamin, 1999: 348). He 
seems to view her less as an archetypal worker than as a literal embodiment of 
Marx’s personified, mystical commodity. The intoxicating lure of the commod-
ity is replicated in the prostitute, who is similarly conceptualized as a thing with 
a soul. But the sex worker is a worker and not a commodity. Benjamin gestures 
towards a contradiction in his analysis when he imagines a time when workers 
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might confront their own labour power as a commodity, but the masculine pro-
nouns here suggest that he does not have the figure of the prostitute in mind:

The more conscious he becomes of his mode of existence, the mode imposed on him by the 
system of production, the more he proletarianizes himself, the more he will be gripped by 
the chilly breath of the commodity economy, and the less he will feel like empathizing with 
commodities. (Benjamin, 2006: 33)

He attempts to imagine a time when solidarity between people might overthrow 
empathy with things, but until such a time as the working class can seize power 
it will, he says, seek an uneasy enjoyment of existing society ‘derived from a 
presentiment of its own determination as a class’ (Benjamin, 2006: 34). Unlike 
Marcuse, Benjamin is not derisive of workers’ desires for commodities, per-
ceiving that they are not based in delusion but function as an attempt to make 
life more bearable in the present moment, in the meantime, until grander 
desires can be fulfilled in the future (when people can be liberated from exploit-
ative work and enjoy fun activities and sparkling things). The prostitute returns 
at the end of this paragraph, where Benjamin suggests that workers in the con-
tradictory position of passing time until a revolutionary opportunity arises 
while being aware of the horrors of their current social existence find ‘charm 
even in damaged and decaying goods’, which reflect the decaying qualities of 
bourgeois, capitalist society, citing a Baudelaire poem about a courtesan whose 
heart is described as being ‘“bruised like a peach”’ (Benjamin, 2006: 34). Here 
the proletariat is put in the position of the client/john and the prostitute in the 
position of the commodity, but this sets up a false distinction between these two 
subjects who both sell their labour power, whose bruised hearts both beat in the 
wallet of the person to whom their labour power is sold (to return to Marx’s 
metaphor).

The expansion of sexual commerce is part of the economic shifts and expan-
sion of consumption Floyd traces in The Reification of Desire. Maya Andrea 
Gonzalez and Cassandra Troyan reflect on a contemporary iteration of sex work 
in their analysis of ‘The Girlfriend Experience’, which involves rich, often mar-
ried men seeking a ‘ready-made companion’ in exchange for gifts and money 
(Gonzalez and Troyan, 2016).12 Unlike Benjamin, who ambiguously treats the 
Parisian prostitute as an object of exchange rather than a seller of her labour 
power, they position the ‘sugar baby’ as a worker who offers ‘a standpoint on 
the contemporary predicament of abject subjects’ (Gonzalez and Troyan, 2016). 
In ‘The Girlfriend Experience’ the services being sold are intimacy or authentic-
ity in addition to sex, a counterfeit version of a genuine romance: ‘The impera-
tive to enjoy authentic sexual enjoyment is to desire authenticity more than 
sex itself’ (Gonzalez and Troyan, 2016). Gonzalez and Troyan emphasize that 
the disavowal of the relationship’s basis in exchange is key to the encounter, 
which must convincingly simulate an authentic bond between sugar daddy and 
sugar baby. The sugar baby only succeeds in her role through the creation of a 
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‘fantasy of reciprocity’ in which her waged status goes unacknowledged, pro-
ducing what they call ‘disavowed intimacy’ (premised on disavowed payment): 
‘Commodifying experience requires an imaginary re-enactment of mutual free-
dom at the site of asymmetrical power and drudgery’ (Gonzalez and Troyan, 
2016).

For Marx commodity fetishism is premised on the disavowal of produc-
tion, and the disavowal of exchange in this encounter has a similar function for 
Gonzalez and Troyan: the commodity is labour power but its status as a commod-
ity must be disavowed at the same time it is performed (rather than subsequently). 
The disavowal of exchange thus allows for the labour being performed to seem 
spontaneous and voluntary: ‘Work that appears in the form of pure enjoyment 
suggests that payment is supplementary or indifferent to desire, when in fact it 
is the cause’ (Gonzalez and Troyan, 2016). This is a slightly different process 
to what Benjamin refers to as the ‘dialectical function of money in prostitution’ 
which ‘buys pleasure and, at the same time, becomes the expression of shame’ 
(Benjamin, 1999: 492). Gonzalez and Troyan argue that the fact the relation-
ship is premised on exchange is a source of shame or at least an impediment 
to pleasure for the client, whereas for Benjamin, through the logic of abstrac-
tion, money functions to distance the customer from the guilt he attaches to the 
purchase: ‘The shame-reddened wound on the body of society secretes money 
and closes up. It forms a metallic scab’ (Benjamin, 1999: 492). Gonzalez and 
Troyan’s analysis goes further by suggesting that under existing social relations a 
metallic scab is preferable to a bloody one, that the heart of the waged girlfriend 
may be more impervious to bruising, or more capable of inflicting bruises on the 
body of society, than that of the unwaged one:

When love and care are exploited under the conditions of erasure, to continue to labour is 
to continue to struggle … To assert payment for that which is assumed to be free is to say 
that her body belongs to no one but herself – or to nobody but herself and the body of 
struggle. (Gonzalez and Troyan, 2016)

Rather than a metaphor for the ‘commodity’s soul’ (Benjamin, 2006: 32), the 
sugar baby comes to occupy the same ‘space for passing time’ as the revolution-
ary workers described by Benjamin: damaged enjoyment pending revolution 
(Benjamin, 2006: 34).

Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork conducted with male clients of (predom-
inantly but not exclusively female) commercial sex workers in San Francisco’s 
Bay Area in the late 1990s, Elizabeth Bernstein found that ‘for many sexual 
clients, the market is experienced as enhancing and facilitating desired forms 
of non-domestic sexual activity’ (Bernstein, 2001: 389). Bernstein lauds the 
role of sex work in ‘disembedding … the (male) individual from the sex-
romance nexus of the privatized nuclear family’ (Bernstein, 2001: 399). She 
is dismissive of the ‘platitudinous view that sexuality has been “commodi-
fied” – and by implication diminished – like everything else in late capitalism’ 
(Bernstein, 2001: 398). Bernstein’s criticism seems to imply that those who 
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protest to the commodity form would therefore validate a return to some sup-
posedly more natural or genuine form of romantic encounter and hence uphold 
oppressive, normative family values and sexual mores. However, Gonzalez and 
Troyan analyse the labour involved in ‘The Girlfriend Experience’ to shed 
light not only on other forms of sex work but also on other forms of service 
work13 and, crucially, on the kinds of unwaged, affective labour demanded by 
unremunerated romantic relationships (particularly heterosexual ones). They 
depict the gestures performed and emotions expressed in the realm of work as 
existing in a kind of feedback loop with those outside it. Indeed, the boundar-
ies separating these realms from one another are increasingly porous and ill 
defined, a porosity they argue, Bernstein’s notion of ‘bounded intimacy’ fails 
to apprehend. The counterfeit authenticity and feigned intimacy demanded by 
the particular form of waged work they are analysing does not stand in con-
trast to some pure, unmediated or genuine form of human interaction outside 
of it but highlights the impossibility of any such relations within the existing 
state of things. Similarly, for Leslie the revolutionary dimension of Benjamin’s 
discussions of ‘women in crisis’ in The Arcades Project is that they expose 
the artificiality of hegemonic gender relations, including the notions that sex 
should be reproductive, families should be nuclear and women should be con-
fined to the private sphere:

In detailing modern women’s affinity for the anatural and the commodied, Benjamin is not 
caught up in a romantic nostalgia for a lost naturalness. His aim is to validate, out of the 
wreckage, the explicit shift of women into the realm of history and culture, recognizing the 
enormity of its social and political implications. It is the revolutionary chance for salvation. 
Benjamin is not a moralist, providing positive images, but a purveyor of a negativity with an 
explosive charge. (Leslie, 2006: 102)

The female figures he discusses participate in the ‘detonation of nature’: victims 
of the brutal exploitations of capitalist modernity but also the potential future 
beneficiaries and agents of a technologized communist future in which their 
roles would not be prescribed by biological notions (which were themselves 
cultural and historical all along). Like gender, desire is not natural or eternal. In 
contrast to Marcuse, who insists that lovemaking in a meadow is preferable to 
lovemaking in a car whose ‘mechanized environment’ serves to block libidinal 
flows, Benjamin (like Leslie, and Gonzalez and Troyan) refuses to validate a 
supposedly natural, lost realm (Marcuse, 1991: 77). Technologies and forms of 
sexual encounter beyond some mawkish ideal of ‘genuine’ romance are not the 
problem: capitalism is. Indeed, meadows are not external to capitalism; their 
enclosure and transformation into private property was key to its development, 
as Marx makes clear in Chapter 27 of Capital. Artificial, historically produced 
and thus transformable, desire is not something to be recovered or dug up from 
beneath the debris of capitalist modernity but something to be reached by pass-
ing through and beyond capitalism in a process of dialectical sublation. In con-
trast to these communist theorists who discern a revolutionary ‘explosive charge’ 
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in the figures rendered abject by capitalism, Bernstein’s dismissal of Marxist 
analyses of sex work has more in common with theorists who have sought to see 
desire as immanent to capitalism.

LIBIDINAL INVESTMENTS

Writing in the early 1970s, in the aftermath of May 1968 and on the cusp of a 
new crisis of capitalism, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1972), by 
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, rejected not only the traditional psychoana-
lytic Oedipal triad (mummy–daddy–me) but also pushed against orthodox 
Marxism, working within and against both traditions. Desire is central to their 
analysis, which understands people as ‘desiring machines’ (machines désir-
antes), interconnected, porous and entangled machinic organisms or organic 
machines – not one id but many. Society and the desiring machines inhabiting 
and constituting it are animated by flows of libidinal desire. Deleuze and 
Guattari castigate the Oedipal triangle of traditional psychoanalysis for being too 
reductive, for repressing the wild pluralities of desire, which can be understood 
as sexual only insofar as ‘sexuality is everywhere’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 2011: 
322). Marcuse’s ideal non-repressive society would see a dispersal of libido 
whereas Deleuze and Guattari insist libido is already dispersed; they claim the 
erotic reality of capitalism is repressed rather than libido itself. Moreover, their 
vision of libidinal diffusion retains an intensity, dynamism and explosivity that 
Marcuse argues would be diminished if it were spread across a non-repressed 
society. For Marcuse, sexuality everywhere would mean less actual sex, whereas 
Deleuze and Guattari seem to say actual sex is already everywhere but not rec-
ognized as such. Again and again they insist that they are not being figurative:

The truth is that sexuality is everywhere: the way a bureaucrat fondles his records, a judge 
administers justice, a businessman causes money to circulate; the way the bourgeoisie fucks 
the proletariat; and so on. And there is no need to resort to metaphors, any more than for 
the libido to go by way of metamorphoses. (Deleuze and Guattari, 2011: 322)

Marx described a hoarder substituting sexual pleasure with the pleasure of stock-
piling money, whereas in Anti-Oedipus there are no such substitutions because 
the stockpiling of money is a sexual pleasure. They are at pains to point out that 
it is not enough to observe that capital flows and is interrupted like libido or that 
the unconscious produces desire like a factory: a ‘simple parallelism’ should not 
be drawn between ‘capitalist social production and desiring-production, or 
between the flows of money-capital and the shit-flows of desire’, as this implies 
that desiring machines are external to capitalism whereas ‘desiring machines are 
in social machines and nowhere else’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 2011: 332). Though 
many Marxists reacted with sneering hostility to Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and 
Guattari insisted that their proposals were revolutionary.14 The text provides a 
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foundational definition of what would become known as ‘accelerationism’, pro-
posing that speeding up existing processes of capitalist accumulation was prefer-
able to a withdrawal from them.

In Libidinal Economy (1974) Jean-François Lyotard pushes aspects of Deleuze 
and Guattari’s arguments further and, in the process, seems to dispense with their 
proclaimed left-wing political allegiances altogether. He later described it as his 
‘evil book’ (Noys, 2014: 12). In a section entitled ‘The Desire Named Marx’ 
he proclaims that ‘desire underlies capitalism’ (Lyotard, 2004: 104); capitalism 
pulsates with libidinal intensities and is propelled by affective flows. He decries 
non-alienation as a fantasy, mistakenly located in a past or future pictured as 
whole and unmutilated (a critique that could certainly be levelled at Marcuse). 
He reads Capital as though it were structured by Marx’s own conflicting desires, 
caught between wholeness and mutilation, remarking that Marx was unable to 
finish it, that its resolution (read: orgasm) was constantly postponed. In an infa-
mous passage for which he was denounced by many on the left he proposes that 
industrial workers, far from having no other choice than to work, took masoch-
istic enjoyment in becoming ‘slave to the machine, fucker fucked by it, eight 
hours, twelve hours, a day, year after year’ (Lyotard, 2004: 109). Lyotard evi-
dently anticipated and even seems to relish the idea of the opprobrium these lines 
would provoke – ‘hang on tight and spit on me’ – evincing his own masochistic 
enjoyment in indulging in this grotesque image of the gratifications of exploit-
ative and exhausting labour of a kind he never had to perform:

they enjoyed it, enjoyed the mad destruction of the organic body which was indeed imposed 
on them, they enjoyed the decomposition of their personal identity, the identity that the 
peasant tradition had constructed for them, enjoyed the dissolution of their families and 
villages, and enjoyed the new monstrous anonymity of the suburbs and the pubs in the 
morning and evening. (Lyotard, 2004: 109–10)

Unlike in Marcuse, consumerism is not presented as having the mollifying func-
tion of making production more bearable, and unlike in Benjamin it is not seen 
as a temporary and necessarily partial pleasure en route to revolution. For 
Lyotard, the enjoyment found in capitalist society is not presented as false or 
distorted; even its most seemingly unpleasant aspects (work as well as leisure) 
can be a source of perverse jouissance. In Malign Velocities, a critique of accel-
erationism, Benjamin Noys discusses the unfolding of arguments and counter-
arguments across Anti-Oedipus, Libidinal Economy and Jean Baudriallard’s 
Symbolic Exchange or Death (1976), concluding that:

The result is that each intensifies a politics of radical immanence, of immersion in capital to 
the point where any way to distinguish a radical strategy from the strategy of capital seems 
to disappear completely. (Noys, 2014: 13)

Revelling in, surrendering to and pushing to heighten or intensify the libidinal 
exigencies of capital is proposed as a mode of overthrowing it, but the arguments 
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prove unconvincing and the human costs such a process would entail – which 
would presumably be less acutely felt by white male university professors in 
France than by other people – are not acknowledged.

In Profit and Pleasure: Sexual Identities in Late Capitalism (2000) Rosemary 
Hennessy criticizes the ways in which Anti-Oedipus has been lauded by many 
contemporary queer theorists as a ‘monumental explanation of the materiality 
of desire under capitalism’.15 The appeal of their work for theorists of sexuality, 
she claims, lays in its proposition that desire is disruptive and untethered from 
prescriptive (i.e. heteronormative or cisnormative) relations between sexual sub-
jects and sexual objects. But according to Hennessy, what such analyses miss 
is that desire for Deleuze and Guattari is a kind of transhistorical substance: 
‘desire is historically invariant matter’ (2000: 70). Here a proximity to Freudian 
psychoanalysis and Marcuse’s preference for lovemaking in meadows over cars 
is apparent: Deleuze and Guattari may dispense with the Oedipus complex but 
they maintain that human existence has a primal substrate.16 Hennessy argues 
that this approach ‘glorifies desire’ and obscures the extent to which the desir-
ing subject is formed by history, specifically by different phases of capitalist 
development:

Deleuze and Guattari acknowledge that capitalism liberates the flows of desire from the 
clutches of an oedipalizing culture, but it does so under social conditions that continually 
reterritorialize the desires it unleashes in order to accrue surplus value. As they see it, desire 
is revolutionary and capable of demolishing social social form. But unfortunately and predict-
ably, the alternative it aims for is not social justice but the ‘body without organs’ – the 
undifferentiated subject of self-enjoyment. (Hennessy, 2000: 71)

Desire has a privileged status in their account as that which drives history, and 
the desiring subject takes the place of the proletariat as the primary agent of 
historical change, but the historical constitution of desire itself is strangely exter-
nal to these processes. Although Deleuze and Guattari constantly invoke capital-
ism, Hennessy argues that their account detaches desire from historical and 
material production, ‘the structures of exploitation on which capitalist produc-
tion depends have completely disappeared’ (2000: 71). For Hennessy, the chal-
lenge is to recognize that desire does not precede the social or economic, and 
thus cannot be disentangled or considered in isolation from its historical articula-
tion. Indeed, dehistoricizing desire can participate in naturalizing existing social 
relations, even if Deleuze and Guattari want to claim the opposite. She goes so 
far as to observe an ‘ideological affiliation’ between queer theorists who cele-
brate Anti-Oedipus with ‘naturalized notions of identity and difference emanat-
ing from Madison Avenue and Wall Street’ (Hennessy, 2000: 68). That desire 
cannot be separated from capitalism and class relations does not, however, lead 
Hennessy to affirm a position closer to Lyotard’s or to dismiss ‘desire and pleas-
ure as bourgeois inventions irrelevant to material analysis’, as many Marxists 
have done historically (Hennessy, 2000: 69). Instead, analysing the historical 
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specificity of desire and its constitutive relation to capitalism might form part of 
a historical struggle to transform the oppressive world in which people live and 
want and love and need.

THE DESIRE FOR LIBERATION

Wendy Brown contends that ‘Marxism proved unable to address critical issues 
of need, desire, and identity formation in late modernity’ (2001: 19). She 
describes the fracturing of social movements, rise of apathy and a proliferation 
of micro-causes post-1989 as being related to ‘the loss of a clear object of politi-
cal desire’ (2001: 29). What would that obscure object be?

A few pages into Chapter 7, ‘The Labour-Process and the Process of Producing 
Surplus-Value’, Marx admits that his discussion has thus far reduced labour to its 
‘simple elementary factors’ and hence treated it in a transhistorical sense (as the 
metabolic relationship between humanity and nature), with no consideration of 
the different conditions under which labour processes may be performed or the 
experiences of the people performing or directing them:

As the taste of Porridge does not tell you who grew the oats, no more does this simple 
process tell you of itself what are the social conditions under which it is taking place, 
whether under the slave-owner’s brutal lash, or the anxious eye of the capitalist, whether 
Cincinnatus carries it on in tilling his modest farm or a savage in killing wild animals with 
stones. (Marx, 1967: 179)

He does, however, go on to discuss labour processes within a capitalist mode of 
production specifically, and he subsequently discusses the social conditions 
under which labour processes take place. The ‘Working Day’ chapter, in particu-
lar, attends in detail to the experiences and sufferings of factory workers in 
Britain. The same cannot be said for his discussion of needs, wants and desires 
in relation to use-values; Marx is interested in who grew the oats rather than in 
who eats them or why they might want, need or desire to do so. Yet his discus-
sions of labour do pertain to desire. Workers sell their labour power as a com-
modity, but the suffering Marx details points negatively to a desire not to be 
compelled to do so. For Lukács, the proletariat becomes aware that it is selling 
its labour power as a commodity and through this consciousness can challenge 
‘the fetish character of every commodity’ (Lukács, 1923). Capital is primarily 
concerned with labour performed under the ‘anxious eye of the capitalist’, but I 
want to conclude with a consideration of labour performed ‘under the slave-
owner’s brutal lash’.

In his discussion of the fetish character of commodities, Marx imagines a 
commodity who speaks, but he is only capable of imagining this speaking com-
modity ‘subjunctively’ (Moten, 2003: 8). Indeed, the supposed impossibility 
of the commodity’s speech is central to his argument regarding the value that 
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inheres – hidden and necessarily silent – in it. But as Fred Moten points out, 
commodities do speak: ‘Marx’s counterfactual … is broken by a commodity and 
by the trace of a subjectivity structure born in objection that he neither realizes 
nor anticipates’ (2003:13). The enslaved person is a commodity who not only 
speaks but shrieks and screams: ‘The history of blackness is testament to the fact 
that objects can and do resist’ (Moten, 2003: 1). As C. L. R. James writes in The 
Black Jacobins, slaves may have been traded as commodities but they remained 
‘quite invincibly human beings’, a fact ‘which explains the unusual spectacle 
of property-owners apparently careless of preserving their property’ (1989: 
11–12). Human beings resist. Moten suggests that the commodity’s ‘secret’ was 
never fully kept. He reads Frederick Douglass’ descriptions of his enslaved Aunt 
Hester’s screams of resistance to her master’s brutal beatings as a theory of value; 
the speaking commodity phonically interrupts the abstracting logics of exchange. 
Douglass and Marx were contemporaries and Moten reads Narrative of the Life 
of Frederick Douglass (1845) alongside Marx’s 1844 Manuscripts, proposing 
that Aunt Hester’s scream anticipates and enacts Marx’s theoretical descriptions 
of communism as a ‘discovery procedure’:

Just as CLR James could assert – by way of a kind of magic that seems impossible but whose 
reality is something to which every worker might surreptitiously attest – that socialism is 
already in place on the shop floor, so can one assert, by way of Aunt Hester and the theo-
retical catalysis she enacts, that communism-in-(the resistance to) slavery is the discovery 
procedure for communism out of slavery’s outside. (Moten, 2003: 252)17

The screaming commodity registers the non-identity between desire and 
exchange value (even if she remains a use-value in the eyes of the brutal slave-
owner). Brown implies that the supposedly lost object of political desire is some 
kind of distant hermetic society located in an abstract future, positively, if 
vaguely defined, whereas I have attempted to foreground theories that assert 
that the future can only be sought negatively, ‘in the degraded present’ (Moten, 
2003: 8).

Notes

1  In the Ben Fowkes translation ‘wants’ is translated as ‘needs’ and ‘fancy’ is translated as ‘the imagi-
nation’, which perhaps better captures the double character of the commodity, that is both material 
and supersensible (Marx, 1990: 1).

2  In German Barbon uses the word Verlangen.
3  Marx does not tend to use the words Begehren (desire) or Wunsch (wish).
4  Gayle Rubin similarly describes Marx’s understanding of need as combining biological, geographical 

and cultural factors: ‘beer is necessary for the reproduction of the English working class, and wine 
necessary for the French’ (Rubin, 2011: 37).

5  Floyd also draws on Aglietta (2015).
6  Floyd discusses Bernays on page 49.
7  See, in particular, Reich’s early writings, completed before his emigration to the USA and contained in 

the collection Sex-Pol: Essays, 1929–1934 (2014).
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 8  Floyd draws on Richard Ohmann’s Selling Culture: Magazines, Markets and Class at the Turn of the 
Century (1996) in which Ohmann observes that although commodities were marketed to people of 
both genders and that ideals of attractiveness were pedalled to men, ‘then as now, the erotic was 
primarily a feminine category’ (1996; 202). There is a vast scholarly literature on the gendering of 
consumption. See, for example, Gruber Garvey (1996). The gendered implications of Marcuse’s argu-
ments are not very explicit whereas many Marxist critiques of capitalism have been combined with 
a disdain for mass culture and consumerism, which has often, in practice, involved directing explicit 
disdain at women. I discuss this phenomenon, with an emphasis on the misogyny displayed by many 
male writers on the left in the interwar years, in Proctor (2015). This is not only a historical phenom-
enon, however – for a recent example of the tendency, see Tiquun (2012).

 9  See also Benjamin (1999: 8, 19). An earlier draft referred to the ‘sex appeal of the commodity’ (1999: 
864).

10  According to Leslie, Benjamin chooses the prostitute and the mannequin ‘as model figures, emissaries 
of a whole system of exploitation, reification, alienation. Like the flâneur, and yet more socialized, 
more representative, these women stand in for every person in commodity-producing society’ (Leslie, 
2006: 101). There is a large feminist literature on the figure of the sex worker in The Arcades Project: 
see, for example, Buck-Morss (1986) and Schlossman (2004).

11  In this essay he talks about an ‘empathy with inorganic things’ (Benjamin, 2006: 32).
12  I focus on this article alone here, but its arguments are broadly in the Marxist-feminist tradition asso-

ciated with Wages for Housework (and groups like Wages Due Lesbians and the English Collective of 
Prostitutes), who campaigned against the criminalization of prostitution (Martin, 2012).

13  Here they draw on Arlie Hochschild’s analysis of the emotional labour demanded of flight attendants 
(and other service workers) (Hochschild, 1983).

14  For a useful overview of the reception of Anti-Oedipus, see Herzog (2016).
15  Her primary example here is Elizabeth Grosz, but she also mentions Guy Hocquenghem.
16  Hennessy’s claims bear comparison with the argument advanced by Amia Srinivasan in her 2018 

essay ‘Does Anyone Have the Right to Sex?’. Srinivasan confronts the implicit assumption, common-
place in contemporary feminist accounts of sex, that desire is external to or prior to the social, iden-
tifying a ‘convergence, however unintentional, between sex positivity and liberalism in their shared 
reluctance to interrogate the formation of our desires’. She asks whether we should really just accept 
‘as a given’ that desire exists outside of history, concluding that although the conscious redirection 
of personal desire might seem impossible, ‘the very idea of fixed sexual preference is political, not 
metaphysical’ (Srinivasan, 2018).

17  Moten does not cite James here but I assume this is a reference to the arguments made in James and 
Lee (1974, originally published in 1958).
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There is a famous sequence at the beginning of Grapes of Wrath, John Ford’s 
1940s film based on John Steinbeck’s novel, in which we see Tom Joad who, 
having been released from prison, returns to his family farm in Sallisaw, 
Oklahoma and finds it empty, destroyed, and abandoned. The land had been 
confiscated by the banks and his family had moved to California to look for 
work. But how could someone take over the land where the Joads had lived and 
worked for more than 50 years? How could it happen? Muley – a man who had 
camped in the ruins of the abandoned Joad house and refused to flee to California 
– reveals who is responsible for what occurred to Tom’s family. In a three-minute 
flashback, Ford not only shows, through the words of Muley, a detailed represen-
tation of land repossession in Oklahoma during the Great Depression, but also 
implicitly raises one of the most enigmatic and complex questions of capitalist 
modernity: how does capitalism manifest itself? What is its face when it appears 
in our lives with a traumatic event (such as a house eviction)? What is its image?

The flashback takes us back to the day when an agent of the landowners who 
rented out the fields where Muley used to work comes to deliver an eviction 
notice to the tenant farmers. The man explains how the sharecropping system 
is no longer profitable: the company is no longer getting a sufficient return on 
its investment, now that a man alone with his tractor is able to farm a dozen or 
more fields that size. It is more convenient to just pay him a salary and take the 
whole harvest. Muley complains that it is already difficult for them to live off 
what they earn right now: the children are hungry and dressed in rags. But the 
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man cuts him short and tells him that he’s not the one responsible for any of this; 
he’s only carrying out orders on behalf of the company. ‘So, whose fault is it?’ a 
worker asks. ‘You know who owns the lands. It’s the Shawnee Land and Cattle 
Company’, replies the man. ‘And who are they?’ replies the farmer. ‘Nobody. It’s 
a company’. Then the farmer, starting to get impatient, asks who they should talk 
to, perhaps with a rifle. But in a kind of infinite regress, responsibilities recede 
ever farther: shouldn’t there be a president of that company? But they’re told it is 
not even him who would be to blame, because the bank told him what to do. And 
even in the bank, decisions are made by a manager, who is ‘half-crazy trying to 
keep up with his orders’. ‘Then, who do we shoot?’ one of the farmers asks, now 
absolutely furious; to which the man finally replies: ‘Brother, I don’t know. If I 
did, I’d tell you. I just don’t know who’s to blame’.

This is the question that haunts the farmers: who’s to blame for their despair 
and injustice? The banks? The man who brings the eviction notice? Or even their 
neighborhood friend, who is just as desperate as they are, and drives the trac-
tor that is going to destroy their house for three dollars a day? Which of them 
is the true face of capitalism and responsible for their condition? What is the 
cause and reason for this process that seems so abstract and opaque? Who is to 
blame? Today, this question continues to represent a political quandary of great 
significance, especially in an era when value-chains and the capitalist production 
network have become so stratified and complex that decision-making centers 
seem to have become invisible.1 If everyone, from the small entrepreneur to the 
CEO of multinational financial groups, are mere emissaries (or Träger, as Marx 
said) of capital, executing orders drafted elsewhere – just like the businessman 
from Grapes of Wrath – who is responsible for these orders? Where is the agency 
located? The question, even for a political agenda that wants to transform capi-
talism, remains today the same as the one that haunted the workers of the Dust 
Bowl: who do we shoot? Who should we point the gun at?

‘…SO THAT THE HUMBLE WORKER OR PEASANT COULD 
UNDERSTAND MARX’S CAPITAL’

This problem forces us to reflect on the nature of the image of capitalism and of 
its modes of sensory appearance: how is it possible to see the capitalist mode of 
production in the midst of the confused and opaque multiplicity of reality? How 
does capitalism manifest itself in experience given that, as the example of 
Grapes of Wrath shows, most of the time we only see its effects but not its hidden 
causes? Or – as someone might legitimately ask – does capitalism exist in the 
first place, given that in our experience it is nowhere to be found?

The question guided Sergei Eisenstein when between 1927 and 1928 he started 
to work on a project for a film on Karl Marx’s Das Kapital: a project based on the 
idea that it was effectively possible to create images that would render capitalism 
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visible. These were years when Eisenstein was at the peak of his fame, just after 
the most important commission of his life: a cinematic celebration of the 10th 
anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution with October. The latter turned out to be 
one of the most expensive blockbusters in the history of Soviet cinema: whereas 
an average Soviet production cost 30,000–40,000 rubles, for October more than 
800,000 rubles were spent.2 It might have been because of this ecstatic sense of 
grandeur3 and provisional trust that the Soviet state gave him during those years 
(which rapidly changed during the 30s) that he thought that such an ambitious 
and challenging endeavor would have been possible.

As we can see from the scattered and not always coherent information left in 
his notebooks and diaries (filled with cut-and-paste images and collages, as has 
now been documented by Elena Vogman (2019)), Eisenstein wanted to construct 
a didactic project aimed at explaining not so much the conceptual passages of 
Das Kapital but Marx’s dialectical method (‘to teach the worker to think dialec-
tically. To show the method of dialectics’ (Eisenstein, 1976: 10)). A couple of 
years later Eisenstein would synthetize his approach during a talk at the Sorbonne 
in Paris:

My new conception of the film is based on the idea that the intellectual and emotional 
processes which so far have been conceived of as existing independently of each other – art 
versus science – and forming an antithesis heretofore never united, can be brought together 
to form a synthesis on the basis of cinedialectic, a process that only the cinema can achieve. 
A spectator can be made to feel-and-think what he sees on the screen. The scientific formula 
can be given the emotional quality of a poem. And whether my ideas on this matter are right 
or wrong, I am at present working in this direction. I will attempt to film Capital so that the 
humble worker or peasant can understand it. (Brody, 1930)4

So, what would this project concretely look like and how would it possibly make 
an illiterate worker understand with images the conceptual intricacies of Karl 
Marx’s Das Kapital, which usually requires years of sophisticated intellectual 
training? The examples imagined by Eisenstein were numerous, eclectic, and 
ingenious. Take the challenge of visualizing the problem of the relationship 
between workers and the mechanization of production – between the ‘textile 
machines and machine-wreckers’ or luddites, as Eisenstein put it, i.e., the ques-
tion of the unemployment derived from technological changes in production. 
Eisenstein proposed to show an ‘electric streetcar in Shanghai and thousands of 
coolies thereby deprived of bread, lying down on the tracks – to die’ (Eisenstein, 
1976: 8). To represent financial capital, his plan was not to show the stock 
exchange or the typical images that we associate with finance, but rather ‘thou-
sands of “tiny details”’ like in the novel L’argent by Émile Zola: a concierge who 
works as a ‘broker’ on the side and lends money to all residents of the building 
(1976: 7). But it seems that Eisenstein’s approach was closer to Marx when he 
emphasized the contradictions and antagonisms that coexist within a commodity 
(almost alluding to a potential reflection on the commodity form); it is reminis-
cent of the example of ‘silk stockings’ where ‘the fight for the centimeter of silk 
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stocking’ placed one against the other artists and moralists, silk manufacturers 
and textile masters for long skirts, ending with ‘Indian women forced to incubate 
the silk cocoon by carrying them in their armpits’.5 Or, regarding a scene for 
which Eisenstein seemed to have in mind a concrete shooting plan, he writes:

Throughout the entire picture the wife cooks soup for her returning husband. NB Could be 
two themes intercut for association: the soup-cooking wife and the home-returning 
husband. Completely idiotic (all right in the first stages of a working hypothesis): in the third 
part (for instance), association moves from the pepper with which she seasons food. Pepper, 
Cayenne, Devil’s Island. Dreyfus. French chauvinism. Figaro in Krupp’s hand. War. Ships sunk 
in the port. (Obviously not in such quantity!!) nb Good in its non-banality – transition: 
pepper-Dreyfus-Figaro. It would be good to cover the sunken English ships (according to 
Kushner, 103 days abroad) with the lid of a saucepan. It could even be not pepper – but 
kerosene for a stove and transition into oil. (Eisenstein, 1976: 17)

The soup that the wife prepares for her returning husband would serve as the 
symbol of the minimal relief that calms down a need for social uprising – ‘the 
“house-wifely virtues” of a German worker’s wife constitute the greatest evil,  
the strongest obstacle to a revolutionary uprising’ (1976: 16), as Eisenstein 
wrote. From that image, a whole series of connections emerged: the worker puts 
the pepper in the soup, but where does the pepper come from? From ‘Cayenne’ 
in the ‘French Guyana’; and it was precisely in Guyana, in the ‘Devil’s Island’ 
just outside Cayenne, where ‘Dreyfus’ was sent to a forced-labor camp after 
being convicted in 1894 for the famous affaire during which ‘French chauvin-
ism’ rose to the surface, promoted by ‘Figaro’. But who funded Figaro? Krupp, 
the famous steel conglomerate which didn’t just support the newspaper but was 
also one of the biggest armament industrialists in the world; the latter leads to 
the ‘sunken English ships’ that ‘it would be good to cover […] with the lid of a 
saucepan’, exactly as if they were pepper grains in a pan…

In this crazy scene, an object is analyzed and interrogated, revealing a complex 
network of unexpected associations: from a simple bowl of soup an entire system 
of relations is exposed and at the end it is almost as if the ‘sunken English ships’ 
were really inside of the saucepan, given that effectively it was because of them that 
pepper was on that table in the first place (at least according to Eisenstein’s eclec-
tic logic). Adopting this method, which at first may seem unorthodox, Eisenstein 
seemed to be aware that the Marxian process of ‘opening up’ the social implica-
tions implied in a commodity is similar to an infinite regression: from the concrete 
immediacy of an apparently simple object standing in front of our eyes in Capital 
we are brought to discover its invisible social mediations. From the immediacy of 
the perception of its objecthood (‘a commodity appears at first sight an extremely 
obvious, trivial thing’ (Marx, 1976: 163)) we are led to find out its ‘sensuous extra-
sensory properties’ (1976: 163),6 i.e., its non-immediate properties. Even today, 
even the most trivial technological product depends on a complex network of 
logistical systems of transportation, raw material extraction, semi-finished prod-
ucts, and manufacturing plants, as well as engineers, software developers, and sys-
tem administrators (but also janitors, delivery men, cafeteria cooks, etc.) that are 
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nowhere to be found if we just look at the product. If we open up what is ‘inside’ a 
commodity, we find an entire world of social spheres that are completely invisible 
to its immediate appearance, but at the same time essential to it. The social ‘cause’ 
that brought that particular commodity in front of us is absolutely opaque.

Alexander Kluge’s 2008 News from Ideological Antiquity – a nine-hour essay-
film that reflects back on Eisenstein’s project of filming Capital – contains a short 
film-within-a-film that exemplifies this logic of ‘opening up’ the immediacy of an 
object in order to reveal its hidden social mediations. Realized by Tom Tykwer, it 
is titled The Inside of Things and almost literally reenacts Eisenstein’s method of 
infinite regress to analyze the commodity form. In this short feature, we see a woman 
running in front of a building; after a few seconds, the frame suddenly freezes 
and for about 10 minutes a voice-over isolates one by one the different elements 
that compose the shot: an intercom, the lock on the door, the house number, the 
woman’s leather shoes, her purse, and so on. All these objects are analyzed in detail, 
from a historical and technological point of view: where were they made, in which 
historical period were they invented, when did they start to be produced, where are 
they fabricated, etc.? The objects that compose that particular frame – but we could 
say: almost any object that inhabits our world – are none other than commodities. 
In other words, they imply a world market, a certain organization of production, 
and all those causal nexuses that are the base of the world capitalist economy. 
Every object that composes this image (but we could say, every image) is ‘opened 
up’ to its multiple implications. What is interesting here is the sudden feeling of 
distance that separates the world as an ‘immense accumulation of commodities’, on 
the one hand, and the immediate and spontaneous impression we experience with 
our own eyes, on the other. ‘Opening up’ a commodity means showing the route it 
traveled before it was sold, the workers who produced it, the people who conceived 
and designed it, the money invested in order to produce it, the bankers and stock 
market that enabled the investment, etc. The social conditions that made possible 
the perceivability of that image are erased and excluded from perception.

In order to transition ‘from a bowl of soup to the British vessels sunk by 
England’ (Eisenstein, 1976: 15), Eisenstein referred to a section of Joyce’s 
Ulysses: namely the chapter called ‘Ithaca’, which is constructed in the form of a 
rigidly organized scholastic catechism of 309 questions and answers (‘questions 
are asked and answers given’ (1976: 7)). The continuous back and forth, which 
goes on for the entire chapter, gives the impression of a never-ending scientific 
search that at every step goes deeper and deeper into a topic, fully investigating 
all its possible ramifications, as random and loosely associated as they might be. 
Every question leads to another and then another, and so on. As Fredric Jameson 
perceptively claimed, Eisenstein had in mind:

something like a Marxian version of Freudian free association – the chain of hidden links that 
leads us from the surface of everyday life and experience to the very sources of production 
itself. As in Freud, this is a vertical plunge downward into the ontological abyss, what he 
called ‘the navel of the dream’; it interrupts the banal horizontal narrative and stages an 
associative cluster charged with affect. (Jameson, 2009: 113)
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Even though Eisenstein seems to have had a didactic preoccupation – how to 
translate dialectic in simple visual formulas – what is implicit in his notes is an 
awareness of the epistemological problem that the commodity form poses. In 
capitalism, perception is turned upside down: what appears as immediate and 
objective is in fact the result of a complex mediation of social practices that are 
invisible. Such an insight is particularly interesting coming from someone who 
works specifically on the manipulation of images. It is as if the absence upon 
which the capitalist image is predicated on cannot appear in the imaginary (the 
Lacanian term for our spontaneous-ideological perception) but has to be 
unpacked and searched for beyond it: deconstructing the immediate appearance, 
and reconstruing the chain of hidden links that leads to production. While Marx 
searched for this dimension of invisibility (which, we will see, is called ‘value’) 
in the ‘hidden abode of production’, Eisenstein attempted to make it palpable or 
perceivable through the means of montage, which is not merely the juxtaposition 
of a series of images, but according to him something much more theoretical.

A FIGURATIVE UNDERSTANDING OF CAPITAL

In his Memoirs, in what is certainly a fictional ex-post invention of childhood 
memories, Eisenstein recalls what marked his premature affinity toward cinema 
and figurative arts: ‘the incomparable compositions’ of Degas; a close-up in a 
short story by Edgar Allan Poe; a white lilac swaying above his cot just after his 
birth. And among them he lists the novels of Pushkin as well, which for the first 
time gave him the awareness of a profound figurative link between literature  
and painting. It is from a figurative interpretation of Pushkin’s writing that 
Eisenstein saw how literature was capable of expressing an image even better 
than visual art:

[I]n Pushkin we find a description of an actual event or phenomenon done with such 
absolute strictness and precision that it is almost possible to recreate in its entirety the visual 
image that struck him so concretely. And I do mean ‘struck’, which applies to the dynamic 
of a literary description, whereas an immobile canvas inevitably fails. Hence it was only with 
the advent of cinema that the moving picture of Pushkin’s constructions could begin to be 
sensed so acutely. (Eisenstein, 1995: 464)

Pushkin has such an intense sensibility for visual representation that according 
to Eisenstein it was possible to ‘arrange a passage by Pushkin for editing as a 
sequence of shots … because each step shows how the poet saw and logically 
showed this or that event’ (Eisenstein, 1995: 464). Cinema would thus be able to 
extract images that were already present in the words of Pushkin and bring them 
to the surface. We can see here one of the many passages in his theoretical work 
where Eisenstein’s understanding of the image has nothing to do with a repre-
sentation or reduplication of something existing in reality: an image is not a 
blueprint of a portion of reality but an expression of something virtually present 
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even though not perceivable in the register of spontaneous experience. Images 
can only surface through the mediation of montage, given that only montage is 
able to create in the mind of the viewer what exists but is not immediately per-
ceivable as such in a single point of view. That is why the ‘immobile canvas’ can 
only deal with the immediately visible: an indefinite reproduction of ‘what is 
there’. In order to go beyond the imaginary, it is essential to go beyond the vis-
ibility of ‘what is there’ and to rely on a clash between what Eisenstein already 
in 1923, when he was still a theater director, calls attractions:

An attraction (in our diagnosis of theatre) is any aggressive moment in theatre, i.e., any 
element of it that subjects the audience to emotional or psychological influence, verified by 
experience and mathematically calculated to produce specific emotional shocks in the 
spectator in their proper order within the whole. These shocks provide the only opportunity 
of perceiving the ideological aspect of what is being shown, the final ideological conclusion. 
(Eisenstein, 1988: 34)

The image is therefore a direct stimulus and shock produced in the mind of the 
spectator: far from being the copy of something, it is created instead from 
sensible visual attractions in order to emerge as a bodily evidence in the 
experience of the viewer. The image is not something that can produce a 
signification merely by being put into a sequence (as if, borrowing from 
linguistic terminology, we could consider the image a word, and the montage of 
several of them a sentence): the image is a corporeal shock; a resultant force 
emerging from the clash of different visual attractions. It is the production of a 
conflict and not the static foundational element upon which a sequence can be 
constructed. To clarify this point in 1929, in his essay ‘Beyond the Shot’, 
Eisenstein compares montage to Japanese hieroglyphs, where in one graphic 
sign two elements coexist:

The combination of two hieroglyphs of the simplest series is regarded not as their sum total 
but as their product, i.e., as a value of another dimension, another degree: each taken 
separately corresponds to an object but their combination corresponds to a concept. The 
combination of two ‘representable’ objects achieves the representation of something that 
cannot be graphically represented. (Eisenstein, 1988: 139)

We should not be deceived by the term ‘product’ – what Eisenstein means is that 
the relation between the two hieroglyphs is not of the order of accumulation, but 
of difference. A montage of attractions is a clash between two elements: or, in 
other words, what is left when the two constituting elements (we should not call 
them images) are arranged in a relation of opposition. There is a clear resonance 
here with what just a handful of years before Saussure was developing in the 
field of linguistics: like language, which is a system based on pure differences 
without positive terms, also the visual articulation of frames is based on a purely 
negative relation. There is in Eisenstein an awareness that something productive 
and constructive can effectively emerge from an act of pure negativity: an image 
emerges in a gesture of withdrawal from ‘what is there’; a subtraction from the 
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positivity of the imaginary, which according to Lacan is the realm of positivity 
par excellence. Against an understanding of the visual field based on presence 
and empirical perception, Eisenstein seems here to go in a completely different 
direction, where images are constituted as a shock in the mind of the viewer 
resulting from a suspension of the imaginary. That is why Eisensteinian 
theoretical reflection will always be characterized by the oscillation between a 
conflictual dialectic predicated on a radical idea of negativity and an organicist 
translation of this ‘conflict of attractions’ into a bodily synthesis (which, starting 
from Eisenstein’s Mexican years, will progressively assume the connotation of a 
synthesis of primordial archetypes). As brilliantly articulated by Luka Arsenjuk:

[t]he Eisensteinian dialectic of montage is … characterized not merely by a historically 
original recognition of the disintegrative force of nonrelation and negativity (Eisenstein’s 
insistence on the primacy of the cut and conflict), the corrosive and critical power 
montage carries into the domain of form, but also by the constant attempts to invent the 
countertendency of a new type of form invoked by the disintegrative tendency of 
montage. Eisenstein is as much a filmmaker of montage as he is a thinker of new ways to 
be done with montage, as much an experimenter with the potentially endless 
disintegration of form as he is an inventor of new ends for montage’s corrosive force. 
(Arsenjuk, 2018: 174)

The years of the project on Capital, which are also the years of one of his most 
theoretical films, The General Line, are the years when Eisenstein had faith in 
the possibility of reconciling these two sides: an understanding of the visual as 
purely subtractive and based on negativity, and a faith in the creation of a new 
regime of vision emerging positively from the conflicts of montage. It is as if at 
the peak of negativity (when an image would be nothing other than a pure 
subtraction between two different constituent elements), something positively 
synthetic could emerge. The film on Capital, in its utopia of bringing together 
the height of negativity (i.e., abstract thought) with the sensibility of visual 
images, was exemplary of this theoretical audaciousness. Despite the project 
being set aside (after The General Line, Eisenstein and his two collaborators 
Aleksandrov and Tissè started a trip around the world in order to study sound 
cinema), Eisenstein’s insights on the nature of capital’s appearance – understood 
as sensible (because manifest in experience) but also extrasensory (because of its 
social mediations continuously disappearing) – surprisingly demonstrate their 
timeliness. We cannot quite imagine what Eisenstein’s Capital would have 
looked like, but it seems that the most unrealistic and eccentric idea of his 
notebooks – i.e., a possible reconciliation between art and science, between 
sensation and abstraction – will paradoxically be the core of what the post-
Adornian theorists of the value-form will develop from the late 1960s onwards. 
What is ‘value’ if not an abstraction that exists only in a sensory form outside of 
any subjective representation? What are the perverted [verrückte] forms7 of 
capitalist reality theorized by Hans-Georg Backhaus if not the deceiving erasure 
of social mediation enacted by the imaginary?
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THE OPAQUE IMAGE OF CAPITALISM

Alberto Toscano and Jeff Kinkle recently came back to reflect on capitalism’s 
peculiar regime of appearance and visual representation. If Eisenstein is right 
and the commodity form, beyond the fetishism of immediacy, could be grasped 
in montage only through the negative differences of its social mediations 
(financial capital, productive capital, merchant capital, etc.) – or, if we want to 
put it in more appropriate and less Eisensteinian terms, if the only possible image 
of a commodity is a non-relation between all its social instances, and therefore 
a paradoxical ‘non-imaginary image’8 – the question of the appearance of 
capitalism becomes rather problematic. Capitalism is based on a fundamental 
unbalance: there is a dissymmetry between the antagonism pertaining to the 
different moments of the production process, where surplus-value is extracted 
through the activity of labor-power, and the system of equivalences of the sphere 
of the market, where commodities are already fully constituted and exchanged 
with money. The movement from production to circulation is a movement of 
self-erasure of value’s and capital’s genetic formation: it is in fact a cancelation 
of labor exploitation and ultimately of class struggle. The commodity form 
contains, but at the same time also dissimulates, all these mediations. That is why 
in Eisenstein the question regarding how to look at capitalism very soon becomes 
a question regarding how to look at a commodity: ‘opening up’ its hidden social 
mediations, as in the sequence of the worker’s soup. If Marx’s Das Kapital 
aimed at unpacking all the different stages of the process of accumulation, a 
cinematographic reflection on capitalism cannot but begin with the immediacy 
of commodities in front of our eyes. How is it possible to see them as 
embodiments of value and products of exploitation, and not as self-sufficient 
objects? Or to put it another way: how is it possible to see commodities for how 
they do not appear from a non-imaginary point of view? Or even better, how is 
it possible to see appearance itself?

Primarily, we can say that there could be two different strategies. First, the 
unpacking of a commodity as a single instance of the process of accumulation –  
where does it come from? how it has been made? etc., as Tom Tykwer’s short feature 
shows very well. Second, the widening of our perspective on the world market, 
considering the global implications of capitalism in the most wide-ranging way 
possible and analyzing the relations between different branches of capital – for 
example, how the contemporary manufacturing sector in East Asia is connected 
with the raw materials industry in South America, and how in order to understand 
capitalist relations of production it is crucial to keep these two phenomena (along 
with many others) together (see Mezzadra and Neilson, 2019). Toscano and 
Kinkle (2015) cleverly open their book with a reference to a short film that could 
constitute an allegory of the two approaches: Charles and Ray Eames’ Powers of 
Ten (1968 and then 19779) is based on the idea of representing the universe first 
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expanding out from the Earth until the entire universe is encompassed, and then 
turning inward until a single atom and its quarks are observed. The film begins 
with a view of a man and woman having a picnic in a park in Chicago. The 
camera then slowly zooms out to a view 10 meters across and continues at a rate 
of a power of 10 every 10 seconds: first at 100 meters (102 m), then 1 kilometer 
(103 m) (where we see the entirety of Chicago), until arriving at 1024 m where 
we can see the size of the entire observable universe. Then the camera goes back 
to the picnic and zooms in to the man’s hand, to views of negative powers of 10: 
10−1 m (10 centimeters), 10−2 m… until we see the quarks in a proton of a carbon 
atom at 10−16 m. Which point of view should we adopt? How should we look at 
capitalist relations: from the point of view of the inside of a single commodity or 
from a God’s eye-view of the entire world of global capital?

Marx has already envisioned how in order to grasp the capitalist specificity of 
the process of accumulation (and its profound, structural instability) it was neces-
sary to keep these two scales of analysis together; Das Kapital in fact opens with 
a description of the appearance of a single commodity and then arrives at the end 
of Volume 3 to incorporate total social capital, the world market, and the banking 
and financial system. The relation between the two levels though is not based on 
the idea that the general is a mere sum of particulars, but that each of them can be 
found inside of the other: the particular is inside the general because, for instance, 
world-market instabilities reflect the instability and the duality that harbors at  
the core of every commodity; but the inverse is also true, because a commodity is 
like a monad containing the universality of global capital – for example, the rate 
of profit of a single commodity and of a particular branch of industrial capital is 
determined by the different allocations of investment of the total social capital in 
different branches of production, which makes the determination of the price of a 
single commodity directly dependent on every other commodity.10 Diagnosing a 
tendency in contemporary aesthetics to rely on a God’s eye-view to envision the 
complexity of capitalist relations, Toscano and Kinkle detect a general reluctance 
to assume the radicality of the concept of capital: which is not a ‘thing’ composed 
of a myriad of parts whose place has to be meticulously reconstructed, but a 
social relation whose dynamism is directly consequential to its structural dissym-
metry and antagonism. Capital’s ability to valorize and increase its magnitude is 
a consequence of its inner antagonism and contradiction, and the impossibility 
of reducing it to an object is precisely what makes its image so difficult to grasp, 
and its appearance so deceiving.

While it might seem that in the age of Google Earth and Big Data the recon-
struction of the nexuses and relations that define the global economy would be 
more easily representable, still this passion for a verticalized view from above 
is not without problems. As Hito Steyerl has claimed: ‘the view from above is 
a perfect metonymy for a more general verticalization of class relations in the 
context of an intensified class war from above’ (Steyerl, 2012: 26); the idea of 
relying on drone-like technologies to map the complexity of the social sphere 
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risks overlooking the structurally antagonistic nature of capital’s relation.  
In other terms, if the problem of the opacity of capital were only due to the mul-
tiplicity and complexity of its various actors, an improvement in data recording 
made possible by AI and Big Data technologies would be sufficient to produce 
a faithful image of it. The increase in the use of drones and satellite images in 
contemporary visual arts and cinema demonstrates how the view from above 
is increasingly becoming the privileged ideological way figuratively to imagine 
social relations. Still, at the very peak of this alleged transparency it becomes all 
the more evident how the social crack at the core of capitalist accumulation is 
nowhere to be found in such images. That is because the visual model of the view 
from above still relies on the register of the imaginary: it can only detect ‘what is 
there’. But what if the secret of capitalist self-valorization does not belong to the 
sphere of the imaginary?

Articulating this problem, Toscano and Kinkle construct their argument on the 
mode of appearance of contemporary capitalism around the Jamesonian concept 
of ‘cognitive mapping’ (Jameson, 1988: 347–60).11 Developed at the intersection 
between Althusser’s notion of ideology and the urbanist Kevin Lynch’s concept 
of ‘the image of the city’, ‘cognitive mapping’ is a term through which Fredric 
Jameson articulates the particular relationship that subjects entertain with capi-
talist relations, which determine their position while remaining deeply opaque to 
them. There is therefore a separation between the way in which social relation-
ships are organized and the way in which they are subjectivized (or imagined, 
or better ‘imaginarized’) by the actors involved. Through ‘cognitive mapping’ 
a subject tries, albeit always uncertainly and provisionally, figuratively to imag-
ine a relationship between their own particular situatedness and global capitalist 
relations (or what Jameson usually calls, in Lukacsian way, a ‘totality’). Jameson 
made clear though that ‘cognitive mapping will be a matter of form’, and not so 
much a question of rendering fully intelligible the entirety of capital’s social rela-
tions, as if they were an object waiting to be reconstituted and represented. The 
problem would be rather to determine what is the impossibility around which 
this form will constitute itself. What prevents the totality of social relations from 
becoming fully visible, even when we have at our disposal satellites, drones, and 
data-driven platforms? What is missing in the imaginary picture of capitalism? 
Why, even when capital seemed to have reached the peak of its transparency, 
does it still remain elusive and opaque?

EXCURSUS: THE PROBLEM OF THE LOCALIZATION OF VALUE

To answer this question, we have to abandon the perspective of the God’s eye-
view and the illusion that the totality of capitalist relations is an imaginary object 
ready to be appropriated and visually grasped, and turn our analysis instead to 
that particular element that crooks (but also makes possible) the process of 
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accumulation and whose localization is always problematic. (Surplus-)value, or 
abstract labor,12 is the name of that element, and its process of constitution in 
capital’s self-valorization is what will help us to determine the impossibility 
around which the imaginary appearance of capitalism is formed.

For instance, the value of a capitalistically produced commodity can be looked 
at from two different and incompatible points of view: profit and surplus-value 
(see Heinrich, 2012: 143–4). When the factors of production – means of produc-
tion and labor-power – are assembled in the production process, their different 
roles are not immediately apparent and they seem to be directly comparable. 
According to the capitalist, they are on the same level: it was he who bought 
the machinery and the labor-power (i.e., he ‘buys’ the labor expenditure of the 
worker) on the market, and what results from their encounter, if everything goes 
well and commodities are sold, is an increase in respect to what he spent. For the 
capitalist there is no difference between the contributions of the two types of cap-
ital, constant capital and variable capital: both are essential to the production, and 
therefore the surplus generated must come from both. If the quantity of money 
that a capitalist receives when a commodity is sold on the market is more than 
what he previously spent when he bought the factors of production, that ‘more’ is 
called profit. The problem is that this argument, according to Marx, mystifies the 
essential contribution of living labor:

In surplus-value, the relationship between capital and labor is laid bare. In the relationship 
between capital and profit, i.e., between capital and surplus-value as it appears on the one 
hand as an excess over the cost price of commodity realized in the circulation process and 
on the other hand as an excess determined more precisely by its relationship to the total 
capital, capital appears as a relationship to itself, a relationship in which it is distinguished, 
as an original sum of value, from another new value that it posits. It is in consciousness that 
capital generates this new value in the course of its movement through the production and 
circulation processes. But how this happens is now mystified, and seems to derive from 
hidden qualities that are inherent in capital itself. (Marx, 1991: 144)

The mystification is double. First, there is the illusion that both factors of pro-
duction can equally contribute to the creation of a ‘surplus’, while in fact the 
entire value of constant capital is transferred to the value of the newly produced 
commodity, so that the surplus must have been generated somewhere else  
(i.e., from the living labor of labor-power). Second, there is the presumption that 
the wage would be a fair compensation for the living labor extracted in the pro-
duction process. But there is effectively no compensation for having used the 
creativity and human potentiality of the workers for the self-valorization of capi-
tal.13 So, would it just be a matter of deconstructing the illusion and reaffirming 
how things effectively are?

The answer is no. The perspectival illusion that makes the capitalist look at this 
process from the point of view of profit, while the labor-power (when organized 
in a struggle) develops the point of view of the extraction of surplus-value, cannot 
be sorted out in terms of rights and wrongs. Marx’s argument is not that the 
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perspective of the working class is right and that of the capitalist is wrong: each 
of them is right according to its own logic. Their two points of view are both 
correct, but they are absolutely incommensurable. The antagonism does not 
pertain to different points of view that look simultaneously but differently at the 
same object: the antagonism pertains to the object itself. Borrowing a Lacanian 
concept, we can say that the antagonism is in the Real of the gaze, not in the 
eye of the beholder. Surplus-value is not a substantial object that a positivistic 
science, such as political economy, can faithfully represent in an unquestionable 
manner: surplus-value is nothing but the unbalance of the entire structure of 
accumulation. There is no ultimate economic objective reality that can support 
and legitimate the claims of the working class (or of the capitalists). Surplus-value 
names the ultimate insurmountability of class struggle and social antagonism. 
There is no final objectivity: the Althusserian ‘last instance’ is nothing but the 
Real of the unsurpassable antagonism upon which the structure is based. That 
is why Marx did not develop a theory of political economy, but a critique of the 
categories of political economy,14 knowing that a Marxian, revolutionary science 
could only be a non-positivistic science that posits class struggle as a foundation 
of capitalist totality.

It was thanks to the research within the Neue Marx-Lektüre (Helmut Reichelt 
(2008), Michael Heinrich (2012), Hans-Georg Backhaus (2016), which I will 
amend here with the interpretation of their work given by Riccardo Bellofiore 
(2018a)) that this problem of localization of value and abstract labor has been 
articulated in a systematic way. First, they criticized a substantialist approach 
to value, according to which value would be fully constituted in the sphere of 
production in a single commodity and then only represented, measured, and 
transformed into money in the sphere of circulation. Such a position would still 
be indebted to a positivistic understanding of accumulation that would reduce it 
to a secret to be unveiled in the realm of production. On the contrary, Reichelt, 
Heinrich, and Backhaus elaborated a processual and dynamic understanding of 
value, where what is crucial is not so much the quantity of units of labor-time that 
are transformed in prices in the circulation, but the social form that they acquire 
in the process of valorization. Value is like a phantasm that takes possession of 
different bodies in the cycle of accumulation: it can take the form of a commodity 
as much as the form of money. Its status is that of a ‘purely fantastic objectivity’: 
even though Marx also uses the term ‘spectral’ or ‘ghostly’, to give the idea of 
a peculiar form of objectivity that is not empirical but rather phantasmatic.15 
No different from a sensuous extrasensory commodity, value is objectively 
phantasmatic.

Already at the ‘beginning’ (if such a thing were effectively thinkable) of the 
process of valorization, commodities are internally split between a concrete 
labor that created them, and a ghostly ‘abstract’ labor that eventually, under 
certain conditions, will morph into value. We have to understand abstract labor 
here as only half-constituted: at the stage of the commodity-before-it-is-sold, its 
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abstractness is only a wager on something that may eventually emerge from the 
body of the commodity in the event of a successful exchange with money in the 
sphere of circulation.

The transformation of abstract-labor-in-potential into abstract-labor-as-money 
is crucial: contrary to a planned economy where society organizes the produc-
tion from the beginning of the cycle, capitalism is the first societal organization 
where labor is organized privately. This means that private entrepreneurs can 
freely decide what to produce, how to produce it, and in what quantity, without 
knowing whether society will effectively need their products. The fact that a par-
ticular labor expenditure will be recognized as ‘useful’ by society, meeting the 
needs and the purchasing power of someone, remains uncertain until an exchange 
with money is effectively made. In the event of an economic crisis, for example, 
we see that this moment of socialization fails, with detrimental consequences. 
That is why capitalism is a society where social validation of labor occurs only 
through the market: valorization is not only the phenomenon through which 
money ‘magically’ emerged from the body of a commodity (the abstract is gen-
erated from the concrete); it is also the moment of recognition of the ‘mediated 
sociality’ of a particular private expenditure of labor (the concrete is recognized 
après-coup as abstract).

The spectral presence of value is therefore already present at the beginning of 
the production process: when a capitalist goes to the market to buy machinery 
and labor-power in order to organize production in the hope of its eventual 
profitability, he acts on the basis of the future metamorphoses of commodities 
into money (and therefore plans all his actions with such an outcome in 
mind). No matter if he is aware of it or not, what guides his actions is value-
in-potential. The ‘sensuous extrasensory properties’ that Marx believed were 
‘fetishistically’ projected into commodities are not a deceit (schein) that have to 
be deconstructed; they are the organizational principle underlying the capitalist 
world. As Hans-Georg Backhaus said, ‘when we speak of the commodity […] 
we are also obliged to think about the absurd condition according to which a 
supersensible quality inheres in sensuous things, so that, it is reasonable to talk 
about an economic dimension like the natural dimensions of distance, weight, 
temperature, etc.’ (Backhaus, 2016: 343–404). The problem is that when we look 
at the commodities, those supersensible qualities are nowhere to be found: which 
leads to the paradox that, despite how value orchestrates almost everything of our 
world, if we look at the objects surrounding us, there seems to be no trace of it.

THE APPEARANCE OF CINEMA

Capitalism seems to be based on a profound contradiction: founded on a struc-
tural dissymmetry at the level of production – where the potentiality of historical 
transformation of the labor-power is hijacked by the capitalists in order to 
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increase the magnitude of their capital – it appears in the realm of circulation as 
governed by a system of equivalences. As in the case of the incommensurability 
of profit and surplus-value, capital seems, according to the logic of the profit, to 
be governed by a self-propelled act of self-valorization, and at the same time, if 
considered from the point of view of surplus-value, to be parasitically dependent 
on the living labor of the working class. These two points of view are simultane-
ously right and incompatible. That is because the antagonism lies in the object 
itself: it is not a matter of adopting an objective God’s eye-view perspective, 
according to which, it would be possible to grant the capitalist and the labor-
power their fair share of surplus. At the core of capitalist reality there is the Real 
of social antagonism. That is why value is a spectral entity that, while governing 
the entirety of the process of accumulation, is empirically nowhere to be found. 
That is why, even if we search for the secret of a commodity in the multiple 
social mediations that made it possible, we will be unable to go beyond a logic 
of the anecdote (the de-anecdotalization pursued by Eisenstein is impossible if 
we remain at the level of a single commodity).

It was Isaak Illich Rubin (1973) in the 1920s who underlined how this process 
of mystification and fetishistic inversion was not a cultural superstructure 
inessential to represent the functioning of the capitalist mode of production, but a 
crucial pillar to understand Marx’s theory of value. The fact that the extraction of 
surplus-value is transposed into an objective state of things is not part of a deceit, 
but is a necessary condition of manifestation of the capitalist exploitation. In 
Lacanian terms, the fetishism of commodity – i.e., the translation of the relations 
of domination, from being personal and visible, to being objective (sachlich) and 
naturalized – is the process of imaginarization of the capitalist relations. The 
way through which capitalism appears is the way through which its system of 
exploitation founded on a social antagonism necessarily manifests itself in the 
realm of sensibility: that is the way through which capitalism is transposed into 
an image.

The question that we should ask is therefore not how cinema could represent 
the antagonism of the capitalist mode of production or how could it discover the 
enigma of the formation of value beyond the commodity form, but how it could 
reflect on the necessity of this transfiguration into the imaginary: cinema as a 
way to think appearance itself; as a science of appearance. So, to go back to 
the problem that was haunting Muley, it will not be so much a matter of asking 
ourselves who do we shoot, who is to blame, or what is a faithful image of 
capitalism, but why we were already part of that image in the first place; why, so 
to speak, capitalism was already shooting (at) us.

Notes

1  Among the many possible accounts of the complexity of the different contemporary operations of 
capital see Mezzadra and Neilson (2019).
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 2  Interview with Oksana Bulgakova from Alexander Kluge’s News from Ideological Antiquity.
 3  Eisenstein during those weeks was ‘nearly blind, overworked, and living on stimulants in order to 

finish the film on time, Vogman (2019: 21).
 4  The quote is taken from Samuel Brody’s enthusiastic account of Sergei Eisenstein’s lecture titled 

‘Principles of the New Russian Cinema’, which was delivered at the Paris Sorbonne University on 
17 February 1930.

 5  Eisenstein’s diaries from 7 April 1928 (Russian State Archive of Literature and Arts, 1923-2-1107: 
26, 27) quoted in Vogman (2019: 238); Eisenstein (1976: 10, 17, 25).

 6  As noted in Heinrich (2012: 72), this would be the right translation and not ‘transcends sensuous-
ness’ as is translated in the Penguin edition of Volume 1 (Marx, 1976: 163).

 7  We refer here in particular to Riccardo Bellofiore and Tommaso Redolfi Riva’s interpretation of  
Hans-Georg Backhaus (Bellofiore and Redolfi Riva, 2018).

 8  We do not have the opportunity here to develop further this point, but a non-imaginary image is 
what Lacan refers to as the manifestation of the object (a) in the realm of visuality, or gaze. See 
Bianchi (2017).

 9  www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ww4gYNrOkkg (last access: 30 April 2020).
10  ‘If different branches offer different rates of profit, then capitalists will try to pull their capital out 

of branches with low rates of profit and invest their capital in branches with higher rates of profit. 
If the movement of capital between branches is possible (and not, for example, impeded by legal 
restrictions), then more and more capital will flow into branches with high rates of profit and out 
of branches with lower rates of profit. This leads to the amount of available commodities increasing 
in branches with high rates of profit and decreasing in branches with low rates of profit. Due to 
the competition between capitalists, the increasing supply in the branches with initially high rates 
of profit will on the one hand lead to decreasing sales prices and ultimately declining profit rates, 
whereas, on the other hand, the declining supply in the branches with initially low rates of profit 
leads to a rise in prices and ultimately increasing rates of profit. The different rates of profit equalize 
into an average or general rate of profit’ (Heinrich, 2012: 146–7).

11  For an exhaustive overview of the emergence of the concept of ‘cognitive mapping’ in Fredric 
Jameson see Chapter 3 of Wegner (2014).

12  We rely here on a processual and dynamic understanding of the constitution of abstract labor in the 
process accumulation as developed by Bellofiore (2018b.)

13  As beautifully affirmed in the opening paragraph of Alexander Kluge and Oskar Negt’s History and 
Obstinacy: ‘“Labor” is the human ability to change matter purposefully. […] It not only consists of 
commodity production, but also engenders social relations and develops community. It possesses 
OBSTINACY. Its product is HISTORY’ (Kluge and Negt, 2014: 73). What capitalism takes from the 
workers is not only a quantity of wealth, but also (and maybe even more) the purpose of one’s 
own activities in the world and the form of the labor activity: what do we do with our labor – its 
qualitative dimension – how do we want to use it, to what end? For a discussion of the notion of 
purpose in Marx see Bianchi (2010).

14  Cf. Redolfi Riva (2018), but the same point has been developed often by Bellofiore as well (lately in 
Bellofiore, 2020: 143).

15  Here the resonances between Marx and Lacan become more evident: for a similar analysis, even 
though developed on different themes, see Tomšič (2013).
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THE HORRORS OF CAPITAL AND CAPITAL

The first examples of ‘Marxist horror’ are in Marx’s own oeuvre, from the 
‘specter haunting Europe’ to the blood-sucking capitalists of Capital Vol. 1. It 
was not uncommon to find capitalists represented as vampires in nineteenth-
century popular culture; Marx himself enjoyed reading and telling scary stories 
(Gelder, 2004; Shapiro, 2008; Dienst, 2011). Nonetheless, Marx’s gothic refer-
ences seem more than mere rhetorical flourish: Mark Neocleous describes 
Capital as a ‘political economy of the dead’, emphasizing especially Marx’s 
language of ‘living’ and ‘dead’ labor (2003).

If, as David McNally argues in Monsters of the Market, Marx’s gothic rhetoric 
appears most obviously in his treatment of labor, then it is not surprising to find 
that Marxist critics tend to read the horror film as an allegory for the relation 
between productive labor and capital (2011). Although Marx typically uses the 
figure of the vampire to describe the relationship between capital and the prole-
tariat, contemporary critics interested in horror and labor conditions have tended 
to focus instead on the zombie. Camille Fojas’ Zombies, Migrants, and Queers 
treats zombie narratives as representations of ‘capitalism’s dead labor’ (2017); 
Evan Calder Williams describes the zombie as a figure for the experience of 
being an endlessly working body (2011); Annalee Newitz argues that the zombie 
film attests to the ways that ‘because [we] spend so much time working, [we] 
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often feel dead ourselves’ (2006). John Lutz explores the way zombie films treat 
‘the sharpening contradictions between capital and labor’ (2010) while McNally 
laments that the ‘idea of the zombie as a living-dead laborer’ has been replaced 
by images of the zombie as ‘ghoulish consumer’ (2011).

McNally’s declension narrative also suggests the extent to which critics worry 
over the horror genre’s ideological conservativism. Because horror tends, they 
suggest, to hide its real political content behind a scrim of surreal fantasy, it is 
often a means to obtain ideological consent under cover of social catharsis. Thus 
scholars describe the genre’s efforts to ‘restore the rational, normative order’ 
(Pinedo, 2016), to ‘bring things back to a more stable and constructive state’ 
(King, 1981), to ‘alleviate’ political and economic anxieties (Kawin, 2004), or to 
perform a kind of ‘social policing’ (Fojas, 2017).

The criticism cited above tends, in short, to make three interlocked claims. First, 
that the primary source of economic horror is the relationship between capital and 
labor – the productive process wherein, as Marx so evocatively describes it, we 
enter the ‘hidden abode’ where living labor works on dead labor. Second, that the 
primary way for representing this relationship is via an allegorical coding, turning 
manifest content into latent fantasy. And, finally, that because horror thus depends 
on the narrative energies of ideology, it tends to confirm it, letting loose a cathartic 
representation of antagonism only to re-contain that chaos by killing off the monster.

In this essay, by contrast, we follow a tradition in Marxist criticism that attends 
to race and gender as well as to class, focusing on the ways the ascriptive tech-
niques of racialization and patriarchy enable exploitation within capitalism. In so 
doing, we excavate a critical history wherein horror film registers the exploitation 
of reproductive as well as productive labor, the power of the police and of settler 
colonialism as well as the power of capital, the violence of gender subordination 
and racialization as well as of labor exploitation, the fate of surplus populations 
as well as the industrially employed. Scholars like Gaston Gordillo, for instance, 
take up the zombie’s relation to the figure of the slave as a way to register capi-
talism’s treatment of the raced body as bare life (2012). Mark Stevens, similarly, 
uses the lurid gore of ‘splatter’ horror to reveal the inherent racialization of the 
decision Sherryl Vint, in her writing on the zombie, describes as ‘who to “make 
live” or “let die”’ (Stevens, 2017; Vint, 2013). Meanwhile, a tradition of feminist 
psychoanalytic horror criticism – much of it inspired by Julia Kristeva’s Powers 
of Horror – has turned a keen political eye on horror’s treatment of gender: the 
work of Barbara Creed and Joan Copjec, for instance, takes up the uncanny horror 
of the feminine as (in Kristeva’s terms) ‘a dark revolt of being’ (Kristeva, 1982). 
More explicitly materialist feminist work like Carol J. Clover’s (1992) Men, 
Women, and Chainsaws, in turn, seeks to disrupt conventional accounts of the 
sadistic male gaze by suggesting instead that male viewers identify with horror’s 
‘final girl’ in order to deny their complicity in the exploitation of her working-
class assailants. Scholars like Robin Wood, likewise, argue that horror negotiates 
‘patriarchal capitalism’ by variously preserving and critiquing the treatment of 
non-normative sexual (or political) desire as a monstrous ‘Other’ (1979).
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This essay seeks to extend and advance this tradition of Marxist horror film 
criticism concerned with racialization and gender violence by locating within 
contemporary horror film itself a set of adjacent concerns. The present historical 
conjuncture, we argue, is indeed haunted by what Chris Harman terms ‘zombie 
capitalism’ (2009). Yet, for us, this zombie refers not simply to the ‘zombie’ 
quality of living labor, but also to something more systemic: what Joshua Clover 
identifies as the zombie quality of a capitalism for which crisis is now a perma-
nent ‘unnatural natural state’ (2011). This zombie capitalism-in-crisis, we con-
tend, lurches most visibly and most destructively not through the ‘hidden abode 
of production’ but rather across the sphere of reproduction: the sites in which 
workers reproduce themselves and their labor; the circulation networks through 
which commodities move and come to rest; the communities wherein housing, 
health care, food, and education are bought with wages or debt or not at all; the 
institutions through which bodies are educated, policed, imprisoned. Asad Haider 
and Salar Mohandesi describe social reproduction with crystalline urgency:

[M]any of today’s lines of political contestation are thus being drawn squarely through the 
terrain of social reproduction – soaring rents, crumbling buildings, underfunded schools, 
high food prices, crippling debt, police violence, and insufficient access to basic social ser-
vices like water, transportation, and health care. …On the terrain of social reproduction it 
becomes abundantly clear that unemployment precedes employment, the informal economy 
precedes the formal, and proletarian does not mean wage worker. (2015)

Whether it appears as the spaces where buildings crumble, cops shoot, and 
unemployment lines form; or as the temporal marking of sluggish GDP, the 
annual raising of student tuition, and the year-after-year decline in inflation-
adjusted wages, the ‘terrain of reproduction’ is today more visible, more 
exposed, and often more fractious than the ‘hidden abode’.

We argue that contemporary horror film is likewise preoccupied with this ‘ter-
rain of reproduction’. Rather than concerning itself exclusively with the fact that 
‘we spend so much time working’, it considers what kind of work we are doing 
and who is doing it. Rather than using images of land and property to mount a 
conservative defense of pre-capitalist modes of accumulation, it contends with 
the link between the past of primitive accumulation and the present of dispos-
sessive accumulation. Rather than assuming that an interest in consumption is 
apolitical, it yokes the consumption of basic necessities to the processes of social 
reproduction rendered vulnerable and volatile by debt and falling wages. Rather 
than invoking a ‘living-dead laborer’ coded as a male industrial worker, it attends 
to the processes of gender differentiation that shape contemporary work whether 
it is waged or unwaged, productive or ‘unproductive’, and while also registering 
the processes of racialization that slice across the spaces of social reproduction.

This essay will take up a few of these processes as they appear in a range of 
recent horror narratives. That the films we discuss here are largely, though not 
exclusively, from the USA is partially a symptom of our particular scholarly exper-
tise and location, and partially a symptom of the persistent (though stalling) domi-
nation of Hollywood over the film industry. Yet it might also be read in historical 
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terms: it was American political-economic power that dominated what Giovanni 
Arrighi famously termed the ‘Long Twentieth Century’ and thus it is also in the 
USA that the decline of this hegemony – as well as the morbidity of ‘zombie 
capitalism’ more broadly – has been most strikingly, shockingly felt (1994). In 
twenty-first-century horror film, we contend, the economic and political content is 
not as clearly or neatly ‘coded’ as classic accounts of horror’s allegory would have 
it. Often, the economic content isn’t coded at all: instead, it appears as manifest 
political content or ambient historical context. In this sense, we depart from the 
psychoanalytic tradition of feminist horror criticism, insofar as we are interested 
less in identification and abjection as processes that construct psychic subjects, 
and more in material dynamics like dispossession, domination, and exploitation 
understood as categories of political economy. Put most simply, in our analysis the 
repressed returns from a historical rather than an individual past. Moreover, we 
suggest, these texts actively resist the psychically and ideologically ameliorative 
work of allegory. They do so in part by way of their specific concern with figures 
of women – not just as passive victims but also as villains, demons, witches; not 
just as excluded, abjected, monstrous others but as those others’ vengeance.

We do not mean to suggest some immediate or natural relationship between 
the sphere of reproduction and actual biological reproduction. We take the 
sphere of reproduction to refer to the renewal and sustenance of labor power 
itself, including not just childbirth and childrearing but also the entire economy 
of domestic life, from real estate to health care to education – and to the ways 
this so-called ‘private’ sphere is increasingly and inevitably permeated by capital. 
We are concerned too with the reproduction of the capital–labor relation itself, 
a reproduction that takes place in the processes that make wage labor neces-
sary (from historical primitive accumulation to contemporary expropriation); in 
forms of violence and power beyond wage labor and exploitation (racialization, 
mass incarceration, and the maintenance and control of surplus populations); and 
in transformations in workforce composition and organization (precaritization, 
automation, feminization, and unemployment). None of this is essentially or bio-
logically linked to women or to biological reproduction, and yet we do wish to 
suggest that the figure of the woman in these films – whether as revenging crone 
or murderous girl – seems to signify, in compelling and overdetermined ways, 
this sphere of reproduction broadly understood. And because the women in these 
films refuse to be vanquished or to die, the films themselves cannot prevent the 
revolutionary energies they stir up from contaminating the social imagination.

THE HORRORS OF PRIMITIVE ACCUMULATION AND  
RACIAL CAPITALISM

The fourth chapter of Silvia Federici’s masterful Caliban and the Witch begins 
with a horror story: ‘for more than two centuries, in several European countries’, 
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she writes, ‘hundreds of thousands of women were tried, tortured, burned alive 
or hanged, accused of having … murdered scores of children, sucked their blood, 
made potions with their flesh, caused the death of their neighbors, destroyed 
cattle and crops, raised storms, and performed many other abominations’ (2004). 
This invention of the witch, she famously (and controversially) argues, coincided 
with the need to control workers’ reproduction; with the privatization and enclo-
sure of land; and with the new division of labor enabled by colonialism and the 
slave trade – in short, with the emergence of a nascent capitalist mode of 
production.

While Federici does not embrace the genre elements of this horrific history, 
Robert Eggers’ 2016 The Witch does so with gusto. Subtitled ‘A New England 
Folktale’, the film opens in 1630, a few decades before Cotton Mather’s 1692 
witch trials. A family is cast out of their Puritan enclave for religious apostasy: 
as they depart, we catch a glimpse of Native Americans, and may think we’re in 
for a classic horror narrative about the frightening Other. Yet it quickly becomes 
clear that the danger here is internal rather than external. The very landscape in 
which the family must survive seems hostile, as the harvest molds and rots. But 
the threat also comes from within the family. After the baby disappears while 
being cared for by her sister Thomasin, the family turns against the teenaged 
girl, accusing her of witchcraft and sexual deviance: ‘Did ye make some unholy 
bond with that goat?’ her father rages. Associated with the loss of the infant child 
and the failure of the harvest but also with sexual and reproductive maturation, 
the pubescent Thomasin is both a threat to and necessary for the colonial project 
Richard Slotkin terms ‘regeneration by violence’ (1973). Her sexuality must be 
mastered if a nascent system of capitalism is to control the female body as the 
source of other laboring bodies; to control male time, attention, and discipline; 
and to control the right of property and inheritance. Reaching a pitch of hysterical 
accusation, the family casts Thomasin out of the house, turning her into the ‘rebel 
body’ Federici argues the witch hunt seeks to destroy. Yet because she is thus 
saved from the violent fate that awaits her family, Thomasin gets her revenge, 
joining a coven of orgasmically powerful female witches and thus becoming the 
very thing she was accused of being: a rebellious body among other rebel bodies.

Whereas The Witch powerfully illuminates the way control over women’s pro-
ductive and reproductive bodies enabled primitive accumulation, hybrid Western-
horrors like J. T. Petty’s 2008 The Burrowers, Alex Turner’s 2004 Dead Birds, 
and S. Craig Zahler’s 2015 Bone Tomahawk recount the ways white supremacy 
and nativism justified colonial dispossession at the origin of capitalism. These 
films give the moment of settler colonialism a hallucinatory cast, marking the 
origin of the colonial project in expropriative violence. In Bone Tomahawk and 
The Burrowers, the monsters inhabit an otherness that is both knowable (they 
are the victims of colonial genocide), and unknowable (they are nocturnal mon-
sters who drug and eat their victims). A similar dynamic is at work in Dead 
Birds, in which Confederate deserters find themselves the victims of monsters, 
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as the violence of settler colonialism and slavery returns to betray its origins. The 
theme of cannibalism in Bone Tomahawk and The Burrowers (and in other recent 
cannibal-themed films like Jorge Michel Grau’s We Are What We Are (2010) and 
Julia Ducournau’s Raw (2016)) suggests not only the enduring anxieties among 
imperial subjects about the rebellion of the colonized but also the insurrectionist 
energies incompletely repressed by colonial regimes of power.

But what makes films like The Witch and Dead Birds uniquely  contemporary – 
what allows a narrative about the seventeenth century to be read in terms of a 
twenty-first-century crisis of reproduction? Here we draw on David Harvey’s 
immensely influential concept of ‘accumulation by dispossession’, which Harvey 
describes as a perduring means for seizing accumulated wealth, a process which 
involves ‘the continuation and proliferation’ of violent practices once associ-
ated solely with the rise of capitalism (2007). Harvey’s notion of accumulation 
by dispossession reveals the resonances between the historical process of land 
expropriation, enclosure, and control over reproduction described by Federici 
and contemporary practices ranging from the commodification of land and the 
development of extractive economies to segregation, red lining, gentrification, 
and other racialized forms of property accumulation. In these films’ emphasis 
on land expropriation, for instance, we might see a terrain shared with more 
explicitly contemporary narratives of extractive capitalism such as Christophe 
Gans’ Silent Hill (2006) and Patricia Rozema’s Into the Forest (2015), both of 
which treat toxic masculinity and rape in relation to toxic capitalist accumulation 
through environmental pillage.1

In non-US films such as Andrés Muschietti’s Mama (2013), ongoing expro-
priative accumulation is also explicitly yoked to the contemporary financial cri-
sis.2 Driven insane by the 2008 financial crash, a stockbroker kills his estranged 
wife and then kidnaps his own daughters. Before he can shoot them, however, he 
is killed by the witch/ghost Mama, who raises the two girls. When Mama accom-
panies the girls back to civilization, she becomes a symbol both of the ‘out-
side’ of capitalist accumulation and of the feminine excess that must be tamed 
by patriarchal ‘civilization’. Mama thus represents the transgressive fantastic, 
what Rosemary Jackson calls ‘the unsaid and the unseen of culture: that which 
has been silenced, made invisible, covered over’ (1981). The film also develops 
a feminist critique of primitive accumulation in the figure of the girls’ guardian, 
Annabel, a hip young feminist who seeks to uncover the historical wrongs that 
cause Mama to haunt the earth. As in other contemporary witch films, including 
James Wan’s The Conjuring (2013) and Anna Biller’s The Love Witch (2016), 
these wrongs are a historical palimpsest, evoking multiple sites of accumulation 
by dispossession and a historically disparate set of violent colonial encounters. 
Mama thus represents the persecution of witches as, in Federici’s terms, ‘a uni-
versal process in every phase of capitalist development’ (2004).

Finally, we find in contemporary horror films an urgent desire to address 
what contemporary scholars, following Cedric Robinson’s seminal work in 
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Black Marxism, have termed ‘racial capitalism’ (Robinson, 1983). Jodi Melamed 
argues that the ‘transparently violent means’ of primitive accumulation reappear 
in the present of racial capitalism via the logics of ‘loss, disposability, and the 
unequal differentiation of human value’ (2015). Anna Rose Holmer’s 2015 The 
Fits takes up precisely this mode of uneven human development, treating gender 
and race as part of what Nancy Fraser calls ‘an ongoing but disavowed moment 
of expropriation’ (2016). When a dance troupe of African-American girls from a 
deindustrialized, segregated, and economically depressed part of Cincinnati mys-
teriously succumbs to a ‘dancing disease’ that throws them into uncontrollable 
paroxysms, this possession suggests the inextricability of gendered embodiment 
and racialized space. It also draws our attention to the way the experiences and 
bodies of some subjects are stolen or starved so that abundance can be maintained 
elsewhere. In a plot that suggests that such bodily dispossession – allegorized as 
bodily possession – is as inevitable as sexual maturation, the protagonist’s fear of 
adulthood functions as both a refusal of standardized femininity and as a rejec-
tion of the uncertain future faced by black women in a post-industrial city where 
neither the Fordist assurances of jobs and family, nor the post-Fordist fantasy 
projections of a post-work/post-sexist/post-racist world, are available.3

David Robert Mitchell’s It Follows (2014) and Jordan Peele’s Get Out (2017), 
likewise, take up dispossessive practices like racialized housing segregation in 
the context of deindustrialization. It Follows, set in Detroit, plays with and within 
the dispossessed landscape of the post-industrial city. The remorseless, relent-
less monster – ‘It’ – is an expanding cycle of sexual contagion.4 Yet the image 
of contagion ultimately represents not literal disease but rather what Harvey has 
described as the Ponzi character of urban asset markets (2012). The staging of 
initiatory sexual experience in parallel with a ‘fall’ into the futureless world of 
segregated, abandoned urban space equates fiscal violence – a racialized ‘spatial 
fix’, to use Harvey’s term – with forms of gendered violence – the use of wom-
en’s bodies as a kind of ‘sexual fix’. The ‘It’ of the film’s title is thus the specu-
lative accumulation that plunders the ‘subprime cities’ of a capitalism in crisis.

Horror has long captured the repressed racist fears of those who have aban-
doned these subprime cities in waves of ‘white flight’, and Peele’s Get Out bril-
liantly manipulates these well-worn horror tropes to expose white fear as white 
violence. Imagining a world in which white suburbanites use their apparent inno-
cence and liberal good-will to lure and attack black victims, Get Out frames the 
motive behind the vampiric violence of the white villains as expropriative desire 
for black reproductive labor. As an incubator for white immortality, the black 
body in Get Out is revered as a sign of strength and commodified attractive-
ness: thus the vampiric theft and enclosure of black bodies and black labor is 
revealed to continue into the present, from a regime of slavery to an economy 
of commodified spectacle and exploited affective labor. In its insistence that at 
the heart of suburban horror is a thinly disguised fear of racial diversification – a 
fear which has historical roots in the Jim Crow era and mid-century redlining but 
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which resonates in a present of ‘reverse redlining’ – Get Out also raises a set of 
problems particularly germane to our next section.5

THE HORRORS OF REAL ESTATE AND SPECULATION

Beginning in the mid 1990s, the costs of housing, health care, child care, and 
education began to rise precipitously. As a result, US households were forced 
into debt as a kind of substitute wage. The most important form of debt in this 
period was the mortgage, which stabilized the reproduction of working- and 
middle-class households, making them dependent not only on credit but also on 
real estate equity. Low federal interest rates encouraged banks to lend to consum-
ers they had previously excluded from formal credit: so-called ‘subprime’ mort-
gages soared, leading to an era of discrimination by inclusion. Meanwhile, 
structured financing devices like collateralized mortgage obligations (CMOs) 
created a secondary marketplace for selling all this risky debt. When markets 
collapsed in the fall of 2008, those hardest hit were neither the banks nor their 
investors, but debtors themselves. The crisis was particularly devastating for bor-
rowers of color, creating what Karen McCormack and Iyar Mazar term ‘radical 
risk’: risk spread unevenly across classes, races, genders, and categories of citi-
zenship (2015). In short, the forms of speculative risk created in and exploited 
by the securitized credit market were transferred as material precarity to borrow-
ers and renters.

As Maya Gonzalez has argued, all crises of accumulation are reproductive cri-
ses since they threaten the capacity of the worker to reproduce herself. Yet, as she 
also notes, the housing crisis ‘is a crisis of reproduction in a new sense … because 
the life of the worker and her reproduction have been increasingly permeated by 
capital’ (2010). If we want to attend to what is most horrifying and violent about 
the present, we must thus look not only to the violence capitalism wreaks on the 
working body but also to the violence it does to our ability to feed and house and 
care for ourselves; to the particular force with which its ‘permeation’ of daily life 
affects those already vulnerable; and to the effect of economic forms outside the 
wage and the workplace. In this section, we thus take up the genre of the ‘post-
housing-crisis’ horror film.6 The relationship between real estate and horror film 
has a long history – for instance, the intense popularity of the haunted house film 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s (The Amityville Horror (1979), The Shining 
(1980), The Hearse (1980), Poltergeist (1982)) can be attributed to the stagfla-
tion that followed the Nixon and Volcker Shocks. Renewed interest in the genre 
after the crisis of 2008, we contend, suggests a return to the genre as a means to 
explore contemporary economic concerns.

Contemporary real estate is clearly linked to the forms of violent land expro-
priation described above: as Alyosha Goldstein puts it, there is a correlation 
‘between profit derived from financial transactions and profit from territorial 
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seizure’ (2014). Not surprisingly, this correlation also appears in two of the most 
complex and compelling post-housing-crisis horror films, Darren Lyn Brousman’s 
Mother’s Day (2010) and Pang Ho-cheung’s Dream Home (Wai dor lei ah yut ho, 
2010). Dream Home concerns a seemingly meek young woman named Cheng 
Li-Sheung who is attempting to purchase an expensive luxury flat; one night she 
goes on a killing spree and brutally murders 11 people in one building. Dream 
Home’s vertiginous visual aesthetic, its disorienting narrative structure, and its 
abrupt tonal shifts register the sense of irrationality that attends life in a real estate 
bubble, where the price of a tiny apartment might be raised 50% over mere hours. 
Indeed, Sheung’s violence itself is a form of market rationality, since it turns out 
that she killed those 11 people in order to bring down the price of an apartment 
in the building: in Dream Home, as in Mama, the apotheosis of speculation is 
violence. In Brousman’s Mother’s Day, likewise, a family of bank robbers, the 
Koffin brothers, try to escape a heist gone bad by hiding at their mother’s house, 
only to discover that she lost the family home to foreclosure: they then torture 
the current residents (the Sohapis) and try to take the home back. A remake of 
a 1980 ‘hillbilly horror’ film of the same name, Mother’s Day makes clear that 
the Sohapis are complicit in the Koffins’ dispossession, having benefited, as so 
many investors did, from the wave of evictions that happened after the real estate 
crisis. The film thus makes the same connection between wealth and territorial 
land-grabs that the earlier genre Carol Clover aptly terms ‘urbanoia’ suggested 
– except that now, because of the new spatial logics of accumulation, the sites of 
dispossession are closer to home (1992).

Yet something else haunts these films too. Both Dream Home and Mother’s 
Day make reference to the ‘stigmatized property’: property whose value is affected 
by past events that took place there. Haunted real estate ‘built on Indian burial 
ground’ features in classic films like Pet Sematary (1989), Amityville Horror, 
The Shining, and Poltergeist II (1986) but these more recent references suggest 
that longer histories of land theft also underwrite modern forms of financial land 
speculation. In Dream Home, for instance, we learn that Sheung’s family was 
forced out of their apartment by property developers. Sheung thus terrorizes the 
residents of the luxury high-rise not just so that she can get an apartment there, 
but also to avenge her family’s displacement.

Whereas Dream Home and Mother’s Day take up the longer histories of real 
estate as land expropriation, Sam Raimi’s Drag Me to Hell (2009) and Adam 
Robitel’s The Taking of Deborah Logan (2014) turn their gaze towards domestic 
space and everyday vulnerability. Both films concern the precarious economic 
circumstances faced by a household managed by an older woman. Drag Me to 
Hell plays out a complex narrative of credit and revenge: when an older woman, 
Sylvia Ganush, is denied an extension on her mortgage by an ambitious young 
loan manager named Christine, Mrs Ganush curses her with possession by a 
demon called the lamia, as the film yokes the economic act of paying-back to 
violent acts of payback. Robitel’s The Taking of Deborah Logan is also about 
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the problem of housing vulnerability, and especially its effect on the elderly, 
the ill, and women. The framing context for Robitel’s ‘found footage horror’ 
is that a team of graduate-student researchers are making a documentary about 
Alzheimer’s and decide to film the daily life of Deborah, an elderly woman suf-
fering from the disease. Deborah was persuaded to participate in the film by her 
daughter, Sarah, because the film-makers are promising them help with medical 
payments. ‘If you want to keep the house, Mom, you need to sacrifice’, Sarah 
pleads. This framing of the problem the Logans face is almost documentary in 
its accuracy – according to a 2008 report, following the collapse of the housing 
market many senior citizens needed to go to assisted-living facilities but could 
not sell their houses to pay for the care (Healy, 2008).

Deploying the horror genre’s unique capacity to, as Tzvetan Todorov (1975) 
put it, ‘take a figurative sense literally’, Deborah Logan conflates possession as 
ownership with demonic possession, as Deborah is possessed by the ghost of 
Henry DesJardins, a child-murdering pediatrician. If, returning to Gonzalez, the 
very habitus of daily life has been ‘increasingly permeated by capital’, little won-
der this permeation would be figured as a kind of demonic parasitism. Deborah 
Logan is attuned to the gendered division of labor as well as to the uncanniness 
of ownership. In an early flashback sequence we are told that when Deborah’s 
husband died young, leaving her with no means of financial support, she ‘lever-
aged her house as collateral and went on to start a highly successful switchboard 
answering service’. The film crew later finds Deborah sitting at the switchboard 
in a trance state, connecting and reconnecting the line assigned to DesJardins, 
once one of her clients. This means that Deborah’s financial precarity and her 
demonic possession have the same origin point: in a technology of uncanny social 
connection. ‘I was the nexus of this town. Doctors, lawyers, town hall, every-
body’, Deborah tells the camera, conflating her identity and her body with the 
machine with which she labors in ways that recall the link classic Marxist schol-
arship on the horror film has drawn between the vital body of living labor and 
the dead labor uncannily embodied by the machine. Yet it is important that the 
machine here is not an assembly line and the labor isn’t ‘productive’: instead, this 
is a particular kind of technology (communicative) and a particular kind of labor 
(connective) historically associated with women. Deborah Logan, in other words, 
concerns not just the link between capital, domestic space, and the vulnerable 
bodies precariously housed therein, but also the ways in which feminized work 
– the subject of the next section – might produce its own unique kind of horror.

THE HORRORS OF FEMINIZATION AND AUTOMATION

In ‘Feminism, Capitalism, and the Cunning of History’, Nancy Fraser recounts 
the uncanny trajectory whereby Seventies feminism is resurrected into living 
death under neoliberalism (2009). Second-wave feminism’s utopian critique of 
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the nuclear family and the family wage, she argues, began as a powerful critique 
of global capitalism as such. However, with the dismantling of leftist movements 
and the expansion of emotional, flexible, feminized labor, feminist critique 
slowly and murkily transforms from a utopian dream to that dream’s uncanny 
doppelgänger: a robot Stepford Wife which resembles the original but slavishly 
serves capitalist patriarchy. Although personal assistants, nannies, and sex work-
ers are by no means new professions, the ‘feminization of labor’ means that these 
jobs’ qualitative features, especially their precariousness and low pay, now char-
acterize almost all work in the service sector. Women’s ascent in this world of 
work is attributed not to their strength but to their perceived vulnerability, since 
willingness to adapt to flexibilized, casualized labor is coupled with the demand 
for affective performance. Such work is becoming the norm for work as such: 
80% of the labor force works in ‘service’ professions and 96% of US net 
employment gains since 2000 have come from this sector (Smith, 2017). The 
‘relentless’ trend of service-sector precarity is as hair-raising as any horror film: 
the fastest growth in the service sector has been in the lowest-paying jobs with 
the worst working conditions, with wages dropping between 15 and 20% from 
1984 to 2010 (Benanav, 2015).

In canny response to a historical epoch in which the feminization of labor thus 
means not liberation and fulfillment but only vulnerability and precarity, Jennifer 
Kent’s (2014) The Babadook bypasses what Gonzalez describes as the moral 
hierarchy often overlaid onto the ‘productive’/‘unproductive’ distinction (2013).7 
Instead, Kent’s feminist horror registers the everyday horrors of feminized labor. 
The central character is Amelia, a widowed mother and employee in a nursing 
home who, crushed by loss, deprivation, and endless work, succumbs to posses-
sion by an expressionist storybook monster called ‘the Babadook’ that threatens 
to destroy her hyper-dependent son. The first time we see Amelia at work, she is 
responding to an angry patient: Amelia’s gentle patience in her waged job thus 
mirrors her unwaged care of her son. In contrast to the image of the Babadook, 
a cartoonish pastiche of Expressionist horror ghouls, we see here an unnamed 
horror, a kind of foggy half-life or atmosphere of diffused affective care that 
drowns Amelia’s personality by making constant demands on her affect, body, 
and time. The Babadook thus demonstrates how conventional (and convention-
ally gendered) horror tropes about the laboring body might expand to account for 
a new economic moment dominated by new kinds of labor. By staging posses-
sion as a refusal of both waged and unwaged reproductive labor, The Babadook 
imagines Amelia’s demonic monstrosity as a mad ‘care strike’ against femini-
zation as such: Amelia’s possession offers a release not just from the work she 
does but from the required affective states – ‘vulnerability’, ‘simultaneity’, ‘post-
sexuality’, ‘unsettledness’, ‘affective exhaustion’ – that go along with that form 
of work (Berlant, 2011).

The Babadook’s depiction of a vicious cycle of repetition between waged and 
unwaged work reappears in other recent films in which women are driven to 
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excess and monstrosity by isolated entrapment in their homes: Babak Anvari’s 
2016 Under the Shadow, Lucky McKee’s 2002 May, Nicolas Pesce’s 2016 The 
Eyes of My Mother, and Mike Flanagan’s 2016 Hush. But The Babadook is also 
unique among these films for its representation of the failure of the feminist 
struggle for autonomy through formal employment and for its depiction of the 
more subtle forms of enslavement that characterize late-capitalist ‘feminized’ 
labor. Released from the strictures of the nuclear family, Amelia is ‘freed’ into a 
more diffused form of paternalism, in which the state makes itself known when 
she does something wrong (as when social workers show up at her house when 
her son doesn’t go to school) but offers no intimate care or shelter. In this context, 
the nuclear family becomes a perverse site of nostalgia. As in Stanley Kubrick’s 
The Shining (1980), the protagonist’s possession is unmasked ‘as the ideological 
project to return to the hard certainties of a more visible and rigid class struc-
ture’ (Jameson, 1990). By exposing this monstrous, regressive nostalgia, The 
Babadook resists the idealization of both motherhood and waged reproductive 
labor as forms of unmediated intimacy: if there is a catharsis in this film, it is not 
in eradicating the monster but in making it visible.

The Babadook – along with other films that connect maternity to violence, 
including Brousman’s Mother’s Day as well as Julien Maury and Alexandre 
Bustillo’s 2007 Inside (À l’intérieur), a French body-horror film in which a 
would-be mother rips open her rival’s womb – not only represents the refusal 
of motherhood, it also illustrates the expansion of reproductive work as such. 
Jen and Sylvia Soska’s 2012 American Mary extends this critique into the 
well-worn ‘rape revenge’ horror narrative. American Mary recontextualizes 
the theme of sexual violence in relation to a reproductive crisis – the high cost 
of education and the burden of debt, and the parallel trajectories of sex work 
and prison – and, like The Fits, figures the attempted cooptation of insurgent 
energies against this austerity. American Mary is the story of a talented but 
broke medical student who is diligently studying to become a surgeon. When 
she is drugged and raped at a party by a bullying teacher, she quits school 
and goes into the sketchy profession of illegal body modification full time, 
kidnapping and using her rapist as a living corpse on which to practice her 
techniques. Drawing on classical horror tropes in which surgical anatomy – the 
stitches that hold Frankenstein’s monster’s limbs together – serves as a sign of 
expropriative class violence, the film emphasizes Mary’s refusal to be simi-
larly anatomized by male institutions, hands, and gazes. As Mary dies, her last 
act is to stitch up her own wound, a moment that marks her autonomy. Mary’s 
death on her own terms rebukes a totalizing regime of debt, imprisonment, and 
sexual violence. Instead of allowing her ‘revenge’ and ‘empowerment’ to be 
recuperated – as if Mary could gain power only by entrepreneurial success or 
by perpetuating the violence she initially sought to abolish – American Mary 
imagines a kind of absolute negation that denaturalizes and de-idealizes the 
sphere of feminized work.
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The myth of empowerment through employment is also tied to contemporary 
fantasies in which technology provides the solution to any residual ‘glitches’ in 
the near-perfect system of automated capitalism. Automation is today a much 
greater threat to labor markets in OECD nations than outsourcing: according to 
a recent study, while a quarter of all US jobs today are at risk of being lost to 
foreign competition, half are at risk of being lost to automation. The most at-risk 
professions are those in the lower-income bracket, and thus the authors conclude 
that automation poses a significant threat to basic household reproduction 
(Devarah et al., 2017). Of course, the material fact of this threat has been met by 
ideological disavowals of the most obvious kind: much as capitalism’s originary 
violence required a theory of developmental convergence as its alibi, automation 
has produced its own philosophy of history. A range of discourses of techno-
optimism, as well as more philosophical theories of ‘accelerationism’, have 
imagined a frictionless, sped-up capitalism that (as Benjamin Noys puts it) will 
‘rupture the limit of capital itself’ and thus herald a new end of history in which 
all flaws in the system are no more than residual glitches to be resolved with more 
innovation (2014). Yet, as Jason Smith observes, automation has also coincided 
with an ongoing crisis of accumulation that makes it unlikely that technology will 
create the kind of radical shift in labor markets predicted by both techno-optimists 
and techno-pessimists alike: instead, he notes the continued rise of precarious, 
low-paid, feminized service work, work which at present seems incapable of 
being profitably replaced by technology and which thus more closely resembles 
older, ‘technologically stagnant’ kinds of labor (2017).

Levan Gabriadze’s 2014 Unfriended provides a stark refusal of techno-opti-
mist fantasy by imagining the ‘perfect’ social network unraveled by a murderous 
– and feminized – counterforce.8 Laura Barnes, a teen bullied into suicide, returns 
to cyberspace to haunt the ‘friends’ responsible for her mortal humiliation. The 
critique of cyber-bullying expands to encompass a critique of technological uto-
pianism: by literalizing the idea that friendship is coterminous with acts of (tech-
nological) exchange, the film offers a stark critique of the social alienation that 
results when humans are more separated than ever even as commodity circula-
tion provides the shadow appearance of community. Laura sabotages the group’s 
efforts to kill viruses in the network, to shut down applications, or to generally 
allow the internet to function. And yet the group continues to repress the fact that 
they are not free users in the ready-made democracy of the internet but rather, 
as Nick Dyer-Witheford puts it, ‘positions on the vampire food chain’ (2015). 
Even as they are stalked and killed by Unfriended’s cyber-ghost, the film’s pro-
tagonists cling to the idea that she/it is a glitch that can be thwarted by collective 
cyber-literacy, and thus to the delusion of technological optimism as the solution 
to intractable crises.

Unfriended’s ghost in the machine is a young girl seeking revenge against 
those who violently and humiliatingly exposed her body – in this sense, her ven-
geance both points to social fears of female embodiment and to the crisis of 
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gender itself in a moment of crisis capitalism that (as Gonzalez, Jules Joanne 
Gleeson, and others have argued) calls for nothing less than gender abolition 
(Gonzalez, 2011; Gleeson, 2017). The substitution of female embodiment, in 
all its apparently revolting excess, with a disembodied, androgynous avatar also 
argues against another myth of techno-triumphal accelerationism: that we have 
now entered an era of post-feminism in which technical development has evened 
the playing field and women (and people of color) only need to ‘lean in’. Instead, 
we see the expansion of a feminized underclass from the sphere of unwaged 
domestic reproduction into the sphere of unwaged, revenue-generating social-
media activity. By both networking and murdering a group of teenaged ‘friends’, 
the film’s blankly monstrous feminized force simultaneously represents revolt 
from affective labor and exposes the repression of this feminized class position.

In recent horror, we see the ways that the gendered tropes of the horror film – 
bodily excess, monstrous mothers, rape, and mechanization – have developed to 
encompass contemporary logics of feminization. Contemporary horror, which we 
would suggest is particularly well equipped to evade moral, sentimental, and nos-
talgic ideological modes, thus seems to have a privileged relationship to Marxist-
feminist criticality, allowing the experiential terrain of current social forms to 
be both mapped and estranged.9 Film reviews in the liberal press generally rate 
films for their ability to support accepted visions of the world, with the assump-
tion that there is no alternative. In these liberal models of assessment, naturalistic 
acting and expression of accepted emotional types define a film of quality. The 
inbuilt violence, ‘trashiness’, dream-logic, and stark irrealism of the horror genre 
puts pressure on this mode of evaluation and instead forces both the films and 
their viewers to grapple with recurrent forms of dispossession, new forms of 
class composition, and emerging forms and sites of struggle. Drawing on the 
unique capacity of genre narrative to register historical change by transforming 
its own conventions, contemporary horror has reoriented its formal and thematic 
concerns to account for changes in the contemporary political and economic 
terrain itself. No longer content to rest easy in a set of increasingly moribund 
and inadequate critiques of capitalism’s violence to the productive, white, male, 
laboring body – critiques which, we have suggested, mistake both the nature and 
the vitality of contemporary capitalism – contemporary horror instead attunes 
us to the particular kinds of violence and the particular forms of crisis becoming 
newly visible in the present. In what Madeline Lane-McKinley calls its ‘negative 
prefiguration’ (2015), this most negative of genres shows its utopian potential, 
suggesting that if we refuse to be comfortable in the world as it is, we can begin 
to shape the world as it should be.

Notes

1  For more on extractive capitalism and horror, see Bellamy, B. (2015). ‘A Fugue State: Brief Remarks 
on Into the Forest’. Blind Field [online] Dec. 1, 2015. Available at: https://blindfieldjournal.

https://blindfieldjournal.com/2015/12/01/a-fugue-state-brief-remarks-on-into-the-forest
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com/2015/12/01/a-fugue-state-brief-remarks-on-into-the-forest/. [Accessed Aug. 22, 2017] and 
Jackson, C. (2008). ‘Blood for Oil: Crude Metonymies and Tobe Hooper’s Texas Chainsaw Massacre’. 
Gothic Studies 10(1): 48–60.

2  For more on international cinema, the auteur, and contemporary capitalism, see Sánchez Prado, I. 
(2014). Screening Neoliberalism: Transforming Mexican Cinema 1988–2012. Nashville: Vanderbilt 
University Press.

3  For more on urban horror and capitalist crisis, see Toscano, A. and Kinkle, J. (2014). Cartographies of 
the Absolute. Hants: Zero Books.

4  See Isaacson, J. (2015). ‘“It Follows”: Contemporary Horror and the Feminization of Labor’. Blind 
Field [online] Oct. 27, 2015. Available at: https://blindfieldjournal.com/2015/10/27/it-follows- 
contemporary-horror-and-the-feminization-of-labor/. [Accessed Aug. 22, 2017]

5  For an extended version of this argument see Briefel, A. and Ngai, S. “‘How Much Did You Pay for This 
Place?” Fear, Entitlement, and Urban Space in Bernard Rose’s Candyman’. Camera Obscura. 13 (1), 
pp. 69–91.

6  See also McClanahan, A. (2016). Dead Pledges: Debt, Crisis, and 21st Century Culture. Palo Alto: 
Stanford University Press.

7  For an extended reading of The Babadook and care labor, see Isaacson, J. (2015). ‘Managed Mon-
sters: The Babadook as Care Strike’. Blind Field [online] Dec. 29, 2015. Available at: https://blind-
fieldjournal.com/2015/12/29/managed-monsters-the-babadook-as-care-strike/. [Accessed Aug. 22, 
2017]

8  See also Isaacson, J. (2016). ‘Unfriended Unpacks Cybersociality’. Blind Field [online] Feb. 16, 2016. 
Available at https://blindfieldjournal.com/2016/02/16/unfriended-unpacks-cyber-sociality/. [Accessed 
Aug. 22, 2017]

9  See also Fisher, M. (2015). The Weird and the Eerie. London: Repeater Books.
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INTRODUCTION

Marxism’s interest in the question of women’s oppression dates back to Marx 
and Engels’ writings, and its tempestuous relationship with feminism has 
marked its entire history. Initial attempts to address the relation between 
women’s emancipation, class struggle and the overcoming of capitalism, as well 
as the effects of capitalist social relations on the conditions of women’s lives, in 
particular women workers, can be traced back to a number of works by Marx 
(1976: 592–3, 620–1, 2004: 103; Marx and Engels, 1996: 16–17), August 
Bebel’s classic work (1910), the political-organizational writings of Clara Zetkin 
(2015) and Alessandra Kollontai’s work (1980). However, with the notable 
exception of Engels (1972), these initial Marxist reflections on gender oppression 
were characterized neither by an attempt to provide a theoretical explanation of 
the connection between relations of production and sexual hierarchy, nor a 
distinctly Marxist interpretation of the specific position occupied by women in 
capitalist society. These early texts were not dissimilar to critiques articulated by 
a number of utopian socialists or anarchists (Goldman, 1970; Fourier, 1996): 
they were largely descriptive, and focused their critiques of women’s oppression 
on questions of rights, work and sexual freedom – generally conceptualized as a 
liberation from the hypocrisy of the bourgeois model of the nuclear family. On a 
practical, political-organizational level, some of the experiences in the wake of 
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the Second and Third International stand out as decisively advanced.2 However, 
on a theoretical level, it was only with second-wave feminism and the beginning 
of a reassessment of Marx’s Capital that an original and specifically Marxist 
feminism began.

The strain of Marxist feminism that developed in the global North from the 
beginning of the 1960s was, from the start, a creative interrogation of Marx’s 
critique of political economy. This lineage of Marxist feminism was not an 
attempt to provide a philologically accurate interpretation of Marx on the 
oppression of women, nor an apologetic attempt to reveal Marx’s concealed 
feminism: its aim was, rather, to decipher the complex relation between gen-
der oppression and capitalism and between feminism and class struggle by 
using and renewing Marxist categories.3 In the global North, Marxist femi-
nism flourished, intensely but briefly: after the publication of a series of pam-
phlets and essays, both theoretical and political, between the mid Sixties and 
the beginning of the Eighties, it lost its vitality and lingered in the shadows. 
The beginning of the twenty-first century, however, has seen a rebirth of inter-
est in the Marxist critique of political economy, along with its potential value 
in shedding light not only on the nature and mechanisms of gender oppres-
sion, but also on the historical dynamics involved in the formation of crystal-
lized sexual identities and the intersection of racial and gender oppression. 
Additionally, this renewed interest has fostered a rediscovery and reevalua-
tion of the theoretical reflections of preceding decades: a significant example 
is the 2014 republication of Lise Vogel’s long-forgotten work, Marxism and 
the Oppression of Women. Appearing originally in 1983, its republication has 
revived the debate over a so-called Unitary Theory (Vogel, 2014).

Contrary to the somewhat caricatured presentations of Marxist feminism com-
mon in the interim between its initial flourishing and its present revival (see, for 
example, Jackson, 1999), a more careful analysis shows it to be made up of var-
ied and complex debates and theories.

In this chapter I wish to focus on three main debates, each of which contains 
a number of divergent positions and lines of inquiry. The thematic distinction 
among these debates that I put forward in this chapter, however, must be taken 
with a grain of salt, for the issues under investigation and the various approaches 
to them have often overlapped and entailed each other historically and theoreti-
cally, which complicates any hard and fast lines we attempt to draw between 
them. The first debate involves a reconsideration and development of the Marxist 
critique of political economy from the point of view of the oppression of women 
and the role of gender in the production and reproduction of capital. The main 
threads of this debate have concerned the question of domestic labor, the struc-
tural relation between capitalism and patriarchy, and social reproduction (which 
is connected to debates over domestic labor, but addresses the latter within a 
broader social context). The second debate centers on the historical, structural and 
experiential relation between gender, class and race. Finally, and most recently, 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1356

the third debate emerged from the innovations of queer theory within feminist 
theory. Authors involved in this conversation have been particularly concerned 
with the formation of sexual identities within capitalism starting from the end 
of the nineteenth century, and with the commodification of LGBTQ+ identities.

THE GENDER OF CAPITAL

The Debate over Domestic Labor

The question of domestic labor was one of the first to be addressed by Marxist 
feminists in the Sixties, in particular in Canada, France, Italy, the USA and the 
UK. Setting aside differences in their respective national political contexts and 
analytical frameworks, their overall intention was two-fold. On the one hand, 
they sought to expand the concept of labor by taking into account the indispen-
sable role of women’s reproductive labor, which was rendered invisible as a 
result of the separation between family and productive spheres and the conse-
quent privatization of reproductive labor. This was meant to challenge the exclu-
sive priority and focus that Marxist analysis placed upon the sphere of wage 
labor, particularly factory work. On the other hand, and as a consequence of this, 
Marxist feminists insisted on a broader concept of class and class struggle, which 
would give full recognition to the centrality of women’s struggles. Despite this 
shared goal, however, the strategies and theories feminists adopted in order to 
pursue these issues often diverged.4

A reading and reinterpretation of Marx’s Capital played a decisive role in 
these debates, which shared several common assumptions. The first shared con-
cern was the historical obfuscation and devaluation of domestic labor. According 
to theorists of domestic labor, this coincided with the end of agrarian society and 
consequent separation of the household and the point of production, industrial-
ization and the affirmation of the hegemonic (but not exclusive) model of the 
heterosexual nuclear family – all of which contributed to the privatization of a 
large portion of reproductive labor within the domestic sphere. Second, theorists 
sought to vindicate the fundamental role played by reproductive labor, in all of its 
forms, in the creation of conditions essential for the production of surplus value, 
and for the reproduction of capitalist society. Finally, they generally agreed that 
the privatization of reproductive labor entails considerable advantages for capi-
talism in terms of costs, forcing women to freely provide a significant part of the 
labor necessary for the reproduction of labor power.5

The question of the productive or unproductive nature of domestic labor, par-
ticularly concerning its function vis a vis the reproduction of labor power, was a 
central and important area of contestation. Authors like Maria Rosa Dalla Costa, 
Selma James, Leopoldina Fortunati and Alisa del Re6 pushed beyond the affirma-
tion of the centrality of domestic labor in the reproduction of the conditions of 
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exploitation, arguing instead that it directly produces surplus value.7 This thesis 
was particularly successful among Italian Workerist feminists and represented 
one of the central tenets of the international campaign Wages for Housework.8 
Ascertaining a serious lack in Marx’s treatment of labor power as articulated in 
Capital vol. I was the starting point of this analysis: insofar as Marx maintained 
that the value of labor power consisted simply in the value of the commodi-
ties necessary for its reproduction, he did not account for the reproductive labor 
performed for free by women within the home. According to Dalla Costa, the 
exploitative labor contract between the capitalist and the worker (the ‘head of 
household’) is equally binding to the other members of the worker’s family. At 
once a labor contract and a ‘sexual contract’, the wage gives men free access to 
the bodies of women and their children. By virtue of this contract, what she calls 
‘unwaged slavery’ (the work of housewives and of women who perform domes-
tic labor in general) serves to reproduce the so-called ‘wage slavery’ of workers. 
Women must thus be understood as an integral part of the working class, even 
when they are not directly employed. They suffer capitalist exploitation like their 
husbands, sons and fathers, because they produce surplus value by producing 
the commodity labor power and, therefore, produce part of the value crystal-
lized in it. A decade later Fortunati further articulated this thesis (Fortunati, 1981) 
by introducing a series of new categories intended to echo Marxist categories:  
‘necessary domestic labor time’, ‘necessary domestic labor’, ‘domestic surplus 
labor time’ and ‘domestic surplus value’. She similarly proposed to calculate the 
rate of the exploitation of domestic labor on the basis of the relation between 
domestic surplus value and necessary domestic labor.

Other feminists considered the notion that domestic labor directly produces 
surplus value to be analytically erroneous. They contested Workerist feminism, 
claiming that domestic labor creates the necessary conditions for the production 
and the extortion of surplus value, but that it therefore contributes only indirectly 
to it. Marx’s categories of value and surplus value express a specific social rela-
tion that implies abstract labor, and therefore the socially necessary labor time 
mediated by the exchange of equivalents on the market. These conditions are 
absent in the case of unwaged domestic labor (Holmstrom, 1981; Trott, 2012). 
From this point of view, according to opponents of Workerist feminism, it was 
necessary to make an analytic distinction between that which creates the con-
ditions for the production and the extraction of surplus value, and that which 
directly creates surplus value.

This distinction has been recently challenged by post-Workerist feminism, but 
on the basis of an analysis only partially analogous to the Workerist feminism of 
the Seventies. In a recent feminist re-elaboration of the work of Hardt and Negri 
on cognitive capitalism (2001, 2004, 2009), Kathi Weeks criticizes the old debate 
over domestic labor as excessively narrow and exclusively focused on unpaid 
reproductive labor performed within the household (Weeks, 2007). At the same 
time, Weeks notes that it was the Workerists’ heterodox position regarding the 
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productive character of domestic labor that opened the possibility of rethinking 
the scope of capitalist production and the division between productive and repro-
ductive spheres. Weeks’ argument, in effect, is that the specific character of post-
Fordist labor and production has created a radical crisis that draws into question 
the distinctions between what is internal and external to the domestic sphere and 
the circuits of valorization, as well as the distinction between production and 
reproduction (Weeks, 2007).

Lastly, others have underlined that within the new horizon of cognitive capi-
talism and the profound transformation of production and labor it implies, affec-
tive labor (understood as labor performed in various cognitive and subjective 
forms and in disparate social spheres) not only produces surplus value, but is the 
most advanced point of its extraction (Hardt, 1999; Morini and Fumagalli, 2009; 
Dowling, Chapter 68, this Handbook).

One, Two or Three Systems

Lise Vogel has drawn attention to some ‘ambiguous formulations’ in Engels’ 
Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, which provide some basis 
for the dualistic approach of subsequent socialist feminism (Vogel, 2014). 
Similarly, in her work on Marx’s writings on gender and family, Heather Brown 
(2013) emphasizes that, contrary to Marx, Engels develops a determinist and 
unilinear interpretative approach to women’s oppression. Citing critiques 
raised against Engels’ determinism by a number of feminist authors, Brown 
implicitly suggests that confusion among feminists over the position of Marx 
versus that of Engels has contributed to the difficult relation between feminism 
and Marxism (Brown, 2013). Vogel’s and Brown’s assessments, while grasping 
the roots of dualistic thinking in Engels’ ambiguous formulations, risk neglect-
ing the productive influence that Engels’ historicization of gender oppression 
and its origin has had within Marxist feminism. While it is true that Engels’ 
ambiguous formulations have provided some ground for dualistic thinking, 
Engels’ intuition in The Origin of the Family has often formed the basis of the 
Marxist feminist critique of de-historicized and essentializing approaches to 
the question of patriarchy understood as an autonomous system of masculine 
dominance over women. It is thus worthwhile to take a quick look at Engels’ 
thesis, before further considering how Marxist feminists have critiqued dual 
systems theory.

The heart of Engels’ thesis is to pose a connection between the birth of 
class society and individual private property on the one hand and the historical 
affirmation of male dominance on the other. He links the changes in the social 
conditions of women and their historical ‘defeat’ to two general processes: the 
progressive affirmation of individual private property – as opposed to the col-
lective property of the gens – and the passage from group marriage to couple 
marriage. However, the scarcity of material available to Engels and the pioneer 
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status of anthropological research at the time resulted in a number of factual 
errors throughout his work. Moreover, he operated under a confusion between 
the matrilineal and the matriarchal, maintaining that the overthrow of matriarchy 
and matrilineal lineage was caused by men’s desire to ensure their own biologi-
cal children’s inheritance. This necessarily entailed control over the reproductive 
capacity of women and the rupture of the bond between a woman and her own 
gens (Engels, 1972).

Despite the factual errors made by Engels and his excessive emphasis on the 
technological components of the transition from one mode of social organization 
to another, the idea that patriarchy is not a transcendental characteristic of human 
social relations had fruitful consequences for Marxist feminism. This intuition 
was successively developed in anthropological and historical research that ques-
tioned radical feminism’s presupposition of the universality and a-historicity of 
women’s oppression (Federici, 2004; Leacock, 2008; Coontz and Henderson, 
2016). These studies generally share a set of tenets. First, the idea that the oppres-
sion of women has not always existed, but that its origin is connected to specific 
processes of social transformation. Second, that these processes of social trans-
formation concern the production, appropriation and distribution of resources 
and form the context for the emergence of increasingly rigid and hierarchical 
social stratifications and divisions of labor within communities. These elements, 
therefore, play a determinant role in women’s oppression, which is not to be seen 
as a mere consequence of biology or psychology.

These insights have also played a role within the debate over the so-called 
dual systems theory, which emerged at the end of the Seventies and in the early 
Eighties, largely among Anglo-American Marxist feminists, following the 1979 
publication of Heidi Hartmann’s (1981) essay The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism 
and Feminism. The article was the object of a number of different critiques from 
Marxist feminists as well as radical feminists, which were collected in a book of 
essays edited by Lydia Sargent (1981).

In her essay, Hartmann proposes a systematization of Dual Systems Theory, 
or the theory of two systems: patriarchy and capitalism. The essay begins with a 
consideration of the failed marriage between Marxism and feminism. Hartmann 
underlines how Marxism had lost the opportunity to make profound revisions 
offered by the new wave of feminism, and had instead maintained that gender 
oppression was an oppression of secondary importance, subordinate to class 
exploitation. Engels’ insight, in The Origin of the Family, was that the production 
and reproduction of immediate life were determining factors of history and con-
sisted of two aspects: the production of the means of existence and the production 
of human beings themselves. However, neither Engels nor subsequent Marxist 
theorists further elaborated upon this insight. This contributed to the continued 
‘sex-blindness’ of Marxist categories, which in turn led to the undervaluation 
of women’s oppression in Marxist thought, as well as its incapacity to compre-
hend the complexity of capitalism. According to Hartmann, capitalism creates 
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hierarchies within the work force, but its ‘laws of motion’ are indifferent to sex 
and race and are thus unable to determine who will be destined to occupy the 
varying positions within this hierarchy. The question of which social category 
inside the working class will occupy a subordinate position in the work force is 
of no concern to these laws of motion. For this reason, the concept of class alone 
does not have sufficient explanatory power, but should be integrated with the con-
cepts of gender, race, nationality and religion. For Hartmann, it is not the logic 
of accumulation that permits capitalism to place women in an inferior rank in the 
internal dynamics of the labor force, but rather that of another system, which, 
while imbricated with capitalism, enjoys an autonomous life of its own: the patri-
archal system. The subordination of women created by this system, the origins 
of which are pre-capitalist, is used by capitalism for its own ends. Hartmann’s 
definition of patriarchy was attentive to its historicity and transformations. This 
aligns her work with a series of reflections concerning ‘patriarchal capitalism’ 
(Eisenstein, 1979; Mies, 1986) and ‘capitalist patriarchy’, which thematized, 
according to different methods and with different results, the relation, interpen-
etration and reciprocal determination between the two systems.

In Theorizing Patriarchy, Sylvia Walby proposes to reformulate dual systems 
theory by adding race as a third system, and puts forward a conceptualization of 
patriarchy as a variable system of structural social relations, made of six struc-
tures that influence each other, but nonetheless retain their own autonomy. These 
structures, which can be public as well as private, are the patriarchal mode of 
production, the patriarchal relations involved in wage or paid work, patriarchal 
relations in the state, masculine violence, the patriarchal relations of sexuality 
and the patriarchal relations in cultural institutions (Walby, 1990).

Iris Marion Young’s response to Hartmann in the anthology is based on the 
observation that the historical existence of a form of oppression or social orga-
nization before capitalism is not a sufficient basis to prove its persistence within 
capitalist societies as a structure or a system governed by an independent logic. 
Young notes, for example, that even if class division and exploitation are anteced-
ent to capitalism and therefore not invented by capitalism, this obviously does 
not imply that they represent an autonomous structure that changes historically 
according to the mode of production but still remains autonomous from the mode 
of production (Young, 1981).9 The argument underlying the anti-dualist critique 
is not that the patriarchy has never existed as a system with an autonomous logic 
and its own functional mechanisms. It is rather to say that the economic and 
social bases that were the foundation of the reproduction of the patriarchal sys-
tem have been swept away by the spread of a capitalist mode of production that, 
replacing the preceding agrarian society, has coopted, absorbed and profoundly 
modified the relations of domination between genders.

As both Young (1981) and Vogel (2014) note, Dual Systems Theory ultimately 
re-entrenched the impasse it was attempting to resolve by allowing traditional 
Marxism to continue to construct its analysis of capitalism and its relations of 
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production, as well as the process of social transformation, with ‘sex-blind’ cat-
egories, while leaving to feminism the task of analyzing the patriarchal system. 
Against this dualist approach, both Vogel and Young prefer to maintain a unitary 
analysis. However, it is mainly Vogel’s book that lays out a so-called Unitary 
Theory through an original reading of Marx’s Capital vol. I. And, contrary to 
Young, she identifies the key explanatory factor of her unitary framework as 
the social reproduction of labor power and of the working class, rather than the 
gendered division of labor within the formal labor market. Vogel is very care-
ful to emphasize that her suggestion of a unitary theory does not explain all the 
aspects of women’s domination within capitalism: she contends, rather, that this 
theory offers a clearer explanation of the logic governing the social horizons 
within which the diverse manifestations of gender oppression take place. Vogel’s 
book recovers, with the exception of the argument for the productive character 
of domestic labor, many of the intuitions already elaborated by Workerist femi-
nism in the Seventies. Nevertheless, what characterizes and sets Vogel’s work 
apart is the systematic character of her research on the one hand, and its level of 
analytical abstraction on the other. Indeed, Vogel’s project can be considered one 
of the first attempts to amend systematically Capital vol. I at the same level of 
logical abstraction as Marx by introducing the largely missing component of the 
structural articulation between biological reproduction, the generational repro-
duction of labor power and the reproduction of capitalism. It is this articulation, 
in Vogel’s opinion, that determines the perpetuation and at the same time the 
constant modification of the relations of domination between genders.

Vogel’s call to move toward a unitary theory has been taken up in recent years 
by a growing number of authors occupied with the question of the structural rela-
tion between gender oppression and capitalism. Bakker and Gill, for example, 
have recently confronted the question of rethinking the concept of a capitalist 
totality, insisting on the necessity of conceiving of capitalism as a unity of differ-
ent and contradictory levels, which should not be understood as reified structures. 
This would allow one to conceptualize, at the same time, the social relations of 
production and their processes of mediation and transformation through human 
activity, and the intervention of subjectivity, characterized by determinations of 
class, gender, race and sexuality (Bakker and Gill, 2003a; see also Ferguson, 
1999; Arruzza, 2014).

Social Reproduction

The notion of social reproduction, articulated by various Marxist feminists10 
between the Seventies and the Eighties, was meant to offer a non-reductionist 
description of the relation between gender oppression and capitalism, while 
avoiding both dualistic explanations and economistic interpretations of the func-
tional mechanisms of capitalist society. In fact, although the concept of social 
reproduction has been successively adopted by feminist theorists belonging to 
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various currents of thought, within Marxist feminism it was most thoroughly 
developed in connection with a unitary understanding of the relation between 
capitalism and gender oppression. The notion of social reproduction emphasizes 
the fact that mode of production and class structure determine the horizon within 
which the processes of reproduction and the sustenance of human life take place. 
The key presupposition, therefore, is that the way social reproduction is organ-
ized in a given social formation maintains an intrinsic relationship with the way 
the production and reproduction of society in its totality are organized, and 
therefore with class relations. The intent of social reproduction theory is to con-
ceptualize these relations not merely as accidental and contingent intersections, 
but rather as moments of a unity governed by a specific logic. At the same time, 
however, analysis of social reproduction also aims to challenge a reified notion 
of commodity production understood as a structure independent from the every-
day reproduction of life: on the contrary, its goal is to stress the fundamental 
character of human practice of the sphere of production, and its organic relation 
to the rest of human activity (Ferguson, 1999, 2019). In the definition put forth 
by Johanna Brenner and Barbara Laslett (1991), social reproduction indicates the 
entirety of activities, behaviors, emotions and relations that are directly impli-
cated in the maintenance of life on a daily and intergenerational basis: from 
preparing meals, educating children, caring for the ill and the elderly, all the way 
to the question of housework and sexuality. The type of labor required by social 
reproduction can be mental, affective and physical, and the modality of its 
organization and distribution is variable.11 Additionally, this labor is not always 
performed in the same way: which part of this labor is offered on the market, 
provided by the welfare state or occurs within the family is a contingent matter 
that depends on specific historical dynamics.12

Since it includes a wider range of social practices and types of labor, the uti-
lization of the interpretive grid offered by the concept of social reproduction has 
allowed Marxist feminism to significantly expand its scope with respect to the ear-
lier domestic labor debate. With an understanding of social reproduction, Marxist 
feminists can also more adequately analyze the relation between life within the 
household on the one hand and the commodification and sexualization of the divi-
sion of labor and the policies of the welfare state on the other. In sum, the concept 
of social reproduction has opened a new avenue for analyses of phenomena such 
as the relation between the commodification of care labor and the racial division 
of labor (for example, through repressive immigration policies which lower the 
cost of migrant labor and force migrants into semi-servile working conditions).

GENDER, RACE, CLASS

The term ‘intersectionality’ has seen a number of different and notable articula-
tions since the late Eighties within feminist theory interested in the interrelations 
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between gender and race.13 Since its inception, intersectional feminist authors 
have often utilized this framework to criticize radical and essentialist white femi-
nism, accusing the latter of merely articulating an abstraction – ‘Woman’ under-
stood as a universal, or as a mythologized ‘Other’ – which does not take into 
consideration the hierarchies and different experiences determined by the raciali-
zation of groups of women.

Political and historical writings on the interconnection between different forms 
of oppression, and between these and class exploitation, were published and 
widely circulated well before Crenshaw coined the term ‘intersectionality’ in her 
seminal work (Crenshaw, 1989). These writings were the outcome of the specific 
organizational and political experiences of the Black left. While much of subse-
quent intersectional literature would develop without maintaining a significant 
dialogue with Marxism, some of the foundational writings of Black feminism 
emerged directly in the wake of the Marxist left, or maintained a derivative rela-
tionship with Marxism. The origins of this relationship can be traced back to the 
Twenties and Thirties, decades in which the Workers Party of America decided 
to make the question of race one of the main issues of the party (McDuffie, 
2011). This period produced political articles like Grace Campbell’s on the mass 
incarceration of African-American women, and Bell Lamb and Maude White’s 
work on the condition of African-American women workers. Two decades later, 
in 1949, Claudia Jones, an activist in the American Communist Party, wrote an 
article considered to be a precursor of intersectional analysis: ‘An End to the 
Neglect of the Problems of the Negro Woman!’ In this essay Jones emphasizes 
that African-American working women occupy the lowest position within the 
social hierarchy. This is the result of both class exploitation – heightened by 
African-American women’s placement in the division of labor – and the mul-
tiple forms of oppression to which they are subjected as women and as African-
Americans (Jones, 1995). The question of simultaneous forms of oppression was 
approached by Jones not only from the point of view of the analysis of the objec-
tive conditions of Black women, but also from the point of view of the subjective 
role they played within anti-racist and class struggles at the time. Overall, the 
article denounced the negligence displayed by both unions and anti-racist organi-
zations with respect to the centrality and radicality of this role. In effect, one can 
find in Jones’ writing two central themes that would be developed decades later 
by Black feminists: on the one hand, the idea of the simultaneity, and non-separa-
bility, of multiple forms of oppression and of class exploitation, which determine 
not only the conditions of life, but also specific identities or forms of subjectivity 
(Brewer, 1999), and, on the other hand, the denunciation of the blindness to the 
particularity of the position of African-American women displayed on the part 
of the organizations and movements to which these women brought fundamental 
contributions (see also Bohrer, Chapter 57, this Handbook).

The same critique was leveled against the New Left and the new feminist 
movement in a text that would become a reference point for American Black 
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feminism: the ‘Combahee River Collective Statement’ (1982). This text, initially 
published in 1977 by a collective of Black feminist and lesbian activists, takes 
up a series of reflections articulated some years prior by Angela Davis (1972), 
among others. It stresses the specificity of Black feminism with regard to the rest 
of feminism, the civil rights movement and Black nationalism, and the work-
ers’ movement of that time, to which many activists of the collective originally 
belonged (Brewer, 2003). The Statement briefly but explicitly addresses the rela-
tion with Marxism, and reaffirms the necessity for a re-elaboration of the Marxist 
critique of political economy that could be applied to the specific economic con-
dition of Black women.

In general, however, the specific theorization of the structural relation between 
gender and racial oppression and capitalist accumulation largely absent from 
the texts of Black Marxist feminism from the Twenties until the late Seventies. 
Angela Davis’ splendid volume Women, Race and Class (1981) represents the 
most famous text within the Marxist current of Black feminism. Here she offers 
an illuminating historical discussion of the simultaneity of the three oppressions, 
the continuity between slavery, segregation and mass imprisonment, and the 
development of US feminism and its inability to include the specificity repre-
sented by Black women.14 However, even this text does not explicitly theorize 
the question of the relation between capitalist oppression, racial segregation and 
gender oppression. A few brief moments of such analysis can be found in Selma 
James’ attempt to expand discussions of the role of domestic labor in the repro-
duction of labor power and capital to include the specificity of the domestic labor 
performed by Black women (James, 2012). Many writings have also focused 
on the redefinition of class in relation to the conditions and specific role of a 
racialized and gendered labor force; however, these works are generally more 
empirical-descriptive than theoretical. Instead, the general tendency within Black 
feminism, whether Marxist or not, has been to emphasize theoretical concerns 
related to identity and subjectivation. Consequently it has taken a different path 
than the majority of Marxist feminism. Himani Bannerji identifies this diver-
gence as bound up with Marxist feminism’s incapacity actually to integrate the 
question of the racial division of labor and of racism: according to Bannerji, 
Marxist feminism was excessively influenced by Althusserian structuralism, and 
thus lost sight of the subjective dimension of the revolutionary project (Bannerji, 
1995).15

Only recently, a group of authors have started rethinking social reproduction 
theory in a way that theoretically and epistemologically integrates the role played 
by the racial division of labor, and its symbolic and political consequences. This 
re-elaboration includes both empirical work on the different yet interconnected 
phenomena of migratory processes, neoliberal globalization, the growth of privati-
zation and the commodification of social reproduction work (Gawel and Arruzza, 
2020), as well as an attempt to rethink the Marxist method that breaks with the 
structuralism that has dominated most Marxist feminism (Ferguson, 2008, 2016; 
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Camfield, 2014; for a defense of Marxist feminism’s structuralist approach: 
Gimenez, 1997). These authors reject the analytic separation between class for-
mations and historical forms of consciousness, social organization and subjectiv-
ity – or, to use outdated terminology, between base and superstructure (Bannerji, 
1995). They also propose a revaluation of the concept of praxis in Marx’s early 
work – particularly the Theses on Feuerbach and the 1844 Manuscripts, read 
through Gramsci and the concept of experience articulated by E. P. Thompson in 
his work on the formation of the English working class (Thompson, 1963; Bakker 
and Gill, 2003a).

SEXUALITY AND CAPITALISM

Recent years have also seen an increased interest in returning to Marx or 
addressing the role played by capitalist dynamics in the formation of gender and 
sexual identities (Duggan, 2002; Cruz-Malavé and Manalansan 2002; Eng et al., 
2005). This is evident, for example, in a series of publications that have brought 
forth both an anti-heteronormative critique of capitalism, and a critique of main-
stream gay and lesbian politics focused on the vindication of formal rights 
within the limits of neoliberalism. While they agree in their critique of the neo-
liberalization of sexual identities, these authors differ in their assessment of 
queer theory’s role in this critical project and – consequently – in how they 
conceive of the research program that Marxist thinkers of sexuality should 
develop moving forward. While some have defended the usefulness of queer 
theory (Lewis, 2015) and the queer critique of heteronormativity and gay nor-
mality (Sears, 2005; Floyd, 2009; Camfield, 2014; Drucker, 2011; 2015, and 
Chapter 54, this Handbook), and in doing so have put forward the possibility of 
developing a ‘Queer Marxism’, others have taken a critical stance toward queer 
theory, insisting on the necessity of a return to Freud and Lacan via a Marxist 
interpretation (Penney, 2013).

One of the most original lines of theoretical research in the field of Marxist-
influenced queer theory concerns the relation between capitalist accumulation 
and the historical formation of sexual identities. These theories have yielded 
somewhat divergent interpretations, depending on where they stand in relation 
to established Marxist thought: some work with the Althusserian concept of 
overdetermination, while others employ – with significant modifications – the 
Lukáscian notion of reification. Still others have begun to develop a theory of the 
construction and regulation of sexual identities within the framework of social 
reproduction theory. In what follows I focus on this latter – more theoretical – 
line of inquiry, not only because it represents the most groundbreaking Marxist 
work in terms of the analysis of sexuality, but also because this line has the clos-
est connection with the Marxist feminist theoretical debates analyzed so far in 
this chapter. As with these Marxist feminist debates, these theoretical works are 
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grounded in a creative and anti-dogmatic use and re-elaboration of Marx’s cri-
tique of political economy.

In Profit and Pleasure, Rosemary Hennessy (2000) proposes an articulated 
approach to the relationship between relations of production and sexuality, which 
definitively liquidates the base-superstructure model. Against this traditional 
schema, Hennessy invokes, on the one hand, a conception of capitalism as an 
organization of human relations, or relations between ‘living individuals’, and, 
on the other, the notion of ‘experience’ elaborated by E. P. Thompson. With this 
renewed account of social relations and lived experience as well as a critical use 
of Althusser’s concept of overdetermination (Hennessy, 2000), Hennessy ana-
lyzes the construction of and relationship between sexual and gender identities 
in light of the diffusion of commodity production in Europe and the USA at the 
end of the nineteenth century. Hennessy’s argument is that the emergence of rei-
fied homosexual and heterosexual identity categories, along with the centrality 
of sexual preference in the definition of these identities, is the result of the ways 
in which capitalism and its diffusion of mass consumption dissolves systems of 
family relations and traditional social ties. This approach is characterized by her 
attempt to reveal how the creation of sexual identities within the larger process 
of reproduction in US society is historically determined by the dynamics inter-
nal to a certain form of capitalist accumulation. In the historically specific, non-
reductionistic and non-functionalist manner with which she attempts to reveal 
the structural relation between capitalism and the formation of sexual identity, 
Hennessy’s theoretization shares lines of thought with both Marxist feminist uni-
tary theory and social reproduction theory.

Although they differ in method, Kevin Floyd’s (2009) The Reification of Desire 
articulates a thesis similar to Hennessy’s. Floyd’s analysis focuses above all on 
the construction of masculinity in the USA during the Fordist regime of accu-
mulation. In his view, the performative character of masculinity during Fordism 
was the product of a series of types and models of consumption prescribed 
within a leisure time rigidly regulated by the commodity form (Floyd, 2009). 
Like Hennessy, Floyd emphasizes the necessity of returning, in a Marxist man-
ner, to an epistemological approach and method of social critique that can better 
allow radical theory to trace causal connections and explain the processes under 
investigation rather than merely describing them. And, likewise, Floyd identifies 
in the dynamics proper to a historically specific form of capitalist accumula-
tion the cause and context for the emergence of specific kinds of sexual iden-
tity. However, their theoretical approaches diverge in that Floyd makes recourse 
to two central, albeit critically modified, concepts of Lukács’ History of Class 
Consciousness – ‘totality’ and ‘reification’ (Floyd, 2009) – as well as recuperat-
ing aspects of Marcuse’s argument for an eroticized reading of the Lukácsian 
concept of reification (Marcuse, 1975; Floyd, 2009).

The thesis of a direct and structural connection between specific regimes of 
accumulation and regimes of sexual regulation has proved fruitful within the 
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recent emergence of Queer Marxism: it has been further taken up, for example, 
by Peter Drucker in his important work on sexual identities and neoliberalism. 
Rather than focus on the emergence of gay sexual identities specifically under 
Fordism, like Hennessy and Floyd, Drucker articulates the differences and shifts 
in terms of sexuality among the various regimes of accumulation – classical 
imperialism, Fordism and neoliberalism (Drucker, 2015).

More recently, Alan Sears has developed a theoretical outline for a social 
reproduction theory of sexuality (Sears, 2016, 2017), while also addressing 
Hennessy’s, Floyd’s and Drucker’s insights about the relation between regimes 
of accumulation and sexuality. Sears’ application of social reproduction theory 
to the sphere of sexuality reinterprets sexuality as part of life-making work and, 
therefore, as subject to pressures and constraints that must be interpreted in view 
of the relation between social reproduction and production for profit. In this light, 
Sears reinterprets the categories of heteronormativity and homonormativity as 
disciplinary forms regulating sexuality, which are sustained and necessitated by 
the subordination of social reproduction to production for profit. Sears mobilizes 
Marx’s notion of double freedom in Capital, vol. I to criticize an understanding 
of the proliferation and increasing visibility of sexual identities as simply an indi-
cator of increased positive individual freedom. As Marx notes in Capital, under 
capitalism workers are endowed with a paradoxical double freedom: that is, free-
dom to dispose of their own bodies, but also a negative ‘freedom’ from the means 
necessary for the realization of their labor power (i.e., dispossession). Being con-
stantly dispossessed of their means of production, they are both free from the 
bonds that tied them to the land to freely sell their labor power, but they are also 
compelled to sell it in order to survive. Sears proposes to extend this insight to 
the sphere of sexuality, in order to understand the double character of neoliberal 
sexual freedom. While people – like the ‘free’ workers of Marx’s Capital – for-
mally own their own bodies, this freedom of bodily self-determination is neces-
sarily bound up with forms of compulsion, which are structurally connected to 
the relations of exploitation and oppression characteristic of capitalism.

CONCLUSION

This short discussion of three main debates within Marxist feminism is certainly 
insufficient to account for a current of thought that, albeit with some fundamental 
lacunae and accidental detours, has given life to original and fruitful reflections. 
It is doubtless true that Marxist feminism has often failed to integrate the question 
of race within its analyses, as well as to articulate a sufficient theory of political 
subjectivation. If we are to diagnose the cause of these setbacks, it is possible to 
identify two main factors. The first is that, with a few notable exceptions, the 
Marxist tradition has failed to integrate on both political-organizational and theo-
retical levels the centrality of gender oppression in its various articulations, and 
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this can also be extended to questions of racialization and heteronormativity. In 
particular, most Marxist theory has not included gender or other oppressions as 
key elements of a more comprehensive critique of capitalist social relations. In 
the case of gender, this means that the task of developing an adequate theory of 
the relation between gender oppression and capitalism, on both a descriptive and 
a theoretical level, has been met almost entirely by a small number of feminist 
and queer authors and specialized theorists. The second factor, conversely, is that 
the question of capitalism and the relation between gender and class has been 
largely obscured within the development of feminist and queer theory for at least 
two decades. The variety and complexity of the approaches and reflections briefly 
synthesized in this essay, however, show how the Marxist feminist re-elaboration 
of the critique of political economy presents ideas and lines of research of notable 
potential, which lie waiting to be developed further and more fully.

Notes

1  This is a revised and updated version of an article that originally appeared in Italian as ‘Il genere del 
capitale. Introduzione al femminismo marxista’, in Storia del marxismo. Vol 3: Economia, politica, cul-
tura: Marx oggi, ed. by Stefano Petrucciani (Carocci, 2015). Translation into English by Juniper Alcorn.

2  For example, the Soviet Family Code, approved in 1918, guaranteed the recognition of the rights of 
children born outside of marriage. It abolished both the institution of marital power and the joint 
ownership of conjugal property, and established consensual divorce, while also providing economic 
and legal protections for women in the case of divorce. Following another decree in 1920, Soviet 
Russia was the first country in Europe to legalize abortion, in addition to guaranteeing access to safe 
and free abortion in public hospitals. These rights and guarantees were progressively eroded during 
the Stalinist era.

3  The first detailed analysis of the related questions of women’s oppression, the family and sexual 
morality has been published only recently by Heather Brown (2013). An intelligent analysis of Marx 
and Engels’ writing on these questions can also be found in the first chapter of Vogel (2014).

4  One of these strategies, suggested by Christine Delphy, would become the focus of a new current of 
materialist feminism. While inspired by different aspects of Marxism, materialist feminism is none-
theless radically distinct, arguing for the consideration of domestic labor as productive labor that is 
subjected to economic exploitation within a patriarchal mode of production, which it conceptualizes 
as independent of capitalism (Delphy, 2016). Delphy’s theoretical proposal is ultimately based on an 
idiosyncratic interpretation of the distinction between use value and value, which did not take into 
account either the distinction – crucial for Marx – between production of commodities and produc-
tion tout court, or his understanding of value as a specific social relation.

5  This can be seen in the following texts, among others: Benston (1969/1997); Dalla Costa and James, 
(1972); Chisté et al. (1979); Fortunati (1981); Holmstrom (1981). For an overview and critical discus-
sion of this debate see also: Molyneux (1979); Vogel (2008) and Weeks (2010: 118–23).

6  Del Re has reaffirmed the same position, that domestic labor indirectly produces surplus labor, in a 
more recent text: Del Re (2008).

7  The original version of Dalla Costa and James’ text, which would be widely distributed and exercised 
notable influence within the debate on domestic labor, articulated this thesis in a somewhat ambigu-
ous manner, maintaining in vague terms that domestic labor is essential to the extortion of surplus 
value (a thesis which, expressed in these simple terms, was shared by most within the domestic labor 
debate) (Dalla Costa and James, 1972). In a note to the third edition of 1975, however, this ambiguity 
was definitively resolved: ‘Some English readers have remarked that this definition of labor could be 
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more precise. What we intended was precisely that domestic labor, as labor, is productive in a Marxist 
sense, that it is productive of surplus value’ (1975: 53, n. 12).

 8  The campaign developed starting in 1972, and was particularly established in Italy, Germany, Swit-
zerland, the UK, Canada and the USA.

 9  Young has criticized Nancy Fraser as putting forward a dualist argument. In her work on justice, Nancy 
Fraser proposes a ‘bifocal’ approach, capable of identifying the relative autonomy of two distinct 
dimensions, which Fraser calls redistribution and recognition, the first pertaining to the economic 
sphere, with the second relating to social status. According to Fraser, these two dimensions, although 
relatively independent, are tightly interlaced and both contribute to the reproduction of capitalist 
society (Fraser, 1996).

10  See for example: Chisté et al. (1979); Fox (1980); Fortunati (1981); Miles and Finn (1982); Hamilton 
and Barrett (1987).

11  Silvia Federici has recently insisted on the relevance of the physicality of reproductive labor, as 
opposed to Hardt and Negri’s privileging of immaterial labor (Federici, 2012).

12  For studies based on the concept of social reproduction, see: Picchio (1992); Bakker and Gill (2003b); 
Katz (2004); Bezanson and Luxton (2006); Bhattacharya (2017); Jaffe (2020). See also Fraser (2017) 
for an account of the contradiction between social reproduction and production for profits as a con-
tradiction of capitalism.

13  For a Marxist feminist critique of the theoretical limitations of intersectionality theory, see Ferguson 
(2016) and McNally (2017); for a Marxist feminist defense of intersectionality theory, and for a posi-
tive engagement with it see Brenner (2000); Bohrer 2018, 2020).

14  The question of the continuity of slavery, Jim Crow, capitalist interests and the effect of the incarcera-
tion boom on people of color in the USA is the object of an important study by Ruth Wilson Gilmore 
(Gilmore, 2007).

15  An exception in Italy is Lidia Cirillo’s work on feminist subjectivation (Cirillo, 2001, 2003).
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INTRODUCTION

In Communal Luxury, Kristin Ross traces the attempts of the Communards to 
think beyond the parameters of ‘the social formation that the bourgeois devotes 
itself to keeping apart’ (2015: 5). In so doing, she creates a genealogy of the Paris 
Commune that enables the collective visions that became articulable only in the 
midst of their struggles to enter ‘vividly into the figurability of the present’ 
(2015: 2). By centering what she calls the communal imagination that ‘operated 
on the preferred scale of the local autonomist unit within an internationalist hori-
zon’, Ross recounts not only the way their denunciation of bourgeois notions of 
‘who can and cannot afford the luxury of playing with words or images’ 
(2015:  5) traveled beyond Paris, she argues that this imagination, ‘communal 
luxury’, reshaped the way that Marx, Kroptokin, and Morris understood the rela-
tionship between theory and praxis. In her call to engage the problem of repre-
sentation as a problem of revolutionary struggle, Ross invokes the work of Walter 
Benjamin, who in ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, clarified the task of 
historical materialism as a resolutely anti-historicist one that recognizes that 
‘there is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document 
of barbarism’ (2007: 256). In that text, Benjamin implored historical materialists 
to not be complicit in reproducing narratives of ‘civilization’ by engaging with 
its relics uncritically, which, for him, was inextricably linked to the project of 
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attending to the rich contradictions that imbue the now. He warned that replicat-
ing modes of narrativization that reinforce the empty homogenous time of pro-
gress would make Marxist historians no better than their bourgeois counterparts. 
Ross answers this call through her engagement with the writings of the 
Communards and links their collectively articulated visions of communal luxury 
to similar struggles being waged in her moment.

Historians of modern Japan have also tackled the problem of historical repre-
sentation as a means through which to critique the present. Harry Harootunian 
(2000) analyzed anti-historicist philosophical interventions by thinkers like 
Tosaka Jun in the 1930s as a means through which to critique the intellectual foun-
dations of area studies projects including those in the field of modern Japanese 
history. In Overcome by Modernity, he argued that the spatio-temporal logic of 
capital – the conjuncture that enabled him to think about the 1930s and 2000s as 
linked – created problems of representation and comparability in ways that made 
modernism and fascism two sides of the same coin. He demonstrated how inter-
war thinkers confronting crisis could not articulate a collective vision that could 
imagine otherwise because of their inability to think beyond the ideology of the 
modern. His criticism of their inability to see contingency in the ever-same and 
subsumption in the eternal nation-form was directed just as much against his own 
contemporaries as it was toward folklorists, sociologists, and philosophers who 
wrote in the interwar period in Japan.

In The Sublime Perversion of Capital, Gavin Walker (2016) also engages in 
a critique of the present. While discussing thinkers who became trapped by the 
contradictory desires of Marxian approaches to history – to clarify the relation-
ship between the development of productive forces and relations of production 
and to illuminate a history of class struggle – Walker locates the root of this prob-
lem in what he calls a ‘defective moment’ in capital’s logic, whose overcoming 
relied upon a ‘historicist retelling of its own process of realization’ (2016: 22). In 
so doing, he clarifies the relationship between historicism as capital’s self-repre-
sentation and its fundamental impossibility to produce the fount of surplus value, 
labor power, on its own. Capital overcomes this through representational modes 
that conceal or deflect the instability that plagues every moment of completion. 
He, like Harootunian, places Marxist economist Uno Kōzō alongside thinkers 
like Althusser and Benjamin, each of whom clarified and problematized the link 
between the reproduction of capitalist social relations and modes of represen-
tation that concealed the continuous work that was required to make capitalist 
relations appear natural. Yutaka Nagahara (2000), Ken Kawashima (2009), and 
others have also taken seriously Uno’s identification of the ‘impossibility of the 
commodification of labor power’ as capital’s fundamental contradiction and have 
emphasized the importance of beginning from an understanding of the incom-
plete nature of capital’s penetration of any given relation in order to understand 
the violence that is required to produce its self-representation as eternal and with-
out limits.
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Uno grappled with the problem of representation and, therefore, of critique, 
from the position of thinkers who accepted the premise that the societies they were 
analyzing did not perfectly fit the classical model of England, their assumed object 
of Marx’s critique of political economy. He did not skirt the question of uneven-
ness (including but not limited to imperialism) and, in fact, placed it at the cen-
ter of his analysis of Japanese capitalism, which he understood as having been 
forced into a truncated process of becoming due to Japan’s position in the world. 
In this respect, his work can be placed alongside critiques of Eurocentric historical 
models of transformation masquerading as Universal History that subaltern studies 
scholars (and their critics) put forth, as well as with more recent theorizations of 
racial capitalism that have reinvigorated studies of the relationship between capi-
talism and slavery that were articulated by scholars like Eric Williams in the 1940s. 
Like these scholars who pushed back against historicist understandings of the past 
that misrecognized unevennesses as backwardness, Uno understood the damage 
that narratives, that deemed some peoples and societies protagonists of revolution-
ary struggles but not others, could inflict on those who were left out of the frame.

One of the clearest explications of Uno’s theory of history that attempted to 
expand the parameters of anti-capitalist struggle beyond the labor–capital rela-
tion is Crisis Theory (Kyōkōron), which he first presented as a lecture at the 
University of Tokyo’s Faculty of Economics in 1951 and published in book form 
in 1953 (Uno, 1972). There, he presents an analysis of capitalist crisis that exem-
plifies his tripartite critique of political economy: principle theory of capital-
ism (genriron), stage theory (dankairon), and analysis of the current conjuncture 
(genjō bunseki) (Lange, 2014; Walker and Kawashima, 2018). While he devotes 
quite a bit of energy to explicating capital’s so-called business cycles by moving 
between scales of analysis and emphasizes that the logic of capital is linked to, 
but by no means conflatable with, the unfolding of class struggles, Uno’s consid-
eration of crisis leads him to invent a new language through which the entirety of 
social reproduction might be understood, and through which the tension between 
theory and praxis might be clarified. His insistence that movements from one 
part of the cycle to the next (boom–excessive prosperity–recession–crisis is the 
classical form he works with) are not predetermined and that social relations 
within each moment are imbued with conflicts that stem from the fundamental 
contradiction of capitalism – that labor power is the one commodity that capital 
absolutely needs but cannot produce on its own – provides his readers with an 
understanding of crisis that links business cycles, not only to struggles over the 
wage, but to struggles over social reproduction that are waged daily in the home, 
in the fields, in schools, hospitals, or over access to the commons (Uno, 1972: 
86). His observation that capital, by necessity, constantly comes up against, over-
comes, and conceals its limits – often through the mobilization of state violence 
– provides labor historians and historians of agrarian struggle committed to writ-
ing a history of the present with an analytic that can accommodate a multi-scalar 
and multi-temporal critique.1
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Read this way, we can understand Uno’s critique of political economy as com-
mitted to a consciously non-economistic understanding of crisis that predates 
the rich contributions of theorists like Stuart Hall (1988), who also articulated a 
theory of crisis that was predicated on the belief that the reproduction of capital-
ist relations was nothing if not a social process. As Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2007: 
54) explains in ‘Questions of Theory’, which he coauthored with Bill Schwarz, 
Hall defined crisis in the following manner: ‘Crises occur when the social forma-
tion can no longer be reproduced on the basis of the pre-existing system of social 
relations’. Gilmore demonstrates in Golden Gulag that the simple definition 
presented above reflects a complex understanding of capitalism that is dialogic, 
multi-faceted, and constantly confronting its limits. She argues that, in the text, 
‘to reproduce’ signifies a broad array of political, economic, cultural, and biolog-
ical capacities that a society uses to renew itself daily, seasonally, generationally 
(Gilmore, 2007: 54). Marxist feminist interventions by scholars like Lise Vogel 
(1983) and Tithi Bhattacharya (2017) have proposed a method through which to 
ask the question: who exactly bears the burdens of absorbing these preconditions 
of reproduction?

Uno’s link to the question of the production of unevenness in social reproduc-
tion can be found in his consideration of wages. He explains that, while capital 
would like to drive the wage down as far as possible by encroaching into the 
reproductive sphere, it also needed a market for its commodities: ‘[t]he worker’s 
wage cannot decline to the point that life materials necessary for the reproduc-
tion of labor power cannot be guaranteed’ (Uno, 1972: 143). The key word here 
is necessary. He elaborates: ‘In reality, the limits placed on the reproduction of 
labor power are historically and socially determined. Fluctuations take place 
within limits that are proscribed by a set class relationship’ (1972: 143). This is 
not simply a matter of the confrontation between capitalists and workers. Instead, 
he argues via Marx that it is ‘nothing more than the relation between the unpaid 
and paid labor of the same working population’ (1972: 145). For Uno, the lever 
that kept this ever-present tension in favor of capital was the so-called surplus 
population, a concept that he gave full consideration to in his writings on the 
agrarian question that were penned as labor flows within the Japanese empire 
were accelerating.2

Uno’s works, which operate at a variety of scales, allow us to address the 
problem of historicism as a problem of capital’s self-representation as eternal. 
Crisis Theory guides those of us who are interested in critiquing the relationship 
between exploitation, sexual oppression, and racism as necessary for capital’s 
ability to overcome its limits, all the while preserving the veneer of a limitless 
relation. For my own work, it has given me valuable analytical tools through 
which to engage in a non-historicist analysis of the collective visions that people 
residing in the Japanese empire articulated in the course of their struggles against 
new forms of exploitation and expropriation as capital sought to reorganize 
social relations in order to overcome crisis. Unfortunately, in his writings on the 
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post-World War I agrarian question, Uno did not apply the same level of scrutiny 
that he devoted to labor power in his writings on crisis to the unit of the small 
farm household (shōnō nōka). I argue that, if he had demystified this category, 
which the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce had decided after World War 
I would be the material and ideological exemplar of the nation, the way that he 
and his interlocutors in the interwar debates on Japanese capitalism understood 
the revolutionary potentials of struggles in the agrarian sector would have been 
markedly different. That is, if Uno had taken his theorizations of crisis seriously 
in his analysis of the current conjecture, he would have seen that ongoing social 
reproduction struggles that exceeded the Japan Farmer’s Union (JFU) demands 
for rent reductions and tenancy rights were just as important in exposing the 
contradictions of capital as the latter, which he lamented did not go far enough in 
attacking the foundations of the landlord–tenant relation. As the latter half of this 
chapter will demonstrate, Uno did not have to look far for examples of the kind 
of critique that would have exposed the centrality of extra-economic compulsion 
to reproducing social relations in the metropolitan countryside. People racialized 
as ‘buraku women’ in the heart of what was considered the spiritual center of the 
emperor-nation, the Ise region of Mie prefecture, took central roles in exposing 
the mystifying function that the category ‘small farm household’ played in natu-
ralizing both capital and the nation in the Japanese empire as it greatly expanded 
its territorial scope after World War I.

UNO KōZō ON JAPAN’S AGRARIAN QUESTION (NōGYō MONDAI)

Uno’s work on the agrarian question treated the Japanese countryside as the 
repository of the ‘surplus population’ that could serve as a lever for containing 
crisis. In so doing, he intervened in a debate that was being fought within 
Japanese Marxism in the early 1930s over whether small-scale agricultural pro-
duction that was dominant in mainland Japan, even as the state became an impe-
rialist power, played a necessary role in capital’s ability to overcome its limits or 
if this form only remained intact because of a political compromise that capital 
had made with the last vestiges of the feudal regime. Uno dismissed the terms of 
this debate altogether. He pointed out that nowhere in Marxian theory did it say 
that non-capitalist relations of production had to disappear for a society to be 
capitalist. Rather, just two requirements had to be fulfilled. First, ‘free labor’ had 
to be created through the systematic dismantling of feudal land-ownership rela-
tions. Second, capital had to be given the room that it needed to overcome its 
inherent limits. These requirements had been fulfilled in the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century. He explained that Japan’s case appeared to diverge from the 
English model of capitalist development because of historical specificities that 
were important, but not fundamentally distinct. Because the accumulation pro-
cess was dominated from the outset by the joint-stock company form in the era 
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of finance capital, no clear-cut, centralized policy had been needed in agricul-
ture. This meant that ‘our country’s agriculture was not promoted with clear 
development objectives in mind, and in many cases, emergency or temporary 
measures were implemented’ (Uno, 1974a: 335). As a consequence, the peas-
antry continued to engage in self-sufficient petty agricultural production even 
after they had been given the legal freedom to move and to seek work elsewhere. 
Those who remained in the countryside toiling under dire conditions had to rely 
upon hard work and cooperation rather than any kind of coherent agricultural 
policy formulated by the state. Uno was critical of this condition: ‘In our country, 
which has a lot of agriculture that uses labor-intensive methods, to leave the 
problem of labor organization to the encouragement of cooperative work (kyōdō 
sagyō) and the ideology of hard work must be evaluated as a fundamental defi-
ciency of agricultural control’ (1974a: 338).

The main problem with the passive and makeshift policies that the state 
implemented in agriculture because it was happy to treat the countryside as a 
repository of the industrial reserve army was that when class differentiation, 
the dissolution of former social relations, the fall in prices of agricultural 
commodities, and other outcomes of capital’s penetration into the country-
side and extension into the colonies did accelerate, the state had neither the 
incentive nor the political will to respond with aggressive developmentalist 
policies or, alternatively, with comprehensive remedies for the impoverished 
peasantry. Uno called the social relations that resulted from these condi-
tions feudality, not as a system but as ‘thought, sentiment and custom’. This 
had a double meaning vis a vis feudalism as a system: on the one hand, the 
resources and relations that had existed in earlier times that were crucial to 
the reproduction of village communities like the commons were contracted 
or dismantled; on the other hand, legal restrictions against movement, against 
changing occupations, and other measures that had been in place to system-
atically impede the development of the worker with nothing but their labor 
power to sell were no longer present.

Uno argued that this specific manifestation of feudality in Japan’s countryside 
ensured that small producers would be forced into an eternal competition for 
access to more land, which they would use, not to pursue capitalist profit, but 
to exhaust every last bit of household labor available (Uno, 1974b: 162). This 
phenomenon had resulted by World War I in a growing percentage of farm house-
holds becoming part-owner cultivators (jikosakunō) who borrowed and owned 
land (or aspired to own land) in order to fully expend the labor time of their 
members (Uno, 1974c: 443). He explained, ‘in most cases, part-owner cultivators 
borrow land not in order to engage in capitalist enterprise, but merely in order to 
supplement the lands that they already own’ (1974c: 443). Their primary aspira-
tion was to acquire more land, convert themselves into parasitic landlords, and 
enjoy an easy life of collecting rents (Tama, 1994). The latter tendency became 
pronounced after their position vis a vis large landowners qua moneylenders 
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weakened during the World War I boom and worsened during the postwar agri-
cultural crisis (Young, 2013).3

For Uno and other Marxist theorists writing at the time of great transforma-
tion in the Japanese empire, the predominance of these part owner-cultivators in 
metropolitan agrarian villages constituted a stubborn obstacle to the emergence 
of revolutionary thought and action. Their drive to survive as owner-cultivators 
even though they had been freed from early modern restrictions against move-
ment made it difficult for Uno and the prewar left to envision the unfolding of the 
material preconditions for the organic emergence of a revolutionary conscious-
ness.4 Uno believed that a true resolution of the agrarian question required a 
transformation of subjectivities – that they rid themselves of their petit-bourgeois 
aspirations.5 The strata that exemplified the feudality of Japan’s agrarian villages, 
the part-owner cultivator, could only become the protagonists of revolutionary 
transformation through their acquisition of a capitalist logic in which they too 
became capitalist farmers or if they shed their petty-bourgeois mentality and 
joined the ranks of tenant farmers. That is, as long as they remained part owner-
cultivating small peasants, they would continue to kill themselves to survive, 
paying exorbitant rents to landlords and competing with each other for the small-
est scraps of land to utilize all of their family labor. The structural conditions and 
extra-economic compulsions that produced the pure owner-cultivator as an aspi-
rational figure was, in Uno’s estimation, an outcome of the structural relationship 
between industry and agriculture in the metropole.

SUIHEISHA WOMEN’S ARTICULATION OF TRIPLE EXPLOITATION

By arguing that part-owner cultivators could technically go either way but had 
conservative tendencies, Uno revealed the limits of his own analysis.6 His con-
viction that part owner-cultivators were wedded to their class positionalities was 
an aporia in his otherwise nuanced and globally situated analysis. His pessimistic 
assessment of the political possibilities in the countryside was tied to his inability 
to link the struggles over social reproduction that he outlined in Crisis Theory to 
his writings on Japan’s agrarian question. As we will see next, this shortcoming 
was linked to his acceptance of the farm household as a stable unit of analysis 
rather than a mechanism that enabled capital to overcome and efface its own 
limits.

If Uno had extended his analysis into the very constitution of the farm house-
hold, not as a manifestation of an already existing feudality whose meaning 
transformed as a result of the subsumption of the Japanese countryside to capital 
but as a unit that the state actively reconfigured in order to deal with crisis – a 
point that women’s groups in the labor, peasant, anti-colonial, and Suiheisha-
affiliated movements were making in their journals at precisely this moment – he 
would have recognized two inter-related phenomena: first, this reconfiguration 
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established clear boundaries between familial and non-familial members and a 
gendered division of labor within the family that defined some forms of labor 
like housework non-productive and other forms like agriculture productive for 
their income-bearing properties. Second, the state’s reconfiguration of the farm 
household in the manner described above was tied to its attempt to complete 
its enclosure of the commons, a process that it had begun in the late 1890s but 
had not been able to finish due to strong resistance on the part of local com-
munities (Federici, 2004; Mies, 1999).7 The renewed push for the completion 
of the enclosures was pursued under the misleading banner of the ‘unification 
of village-owned lands’ and was designed to place all common-use rights under 
the management of the administrative village and to encourage the transfer of 
all ‘non-essential’ state-owned lands into the hands of people in the village who 
could demonstrate ‘proper lineage’ and ability to manage land responsibly (Fujita, 
2014). The Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce’s renewed commitment to 
enclosure provided communities that held rights to the commons with a new 
opportunity to clarify who belonged and who did not. This process relied upon 
and intensified gendered and racialized assumptions about who could constitute 
a proper farm household. Marxist theoreticians including Uno writing about the 
agrarian question did not treat the state’s intensified push to complete the enclo-
sure of the commons and the attendant conflict over membership in the com-
munity as integral to an analysis of the agrarian question.8 As we will see next, 
aspirations for communal luxury articulated by those who were written out of 
the community, while not appreciated by Uno and his interlocutors who shaped 
Marxist critiques of Japanese capitalism during the 1920s and 1930s, exemplified 
the kind of imaginary that Ross’ Communards proposed 50 years prior.

One group that recognized the threat that state-led reconfigurations of the 
farm household unit and its project to unify the commons posed to their ability 
to define the terms of their liberation were the Suiheisha (Levelers), a national 
body formed in 1922 in order to fight against racialized status-based discrimina-
tion against the ‘burakumin’.9 More specifically, a group of people who called 
themselves ‘buraku women’ articulated their specific concerns in the Women’s 
Column (Fujinran) of the Suiheisha’s organ paper, the Suihei Shimbun, in the 
early 1920s. The women who contributed to the column insisted that the entire 
set of legal codes, accumulation strategies, belief systems, and relations that 
constituted the grammar of Japanese society had to become the enemy against 
which the Suiheisha devoted its energies. Their writings reveal their awareness 
of the gendered and racialized differences that were produced, then naturalized 
or effaced in order to come up with abstract categories like worker that then 
became the subject of revolutionary struggle. Even ‘woman’ did not escape their 
scrutiny.

An article that appeared in the Women’s Column titled ‘To My Buraku Sisters’ 
(‘Buraku no Shimai e’) on July 20, 1924 introduces a story to drive home the 
point that the problem is not only discrimination but the fact that the alleviation 
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of the burdens of ‘ordinary women’ and their ability to conform to feminine ide-
als is directly tied to the exploitation and denigration of ‘buraku women’:

Among my acquaintances there is a bourgeois wife. She has said that though she has been 
troubled every year over difficulties with a maid, recently she was able to find a good one 
and is very happy about it. After listening carefully, I realized that she was the daughter of 
a ‘tokushumin’10 where her husband had previously been stationed as a local bureaucrat. 
They were so poor that they were not able to afford to raise their daughter and wanted to 
send her into service in order to have her learn the customs of the farm household, sewing, 
and manners, but in that region, there were no places that she could go because she was 
the daughter of a tokushumin. Due to these circumstances, her parents had decided to part 
with their precious only daughter and had sent her into service far away. They told her 
daughter to keep silent and asked her husband to keep her hometown a secret. (Anonymous, 
1924)11

Contrary to her parents’ hopes that this would be an educational experience for 
their daughter, her employer saw her purely as a housekeeper. Because they were 
ashamed of having a housekeeper from a ‘buraku’ family, they took great pains 
to conceal her existence. She was isolated and placed in an extremely vulnerable 
position within the household. The piece highlights the process through which 
the attainment of feminine ideals by Japanese women was realized through  
the hidden labor of poor women from ‘buraku’ communities whose ability to 
attain those ideals was always and necessarily circumscribed by their place  
outside of it.

The power of this and other articles that appeared in the Women’s Column 
of the Suihei Shimbun (and reprinted in local organ papers like Mie’s Aikoku 
Shimbun) was their insistence that the triple exploitation that formed the founda-
tions of their critique of Japanese society was not resolvable by simply tacking 
‘patriarchy’ or ‘capitalism’ or ‘racism’ as distinct forms of oppression. Rather, 
the women who wrote these articles explained that their effects took on a specific 
configuration vis a vis those marked as ‘buraku’ women as distinct from the class- 
and gender-based oppressions of normatively defined Japanese women. Tackling 
the specificity of their triple exploitation, the authors argued, was central to any 
liberatory project and could not be contested by a purely distributive struggle 
over the burdens of social reproduction or by an exclusive focus on discrimina-
tory attitudes and utterances.12 In short, those who contributed to the Women’s 
Column during the first half of the 1920s called for the destruction of the entire 
set of legal codes, accumulation strategies, belief systems, production relations, 
and intimate spaces that constituted the grammar of Japanese society (Spillers, 
2003).13 While the Women’s Column disappeared from the pages of the Suihei 
Shimbun after 1924, the mode of critique of their writers, which emphasized the 
need to fight against bourgeois notions of femininity and idealized notions of the 
Japanese family that were proposed through a negation of their familial forms 
and social relationships, left an indelible mark on the Suiheisha as their members 
fought alongside members of the JFU and the labor organization the Sōdōmei 
(Kurokawa, 2016; Suzuki, 1987).
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THE FORMATION OF THE ALLIANCE OF THE UNEMPLOYED IN 
MIE PREFECTURE

Mie prefecture is known as a place where the Suiheisha and JFU worked well 
together, in large part due to the leadership of Ueda Otoichi, who was also the 
head of the rickshaw-pullers’ association in a neighborhood of Matsusaka city 
called Hino, which was well known as the prefecture’s center of Suiheisha activ-
ism. Due to his leadership, as well as the historical specificities of Mie’s political 
economy, the prefecture is seen as a rare example of JFU/Suiheisha cooperation 
to fight for the interests of ‘buraku’ communities in rural areas. One of the 
organizations that he was instrumental in forming was the prefectural branch of 
the Alliance of the Unemployed (Shitsugyōsha Dōmei, hereafter Alliance) in the 
summer of 1930 (Oyama, 1977). The category of the unemployed here expressed 
the interconnectedness of city and country and the inability to delink class 
exploitation from discrimination. The demands that it, as well as its local 
branches, made treated social reproduction struggles as central to their liberation 
as agricultural workers of ‘buraku’ communities around the same time that 
Japanese Marxists debated the agrarian question. Their activism, which was 
driven in large part by the concerns that women raised, highlights the limits of 
analyses like Uno’s that took the unit of the farm household as a stable category 
from which the agrarian question was theorized and protagonists of revolution-
ary struggle in the countryside identified.

Following the establishment of a prefectural branch in Matsusaka, local branches 
formed in areas with substantial ‘buraku’ populations. Its rapid spread reveals 
that, for many, challenges they faced in their everyday lives were most urgent 
and consequential, and were informed by the understanding of triple oppression 
articulated by women in the Suihei Shimbun’s Women’s Column several years 
prior. The category of the unemployed that formed the basis of their solidarity 
expressed their understanding of the interconnectedness of city and country and 
the impossibility of delinking class exploitation from anti-‘buraku’ discrimina-
tion, the oppression of women, and the plight of impoverished farmers. Their 
demands were thus wide-ranging and did not align perfectly with the struggles 
organized by the Sōdōmei, the JFU, their women’s divisions, or the Suiheisha, 
which did not always link discrimination to class exploitation (Oyama, 1977).

The pamphlets and other publications issued by the Alliance reveal that there 
was close communication and coordination between groups, in a similar mode 
to Ross’ descriptions of the Communards, which focused on local autonomy 
but maintained an internationalist perspective. At times, they worked with local 
branches of farmers’ unions to fight against landlords’ efforts to revoke their 
tenancy rights; to articulate collective demands for access to public works proj-
ects; to form consumers’ associations to combat high food prices and low wages 
outside of the formal market; to raise emergency funds to support people whose 
family members were arrested for participating in tenant disputes; and so on.14 
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They named their enemies, learned from the victories of other branches, and 
imparted information through the handwritten publications that they shared with 
each other as they attended each other’s meetings and convened study groups.15 
They also supported the struggles that communities waged in response to their 
expulsion from the commons throughout the 1920s and 1930s.

When we take activities of the Alliance seriously, we see that the very units of 
owner-cultivator, part owner-cultivator, and tenant farmer that Uno and the other 
participants in the debate on Japanese capitalism took for granted as the starting 
point of analysis were conceptually possible only by discounting the problem of 
discrimination against ‘buraku’ communities that made their extra-class alliances 
necessary in the first place. They repeatedly engaged in critiques of the prevailing 
attitude of officials who believed that people from ‘buraku’ communities were 
fundamentally inferior, unfit to constitute a proper family, and therefore ineli-
gible for state supports that were indispensable for small peasant households to 
reproduce themselves daily and generationally. A comprehensive critique of this 
view can be read in an encounter between village head Suzuki and members of 
Toyota’s ‘buraku’ community that is narrated in the organ paper of the Alliance, 
the Shitsugyōsha Toso Nyūsu no. 2. The occasion of this meeting was Suzuki’s 
visit to Toyota in response to demands that its Alliance branch made for economic 
relief. The paper described the negotiations that members of the alliance had with 
Suzuki over access to unemployment relief in the form of rice rations (Mieken 
Kōseikai, 1974: 424). Their anger boiled over after Suzuki took just a cursory 
stroll around the neighborhood before reassuring them that things were not as 
dire as they thought. After all, he proclaimed, the community had a rope-weaving 
machine and was comprised of able-bodied people who were capable of working 
if they wished. This dismissal of their concerns incensed the youth and women’s 
divisions of the Alliance, particularly since he reached his conclusions without 
ever setting foot inside of their homes. The women’s division demanded that he 
conduct a thorough investigation before making determinations about relief.

What did their insistence that Suzuki enter their homes and examine their 
kitchens before making evaluations regarding their quality of life signal? Was 
this a test to see if he could overcome the stereotypical views that mainstream 
papers and state-sanctioned experts of the so-called ‘buraku’ problem continued 
to print about the supposed filth of their living conditions?16 Alternatively, were 
they convinced that a full understanding of their impoverishment was impossible 
without recognizing the intensity of the work that they performed inside of their 
homes as a result of being excluded from village-based communal resources and 
opportunities for waged work that were open to non-‘buraku’ farm households 
across land-ownership classifications? The former is certainly plausible given the 
long history of prejudicial narratives cloaked in social-scientific rigor and histori-
cal nuance, but we should not discount the possibility that the latter also fueled 
their collective ire, given that the recessionary conditions in agriculture and the 
contraction of the commons had especially devastating effects upon ‘buraku’ 
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women in farm households who engaged disproportionately in housework, per-
formed home work for piece-rates whenever they had time to spare, who earned 
extra income by foraging in communally held mountains for leaves and twigs, 
and who were often sent to work outside of the village in exchange for cash 
advances that were paid to the head of the household or to earn remittances that 
the farm household desperately needed to make ends meet.

A report from the branch of the Alliance in Isedera, a village south of Toyota, 
reveals that the gendered impacts of the recession were well known: ‘Isedera has 
very little in the way of arable fields and paddy land… From day to night, mothers 
make Ise omote [straw sandals] and cook gruel. The more Ise omote they produce, 
the heavier their debts become’ (Mieken Kōseikai, 1974: 424). This condition, in 
which women of ‘buraku’ farm households were required to engage in endless 
hours of handicraft and housework despite the fact that the economic viability of 
this work was not guaranteed to them as direct producers, was common to other 
‘buraku’ communities in the prefecture that formed local branches of the Alliance.

The specific demand that the women’s division within the Toyota alliance 
made to Suzuki to set foot inside their homes was not an effort to be recognized as 
capable of, or in favor of, domestication. Rather, their demands were a version of 
the Suiheisha Women’s Column’s insistence that the triple nature of their oppres-
sion be the starting point for collective action. This demand was recorded by the 
prefecture’s higher thought police as proof of their lack of assimilatory desires 
and rejection of existing gender norms. This made them a threat to society:

It should be noted that the buraku women’s class consciousness is high. They do not have 
good feelings toward men who are not engaged in these class-based movement and there 
is a tendency to expel them. These women are at the helm of the Mie branch of the Japan 
MOPR (district 1) where they provide relief to the people who sacrifice themselves to the 
revolutionary movement and to their families. (Mieken Kōseikai, 1974: 588)

The higher police’s concern about the sway that ordinary ‘buraku’ women held 
in their communities in disseminating gender ideals that pushed men toward 
activism against the state and capital violently expressed itself in a roundup that 
the Mie branch orchestrated on March 13, 1933. This counter-revolutionary 
measure was intended to dull the impact of the years of work that women put into 
creating new spaces and social relations that could withstand at times, and even-
tually break down, the metaphysical violence that haunted their lives by virtue of 
their status as ‘buraku women’. This status was inextricably linked to, but could 
not be conflated with, the land-ownership relation of their farm household.

CONCLUSION

A brief examination of Suiheisha-affiliated struggles by a branch of the Alliance 
of the Unemployed that took place in Mie’s agrarian villages reveals that Marxist 
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debates on Japanese capitalism, which did not lend a critical eye toward the cat-
egory ‘small farm household’ could not incorporate the wide variety of anti-
capitalist struggles that erupted during the 1920s and 1930s into its theorization 
of the current conjuncture. This is because their focus on determining which 
peasant form could be brought to the side of revolutionary action made them 
incapable of recognizing how the very constitution of the farm household materi-
ally and ideologically necessitated an abstraction of the category itself. In much 
the same way that the white, male, factory worker was conjured in dreams of a 
proletarian revolution as its protagonist in Euro-American contexts, the small 
farm household became a potential subject of revolutionary action in interwar 
Japan despite the fact that its constitution and reproduction required the produc-
tion of gendered and racialized differences – something that ‘buraku women’ 
who wrote in the Suihei Shimbun and local activists who formed branches of the 
Alliance understood, wrote about, and fought against. The dismissal of these 
types of struggles as either precursor or ancillary to the real struggle waged by 
appropriately revolutionary actors reveals a shared aporia on the part of Marxist 
theoreticians writing about the agrarian question to the abstraction that enabled 
the small farm household to emerge as a unit of analysis in the first place. The 
erasure of their collectively articulated visions of society that threatened the state 
so much that it responded with swift censure and imprisonment of Alliance 
organizers is reinforced by acts of writing these collective struggles over social 
reproduction that ‘buraku’ men and women waged in the interwar period out of 
histories of revolutionary struggle in Japan. In so doing, they could not dismantle 
the myth that fundamental change from below in the metropolitan countryside 
was impossible, nor could they expose the fragility of the nation conception, 
sustained by a constantly recalibrated Japanese grammar, that required violence 
to keep intact.

Notes

1  This observation is not directly taken up disciplinarily – as historians of agrarian struggle and labor 
historians have worked in separate realms from economic historians.

2  By situating the so-called surplus population within Crisis Theory, Uno provides us with an opening to 
ask who exactly constitutes the industrial reserve army, even though he does not explore the question 
in depth here nor in his works on the agrarian question.

3  The wartime boom transformed the countryside. Some large landowners engaged in speculative 
activity and were able to use their freed-up capital to transform themselves into moneylenders to 
their village communities. This in turn led to higher levels of indebtedness amongst small farming 
households who had to borrow in order to make improvements or, in the case of tenant farmers, to 
pay the rising costs of food.

4  Uno argues that this attitude manifests itself in the tenant disputes. He writes, ‘so-called tenant dis-
putes do not have an external, confrontational relationship founded on the separation of ownership 
and management’ (Uno, 1974d: 458).

5  Of course, he believed that a transformation of subjectivity required a material transformation of 
relations between agriculture and industry and a shift from the policies of agricultural self-sufficiency 
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through the creation of an autarkic regional economy (kōiki keizai) that capitalist countries including 
Japan pursued since the 1930s.

 6  Uno’s writings reveal his assumption of an unchanging essence that each category possessed since 
the state’s enactment of private property relations in 1873 provided the formal prerequisites for the 
development of Japanese capitalism. Relying largely on a national census that was conducted in 
1930, he examined the proportion of the working population engaged in agriculture (47.7%); the 
scale of ownership of arable lands (49.6 % own less than 5 tan of land, only 0.1% own over 50 chō, 
and 92.5% own 3 chō or less. Of families that own arable land, the average scale of ownership is 1 
chō 2 tan); the average area of borrowed lands of farming families that also owned part of the land 
they cultivated; the proximity of rented lands to each other (the smaller the scale of tenancy, the more 
scattered the land was); the degree of self-sufficiency amongst small peasantry; levels of engagement 
in subsidiary industries; and so on. By analyzing the data provided by this census and additional stud-
ies from 1938 and 1941, Uno sought to clarify the key characteristics of Japanese farming households 
under monopoly capital.

 7  Silvia Federici and Maria Mies provided the earliest systematic analyses of the relationship between 
so-called primitive accumulation, violence against women, and colonization.

 8  This is tied to a common assumption that ‘primitive accumulation’ was completed by the land tax 
reforms of 1873 even though scholars acknowledge that the enclosure of the commons remained 
unfinished business until the 1930s.

 9  See Kurokawa (2016) for why ‘buraku’ discrimination is understood through the framework of racism 
rather than caste-ism.

10  This was another common way to refer to ‘burakumin’ at the time.
11  Suzuki Yūko conjectures that the author of this text was Yamakawa Kikue, a prominent socialist 

feminist who would not have been considered a ‘buraku woman’.
12  Like Angela Davis, they saw this to be not merely ‘inter-sectional’ in the way it is commonly under-

stood, but cumulative in a manner where the sum exceeds its parts.
13  I use the grammar of Japanese society in reference to Hortense Spillers’ text ‘Mama’s Baby, Papa’s 

Maybe: An American Grammar Book’. It is thus an effort to take seriously her naming of the symbolic 
order that operates through the family and expresses social realities and metaphors for value that 
are ‘so thoroughly interwoven in their literal and figurative emphases’ within that society. She argues 
that the patriarchal family of the dominant symbolic order is pledged to maintain the superiority of 
race and notes that this complicated relationship between patriarchy and racism makes it extremely 
difficult to engage in a gender analysis because the category of woman is always already racialized.

14  We see landlords’ names quite frequently in these pamphlets. For example, see ‘Toyota son Tōsō 
Nyūsu (Niwanoshō branch)’, March 1931. ‘Mie Zennō’ folder, 1931 at ōhara Shakai Mondai Kenkyūjo, 
Hitotsubashi University.

15  We see, for example, that Sata’s Shitsugyōsha dōmei succeeded in obtaining 800 yen worth of con-
struction work by mobilizing at the village assembly meeting in early 1930, and that in Matsusaka 
Nichōme, Higashi Kishie, and Nishi Kishie, a consumers’ association (shōhi kumiai) was organized so 
that members could purchase miso, soy sauce, sugar, and sake from direct producers at approximately 
half the retail price. They note that they hope to open a storefront in Matsusaka in cooperation 
with other local branches to make things as accessible as possible for their consumers. These com-
munications are found in the folders titled ‘Mie Zennō’ that are currently held at Hōsei University’s 
ōhara Shakai Mondai Kenkyūjo, though some of them have been transcribed and republished in the 
Mie Kenshi (shiryōhen, kindai), Tsu: Mieken, 1987 as well as the Mieken Kōseikai, Mieken Buraku 
Shiryōshu (kindai hen), Tokyo: Sanichi Shobō, 1974.

16  See, for example, a work written by Tanaka Ichirō and reprinted in the Shiho Shiryō 4 of February 1933 
titled ‘Mie Kannai ni Okeru Suiheisha no Kenkyū’. This is an extensive report on the conditions of ‘bur-
aku’ communities in the prefecture beginning with population growth figures, wealth and hygiene 
conditions, occupational roles, descriptions of character mediated by history, and concrete living con-
ditions, all of which ended with the conclusion that, whatever the past, they unfortunately continue to 
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be wretched and cursed people who, despite being granted their freedom from ‘outcaste’ designation 
in 1871, will continue for some time to suffer the depths of despair. There are two sections of the text 
that are especially relevant to the argument I am advancing here. First, they are barred from entry 
into the kind of domesticity – the normative Japanese family – that was in the process of creation at 
exactly this moment elsewhere. Relatedly, the notion that the further beyond the surface one goes – 
that is, beyond the storefronts of butchers, leather workers, and sellers of specialty goods that might 
be visible to people who walk around their neighborhoods – through the alleyways and into their 
living spaces, we find conditions that are unfit for human life. Rather, they live in dwellings that are 
barely fit for barn animals and livestock. There, they work in the intense heat, often naked, covered in 
fine scraps of straw that are left over from their sandal-making process, and only slurp gruel as their 
meager forms of sustenance. The implication here is that they do not live in homes, and there are no 
kitchens worth even observing. These wretched conditions and behaviors would be bad enough if 
they were self-contained in those alleys, but unfortunately, they go off to other regions like Nagoya to 
become prostitutes, polluting these spaces and male bodies in the process. This is what the alliance 
members were facing when they demanded that Suzuki enter their kitchens. Reprinted in Mie Kenshi 
(shiryōhen, kindai), 532.

REFERENCES

Anonymous. (1924) ‘ Buraku no Shimai e’, Suihei Shimbun (Fujinran), July 20.
Benjamin, W. (2007) Theses on the Philosophy of History. In Illuminations: Essays and Reflections. 

Translated by Harry Zohn. New York: Schocken, pp. 253–264
Bhattacharya, T. (2017) Social Reproduction Theory: Remapping Class, Recentering Oppression. London: 

Pluto Press.
Federici, S. (2004) The Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive Accumulation. New York: 

Autonomedia.
Fujita, Y. (2014) Meijiki no Mieken Iga Chiiki ni Okeru Buraku Yūrinya Riyō to Buraku Yūrinya Tōitsu Jigyō 
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INTRODUCTION

‘Prostitution’ and ‘sex work’ have come in and out of view within Marxist and 
Marxian thought over the last two centuries. Marx and Engels’ views are well-
known: Marx saw prostitution only as ‘a particular expression of the universal 
prostitution of the worker’ (Marx, 1932 [1959]: 98) and both understood prosti-
tution and marriage to be just two specific forms (public and private) of the same 
gendered system upon which capitalism relied. As such, the two authors agreed, 
both the family and prostitution would wither away in the transition to 
communism.

In this chapter, we focus on three periods of significant social and economic 
upheaval in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries that produced theoretical and 
political perspectives on prostitution and sex work, bringing together, for the 
first time, an overview of key Marxist feminist thought on this topic. We have 
selected texts by socialist or Marxist feminists, and thinkers whose thought has 
clearly been influenced by Marxism. These bodies of thought are historicised by 
focusing on the early twentieth century, the late 1970s through to the mid 1980s, 
and contemporary debates. In the first part, we focus on early-twentieth-century 
writers Alexandra Kollontai and Emma Goldman. We then chart two ‘strands’ 
of feminism that theorised prostitution and pornography in relation to women’s 
un/paid (sexual) work during the Women’s Liberation Movement. Finally, we 
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focus on contemporary Marxist feminist theories that have emerged against the 
backdrop of Right-leaning governments in recent years. We have identified a 
number of shared beliefs that have been shaped by the conditions and moments 
from which they emerged. First, Marxist feminists historicise prostitution and sex 
work as a product of the social relations of capitalism as it interacts with other 
social relations and processes, including gender, ‘race’, sexuality, and the state 
and law. Second, they emphasise sex workers’ agency as workers and as political 
actors, who act individually and collectively in conditions of constraint. Third, 
they understand the state and the law as a site of class struggle.

EARLY-TWENTIETH-CENTURY THOUGHT: ALEXANDRA KOLLONTAI 
AND EMMA GOLDMAN

In the early part of the twentieth century, women who were revolutionary 
Marxists developed some of the first conceptualisations of prostitution. Drawing 
from Marx and Engels, anarchist Emma Goldman and Alexandra Kollontai  
(a member of the early Bolshevik Soviet government) began a process of 
de-exceptionalising prostitution, conceptualising it as a social issue that connects 
to wage labour, marriage, and bourgeois sexuality.

Departing from nineteenth-century Victorian orthodoxy, both Goldman (1910) 
and Kollontai (1921) saw prostitution as a ‘social’ issue rather than a pathologi-
cal behaviour. They pointed to the inferior economic position of women and their 
dependence on the male wage, marriage, and the family, and the fact that prosti-
tutes were drawn from the working-and servant classes. Likewise, Goldman (1910) 
and Kollontai (1921) saw women’s material dependence on men as key to the pro-
duction of prostitution and marriage in capitalism. Goldman saw the difference 
between marriage and prostitution as ‘merely a question of degree whether she sells 
herself to one man, in or out of marriage, or to many men’ (1910: 230). Citing pro-
gressive intellectual Havelock Ellis, Goldman argued that the wife, compared with 
the prostitute, is the ‘true scab’, since ‘she is paid less, gives much more in return 
for labour and care, and is absolutely bound to her master’ (1910: 241).

Goldman (1910) and Kollontai (1921) compared prostitution to other types of 
work, including service jobs, recognising that the ‘industrial system’ (Goldman, 
1910) and ‘low paid work’ (Kollontai, 1921) forced women into prostitution. 
Capitalist exploitation, Goldman argued, drives women to prostitution to avoid 
working ‘for a few shillings a week in a scullery, eighteen hours a day’ (1910: 230).  
Moreover, Goldman criticised the hypocrisy of condemning systems of labour 
exploitation in prostitution (‘pimping’ within the ‘cadet system’) while leaving 
aside those which operated in the respectable or formal capitalist economy, ask-
ing: ‘Why is the cadet system more criminal, or a greater menace to society, than 
the owners of department stores and factories, who grow fat on the sweat of their 
victims? (1910: 248)’
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Goldman and Kollontai pointed to the hypocrisy of bourgeois sexual mores. 
This related both to the sanctioning of sexual economic exchange in marriage 
and its condemnation through prostitution, and also to differing sexual standards 
between men and women. As Goldman infamously put it, ‘to the moralist, prosti-
tution does not consist so much in the fact that the woman sells her body, but that 
she sells it out of wedlock’ (1910: 238). Kollontai concurred with such a critique 
and went further, arguing that authentic human sexual relationships were under-
mined whenever ‘material bargaining between the sexes is involved, only when 
worldly calculations are a substitute for mutual attraction’ (1921 [1977]: 271). 
She continued, ‘where passion and attraction begin, prostitution ends. Under 
communism, prostitution and the contemporary family will disappear. Healthy, 
joyful and free relationships between the sexes will develop’ (1921 [1977]: 271).

Neither Kollontai (1921) nor Goldman (1910) were positive about the role that 
prostitution played in society, noting that it was as an ‘evil’ in capitalist society 
and in the context of the transition to communism in socialist Russia. Prostitution 
had a deleterious impact on equality between the sexes, sapping life out of 
both sexes and reducing women to the position of an object (Goldman, 1910). 
Moreover, Kollontai refers to the ‘violence’ inherent in prostitution, stating that 
‘prostitution is terrible because it is an act of violence by the woman upon herself 
in the name of material gain’ (1921 [1977]: 275). Since marriage, the ‘inevitable 
shadow’ of prostitution, was also based on the material dependence of women on 
men, Kollontai (1921 [1977]: 275) saw the abolition of the system of prostitution/
marriage as bound up together, the withering away of which formed the basis of 
her vision of liberated sexuality in future communist society.

In the context of the transition to socialism in Russia, where prostitution per-
sisted due to housing conditions, loneliness, and low wages for women, Kollontai 
(1921) was critical of prostitution for three reasons. First, it undermined com-
radeship and solidarity and the class character of the new society. Second, it had 
a negative impact on the sexual health of the population through the spread of 
venereal disease. Third and importantly for later debates relating to value theory, 
Kollontai conceptualised prostitution as ‘unproductive labour’ (1921 [1977]: 
266). Placing prostitution alongside ‘speculators, traders and hoarders who live 
off unearned income’ (1921 [1977]: 266), she theorised prostitution as a similar 
form of ‘labour desertion’ which diverted energy away from the ‘work collective’ 
(a group of workers working together in any one workplace) and the project of 
building communism. The ‘unproductive labour’ of the prostitute was theorised 
as ‘a person whose energy is not used for the collective; a person who lives off 
others, by taking from the rations of others’

We know that we can only overcome chaos and improve industry if we harness the efforts 
and energies of the workers and if we organise the available labour power of both men and 
women in the most rational way. Down with the unproductive labour of housework and 
child-minding! Make way for work that is organised and productive and serves the work 
collective! (Kollontai, 1921 [1977]: 266)
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It is unclear how Kollontai would envisage the organisation of child-minding or 
childcare, which is necessary in any society. She reinforces this position, how-
ever, by condemning not only the prostitute, but also ‘the legal wife who stays at 
home, she does no useful work for the society’ (1921 [1977]: 267). If prostitution 
is unproductive, it detracts from the struggle for communism and poses a threat 
to solidarity amongst workers. In making these arguments, Kollontai’s thought 
hinted to debates about the nature of value within prostitution that were to follow 
amongst the Italian autonomist feminists. This cohort of feminists, as we will see 
in the next part, theorised all un/paid sexual labour as productive.

Both writers were pessimistic about the potential for law to positively address the 
harms they identify in prostitution and in this way prefigured arguments for decrimi-
nalisation. Goldman (1910: 249) (as might be imagined for a self-identified anarchist) 
referred to the ‘utter futility of legislative methods’ in addressing prostitution and both 
recognised that ‘in bourgeois capitalist society all attempts at fighting prostitution 
were a useless waste of energy’ due to private property and women’s dependence on 
men. Goldman (1910) pointed to the role of legislation against prostitution as placing 
women ‘absolutely at the mercy of every policeman and miserable detective on the 
beat’ and the implications of the criminal suppression of indoor prostitution and police 
persecution in leading to increased control by third parties of prostitutes’ labour.

In the transition to socialism and the Soviets’ attempts to eradicate prosti-
tution, Kollontai similarly rejected criminal and repressive measures to combat 
the ‘evil’. Arguing that, while material bargaining between the sexes should be 
abolished (from both marriage and prostitution or any other form), a law against 
this would be unworkable and would involve sending both the prostitute and the 
housewife to forced labour camps. Kollontai further raised the issues of using 
criminal law to curtail the purchase of sex, but posed the important question: 
‘How is a client to be defined? Is he someone who buys a woman’s favours? In 
that case the husbands of many legal wives will be guilty’ (1921 [1977]: 272). 
In relation to third parties, the Interdepartmental Commission which considered 
which measures should be taken against prostitution opted to draw up legislative 
proposals to prosecute any third-party involvement in prostitution, i.e. those who 
‘in any way make a business out of prostitution’.

The question of the nature of prostitutes’ labour and whether it created value, the 
relationship between sexual liberation and prostitution, and the classed pool of labour 
from which prostitutes were drawn were all themes that were developed, extended, 
and contested as they resurfaced in the Women’s Movement in the 1970s–1980s.

PROSTITUTION AND PORNOGRAPHY: THE WOMEN’S 
MOVEMENT, 1970s–1980s

‘Second-wave’ Italian autonomist and British and US socialist feminism in the late 
1970s, through the early to mid 1980s, was marked by debates about capitalism 
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from a feminist standpoint (Dalla Costa and James, 1975; Federici, 1975, 2004, 
2020; McIntosh, 1978; Willis, 1979; Walkowitz, 1980a, 1980b, 2016, 2017; 
McLeod, 1982; James, 1983; Federici and Fortunati, 1984; Mies, 1986; Segal, 
1987, 1989, 1993; Dalla Costa, 1988; Fortunati, 1995). One way feminists did this 
was by placing women’s unwaged reproductive work in the home in conversation 
with Marxist political economy. What has come to be known as the ‘Domestic 
Labour Debates’ focused on the relationship between unpaid work done by women 
in the home (mainly domestic labour or housework) and its relationship to capital-
ism. Feminists did this by expanding the category of work or labour and insisting 
unwaged reproductive work made productive work possible and was part and parcel 
of the capitalist mode of production (Weeks, 2011: 24). The focus on unwaged 
household work included cooking, cleaning, and child-rearing, and did not tend to 
expand to unwaged sex in the home, let alone waged or paid sex. In contrast, two 
‘strands’ of feminist theory from the Women’s Movement were integrating sex 
within a broader analysis of the unpaid sphere of the home and the paid sphere of 
the market: Italian autonomist feminism and British and US socialist feminism.

First, we discuss how both strands of feminism understood sex as part of the 
‘socially reproductive’ work that has been performed by women in class-struc-
tured societies, in the home, on the street, and in the brothel. Italian autonomist 
feminists unpacked the history of women’s unpaid work, including sexual work, 
and its connection to their paid labour. To this British and US socialist feminism 
added rich, historical, and empirical accounts of women’s paid sexual labour 
from the Victorian period into the 1970s and 1980s.

Second, we outline how, when it came to paid sexual labour, autonomist femi-
nism and socialist feminism agreed that the legal regulation of prostitution was 
the ideological repression and disciplining of female sexuality in line with the 
productive and reproductive needs of capitalism, and was part of the emergent 
public health concern with the dangerous and deviant sexual and social lives of 
the ‘unrespectable poor’. While both strands of feminism viewed un/paid sexual 
labourers as workers, and advocated for decriminalisation, they did not engage in 
an extensive discussion about employment and labour rights. Rather, recognition 
and payment of women’s un/paid (sexual) work was discussed via the ‘Wages for 
Housework’ campaign.

Third, we end this part with the important debate between socialist feminists 
and radical feminists about sexuality and its relationship to pornography. Socialist 
feminists rejected radical feminists’ core belief that sexism and sexual practices 
could be explained by a trans-historical desire for male sexual domination of 
women, instead insisting that sex and sexuality should be understood in relation 
to women’s un/paid work within capitalist societies, and dialectically, as both 
oppressive and pleasurable. While work, gender, and sexuality were key themes 
during this period, the role of ‘race’ in mediating un/paid sexual work was not as 
consistently theorised. Feminists discussed in this part were, however, involved 
in anti-racist writing and activism during the Women’s Movement and beyond.
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The Social Factory and Sexual Work

In Italy, during the 1970s, autonomist feminists began to challenge Marxist 
orthodoxy that the home was merely a site of the production and consumption of 
use values. The Italian autonomist school (or Operaismo) had been inspired by 
Mario Tronti’s (1966) ‘Copernican Revolution’, in which he turned traditional 
Marxist theory on its head by subordinating capital-centric analyses to working-
class struggle and privileging labour as the agent of social change. Autonomists 
extended the category of the working class to include unwaged workers and 
labour located outside the formal workplace. The concept of the ‘social factory’ 
captures the idea that ‘the whole of society lives as a function of the factory’ and 
that the factory (or, capitalist relations of exploitation) had extended its domina-
tion to the whole of society (Tronti, 1966). In The Power of Women and the 
Subversion of the Community Dalla Costa and James (1975) used the ‘social 
factory’ to refer to the unpaid socially reproductive work – within and beyond 
the household, stretching to ‘the community’ – that is the foundation of the 
reproduction of capitalism.

Dalla Costa and James, along with Mies (1986) and Federici (1975), all 
included women’s unpaid sexual work within their definition of unpaid socially 
reproductive work. Italian autonomist feminists were unorthodox because they 
viewed socially reproductive labour – including unpaid sexual work – as inte-
gral to the capitalist mode of production. Women’s unpaid labour was seen as 
the foundation of surplus-value production, but the exploitative and alienating 
nature of this work was mystified as a ‘labour of love’ (Dalla Costa and James, 
1975; Federici, 1975; Dalla Costa, 1988). It was, however, only Leopoldina 
Fortunati (1995) that attempted to apply Marx’s labour theory of value to house-
work, including unpaid sexual work, arguing that they were directly productive 
of value itself. Federici hoped that calling unpaid sexual work essential labour 
and work would demystify and deromanticise it, ‘so that eventually we might 
rediscover what is love and create what will be our sexuality which we have 
never known’ (1975: 20).

Capitalism’s dependence on women’s unpaid work, including their sexual 
work, was historicised by Federici and Fortunati (1984) and Federici (2004) in 
Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body, and Primitive Accumulation. Drawing 
on and extending Marx’s theory of primitive accumulation, Federici argued that 
it was a bloody struggle over control of the means of production and reproduc-
tion. Women workers, like men, were divorced from the land and forced to rely 
on wage labour to survive, but women were also divorced from their previous 
labours, ways of living, and forms of knowledge and forced into the home to raise 
and nourish a family of current and future workers.

After this, the creeping ideological devaluation of unpaid work done by 
women in the home from the sixteenth century onwards in Europe affected their 
standing as workers compelled to sell their labour on the market. In the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, proletarian women continued to enter the workplace 
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en masse, but they were restricted to paid work coded as ‘women’s work’, such 
as domestic work and wet nursing, which was paid at a lower rate. The out-
come for women was ‘a condition of chronic poverty, economic dependence, and 
invisibility as workers’ (Federici, 2004: 75). Federici (2004: 77, 94) argued that 
against this backdrop of women’s social and economic degradation and increased 
‘double’ dependence on men and employers, there was a ‘massification of pros-
titution’ across Europe.

Federici focused on how paid and unpaid sexual work were reconfigured over 
the course of the nineteenth century as the needs of capital changed. In the early 
nineteenth century, women entered factories alongside men, albeit at a lower 
wage, and continued to participate in prostitution. In the second half of the cen-
tury ‘the capitalist class … crafted a new reproduction strategy’, reorganising 
both work and the family in order to produce a new form of healthier, stronger 
workforce. This new strategy involved

increasing the male wage, returning proletarian women to the home and, at the same time, 
increasing the intensity of factory work, which the better-reproduced waged worker would 
now be capable to perform. (Federici, 2020: 90)

The gender division of labour that had been maturing since the sixteenth century 
deepened and ossified, generalising the bourgeois Victorian family and the norm 
of the full-time housewife to working-class women. Women were encouraged to 
live a life of familial devotion, sexual virtue, maternal love, and self-sacrifice. 
Federici argued that it is against this backdrop that the late-nineteenth-century 
organisation of paid sexual work must be understood. Both work and sexual 
pleasure were ideologically domesticated for women, making paid sexual work 
– a combination of money and sex outside the home – a double threat. But bour-
geois family ideals did not neatly match onto the material reality for women, as 
Kollontai and Goldman had also pointed out. Economic dependence on men, 
invisibility as workers, and the devaluation of their labour meant that prostitution 
continued to be a readily available and relatively well-paid way for women to 
earn an income.

It should by now be clear that autonomist feminists viewed prostitution – paid 
sexual work – as work and investigated its connection to unpaid sexual work 
in the home. This perspective had a huge impact on the English Collective of 
Prostitutes (ECP) (established 1975) and their first spokesperson Selma James. In 
‘Hookers in the House of Lords’ James argued that ‘women who work for the sex 
industry are workers. They have those jobs for the same reasons that other work-
ers have their jobs: to earn a living’ (1983: 111). Women engage in prostitution, 
James wrote, because it affords ‘higher wages than women are supposed to have, 
for work they are meant to do for free’ (1983: 112).

Since their inception, the ECP has protested the policing of prostitution. In 
1982, the ECP occupied a church in Kings Cross, London, in protest against the 
growing ‘police illegality and racism’ against sex workers, many of whom were 
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Black. Women in prostitution, James (1983) wrote, are criminalised for being poor 
and for trying to earn a wage to look after themselves and their families. Federici 
(2004, 2020) had earlier traced the criminalisation of, and severe punishment of, 
women working in prostitution from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. 
During much of the 1980s the ECP ran the ‘Campaign Against Kerb Crawling 
Legislation’, which they lost, and in 1985 a kerb-crawling offence was introduced 
as part of the Sexual Offences Act. The ECP consistently demanded decriminalisa-
tion of the laws that criminalised worker and client solicitation for sex and keeping 
a brothel, so that women could work together without third-party involvement.

Autonomist feminists and socialist feminists agreed that un/paid (sexual) 
labour was work. But there was less consensus about a campaign that, at least 
at one level, sought compensation for that work. Wages for Housework was a 
demand for wages for unpaid (sexual) labour, understood as the precondition for 
all other productive activity in capitalist societies. Feminists sought payment for 
this work not as recognition of its dignity and value, but as the first step towards 
rejecting it (Dalla Costa and James, 1975; Federici, 1975). Whether this demand 
was a concrete policy proposal or a political perspective and slogan for the move-
ment is an open question (Weeks, 2011). The important point, however, is that the 
ECP and James campaigned for Wages for Housework alongside ‘Black Women 
for Wages for Housework’, and saw it as an important way, alongside the provi-
sion of nurseries, housing, and education, to further women’s control over their 
sexual labour, whether paid or unpaid.

Prostitution as Sexual Labour and Survival

Autonomist feminists had in common with socialist feminists a focus on the his-
tory of women’s un/paid sexual labour, and were similarly influenced by the 
housework debates. These debates led Judith Walkowitz ‘to contextualize sex 
work along the continuum of intimate, emotional labor and sexual and reproduc-
tive work performed by women in the household’ (2017: 184). Walkowitz agreed 
with Italian autonomist feminists that this ‘labor became stigmatized as low 
status bodily performance when commodified outside the home’. Socialist femi-
nism sets itself apart from the autonomist tradition (with the exception of 
Federici’s work), however, by virtue of its rich historical and empirical excava-
tion of paid sexual labour. Walkowitz’s social history of prostitution in Victorian 
England depicted prostitutes

as important historical actors, as women who made their own history, albeit under very 
restrictive conditions. They were not rootless social outcasts but poor working women trying 
to survive in towns that offered them few employment opportunities and that were hostile 
to young women living alone. (Walkowitz, 1980b: 9)

Prostitution was ‘an alternative to proletarianization’ and Walkowitz emphasised 
the structural influences that shaped women’s entry into prostitution as 
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working-class women, poor, from unskilled families, or orphans ‘operating 
within the narrow constraints imposed on them by a class-stratified and patriar-
chal society’ (1980b: 31). Women were not free from male domination and 
violence any more than they were free from the necessity to earn a wage and the 
effect of sexual and moral norms about proper female conduct. Despite this, 
Walkowitz warned against reductive interpretations of prostitution as ‘an arena 
of male supremacy, where women were bartered and sold as commodities’ 
(1980b: 31), and emphasised how women controlled the trade, set prices, and 
individually and collectively defended each other (see also Stansell, 1987).

Socialist feminists considered how the state and legal system structured and 
defined paid sexual labour. Walkowitz’s (1980a) meticulous research into the 
Contagious Diseases Acts (CDAs) documented that policing of ‘common pros-
titutes’ embodied a sexual and familial ideology that limited female sexuality to 
procreation and at the same time sanctioned male ‘vice’. Walkowitz gave addi-
tional substance to Federici’s (2004, 2020) argument that nineteenth-century 
prostitution legislation related to an emergent state and industrial concern with 
the reproduction of a healthier, more disciplined workforce. As Walkowitz put it, 
the CDAs were part of increasing bourgeois, medico-legal interventions into the 
health of working-class women and men and ‘became openly linked to a tradi-
tion of repressive social legislation that tried to enforce a social discipline on the 
unrespectable poor’ (1980b: 78).

Mid-Victorian feminists’ disgust at male vice spearheaded a campaign for the 
repeal of the CDAs. The CDAs, feminists argued, embodied a sexual double stan-
dard and treated women in prostitution unfairly. When the CDAs were success-
fully repealed in 1886, feminists turned their attention to the ‘traffic in women’ 
and child prostitution (of which there was scant evidence). Walkowitz argued that 
middle-class feminists were genuinely appalled at the double standard, but they 
were also deeply ambivalent about working-class women’s use of their sexuality 
in prostitution. In their campaign against the traffic in women, feminists made 
alliances with reactionary and religious groups, and portrayed young women in 
prostitution ‘as sexually innocent and passive victims of individual evil men’ 
(1980a: 127). In doing so, they were ‘able to assuage middle-class guilt without 
implicating members of their own class in the sexual oppression of working-class 
women and girls’ (1980a: 127). In failing to see that working-class women were 
not sexually passive, but were actively negotiating the use of their sexuality in a 
context of paltry alternatives, Victorian feminists avoided looking at the degrada-
tion and exploitation of the working class, nor did they interrogate their desire 
for working-class women to conform to their own, classed normative view of 
childhood and proper female sexual conduct.

Socialist-feminist studies of prostitution in late 1970s and 1980s Tory Britain 
observed strikingly similar dynamics in the lives of working women. Eileen 
McLeod’s (1982) action research project involved interviews with working 
women and their male clients, facilitated by her activism with the campaign 
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Programme for Reform of the Law on Soliciting (PROS). PROS was made up of 
women working in prostitution alongside radical legal and social welfare profes-
sionals. The women she interviewed in her 1982 study saw prostitution as a job 
and sold sex because of unemployment, because it paid far better than other low-  
or unskilled jobs, and because it fitted around the family and childcare commit-
ments. They sold sex to men they described as ‘ordinary’. Men, sometimes but 
not always violent or abusive, bought sex because they could in a male-dominated 
society and because it allowed them a ‘welcoming break from the conventional 
sex role of the dominant male’ (McLeod, 1982: 69). Echoing the theorists of the 
early part of the century, McLeod (1982) therefore insisted that prostitution be 
viewed socially and was critical of the biological and essentialist ‘ideology of 
male sexual need’ (see also McIntosh, 1978).

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, PROS, like the ECP, campaigned for the 
reform of laws relating to prostitution. PROS objected to the sanctions and lan-
guage used in the Sexual Offences Act 1959, which included imprisonment for 
soliciting and loitering as a ‘common prostitute’. Referring to the social and eco-
nomic conditions documented in her own empirical research, McLeod argued 
that prostitution will not ‘fade away until they change’ and that the historical 
record indicated ‘that at most prostitution can be driven underground and that the 
determination of its scale is beyond the reach of the law’ (1982: 272). McLeod 
was an early academic advocate for decriminalisation, which, she argued, would 
make space for the organisation of women in prostitution as workers.

There was, then, in the 1980s already a shared consensus amongst autonomist 
and socialist feminists that un/paid sexual labour was work, that women in pros-
titution were active agents choosing the best way to earn an income in conditions 
not of their own choosing, and that prostitution needed to be fully decriminalised 
and women working in prostitution included as part of the working class. This 
perspective was, however, not fully shared by their radical feminist sisters.

Prostitution and Pornography: Sexual Domination, 
Sexual Pleasure

Radical feminists were at the forefront of theorising and challenging prostitution 
and pornography in the 1970s and 1980s. Carole Pateman and Catharine 
MacKinnon both engaged with and modified Marxism and class analysis in 
order to understand women’s oppression. For both MacKinnon and Pateman, the 
sale of sex was the reproduction of male sexual domination at both the level of 
individual women and women as a class, enabling unfettered access to, and uni-
lateral use of, women’s bodies (Pateman, 1988; MacKinnon, 1989). MacKinnon 
(1989, 1993) viewed the sale of sex as ‘forced sex’ and commodification of the 
mind, body, and person of the woman without temporal limit, thus making it 
sexual slavery. For Pateman (1988), the exchange is a contract, but it is a contract 
that is necessarily embedded in, and reproduced, male sexual domination. 
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Pateman (1988) recognised that all workers must commodify their labour power 
under capitalism, but singled out prostitution on the basis that clients demand 
access to particular bodies and robots cannot replace prostitutes. These nuances 
aside, MacKinnon and Pateman agreed that prostitution and pornography repro-
duced the (male) master/(female) slave relation at the interpersonal and symbolic 
level. As such, women cannot engage in a struggle over the terms of the sale of 
sex with men, and prostitution and pornography are harmful practices to women 
as a whole.

In the 1970s and 1980s radical feminists and their socialist-feminist sisters 
debated the regulation of pornography and shared a number of concerns and 
political practices. All viewed prostitution and pornography as shaped by misog-
yny and sexism that pervades ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres of life, all agreed 
that women enter prostitution and pornography in a context of poor or less desir-
able alternatives, and all rejected the sexual double standard and its legitimation 
through the regulation of prostitution and pornography. This political perspective 
was achieved through the common method of consciousness raising. There were 
also disagreements about female sexuality, commercial sex, and the role of the 
state and law.

In MacKinnon’s words, pornography ‘is a form of forced sex … which [with 
prostitution] institutionalizes the sexuality of male supremacy’ (1989: 197). 
Socialist feminists agreed that representations of male sexual domination are 
often deeply reactionary, and could not be isolated from the broader ideological 
context of patriarchal and racial capitalism. At the same time, socialist femi-
nists argued that domination–submission did not exhaust the representation of 
sex and sexuality in pornography; representation (fantasy) and reality (in-person 
sexual relations) do not neatly match up. Socialist feminists insisted, then, that 
there was a tenuous link between pornography consumption and male sexual 
violence. Sexuality was a site of both danger and pleasure and socialist feminists 
drew attention to how women’s relationship to their own sexuality, and to men, 
had changed over time. They understood women who performed in pornography 
much like they viewed women in prostitution, as economically exploited work-
ers who negotiated the use of their sexuality at work (Willis, 1979; Walkowitz, 
1980b, 2016; Segal, 1987, 1989, 1993).

Socialist feminists, however, rejected radical feminists’ attempt to use US 
civil-rights law as the necessary means for challenging pornography. Dworkin 
and MacKinnon (1988) argued that the criminal law was insufficient to deal with 
the harms of pornography, and so crafted a law that would treat it as a practice of 
sex discrimination that should not be protected by the First Amendment. Socialist 
feminists disagreed for at least three reasons. First, this legal strategy would miss 
their target (male violence). Sexism and misogyny pervade society and all insti-
tutions and cannot be restricted to overt sexual practices like pornography and 
prostitution. Second, it would reinforce the binary between ‘good’ women who 
do not work in, consume, or feel harmed by pornography, and ‘bad’ women who 
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do. Third, the socialist feminists pointed to the history of exemptions from First 
Amendment protection on the basis of obscenity. What is obscene cannot be cov-
ered as free speech and, as Willis (1979) pointed out, what is obscene in law has 
been what is ‘sexually dissident’. Socialist feminists therefore worried that what 
would be constructed as ‘sex discrimination’ and not protected as free speech 
would be women’s and non-heteronormative forms of sexual expression.

In summary, Marxist and socialist feminists insisted on historicising paid sex-
ual labour. It can be a job, a contractual exchange, and is connected to other types 
of female paid labour, and women’s unpaid (sexual) labour in the home. They 
viewed women’s participation in prostitution and pornography dialectically, as 
a choice because it afforded better working conditions, and a constraint because 
of the structural necessity to earn a wage, the devaluation of women’s labour and 
resulting low wages, and their economic dependence on men. Similarly, they 
viewed women’s sexuality dialectically, as a choice to negotiate its use to access 
some measure of economic and sexual independence, and a constraint because 
of the structural devaluation of women’s sexual labour and the double sexual 
standards to which women were subjected. As such, autonomist and socialist 
feminists believed that these contradictions needed to be discussed and debated, 
and that it would take radical change to material and cultural conditions and 
ideologies across both ‘private’ and ‘public’ spheres of life before women would 
rethink their participation in prostitution and pornography.

Marxist feminists were doing some important work in the intervening years, 
but the terrain of the debate had shifted, at least in the British and US academy. 
As we discuss below, during the 1990s and early 2000s, the dominant framing of 
debates in feminist theory about prostitution and sex work was an increasingly 
divided and binary debate between radical feminism (structure) versus sex-
positivist or liberal feminism (agency).

SEX WORK IS WORK: CONTEMPORARY DEBATES

In 1987 Carol Leigh coined the term ‘sex work’ to emphasise that sexual labour 
is something that people ‘do’, rather than a fundamental status or feature of their 
identity. ‘Sex work’ subsequently became the accepted term for referring to the 
work of ‘prostitution’ and other forms of sexual labour amongst sex-positive 
feminists, liberal feminists, and Marxist feminists alike. Sex-positive feminists, 
like Leigh, viewed the repression of sex workers as a result of sexual deviancy 
from moral sexual codes, but also argued that sex work could be potentially 
liberating and a space to explore workers’ own sexuality (Rubin, 1984; 
Guillaumin, 1995; Pheterson, 1996). Accounts emphasising choice, consent, and 
autonomy amongst sex workers in selling sexual services were, in the 1990s and 
early 2000s, the dominant discourse alongside radical feminism (Barry, 1995; 
Jeffreys, 2008).



PROSTITUTION AND SEX WORK 1401

Contemporaneously with these debates, Julia O’Connell Davidson’s Marxist 
analysis of prostitution insisted (somewhat unfashionably) that it was labour 
power that is sold in the prostitution contract. In other words, she argued 
against the liberal fiction of ‘property in the person’ and for the Marxist posi-
tion that ‘since property in the persona cannot be separated from the person, the 
wage labour contract actually involves a transfer of powers of command over the  
person’ (2002: 85). For O’Connell Davidson (1998, 2002), then, what is exchanged in  
the prostitution contract is cash for the client’s power over the prostitute in order 
to meet his (socially constructed) desires. However, both the employment con-
tract and the prostitution contract require the sale of embodied labour power and 
for the seller to surrender aspects of their will.

This contribution has frequently been co-opted (and misunderstood) by radi-
cal feminists as proof that prostitution involves a unique transfer of power to 
the client, or disregarded in favour of a liberal conceptualisation of sex work as 
the sale of detachable sexual services. O’Connell Davidson is more sympathetic 
to Pateman’s argument (above) that all labour power is exploited and alienated 
under capitalism, but disagreed that prostitution is worse than other forms of 
wage labour because it is the specific body of the sex workers to which access 
is granted. O’Connell Davidson (1998, 2002) argued, contra Pateman, that all 
labour power is embodied, particularly types of work where the service is the 
product, making prostitution no exception. As we discuss below, O’Connell 
Davidson credited Pateman with the novel insight that the prostitution contract 
is gendered, and has explored how both gender and ‘race’ structure and are pro-
duced in the exchange for the sex workers’ embodied labour power. O’Connell 
Davidson’s Marxist, gendered, and racialised critique of the prostitution contract, 
and her insistence on taking prostitution seriously as a form of labour, has set 
the tone for much of the recent Marxist feminist research discussed in this part. 
Overall, contemporary research and activism has been marked by attempts, on 
the one hand, to de-exceptionalise sex work, and on the other, to centre sex work 
within more traditional disciplinary debates and topics, namely employment rela-
tions, labour law, and unionisation (O’Connell Davidson, 1998; Hardy, 2010, 
2013; Cruz, 2013, 2018, 2020; Hardy and Sanders, 2015; Berg, 2016; Barbagallo 
and Cruz, forthcoming).

De-Exceptionalising Sex Work

Marxist feminist research has continued to de-exceptionalise sex work and 
locates it firmly within work and employment studies (Hardy, 2010, 2013; 
Hardy and Sanders, 2015) and labour law (Cruz, 2013, 2018, 2020). By way of 
her nuanced critique of Pateman, O’Connell Davidson (1998, 2014) posited 
that prostitution has much continuity with other forms of embodied and emo-
tional labour, and paved the way for a wealth of work on the labour processes 
of sex work. Hardy (2013), extending previous contributions made by Judith 
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Walkowitz (1980a, 1980b) and inspired by Carol Wolkowitz (2006), has trou-
bled the idea that sex work is simply an expression of a more universal position 
of the worker by theorising the particular (aesthetic, emotional, affective) 
embodiment in sex work.

The economic exploitation and alienation that occurs in the sexual labour 
process has also been an important theme. First, Hardy and Cruz (2018) point 
out that sex work often takes place outside of standard employment relations, 
usually as independent and informal work (see also O’Connell Davidson, 1998; 
Cruz, 2013; Cruz et  al., 2019). There are, however, conditions in which rela-
tions of dependence and economic exploitation do exist, such as brothel-based 
prostitution (Cruz, 2018), strip clubs (Barbagallo and Cruz, forthcoming), and 
the production of porn by workers for a production company. Berg argues that in 
such conditions, ‘workers are savvy about making porn work’ for the production 
company, but that ‘when they succeed at this it is in spite of management’s efforts 
to extract as much as they can for as little as possible’ (2016: 162).

Second, research has focused on how workers seek greater control and reduce 
their exploitation by third parties. For example, porn workers ‘describe their pur-
suit of alternative income streams as a way to command greater control – and 
ownership – over scenes and other products’ (Berg, 2016: 182). Historical and 
contemporary research indicates that sex workers prefer the autonomy and free-
dom of working alone than for a third party. Whereas a third party offers protec-
tion at a large financial cost, working alone offers freedom but often at a cost to 
workers’ safety (Cruz et al., 2019). Third, authors have sought to develop their 
understanding of economic exploitation and relations of dependency within sex 
work, across a wide range of sex work settings, from lap dancing clubs in the 
UK (Cruz et al., 2016; Barbagallo and Cruz, forthcoming) and pornography in 
the USA (Berg, 2016) to tourism settings, including Jamaica (Cruz et al., 2019).

Fourth, O’Connell Davidson argues that the product sold in prostitution can-
not be separated from the personality and emotions of the worker. Drawing on 
Hochschild and others, she insists that this does not distinguish prostitution from 
other forms of emotional, post-industrial service jobs, such as airline hostesses, 
domestic workers, and nursery workers. However, the fact that the product being 
sold in these forms of work is wrapped up with the personality and emotions of 
the worker comes at a human cost. All workers are, under capitalism, alienated 
from their ‘true’ self, the product they make, and from society, but sex work and 
other forms of emotional, service-based work are particularly alienating because 
what is produced involves more of the self than, for example, the production of 
goods in a factory (Hochschild, 1983; O’Connell Davidson, 2002, 2014; Cruz, 
2020; see Holmstrom, 2014 for the Marxist feminist view that sex work is more 
alienating than other forms of emotional service-based work).

In addition to this expanded focus on paid sex as a form of employment, con-
temporary feminists continue to research the paid and unpaid socially reproduc-
tive labour of sex workers. Reminiscent of the autonomist feminist focus on  
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un/paid sexual work, they locate the paid work of ‘sex work’ on a continuum 
of paid to unpaid socially reproductive work. For example, Hardy (2016) has 
documented how Argentinian sex workers’ paid and unpaid reproductive labour 
(in sex work, the home, and within their own movements) provides subsidies to 
both the state and capital (see also O’Connell Davidson, 1998; Merteuil, 2015).

Un/Freedom, ‘Trafficking’, and the Law

‘Race’ has increasingly been recognised as structuring the sale of sexual labour 
power (O’Connell Davidson, 1998, 2014, 2015; Hardy, 2016; Cruz, 2018, 2020; 
Cruz et al., 2019). Berg (2014a: 163) has pointed out how race and gender struc-
ture access to, and rewards in, porn work. O’Connell Davidson (2014) has 
explored how clients and third parties in sex work want particularly gendered 
and racialised bodies, but is careful to point out that this does not distinguish sex 
work from other labour markets. As Cruz (2018: 65) has pointed out, all labour 
power, including sexual labour power, is gendered, racialised, and shaped by the 
law. For example, then, racial ‘othering’ operates through UK immigration law 
and popular media discourses to help secure migrant sex workers’ precarious 
position vis a vis clients and bosses (Cruz, 2018). Indeed, the racialisation of sex 
work is a theme that has been picked up and developed more significantly in the 
contemporary period, often through the lens of migration and sex tourism, 
including female sex tourism (O’Connell Davidson, 1996; Sanchez-Taylor, 
2006; Cruz et al., 2019).

In the early 2000s, a renewed interest in the ‘traffic in women’, now called 
‘sex trafficking’, became the dominant societal framing of sex work, migration, 
and consent. This was reflected in policy and legislative changes in countries as 
disparate as the Republic of Ireland, Argentina, Jamaica, the USA, Sweden, and 
the UK, who all sought, in varying ways, to further criminalise the purchase of 
sex, from women choosing to sell sex (the Swedish Model) through to women 
forced or ‘trafficked’ into sexual exploitation (e.g. the UK). This occurred, in part, 
as a result of the institutionalisation of liberal and radical feminism. Much like 
their Victorian feminist sisters, the anxieties of liberal and radical middle-class 
feminists have been projected onto the figure of the ‘trafficking victim’ as the 
exemplar of patriarchal subjugation. This has exceptionalised all sex workers as 
victims of individual ‘bad men’ rather than active agents contesting exploitative 
and oppressive social and legal relations, including immigration law. Liberal and 
radical feminists have framed UK anti-trafficking laws as protective of ‘sexually 
exploited’ women and as ‘worker protective’. However, Cruz (2018, 2020) has 
argued that UK anti-trafficking laws intersect with immigration law to increase 
the ‘labour unfreedom’ of sex workers, particularly migrants.

Marxist feminists have turned their attention to the assumptions about con-
sent, freedom, and slavery contained in contemporary feminist panic about 
trafficking for sexual exploitation in order to provide more nuanced accounts 
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of the sale of sexual labour power under capitalism. Once again, this is a cri-
tique of both the radical feminist insistence that prostitution is sexual slavery 
and trafficking, and the liberal feminist position that distinguishes traffick-
ing from ‘freely chosen’ sex work. Drawing from Marxist feminist literature 
that rejects the force/choice binary (O’Connell Davidson, 2009, 2010, 2015; 
Strauss, 2012), Cruz places the most extreme forms of labour exploitation in 
the sex industry (such as confinement and physical and sexual violence) on a 
continuum of ‘unfreedom’

At one end, ‘freedom’ signifies the relative ability to control one’s labour in favourable work-
ing and living conditions… At the opposite end, unfreedom signifies the inability to control 
one’s labour in favourable working and living conditions. (Cruz, 2018: 67)

This analysis suggests that ‘unfree labour practices are not limited to the most 
extreme forms’ (Cruz, 2018: 66) and that all sex workers are living and working 
in differing degrees of unfreedom. Freedom in this approach, then, must be 
understood in the context of capitalist social relations in which workers are never 
fully in control of our labour – our ‘living sensuous activity’ (Marx and Engels, 
1968). Importantly, this Marxist feminist approach insists that the continuum of 
labour unfreedom is ‘constituted by, and constitutive of, broader macro forces 
and relations’ (Cruz, 2018: 72), namely the structural compulsion to exploit and 
alienate gendered and racialised labour power in order to turn a profit.

In order to increase the relative freedom of sex workers under capitalism, con-
temporary Marxist feminist writers have rejected legal approaches to trafficking 
because these tend to increase the social and legal vulnerability of (migrant) sex 
workers, including to criminalisation and even deportation (O’Connell Davidson, 
2015; Cruz, 2018). More broadly, and in line with the rejection of criminal law 
as a method for addressing prostitution by Goldman, Kollontai, and Women’s 
Liberation thinkers, there is now a firm consensus that decriminalisation is the 
most appropriate legal framework for prostitution. Furthermore, there is an 
emerging consensus that the ‘disavowal of sex work as a form of legitimate work’ 
(Hardy and Cruz, 2018: 4) leaves sex workers outside of the protection of labour 
law, and has consequences for the ability of sex workers to collectively defend 
their interests and claim resources from the state (Hardy, 2010, 2016; Cruz, 2013, 
2018, 2020; Barbagallo and Cruz, forthcoming).

While support for decriminalisation is also the position of liberal feminists, 
what has been notable within Marxist feminist work is an insistence that is a 
necessary but insufficient condition for improving sex workers’ lives, and must 
therefore be accompanied by ‘the extension of labour law protections’ (Cruz, 
2020: 192). Sex workers themselves have added to these demands the redistri-
bution of resources via the state (Hardy, 2016). Cruz (2013) has continued the 
conversation about Wages for Housework and discussed whether a basic income 
could function as a useful political demand and concrete policy proposal for the 
sex workers’ rights movement. Importantly, these authors have, like the feminists 
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discussed earlier, located sex work within a broader critique of the organisation 
of our labour power under capitalist social relations (Berg, 2014b; O’Connell 
Davidson, 2014; Weeks, 2011; Cruz, 2020).

Workers, Organisers, and Political Actors

In order to achieve decriminalisation and social justice, it is necessary that sex 
workers are understood as workers and active political agents. As early as 1845, 
Marx and Engels (1975) had attested to the prostitute being able to ‘vindicate her 
rights and put up a fight’. In contrast to Kollontai – who saw no place for sex 
workers as comrades in struggle or in the transition to communism – autonomist, 
socialist, and Marxist feminists have insisted that sex workers are part of the 
working class and historical actors exercising agency and resistance within con-
straints (Walkowitz, 1980b, 2016; Hardy, 2010; Hardy and Cruz, 2018).

A key focus of Marxist feminists has been the political and class conscious-
ness amongst sex workers across the world (Hardy, 2010; Hardy and Rivers-
Moore, 2018; Cruz et  al., 2019; Barbagallo and Cruz, forthcoming). This 
included the radical resistance by sex workers embodying a working-class iden-
tity from Argentina in 1922, where sex workers chased soldiers out from their 
brothel who were crushing a workers’ rebellion (Hardy, 2010), to the turn of 
twentieth-century France, when a group of young women arrested for prostitu-
tion and vagrancy were transferred from jail to jail in an attempt to crush their 
collective harmonising of The Internationale. Goldman Kollontai referred some-
what approvingly to the self-organisation of prostitutes in the Middle Ages, who 
organised strikes through their guild ‘as a medium of improving their condition 
and keeping a standard price’ (1917 [1969]:184). What is novel, however, are 
more formal attempts to institutionalise sex workers’ struggle into unions, which 
Hardy (2010) has noted as a ‘third wave’ of sex worker organising. The growth 
of sex worker unionisation and institutionalisation in the UK, India, Guatemala, 
and Colombia is testament to the radical potential of sex workers as political 
agents and working-class organisers (Ghosh, 2004; Hardy and Rivers-Moore, 
2018; Barbagallo and Cruz, forthcoming).

In parallel to its demarginalisation within traditional (and masculinised) aca-
demic disciplines such as industrial relations and law, sex workers have also found 
a more hospitable home within more mainstream feminist activism. Walkowitz 
argued that ‘prostitution remained an issue very low on the agenda of women’s 
liberation’ (2016: 190) during the 1970s. In contrast, today, prostitution and sex 
work are high up the feminist agenda, alongside issues such as gender identity 
and trans rights. Young feminists increasingly have a material understanding of 
inequality and gender, and thus recognise the commonality of interests and the 
necessity of a unitary struggle with their sex worker sisters. While remaining 
somewhat contested, Marxist-inspired feminists of today have (Olufemi, 2020) 
pushed sex workers’ rights high up the feminist agenda, advocating for working 
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with and supporting sex workers to improve conditions in their sector. The 
diversification, destigmatisation, and expansion of the sex industry has led to an 
emerging degree of acceptance. It is also possible that the material conditions 
of austerity and mainstreaming of ‘gig work’ have helped people recognise why 
people do sex work. The reasons are remarkably constant and simple: we must 
work to survive within gendered and racialised capitalism and prostitution and 
sex work is often the best choice from a bad bunch of options.

CONCLUSION

Reading Marxist feminist accounts of prostitution and sex work across the three 
epochs has revealed a number of core themes. First is an insistence on historicis-
ing prostitution and sex work as a product of the social relations of capitalism 
as it interacts with other social relations and processes, including gender, ‘race’, 
sexuality, and the state and law. From the early twentieth century onwards, 
authors have emphasised that women’s engagement in prostitution, and other 
forms of sex work, needs to be understood in the context of their un/paid sexual 
labour as it is organised under capitalism. Theorists from the Women’s Liberation 
Movement in the 1970s and contemporary Marxist feminists insist that prostitu-
tion and sex work cannot be explained by a universal and unchanging male 
demand for female sexual domination. Sexuality is relevant to the exchange but, 
as socialist feminists in the 1970s were at pains to point out in the context of 
pornography, it does not essentially involve, nor depict, sexual domination. 
Sexuality must, they argued, be approached as it interacts with capitalism, and as 
a site of both danger and pleasure. The interaction between ‘race’ and capitalism 
has received increasing attention within contemporary work, often through the 
lens of ‘trafficking’, migration, and sex tourism. Future lines of inquiry for 
Marxist feminist research and activism include the relationship between disabil-
ity and sex work.

Second, they emphasise sex workers’ agency as workers and as political actors, 
who act individually and collectively in conditions of constraint. Diverging from 
Kollontai’s early pessimism, Marxist feminists from the 1970s onwards have 
positioned sex workers as social actors with agency as workers and political 
capacity. Marxist feminists of the Women’s Liberation Movement emphasised 
the dialectics of constraint and choice in shaping women’s decisions about sell-
ing their labour power in the sex industry. Contemporary theorists have placed 
more emphasis on sex workers’ role as social and political actors, collectively 
transforming their own working conditions, participating in attempts to transform 
the social relations of capitalism, and engaging with unions, the state, and the law.

Third, these feminists have viewed the state and the law as a site of class 
struggle. Marxist feminists have been unanimous in their support for decriminali-
sation, which is now attached to the demand for labour rights and more specific 
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social and economic reforms are being discussed, including basic income and the 
redistribution of wealth. Accessing labour and social welfare protections is neces-
sary because it will improve sex workers’ lives and labour conditions in the here 
and now. Marxist feminists are at the forefront of exploring the possibilities of 
labour law for sex workers, while also paying attention to its limitations. Marxist 
feminists and activists recognise that true freedom entails moving beyond labour–
capital relations, where labour includes all of the un/paid (sexual) labour neces-
sary for capital accumulation. If class struggle is, as we believe, the motor of 
history, the inclusion of sex workers as part of working-class struggle for freedom 
is essential. Like AMMAR, the sex workers’ union of Argentina, we dream

[t]hat one day there are no more women that exercise this work for necessity. However, as 
we are not owners of the truth we leave open the discussion as to whether, in the future 
that we dream of, there will be women that all the same want to do this work. (Hardy, 2010)
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INTRODUCTION

Work is the activity that most of us will spend the majority of our time doing. It 
shapes how we interact with the world and each other, and structures our rela-
tionship to resources, money, and capital. Work is a particularly important con-
cept for Marxists, as ‘every form of society has been based … on the antagonism 
of oppressing and oppressed classes’, and the ‘condition for capital is wage-
labour’ (Marx and Engels, 2016 [1848]: 19). Work therefore provides the antago-
nism upon which capitalism develops. In the process, work formed a ‘class of 
labourers, who live only so long as they find work, and who find work only so 
long as their labour increases capital’ (Marx and Engels, 2016 [1848]: 14). 
Before moving on to discuss the different ways in which Marxists have analysed 
work, it is an important reminder that ‘the first premise of all human existence 
and, therefore, of all history, [is that humans] must be in a position to live in 
order to be able to “make history”’ (Marx and Engels, 1970 [1845]: 48). The 
basic needs of people, along with the not-so-basic, must be met before anything 
else is possible. Therefore, Marx and Engels continued to argue that ‘the first 
historical act is thus the production of the means to satisfy these needs, the pro-
duction of material life itself’. No matter how complex society becomes or how 
unassailable capitalism may appear, the meeting of these needs ‘today, as thou-
sands of years ago, must daily and hourly be fulfilled merely in order to sustain 
human life’.
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Work is clearly important for understanding the contradiction between labour 
and capital that drives and shapes the economy, society, and politics. However, 
work itself is not a static phenomenon, changing with the ‘constant revolutionis-
ing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting 
uncertainty and agitation’ that capitalism creates (Marx and Engels, 2016 [1848]: 
11). Therefore, research on work is not a finished topic and is an area that Marxist 
theory needs to continue to focus on, drawing out both continuity and change, 
tracing the historical development, along with possible future directions. This is 
not simply for the sake of knowledge, but because workers hold the potential to 
be agents of revolutionary change, tying the question of knowledge creation here 
with organisation.

In this chapter, the topic of work will be taken up in relation to Marxist thought. 
The first part will examine the conceptual difference between labour and work, 
explaining why this chapter focuses on work and what is meant by this emphasis. 
The next part moves to discuss the labour process at work, introducing labour 
process theory and conflict at work, tracing this back to the fundamental prob-
lem of management: the indeterminacy of labour. The chapter then summarises 
the changes in contemporary work, indicating key areas in which new theory is 
being developed, including in relation to new kinds of labour. The chapter then 
moves to introduce the approach of workers’ inquiry to research and organisation 
at work, particularly drawing attention to the concept of class composition. The 
final part of the chapter discusses alternatives to work, focusing on anti-work 
politics. This conclusion ties the theorisations of these chapters to the revolution-
ary project of Marxism: an alternative society without work.

LABOUR AND WORK

Before getting into the discussion of work, it is first necessary to make a distinc-
tion between labour and work, two similar terms that nevertheless hold an impor-
tant difference. In German, both work and labour can be translated into arbeit, 
while in English the two terms are different. The etymological roots of the terms 
in English are for work, ‘wyrcan’ meaning creating and ‘wircan’, to affect some-
thing, whereas for labour, it is ‘laborem’ meaning ‘toil, hardship, and pain’. 
However, language is subject to change, so unlike Fuchs’ (2016: 29) definition 
that builds on these roots, this chapter takes a different approach. For Marx, 
labour ‘is, in the first place, a process in which both man and Nature participate, 
and in which man of his own accord starts, regulates, and controls the material 
re-actions between himself and Nature’ (1990 [1867]: 283).

The definition of labour taken here is of that process of interaction between 
humans and their environment, which takes many different forms. The analysis 
of labour is a starting point for understanding how society is made and con-
stantly remade. It is also important to highlight the dialectical character of this 
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relationship, that ‘by thus acting on the external world and changing it’, people 
‘at the same time change’ their ‘own nature’ (Marx, 1990 [1867]: 283). This 
interaction with nature (in the broadest sense) is captured by the term ‘labour 
process’ when labour:

[e]ffects an alteration, designed from the commencement, in the material worked upon. The 
process disappears in the product, the latter is a use-value, Nature’s material adapted by a 
change of form to the wants of man. Labour has incorporated itself with its subject: the 
former is materialised, the latter transformed. (Marx, 1990 [1867]: 287)

When this is combined with social relationships involving other people, this cumu-
lative experience and practice allows intensive specialisation. The tools and tech-
nologies involved are an important part of this process, as rarely do people directly 
interact with nature in an unmediated way. Moving from the basic practices of 
collecting food and building shelter, through which an imagined Robinson Crusoe-
type figure could meet their basic needs on their own, today it is possible to find 
people with such specialised knowledge like designing and flying of planes, yet 
despite these lofty heights, would be entirely stranded if left on their own.

This capacity of labour, the ability to change nature in order to produce use-
values, is the foundation upon which capitalism is based. As Hannah Arendt has 
argued, ‘labor is the activity which corresponds to the biological process of the 
human body … the human condition of labor is life itself’ (1998:7). Whereas, 
‘work is the activity which corresponds to the unnaturalness of human existence’. 
Today work is required to meet the basic needs of everyone in society, along with 
creating a vast range of commodities. No matter how complex the operation of 
the plane, the pilot, engineers, technicians, cabin crew, air traffic control staff, 
and so on all require food, clothing, and shelter to undertake their tasks. The key 
to understanding this is the process by which capitalists purchase labour power 
(the capacity of people to labour) and transform it into work. Rather than people 
having the freedom to choose how to labour, which tools to use, or what to make, 
capitalism is based upon the private ownership of the means of production, the 
tools and machinery put to work with human labour. As Marx (1990 [1867]: 272) 
jokingly remarks, workers are ‘free in a double sense’ under capitalism: free in 
the sense that they can choose who to sell their labour power to, but also freed 
from any other way to meet their needs than by selling their labour. It is in this 
transaction – between the worker selling labour power and the capitalist purchas-
ing it – that labour is transformed into work.

At first glance, the sale and purchase of labour power appears as a straight-
forward transaction, like exchanging money for a commodity – buying a cup of 
coffee for a set price, for example. However, unlike buying other commodities, 
the purchase of labour power entails buying a potential. As Marx (1990 [1867]: 
291) explains, there are two important features of this process. First, the worker 
(the seller of labour power) ‘works under the control of the capitalist to whom his 
labour belongs; the capitalist taking good care that the work is done in a proper 
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manner’. Second, that the results of the labour process: ‘the product’ is ‘the prop-
erty of the capitalist and not that of the labourer, its immediate producer’. In 
the transaction, the capitalist (the purchaser of the labour power) has bought a 
commodity, along with the right to use it for the period of time paid for. As Marx 
explains: ‘by the purchase of labour-power, the capitalist incorporates labour, 
as a living agent of fermentation, into the lifeless constituents of the product’  
(1990 [1867]: 291). The purchase of labour power, and then the directing of it, 
transforms labour into work. Work, rather than retaining its etymological roots, 
becomes a negative term, imbued with the understanding of exploitation. For 
example, work is the activity dreaded at the end of the weekend, knowing that 
labour power has been purchased by someone else, whereas labour captures 
the other activities that people engage in – both while at work and more gener-
ally. This is also why work is central to understanding of class (Toscano and 
Woodcock, 2015).

LABOUR PROCESS THEORY

Marx’s insight about the labour process provides an important starting point for 
exploring and critiquing work under capitalism. The labour process itself 
involves three aspects: first, the ‘purposeful activity, that is the work itself’ that 
is being completed; second, ‘the subject of that work’ and the materials being 
worked upon; and third, ‘the instruments involved’, from the basic tools to the 
most advanced technologies (Marx, 1990 [1867]: 284). Focusing on these differ-
ent aspects provides a way to analyse work, moving from that simple transaction 
between the worker and capitalist, metaphorically following the worker ‘into the 
hidden abode of production’, as it is here that Marx argues ‘the secret of profit-
making must at last be laid bare’ (1990 [1867]: 280). The important point to note 
here is that unlike other commodities, what is being purchased with labour power 
is a potential, something that can only be realised once it is put to work in the 
process of production. Therefore, once a capitalist has bought labour power, the 
problem of extracting the maximum use from it begins. As Richard Edwards has 
argued, this means that in the workplace:

[c]onflict exists because the interests of worker and those of employers collide … control is 
rendered problematic because unlike the other commodities involved in production, labor 
power is always embodied in people, who have their own interests and needs and who 
retain their power to resist being treated like a commodity. (Edwards, 1979: 12)

This feature of work, the difference between the potential of labour power and 
what capitalists are actually able to extract from labour, has been termed the 
‘indeterminacy’ of the labour process (Edwards, 1979: 15). This indeterminacy 
is the root of the fundamental problem of management at work, something which 
remains an intractable problem for capital today.
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The questions that this poses for work have been extensively researched in 
labour process theory. Arguably, the most important book in this area is Harry 
Braverman’s (1999) Labor and Monopoly Capitalism. The book traces the devel-
opment of management initiatives and how they have shaped work. This focus on 
work is positioned as an updating and refreshing of Marxist theory that considers 
the transformations of mass production:

The extraordinary fact is that Marxists have added little to his body of work in this respect. 
Neither the changes in productive processes throughout this century of capitalism and 
monopoly capitalism, nor the changes in the occupational structure of the working popula-
tion have been subjected to any comprehensive Marxist analysis since Marx’s death. 
(Braverman, 1999: 7)

As Littler (1982) has argued, ‘Braverman’s major contribution was to smash 
through the academic barriers and offer the potential for the birth of a new, inte-
grated approach to the study and history of work’. The book involves a thorough-
going critique of management, particularly that of Taylor’s (1967) ‘scientific 
theory of management’. Taylor, as Braverman (1999: 63) explains, took ‘the 
step, extraordinary for anyone of his class, of starting a craft apprenticeship in a 
firm whose owners were social acquaintances of his parents’. He spent time 
working on the machine lathes and other machinery, taking on the task he saw 
for management ‘of gathering together all of the traditional knowledge which in 
the past has been possessed by the workmen and then of classifying, tabulating, 
and reducing this knowledge to rules, laws, and formulae’ (Taylor, 1967: 36). 
The intention behind this was to understand what Taylor believed to be a continu-
ing feature of work, what he called ‘soldiering’, the deliberate slowing down of 
work, or the problem of the indeterminacy of labour power. Thus, the scientific 
theory of management was an attempt to overcome this in the workplace.

Taylorism – the school of management thought that Taylor gave rise to – is 
often typified in the image of the white-coated technician, ready with a stopwatch 
to precisely time workers. In Braverman’s critique, he argues that behind this 
image ‘lies a theory which is nothing less than the explicit verbalization of the 
capitalist mode of production’ (1999: 60). The core components of this can be 
broken down into three parts: first, ‘the gathering and development of knowledge 
of the labour process’, something that Taylor attempted by working on the fac-
tory floor at first, but could also come from supervisors and technicians; second, 
‘the concentration of this knowledge as the exclusive province of management’; 
and third, the ‘use of this monopoly over knowledge to control each step of the 
labor process and its mode of execution’ (Braverman, 1999: 82). After going 
through this process of knowledge theft, mental labour is separated from manual 
labour and ‘is then itself subdivided rigorously according to the same rule’. The 
purpose of this division is ‘to cheapen the worker by decreasing his training and 
enlarging his output’ (Braverman, 1999: 79, 81). Thus, Braverman’s key argu-
ment is that there is a tendency for work under capitalism to become degraded. 
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This degrading, analogous to Marx’s notion of alienation, is a continuous process 
led by management. However, the role of resistance and workers’ struggles are 
mainly absent from the book.

Following on from this, labour process theory focuses on control at work. This 
entails examining how effective management of the labour process is attempted 
through three component parts that form the ‘system of control’, or ‘the social 
relations of production within the firm’. The first is ‘direction’, setting out how 
tasks will be completed by workers; the second is ‘evaluation’, assessing how 
workers are conducting tasks and supervising their performance; and the third is 
‘discipline’, devising methods to ‘elicit cooperation and enforce compliance with 
the capitalist’s direction of the labour process’ (Edwards, 1979: 18). These theo-
retical developments stem mainly from the analysis of manufacturing and assem-
bly line work. For Thompson, ‘complications arise when attempts are made to 
specify how control is acquired and maintained’ (1989:123). He cites Friedman’s 
definition of control, that the term could be used in ‘an absolute sense, to identify 
those “in control”, and in a relative sense, to signify the degree of power people 
have to direct work’ (1977:45). This dynamic understanding of workplace strug-
gle became a hallmark of labour process analysis, captured in Goodrich’s (1975) 
concept of the ‘frontier of control’ in the workplace, for example. This focus on 
control shaped the formation of industrial relations as an academic field of study 
(Hyman, 1975), insisting on a conflict model of relationships at work.

THE CHANGING NATURE OF WORK

The labour process theory perspective has been broadened out in various ways 
to consider how management operates. For example, Burawoy (1979) puts for-
ward an argument about the importance of ‘consent’ and how it is ‘manufac-
tured’ at work, and noted that in the process ‘we were active accomplices in our 
own exploitation’ (Burawoy, 1985: 10). However, the most significant area of 
debate has been on resistance and of technology at work. Returning to Marx’s 
threefold understanding of the labour process, the ‘instruments’, or technologies, 
are important to consider in the analysis of work. Technology is applied to the 
labour process in order to achieve two objectives for capital: in the longer run, 
technology increases what Marx called ‘relative surplus value’, or the reduction 
in labour-time needed to produce the equivalent of the wage. In the short run, it 
also allows capital to increase ‘absolute surplus value’, or the lengthening of 
productive time (Marx, 1990 [1867]: 643).

This understanding of technology at work is useful, particularly for understand-
ing how technological change is used to increase profits for capital, but it also misses 
another aspect. Marx signals this, when he suggests that ‘it would be possible to 
write a whole history of the inventions made since 1830 for the sole purpose of 
providing capital with weapons against working-class revolt’ (1990 [1867]: 563).  
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Braverman points out the ways in which efficiency is programmed into technol-
ogy, as from the moment ‘the process takes shape in the minds of engineers, the 
labor configuration to operate it takes shape simultaneously in the minds of its 
designers, and in part shapes the design itself’ (1999: 137). However, Burawoy 
argues that in Braverman’s work it is not only a question of increasing surplus 
value, but there is also ‘another view, based on the Babbage principle, according to 
which control is inseparable from the pursuit of efficiency’ (1985: 47). Therefore, 
technology also offers another way to address the problem of the indeterminacy of 
labour power: ‘machinery offers to management the opportunity to do by wholly 
mechanical means that which it had previously attempted to do by organizational 
and disciplinary means’ (Braverman, 1999: 134).

These questions have been taken up in detail through the example of call cen-
tres, leading to some important debates. In particular, the existence of technolo-
gies of surveillance and control – for example, recording all phone calls and 
timing activities to the second – sparked a debate between labour process theo-
rists and analysis inspired by Foucault (1991). For example, Fernie and Metcalf 
(1997: 3) have argued that these methods represent an ‘electronic panopticon’, 
drawing on Foucault’s (1991) discussion of the architectural model of the surveil-
lance prison. The debate centred on the role of control and resistance, which from 
the labour process theory side involved an argument that ‘the factory and the 
office are neither prison nor asylum, their social architectures never those of the 
total institution’ (McKinlay and Taylor, 1998: 175). Moreover, at the time, Taylor 
and Bain argued that the Foucauldian approach could ‘disavow the possibilities 
for collective organisation and resistance’ (1999: 103). However, since the 1990s, 
the kinds of technologies tested and developed in call centres have become much 
more widespread in workplaces more generally, with electronic monitoring and 
control now relatively commonplace. In this new light, it is possible to synthesise 
the strengths of both sides of these older debates (Woodcock, 2017).

The dynamic nature of capitalism leads to a constantly changing nature of 
work. The older debates give a sense of a continuing conversation on how work 
is organised, and this continues today. However, there is a risk of becoming 
caught between debates that ‘nothing has really changed’ – simply asserting that 
Marxism still understands work – and that ‘everything has changed’ – and that 
Marxism can no longer comprehend the new realities of work. In part this kind 
of debate has been encouraged by the defensiveness of some Marxists going 
through a period of academic hostility from postmodern theorists (cf. Anderson, 
1998), and various calls that the working class no longer exists, or is no longer 
important (Gorz, 1987). Echoes of this can still be found in contemporary debates 
about precarity – the rise of insecure employment – and the proposed creation of 
a ‘precariat’ (Standing, 2011) and the critiques that claim precariousness is not a 
widespread issue (Doogan, 2009).

A more sober Marxist analysis does need to come to terms with changes in 
work and the workplace. The contemporary landscape of work has undoubtedly 
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changed (Woodcock, 2018c), much like in the previous waves a transformation 
that capitalism has wrought. The shifting global labour arbitrage – the way in 
which labour is divided and distributed across the world – is perhaps the most 
important to examine today. The key dynamics that this has introduced are dein-
dustrialisation in the global north, with an increase in manufacturing in the global 
south, with logistics operations on a transnational basis becoming more important 
for capital. This change in work is drawing new layers of people into workplaces, 
for example huge numbers of people moving from the countryside in China and 
into factories. It is also creating new forms of work in countries that are deindus-
trialising. Attempts to understand this have introduced a range of competing and 
overlapping terms, including ‘immaterial labour’ (Lazzarato, 1996), ‘emotional 
labour’ (Hochschild, 2012), ‘affective labour’ (Hardt and Negri, 2000), ‘free 
labour’ (Terranova, 2004), and ‘cognitive labour’ (Boutang, 2011). Similarly, the 
rise of digital work platforms and the gig economy is reshaping precarious work 
(Graham and Woodcock, 2018). There is significant crossover between many of 
these, but for the purposes of understanding the dynamics of contemporary work 
– much of which has been subjected to digitalisation – digital technology is hav-
ing an increasing effect on work. This may involve new methods of surveillance 
or practices of ‘gamification’ in the workplace (Woodcock and Johnson, 2018).

The challenge here is identifying exactly what is meant by digital labour in 
work. The confusion in part stems from the nature of digitalisation. The ubiqui-
tous rise of computers has a twofold impact on labour: first, new labour processes 
are created that depend mainly on the use of computers, while the second involves 
the application or integration of computers to pre-existing labour processes in 
new ways. It would be very difficult to identify a form of work (although there 
are examples of labour processes that do not directly involve computers) that 
has not been influenced by digitalisation. Despite the use of new technology, 
workers find ways to resist and organise. New forms of resistance emerge on the 
call centre floor (Woodcock, 2017), with precarious workers teaching and clean-
ing universities (Woodcock, 2014a, 2018a), and in the technology (Woodcock, 
2018b) and videogames industry (Woodcock, 2016). A key reason for this is that 
the labour process remains a point of contestation. New technology may aid man-
agement in the attempt to control workers, but the contradiction between labour 
and capital remains unresolved. Whether this is workers finding ways to refuse 
work on the call centre floor or digital works developing new tools for organis-
ing, work still remains a site of conflict.

WORKERS’ INQUIRY

These previous debates provide a theoretical grounding for understanding the 
changes in work, but the actual voices of workers can be somewhat absent from 
the analysis. While work may seem to be an important focus for Marxists, given 
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Marx’s interest in workers, it has received comparatively less attention than one 
might expect, as noted earlier by Braverman. One explanation for this is the 
emphasis in Marx’s (1990 [1867]) Capital. It takes until Chapter 10 – the chapter 
on the working day – for Marx, as David Harvey writes, to ‘finally, after 344 
pages … get to the idea of class struggle’ (2010: 137). In this chapter, Marx 
(1990 [1867]: 397) draws on evidence from factory inspectors to details of the 
exploitation of factory workers and the process by which the working day is 
extended. However, despite this illuminating chapter, Capital is mainly about 
capital, rather than investigating work. If a Marxist analysis proceeds from read-
ings of Capital, it is necessary to note what Lebowitz (2009: 314) has called the 
‘silences of Capital’ about workers. This is not to critique Capital, but rather that 
the development of subsequent theory – particularly about work – needs to take 
this into account. In a sense, Marx (1880) himself signalled one direction to this 
in his proposed workers’ inquiry. This large questionnaire was intended to be 
circulated to workers, so they could participate in a process of constructing 
knowledge about their conditions – and hopefully into communication with 
Marx too. Unfortunately, there is no record of whether this had any success. 
However, this idea from Marx that these kinds of surveys could be used by those 
who ‘must wish for an exact and positive knowledge of the conditions in which 
the working class – the class to whom the future belongs – works and moves’ 
(1880: 379), provides an important starting point for a radical and critical analy-
sis of work (Woodcock, 2014b). As Haider and Mohandesi (2013) have argued, 
Marx’s proposed survey ‘established a fundamental epistemological challenge’, 
but did not clarify the ‘relationship between the workers’ knowledge of their 
exploitation, and the scientific analysis of the “laws of motion” of capitalist 
society’ found in Capital.

The first group to take up this kind of new investigation of work was the 
Johnson-Forest Tendency in the USA. The group engaged in a project of refresh-
ing Marx’s analysis in relation to mass production in the USA. This ‘grew out of 
studies and contacts with factory workers’ that ‘was the hallmark of the politi-
cal tendency’ (Cleaver, 1979: 62). This perspective can be seen clearly in The 
American Worker, a pamphlet co-written between two members of the group, one 
of whom worked in a car factory. It is introduced as ‘a social document describ-
ing in essence the real existence of the hundreds of millions who constitute the 
basis of our society’. In rich detail, it provides an account of work from the per-
spective of the worker, followed up with critical analysis. The pamphlet, like the 
further inquiries, Indignant Heart (Denby, 1989) and A Women’s Place (Brant 
and Santori, 1953), were intended as political interventions. The methodological 
approach they articulated was an attempt to follow in the footsteps of Marx by 
focusing on ‘the actual life of workers’ while ‘never’ losing ‘sight of the revo-
lution which would transform labor into human activity’ (Stone, 1947: 32). In 
practice, this meant using the ‘full fountain pen’ approach, in which ‘members 
of the group interview workers and then allowing these workers to edit their 
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comments for publication’ (Worcester, 1995: 125). Similar attempts to under-
stand work were undertaken by Socialisme ou Barbarie, following the reprinting 
of The American Worker in the first issue of the journal (Romano, 1949). This 
included attempts at inquiries in factories (Carrier, 1949; Vivier, 1952) and an 
insurance company (Mothé, 1954).

This approach of studying work with workers themselves was then taken up by 
the Italian Operaismo, or Workerists. The most famous example is the inquiry at 
the FIAT car factory in Turin, which was an investigation into worker subjectiv-
ity. It was not limited to developing an understanding of work, but rather took up 
Marx’s challenge of the workers’ inquiry, seeking to use it as an organising tool. 
In this sense, it is possible to consider two kinds of inquiry: ‘from above’, using 
more traditional methods and starting from outside, or ‘from below’, involving a 
co-research process that breaks down the division between subject and researcher 
(Rieser, 2001: 4). The impetus for this kind of project is to try to make sense 
of what happens to the worker, selling their labour power in order to survive. 
Through the experience of work, workers are changed, and ‘have to put their 
head together … as a class’ in response to the demands of capital. This entails 
what Tronti (1966: 202) argues is ‘a political leap’, and ‘it is the leap that the 
passage through production provokes in what we can call the composition of the 
working class or even the composition of the class of workers’ (quoted in Haider 
and Mohandesi, 2013). Workers’ inquiry is therefore not limited to an academic 
method, but became a central part of a political project – to understand work, and 
through that capitalism, in order to change it.

Class composition, a concept signalled in Tronti’s quote, provides a powerful 
framework for analysing work. It takes a perspective of, as Tronti argues, starting 
‘from the beginning – and the beginning is working-class struggle’ (1971: 89). 
This strongly emphasises the role of struggle, understood through the two part 
understanding of class composition. The first aspect is the technical composi-
tion, which involves the ‘analysis of the labour process, of the technology, not 
in sociological terms but rather as sanctions of the relations of force between 
classes’ (Matheron, 1999). This can be approached in a similar way to the labour 
process theory analysis discussed before, albeit imbued with a partisan under-
standing of struggle at work, something which should be expected when taking a 
Marxist starting point. It therefore involves focusing on the workplace and inter-
rogating the details of work, how it is organised, and the use of different manage-
ment techniques. As Matheron (1999) points out, if trying to ‘understand what 
“class struggle” means: there has never been more Marxist “evidence”’. The sec-
ond aspect is the political composition, as Cleaver has indicated, while capital 
seeks to ‘incorporate the working class within itself as simply labour power’, 
the ‘working class affirms itself as an independent class-for-itself only through 
struggles which rupture capital’s self reproduction’ (Cleaver, 1979: 66). Thus, the 
political aspect is constituted as workers are ‘continually immersed in the process 
of political recomposition’ (Matheron, 1999), with different forms and relations 
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of struggles that emerge. The two are related and connected in various ways, but 
the latter is not determined directly by the former. This two part concept provides 
a framework for inquiring into work, drawing attention to the actual activities of 
workers in, and beyond, the workplaces as a site of struggle. Examples of con-
temporary projects situated within this framework can be found with Notes from 
Below1 and Viewpoint Magazine.2

ALTERNATIVES TO WORK

To return to the definition discussed at the beginning of the chapter, it would not 
make sense to talk of an anti-labour politics (otherwise how would our needs be 
met?), yet an anti-work politics is something that could resonate with people 
‘doubly free’ to work under conditions they cannot choose. However, as Weeks 
notes, there is a ‘sometimes explicit, sometimes tacit pro-work (2011: 152)’ 
position that can be found in some traditions of Marxist thought. In particular, 
Taylor situates this within what he calls ‘Soviet-style Marxism’ that ‘foreclosed 
any critique of work’ (2014: 7). The other Marxist traditions discussed in this 
chapter, for example those involved in workers’ inquiry, involved projects 
‘within and against an intellectual and institutional context in which Marxism 
was effectively redefined as a theory of distribution’ (Taylor, 2014: 7), distor-
tions that came from Stalinism, and so-called state socialism. An example of this 
different perspective can be found in Paul Lafargue’s (1883) The Right to Be 
Lazy, in which he argues:

[t]he proletariat, the great class embracing all the producers of civilized nations, the class 
which in freeing itself will free humanity from servile toil and will make of the human animal 
a free being, – the proletariat, betraying its instincts, despising its historic mission, has let 
itself be perverted by the dogma of work. Rude and terrible has been its punishment. All its 
individual and social woes are born of its passion for work. (Lafargue, 1883)

The possibilities of non-work, of others pursuing other activities of labour (or 
even leisure!) has, as Taylor argues, a ‘precedent in Karl Marx’s own writing’ 
(2014: 1), particularly in Grundrisse (Marx, 1993 [1939]). The refusal of work, 
discussed by Marx in the context of freed slaves in the Caribbean, shows an 
alternative perspective and a critique of work.

This anti-work politics is closely tied to Marx’s original project: the revo-
lutionary overthrow of capitalism and the building of communism. The refusal 
of work forms a crucial component of how that alternative can be conceived, 
with radical democracy running throughout society, particularly centred on work. 
If capitalism rests on the basis of exploitation at work, now complicated over 
global supply chains and highly specialised tasks, then work remains a key battle-
ground. Marxists should therefore be concerned with how work is conducted, 
organised, and struggled against. However, as Marx and Engels previous argued, 
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‘the Communists everywhere support every revolutionary movement against the 
existing social and political order of things’ (2016 [1848]: 39). The formal work-
place is not the only place in which exploitation is organised today, neither is it 
the only institution through which power is exerted. Unpaid work, particularly 
relating to social reproduction, is another key site of struggle – as are a range of 
other struggles against oppression, both within work and more broadly. However, 
as this chapter is focused on work, it necessarily emphasises the importance of 
struggles at work. This chapter should, of course, be read alongside the others in 
this volume that cover these areas. The corrective to a lack of focus on work in 
Marxist thought is not giving it primacy over all others.

What this chapter has aimed to do is provide ideas and conceptual tools to 
critically analyse work, along with stressing a partisan approach and tying this 
to struggles for change. Research can play an important role here, particularly 
if tied into an organisational project through the workers’ inquiry approach. A 
critical Marxist tradition can be refreshed and updated through the ‘examina-
tion of workers’ actual struggles: their content, how they have developed, and 
where they are headed’ (Cleaver, 1979: 58). This begins with the micro-prac-
tices of resistance found in all workplaces, from arguments over the length of 
breaks to finding ways to avoid aspects of work, and up to open struggles in the 
form of strikes, demonstrations, and the seizure of workplaces. The key here 
is searching for ways to connect this resistance and struggles to new forms of 
organisation, something that the conceptual framework of class composition can 
support. Through these struggles an embryo of an alternative is formed, as we are 
reminded by Marx (1875) is that ‘the emancipation of the working class must be 
the act of the workers themselves.’ This is the basis of an alternative future:

In a higher phase of communist society, after the enslaving subordination of the individual 
to the division of labor, and therewith also the antithesis between mental and physical labor, 
has vanished; after labor has become not only a means of life but life’s prime want; after the 
productive forces have also increased with the all-around development of the individual, and 
all the springs of co-operative wealth flow more abundantly – only then can the narrow 
horizon of bourgeois right be crossed in its entirety and society inscribe on its banners: From 
each according to his ability, to each according to his needs! (Marx, 1875)

Notes

1  Notes from Below is available online at www.notesfrombelow.org/
2  Viewpoint Magazine is available online at www.viewpointmag.com/
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INTRODUCTION

At the heart of the class struggle under capitalism is the fact that, for capital, 
labour-power (the capacity to labour) is merely an element of production and 
source of profit, whereas, for workers, it is inseparable from themselves as 
living human beings. Struggles over wages, the duration and conditions of 
wage-work and control over it have been recognised by Marxists as important 
aspects of class struggle, yet the relations and conditions under which labour-
power is produced have received far less attention, except from Marxist femi-
nists and feminist Marxists. Given the centrality of labour-power to capitalism 
– since as the only commodity that can produce surplus value over and above 
its own value, and therefore profit, it is the sine qua non of accumulation – it 
is somewhat surprising that Marx nowhere describes its production. Engels 
recognised the existence of domestic labour and the gendered relations within 
it, but did not take the analysis further. The domestic labour debate of the 
1970s was an attempt to fill this gap, but left many of the crucial issues 
unresolved.
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MARX AND ENGELS ON DOMESTIC LABOUR

Marx comes closest to describing the production of labour-power in the chapter 
on ‘The Sale and Purchase of Labour-power’ in Capital Volume 1:

Given the existence of the individual, the production of labour-power consists in his repro-
duction of himself or his maintenance. For his maintenance he requires a certain quantity of 
the means of subsistence. Therefore the labour-time necessary for the production of labour-
power is the same as that necessary for the production of those means of subsistence… If 
the owner of labour-power works today, tomorrow he must again be able to repeat the 
same process in the same conditions as regards health and strength. His means of subsist-
ence must therefore be sufficient to maintain him in his normal state as a working individ-
ual… The owner of labour-power is mortal. If then his appearance in the market is to be 
continuous, and the continuous transformation of money into capital assumes this, the seller 
of labour-power must perpetuate himself ‘in the way that every living individual perpetuates 
himself, by procreation’… Hence the sum of means of subsistence necessary for the produc-
tion of labour-power must include the means necessary for the worker’s replacements, i.e. 
his children… The costs of education vary according to the degree of complexity of the 
labour-power required. These expenses (exceedingly small in the case of ordinary labour-
power) form a part of the total value spent in producing it. The value of labour-power can 
be resolved into the value of a definite quantity of the means of subsistence. (Marx, 1976: 
274–6)

Marx gives examples of means of subsistence like food and fuel, which need to 
be replaced daily, while others like clothes and furniture can be purchased at 
longer intervals. But that is all. Unlike his detailed descriptions of the production 
of other commodities, here there is no description of a labour process or mention 
of instruments of production (such as a stove, pots and pans, broom, bucket and 
mop). Just raw materials – means of subsistence – and the finished product: 
labour-power. He assumes that all that is required to convert those means of 
subsistence into labour-power is a process of individual consumption. Yet the 
worker would not be maintained in his or her ‘normal state as a working indi-
vidual’, nor be replaced when he or she died, unless somebody carried the raw 
materials and instruments of production home from the market or shops, cooked 
the food and washed up after the meal; dusted, swept, mopped floors and washed 
clothes; fed the baby, changed it, gave it a bath and so on and so forth.

The home is therefore a site of individual consumption but also of production;2 
both are necessary for the production of labour-power. In fact, Marx’s confusion 
of production with individual consumption leads to bizarre contradictions. For 
example, he writes of domestic labour that:

[t]he largest part of society, that is to say the working class, must incidentally perform this 
kind of labour for itself; but it is only able to perform it when it has laboured ‘productively’. 
It can only cook meat for itself when it has produced a wage with which to pay for the meat. 
(Marx, 1963: 161)

If we generalise this proposition to all commodities, it would state that, until a 
commodity has been sold, it cannot be produced. But commodities are usually 
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sold only after they have been produced, and this is especially true of labour-
power, which cannot be sold for the first time until many hundreds of hours of 
labour-time have been spent on its production, as Marx recognises elsewhere: 
‘Its exchange value, like that of every other commodity, is determined before it 
goes into circulation, since it is sold as a capacity, a power, and a specific amount 
of labour-time was required to produce this capacity, this power’ (1976: 1066, 
emphasis added).

Under capitalism, according to Marx, labour is either productive – in the sense 
that it directly produces surplus value – or unproductive, in the sense that it is 
exchanged with capitalists’ revenue or workers’ wages, and does not produce sur-
plus value (Marx, 1976: 1038–9). According to this definition, domestic labour 
is unproductive. However, when analysing luxury production, Marx implicitly 
makes a distinction between socially useful reproductive labour producing means 
of production and labour-power, which re-enter capitalist production, and unre-
productive labour, producing products which do not re-enter production (Marx, 
1976: 1045–6). Seen from this standpoint, domestic labour is socially useful 
reproductive labour. (Marx is here referring to social, not biological, reproduc-
tion, although biological reproduction, without which there would be no new 
workers to replace those who die, is a necessary element of social reproduction.)

Engels not only recognised the existence of domestic work and the gender 
division of labour within it, but even observed that the reversal of gender roles 
during the industrial revolution, and the distress caused by it, occurred ‘because 
the sexes have been placed in a false position from the beginning’ (1975: 439). 
He did not carry the analysis further, however.

THE DEBATE OF THE 1970s

The intensive debate around domestic labour (i.e. housework and childcare) that 
erupted in the 1970s developed the analysis considerably. Let us look at the 
issues taken up which throw light on the production of labour-power. Most par-
ticipants in the debate agreed that domestic labour is socially useful – i.e. it is 
useful not just to other members of the family, but to society as a whole – and 
that it transfers the (exchange)-value of the commodities bought with the wage 
to the end product, labour-power. But does it also create value?

According to Margaret Coulson, Branka Magas and Hilary Wainwright 
(1975), domestic labour does not create value because only wage-labour pro-
duces (exchange)-value, but this would mean that the labour of millions of petty 
commodity producers (farmers, artisans, etc.) produces no value, and would 
contradict the whole starting-point of Marx’s analysis of capital, namely the 
determination of the value of the commodity by all the labour-time socially nec-
essary for its production (Marx, 1976: 129, 294). For Margaret Benston (1969), 
Jean Gardiner, Susan Himmelweit and Maureen Mackintosh (1975), Susan 
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Himmelweit and Simon Mohun (1977) and Lise Vogel (2013: 23), ‘domestic 
labour in capitalist societies does not take the social form of value-producing 
labour’. Vogel argues convincingly that unwaged domestic labour is necessary 
for the production of labour-power (2013: 149, 158–9), yet following Paul Smith 
(1978: 211) reiterates that ‘as concrete, useful labour, [it] simply transfers the 
value of the commodities purchased with the wage to the labour-power borne by 
the worker’ (2013: 164); in other words, it is not abstract value-producing labour, 
despite the fact that the labour-power which it has contributed to producing is 
then sold as a commodity to capitalists.

The assumption here is that, unlike every other commodity, the value of labour-
power is determined not by the labour-time socially necessary for its production 
but by the value of the commodities that enter into its production. If this were 
true, it would follow that the labour-power of the worker who gets her washing 
done at a laundry has a higher value than that of another worker doing the same 
job at the same workplace for the same wage who does her own washing at home; 
and that the labour-power of a worker who hires a housekeeper to wash, clean, 
cook and do the washing-up has a much higher value than the labour-power of a 
worker doing the same job at the same workplace for the same wage, whose wife 
performs all these tasks. Marx often makes this mistake (Hensman, 1977), but he 
corrects himself when he asserts that ‘the value of each commodity is determined 
by… the labour-time socially necessary to produce it…’ (1976: 293) and ‘[t]he 
value of labour-power is determined, as in the case of every other commodity, by 
the labour-time necessary for the production, and consequently also the repro-
duction, of this specific article’ (1976: 274).

Not everything that is done in the home contributes to the production of 
labour-power: the assumption that it does leads to the opposite error. But to 
the extent that domestic labour is a necessary part of the production process of 
labour-power, a commodity sold on the (labour) market, it must produce part 
of the value of labour-power, and this is reproductive labour in the sense that it 
makes an essential contribution to social reproduction. Thus the labour-power 
of the worker who hires a housekeeper to perform domestic tasks and that of the 
worker whose wife performs the same tasks have the same value; in effect, the 
wages of both men are sufficient to pay for another person to do all this work, and 
it makes no difference whether this person is a housekeeper whom he pays or a 
wife whom he supports (Seccombe, 1973: 10).

Once we acknowledge that domestic labour contributes to the value of labour-
power, the neat division of the working day in the workplace into necessary 
labour, which reproduces labour-power, and surplus labour, which is appropri-
ated by the capitalist, collapses. The equation becomes even more complex if the 
generational reproduction of labour-power and the contribution of state education 
and healthcare are brought into the picture. The rate of surplus value would then 
have to be calculated taking into account all the necessary labour (in the work-
place as well as the home) done by members of the household that is the unit of 
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production of labour-power, and all the payments made by the capitalist, not only 
by way of wages, but also in contributions to services such as state education and 
healthcare.

Founding members of the Wages for Housework campaign Mariarosa Dalla 
Costa and Selma James (1972), Silvia Federici (1975) and Leopoldina Fortunati 
(1981/1995) argue that domestic labour produces not only value but also surplus 
value. Does it? A housewife is not paid wages, but her labour is paid for out of 
her husband’s wage, so his employer pays her indirectly. If the amount paid for 
her labour is the same as or more than what her husband would have to pay to buy 
the services she performs on the market, then she is not contributing to surplus 
value. (However, if her husband keeps for himself part of the amount paid by 
the employer for her labour, he would be exploiting her.) If the amount paid for 
her labour by her husband’s employer is less than the value of the services she 
performs, that means the employer is keeping part of what he would otherwise 
have had to pay out as wages, and her labour is therefore contributing indirectly 
to his surplus value.

Therefore, although domestic labour does not directly produce surplus value, 
it is true that when its duration is extended unduly, it allows extra surplus value 
to be appropriated by subsidising the production of labour-power. The Bolivian 
women’s leader and miner’s wife Domitila Barrios de Chungara made a precise 
calculation of this, comparing the work performed in the home with the cost of 
the same services bought on the market:

One day I got the idea of making a chart. We put as an example the price of washing clothes 
per dozen pieces and we figured out how many dozens of items we washed per month. 
Then the cook’s wage, the babysitter’s, the servant’s… Adding it all up, the wage needed to 
pay us for what we do in the home… was much higher than what the men earned in the 
mine for a month. (Barrios de Chungara with Viezzer, 1978: 35)

Thus, if a miner’s wife died and the man was compelled to buy on the market the 
services that she had performed, his wage would not have been sufficient, show-
ing that it was less than the value of labour-power. The women’s surplus labour 
allowed the mine owner to appropriate more surplus value than he would other-
wise have been able to; more generally, discounting the value produced by 
domestic labour helps capitalists to reduce the price of labour-power below its 
value. But it is impossible to see this effect so long as the production of labour-
power (and its value) is seen solely as the activity of waged workers. Only if it 
is seen as the collective product of the unit of production of labour-power – the 
working-class household – is it possible to calculate the real rate of surplus 
value.

The worker sells his or her labour-power for a specified period of time, just 
as the rent for a flat is for a specified period of time. If a tenant can rent one flat 
for two weeks with a certain amount of money, but can rent another flat for three 
weeks with the same amount of money, the latter rent is only two-thirds of the 
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former. Similarly, if one capitalist pays a certain wage for an eight-hour working 
day while another pays the same wage for a 12-hour working day, the latter wage 
is only two-thirds of the former. If working hours are extended beyond a certain 
point, the price of labour-power falls below its value even if the wage is kept 
constant (Marx, 1976: 343). This calculation cannot be accurate unless all the 
hours worked by all the members of the family in order to produce labour-power 
are taken into account.

Labour-power is not a purely physiological entity. ‘In contrast… with the case 
of other commodities, the determination of the value of labour-power contains a 
historical and moral element’ (Marx, 1976: 275). Wages must enable the work-
ing class to live at an acceptable standard of living. Ensuring that the price of 
labour-power does not fall below its value, and setting this value at an acceptable 
level, are both products of working-class struggle. The ‘historical and moral’ ele-
ment would differ from one society to another, but it seems reasonable to set the 
minimum value at a level where income covers basic requirements of food, water, 
clothing, shelter, healthcare and education; where the minimum age for employ-
ment complies with the International Labour Organization norm of 15 years; and 
where adults get at least 11 or 12 hours per working day for sleep and recreation, 
plus paid weekly days off, annual leave and holidays.

MULTIPLE WAGE-EARNERS

What happens when there are two or more wage-earners in the family? We can 
examine this by looking at a family consisting of a man, a woman and their three 
children: a girl and boy who are school-going and a toddler. In situation A, the 
man is able to support his wife and children with his wage. The woman does the 
housework and cares for the toddler; she is at home when the other children 
come home from school, and can spend time with them even while she does 
other chores. In situation B, wages are lower, and the man and woman both need 
to engage in wage-labour in order to make ends meet. The woman may become 
a homeworker, or the toddler may be left with grandparents while she is out at 
work, in which case the grandparents’ labour too would contribute to the value 
of the family’s labour-power. The woman would have to do domestic labour as 
well as wage-labour, so her working hours would be extended, and if wages go 
down further, they would be extended even more: Amrita Chhachhi (2005: 
247–9) showed that in response to a cut in real wages between 1994–95 and 
1999–2000, the total time expended on wage-labour and domestic labour by 
women workers in Delhi increased from 13–14 hours to 16–17 hours a day, as 
they spent more time shopping around for the cheapest goods, queuing up at the 
ration shop and cleaning inferior rice. The family’s standard of living may not 
have fallen, but the price of their labour-power had fallen, because they now had 
to work more hours collectively in order to reproduce it.
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In situation C, the girl is taken out of school to do the housework and care for 
the toddler while her parents are out at work. In this case, not only has the price 
of labour-power fallen due to the longer hours worked collectively in order to 
reproduce it, but the standard of living has fallen too, because the girl is not get-
ting an education. Finally, in situation D, the boy may be taken out of school and 
sent out to work to supplement the family income: yet another fall in the standard 
of living and in the price of labour-power, which is by now well below its value. 
At each of these stages, the capitalist class as a whole extracts more surplus value 
out of this household, embodied in the additional surplus value extracted by the 
employers of the man, the woman and the boy, and the reduction in payments for 
the education of the two older children.

Situation D was the predominant one when Marx was analysing capital in the 
nineteenth century: ‘everywhere, except in the metallurgical industries, young 
persons (under 18), women and children form by far the most preponderant ele-
ment in the factory personnel’ (1976: 577); even a steel and iron works ‘employs 
500 boys under 18, and of these about a third, or 170, are under the age of 13’ 
(1976: 371). Left to itself, capital’s ‘werewolf-like hunger for surplus value’ 
(1976: 353) pushed wages down so low that all members of the family, excluding 
only the smallest children, worked long hours in wage-labour simply in order to 
survive. If at any time it needed to retrench workers, it dismissed men rather than 
women and children. The state, acting in the interests of capital, used legisla-
tion to force reluctant workers to labour long hours; it was only when capitalists 
extended these hours to such an extent that it ‘produces the premature exhaustion 
and death of this labour-power itself’ (Marx, 1976: 376) – in other words, when 
the supply of labour-power for capital was threatened – that the state stepped in 
again to limit working hours and ensure that labour-power was not ‘maintained 
and developed only in a crippled state’; in such a situation, the price of labour-
power is below its value, since ‘the value of every commodity is determined by 
the labour-time required to provide it in its normal quality’ (Marx, 1976: 277, 
emphasis added).

In the twenty-first century, studies in the USA and OECD countries show 
that the majority of families with minor children are dual-earner ones, and the 
employment of married women is increasing (OECD, 2011: 38; Pew Research 
Center, 2015). The employment of mothers is not necessarily a consequence of 
falling real wages: many women, especially once their children go to school, 
prefer going out to work rather than staying at home and being dependent on 
a partner’s wage. However, in most cases a second wage is needed to maintain 
the standard of living, and neoliberalism has increased the total number of hours 
that have to be worked in order to reproduce labour-power by extending working 
hours, slashing social security and welfare benefits and raising the retirement 
age.

In Third World countries, with informalisation and neoliberalism attacking the 
living standards even of the small section of the working class which had earlier 
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won decent wages, the crisis in the reproduction of labour-power is dire. Child 
labour is rampant, and hundreds of millions of migrants, both within and between 
countries, split families apart. Men may migrate, leaving their families behind; 
although their remittances contribute to the production of labour-power, their 
wives and other relatives must contribute not just domestic labour but also, often, 
agricultural labour. Women who migrate to work in other parts of the country or 
abroad are often verbally, physically and sexually abused; such cases are reported 
occasionally, but most are unreported, and serious crimes go unpunished. Women 
migrant workers in foreign countries are especially vulnerable because they may 
not speak the language of the country where they work or know anyone to whom 
they can turn for help, may be illegal immigrants or on visas that allow them to 
work only for a specified employer, and may have had their passports confiscated 
by employers (Heyzer et  al., 1992; Young, 2000; Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 
2003). Finally, there are cases where both parents migrate, leaving children with 
grandparents or other carers. The impact of parental migration on children is 
mixed. Remittances, especially from fathers working abroad, help to feed and 
educate children. However, the migration of mothers or both parents may have 
adverse effects on the children’s education, health and emotional well-being; it 
may expose children, especially girls, to physical or sexual abuse by fathers or 
other male relatives, or neglect by fathers or grandparents, with some cases of 
girls dropping out of school to take up the domestic labour formerly performed 
by their mothers (Jayasuriya and Opeskin, 2015: 608–16).

Unaccompanied migrant children, who are fleeing an abusive home or violent 
conflict or have been recruited by an ‘employment agency’ which may in fact be 
engaged in trafficking, are at greatest risk of ending up as industrial, domestic or 
sex workers in slave-like and extremely abusive conditions (Van de Glind and Kou, 
2013). Children are less likely to face abuse when they migrate for work along 
with their parents, but may then be subjected to long working hours and hazardous 
working conditions. We can identify a situation E, where the girl who was staying at 
home to do the housework and look after the toddler is now additionally engaged in 
wage-labour. This can result in horrific accidents, like the case where a 10-year-old 
brick-kiln worker ran to catch her little sister, who had stepped onto the weak plastic 
lid of the furnace; both girls fell in and were burnt alive (Banerjee, 2016). Living in 
shacks or tents that barely protect them from the elements, without running water, 
sanitation, electricity, or access to healthcare, these families are exposed to seri-
ous health risks. For some working children this is forced labour, for others their 
contribution to the survival of their family is a labour of love, and for many it is a 
combination of the two, but in all cases it is performed at a heavy cost to themselves.

In India at the beginning of the twenty-first century, malnutrition and ill 
health among informal workers resulted in a maternal mortality rate of 540 
per 100,000 live births. Maternal malnutrition resulted in 30% of infants with 
‘low birth weight’, creating health risks that would last the rest of their lives. 
The infant mortality rate was 67 and under-five mortality rate 93; 47% of 
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under-five-year-olds were severely or moderately malnourished, resulting in a 
large number of children dying or becoming disabled as a result of contracting 
preventable and curable diseases (UNICEF, 2004: tables 1, 2, 5 and 8; Pelletier 
et al., 1995; Krishnakumar, 2004). In other words, exceedingly low wages, long 
working hours and unhealthy working conditions resulted in the production of 
labour-power in a crippled state.

THE WORKING-CLASS FAMILY

Most contributors to the domestic labour debate explained women’s full-time 
domestic labour in working-class families by its usefulness to capital: Dalla 
Costa and James (1972), Federici (1975) and Fortunati (1981/1995) argued that 
it produces surplus value; Veronica Beechey (1977, 1978) that housewives con-
stitute a reserve army of cheap labour; and Zillah Eisenstein (1978) that capital-
ism needs patriarchy in order to operate efficiently. Yet if capital needs women’s 
full-time domestic labour, why would it undermine the working-class family so 
grievously during the industrial revolution? Why is it that in the twenty-first 
century, with technology vastly reducing the demand for labour-power while 
globalisation and migration guarantee a plentiful supply of it, neoliberal attacks 
on the working-class family are so rampant? Jane Humphries argues that ‘the 
endurance of the family reflects a struggle by the working class for popular ways 
of meeting the needs of non-labouring comrades within a capitalist environment’ 
(1977: 250). It was workers who, through their struggles for a family wage, abo-
lition of child labour and restriction of working hours, won back time and space 
for the family, including fictive kin.

So was the reconstitution of the working-class family a victory or defeat for 
women in particular? For the working class as a whole? The answer to these 
questions, unsatisfactory though it may seem, is ‘both’. It is indisputable that ‘the 
retreat of certain family members from the labour force, in conjunction with an 
organized attempt to secure a “family wage”’ (Humphries, 1977: 252), resulted 
in a very welcome rise in the standard of living. Men might have taken the lead in 
this struggle, and one of their objectives might have been to eliminate competi-
tion for jobs from women; but some women workers too were happy to escape 
from heavy labour and have more time to spend on home-making, like the woman 
miner who was glad she had left her job because she did not have to come home 
exhausted from a day’s wage-labour before doing domestic work (Pinchbeck, 
1930: 269). While children often want to help with domestic work, and both girls 
and boys should be encouraged to do so, the withdrawal of children from the 
labour market is an unmixed blessing, not only securing for them adequate time 
for rest, play and education, but also democratising the family and increasing the 
bargaining power of adult male and female workers (Hensman, 2011: 194–201). 
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Humphries (1977: 254–6) also points to cases where family ties can promote 
class solidarity and class struggles. These are gains.

Yet the development of the male bread-winner/family-wage norm was also 
a defeat for working-class women, and thus for the working class as a whole. 
Women had entered the capitalist labour market as cheap labour due to patriar-
chy in the pre-capitalist family, and being pushed out of employment by male-
dominated unions and classified as dependants or supplementary wage-earners 
reinforced this position. For large numbers of women-headed households, the 
acute shortage of decently paid employment for women means there is no alter-
native to poverty. Moreover, even when husband and wife are earning, there is 
no basis for the assumption that his wage pays for basic subsistence while hers 
is supplementary: indeed, in such situations, as Diane Elson (1995: 183–4) and 
Sepali Kottegoda (2004: 137–55) point out, women’s wages are usually spent 
entirely in ensuring family survival, while a variable portion of men’s wages is 
spent on alcohol, tobacco, gambling and other activities. So there is a negative 
element in the way that the demand for a ‘family wage’ has been posed, fought 
for and won, as Michele Barrett and Mary MacIntosh (1980) and Heidi Hartmann 
(1981: 20–1) argue: it is oppressive to women, and also disadvantageous to their 
dependants if they have any (Barrett, 1980: 26–7).

CAPITALISM AND ‘PATRIARCHY’

Ann Ferguson and Nancy Folbre (1981: 321–3) explain that the patriarchal 
family prevailed in pre-capitalist agricultural societies, where having a large 
number of children was an asset, child mortality was high and women breast-fed 
each child for a year or more; given that they would spend up to 20 years of their 
lives child-bearing and breast-feeding, it was more efficient for them to do other 
household tasks as well. But these relations are revolutionised by capitalism. 
Even in many Third World countries, family-planning programmes have reduced 
the birth rate; child mortality, while still high, is being reduced; and a combina-
tion of these two developments means that women need not spend more than two 
or three years of their lives child-bearing and breast-feeding. In this context, as 
Barrett (1980: 16) points out, ‘patriarchy’ comes to mean something different, 
namely male domination rather than relations of production.3 Once working-
class struggles have won space and time for family life and used it to re-establish 
male-dominated families, capital makes use of this division, as it makes use of 
other divisions in the working class, to designate some workers (in this case 
women) as cheap labour, and to undermine solidarity.

Interviews with pharmaceutical women workers in Bombay in the 1980s 
revealed a complex dialectic between capital and labour over the constitution of 
the working-class family. Single young women were recruited in large numbers 
to work on the packing lines from the 1940s onward. They played an active role 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1434

in the employees’ unions in these factories, fighting alongside male workers to 
win struggles against the marriage bar and for equal pay, maternity benefits and 
workplace childcare. Management retaliated by automating their work, introduc-
ing round-the-clock shift-working and replacing women with men when they 
retired. It appears that capitalists prefer to employ women when their labour-
power is cheaper than men’s, but prefer men once women win rights that make 
their labour-power more expensive: a pursuit of profit that is typical of capitalist 
exploitation. On the other hand, many women workers found that after marriage 
they had difficulty participating actively in the union due to domestic labour com-
mitments, objections from husbands and prejudice from men in the workplace: 
typical forms of male domination. Most women wanted both their jobs and fam-
ily life, including protection from night work, as well as shorter working hours 
and equality (Hensman, 2011: 214–17, 233–4).

Feminist Marxists who argue that the oppression of women in capitalist soci-
ety is rooted in capitalism alone are known as ‘unitary’ theorists. In a system-
atic analysis of this kind, Vogel argues that socialist feminists must answer the 
questions, ‘What is the root of women’s oppression? How can its cross-class 
and transhistorical character be understood theoretically?’ (2013: 7). Yet her sug-
gestion that it is women’s ‘differential role in the reproduction of labour-power 
that lies at the root of their oppression in class-society’ (2013: 150) applies only 
to the labouring classes, and her proposal that the struggle for equal rights can 
bring together women from different classes and sectors applies only to capital-
ist society (2013: 174–6). She never explains how cross-class and transhistorical 
forms of oppression like violence against women, including sexual assault and 
femicide, can be rooted in capitalism.

On the other side, Marxist feminists who believe that women’s oppression 
under capitalism stems from both capitalist relations of production and gen-
der relations, which they call ‘patriarchal’, have been characterised as ‘dual-
systems’ theorists, although in principle their framework can be extended 
to include other systems of institutionalised oppression like race and caste. 
Batya Weinbaum (1978: 43, 29–30) attributed Marx’s failure to identify and 
analyse domestic labour as a process of production to his ‘patriarchal posi-
tion’, and argued that working-class women would benefit, along with other 
women, from a ‘feminist revolution’ against domestic violence and sexual 
assault and for equal rights and control over their fertility and sexuality; how-
ever, they would find themselves fighting alongside working-class men and 
against more wealthy women in the struggle for higher wages, better work-
ing conditions, shorter hours and welfare benefits that require higher taxes 
to be levied on the rich. This class division was highlighted by the Buenos 
Aires Housewives’ Movement, according to which ‘a housewife isn’t a 
wealthy woman who doesn’t work inside or outside the house, but only orders 
another woman to do it’, and the Chilean working-class Movement of Women 
Pobladoras, which resented middle-class feminists who ‘pay their domestic 
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employees a miserable wage while they’re having their chats about equality’ 
(Fisher, 1993: 148, 197).

Perhaps the position of working-class women is best captured by the notion 
of ‘intersectionality’ between different relations of oppression, first developed 
by African-American feminists, which would suggest that the oppression of 
working-class women is distinct from that of both working-class men and upper- 
or middle-class women.4 The production of labour-power entails both class and 
gender oppression. How can these be addressed?

MECHANISATION, COMMERCIALISATION, STATE 
CONTRIBUTIONS AND SOCIALISATION

Moving towards a resolution of this issue requires us to take a closer look at the 
work performed in the home. It can be divided into work which results in a prod-
uct that is distinct from a person (like cooking a meal or washing clothes), and 
work whose product is inseparable from a person (like childcare).

The first kind of production can be mechanised by using labour-saving 
devices, or taken over by capitalism, thus reducing the workload in the home. 
(Cleaning is a special case. There is not much scope for mass-production tech-
niques here; it is labour-intensive work even with modern appliances. However, 
it can be taken over by capitalism, as shown by the rise of cleaning firms.) These 
processes have probably gone as far as they can go in developed countries and 
possibly even too far, substituting not only ready-made for home-baked bread 
and frozen vegetables for fresh ones, but also fast foods of doubtful nutritional 
value for more nutritious cooked meals. The same cannot be said for developing 
countries. In India, refrigerators are common among better-paid employees and 
washing machines somewhat less common, but neither are an option for mil-
lions of proletarian households in rural areas and urban shanty-towns which have 
no regular power supply. Many women spend hours each day collecting water. 
They sometimes also collect fuel for cooking on primitive stoves, the smoke from 
which causes respiratory problems in the ill-ventilated shacks they inhabit. Lack 
of sanitation further undermines the reproduction of labour-power by causing 
widespread illness and death from gastrointestinal diseases.

This is an area where working-class struggles should force the state to pro-
vide such families with housing, electricity, potable running water, sanitation and 
modern stoves, which would enormously reduce the time and effort spent on 
domestic labour as well as avoidable sickness and death. As for reducing domes-
tic labour by buying on-the-market products formerly made in the home, in many 
Third World countries the abject poverty of most working-class families prevents 
them from doing so; but the fact that even in these countries such products are 
accessible to unionised workers in the formal sector demonstrates the possibil-
ity of reducing domestic labour by fighting for higher wages. Campaigns for 
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increased taxation of the rich and corporations in order to provide more resources 
for the reproduction of labour-power, and against military spending and wars 
of aggression which slash these resources and destroy the human beings who 
embody labour-power, are also important.

The demand that the value produced by domestic labour be recognised – for 
example, in statistics such as GDP, settlements on divorce and allocating pen-
sions to women – is an important one, helping to make this vast amount of labour 
visible. Counting the time spent in domestic labour as part of the working day 
would make it clear that women workers in particular have an inordinately long 
working day. Shortening wage-labour hours to allow for domestic labour would 
simultaneously improve productivity and expand employment.

The second kind of domestic labour is caring work, where mechanisation is 
not an option: caring is by its nature labour-intensive. Although the majority of 
people needing care are children (since everyone begins life as a child), there 
are also adults who need it. Help with childcare and care of sick, disabled and 
old people is essential if the burden of domestic labour is to be reduced; sick 
people need specialised treatment, children need an education and people with 
disabilities need support. Provision of these services by the state should make 
it possible for workers performing them to have decent employment conditions 
without making the services unaffordable for working-class households.

Radical attempts to socialise housework after the Russian and Chinese revolu-
tions were welcomed by women; in fact, in China, women themselves took the 
initiative in organising community kitchens, laundries, crèches, cleaning services 
and repair workshops, thus socialising many of the tasks performed in the home 
and reducing domestic labour. However, in the Soviet Union, attempts to replace 
individual homes with communal buildings were unsuccessful because their 
inhabitants carved out of them spaces for individual families. A more cautious 
approach in China left families with individual homes (Broyelle, 1977: 46–55).

A solution to the problem of childcare proposed by Lilina Zinoviev shortly 
after the Russian revolution was state-run child-rearing:

‘Our task now is to oblige the mother to give her children to us – to the Soviet State.’ The 
idea was taken up in Kollontai’s formulation: ‘Children are the State’s concern’. She added: 
‘The social obligation of motherhood consists primarily in producing a healthy and fit-for-life 
child… Her second obligation is to feed the baby at her own breast’. (Broyelle, 1977: 71)

In a similar vein, Simone de Beauvoir suggested that ‘it would… be desirable for 
the child to be left to his parents infinitely less than at present, and for his studies 
and his diversions to be carried on… under the direction of adults whose bonds 
with him would be impersonal and pure’ (1997: 539), and Shulamith Firestone 
(1970) argued that women’s liberation requires the application of modern tech-
nology to the production of children in order to free women from child-bearing 
and breast-feeding. In the view of Bolshevik theorists, who shared the capitalist 
devaluation of the skills involved in domestic labour, ‘the problems posed by 
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children appeared almost identical to those of housework. Their solutions there-
fore were roughly the same’ (Goldman, 1993: 11–12).

However, the application of mass-production techniques to childcare, unlike 
their application to cooking and laundering, had drawbacks. Sheila Rowbotham 
(1974: 168) reports that small children left in full-time nurseries in Russia were 
found to be more backward than those looked after at home. Another problem, 
where day-and-night nurseries were tried out in Russia and China, was that 
women themselves wanted more contact with their children (Rowbotham, 1974: 
196; Dunayevskaya, 2019: 73–4). These observations suggest that although psy-
chiatrists like John Bowlby (1965) have been criticised for promoting the model 
of a nuclear family with a rigid gender division of labour, this does not invalidate 
the evidence they present that the intellectual, emotional and social development 
of children suffers unless they receive sustained attention from caregivers who 
love them. A loving family – defined as a relatively small unit, not necessarily 
based on biological relations or heterosexual marriage – may have a necessary 
place in the production of human beings. This does not mean that childcare can-
not be socialised at all. However, good-quality socialised care requires a high 
ratio of caregivers to children being cared for, which makes it expensive. Eli 
Zaretsky (1982) suggests this is why under capitalism it is not provided without 
a struggle by both feminists and the labour movement.

THE PERSISTENCE OF THE GENDER DIVISION OF LABOUR

The fact that caring and nurturing continue to be undervalued and seen as ‘wom-
en’s work’ despite decades of feminism and centuries of the labour movement 
needs to be explained. One strand of the explanation is constituted by attempts 
within working-class movements to eliminate competition between women and 
men by reinforcing relationships of domination over women by men. Although 
Marx did not advocate such domination, he helped to create the basis for it by 
ignoring the socially necessary caring work traditionally done by women.

The other strand is what Linda Gordon describes as ‘a great intellectual and cul-
tural ambivalence within feminism’, in that it ‘represented both the highest develop-
ment of liberal individualism and also a critique of liberal individualism’ (1982: 45). 
The bourgeois ideology of individualism is often confused with the development of 
individuality, but individualism is as destructive of the full development of individuality 
as authoritarianism and patriarchy, which crush individuality in a more obvious way. 
Individuality can develop in a child only if (s)he is surrounded by the loving atten-
tion of other human beings; children completely deprived of this – wolf children, for 
example – fail to develop their human potentialities, while the development of children 
who are deprived of adequate interaction of this type is severely retarded. Yet providing 
unstinted love and attention inevitably puts the giver at a disadvantage in a competitive 
market, and would therefore be ruled out in a purely market-driven economy.
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This contradiction within bourgeois ideology – the fact that taken to its logi-
cal conclusion it threatens bourgeois society with extinction, and therefore the 
reproduction of competitive individualism depends on its opposite: the reproduc-
tion of self-sacrificing women – is what leads to the right-wing insistence on the 
family as a separate realm from which the logic of capital is excluded (Thorne, 
1982: 19). Carol Gilligan (1993: 164–5) describes how the division is ensured by 
socialising boys into an ethic of justice based on individual rights, and girls into 
an ethic of care based on providing for the needs of others, and this happens in 
working-class as well as bourgeois families. Feminists correctly insist on claim-
ing equal rights for women as individuals, but even among Marxist feminists this 
is often at the cost of devaluing caring and nurturing; what is necessary, rather, 
is to see an ethic of rights and justice as complementary to an ethic of compas-
sion and care, and to socialise girls as well as boys using both moral ideologies 
(Gilligan, 1993). After all, from the standpoint of socialist principles, freely per-
formed caring conforms to Marx’s ideal of work that is simultaneously an expres-
sion of oneself and directly for the satisfaction of another’s need (Marx, 1975: 
277–8); therefore, recognising its importance is crucial to the struggle against 
bourgeois ideology.

The gender division of labour stunts both those involved in round-the-clock 
caring work, who never get a chance to exercise other skills and abilities, and 
those who do not engage in it at all, who never develop what Sara Ruddick (1982) 
characterises as the skills and intelligence required for this work; what is needed, 
therefore, is an understanding within the labour movement of the value of caring 
work and the skills and intelligence required for it, and an acknowledgement that 
these need to be fostered in all human beings. The practical outcome would be 
movement towards an equal sharing of nurturing between men and women, and 
a struggle for conditions which would make that possible.

CONCLUSION

What, then, can be done to solve the problems for the working-class struggle posed 
by domestic labour under capitalism? Socialist feminists like Gardiner et al. (1975) 
have suggested that the working-class family helps to subordinate the working 
class to capital, and this is indeed true if it is male-dominated. Therefore, eliminat-
ing violent and authoritarian relationships between men and women, adults and 
children in working-class families is essential if they are to become part of the 
struggle against capitalism. Without this, the labour movement will continue to be 
subordinated to capital, since, as Domitila Barrios de Chungara puts it:

the first battle to be won is to let the woman, the man, the children participate in the strug-
gle of the working class, so that the home can become a stronghold that the enemy can’t 
overcome. Because if you have the enemy inside your own house, then it’s just one more 
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weapon that our common enemy can use toward a dangerous end. (Barrios de Chungara 
with Viezzer,1978: 36)

The struggle for women to control their fertility and sexuality dictates a need for 
healthcare that ensures safe pregnancy and childbirth, as well as access to safe 
and effective contraception and medical termination of unwanted pregnancies, 
which would enable women to have babies only if they want them; this would 
also help to ensure that children are loved and wanted.

The struggle against the gender division of labour is crucial. The only biologi-
cal basis for it is the fact that women are capable of child-bearing and breast-feed-
ing whereas men are not. As for other aspects of the gender division of labour, 
there is no evidence that they have any biological basis, since all the tasks can be 
performed by either men or women, and competence depends not on gender but 
on inclination and acquired skills.

Socialising some caring work helps to reduce the huge burden now carried 
mainly by women within the family, but does not by itself eliminate the gender 
division of labour, since it is quite possible that carers in the socialised facilities 
are mainly women, nurturing which continues to be done in the home is done by 
women, and women continue to be treated as cheap labour. A study of employed 
men’s participation in housework and childcare between 1965 and 2003 in 20 
countries found an average increase of six hours per week over this period, yet 
globally women continued to perform 2 to 10 times more caregiving and domes-
tic work than men (Levtov et al., 2015: 17–18).

Changing this situation would require challenging the gender division of 
labour practically and ideologically. Practical measures would include eliminat-
ing the gender division of labour in employment; equal pay and protection from 
night work for both women and men, as Sheila Lewenhak (1977: 287) proposes; 
the equal sharing of domestic labour between men and women, and leave provi-
sions that allow for this; provision of spaces for collective childcare, and crèches 
and nurseries for children whose parents need help with childcare; sheltered 
accommodation or home care for adults who need it; shorter working hours; and 
regular part-time jobs with pro-rata benefits – if possible with flexible working 
hours to suit the needs of employees – for both men and women who have caring 
responsibilities (cf. Molyneux, 1979: 27). It would also require demanding that 
a much larger proportion of social labour-time be allocated to this work, which 
in a capitalist society means state funding, and a reversal of neoliberal assaults 
on working-class living standards. State support for community kitchens serving 
cheap, nutritious and tasty food, especially in Third World countries, would help 
to alleviate widespread malnutrition while also reducing the burden of domestic 
labour.

However, the ideological struggle in a sense has priority, because without win-
ning that, the practical struggle will not be won. This would entail combating the 
liberal individualist devaluation of caring and nurturing, and affirming that such 
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work should be shared by women and men. Hartmann points out that women 
have an advantage in this struggle, to the extent that they recognise ‘both human 
needs for nurturance, sharing and growth, and the potential for meeting those 
needs in a non-hierarchical, nonpatriarchal society’ (1981: 33), but it can only be 
won by the working class as a whole.

Given the centrality of labour-power to the accumulation of capital, struggles 
to transform the production of labour-power as a commodity into the production 
of physically and psychologically healthy, anti-authoritarian, egalitarian, lov-
ing, caring human beings is an absolutely vital part of the class struggle against 
capitalism. Myriads of such struggles are taking place around the world, and 
researching, documenting and analysing them so that others can learn from their 
successes and failures would be an extremely useful contribution to the debate on 
domestic labour as well as to the struggles themselves.

Notes

1  This is an analysis of domestic labour and the production of labour-power, and of the workers in 
which it is embodied, under capitalism. It does not include domestic labour in other classes or other 
modes of production, nor does it aim to explain the oppression of women.

2  One way of demonstrating this would be to ask: is it possible for someone else to substitute for a 
person in this activity or not? If someone else eats all my meals for me, I would die of starvation, 
whereas if someone else cooks all my meals for me, I would not. Thus, in general, if it is possible to 
substitute one person for another in some activity, it is a process of production, while, if that is not 
possible, it is a process of individual consumption.

3  The closest Marx comes to describing patriarchal production relations is when he characterises the 
‘mode of production’ of ‘small-holding peasants’ in France, isolated from one another as well as from 
the rest of society, as akin to the way in which ‘potatoes in a sack form a sack of potatoes’ (Marx, 
1852: 62). Obviously ‘patriarchy’ in the working-class family means something radically different.

4  Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) was the first to coin the term ‘intersectionality’, but the notion of the 
intersection of multiple, simultaneous oppressions had already been articulated by the Combahee 
River Collective (1983) and Angela Davis (1983).
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The world’s fastest-growing retail companies barely produce commodities. 
Instead, what they sell is efficiency and ease: the convenience of one-stop 
online purchasing, express product delivery, the prediction of purchasing 
patterns and consumer wants, and the ability to choose from a seemingly 
endless inventory of low-priced products. The rise of e-commerce markets, 
led by transnational companies such as Amazon and Walmart, have so 
reshaped the growth of consumer culture that 2017 was witness to the shut-
tering of over 8,600 retail stores, the worst year on record.1 The impacts of 
online retailing not only attest to a shift in the way commodities are physi-
cally distributed and produced through global supply chains, but also reflect 
a reconfiguration toward a logic of accumulation centered on accelerating the 
circuit of commodity capital. Today, logistics is essential to the global expan-
sion of markets, shaping and mediating the ways in which we consume, 
produce, and circulate daily means of life, from clothes and technology to 
the food we eat. How have global supply chains come to exercise such power 
over our daily lives?

In its more capacious connotations, logistics broadly refers to the ubiqui-
tous and banal forms of calculation and organization that structure daily deci-
sion-making. Beginning in the 1960s, however, capitalist imperatives to speed 
and expand the capacity for goods to circulate, and for capital to reproduce 
itself across the global supply chain, elicited a fundamental transformation in 
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the structure of capitalist production and circulation. Logistics rose to promi-
nence in business management as a method that revolutionized the calcula-
tion of profit and the business of goods transportation. This transformation 
has been termed ‘the logistics revolution’ (Bonacich and Wilson, 2008), a 
period spanning the 1960s and 1970s that applied the newly developed busi-
ness science of logistics management to the total circuit of production and 
consumption.

Critical scholars have recently begun to pay attention to these developments, 
seeking to understand how logistical systems function to coordinate, capture, and 
control the vicissitudes of daily life (Bernes, 2013; Chua et al., 2018; Cowen, 
2014; Danyluk, 2017; Rossiter, 2016; Toscano, 2014). Pulling logistics out of 
business schools, such work has sought to understand logistics beyond the tech-
nicalities of supply chain management, contextualizing it as ‘a set of practices 
that makes worlds’ (Neilson and Rossiter, 2014: 5). This chapter builds on a 
growing body of literature on logistics with an emphasis on the structural condi-
tions that gave rise to its growth, particularly its role in the expanded reproduc-
tion of capital. By reading the rise of logistics alongside Marx’s treatment of 
the sphere of circulation in Capital Volume II (Marx, 1978), we shall examine 
how the circulation of commodities from their point of production to realiza-
tion sells a ‘change in location’ that enfolds systems of distribution into the 
production process itself. By directly integrating systems of production, trans-
portation, and consumption through cybernetic systems of data management, 
logistics enmeshes transport infrastructure, ecological systems, commercial and 
military goods, and labor within an extensive system of tracking and tracing, 
enfolding enlarging circles of territory and society into the extractive machine 
of supply chain capitalism. Along the way, the organization of capital accumu-
lation through logistical systems has required a corresponding political shift, 
pushing states to expand the space for capital’s operation both territorially and 
technologically. In the process, the rise of logistics has expanded its logics of 
distributive efficiency into spaces and modes of everyday life, organizing the 
subjectification, dispossession, and exploitation of poor and working people in 
terms of their relationship to economies of supply.

As we shall see, then, logistics not only refers to the material practice of supply 
chain management but also to the expansion of logics of distributive efficiency 
into expanding realms of social life. This chapter approaches logistics as both a 
material practice and as a heuristic. If we understand the function of logistics to 
be a process of transformation that seeks to lubricate, flatten, connect, and smooth 
out the irregularities of capitalist operations across space and time, then a critical 
Marxian reading seeks to uncover the effects of such fantasies of control. It also 
interrogates how systems of movement are both produced by capital’s imperative 
to circulate, and in turn work to reproduce, promote, and protect the neoliberal 
conditions for goods to move without the friction caused by rebellion, uprising, 
and resistance.
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THE ROOTS OF LOGISTICS

Logistics began its life as a science of calculation. In ancient Greece, logistikē 
referred to processes of calculation, the applied field of counting that dealt with 
sensible objects, distinct from the theoretical number theory of arithmētikē 
(Klein, 1968). ‘Logistics’ did not refer to the management of supply chains until 
the nineteenth century, when it was applied to the challenges of organizing troop 
movement and battle supply during the Napoleonic Wars (Cowen, 2014; De 
Landa, 1991; Jomini, 2009). The Napoleonic Wars presented military strategies 
with a qualitatively and quantitatively different problem: they pulled millions of 
soldiers onto roads, so that along with mass numbers of soldiers came the prob-
lem of their subsistence, munitions supplies, and transportation. Identifying this 
problem, military strategist Antoine-Henri Jomini identified logistique as the 
work of deploying troops, provisions, and facilities – ‘men and material’ – to the 
front lines. Jomini proposed that practical organization should be elevated from 
the banal mechanics of movement and ‘a science of detail’, to a foundational 
military strategy: a ‘general science, forming one of the most essential parts of 
war’ (2009 [1961]: 230). What won wars was not ‘great strategic genius’, but 
plain hard work and cold calculation (Van Creveld, 2004: 1) involving quantita-
tive assessments of how long and how far wars could be fought without exhaust-
ing the supply.2 The rise of industrial warfare generated a renewed concern with 
ensuring a constant flow of fuel in order to lubricate the machinery of war, result-
ing in the formation of the Office of Naval Research, the Marine Corps, and other 
state entities charged with forecasting bulk fuel requirements for the battlefield 
(De Landa, 1991; Van Creveld, 2004).

This legacy has stretched into the contemporary operations of war. The scale 
and scope of growth in military logistics contracting is evident in the fact that the 
majority of individuals employed by the US occupation in Iraq and Afghanistan 
are not soldiers, but workers for US corporations like Kellogg, Brown & Root 
that provide logistical support services for the military, from food service to mili-
tary base and equipment maintenance, and supply chain management.3 In this 
sense, as Paul Virilio argued, by stretching supply routes to the maximum, ‘war 
is no longer in its execution, but in its preparation’ (Virilio and Lotringer, 2008: 
104). Indeed, this history precedes the era of industrial warfare: as David Graeber 
(2011) has shown, the need to feed standing armies of 50,000 men over 5,000 
years ago led to the development of the promissory note and, in turn, the credit 
system and long-distance trade central to the development of our current logisti-
cal systems. The Royal British Navy grew in hand with maritime commerce to 
support imperial trade, while a network of intercontinental commodity chains 
grew out of the Atlantic slave trade and became a precursor to later forms of 
large-scale industrial capitalism (Blackburn, 1997; Harney and Moten, 2013). 
Logistics has long been central to the circulation of colonial rule.
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The logistical underpinnings of warfare underscore entanglements between 
its business, military, and imperial histories (Cowen, 2014). The Vietnam War, 
in fact, was a triumph for supply chain logistics. The shipping container, a civil-
ian innovation, proved the most efficient solution to the problem of distributing 
war material from Oakland to Cam Ranh Bay, a region largely inaccessible to 
US troops. This logistical success not only demonstrated the container’s unitized 
efficiency but also showed that by stocking outbound containers returning to the 
USA with goods from East Asia, high-capacity containerization could be uti-
lized to reduce costs and create profitability. In a parallel development, the Ford 
executive-turned-Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara founded the Logistics 
Management Institute in 1961, consolidating logistics functions and employing 
them in the escalation of the Vietnam War. The Institute has since expanded its 
scope into acquisition, financial management, and infrastructure management in 
sectors ranging from military defense to healthcare. Infrastructures of distribu-
tion and logistical calculation expanded not in tandem with military imperialism, 
but because of it.

THE RISE OF BUSINESS LOGISTICS

Buoyed by its success in the military realm, logistics found its footing in busi-
ness management practices in the 1960s and 1970s. According to supply chain 
management textbooks of the era, creative innovations in the business world 
prompted a turn to logistics. Up until the 1950s, Taylorist methods of manage-
ment applied to factory floors had led to considerable gains in manufacturing 
productivity, but transportation and warehousing practices remained undevel-
oped: the cost of distribution represented between 10 and 30% of total costs. La 
Londe et al. suggest that by the end of World War II, distribution was ‘one of the 
last remaining frontiers for significant cost savings’ (1970: 45). Firms in the 
USA began to experiment with rescaling and disaggregating components of the 
production process, raising total profits by quickening the turnover time for 
goods to be produced and purchased. In US boardrooms, companies examined 
the complex cost interrelations among various business activities in order to 
optimize them as a unified system (Allen, 1997; Bonacich and Wilson, 2008; 
Smykay et al., 1961).

Prior to these developments, the term commonly employed was ‘physical dis-
tribution management’, managing outbound goods movement after production 
was complete. In the 1960s, however, the concept of ‘integrated business logis-
tics’ began to gain popularity, encompassing the entire supply chain from raw 
materials through finished goods. An early definition cast logistics as:

A total approach to the management of all activities involved in physically acquiring, moving 
and storing raw materials, in-process inventory, and finished goods inventory from the point 
of origin to the point of use or consumption. (La Londe et al., 1970: 44)
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The concept of integrated logistics broadened executive responsibility for the 
movement of materials from ‘end-to-end’. The idea that coordinating movement 
across the entire supply chain could significantly reduce costs proved alluring. 
This ‘systems perspective’ (Cowen, 2014: 35) prompted firms to regard logistics 
as a strategic function, on par with finance, production, and marketing.

Logistics not only reshaped the corporation but also the spatiality of capital’s 
operations. Rather than producer-driven chains acting as the primary economic 
agents who establish backward linkages with component suppliers and forward 
linkages into distribution and retailing (Gereffi, 1996), logistical models involved 
‘finding the right combination of inventory, length of production run, level of 
customer service, and so forth to maximize the profit of the firm as an entity: that 
is, a systems approach’ (Allen, 1997: 110). Whereas in Taylorist-Fordist con-
figurations, space is primarily understood in static endowments of stocks and 
resources, in logistical assessments, production and consumption are not territo-
rially confined. What matters is how efficiently supply chains are configured to 
link low costs, innovation, and the speed of the sale together (Veltz, 1997: 79). 
Absolute distances between mines, factories, and marketplaces are less relevant 
in a ‘total cost analysis’, which accounts for the actual cost of distribution across 
components, from raw materials to the final product, rather than transportation 
costs alone (Cowen, 2014: 35). This approach enabled rapid comparisons of 
changing freight rates, as well as allowing firms to model route choices, facility 
locations, and order quantities.

In this way, business logistics sought to systematize the supply chain. Functions 
previously handled by separate departments and often separate companies – from 
purchasing and manufacturing to transportation and warehousing – were gradu-
ally merged under the frame of integrated logistics, which shouldered respon-
sibility for entire systems of production and distribution (Cowen, 2010). In a 
field-defining critical assessment of this business history, Deborah Cowen argues 
that these newly configured rationalities of the distributive system marked a shift 
from ‘cost minimization after production’ to profit maximization as ‘value added 
across circulatory systems’ (2014: 24), thereby according logistics a central role 
in the restructuring of capital accumulation.

Logistical experiments gave rise to ‘precision management’ models which 
utilize algorithmic and inventory calculations to optimize operations, eliminate 
actions deemed wasteful, and ensure efficient resource utilization. One critical 
doctrine in this model is just-in-time (JIT) management. Pioneered by Japanese 
automakers, logisticians grafted JIT methods onto other supply chains. JIT mod-
els aim to deliver components exactly when they are required: manufacturers no 
longer ‘push’ products onto retailers or consumers, but retailers ‘pull’ production 
to warehouses, cutting back on inventory and replenishing supply constantly. JIT 
is positioned in contrast to a just-in-case model, where companies create buffers 
and hold large stock inventories, leading to shelves filled with standing stock. In 
contrast, JIT uses ‘lean’ methods that meet demands at short notice, integrating 
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information on fluctuations in inventory capacities and markets with cybernetic 
data banks, increasing the scope over which JIT operates (Dyer-Witheford, 2015: 
53). Such management techniques seek to reduce interfaces between operations 
and keep processes flowing, so that circulation continues in a seamless motion.

Logistics has thus served to intensify processes of monitoring and surveil-
lance, from the scrutiny of point-of-sales data and inventory to worker routines 
(Kanngieser, 2013; Neilson and Rossiter, 2010), weather and traffic patterns, and 
many other variables in a quest to find the ‘cheapest and fastest path to mak-
ing and distribution products’ (Leonard in Birtchnell et al., 2015: 4). Firms that 
have adopted these new technologies and methods of logistics management have 
gained an edge over their competitors, prompting an explosion of these practices 
throughout the world economy. Across the USA as a whole, for example, trans-
portation and logistics costs fell from about 16% of GDP in 1980 to less than 8% 
in 2009 (Larkin in Danyluk, 2017: 8).

HISTORICAL CONDITIONS FOR THE RISE OF LOGISTICS

What business textbooks do not tell us is that shifts in corporate strategy were 
also informed by structural changes in the dynamics of capital accumulation as 
a whole, as well as by state and worker action. To account for these factors, we 
examine the historical conjunctures and structural mechanisms by which logis-
tics offered a response to the profitability crises associated with overproduction 
that began in the 1960s in the Global North.

In the 1960s, traditional mass manufacturing sectors in the advanced industri-
alized countries declined due to a combination of factors that included intensified 
international competition, accelerated technological change, and market satura-
tion (Brenner, 2004: 164). To optimize costs, capital turned to newer industrial 
sectors grounded in flexible production systems, as large firms mobilized three 
intertwined strategies to enhance efficiency, sustain value accumulation, and 
increase their market share. Structurally speaking, one explanation for logistics’ 
rise is that supply chain innovations were a necessary response to a tendency 
toward overproduction inherent to the logic of capital.4

Robert Brenner’s The Economics of Global Turbulence (2006) provides such 
a theory. Brenner argues that the arc of accumulation reached its climax in the 
1960s with a crisis of overproduction in the industrialized North. As competition 
from other industrialized countries compelled US firms to increase productiv-
ity, big corporations replaced labor with more efficient machines and manage-
rial labor processes. This tendency for the rate of profit to fall is inherent to 
commodity capital: competition impels producers to adopt advanced technolo-
gies that increase labor productivity and drive down prices. However, as low 
prices place producers under the pressure to adopt more new technology, the 
cycle becomes iterative. The increased ratio of machines (dead labor) to living 
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labor eventually becomes a problem as investments become tied to fixed capital 
contained in machinery. According to Brenner, in the 1970s this resulted in ‘the 
long downturn’, an extended period of declining profitability which led to ‘over-
capacity and over-production [that] were perpetuated and exacerbated through-
out the advanced capitalist world’, initiating systemic turbulence from which the 
global economy had to find ways to recover (Brenner, 2006: 38).

As the ‘mixed blessing’ of fixed capital led to the slow decline of US manu-
facturing strength, hope for profit could no longer be located in the production 
process. Firms in the Global North began to experiment with shifting their invest-
ments toward the speedier realization of value. The foremost among these shifts 
took the form of finance, which sought to accelerate and increase the realization of 
value by accumulating profit through claims on future value. But the credit system 
also played an essential role in moving production to underdeveloped countries in 
the Global South. This allowed them to capture returns on the average profit rate 
in three ways. They: a) subcontracted, i.e. expanded social divisions of labor at the 
inter-firm level by subcontracting productive functions to other supplier networks 
(Brenner, 2004; Tsing, 2009); b) offshored, i.e. internationalized and outsourced 
the supply chain by pushing low-cost production facilities to places where labor 
costs were cheapest; and c) consolidated command and control of supply chains at 
major headquarters, enabled by tracking technologies, flexible organization, and 
the dispersal of distribution, financial, and service functions across local networks 
(Amin and Thrift, 1994; Harvey, 1990: 188–97; Sassen, 1993).

THE ROLE OF THE STATE

While Brenner’s account highlights inter-capitalist competition as the source of 
the profitability crisis, this version of the story tends to attribute the development 
of logistics to inexorable and innate processes of capitalist development, making 
advances effected by state and worker action less visible. In fact, state and 
worker action are central in the story of logistics’ rise.5 Accounts by David 
Harvey (2007) and Henri Lefebvre (2009 [1980]) allow us to chart such a path. 
For Harvey, state action changed the global economic landscape that fostered the 
conditions for the logistics revolution. US intervention in the Global South, cou-
pled with structural adjustment programs imposed by multilateral institutions 
based in the Global North, bred a coercive structure that pushed developmentalist 
states toward neoliberal strategies that fostered climates for foreign direct invest-
ment and free trade agreements. Under this model, states sought to remove bar-
riers to the free mobility of capital, opened markets to global exchange, and 
coordinated structures for international agreements without which the rise of the 
logistics industry would not have been possible.6

Logistics’ rise is owed not only to structural changes in the logic of capital 
but also to state action that responded to capital’s demands for place-specific 
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regulatory, institutional, and infrastructural arrangements that could enlarge 
capital’s space of operation (Colas, 2017; Easterling, 2016). As competitiveness 
among regions, cities, and nations becomes increasingly dependent on their abil-
ity to facilitate circulation, states compete by creating zones of exclusion that 
facilitate export-and import processing without the heavy burdens of surveillance 
and taxation. From export-processing zones to free-port areas and logistics cor-
ridors (Grappi, 2018), such spaces of ‘extrastatecraft’ (Easterling, 2016) seek 
to enhance market competition while limiting state intervention. States seek a 
balance between the deregulation of labor laws and re-regulation of national 
transport industries, generating spaces of exception that allow supply chains to 
flourish and expand.

States thus play a key role in pursuing top-down political strategies of stan-
dardization and fragmentation, integrating policy frameworks, and creating insti-
tutionalized frameworks that facilitate flexible accumulation regimes (Grappi, 
2018; Harvey, 2007: 67). For example, as Neilson et al. (2018) recently examine, 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative is a massive state-led project to establish new 
trade routes from China to Europe and beyond, involving the buildup of extensive 
networks of satellites, warehouses, ports, railroads, and highways across transna-
tional territory. In a domestic context, Walmart’s meteoric expansion in the USA 
relied on land-use and zoning laws that favored big box stores on the basis of 
the sales tax revenues they generated for states and municipalities (Lichtenstein, 
2009: 207).

The logistical character of state management of space is usefully illuminated 
by Henri Lefebvre’s (2009 [1980]) concept of the ‘state mode of production’. The 
state mode of production emerges as states produce institutional realignments for 
the construction and reproduction of the political, economic, and territorial condi-
tions for capital accumulation over the twentieth century. Since capital accumula-
tion must be defined in space, states seek to mobilize space as a productive force 
through spatial planning and the construction of financial and legal mechanisms 
for facilitating accumulation. Lefebvre argues that ‘only the state is capable of 
taking charge of the management of space “on a grand scale”’, because only the 
state ‘has at its disposal the appropriate resources, techniques, and “conceptual” 
capacity’ to take charge of growth in this way (2009 [1980]: 90). The concept 
of the state mode of production reveals how the state and capital both work to 
create temporal and spatial equivalences across the world market, homogenizing 
diverse spaces to service the needs of logistical accumulation.

As this homogenization happens, however, states are also differentiated 
through their ability to reproduce the relations of production by optimizing logis-
tics and transport outputs.

One example of this tendency is the World Bank’s Logistics Performance Index, 
a benchmarking tool created in 2007 to assess states’ capacities to facilitate trade, 
whose measures – from logistics competence to infrastructure and timeliness – 
privilege efficiency and deregulation. Underdeveloped nations and urban spaces 
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compete to prioritize commercial capital flows over people, often sacrificing the 
welfare of its people in the process. State efforts to develop logistics efficiencies 
undergird a culture of consumerism in the Global North, instrumental in foster-
ing consent to the existing social order. In the Global South, logistical develop-
ment projects facilitate the growth of consumptive practices that tend to support 
regimes quiescent to US-led global capitalism, while fueling the production and 
circulation of cheap consumer goods – and the exploitation of labor essential 
to keeping them cheap – essential to the reproduction of capital. As Deborah 
Cowen argues, the rise of logistics facilitates a shift of the state’s role in classical 
liberalism ‘tethered to the security of national and individual property’ toward a 
neoliberal state that shapes markets in accordance with universalizing principles 
of competition (2014: 61). The rise of logistics was not just a process of business 
innovation, but was fundamentally assisted by political strategies that positioned 
national and subnational economic spaces within global circuits of accumulation.

THE ROLE OF LABOR

Logistics’ role in structuring the post-1960s neoliberal order has also been con-
sequential for global shifts in the power of labor. The hypermobility of produc-
tive capital, aided by containerization and cheapening transportation costs, 
created downward pressure on labor’s bargaining power by creating a single 
labor market in which all workers are pitted against each other in an international 
‘race to the bottom’. This thesis posits that as states pursued deregulation, they 
failed to protect the wages and working conditions of their citizens, while mul-
tinational corporations seeking the highest returns settled in locations with a 
cheaper, less organized, and reserve army of labor to contract into the wage rela-
tion. Meanwhile, neoliberal governments also mounted an assault on the organ-
ized working class in the Global North (McNally, 2010). From the UK to the 
USA, postwar gains by organized labor were reversed by the Thatcher and 
Reagan governments, resulting in restructured labor contracts, the suppression of 
labor struggles, and the reduction of union power. By enabling capital’s hyper-
mobility, logistics helped create a system ‘necessarily hostile to all forms of 
social solidarity that put restraints on capital accumulation’ (Harvey, 2007: 73).7

As optimization models prompted firms to subcontract and disaggregate their 
production and transportation systems, logistics helped to create new systems 
of ‘flexible production’ which eroded the stability of working classes, replac-
ing them with networks of temporary labor. Arguments about the precaritizing 
effect of the flexibilization of labor are well known, but seldom emphasized is 
the crucial role that logistics systems played in the structural disaggregation of 
the industrialized working class, particularly in cheapening the costs of trans-
portation that allowed industrial capital to move to low-wage areas. As Markus 
Hesse explains, ‘to a certain extent, it was the system of material circulation that 
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allowed for the transition from use-value to exchange value, which made the 
large-scale capitalization of commodities possible’ (2016: 31).

The postwar profit squeeze that Brenner suggests is an inexorable fact of 
inter-capitalist competition might thus alternatively be read, as Giovanni Arrighi 
suggests, as a response ‘to the effective resistance of workers against attempts 
to make them bear the costs of that competition; and to the difficulties which 
capitalists encountered in outflanking that resistance’ (2003: 32; see also Silver, 
2003: 125–31). Similarly, Timothy Mitchell (2013) argued that the greatest vic-
tories of the modern labor movement centered around narrow chokepoints at 
which coal miners could constrict the flow of the high-energy coal on which 
states depended, and whose points of leverage were subsequently dissipated 
in the shift from coal to oil during the postwar period. We might thus read the 
rise of global supply chains and the logistics industry as a dialectical counter-
movement by capital to labor’s mid-century advances. The tremendous growth 
of big box stores, online retailers, and Amazon did not happen simply because 
of business innovations and technological optimization. They were also the 
consequences of conservative political victories that generated the terrain on 
which logistics companies would flourish, including the disintegration of labor 
law, the undermining of working-class power, and the growth of a free trade 
regime that became extremely beneficial to the fast flow of retail commodities 
across global space.

LOGISTICS AS THE TEMPORALIZATION AND SPATIALIZATION OF 
THE SUPPLY CHAIN

Viewed in this light, corporations’ attempts to reshape supply chains into ‘lean’, 
‘agile’, and ‘flexible’ networks made logistics a powerful tool for reproducing 
capitalist power relations through the reorganization of spatio-temporal circuits 
of the supply chain. While logistics is celebrated in business literatures as a form 
of technological progress, in the remainder of this chapter we explore the contra-
dictions and tensions involved in pursuing efficiency-enhancing logistics sys-
tems. Rather than seeing logistics as a merely technical object, examining the 
political implications of its growth helps us understand how it has organized the 
social relations of production and distribution. This chapter cannot comprehen-
sively review the political and social implications of logistics’ growth. Instead, 
we focus on two aspects of its role in the reproduction of capital: first, the politi-
cization of temporalities of exchange that discipline working bodies, and second, 
the spatial and material expansion of infrastructures of uneven development 
through which logistics systems expand.

The speed-up of the supply chain is not new: Taylorist-Fordist mass produc-
tion organized the production process around the temporal logics of productivity 
and efficiency to intensify the workday and increase relative surplus value. The 
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logistics revolution, however, globalized temporal precision by organizing sup-
ply chain systems around ‘an obsessive concern with reducing the time in which 
goods are tied up unproductively either in inventory or waiting around for further 
processing’ (Schoenberger, 2000: 324). As firms seek to competitively acceler-
ate the rate and mass of commodity circulation, workers along the supply chain 
are subjected to the temporal demands of productivity and efficiency through 
algorithmic processing. For example, firms employ tracking and monitoring 
software to trace movements in real-time, not only on boxes and containers but 
also on working bodies (Kanngieser, 2013). Warehouse pickers are assessed for 
their on-job performance through ‘flow rates’ and speed, where labor time is 
treated as a resource i.e. ‘measured and manipulated in the interest of organiza-
tional efficiency and effectiveness’ (Bluedorn and Denhard in Hepworth, 2014: 
1131). Amazon warehouse pickers, for example, are set targets of 9 seconds per 
item and 300 items per hour, driving workers to such exhaustion that ambulances 
have been called to aid workers collapsing from exhaustion (Selby, 2017). As 
Kate Hepworth has argued, logistics has replaced the ‘clock time of industrial 
production’ with ‘real-time performance measurements’ (2014: 1130), substitut-
ing uniform units of labor time with rates – the number of tasks completed in a 
set period.

Whereas E. P. Thompson (1967) famously linked the strict imposition of the 
linear temporal measure to industrial discipline, logistical discipline substitutes 
linearity with flexibility. Flexibility adds another temporal dimension to produc-
tivity and efficiency by adjudicating labor productivity through the measurement 
of performance rates, lean production, and optimization. In addition to labor pro-
cesses that increase relative surplus value by intensifying work rhythms, flex-
ibility ‘[removes] the normatively regulated temporal boundary, replacing it with 
individually negotiated agreements between individual workers and employers’ 
(Everingham, 2002: 346). What is cast as ‘adaptability’ in corporate discourses 
allows logisticians to control the supply of temporary labor, altering work shifts 
in response to demand. This results in employers’ increasing demand for flex-
ibility, lowered wages and benefit costs, and efforts to shift risks onto third par-
ties (Abraham and Taylor, 1993; Theodore and Peck, 2002). As Beth Gutelius 
(2015: 56) has shown, flexible accumulation has deeply impacted logistics indus-
tries, where temp employment has increased particularly in the ‘flyover states’ 
and logistical hubs of the US Midwest, and in manufacturing and warehousing 
industries.

Demands for flexible labor also blur the temporal boundaries between per-
sonal and family life, creating populations of logistics workers who remain on 
call without guaranteed shifts, are given only 24 hours’ notice before they have 
to show up to work, and are ‘benched’ while waiting to re-enter the logistics 
workforce (Gutelius, 2015; Hepworth, 2014; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013). In 
this sense, flexibility changes the relationship between temporal measure and 
work, moving from a linear model of industrial discipline to ‘asynchronous, 
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fragmented, and elongated experiences of time’ (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013: 
158). Labor discipline occurs both through temporal speed-up (assessing work-
ers on performance rates) and withdrawal (subjecting workers to unpredictable 
schedules and long periods of waiting for their next shift). By sustaining and 
expanding accumulation through temporal precision and flexible management, 
firms displace risk onto workers: workers absorb the frictions and risks associ-
ated with JIT supply chains by bearing the costs of the fragmentation of their 
temporal boundaries of work.

Thus, logistical processes seek to control the temporality of accumulation, 
but simultaneously fragment and slow the availability of stable work, while 
intensifying demands for efficiency from those who are unstably working. This 
impetus reflects a process by which, as Postone has argued: ‘Time expenditure 
is transformed from a result of activity into a normative measure for activity’ – 
a process by which time governs human activity and becomes ‘intrinsic to the 
process of alienated social constitution’ (1996: 214). Large logistics corpora-
tions such as Amazon and Walmart exploit the evisceration of labor law, keep-
ing not only their direct employees but their logistics systems non-union (see 
Lichtenstein, 2009). Along the way, logistical modes of management become 
not simply a tool for organizing the movement of goods alone, but also a bio-
political technology of control through which the state–capital nexus orders 
and surveys populations, subjecting lives and livelihoods to increasing forms 
of logistical domination. Logistical systems in this way reproduce relations of 
production and distribution through the calculative politicization of rhythms 
and tempos of exchange.

SPATIAL EXPANSION AND THE SUPPLY CHAIN

The temporal flexibility underlying logistical systems would not be possible 
without a radical reshaping of the spatial relations of production and consump-
tion. The intensification of exploitation through attempts to make logistical labor 
more generative of value exists dialectically alongside its ‘extensification’ – the 
spatial expansion of relations of exploitation. Because forms and degrees of 
exploitation are always the result of the state of class struggle against exploita-
tion, as resistance to labor intensification becomes greater, spatial extensification 
becomes important for sustaining value accumulation. Indeed, Marx stresses that 
‘the tendency to create the world market is directly given in the concept of capital 
itself’, where spatial expansion is inherent to the accumulation of capital since 
‘every limit appears as a barrier to be overcome’ (1973: 408).

To understand this relation between intensification and extensification, it is 
helpful to look at Marx’s (1978) writings on the concept of circulation in Capital 
Volume II. There, Marx suggests that although capitalism’s crises are inextrica-
bly linked to the production process, maintaining or accelerating the circulation 
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of capital is equally important for ensuring conditions for accumulation. While 
Marx centers his analysis on the process of commodity production in Volume I, 
he also argues in the Grundrisse that capital can only be understood as a ‘unity 
of production and realization’ (1973: 407). In Volume II, then, Marx accounts 
for the centrality of processes of realization to the accumulation of capital, and 
shows how commodities must first circulate and their value be realized on the 
market before the amount of social labor expended in their production can be 
properly recognized.8 Logistics systems are thus a crucial component of ensuring 
the health of the total social circuit of capital, since the physical conditions of 
circulation play a central role in ensuring the continued reproduction of capitalist 
relations.

Marx emphasizes the need for the total social circuit of capital to be in con-
tinuous movement. If a commodity is not sold on the market, it cannot realize 
the value of the labor embodied in it. Obstacles that slow or halt the circulation 
and consumption of commodities therefore pose a threat to capitalism’s stabil-
ity. Marx argues that since, ‘for the whole period of its journey to the market, 
capital is confined to the state of commodity capital’, it cannot transition to the 
money form and into productive capital. To speed up this process, capitalists 
strive to reduce turnover times (Marx, 1978: 327). As transportation technologies 
improve, they not only enable geographical expansion but also the expansion 
of the mass of commodities produced, leading to the expansion of megaships, 
truckyards, and computer systems to handle large masses of commodities being 
transported ashore at any time. Material infrastructure must be located strategi-
cally in a way that facilitates an accelerating economy – the position of ports in 
relation to distribution nodes like highways and railways, or the distance from 
warehouses to delivery sites, thus become crucial aspects of accelerating the cir-
cuit of total social capital.

In this way, expanding the circulation of capital requires developing quicker 
and cheaper means of transportation on a large scale to overcome spatial dis-
tance, while the credit system provides the promissory note for the ‘annihilation 
of space by time’. Here, transportation is not simply secondary, but is enfolded 
into the production process itself. Since the ability to reproduce the total social 
capital requires that capital expand its ability to reproduce itself – the ‘reproduc-
tion of the means of production’ – logistical systems develop conditions for the 
further accumulation of capital. For Marx, this means that transportation is not 
subsidiary to production:

The transport industry forms on the one hand an independent branch of production, and 
hence a particular sphere for the investment of productive capital. On the other hand it is 
distinguished by its appearance as the continuation of a production process within the cir-
culation process and for the circulation process. (Marx, 1978: 228–9)

By emphasizing that the transport industry plays a role in continuing the produc-
tion process, Marx situates the mode of circulation in two senses: as the turnover 



LOGISTICS 1457

of money and realization of capital (1973: 186). In selling a change in location 
– moving commodities’ ‘actual course in space’ (Marx, 1978: 229) – transporta-
tion processes actually produce surplus value, since ‘the product is really fin-
ished only when it is on the market’. Thus, ‘economically considered, the spatial 
condition, the bringing of the product to market, belongs to the production pro-
cess itself’ (Marx, 1973: 533–4). Transportation processes are not simply impor-
tant because they reduce the faux frais of production, i.e. the incidental overhead 
costs which detract from total surplus value (Bernes, 2013). Since a change in 
location closes the circuit of capital through the sale of the commodity, it plays 
a crucial role in capital’s ability to reinvest surplus value into the production 
process, beginning the cycle of accumulation over again.

Thus, while economic geographers and sociologists such as Edna Bonacich 
and Jake Wilson (2008) and Thomas Reifer (2004) have largely conflated logis-
tics with the role of transportation, it should be noted that logistics systems orga-
nize the means of transportation and communication as productive forces in the 
expansion of logistical management over entire transnational networks of supply 
chains. Logistics systems do not just reduce or cheapen the costs of transporta-
tion; they seek to alter the spatial and managerial ordering of production, distri-
bution, and consumption within the total circuit of commercial capital. In this 
way, logistics should be understood as a distinctive realm of movement (both 
material and financial) that expands the capacity of capital to reproduce itself.

CONCLUSION

Logistics has become an organizing logic and practice for expanding the domi-
nation of capital over the world market. However, it is important to stress at the 
close of this chapter that the image of seamless global circulation that logistics 
aspires to is largely just that: aspirational. Logistics seeks to be a system of 
omnipotent control and a governing strategy, but in practice, it is also constituted 
by a coordinated yet dispersed set of regulations, calculative arrangements, and 
technical procedures. The explosion of logistical infrastructures has also created 
an overstretched and brittle supply chain whose vulnerabilities regularly surface. 
While logistics is responsible for intensifying exploitation and various other 
social and environmental consequences associated with the reproduction of capi-
talist relations, it has also consolidated supply chains as entities that connect 
seemingly disparate industrial and commercial workforces more than before. In 
fact, some scholars have asked whether the rise of logistics has increased the 
economically based structural power of workers through the strategic occupation 
of bottlenecks, nodes, and long supply chains (Bonacich and Wilson, 2008; 
Clover, 2016; Silver, 2003). Although some claim that the logistics revolution 
has weakened unions, increased contingency, and lowered labor standards, it has 
also created vulnerabilities within the global capitalist system that can be used 
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as a basis for organizing the logistics sector and wider communities to build 
resistance against the circulation of capital. Kim Moody (2017: 59–70) argues 
for instance that logistics is in fact at the forefront of labor struggles, since indus-
tries continue to be reliant on ‘the ties that bind’ the production of goods and 
services, making it possible that the concentration of workers in key ‘nodes’ and 
linkages create clusters that renew the potential for mass labor struggles.9

Writing of the strategic importance of logistics workers, Bonacich and Wilson 
argue that ‘the global transportation and warehousing sector is absolutely vital 
to the success of global capitalism as we know it’ (2008: 249). Because JIT sys-
tems depend on uninterrupted commodity flows across long distances, logistics 
workers have the potential power to coordinate nationally and internationally, 
broadening their conception of logistics labor beyond individual docks and ware-
houses to encompass clerical, warehouse, trucking, rail, and longshore work 
across transnational supply chains. Likewise, Nick Dyer-Witheford (2013) has 
argued that it was not always inevitable that computer systems and big-data opti-
mization schemes privileged capitalist strategies of accumulation. Instead, trac-
ing a line from Soviet and Chilean cybernetics to current labor-time algorithms, 
he explores the possibility of shaping logistical systems toward decentralized 
participatory planning that could provide mass-scale capacities for communist 
resource allocation.

In this way, we may also see logistics as a critical site for seizing distribution 
systems, in line with those who see logistical nodes as potential sites for build-
ing non-capitalist futures (Bernes, 2013; Degenerate Communism, 2014; The 
Invisible Committee, 2009; Toscano, 2014). Such thinkers posit that antagonism 
has shifted from the withdrawal of labor power at sites of production to disruptive 
blockades, sabotage, and other disruptive action at points within the circulatory 
system. The Invisible Committee, for example, suggests that exploiting the vul-
nerabilities of technical systems can build emancipatory struggle by ‘reappropri-
ating and reinventing the ways of interrupting [capitalist] networks’ (2009: 77). 
More recently, Jasper Bernes (2013), Joshua Clover (2016), and Alberto Toscano 
(2014) also debate the possibility that logistical systems – and the sphere of cir-
culation more generally – provide opportunities for reconfiguring contemporary 
capital accumulation by reappropriating the means of production and circulation 
to communist ends.

Logistics’ aspiration to omnipotence remains, at least for now, only a ‘corpo-
rate fantasy’ of a self-imaged ‘ordering of chaos’ (Cowen, 2014: 203). Despite 
its gargantuan architecture and powerful imperial reach, the world of logistics is 
constantly undermined by its own contingencies and contradictions: precisely 
because of its aspirations toward omnipotence, logistics is itself a deeply vulner-
able entity, ultimately an ‘ideology (and fantasy)’ of ‘full visibility as integral 
flexibility’ (Toscano, 2014). It is the deep anxiety over protecting its fragility that 
has promoted the grand experiments with regulating trade flows. In this sense, 
a Marxist approach to logistics requires that we both take stock of the growing 
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power of contemporary logistics systems while pushing back on the dominant 
view of logistical regimes as perfectly efficient and rational innovations. Rather, 
in facilitating new forms of connectivity and interdependency among places, 
insinuating itself into everyday lives, and forcibly seizing land and enforcing bor-
der imperialisms, logistics has exacerbated antagonisms not only between capital 
and workers directly associated with logistical chains, but all those targeted by 
or caught in its arc of accumulation. To refuse the image of logistics as a fully 
successful hegemonic force demands that we pay attention to ongoing refusals to 
accept the conditions of its violence.

Notes

1  There are, however, distinct differences between Amazon and Walmart’s business models. Amazon’s 
online retail growth has surpassed that of Walmart’s traditional retail model. Logistical systems are 
put to work in the latter by delivering Walmart products directly to their stores for retail purchase, 
while Amazon’s e-commerce model is built on warehouse storage and just-in-time home delivery. 
Although Walmart’s revenue is still five times larger than Amazon’s, growth has been stagnant in 
recent years at 2.8% between 2013 and 2015, while Amazon’s revenue grew 20% in the same 
period.

2  In contrast, Carl Von Clausewitz does not see logistics as central to warfare. In a familiar formulation, 
Clausewitz argues that war is a ‘continuation of political intercourse, carried on with other means’ 
(1976: 87) and, as such, provisioning is only a secondary matter. In certain situations, however, 
logistics becomes critical: if a state of equilibrium sets in, ‘subsistence is likely to become a principal 
concern. In that case, the quarter-master-general becomes the supreme commander’. For Clausewitz 
then, ‘the conduct of war consists of organizing the wagon trains’, and is a qualitatively different form 
of warfare, overseen and managed by logistical operations, but largely an anomaly in the conduct of 
war policy. It is worth considering how this famous definition of war has shifted under the perpetual 
war of our times. See also Paul Virilio and Sylvere Lotringer (2008).

3  As Adam Moore (2015) has shown, military logistics contracting is not new, but has increased greatly 
in scale. In World War II, the ratio of contractors to military personnel was about 1:7; in the first Gulf 
War it was 1:60 (Fontaine and Nagl in Moore, 2015: 9); in wars in Iraq and Afghanistan the number 
of contractors has been either equal to or greater than the number of uniformed personnel (Schwartz 
in Moore, 2015: 9).

4  For one such explanation, see Danyluk (2017).
5  I am grateful to the anonymous external reviewer for their suggestion to add a section focusing on 

state and worker interventions.
6  See Harvey (2007), especially chapters 3 and 4.
7  For an important re-evaluation of the ‘race to the bottom’ thesis, see Beverly Silver (2003: chapters 1 

and 2) and Katy Fox-Hodess (2020).
8  It is important to note that logistics is not a sphere of industry that corresponds only to the realization 

of capital. The sphere of circulation is not separate from the social character of labor in the sphere of 
production. We know from Capital Volume I that production is impossible without labor that is fun-
damentally social: labor not as individual activity but as a social class of mass numbers cooperating in 
the production of commodities. However, because production under the capitalist mode is based on 
the private appropriation of wealth, labor is not immediately recognized as social, since the exchange 
of wages takes place as a private contractual relationship between worker and owner. In this sense, 
the social character of the labor relation can only be realized in the sale of the commodity: only after 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1460

entering the sphere of circulation and realizing the value of the commodity does the capitalist gain 
their profit, thereby appropriating a portion of the total surplus value created by workers in their 
employ. Thus the social character of private labor cannot be immediately established until capital 
completes the circuit in which the labor expended in production is realized in the sale.

9  For an important critique of Moody’s argument, see Katy Fox-Hodess (2018).
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INTRODUCTION1

Logistics has become increasingly important to the production and realisation of 
value in contemporary capitalism (as argued by Chua, Chapter 79, this 
Handbook). Capitalism’s logistics’ turn has led a range of figures – including 
academic observers writing in the Marxist and critical theory traditions, leaders 
of the established trade union movement, and radical activist groups – to argue 
that organising logistics workers is a strategic priority for the Left. This belief is 
premised on several factors: the growing number of logistics workers; the ampli-
fied disruptive potential of logistics workers due to the increasingly critical role 
of circulation; and the immobile geography of certain logistical infrastructures, 
making some logistics workers relatively immune to the threat of capital 
mobility.

The prospect of heightened structural power (the ability to disrupt production) 
most excites progressive commentators on logistics workers. For the purposes of 
this chapter, logistics is defined as both the practices involved in moving goods 
and the management systems for organising this movement. The logistics turn 
has resulted in both more complex supply chains and lean management, meaning 
that many supply chains are doubly vulnerable to industrial action. As a result 
of greater global trade, supply chains now spread across much greater physical 
distances and have many more logistics links in the chain.
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This chapter argues that assumptions that the logistics turn will automatically 
convert into structural power are misplaced. Even the question of ‘have logistics 
workers become more powerful?’ is difficult to answer in a coherent or univocal 
way because there are major differences between occupations, as well as across 
countries and regions. However, there is little evidence that the increased impor-
tance of logistics to capital accumulation has resulted in greater power for logis-
tics workers themselves. Very few logistics workers have substantially improved 
their terms and conditions, although there have been modest gains for collective 
bargaining coverage in some areas. Meanwhile, multiple processes have concur-
rently eroded working conditions and constrained the ability of logistics workers 
to organise; the growth of non-standard work, including gig work, zero-hours 
contracts, informal work (Newsome et al., 2017); the employment of a reserve 
army of labour that is often racialised and designed to foment race divisions 
(Alimahomed-Wilson and Ness, 2018b); and the implementation of algorithmic 
management techniques that has led to digitally enhanced despotism in the work-
place (Kanngieser, 2013; Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020; Woodcock, 2020).2

The central argument of this chapter is that understanding the power of logis-
tics workers requires a nuanced framework that combines analysis of logisti-
cal economic structures and the multiple power resources that workers need to 
mobilise. Structural power can be brought into being but must be co-constituted 
with other forms of power, notably associational, symbolic, and institutional 
power. This requires detailed understanding of industry structures (and relations 
between capitals), as well as developing worker organising strategies that can 
ultimately supersede them, by moving beyond the corporate form to organise on 
a broader class basis.

The remainder of this chapter builds this argument over four sections. First, 
I interrogate theories of logistics workers’ power through a discussion of the 
power resources approach, which has become the dominant analytical frame-
work in global labour studies. Although not an explicitly Marxist framework, I 
argue that the power resources framework has key Marxist elements. Moreover, 
its broad scope reflects the overdetermined nature of workers’ power. Second, 
I discuss the development of the logistics sector, including patterns of corpo-
rate organisation and profit extraction as these have an important bearing on the 
ability of workers to organise and build power. Third, I analyse the organising 
strategy of the International Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF) as a case study 
of efforts to build power in the sector. I show that the ITF has sought to mobil-
ise logistics workers’ structural power organising campaigns in multinational 
corporations (MNCs), and that concerns over the subordinate role of logistics 
employers led the ITF to move up the supply chain to target lead firms. Building 
on Marxist perspectives on trade unions, I argue that mirroring the corporate 
form too closely is a trap for trade unions and that broader strategies are needed. 
Fourth, I outline a broader class strategy for logistics workers organising, which 
involves mobilising on a greater numeric scale, and activating different forms of 
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power, notably market-wide power and the relational power of place. Last-mile 
delivery drivers and warehouse workers stand out as two expanding sectors with 
major organising potential.3

UNDERSTANDING LOGISTICS WORKERS’ POWER

Disruptive potential is the most common starting point for discussions about the 
power of logistics workers. By disruptive potential I mean the impact that work 
stoppages by logistics workers have on their immediate workplace, the supply 
chains linked to them, and the wider economy.

John Womack (2005) and Erik Olin Wright (2000), two writers in the Marxist 
tradition, both offer versions of disruptive potential. Womack argues that every 
occupation has different strategic positions, understood in terms of the amount 
of other work in the labour process that is dependent on that particular group 
of workers. In a port, for example, if crane drivers strike when a ship is in port, 
straddle carriers have no containers to shift, port truckers have no loads to pick 
up, and ships cannot sail until they unload their cargoes. The extent of the disrup-
tion will depend on a range of factors, such as the length of the strike, constraints 
on replacing striking workers, and the ability of employers to use capacity else-
where in the system (such as other ports). At the other extreme, if cleaners went 
on strike then the port may be able to continue functioning at least in the short 
term (strategic position is specific to certain workplaces, other workplaces such 
as hospitals cannot continue functioning if cleaners stopped working).

Wright’s (2000) notion of structural power is similar to strategic position. 
Whereas Womack sees strategic position, and therefore economic location, as the 
fundamental determination of workers’ and trade union power, Wright argues the 
basis of workers’ power is multidimensional and contingent on context. Wright  
contrasts structural power with associational power, i.e. ‘the various forms of 
power that result from the formation of the collective organisation of workers’ 
(2000: 962), which can develop either in the workplace, sectoral, or political 
spheres. Associational power can be observed when workers are able to mobilise 
power through collective action and is particularly evident where workers do not 
appear to have high levels of structural power (although the two are not mutually 
exclusive). For example, various histories of worker mobilisation in the twentieth 
century point to the Fordist system of large factories as a crucial nexus for foster-
ing worker collective action, thereby highlighting the importance of associational 
power implicitly or explicitly. Mike Davis’ (1986) study of worker organisation 
in the US steel and automotive industries during the 1930s tells the story of how 
a labour regime that was designed to explicitly weaken the power of craft labour 
through deskilling, ultimately resulted in a wave of labour radicalism and mass 
collective action. This period in US labour history has echoes throughout the sub-
sequent history of capitalist industrialisation, including South Africa during the 
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1970s (Cole, 2018), Brazil and Korea during the 1980s and 1990s (Anner, 2011; 
Moody, 2001), and China in the 1990s and 2000s (Lee, 2007).

Associational power, however, is relevant beyond traditional conceptions of 
(largely) male manufacturing workers. Rina Agarwala’s (2013) study of bidi 
cigarette rollers in India, an entirely female, informal workforce, shows the con-
cept’s wider relevance. As informal workers who work from home, bidi cigarette 
rollers have limited potential to take effective strike action. Instead, actions such 
as sit-ins at town squares while continuing their cigarette rolling work bring their 
work into the public space, and make highly visible demands on the state for 
welfare entitlements.

Debates over the relationship between structural power and associational 
power coalesced in debates about the power resources approach (PRA) (Schmalz 
et  al., 2018; Silver, 2003), arguably now the dominant framework in global 
labour studies (McCallum and Brookes, 2017). Although drawing on the work 
of Marxist scholars such as Erik Olin Wright and Beverly Silver, the PRA is not 
explicitly Marxist. The PRA disaggregates social and political relations into three 
categories: associational power, institutional power, and societal power (Schmalz 
et al., 2018). Institutional power derives from the institutional structures that are 
created by worker struggles, either directly or indirectly, which form the basis 
for workers’ power even in the absence of other forms of power being mobil-
ised. Institutional power can range from rights enshrined in law, to agreements 
between workers and capital (that may or may not be backed up by legal 
frameworks). For example, the ITF has a unique system of international col-
lective bargaining for seafarers, which has evolved over a period of more than 
70 years, and which has continued to endure despite widespread attacks on 
the institutional power of maritime workers more generally (Johnsson, 1996; 
Lillie, 2006).

Societal power has multiple components. It includes symbolic power, which 
has been used to explain campaigns around garment sweatshops in export pro-
cessing zones, where generating moral outrage among the general public as 
opposed to worker mobilisation is the primary tactic (Ross, 2004). It also includes 
coalitional or relational power to describe the power of alliances. For example, 
in recent decades in the West, a key campaign tactic for low-wage workers has 
been living wage campaigns that draw extensively on support from faith groups 
(Jamoul and Wills, 2008; Luce, 2004).

The power resources framework has both continuities and discontinuities with 
Marxist approaches and debates. The concept of structural power has an explicit 
Marxist lineage and addresses the classic Marxist concern with how workers 
can resist capital at the point of production (Davis, 1986). However, even within 
Marxist debates, attempts to argue that occupations or industries make workers 
more militant and/or revolutionary runs into conceptual and political difficulties. 
As numerous contemporary and historical studies have shown, worker militancy 
and unrest can break out among any group of workers regardless of gender, race, 
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formal work status, occupational group, or proximity or distance from the sup-
posed commanding heights of the capitalist order or imperialist system (Cowie, 
2001; Featherstone, 2008; Hyman, 2005; Khalili, 2020; Lee, 2007; Schwartz, 
2019; Silver, 2003). The point here is not to merely widen the parameters of 
contingency. Rather, following Althusser, structural power and other ‘power 
resources’ can also be understood as structuring forces that are overdetermined 
in specific conjunctures.

However, there is a tension between Marxist approaches and the PRA over 
what power is and what it is for. In the form proposed by Schmalz et al. (2018), 
the PRA is both an analytical framework that explains the power that work-
ers have and a manual for how to build trade union power. It explicitly adopts 
a Weberian concept of power as ‘power to’, as in, power to win better terms 
and conditions through collective agreements. Although the PRA shares with 
Marxism the goal of being both an analytical framework and a theory of praxis, 
historically the unproblematic promotion of trade union power would have led to 
tensions with the Marxist approach. Marxist debates on trade unions during the 
1960s and 1970s, a time of significant labour unrest in the West and parts of the 
Global South, tended to focus on the fundamental limitations of trade unions for 
building workers’ power and socialism (Eidlin, 2020). These arguments ranged 
from macro-level arguments about how the imbrication of trade unions in the 
structures and processes of capitalism makes them incapable of generating mean-
ingful resistance to it (Anderson, 1967), to meso-level arguments and the innate 
conservatism of trade union bureaucracy and its role in moderating worker strug-
gles (Hyman, 1975), to the Italian debates around workerism (Wright, 2002). 
Following four decades of systematic attacks on trade unions, however, Marxist 
debates have shifted to viewing rebuilding the labour movement as a necessary 
task (Cohen, 2006; Gindin, 2013; Kelly, 1998; McAlevey, 2015). Consequently, 
both Marxist and left-liberal writers use the PRA framework to understand the 
potential for rebuilding workers’ power, although Marxist writers may empha-
sise structural and associational power more strongly than institutional power. 
Meanwhile, questions over what this power is for have been deferred.

THE LOGISTICS TURN

In her chapter in this volume (Chua (Chapter 79, this Handbook), charts the 
development of logistics and its increasing importance to the production and 
realisation of value, building on and reflecting broader interest in this theme 
(Alimahomed-Wilson and Ness, 2018a; Bonacich and Wilson, 2008; Campling 
and Cólas, 2021; Coe, 2014; Cowen, 2014; Fox-Hoddess, 2017; Gutelius, 2015; 
Hepworth, 2014; Neilson, 2012; Newsome, 2015). The impact of these changes 
has had contradictory impacts on workers, suggesting both greater structural 
power for logistics workers while simultaneously eroding working conditions.
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Developments in logistics have led to more intense monitoring of both produc-
tion and labour processes. Point of sale inventory systems, such as those devel-
oped by Walmart in the 1980s, enabled more accurate production orders and 
estimates for stock levels, thereby reducing storage needs. This led to ever greater 
monitoring of supply chains, including the location of goods at each stage of 
the supply chain, in order to maximise stability over product supply. The logis-
tics turn, therefore, precipitated the trend towards greater micro-management, 
centralised monitoring, and disciplining of economic life now associated with 
platform and surveillance capitalism (Neilson, 2012).

The logistics turn has had a major role in generating surplus value for capital 
in general; the equalisation of logistics practices has significantly diminished 
the scope for individual firms to gain an advantage over one another. (Campling, 
2021; Campling and Cólas, 2021). For individual companies, it is no longer a 
major advantage to have a highly sophisticated logistics system; it is a require-
ment. Crucially, built into these practices is a labour regime where wages are 
relatively low, and there are systematic efforts by capital to simultaneously 
micro-manage workers and erode their power resources.

LOGISTICS COMPANIES AND LOGISTICS WORKERS

Logistics is an abstract concept that can refer to a range of practices, including 
supply chain management, planning physical infrastructure such as ports and 
road networks, third party operations such as freight forwarding, warehousing 
and goods finishing, as well as long established transport tasks such as shipping 
and road transport. There are some important differences across these sectors 
that have impacts on workers’ power. Some are asset heavy: operating a shipping 
line, or particularly a global ports company, requires a significant investment in 
fixed capital assets. Some of these tasks are asset light: freight forwarders, some-
times called travel agents for freight, may have few fixed resources other than 
office space and computer databases.

Another important difference stems from the patterns of corporate organisa-
tion and profitability. Some segments of the logistics sector are largely done 
in-house. This particularly applies to the supply chain management function of 
MNCs. Dominant lead firms in most sectors have well-resourced supply chain 
management departments, whether it is a consumer goods giant such as Unilever, 
mining conglomerate BHP Billiton (for bulk shipping chartering), or an aircraft 
manufacturer like Airbus. They do not outsource such management to special-
ised firms, at least not totally or permanently (Hamilton, 2013; Sheffi, 2012). 
The extent of their involvement, however, is primarily asset light. They do not 
generally own their own ships, ports, or trucking fleets. Historically vertically 
integrated sectors such as mining and oil increasingly outsource logistics func-
tions. The important point here is that when it comes to logistics practices, the 
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lead firm in terms of the locus of decision-making is rarely a Logistics Service 
Provider (LSP).

Confusingly, not all firms active in logistics are called logistics firms. Neither, 
due to long standing occupational identities, would all workers involved in logis-
tics practices consider themselves logistics workers. But according to the defini-
tion adopted in this chapter, a logistics firm could refer to any of the following: 
shipping lines, warehouse providers, freight forwarders, courier and package 
delivery firms, supply chain management specialists, trucking firms, or airline 
freighters. The logistics sector, however, has distinctive segments.

Multi-modal LSPs occupy the largely asset light end of the industry. This seg-
ment is dominated by three MNCs: UPS, Fedex, and Deutsche Post-DHL, who 
globally had 377,000, 380,000, and 540,000 employees respectively as of 2020 
(not including out sourced workers) (GSCi, 2020). These firms all operate similar 
services: air express, contract logistics, trucking, freight forwarding, and supply 
chain management, but not asset heavy maritime operations. Maritime firms, for 
their part, have not made significant inroads into land and air logistics. The logis-
tics operations of Amazon, however, is likely to soon rival them.

The market in which LSPs compete is highly competitive (outside of air 
express), a dynamic which has put pressure on labour costs. This sector has 
low barriers to entry and is highly fragmented. DHL is the biggest player in the 
European trucking market but has less than 1.3% market share, while the top 10 
players have less than 10% market share between them (GSCi, 2020). This is 
typical of the situation across all of warehousing, trucking, and last-mile delivery. 
Importantly, it means that LSPs have a comparatively weak position compared 
to their customers, the lead firms in sectors such as retail and consumer goods, 
manufacturing, and extraction. Although LSPs have persistently sought to gain 
greater control in the bargaining relationship by seeking to become indispensable 
providers of supply chain management, lead firms have jealously guarded this 
strategic function of their logistics practices (Gutelius, 2015; Hamilton, 2013; 
Sheffi, 2012).

Container ports, in contrast, have more concentrated ownership. Throughout 
the 1990s, container ports went through a period of considerable expansion and 
consolidation (Notteboom and Rodrigue, 2012). Four firms emerged that con-
trolled nearly half of global container volumes: Hutchison Port Holdings, con-
trolled by Hong Kong billionaire Li Ka Shing; DP World, majority owned by 
the Emirate of Dubai; APM Terminals, a subsidiary of AP Moeller-Maersk, the 
Danish maritime conglomerate; and PSA, owned by the government of Singapore 
(Drewry, 2020). Since the start of the twenty-first century the ‘Big 4’ have con-
solidated their market leading role, at least for non-Chinese ports.

Shipping lines never went through the same wave of consolidation as con-
tainer ports. The largest, Maersk Line, has never had more than 10% global 
market share. The other main sectors of shipping, such as dry bulk and tankers, 
were never consolidated either. Fragmentation would prove very costly for the 
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industry after the 2008 financial crash. In an environment where demand fell 
and capacity continued to increase (as ships ordered during the boom years con-
tinued to arrive), freight rates routinely fell below the cost of capital (Bologna, 
2016). According to one estimate, the fragmentation of the industry resulted in 
lost income of $100 billion for container shipping in the first two decades of the 
twenty-first century (Whelan, 2020). Industry fragmentation, and the apparent 
inability of executives to address it, has led to the phenomenon of ‘zombie carri-
ers’ that are persistently unprofitable (Bologna, 2016) Only in the past few years 
has the industry moved towards consolidation (HSN, 2018).

The patchwork of logistics operations described here suggests both are dif-
ferentiated relations between capitals and also different levels of structural power 
for different groups of logistics workers. The Big 4 container port operators are 
distinctive within the logistics landscape for their high profitability. This has 
not uniformly translated into higher wages for dock workers, however. In fact 
many have faced attacks on their working conditions. Container port profits dif-
fer significantly from port to port, depending on competitive dynamics in the 
surrounding hinterland. Container ports are ultimately dependent on shipping 
lines, who themselves have been under major cost pressure. And for different 
reasons, both shipping lines and LSPs have been operating in highly competitive 
markets, which has placed major pressure on labour costs. Although the logistics 
turn means that logistics workers now create increasing quantities of value across 
the supply chain, in most cases a relatively small proportion of this value is being 
realised as profit by logistics employers. Nonetheless, the structural power of 
logistics workers merits further investigation.

LOGISTICS WORKERS’ ORGANISING

If the logistics turn has resulted in greater structural power for logistics workers, 
we would expect to see it manifested in the ITF, either through the local and/or 
national-level strategies of ITF affiliates, or through the ITF’s global campaigns. 
Representing 20 million transport workers in over 150 countries, the ITF is by 
far the largest organisation of logistics workers (the next largest is the 
International Dock Workers Council, which claims a membership of 100,000 
dock workers). The ITF has 700 affiliated trade unions that use a wide variety of 
organising and campaigning methods, and whose diverse ideologies span a broad 
political spectrum. The ITF is, therefore, a laboratory for understanding the 
structural power of logistics workers and the broader composition of workers’ 
power in the current moment.

Responding to the logistics turn by mobilising structural power has been an 
important part of ITF policy for at least two decades. Attacks on ITF unions dur-
ing the 1990s, such as high-profile lockouts of dockers unions in the UK in 1997 
and in Australia in 1998 demonstrated that the historical strength of transport 
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unions was under threat (ITF, 1998). The UPS strike in 1997, which started in the 
USA and spread to Europe, indicated the potential for a new wave of international 
solidarity in growing multinational LSPs. The ITF’s 1998 Congress called for a 
shift towards more proactive campaigning (ITF, 1998), while the 2002 Congress 
called for specific strategies for unions to mobilise structural power in logistics 
(ITF, 2002).

In addition to the lure of structural power, organising in logistics had another 
advantage – the relative immobility of logistics capital. The early 2000s was a 
time when globalisation was a dominant discourse, and concerns about the ten-
dency of capital mobility to undermine both workers’ power and transnational 
solidarity were at a high point (e.g. Johns, 1998; Munck, 2002; Waterman and 
Wills, 2001). Logistics, however, was less affected by capital mobility than other 
sectors. It is important not to overstate this argument too much as this immobility 
is contingent on other factors. In the case of ports in Europe’s ‘Northern Range’, 
ship calls can be substituted between a number of English Channel and North 
Sea ports from France to Germany, but only if capacity is available. Nonetheless, 
spatial tensions that have historically hindered trade union solidarity in producer 
MNCs (Olle and Schoeller, 1977) are noticeably less present in logistics MNCs.

By the late 2000s, the ITF’s strategy had coalesced around two sectoral cam-
paigns focusing on container ports and LSPs. These campaigns had similar aims 
and outcomes. Both campaigns focused on organising for union recognition, par-
ticularly in the Global South countries where these companies had expanded into 
non-union spaces. A number of union recognition victories took place, some-
times as the result of bitter disputes. In most cases the ITF established improved 
dialogue4 with global management. Sometimes this has become more formalised, 
such as in the case of the Global Framework Agreement agreed with DHL in 
2016, but for most companies has taken the form of irregular meetings between 
unions and management either to resolve disputes or to negotiate policies. There 
has been co-operation on some issues such as a major international study of 
dockers’ health and safety (Walters and Wadsworth, 2020). I have written about 
some of the key moments of these campaigns elsewhere (Anderson, 2013, 2015). 
Overall, however, the gains for logistics workers as a result of these campaigns 
have been incremental rather than transformational. Overall union density in the 
target companies has improved only slightly. Despite important gains in some 
areas, there have been no overall improvements in working standards.

What does such slow progress say about the power of logistics workers? Does 
it mean that theoretical assumptions about the structural power of logistics work-
ers is misplaced?

The DHL Turkey dispute provides important insights into these questions. 
From 2012 to 2014, the union Tümtis, an ITF affiliate in Turkey, waged a cam-
paign for union recognition at DHL Express. DHL responded aggressively, fir-
ing at least 32 union members which the ITF alleged was illegal in Turkish law 
and contravened DHL’s commitments to international labour standards (Logan, 
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2013). Tümtis continued to fight for union recognition. Fired members main-
tained picket lines outside of DHL’s main hub in Istanbul. Tümtis also took legal 
action against DHL for unfair dismissal. The ITF, along with its sister federation, 
UNI Global Union, responded with an international solidarity campaign. The 
ITF held several global action days, in which union members in DHL operations 
across the world either raised the Turkey dispute with management or demon-
strated outside of DHL locations and German embassies (the German government 
was DHL’s largest shareholder). There were regular visits to the picket line from 
unions around the world. In Germany, the union in DHL’s home country raised 
the issue on both the works council and at company board level. The global union 
federations (GUFs) also targeted DHL’s corporate relationships, putting pressure 
on shareholders and customers over union rights issues. And finally, the GUFs 
filed a complaint against DHL under the OECD Guidelines on Multinational 
Enterprises. This complaint was accepted by the German government, requiring 
the company to attend mediation with the unions. As a result of such widespread 
top down and bottom up pressure, and evidence that the union had over 50% 
membership, Tümtis members won union recognition in April 2014, resulting in 
a first union contract for 2,000 workers, and pay rises of 32 to 46% (ITF, 2014).

The DHL Turkey dispute illustrates an important dynamic regarding the dif-
ficulties of mobilising structural power in the current moment. As union activists 
were fired early on, it was not possible to take strike action. Although activists 
did maintain a picket line, this effectively involved mobilising associational not 
structural power. Internationally, too, these unions mobilised relational power, 
symbolic power, and institutional power, but they did not exercise structural power 
through international strike action. This is partly a result of legal restrictions. In 
most countries it is now illegal for unions to take sympathy strikes in support 
of unions in other workplaces, nationally or internationally. Unions can autono-
mously decide to take lawful industrial action around their own issues at the same 
time but this is rare. The only recent example on a large scale in the logistics sec-
tor is the UPS strike in 1997 (Banks and Russo, 1999), although strikes are now 
emerging in Amazon. Outside of logistics, the transnational strikes in Ryanair 
during the summer of 2018 are arguably the largest-scale transnational strike in 
any sector, in terms of the proportion of business impacted (Anderson, 2018). 
Until we see something comparable in logistics firms like DHL, port operators, 
or even Amazon, the structural power of logistics workers will be untested.

McAlevey (2015) argues that multi-faceted campaigns will always fall short 
because they prioritise sophisticated campaign tactics at the expense of worker 
mobilisation (or associational power aggressively mobilised). In her comparison 
of dock workers’ unions in Chile and Colombia, Fox-Hoddess (2017) argues that 
ITF affiliated unions in Colombia were predisposed to rely on leverage applied 
by their ITF allies, as opposed to taking a ‘class struggle’ (defined as exercising 
power at the point of production through strike action). The problem with these 
perspectives is that they ignore cases like DHL Turkey, where worker militancy 
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is a major factor, but it alone proves insufficient to win basic trade union rights in 
the face of deep-seated corporate intransigence at the national and international  
levels. As broader scholarship on logistics workers shows, the DHL Turkey dis-
pute is actually relatively rare in that at least the workers won their goal of a 
collective agreement. For example, the collection ‘Choke Points’ (Alimahomed-
Wilson and Ness, 2018a) has numerous case studies on logistics workers inter-
nationally, and documents episodic outbreaks of logistics workers’ militancy in 
different countries, but has no examples of these struggles translating into even 
modest institutional gains such as collective agreements.

Another explanation for the difficulties faced by logistics workers is the subor-
dinate role of logistics capital in supply chains. As mentioned earlier, lead firms 
at the apex of global commodity chains retain considerable power over logistics 
functions, and are also insulated from worker pressure through layers of subcon-
tracting (Hamilton, 2013; Newsome et  al., 2017). One possibility is that even 
large MNCs like DHL have little power to accede to worker demands due to the 
discipline of market conditions. It also suggests that trade unions should target 
lead firms rather than logistics employers in order to win their goals.

The European trucking industry provides an acute example of this dynamic. 
Market leader DHL has less than 1.3% market share (GSCi, 2020). Low barriers 
to entry have resulted in a hyper competitive market, and downward pressure 
on drivers’ terms and conditions has been enabled by the lack of government 
enforcement to ensure drivers from Eastern Europe receive proper pay and 
 conditions. This has resulted in much lower take-home pay and tough working 
conditions, with many drivers living in their trucks for months at a time (ITF-
VNB-IUF, 2020).

Since the start of the 2010s, road transport unions have experimented with an 
organising model that links drivers and unions from both Western and Eastern 
Europe. The fragmentation of the industry, however, is a major obstacle. In an 
attempt to overcome this, unions have targeted lead firms from auto manufac-
turing to retail, holding them ultimately responsibility for trucking labour mar-
ket conditions. A media exposé on trucking conditions in Ikea in 2017 was one 
example of this strategy (Conway, 2017), while negotiations with other firms 
deemed to have a more progressive approach are ongoing. Progress with this 
strategy so far has also been incremental at best. Even if strong agreements can 
be reached with lead firms – which have hitherto proved very difficult to achieve 
– there will still be vast numbers of other employers to organise until the strategy 
can achieve critical mass. Arguably this strategy has had much greater success 
when national legislation has placed specific responsibilities on lead firms for 
their supply chains, such as in Australia and South Korea (KPTU, 2019; Quinlan 
and Wright, 2008). Legislative opportunities, however, remain limited. And in 
the sphere of international law, current efforts to enshrine mandatory human 
rights due diligence principles in a new ILO convention on supply chains are fac-
ing intense employer opposition.
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The growth of e-commerce firms like Amazon provides a new twist to the 
story. To some extent Amazon follows the classic path of ‘platform capitalism’ 
(Srnicek, 2016), in that it has disrupted the retail market by building control over 
data. Amazon is also distinct from platform firms in that it has become more 
directly involved in managing and delivering ‘traditional’ services such as logis-
tics. As with Walmart before it, logistics has been a key part of Amazon’s rise. 
Amazon’s spend on logistics has steadily increased as a percentage of its over-
all costs since 2000 (Richter, 2020) and has increasingly brought more of its 
logistics operations in-house. This vertical integration means that many Amazon 
warehouse workers are employed by the lead firm, whereas other platform firms 
take strenuous efforts to avoid formal employment relationships with their work-
forces (Kenney and Zysman, 2019).

The digital despotism of working conditions in Amazon warehouses has argu-
ably brought workers from all links in the logistics chain into mainstream media 
narratives for the first time. Less well known is that Amazon warehouses have 
been subject to repeated international strike action in recent years, with regular 
strikes in Germany, Italy, France, Spain, and industrial action also beginning to 
take hold in the USA (Boewe and Schulten, 2019). These strikes are impressive 
in terms of their scale, and are one of the most concerted examples of logistics 
workers mobilising their structural power in recent times. As yet, however, they 
have not managed to shift company behaviour significantly.

The apparently low impact of strikes by Amazon workers may say more about 
the limitations of organising in MNCs in the short term than it does about the 
structural power of logistics workers. At the time of writing, the Covid-19 pan-
demic has made Amazon the world’s most valuable company in terms of stock 
market capitalisation, meaning management is likely to receive significant sup-
port from shareholders. Globally, it has no significant competitor in online retail, 
and management may feel little pressure to change its long-term anti-union 
stance. In this context, we need deeper and broader struggles than ‘class struggle 
at the point of production’, particularly when those struggles are contained within 
the MNC.

BEYOND MNCs: ORGANISING STRATEGIES FOR LAST-MILE 
DELIVERY AND WAREHOUSING

A common thread in the challenges discussed in this chapter so far is the rela-
tionship of trade union organising to the corporate form. In his classic analysis 
of trade unions, Perry Anderson (1967) argues that a major limitation of trade 
unionism is that it passively reflects capitalist structures. Carolyn Vogler (1985) 
argues that campaigns in MNCs are an example of ‘corporate sectional interna-
tionalism’, which puts corporate and occupational boundaries on solidarity. In 
what follows I reflect on the growing importance of last-mile delivery and 
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warehouse workers, and the possibilities for organising strategies that go beyond 
the corporate form.

Last-mile delivery refers to the final stage of delivery, generally to a retail 
customer or small business, and involving smaller packages. Last-mile drivers 
have a surprisingly marginal place in discussions around the power of logistics 
workers. The growth of online retail, and hence home delivery services, has been 
an important trend in the twenty-first century (Moore and Newsome, 2018), 
which at the time of writing is being accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Although there is speculation about future automation, autonomous vehicles 
on a mass scale do not look viable in the next ten years due to technological, 
legal, and political constraints (ITF, 2020). A factor in the growth of last-mile 
delivery is a greater emphasis on fast delivery, such as next-day or same-day 
delivery services.

Growing demand for last-mile delivery places greater pressure on labour costs 
(Moore and Newsome, 2018). Many of these efforts have focused on increasing 
the absolute surplus value (the total amount of labour extracted), rather than rela-
tive surplus value (productivity of labour). Wage costs have been reduced through 
bogus self-employment, unpaid overtime, and inadequate health and safety pro-
visions, including lack of access to toilets and unhealthy shift patterns. Drivers 
are also subject to the digital despotism of algorithmic management, with their 
working day micro-managed to the level of traffic routes and parcel drop off 
times. The market is relatively fragmented. In addition to major LSPs, a large 
number of small firms are active, particularly in the Global South where informal 
work is also a major factor.

There are several reasons why the challenges faced by last-mile drivers can 
be transformed into organising strengths. Tapping into these opportunities will 
require moving beyond an employer-based organising model to more ambitious 
strategies.

First, the digital despotism faced by last-mile drivers means that they have 
many grievances in common. Furthermore, they are always online, creating 
opportunities for digital organising. Recent campaigns illustrate these opportuni-
ties. In the Fight for 15 campaign, which mobilised workers in thousands of small 
fast food restaurants, web advertising provided a new way to identify activists 
who would then meet to plan strikes (Liacas, 2016). In the ITF’s Ryanair cam-
paign, closed Facebook groups run by cabin crew were an important way to cre-
ate debate among a workforce spread across 86 European cities, and was credited 
as a key reason for the simultaneous strikes in the summer of 2018 (Anderson, 
2018).

Second, there are many opportunities for last-mile drivers to come into con-
tact with unionised workers. When last-mile drivers pick up their parcels from 
warehouses and depots, they will come into contact with unionised worksites. 
Workers at these sites can become important organisers for last-mile drivers, 
building on a long tradition of union organisation migrating along the supply 
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chain at the point of worker contact (Olney, 2018). For example, when the ITF’s 
Flags of Convenience campaign began in the 1950s, dock workers played a major 
role supporting unorganised seafarers arriving in their ports (Johnsson, 1996).

Furthermore, the last-mile delivery sector already has a substantial degree 
of union organisation. Although there are many new firms operating in the sec-
tor, there are also many established, long unionised firms. As noted earlier, the 
expansion of delivery services has put labour costs and particularly union con-
tracts under pressure both directly and indirectly (Moore and Newsome, 2018). 
To maintain existing terms and conditions, let alone improve standards, it is a 
priority for unionised workers to organise workers in the wider sector. The exist-
ing unionised workforce is also a possible experimentation ground for digital 
organising models for last-mile drivers.

Third, last-mile drivers are localised within particular spaces. Although 
they are moving around all day, it is typically only within one city or region. 
As such, they have much in common with place based platform workers who 
have made some organising gains in recent years (Johnston, 2020; Tassinari and 
Maccarrone, 2020; Woodcock, 2020). In addition to digital connections, there are 
opportunities not only to build face-to-face contact but also to make local alli-
ances. Some of the most successful campaigns for organising low-wage workers 
in recent years, notably living wage campaigns, have come from the relational 
power of alliances in local spaces (Holgate, 2015; Wills, 2008). The pandemic 
has highlighted the important work that last-mile drivers do for other groups in 
society, taking great risks to keep supplies of essential goods moving during the 
various lockdowns.

Fourth, legal barriers can lead to creative thinking about organising mod-
els. Many last-mile drivers do not have formal employment status. Bogus self-
employment, more common in the Global North, creates a legal barrier between 
workers and employment rights, including collective bargaining in many coun-
tries. Informal work, more common in the Global South, is a more complicated 
matter and often has a more indirect link to the supply chain. For example, in 
Uganda, boda boda motorcycle drivers are a major part of the delivery network, 
but the precise nature of their links to more formal parts of the supply chain is 
blurred by intermediaries (Spooner and Whelligan, 2017).

Informal workers in a range of sectors have shown it is possible to organ-
ise for improved conditions in the absence of favourable legal frameworks. For 
example, auto-rickshaw associations in India focus on issues relating to the struc-
ture of their work, such as welfare services, fuel taxes, and police harassment. 
Elsewhere, informal workers focus on welfare services, education services, and 
other forms of decommodification (Agarwala, 2013). There are many issues that 
can be organised around even in the absence of a formal employer.

Many of the assumed barriers to organising last-mile drivers can be over-
come. The common thread of this argument is the need to think beyond corporate 
structures such as MNCs and to find ways to mobilise last-mile drivers in larger 
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numbers. A similar logic applies to warehouse workers. At first glance, MNC-
focused organising models may seem appropriate for warehouse workers, par-
ticularly given recent gains by workers in Amazon.

Warehousing, however, is a varied and complex sector that extends far beyond 
retail and also requires a more ambitious organising strategy. Warehousing’s 
importance has been reaffirmed by both the logistics turn and the more recent 
growth of e-commerce. A wide body of evidence shows that this growing impor-
tance has placed downward pressure on workers’ terms and conditions, with 
extensive moves towards precarious labour in many countries. In Global North 
countries such as the USA and Italy, the employment of migrant labour is wide-
spread, as are management strategies to divide workers by race (Kaoosji, 2018; 
Newsome, 2015).

A 2016 organising project at DHL warehouses in India offers some insight 
into the challenges of organising warehouse workers through an MNC campaign 
model. The ITF and UNI had recently agreed a global framework agreement with 
DHL, and the ITF saw the agreement as a major opportunity to expand union 
organisation in the Indian warehousing sector where union membership was low. 
A research exercise identified a long list of 480 warehouse locations. A team of 
22 researchers then visited all of these sites, discreetly collecting information 
such as workforce size, shift patterns, and key customers by talking to street 
vendors and workers on breaks. This was the largest field mapping exercise the 
ITF had ever undertaken.

Four sites were finally identified as organising priorities based on factors such 
as worker numbers, site accessibility, political conditions at state level, leverage 
potential of key customers, and organising capacity of local unions. Ultimately, 
organising capacity would prove decisive. The geography of where there were 
‘good’ organising targets and where unions had either the willingness or capacity 
to organise simply did not overlap, and none of the organising initiatives suc-
ceeded. The failure of the warehouse organising project is partly a cautionary tale 
of top down targeting. India had been a flashpoint for the ITF’s DHL campaign 
with multiple worker grievances, but all of the focus had been in the smaller 
Express division (made up of workers in smaller sorting centres and drivers). The 
attempt to expand the campaign into DHL’s broader warehousing operations in 
India made sense in the ITF London headquarters, but not, on this occasion, for 
unions in India.

An alternative strategy is to organise warehouse workers on the basis of place 
rather than employer. Recently some Marxist writers have been attracted to a 
‘choke point’ theory of warehouse worker organising, arguing logistics capital is 
reliant on a relatively small number of key, geographically immobile hubs, such 
as those located on scarce land near ports, airports, rail hubs, or key road junc-
tions, and/or with fixed investment in specialised infrastructure, including major 
LSP hubs. Implicitly, these authors argue that workers could mobilise significant 
structural power if they organised in such ‘choke points’ (Allen, 2015; Moody, 
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2019). The problem with this strategy is that like the DHL India case mentioned 
above, it involves employer led targeting. For example Allen (2015) identifies 
FedEx’s non-union air hub in Memphis as a key organising priority. Picking tar-
gets in terms of what is strategic for capital alone has a high rate of failure.

Defining place based strategies can be a difficult exercise. Analysing a range 
of strikes by warehouse workers in Italy, Benvegnù and Cuppini (2018) argue 
that the Po Valley area of Northern Italy can be considered as an ‘extended choke 
point’. However, the diverse locations of the examples they use, which range 
across the Milan and Turin hinterlands, means this cannot be considered a choke-
point in any meaningful geographical sense.

One of the most nuanced examples of place based organising approaches can 
be found in California’s Inland Empire (Allen, 2010; Kaoosji, 2018; Moody, 
2019). The Inland Empire organising effort actually first emerged as part of an 
MNC campaign, specifically an attempt to build a warehouse dimension of the 
Walmart campaign (De Lara et al., 2016). The campaign quickly realised that 
Walmart’s involvement in the sector was so fragmented that a traditional work-
site based approach would not be effective. Instead, the campaign developed a 
workers’ centre (organising workers on the basis of place rather than employer), 
and mobilised symbolic power through political actions. After the Walmart cam-
paign was scaled down, the effort continued through a combination of welfare 
services as well as innovative industrial action such as health and safety strikes. 
As a result, warehouse worker organising has maintained a dynamic presence in 
the Inland Empire, although not a large-scale one (Kaoosji, 2018). The Inland 
Empire example highlights the importance of a long-term approach. Labour 
organisers may be initially attracted to key warehouse clusters because of the 
potential for structural power. But building and sustaining worker organisation 
in these clusters requires long-term, multi-faceted organising, and alliance build-
ing in place. It is likely, however, that only such long-term efforts will build the 
necessary scale to mobilise structural power.

CONCLUSION

This chapter interrogates the assumption that capitalism’s logistics turn has 
resulted in more structural power for logistics workers,

I initially addressed this question by reflecting on the organising strategy of the 
ITF, a large and diverse global union federation representing logistics workers. If 
logistics workers have become more structurally powerful, we would expect to 
see this manifested among ITF unions. Based on the ITF’s attempts to organise 
in major MNCs, specifically container port operators and multi-modal LSPs, the 
evidence is limited at best. There have been a number of union recognition vic-
tories in particular places, and more institutional power in the form of a global 
framework agreement and more regular dialogue with the global management of 
several MNCs, but overall the gains have been incremental.
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Few of these gains are a result of workers exercising their structural power 
directly. Instead, gains have been made due to the ability of workers to maintain 
collective organisation in hostile environments (associational power), the ability 
of unions across MNCs to apply other forms of pressure (associational power), 
and the ability to target wider relationships in the corporate ecosystem (insti-
tutional and symbolic power). Although mobilising these different sources of 
power has been impactful, arguably it has not had the transformational impacts 
the strategy set out to achieve.

Before we dismiss the importance of logistics workers’ structural power, we 
need to recognise the efforts that have been made to constrain it. Recent decades 
have witnessed restrictions on the right to strike. Attempts to bust powerful unions 
in the logistics sector both politically and technologically, extensive subcontract-
ing, and building redundancy into logistics systems are all examples of how the 
state and capital fear the structural power of logistics workers, while simulta-
neously depressing labour costs (Alimahomed-Wilson and Ness, 2018b). These 
attempts to suppress structural power gives us a strong indication that it exists.

In the final section of this chapter I argued that in order to mobilise structural 
power, we need to move beyond organising strategies based on the corporate 
form and develop organising methods that will involve mobilising much larger 
numbers of workers. Last-mile delivery and warehouse workers are examples of 
occupational groups who arguably could exercise structural power if they were 
able to mobilise in sufficient numbers over a long period of time. Workers in 
both of these sectors are critical for the ongoing functioning of logistics systems 
and emerging e-commerce sector in particular. This raises two related questions. 
First, if structural power can only be exercised in conjunction with other power 
resources, and particularly associational power, does it exist in any meaningful 
way? And second, if in the final analysis workers’ power comes from mobilising 
in large numbers, to what extent do we even need to understand political eco-
nomic structures and workers’ place within it, as opposed to organising simply 
for large-scale mobilisations in whichever way possible?

The arguments about last-mile and warehouse workers in the final section 
of this chapter suggest there needs to be a nuanced formulation that takes into 
consideration both political economic and associational factors. I argue that it 
is possible for last-mile drivers to organise, but the way to do this would need 
to be sensitive to the specific conditions of their industry, the way their work is 
structured, and the pressures they face. Likewise when it comes to warehouse 
workers, the key is to understand the meeting point between economic structures, 
such as warehousing complexes, and the possibilities for building long-term alli-
ances in particular places, and specifically the ability to build alliances on a big 
enough scale. As discussed earlier in the chapter, targeting lead firms at the apex 
of supply chains is unlikely to be successful without significant mobilisation. But 
if such large-scale organisation can be achieved, then it will be most effective 
if directed at the most economically powerful fractions of capital (such as lead 
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firms). It is here that corporate targeting and place-or community based organis-
ing, two strategic approaches that are somewhat at odds, need to co-develop.

The structural power of logistics workers, therefore, is best understood as con-
tingent. There is no shortcut to it, neither is it easily turned off and on. Rather, 
it is likely to be brought into being through processes that layer multiple forms 
of workers’ power. We need strategies that can connect workers around broad 
occupational issues, and place greater emphasis on building relationships and 
solidarity in particular places. If logistics workers are able to mobilise these dif-
ferent forms of power, including the associational power that comes with mass 
mobilisation, then it is possible to imagine their transformational potential.

Notes

1  Writing in a personal capacity. I would like to thank the editors and also Liam Campling for comments 
on drafts of this chapter, while the errors remain mine.

2  A growing literature analyses algorithmic management, its impact on the labour process and pos-
sibilities for worker resistance. Although some logistics workers are heavily imbricated in processes 
of algorithmic management, the impacts of algorithmic management are not a major focus for this 
article. As Tassinari and Maccarrone (2020) and Woodcock (2020) demonstrate, algorithmic manage-
ment is effectively an extension of long standing attempts to control and micro-manage workers in 
the labour process. It does not, however, fundamentally alter labour’s capacity to resist.

3  The arguments in this chapter are primarily drawn from my experience working at the International 
Transport Workers’ Federation, where I’ve worked since 2008 on various global organising campaigns 
in logistics. Working for the ITF demands an effort to take a global view, a daunting task given that 
many different national and regional dynamics do not easily fit into consistent global narratives. This 
chapter, therefore, is intended to provide a contribution to understandings of logistics workers, but is 
not the final word.

4  Dialogue has different meanings in trade union discussions. ‘Social dialogue’ is a key concept in 
industrial relations discussions in the European Union and International Labour Organisation (ILO). It 
involves calling for either dialogue between the ‘social partners’ i.e. employers and trade, or ‘tripartite 
dialogue’ (employers, unions, governments). From a Marxist perspective, social dialogue entrenches 
the subordinate position of workers as it takes place in the context of uneven power relations. A 
second meaning arises when workers mobilise structural and associational power to bring employers 
to the negotiating table. This chapter refers to the second meaning of dialogue.
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INTRODUCTION: WELFARE FROM A MARXIST PERSPECTIVE

From a Marxist perspective, the welfare state can be defined ‘as the use of state 
power to modify the reproduction of labour power and to maintain the non-
working population in capitalist societies’ (Gough, 1979: 45). This means that 
welfare, on the one hand, aims at reproducing labour power (which is necessary 
for capital accumulation) and, on the other hand, seeks to maintain non-working 
groups like children, the elderly, the unemployed or sick (which is necessary for 
social integration and reproduction). Government social policy therefore mainly 
deals with the social effects of capital accumulation (Jessop, 1986: 6f.). From a 
Marxist point of view, as long as children are the future work force, the unem-
ployed are the ‘reserve army of labour’ (Marx, 1887: 442ff.) and the boundaries 
between working and non-working groups are fluid; none of the elements can be 
separated from each other. Thus, in addition to the market and the family as 
institutions of social reproduction1 based on wage labour and unpaid domestic 
work, the welfare state intervenes politically in social reproduction in at least 
three ways (Gough, 1979: 45). First, taxation and the social security systems 
provide consumption opportunities and benefits for food or housing. Second, the 
welfare state subsidizes services and goods. And finally, ‘the state directly pro-
vides use-values in the form of services’ such as health services or childcare and 
education (Gough, 1979: 46). 

81
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Placing the welfare state in relation to the structure and contradictions of capi-
talist accumulation is a common feature of Marxist approaches towards welfare. 
From this perspective, the welfare state necessarily emerges from the material 
contradictions of capitalist society and operates through and within its contradic-
tions. According to Marx, capital accumulation is a ‘moving contradiction’ (Marx, 
1973: 625), which permanently creates class and economic conflicts, and cannot 
survive on its own. It rather depends on social structures that compensate the social 
effects of its contradictions. That does not necessarily mean that the historical 
development of Western capitalist states into differing welfare regimes can merely 
be deduced from the logic and contradictions of capital accumulation. Instead, 
capitalist accumulation and welfare must be considered as co-constitutive against 
the background of specific national-historical paths of welfare development.

Welfare is always related to capital accumulation because social expenditures 
depend upon social income and wage-based taxes. Conversely, welfare itself has 
effects on capital accumulation by redistributing economic surplus. Not coin-
cidentally, Western welfare states, their differences notwithstanding, developed 
together with industrial capitalism and ‘the formation of national states and their 
transformation into mass democracies after the French Revolution’ (Flora and 
Heidenheimer, 1981: 22) in the late nineteenth century. With the industrial divi-
sion of labour, namely the separation of producers and the means of production 
in so-called ‘primitive accumulation’ (Marx, 1887: 507ff.), new requirements for 
social reproduction appeared. In capitalist societies, where social reproduction 
is no longer predominantly organized by extensive subsistence farming and the 
family but instead organized through the market, wage-dependent people need 
wage-replacement benefits, i.e., social security in times of unemployment, crisis 
and general life risks (such as care dependency). On the other side, capital needs 
exploitable labour power without bearing heavy reproduction costs. As we learn 
from Marx, capital does not care about the requirements of social reproduction 
beyond production costs. Thus, by providing social security beyond the market 
and disciplining the work force with the help of social policy measures, welfare 
states both enable as well as limit capital accumulation. Welfare has therefore 
been considered a ‘Trojan horse’ that can potentially shift barriers between capi-
talism and socialism (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 11), or at least it is a battle ground 
pervaded by class conflicts and structural contradictions. 

But what kinds of contradictions are meant here? Systems-oriented Marxist 
approaches towards welfare list many (Offe even listed 17; see Offe, 2005: 149). 
The following four contradictions are particularly characteristic. First, welfare 
states are usually both capitalist and democratic and need to protect and redis-
tribute property. Second, welfare moves between the demands for exploitable 
labour power and its needs of reproduction. Thus, welfare both commodifies and 
decommodifies, both provides social protection and disciplines the population 
(Esping-Andersen, 1990).2 Third, welfare states are tax states. By means of the 
redistribution of tax money, they aim at providing social security to guarantee 
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loyalty, but they also need to avoid over-indebtedness. Lastly, capitalist welfare 
states are situated in the conflict between international competitiveness and the 
national population’s needs for social security. But before we consider Marxist 
approaches concerning welfare, let us have a look at Marx’s own work.

MARX’S LEGACY

Initially, Marx planned a book about the state within his critique of political 
economy, but unfortunately he failed to do so in his lifetime. But that is not the 
only reason why Marx did not focus on welfare that much. Although he com-
mented on social policy (like the factory question and Ten Hours Bill), he lived 
in a time of only nascent welfare policies and never witnessed the so-called 
‘Golden Age’ of expanding welfare states after the Second World War across the 
West. Nevertheless, there have been broad Marxist discussions about the state, 
especially since the 1970s (see Gerstenberger, Chapter 19, this Handbook). What 
we can learn from Marx about welfare, we have to deduce from his theory of the 
state.

In a nutshell, Marx and Engels’ perspective on the state is materialist. They 
understand the state as the specific political form of all capitalist societies that 
emerges together with private property, the division of labour and the class strug-
gle between bourgeoisie and proletariat. In the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy 
of Right (1970a) as well as in The German Ideology (1968), the state and private 
property are consequently analysed together. With private property, individuals 
are emancipated from the social community, competition endangers social inte-
gration and the national state appears as a special power beyond civil society. By 
protecting private property with the help of the monopoly on the use of force, 
contracts and jurisdiction, the state appears as the institutionalized and legally for-
malized power of property – beyond competing private interests. It thus prevents a 
social order based on the struggle of merely subjective arbitrariness (Marx, 1970a: 
84ff.). But as a condensed form of capitalist bourgeois society, in which the ruling 
capitalist class represents its interests, the state is also a class state (Marx, 1968: 
31ff.) and usually consists of the most powerful economic ruling class that uses 
state power to oppress and exploit the underclass (Engels, 2010: 92f.).

Additionally, Marx critically stresses the limits of state and welfare. One cen-
tral feature of Marxist state criticism is therefore the rejection of the belief that 
the state can be realized as an independent and neutral institution. In his Critique 
of the Gotha Program, Marx attacks the German social democratic party accord-
ing to which the state is autonomous and needs to be conquered as a free state by 
the working class (1970b: 19f.). In Marx’s view, to think of the (welfare) state 
as a neutral institution that only needs to be occupied by the right people is a 
‘fiction’ or ‘illusion’. In his writings on the struggle for the normal working day, 
he makes it clear that the successful battle for the Ten Hours Bill is a concession 
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rather than an achievement for the working class (Marx, 1887: 184ff.). Instead, 
legislation in the long run never aims at cutting the freedom of capital at all. Since 
government is intimidated by the bourgeoisie (organized within ruling parties), it 
is capital, law and class struggle that ultimately mark the limits of welfare policy. 
Therefore, success – like a reduction in working hours – is always the result of 
long, highly contested class struggles and strategic political alliances that often 
resemble pyrrhic victories for the lower classes and do not aim at changing the 
whole capitalist game at all (Marx, 1887: 186, 194).

The argument above reveals at least two different Marxist perspectives on wel-
fare. Welfare and social policy do not derive from parliamentarianism and politi-
cal ideas, as Marx says (1887: 187), but emerge from class struggle and economic 
requirements.3 Thus, we can differentiate between a more economic-functionalist 
and a more class-action-based perspective on welfare. These views are not ana-
lytically separated but intertwined within Marx’s analysis. The first perspective 
shows that since capital accumulation is contradictory, welfare somehow works 
both against and in favour of capital accumulation. By lowering working hours 
and protecting workers from overexploitation, welfare acts against capital’s inter-
est of maximally exploiting labour power. On the other side, it thereby prevents 
capital from exhausting its own resources. The other perspective shows that wel-
fare is a battlefield of conflicting class interests that are fought out by parties, 
social legislation and parliament decisions. One major issue that separates dif-
ferent Marxist approaches to the welfare state is thus the question of whether 
welfare is a contingent, open-ended battlefield or if its limits are always marked 
by the structural requirements of capital accumulation.

DIFFERENT MARXIST APPROACHES TOWARDS WELFARE

While Marxist debates about the state have been quite lively, especially during 
the 1970s, welfare seems to be a topic of less importance. Only a comparatively 
small number of Marxist contributions specifically address welfare. One reason 
for this lack of interest is that welfare within Marxist debates has often been 
understood ‘as a form of ideological mystification’ (Gough, 1979: vii).4 While 
Keynesians and social democrats – as the political advocates of the welfare state 
– consider welfare to be an achievement of the working class, Marxists distance 
themselves from such perceptions and stress instead the limits of welfare and its 
repressive function in freezing social conflicts. Differing Marxist approaches 
regard welfare as a) a vicarious agent of capital accumulation and structurally 
necessary institution of capitalist societies, b) a structurally self-contradictory 
subsystem of capitalist society or c) an historically changing battlefield of class 
struggle in dynamic conditions of social reproduction. In that sense, Marxist 
perspectives also differ on whether it is the case that the welfare state necessarily 
emerges from the economic structure of capitalist societies, or that the welfare 
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state develops on the basis of structural ambivalences between capital accumula-
tion and democratic requirements, or, finally, that the welfare state is a product 
of inherent class power but also (in the case of Marxist-Feminist approaches) 
gender relations. We can roughly distinguish between five different Marxist 
approaches towards welfare. First, form-analytic approaches that explain welfare 
through the needs of capital accumulation and thereby stress the functional limits 
of welfare. Second, approaches that stress the repressive and disciplinary pur-
poses of social policy. Third, ‘late-capitalist’ approaches that emphasize the 
inner institutional logic of welfare. Fourth, Western-Marxist class and regulation 
theoretical approaches that stress historically varying class actions and power 
relations within the state. And finally, Marxist-Feminist perspectives that point 
to the meaning of unpaid care work for capital accumulation and welfare 
services.

AGAINST THE ‘ILLUSION OF STATE SOCIALISM’: FORM-ANALYTIC 
PERSPECTIVES ON WELFARE

Why the welfare state emerges as a specific political form of late-capitalist socie-
ties and why citizens think of it as neutral or even ‘social’ were central questions 
of the Marxist ‘state-derivation’ debates during the 1970s (Gerstenberger, 2007). 
These debates were initiated in 1970 by German Marxists Wolfgang Müller and 
Christel Neusüß (Müller and Neusüß, 1971). In their essay ‘The Illusion of State 
Socialism and the Contradiction between Wage Labor and Capital’, they criticize 
the ‘revisionist’ assumption that the so-called welfare state can be somehow 
autonomous or independent from capitalist contradictions. This ‘illusionary’ 
view is based on the common (false) beliefs that a) the distribution of social 
surplus by the state is independent from capitalist production and b) that welfare 
truly aims at the well-being of citizens. Instead of this ‘illusion of state social-
ism’, Müller and Neusüß consider the state to be a result of capitalist societies 
and the contradictions of capital accumulation. Although the welfare state is not 
identical to capital accumulation and emerges as a separate entity, it is not an 
independent subject but rather an object of capitalist accumulation.

To sum up, following the form-analytical perspective, Marxist state theory 
understands the (welfare) state and its ambivalences as necessarily emerging 
from the contradictions of capital accumulation and it considers existing capitalist 
society and its limitations as the material foundation of the state. By distributing 
the social surplus in favour of social equality, the state is not politically inde-
pendent from capital’s interests but highly dependent on economic growth; the 
state is thus not forcing its political will onto capital. Profits need to be made for 
wages to be paid – and that in turn means the creation of surplus through exploi-
tation. A minimum level of social equality, stability and security is furthermore 
understood as a necessary appeasement in order to bolster capital accumulation 
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without any concern for serious economic redistribution. It follows that the wel-
fare state is neither a suitable terrain nor a loyal companion for working-class 
struggles against exploitation and oppression.

This critique thus counters the ‘revisionist’ political view on welfare with an 
economic perspective that emphasizes the underlying tensions between politics 
and economy (Müller and Neusüß, 1971: 13). These tensions refer to the dif-
ferent aforementioned Marxist perspectives on the state. On the one side, this 
approach interprets Marx’s analysis of capitalist societies as derived from the 
category of the commodity. The capital relation thereby appears as ‘nature’ 
and the maximum extension of the working day as the ‘natural drive of capital’ 
(Müller and Neusüß, 1971: 47). From that standpoint, social policy which, fol-
lowing Marshall, aims at reducing or even eliminating class inequality (Marshall, 
1981) – nearly like a natural law — emerges necessarily from capitalist produc-
tion and its deliberate extensive exploitation of the work force. Because capi-
talism thereby undermines its own conditions, social policy protects the work 
force from overexploitation in favour of ongoing capital accumulation. It also 
follows that the organization of the working class is paradoxically necessary for 
the survival of capitalism. Nevertheless, Müller and Neusüß do not treat social 
legislation as a merely functionalist attachment to capital accumulation but as 
a result of long class struggles and a process of diverse conflicts (Müller and 
Neusüß, 1971: 54). From this perspective, the state necessarily emerges from the 
contradictions of capital accumulation as a representative of the whole capitalist 
class but without being identical to that process of accumulation. Finally, in this 
tension between an economic-functionalist and a class-action account of welfare 
lies a central Marxist idea of welfare, namely, that it is contradictory:

In other words it is not the Marxist analysis of the welfare state that is contradictory, but the 
welfare state itself. The welfare state exhibits positive and negative features within a contra-
dictory unity. […] It simultaneously embodies tendencies to enhance social welfare, to 
develop the powers of individuals, to exert social control over the blind play of market forces; 
and tendencies to repress and control people, to adapt them to the requirements of the 
capitalist economy. (Gough, 1979: 11f.)

Another structural ambiguity of welfare considered by Marxist state theory, 
although not in its form-analytic guise, concerns the repressive and educa-
tional police function of the welfare state. From this perspective, the welfare 
state is not a self-sufficient saviour from social misery but instead a set of 
rules, relations and institutions that also aims at repressing and discriminating 
against the poor. In contrast to functionalist approaches towards welfare, this 
perspective understands social policy measures as instruments of social dis-
tinction between a reputable working class and the undesirable poor 
(Gerstenberger, 1981). Thus, welfare more accurately means fighting against 
the poor instead of fighting against poverty; welfare on this account disciplines 
the working population through the dissuasive effects of humiliating poor 
relief (see also Piven and Cloward, 1971; Wagner, 1982). This tension between 
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support and discipline was clearly expressed by the London Edinburgh 
Weekend Return Group in 1980:

The ways in which we interact with the state are contradictory – they leave many people 
confused. We seem to need things from the state, such as child care, houses, medical treat-
ment. But what we are given is often shoddy or penny-pinching, and besides, it comes to us 
in a way that seems to limit our freedom, reduce the control we have over our lives. (The 
London Edinburgh Weekend Return Group, 1980: 8)

WELFARE IN ‘LATE CAPITALISM’

During the 1970s, several authors characterized the historical phase of capitalist 
development after the Second World War with the term ‘late capitalism’. Accordingly, 
what marked the end of nineteenth-century liberal competitive capitalism was cor-
porate concentration, the emergence of multi-national corporations, strong trade 
unions and an interventionist expanding welfare state which increasingly compen-
sated for market failures. As a result, the state replaced market mechanisms more 
often while creating and improving the conditions for the appropriation of surplus 
capital. The late-capitalism welfare approach, represented by Jürgen Habermas 
(1973) and Claus Offe, for example, argues that capitalism is essentially self-con-
tradictory and self-destructive. It differs in at least three points from the form-ana-
lytic approach presented above. First, the integration of system-theoretic elements 
marks a theoretical particularity compared to other approaches of that time. Instead 
of class struggle as a traditional Marxist starting point of analysis, Offe starts by 
contradicting functional logics of social subsystems (like economy or democracy). 
Second and third, he stresses exactly what Müller and Neusüß condemned as a 
‘state illusion’, namely the autonomy of the state and its democratic, legitimizing 
function. Thus, the welfare state functionally provides conditions not only for capi-
tal accumulation but also for democratic legitimacy. From this tension between 
economic accumulation and political legitimization, there emerges a fundamental 
ambiguity of the capitalist state. Because capital is considered less and less capable 
of mediating social integration, the state increasingly protects ‘structural elements’ 
that exist beyond accumulation (like housewives or unemployed people) and 
thereby more often fills the gap of social integration with the help of different com-
pensating mechanisms so as to stabilize the system (Offe, 2006: 63). At the same 
time, the welfare state depends upon the will of the electorate and needs to satisfy 
democratic requirements, avoiding the impression of being the mere agent of the 
capitalist ruling class. Thus, the welfare state – torn between these two functions – is 
a self-reliant, independent institution that permanently switches between contradic-
tory requirements. Of course, this analysis reflects the situation of the welfare state 
during the ‘Golden Age’ of post-war prosperity and the Fordist class compromise. 
Since the crisis of that era and the transition of welfare to post-Fordism or neoliber-
alism, things look quite different.
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FROM FORDIST TO POST-FORDIST WELFARE STATE

Western Marxist class and regulation theoretical approaches towards welfare 
focus specifically on class struggle, social power relations and the connection 
between economic, political and ideological shifts within capitalist development. 
They thus address changes in the historically specific mode of production as well 
as the influence of social movements on welfare state policies. Because these 
approaches focus on historical changes, social action and ruptures (instead of 
basic structural features or system-logics), they were able to contribute in par-
ticular to the question of historical changes of welfare and national disparities 
between welfare states. According to Jessop, who considers himself a ‘plain or 
nondogmatic Marxist’ (2016: 97f.), the welfare state is an element of capitalist 
societies equally situated within the economic and political system as a ‘system 
of social reproduction’ (1986: 5). His focus differs from the two already men-
tioned perspectives insofar as he asks how the circulation of capital and the 
modern state together form the terrains of social action and class struggle. His 
approach is mainly influenced by the French Regulation School and Western 
Marxists like Gramsci and Poulantzas (for Western Marxism see Anderson, 
1987). Following Jessop, the shared interest of these approaches lies in the inter-
action between structures, strategies and attempts of different social powers to 
unify strategically hegemonic forms of state and capital in their own interest 
(Jessop, 1986: 5). To understand the relations between different economic and 
political stages of capitalist development, he uses, on the one hand, the (more 
economic) regulation theoretical analysis of capitalist regimes of accumulation 
and modes of regulation (see Lipietz, 1992: 311), and, on the other hand, the 
(more political) analysis of Gramsci and Poulantzas, which addresses different 
political rules and systems within capitalist societies.

Following Jessop, social reproduction marks the starting point of the analysis 
of welfare. Thus, the battleground of these contingent class and power struggles 
is the historically changing system of varying national welfare regimes with their 
changing strategies and conflicts between different social powers around the con-
ditions of social reproduction. While the welfare state emerged in the late nine-
teenth century, its benefits, institutions, social insurances and services as well as 
the public usage of the term ‘welfare state’ really came into full bloom during the 
post-1945 period (Flora and Heidenheimer, 1981: 19f.). This in turn was accom-
panied by Fordism, broadly speaking, a model of capital accumulation based upon 
mass production, the polarization of skills, high productivity growth and mass 
consumption. Thus, Fordism, or more precisely, the Fordist class compromise, 
marks the economic and social foundation of the expanding welfare state after 
the Second World War. This class compromise includes full employment, increas-
ing minimum family wages due to increasing productivity and strong collective 
bargaining, the development of the welfare state as a protective mechanism for 
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wages, mass consumption and the rising importance of the state for creating con-
ditions for capital accumulation as well as the reproduction of labour power by 
means of Keynesian policy (Jessop, 1986: 13; Lipietz, 1992: 312). During the 
‘Golden Age’ of the 1950s to the mid 1970s, this class compromise reduced pov-
erty and led to growing tax incomes and developing welfare services. In turn, the 
crisis of Fordism was accompanied by a crisis of the Keynesian welfare state.

According to one of the founders of the regulation school, Marxist theoreti-
cians were not prepared for post-Fordist transformations (Lipietz, 1992: 309).5 
The overaccumulation crisis of Fordism manifested in economic limits, world 
political upheavals and a growing resistance to Taylorized mass production by 
the end of the post-war boom. Fordist mass production failed to satisfy new 
flexibility requirements which were caused by changing consumer behaviour, 
globalized competition, the growing importance of financial capital and a more 
flexible labour organization. Further causes include rising wages and welfare 
standards along with declining productivity growth, rising inflation, increasing 
unemployment and public debt as well as economic crises (namely the two oil 
crises of 1973 and 1979) and finally workers’ resistance to dull working condi-
tions, putting pressure on falling profits. Continuously rising mass unemploy-
ment due to economic crises – from 1979 to 1993, unemployment rates in the EU 
doubled (Deppe, 2001: 24) – signalled the historic end of full employment and 
also marked the political defeats of trade unions and social democratic parties. 
As response, social democratic parties in several European countries adapted to a 
neoliberal agenda by the end of the 1980s. The price of full employment, namely 
public debt, high inflation and strict trade and monetary controls, was consid-
ered too high. Also, European integration and measures to reduce public and 
national debts according to the Maastricht Treaty favoured the turn away from 
a politics of social justice and redistribution. Subsequently, this brought about a 
‘Schumpeterian competition state’ (Jessop, 2003: 95ff.) and structural change of 
welfare. To take the pressure off of profits and to block the resistance of organized 
labour, new modes of labour organization and production were developed (like 
job enrichment or flexible working time organization). Accordingly, the Fordist 
crisis had put a ‘scissor-effect’ upon public finance and created a fiscal crisis of 
the welfare state (Jessop, 1986: 18) that in turn ‘placed a question mark over the 
legitimacy of state-social policies’ (Lipietz, 1992: 314). Wage-based tax incomes 
and corporate contributions to state incomes were reduced. At the same time, 
expenditures increased due to rising unemployment and declining family wages. 
The welfare state seemed to be a victim of its own former expansion and inherent 
growth dynamic since expanding social services created new pressure groups, 
new services and extended social administration. From a class-theoretical per-
spective, the ‘welfare explosion’ (Piven and Cloward, 1971: 184) shifted class 
power relations in favour of organized labour. Hence, Jessop suggests that the 
crisis of the Keynesian welfare state provided an historic opportunity for capital 
to forcibly renew accumulation and social reproduction by shifting class power 
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relations in its own favour. Accordingly, the old welfare state was considered 
inflexible, ossified, outdated and no longer affordable.

A NEW ERA OF SEGMENTATION AND EXCLUSION

Due to neoliberal attacks on welfare and the ‘scissor-effect’ since the 1980s and 
1990s, social policy has been increasingly subordinated to economic policy and 
the costs of social reproduction have been lowered with the help of a newly 
structured welfare state (Jessop, 2003: 152). According to the neoliberal agenda 
of many European conservative and liberal governments, since the victory of 
Margaret Thatcher in 1979 in the UK, the main task of politicians has been seen 
as enhancing efficiency and making labour markets and social policy more flex-
ible (Deppe, 2001: 23). These goals were achieved through increased job insecu-
rity for the sake of a supply-oriented labour market policy and reductions in 
welfare benefits and job protections, as well as privatization of social security 
and services. The work-oriented reforms of the 1990s ‘have become the common 
sense of the age’ (Peck, 2001: 342). These include so-called ‘workfare’ pro-
grammes that bind social welfare policy and flexible labour markets together in 
order to enforce work by increasing the pressure to accept even badly paid jobs.6 
Turning away from Keynesian welfare policies meant the state’s withdrawal 
from economic interventions for the sake of social security and equality along 
with the simultaneous deregulation and flexibilization of industrial relations, 
labour markets and social policy. This in turn meant accepting increasing inse-
curity, inequality, unemployment and fiscal burdens on social funds as well as 
social exclusion. The results included the expansion of low-wage sectors, pre-
cariousness, reduced social benefits and more pressure on the work force – espe-
cially for socially vulnerable groups like migrants who were hit particularly hard 
during the welfare transformation and the ‘second phase’ of international migra-
tion (Castles and Miller, 1993). While the post-1945 economic boom in Western 
Europe, North America and Australia was largely pushed forward by migrant 
workers who had initially been recruited from less-developed countries and the 
European periphery as a cheap guest work force for low-grade positions, the 
recruitment stopped in the wake of the 1973 oil crisis: ‘The result was a second 
phase in international migration, starting in the mid-1970s and gaining momen-
tum in the late 1980s and early 1990s’ (Castles and Miller, 1993: 65). During the 
following recession, migrant guest workers were the most severely affected by 
the effects of the post-Fordist restructuring of the labour process and world 
economy, which led to massive unemployment and deindustrialization.

Besides a worldwide increase in refugee movements due to political suppres-
sion or religious persecution since the mid 1970s, the demand for low-skilled 
work rose again in the course of globalization since the mid 1990s, particularly 
in the realm of an expanding service sector and growth in part-time and informal 
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work. Since then, a new international and highly racialized regime of working 
poor and ‘differentiation of labour forces on the basis of gender, age and eth-
nicity’ (Castles and Miller, 1993: 77) has arisen with precarious, irregular and 
circular migration, the expansion of low-paid service jobs and restrictive migra-
tion policies in many European countries. Although the social rights of former 
guest workers have expanded during the last decades in Western Europe, since 
then the social rights of some groups have also contracted due to economic trans-
formations, welfare restructuring and restrictive immigration policies. Migrants’ 
rights thus appear as a stratified system wherein different groups of migrants are 
endowed with different rights due to residence and labour market status. These 
differing status positions result from contradictory welfare efforts that aim at cre-
ating internal markets, recruiting highly qualified workers and restraining pov-
erty migration at the same time (Mohr, 2005).

Immigration policies, labour market policies and social welfare policies together 
form national migration regimes; by opening or limiting access to labour markets, 
social benefits and services, these regimes play key roles in the social protec-
tion and integration as well as exclusion of migrants (Papadopoulos, 2012: 38). 
In the wake of the financial crisis, lean welfare states and global refugee move-
ments, one can observe increased exclusion and discrimination of especially poor 
migrant groups by restrictive migration, labour market and welfare policies. This 
engenders a socially vulnerable minority status for migrants, which, in turn, acts 
as a key resource for a highly segmented labour market and welfare regime. Thus, 
exclusion and segmentation, ‘the differentiation of populations on the basis of 
ethnicity, origins, and legal status– which we call “racialized ethnicity”’ (Schierup 
and Castles, 2017: 254), is a central enabling force of neoliberal welfare transfor-
mation. Hierarchies are created amongst social groups, with especially vulnerable 
and exploitable labour forces, such as poverty migrants for example, employed 
in badly paid service jobs (i.e., cleaning business, care work, logistics) to lower 
labour and social provision by maintaining a low level of social reproduction. But 
this in turn causes an international ongoing crisis of social reproduction that again 
places an enormous burden on welfare policies. In the midst of this crisis, political 
coping strategies are deployed which aim at exploiting socially vulnerable groups 
and communities to do badly paid or even unpaid care work in favour of a lean 
welfare state. In the following, it will turn out that capitalism, as Marxist-Feminist 
Silvia Federici says, not only promotes an ongoing crisis of social reproduction 
but rather requires it to limit the costs of labour (Federici, 2012: 67).

‘GENDERING THE WELFARE STATE’, THE CRISIS OF SOCIAL 
REPRODUCTION AND COMMUNITY CAPITALISM

Feminist approaches to welfare have been strongly influenced by Marxist-
Feminist contributions. In the context of the ‘domestic labour debate’ during the 
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1970s and 1980s, Marxist-Feminists discussed the intersection of capitalism and 
women’s oppression and emphasized the importance of mostly unpaid care work 
within capitalist societies (Dalla Costa and James, 1972; Molyneux, 1979). By 
doing so, they worked out a critical political economy of unpaid care work, 
which has become one of the most innovative developments in Marxist theory. 
According to that debate and the findings of the ensuing sociology of care (Fine, 
2005), care work has a very special political economy. It ‘encompasses feeding 
people, looking after the sick, infants, or elderly workers, keeping warm, feeling 
safe, maintaining a sustainable environment, or satisfying emotional needs. In 
short, it comprises all the work that sustains the material and immaterial condi-
tions on which livelihoods depend […]’ (Brown et al., 2012: 78). Because care 
work can be rationalized only to a limited extent and remains both labour inten-
sive and time intensive, it remains less profitable than the industrial production 
of goods. It has thus been ‘naturalized into nonexistence’ (Bhattacharya, 2017: 
2) and traditionally been assigned to those most vulnerable groups of the popula-
tion that, due to their gender, race, age or class background, perform it badly paid 
or even unpaid. In the aftermath of these debates, feminist approaches have 
‘gendered’ the welfare state, thereby stressing the interaction of social policy, 
gender relations and the importance of the family as one leg of the ‘welfare tri-
angle’ (Daly, 2000: 5). Care thus functions as a key concept that systematically 
binds welfare and gender relations together and can be used as a touchstone for 
evaluating differing national welfare regimes and standards with consideration to 
women’s living conditions (Daly and Lewis, 1999). From this perspective, the 
welfare state appears not only as a beneficiary of gratis social services done by 
housewives, but as an institution that itself strongly shapes gender roles and rela-
tions (Daly and Rake, 2003: 36). Hence, taking feminist insights into account, 
the welfare state also contributes to a patriarchal division of labour and organizes 
social life as a series of gendered stages and vice versa: ‘The traditional division 
of labor between men as earners and women as carers produces a gender differ-
entiation of social rights and benefit levels’ (Sainsbury, 1996: 35).

In the last three decades, social reproduction and the welfare state have under-
gone significant modifications. First, the world of work has changed with rising 
women’s participation in the labour market along with increasing precariousness 
and the erosion of family wages. Second, the welfare state itself has undergone 
significant restructuring and actively withdrawn from former levels of social 
security. Third, individual and family life forms have changed too. Instead of a 
breadwinner model, we observe increasing expansion of an adult-worker model 
and single households. Finally, due to demographic changes, the number of care-
dependent people and demands for home care have risen tremendously. Finally, 
increased labour flexibility, demographic changes, the retrenchment of the wel-
fare state, rising employment of former housewives and, last but not least, the 
remaining unequal division of domestic labour in private households all leave 
enormous gaps in care. Altogether, this leads to a crisis of social reproduction 
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with increasing burn-out rates, insufficient compatibilization of career and child-
raising and supply gaps. The central social and political question can now be 
stated like this: who will fill the growing gaps left by working mums and a lean 
state? One political answer is something we can call ‘Community Capitalism’.7 
It marks the continuation of the capitalist mode of social reproduction by new 
means: care responsibilities are redistributed to social communities beyond fam-
ily ties at the expense of socially vulnerable, mostly female groups in favour of 
reducing costs. Community Capitalism is both a kind of continuity and a new 
step within neoliberal care policy. Under dazzling terms like ‘caring’- or ‘com-
passionate communities’, it tries to obligate civil society and social communities 
to do more informal care work instead of expanding benefits or developing bet-
ter conditions for professional and well-paid care workers. One example of this 
ongoing exploitation of caring communities is the elder care crisis in Germany 
and the way it is managed by social policy.

CONCLUSION: A CONSERVATIVE CARE REGIME IN TROUBLE

According to feminist approaches, welfare states differ based on whether they 
strengthen or weaken the care function of the family (Appelt, 2014: 106). In this 
sense, Germany’s welfare state has been classified as ‘conservative’ (Esping-
Andersen, 1990), ‘typified by a lack of day care and family services, the exclu-
sion of non-working wives from social insurance schemes, and the principle of 
subsidiarity which limits state interference to’ when the family’s capacity to 
service its members is exhausted’ (Sainsbury, 1996: 37). Hence, Germany’s wel-
fare state strengthens the caring function of the family by delegating much of its 
welfare production to private households and the unpaid care work of mostly 
female relatives. Additionally, this welfare state is mainly characterized by social 
insurances that Ewald (1989) once considered the real core of modern societies 
and that are centred on employment. The level of entitlements for social benefits 
depends on contributions that in turn derive from employment. In regard to 
gender relations, this earnings-related benefits system conservatively maintains 
status preservation of insured persons – and thus the preservation of gender 
inequalities.

In Germany, gender, welfare and care arrangements have undergone funda-
mental structural changes since the so-called ‘growth-security alliance’ (Offe, 
1983) came to an end in the early 1970s. Germany’s welfare state turned into a 
‘social investment state’ within the context of a crisis of employment and public 
benefits; this took place after the reunification of the two German states in 1989, 
and was mainly due to changing conditions of social reproduction brought about 
by an ageing population, changing family and household structures, an expand-
ing service sector, rising employment rates of women, declining wages and the 
erosion of the breadwinner model. Flexibility becomes the new universal value in 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1498

terms of working conditions, prices and even flexible citizens (Lessenich, 2008: 
74). This is shown by the mobilization of a marginalized labour supply, the rising 
integration of women in often badly paid part-time jobs, workfare programmes, 
higher retirement ages and a social policy that prioritizes individual self-respon-
sibility of citizens instead of expanding public services. Thus, in the heart of the 
‘enabling’ welfare state now stands the transition from state provision to self-
care, from public to individual risk management (Lessenich, 2008: 82).

This whole development also has effects on Germany’s elder care regime, 
which has always delegated the bulk of its elder care obligations onto private 
households, families, wives and daughters. This arrangement is now being chal-
lenged not only because more and more women are employed, but also because 
of neoliberal measures of restructuring and a crisis of social reproduction. Due to 
shrinking family wages, rising labour market participation of women, remaining 
patriarchal household division of labour, lack of professional care workers and 
the decreasing capacities of relatives to provide care, Germany’s conservative 
care regime comes under increasing pressure while care supply gaps grow larger. 
To maintain cost reduction in times of growing demands for elder care, a double 
movement of privatization takes place. On the one side, Germany’s welfare state 
delegates the bulk of elder care to private households because long-term care 
insurance (introduced in 1995) only covers a proportion of the costs and leaves 
the further costs to private households and social benefits. Half of all care work is 
thus still performed unpaid, mostly by female relatives. On the other side, long-
term care insurance has also opened the care market to private providers and has 
thus initiated a process of economic privatization. Together with rising demands 
for job mobility, flexibility and insufficient public services, this double privatiza-
tion has put a lot of pressure on households, especially women who try hard to 
combine employment and elder care obligations. The crisis can be seen in many 
ways: caring relatives are disproportionally affected by depression and medicine 
dependency, there are periodical elder care scandals, nurses are striking and there 
is an increasing exploitation of migrant care workers in private households.

Since social reproduction is changing and getting harder, the central pillars 
of Germany’s care regime – families, wives and working mums – are breaking 
down. Social policy now tries hard to close care gaps by following its tradition as 
a conservative care regime – but in a new way. Because the caring capacities of 
female relatives and families are declining, the welfare state now aims to mobilize 
care work beyond family boundaries. For this purpose, the state sets up cash for 
care programmes; strengthens support for the elderly with the help of monetized 
volunteer work; legalizes domestic work done by eastern European migrants 
within the eastward enlargement of the EU; and sets up workfare programmes for 
long-term unemployed and low-skilled workers to care for the elderly, underpaid. 
One consequence of this new division of care are highly gendered and racialized 
‘global care chains’ (Hochschild, 2001) where female migrant domestic workers 
from poor countries fill care gaps on expanding shadow markets with slave-like 
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working conditions. As shown in the case of migrant workers, neoliberal wel-
fare states use social vulnerability based on gender, race and global inequality 
as a resource to fill the gaps and cut costs within times of care crisis. Hence, the 
exploited cornerstone of a lean welfare state consists in a ‘care reserve army’ of 
mostly female and socially vulnerable groups like relatives, volunteers, migrant 
domestic workers, neighbours, friends, refugees, retired persons or unemployed 
people (Haubner, 2020). Against the backdrop of the state withdrawal from public 
care and an increasing demand for cheap care, the importance of unpaid or badly 
paid care rises. Research has found that the decline of public care services corre-
lates internationally with the expansion of grey markets for informal, precarious, 
badly paid or even slave-like unpaid care work (Anderson, 2000). Insofar as care 
remains the hidden condition of capital accumulation and welfare, the changes, 
crises and new demands of care work will decide the future of welfare poli-
cies. Along with the contradictions of welfare named at the beginning, another 
central contradiction of welfare currently appears: Community Capitalism as a 
new step of social reproduction depends on the ‘lifeblood’ (Dowling and Harvie, 
2014: 882) and exploitation of unpaid or underpaid care work done by vulnerable 
social communities. At the same time, neoliberal welfare policies, as can be seen 
especially in times of austerity, aim at lowering the costs of social reproduction, 
thereby downgrading social security and aggravating impositions for making a 
living. The limits and struggles of ‘caring communities’ – which can already be 
observed within the context of worsening social-distribution conflicts around the 
globe – will thus become a key question not only for the future of welfare but for 
capitalist societies in general. These limits, struggles and contradictions can best 
be understood and explored with the help of (Feminist-Marxist) social reproduc-
tion theory (Bhattacharya, 2017).

Notes

1  ‘Overall, social reproduction refers to all the labor processes that go into re-creating life. In capital’s 
terms, social reproduction designates the replenishment of labor in the abstract. Consequently, the 
term’s definition has a dual character pertaining to the reproduction of labor power and the reproduc-
tion of life’ (Brown et al., 2012: 78).

2  ‘Stripping society of the institutional layers that guaranteed social reproduction outside the labor con-
tract meant that people were commodified. In turn, the introduction of modern social rights implies a 
loosening of the pure commodity status. De-commodification occurs when a service is rendered as a 
matter of right, and when a person can maintain a livelihood without reliance on the market’ (Esping-
Andersen, 1990: 21f.).

3  Franz Xaver Kaufmann and other authors have shown that this assumption doesn’t hold true in this 
strict sense. Welfare and social policy are instead highly influenced by competing political parties and 
normative political ideas such as ‘social security’ or ‘equality’ (Ewald, 1989; Flora and Heidenheimer, 
1981: 25; Kaufmann, 2003).

4  ‘The concept of the welfare state as a humane response to need has performed an invaluable 
ideological function in the control and discipline of working-class populations, for in the name of 
“welfare” much can be achieved which would be impossible by more direct methods of repression’ 
(Gough, 1979: vii).
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5  ‘Too often, they [the Marxists; T. H.] had considered their object (capitalist economies) to be char-
acterised by a set of eternal laws and behavioural rules. […] The history of capitalism is much more 
complex. Capitalist socio-economic relations underwent greater changes in the years from 1848 
to the present than any socialist of that earlier era would have ever thought possible’ (Lipietz,  
1992: 309).

6  ‘[…] workfare strategies are becoming normalized as a means of enforcing labor-market participa-
tion in a climate dominated by underemployment, low pay, work insecurity, and low-grade service 
employment’ (Peck, 2001: 342).

7  The term ‘Community Capitalism’, although originally used by the American Assembly (1997), has 
been sociologically coined as a new care paradigm in discussions with Silke van Dyk and Emma Dowl-
ing at the Friedrich-Schiller-University in Jena (see also Dyk, 2018; Dyk/Haubner 2021).
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Capital relates to cities in all kinds of ways.1 Cities can both represent capitalism 
in its most virtuous state, or be the site of its rapid degeneration. As sites for 
massive volumes of capital accumulation as well as centres of concentrated pov-
erty and hotspots of resistance, it should come as no surprise that Marxist studies 
of urban processes have come in various forms. But what unites them is that they 
exist within a tension between the ‘urban’ and the political economy at large.

In this respect, there are two positions that are equally misleading. One ignores 
the particularities of the urban and materiality of the city, while the other exag-
gerates its importance. From the first position, the city is annihilated by the wider 
capitalist economy; in the second the city lights blind us from seeing capital-
ism altogether. More aligned with the first position, we arguably find Friedrich 
Engels, who – according to Merrifield – looked at the city and ‘saw little apart 
from capitalist modernization’ (2002: 65). Closer to the latter we arguably find 
Henri Lefebvre, where ‘the urban’ – according to Smith – became ‘the motive 
force of historical change’ (2003: xvi).

Tensions between spatial forms and social relations, between the spheres of the 
urban and the wider economy, have followed urban Marxism for decades, and will 
follow us through the paper. I second Sharon Zukin, who argues that cities appear 
to be ‘one of those social creations that tease the limits of autonomy’ (2006: 105), 
both reflecting underlying social structures as well as shaping them in various 
ways. Grasping the exact connections and relations between ‘the urban’ and the 
wider economy is a difficult, if not impossible, task. The city should rather be 

82
The Urban
Stå le  Holgersen



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1504

regarded as a vantage point from which to capture some ‘salient features in the 
social processes operating in society as a whole’ (Harvey, 1973: 16).2

One obvious starting point for this chapter is to see what Marx and Engels 
had to say. But their work on the urban was fairly weak and scattered, although 
it tended to point towards the importance of the subject. In The Communist 
Manifesto, Marx and Engels argued that the ‘bourgeoisie has subjected the coun-
try to the rule of the towns’, ‘created enormous cities’ and ‘increased the urban 
population as compared with the rural’ (2004: 8–9). In The German Ideology, 
Marx and Engels argue that the greatest division of material and mental labour 
‘is the separation of town and country’. They further elaborate how the existence 
of towns implies the ‘necessity of administration, policies, taxes, etc., in short 
of … politics in general’ (1974: 68–9). And in volume one of Capital we read: 
‘One might well say that the whole economic history of society is summed up 
in the movement of this antithesis [i.e. the separation of town and country]. 
However, for the moment we shall not go into this’ (Marx, 1976: 472). Although 
this had huge implications, for example for enclosure, metabolic rifts and the 
division of labour, Marx’s moment for going further into the urban question 
never really came.3

Friedrich Engels wrote more directly on the urban, particularly in his relatively 
descriptive analysis of urban poverty in The Condition of the Working Class in 
England, published in 1845 (Engels, 2013), and the more analytical discussions 
on housing taken up in The Housing Question almost 30 years later (Engels, 
1942). The Housing Question in particular contains arguments and passages – as 
will be seen below – that have inspired later Marxists enormously.

After the publication of The Housing Question in 1872, almost one century 
would pass until Marxist theory really picked up urban questions again.4 When 
Marxist scholars got involved in urban thinking from the 1960s onwards, the con-
ventional thinking around the urban was defined by measures of size, density and 
transport that were largely descriptive and relied more on empirical generalisa-
tions than theory per se (Smith, 2003). This was mixed with positivist approaches 
to urban planning and policy of the time, wherein planners aimed for neutral 
objectives in the effort to maximise the benefits the city could bring to everyone 
(Harvey, 1973; Holt-Jensen, 1999).

Positivists could map poverty and segregation, but they could not explain the 
underlying causes of poverty, and certainly not point towards any meaningful 
actions to fight poverty.5 The Marxist approach was very different. But as it 
was insufficient to simply elaborate on what Marx had said, Marxists needed 
to employ and further develop an entire Marxian toolkit and start thinking 
critically.

The French philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre is often seen as the 
pioneer in the world of urban Marxism, even though he was followed not much 
later by David Harvey and Manuel Castells in the early 1970s. Then, within a few 
years, the 1970s Marxist (-inspired) urban scholars appeared, within sociology 
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(e.g. Chris Pickvance, Michael Harloe), human geography (e.g. Doreen Massey, 
Neil Smith), urban planning (e.g. Allen J. Scott and Shoukry T. Roweis), urban 
history (e.g. Richard Foglesong) and political science (e.g. Ira Katznelson).

By now cities had become landscapes of power. Where Marx aimed at reveal-
ing the fetishism of the commodity, arguing that it was not only a thing but also 
process and social relation, urban scholars wanted to reveal spatial fetishism and 
encourage us to stop mistaking social relations for spatial ones. Marxists began 
investigating how social relations, (class) conflicts and contradictions constituted 
both the built environment and urban phenomena more generally. Beyond the 
buildings, castles and slums, the offices and factories, there were processes and 
people that produced spaces. Lefebvre sought to demystify and trace the inner 
dynamics of social space, and explicitly urged Marxists to ‘analyse not things in 
space but space itself, with a view to uncovering the social relationships embed-
ded in it’ (1991: 89). His call was heard.

ANALYSING SINGLE ASPECTS OF THE CITY, WITHIN GENERAL 
MARXIAN FRAMEWORKS

The most common way of ‘urbanising’ Marx is, arguably, to take a relatively 
confined (‘urban’) area of research and work with it within a broader Marxian 
theoretical apparatus. In this section, I will reconstruct some of these discourses 
and investigate how they cannot avoid tensions between urban processes and 
those within the wider economy.

Planning and Urban Policy

In the Grundrisse (1973) Marx mentions that every form of production creates 
its own legal relations and form of government. We can add to this: its own ways 
of organising and planning space. If we look at contemporary discussions within 
the major journals of planning theory, Marxism is, with a few exceptions, pretty 
non-existent. The exceptions, like Tom Angotti, Michael Edwards and Libby 
Porter, as well as Samuel Stein, Linda Fox-Rogers, Berna Grist and Enda 
Murphy, neither constitute a trend nor a tendency – at least not yet!

This was different in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The main task for Marxists 
takes on planning at the time was to scrutinise, criticise and reveal power relations. 
Marxists challenged an understanding of planning as either a purely descriptive 
or purely normative activity, and also confronted the idea of planning as simply a 
tool for everyday policy-making (Scott and Roweis, 1977). According to Roweis: 
‘[P]lanners tend to vacillate between utopianism and technical pragmatism. The 
former robs their practice of its potential effectiveness and their theory of its 
practical significance. The latter reduces practice to an aimless management of 
day-to-day bottlenecks and theory to a technical instrumentality of shortsighted 
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“problem-solving”’ (1981: 159). This was written almost 40 years ago, but the 
exact same things could be argued today.

Among the Marxists concerned with spatial planning, there were different 
approaches. Lamarche related urban planning to the circulation of capital, and 
property development in particular (1976), Castells focused on (collective) con-
sumption, but also (1977[1972]) on planning’s relations to ideology and poli-
tics, Harvey (1973) showed how the built environment was used by capital as a 
means of production (cf. Foglesong, 1986: ch. 1). Dear and Scott (1981), Scott 
and Roweis (1977) and Cockburn (1977) related urban planning under capitalism 
to the problem of ‘collective control’ and the local state, and Stone (1975) and 
Marcuse (1980) discussed planning and urban policy in relation to housing (see 
also Dear and Scott, 1981; Foglesong, 1986; Harvey, 1985; Pickvance, 1976).

The Marxists cited above were criticised by liberal authors like Susan and 
Norman Fainstein (1979) and Peter Hall (1988), for not presenting alternatives 
and for creating a too-large distance between planning theory and practice.6 I 
think this critique actually has some validity (although the exact same critique 
can be directed towards non-Marxist planning theory). The Marxian discussions 
on planning lacked ideas for how urban planning and policy could be mobilised in 
a socialist strategy. This is more than ever an unfulfilled task (Holgersen, 2020).

Housing and Gentrification

Housing is arguably the area of research where urban Marxists can draw most 
explicitly on its founders, particularly on Engels’ polemic towards Proudhon in the 
1870s. This brings us directly to one of the key questions in this chapter: can hous-
ing and the urban be grasped independently of larger processes of capitalism 
(Proudhon) or not (Engels)? This discussion lives on, and is also articulated as 
Marxists versus Weberians (see Smith, 1996 versus Saunders, 1979). Engels was 
rather pessimistic about struggles over housing, as housing shortage was consid-
ered ‘one of the numerous, smaller, secondary evils which results from the present-
day capitalist mode of production’ (1942: 22, emphasis in original). For Engels, the 
solution to housing problems was found not in the housing struggle, but in no less 
than the ‘abolition of the capitalist mode of production and the appropriation of all 
the means of life and labour by the working class itself’ (1942: 77).

Engels (1942) argued something crucial in The Housing Question:

In reality the bourgeoisie has only one method of solving the housing question after its 
fashion – that is to say, of solving it in a such a way that the solution continually reproduces 
the question anew. This method is called “Haussmann”. (1942: 74)

And three pages later:

The breeding places of disease, the infamous holes and cellars in which the capitalist mode 
of production confines our workers night after night are not abolished; they are merely 
shifted elsewhere. (1942: 77, emphasis in original)



THE URBAN 1507

These two quotes have had a huge impact on housing studies in general, and on 
studies of gentrification in particular. One prominent process in cities all around 
the globe over the last decades has been that large investments in former work-
ing-class and poor areas have brought about changes that give the place a new 
and ‘upgraded’ class character. These processes of gentrification directly con-
cern Engels’ quote, as politicians have ‘solved’ problems of poverty in these 
particular places through forcing the poor and workers to go elsewhere.

Debates about gentrification over the past years have been divided between 
two camps, where one is considered more Marxist, and the other more liberal or 
‘Weberian’. The key author on the Marxian side has been Neil Smith. His main 
emphasis was the role and logic of capital accumulation, where capitalists can 
spot and mobilise differences between actual and potential rents (i.e. a rent gap). 
This approach is frequently called a supply-side explanation to gentrification, 
and is often contrasted with what is called demand-side explanation, where the 
focus is on ‘young gentrifiers’ and hipsters, and differences in taste and culture 
between groups defined as ‘working class’ and ‘middle class’.7 Such a demand-
side explanation is often related to a Weberian approach, and often builds upon 
clear distinctions between the economic and the political (and legal) spheres, 
which are considered ‘autonomous rather than relatively autonomous’ (Harloe, 
1977: 8).

Where more Marxist-oriented researchers have argued that gentrification is a 
class project, where displacement of people is crucial (see also Peter Marcuse, 
Tom Slater), more liberal authors stress the potential benefits that gentrification 
can bring to ‘the city’ (David Ley). And terminology becomes a political battle: 
are we talking about ‘displacement’ or ‘replacement’ (see Slater, 2009 versus 
Hamnett, 2003)? Such differences depend very much on how one conceptualises 
class.

Class and the City

Engels warns against seeing the landlord–tenant relation as an equivalent to 
worker and capitalist, as the landlord–tenant relation is a ‘quite ordinary com-
modity transaction between two citizens’ (1942: 25). According to Engels, ten-
ants can be cheated in this transaction, but we do not find the same form of 
exploitation in housing as in the workplace. But this does not mean that housing 
or cities don’t have class characters. Cynthia Cockburn argued that it  
‘is sometimes forgotten that the respective positions of landlord and tenant, the 
observance of electoral democracy, the individual’s client-relationship to the 
state are just as much capitalist relations as those between employer and 
employed’ (1977: 368). One could add relations between debtor and creditor, 
and class struggles over ownership of streets, buildings and public spaces, or 
other public goods, etc. For radical human geographers it is crucial that pre-
existing classes are not simply added on in spatial analysis: class relations and 
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class struggle not only take place in space, but class struggle uses and produces 
spaces: class and capital accumulation is spatial (see e.g. Harvey, 1999, Smith, 
2008). And just as production and reproduction of class is intertwined with poli-
tics in all kinds of ways, we can also see that urban policies always have their 
class character.8

There are different ways of analytically systematising ‘class in the city’, and 
through making different abstractions and levels of generalisations we can bet-
ter understand the concept. For example, Harvey (1985) discusses (factions of 
capitalist) classes in relation to the built environment; Edwards (1995) divides up 
class functions in urban development; Katznelson (1992) articulates four ‘layers’ 
in the city;9 and Bridge (1995), when investigating the relation between class 
and residence, combines three levels of abstraction – mode of production, social 
formation and conjuncture – with three ‘critical moments of the realization of 
class relations’.10

Class has also been discussed in a variety of ways in relation to different sub-
jects, like the segregation and dual cities (Peter Marcuse), the local state (Cynthia 
Cockburn), gentrification (Neil Smith, Eric Clark, Tom Slater and Elvin Wyly), 
housing (Michael Stone), real-estate developments (Francois Lamarche, Michael 
Edwards), economic geography (Richard Walker, Doreen Massey), landscapes 
(Don Mitchell), social exclusion (Jamie Gough), urban policies (Ståle Holgersen), 
planning (Richard Foglesong, Allen J. Scott, Michael Dear), gentrification (Gary 
Bridge) and even architecture (Bill Risebero).

Class struggles within every one of these fields are related to, but not totally 
determined by, other fields, including, of course, class conflicts at workplaces. 
Even though they are significant political struggles in their own right, from a 
Marxist perspective it is crucial to remember that there are some particularities 
at play in the labour process in workplaces that we do not find elsewhere. This is 
the particular form of exploitation that produces surplus value, and thus growth, 
which is not present anywhere else.11

That humankind reproduces itself is crucial to capital, but also to us as human 
beings, obviously. In the city, questions concerning the family, community insti-
tutions, physical and social infrastructure and cultural activities immediately 
come to mind. One does not need a PhD in gender studies to see how gendered 
the references have been in this chapter so far, and critical feminists have criti-
cised much of ‘urban Marxism’ for the lack in interest in gender issues (see e.g. 
Katz, 2006; Massey, 1991).

Although more work is obviously needed in this respect, much research has 
also been done at the intersection of Marxism/socialism and feminism: both in 
terms of gentrification (Rose, 1984), the geography of fear (Listerborn, 2002), 
spatial economic restructuring (Massey, 1995) and the (urban) geography of 
work (Mackenzie, 1999; McDowell, 2009), in relation to housing and racism 
(Molina, 1997), as well as examining the relationship between production and 
reproduction (Rose, 1993).12
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According to Suzanne Mackenzie, neither changes in women’s roles nor femi-
nist analysis are phenomena that can simply be added on existing frameworks as 
another empirical case study: ‘These changes and this analysis required a fun-
damental questioning of the basic concepts and methods of disciplines, and the 
development of new concepts and methods’ (1999: 418). Therefore, we are also 
already in the section of this chapter where we investigate how the foundational 
apparatus of Marxism also can be altered.

BRINGING THE CITY INTO THE GENERAL APPARATUS  
OF MARXISM

Urban Marxism is not only about placing the city/urban within a Marxist frame-
work; there are also analyses where urban questions interact with and even alter 
the very Marxian theoretical apparatus.13 This also broadens the scope for what 
a Marxist analysis can be altogether. Lefebvre (1976) argued that capitalism 
couldn’t survive without constantly producing new spaces. But as it is often 
unclear how this actually happens, both Castells and Harvey have worked to 
concretise this thesis.

Castells’ focus was on the city as the ‘spatial specificity of the processes of 
reproduction of labor-power and the processes of reproduction of the means of 
production’ (1977: 443). In The Urban Question, the city is understood as a site 
of collective consumption: goods and services necessary for the working class, as 
living labour, to reproduce itself, and thus necessary for production. It is afford-
able housing, transit systems, (public) schools and hospitals, sewage and garbage 
facilities, playgrounds and parks, even clear air. It is a sophisticated and revisited 
version of Engels’ analysis (Merrifield, 2002: 120).

This analysis perhaps made more sense in the Keynesian–Fordist post-war 
urban economy (The Urban Question was published in 1972), and less so some 
decades later when all kinds of services and activities had been privatised. Today 
we must also see how urban aspects – like housing, the built environment, privati-
sation of public space, etc. – play a part in capital accumulation and are also sites 
for class struggle. That is where Harvey wants to take us.

Where Castells was inspired by Althusserian Marxism, Harvey went directly 
to Marx. In Grundrisse Marx describes how capital, through its physically fixed 
and immovable parts, like ‘houses, railway etc.’ needs to establish its ‘residence 
on the land itself, and the seemingly solid presuppositions given by nature, them-
selves [appear], in landed property, as merely posited by industry’ (1973: 740). 
Harvey builds on this when arguing that capital ‘must represent itself in the form 
of a physical landscape created in its own image, as use-values created through 
human labour and embedded in the land to facilitate the further accumulation of 
capital’ (1985: 43). And as capitalism is a revolutionary mode of production –  
constantly changing and developing due to compound growth, competition,  



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1510

crisis and class conflicts – things that were once fixed parts that facilitated capital 
accumulation can easily become barriers at a later point in time. Capital perpetu-
ally produces landscapes in its own image, requisite to its own needs, only to 
undermine, disrupt and destroy this very landscape at a later point in time. What 
were at one point the symbols of the future become ‘the crowning glory of past 
capitalist development’ (Harvey, 1985: 43).

The built form becomes a crucial and constitutive aspect of capital accumula-
tion in the sense that we simply cannot think about capitalism without it. The 
next step is then to conceptualise relations between investments in, for example, 
real estate versus investments in industrial production. Harvey (1999) attempts to 
grasp this by building on Lefebvre’s (2003) terminology: distinguishing between 
the primary circuit of capital (capital circulating in manufacturing and indus-
trial production), and the secondary circuit of capital (in finance, housing, real 
estate, consumption fund formation and the built environment).14 One reading 
of Lefebvre is that he took this analysis ‘too far’, and claimed that the second-
ary circuit was going to replace the primary as the most important for historical 
development. Such a claim would obviously be a fallacy, and remind us to be 
nuanced and careful when handling the distinctions between the urban and rest 
of the economy.

Historically, ‘switching’ capital and investments between the two circuits has 
been difficult for some minor and medium-size businesses that operate in one or 
the other, which has opened up roles of finance and fund managers (Christophers, 
2011). Such ‘switching’ has vast implications, not least when capital tries to 
avoid – but also, unintentionally, creates – crises.

Crisis

The fact that the 2008 crisis was triggered by the US housing sector surely made 
many urban scholars enthusiastic: finally the world can see how important hous-
ing is! There is a danger in losing the crucial sensitivity between capital accumu-
lation and built environment when simply surfing on this momentum.

Cities are also affected by crisis management. Urban Marxists have pointed 
out, since 2010, that austerity also has an urban character, as cities are ‘dispro-
portionately reliant on public services’, and hence are the preferred political 
targets of austerity programs – basically, cities are ‘where austerity bites’ (Peck, 
2012: 629).

Concerning crisis theory, most urban Marxists ascribe to Marx’s thesis on 
overproduction (Holgersen, 2015). It is hard to say exactly why this is so, but two 
points are worth pointing out. One is how influential Harvey – who has defended 
this theory, although emphasised overaccumulation rather than overproduction 
– has been from the 1970s onwards. The other is how the theory of overaccumu-
lation has direct implications for the built environment. In overproduction/overac-
cumulation, crises are constituted by the contradictory unity between production 
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and realisation. When capital cannot find profitable investment opportunities in 
the ‘primary’ circuit of capital, it goes into the ‘secondary’ in attempts to be 
realised. This contributes to massive investments in the built environment, and 
thus all kinds of bubbles and crises in finance, real estate and housing.15

The other major theory that Marxists have used to explain the 2008 crisis is the 
law of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall. This theory does not have similar 
immediate implications for urbanisation (although the rising organic composi-
tion of capital obviously also has its geography). But it is crucial to remember 
that lacking such immediate urban connections does not make it less significant 
per se.

Cities also play into attempts to solve crises in a different way. The built 
environment is normally crucial for Keynesian-inspired countercyclical invest-
ment. We discussed above how politicians, planners and capital can ‘solve’ urban 
problems by shifting them elsewhere. Harvey has implemented this logic on a 
higher level of generalisation, and discusses how capitalism also can ‘solve’ 
its crises by shifting them elsewhere. Through the concept of ‘spatial fix’ we 
see how economic problems at large can be ‘solved’ though tearing down old 
urban landscapes and spatial structures and creating new ones. The moving of 
industry to countries with lower wages and crushing of labour unions became 
crucial parts of solving the 1970s crisis: but so was the establishment of the post- 
Fordist/post-industrial/entrepreneurial/neoliberal city (dear child has many 
names). But, inspired by Engels and following Harvey, this did not solve any 
crisis permanently, but merely shifted contradiction and problems around in time 
and space. Neoliberal urban landscapes from the 1980s onwards contributed to 
economic growth through speculation, bubbles, making the working class poorer 
and increasing housing prices – all factors that in various ways and degrees con-
tributed to the 2008 crisis.

TAKING CONCEPTS FROM MARX INTO NEW PLACES

Another way urban theorists have ‘used’ Marx is by drawing inspiration from 
single aspects of Marxism’s foundation, and then theorising further out from 
there than (I predict) Marx and Engels would have ever dreamed of.

One such discourse comprises Marxists’ understandings of ‘urban culture’: 
since modern cities are so densely packed with symbols, signs and (in)visible 
representations, there is no wonder Marxists like Walter Benjamin, Raymond 
Williams, Guy Debord and Marshall Berman have conducted wider analysis of 
culture under capitalism.

One concept that is obviously inspired by Marx’s abstract labour is Lefebvre’s 
notion of abstract space: where abstract labour denies true concrete labour and 
thus fully developed individuality, abstract space denies concrete qualitative and 
differential space. Lefebvre also – rudely but excellently – used the concepts of 
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use-value and exchange-value in an innovative way. For Marx, these are two phe-
nomenal forms of a commodity, but for Lefebvre they are also two different ways 
of relating to space. This particular distinction becomes useful in revealing class 
conflicts in the city: while some people have a use-value relation to space where 
the city is used for joy and reproduction, others have an exchange-value relation 
to space, where the city is used as a means to accumulate capital (Lefebvre, 1975, 
2003, see also Smith, 1991).

Those that definitely took concepts from Marx (and Marxists) to new places 
were the situationists. By drawing heavily on Marx’s theories in general, and 
alienation and fetishism in particular, Guy Debord saw the urban and the city 
as parts of a capitalist-bureaucratic spectacle, and his concept of falling rate of 
use-value, for example, is certainly a reference to Marx, but surely not a theory 
from Marx (Debord, 2002). In a keynote lecture on 19 June 2017 Don Mitchell 
asked nonetheless if this could be an interesting approach to start thinking about 
why our cities and everyday lives are constantly being filled up with ever more 
useless things.16

Holgersen and Baeten (2017) take Marx into urban policy. Inspired by Marx’s 
introduction to Grundrisse, they make a distinction between production of the 
city and distribution in the city. In contrast to the much discussed sphere of distri-
bution – social programmes, redistribution, welfare policies, etc. – the production 
of the city – major urban investments, the main focus for urban policy, etc. have 
during neoliberalism remained more taken for granted and less discussed. The 
lack of alternatives on the production side shows how strong the hegemony has 
been. But, and again drawing upon Marx’s introduction to Grundrisse, the real 
distribution of power is found within the sphere of production.

One discourse that has become popular in contemporary critical urban theory 
is planetary urbanism. This draws more upon Lefebvre than Marx, and espe-
cially Lefebvre’s hypothesis that starts The Urban Revolution: society has been 
completely urbanized (2003: 1). According to well-read Marxists like Andy 
Merrifield, Neil Brenner and Christian Schmid, the old distinctions between 
global North and South, inner city and suburb, city and countryside, are ‘redun-
dant, chaotic conceptions, requiring an upgrade and a rethink’ (Merrifield, 2014: 
x). The ‘urban’ conquers the whole globe: ‘from transoceanic shipping lanes, 
transcontinental highway and railway networks, and worldwide communications 
infrastructures to alpine and coastal tourist enclaves, “nature” parks, offshore 
financial centres, agro-industrial catchment zones and erstwhile “natural” spaces 
such as the world’s oceans, deserts, jungles, mountain ranges, tundra, and atmo-
sphere’, have all become ‘integral parts of the worldwide urban fabric’ (Brenner 
and Schmid, 2011: 12).

The concept has also been met by critique (see Mitchell, 2014; Walker, 2015).17 
It is worth adding that how one understands ‘planetary urbanism’ depends heav-
ily upon how one defines urbanism. But I will also add that regardless of how 
one defines the concept, it does necessarily bring a spatial connotation with it, 
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which can be problematic if the aim is to describe processes that could be better 
discussed in terms of capital accumulation, labour and capital, growth, infra-
structure and so on. I argued earlier in the text that one aim of Marxist studies of 
cities/urban is to reveal spatial fetishism. It is therefore worth asking whether the 
concept of planetary urbanism is not adding another layer of spatial fetishism. 
Does the concept blur rather than reveal various social relations?

I also claimed above that urban processes and cities are social creations that 
tease the limits of autonomy. We have seen how urban Marxists have been operat-
ing in the unclear territory between a Marxian framework of capital accumulation 
and the physical built forms of cities – with Lefebvre going far in one direction, 
Castells far in the other. The concept of planetary urbanism, as also its critiques 
display, definitely highlights the need for geographical and sociological sensi-
tivity when discussing issues of urbanisation, the built environment, class and 
capital accumulation, nature and materialism.

CITIES AS PLACES FOR RESISTANCE, ACTIVISM AND  
CLASS CONFLICTS

I argued in the introduction that almost a century passed after the publication of 
The Housing Question in 1872 before Marxists – with exceptions – picked up 
urban questions again. This regards Marxist theory. In practice, on the other 
hand, urban issues have been part of resistance to capitalism and to socialist 
struggles.

Struggles over work and labour are often considered the core of socialist tac-
tics. But in reality this is far more complex. That housing has always been an 
important part of class conflicts was again seen after the tragic Grenfell Tower 
fire in London, 2017. The vast implications housing might have for politics and 
class struggle, far beyond the four walls of a dwelling, came to the surface. The 
coexisting phenomena of homelessness and empty buildings are also a particular 
capitalist phenomenon. Globally there are currently 330 million households –  
comprising more than one billion people – who are unable to find a decent and 
affordable home (Madden and Marcuse, 2016). This is not only a political strug-
gle in itself; it also helps us reveal contradictions in capitalism.18

Struggles at workplaces do of course remain crucial for socialist strategy. But 
the history of resistance to capitalism and socialist struggle can absolutely not 
be written without also including things like housing and various forms of rent 
strikes (from New York to Buenos Aires already a century ago), urban rebellions 
(like Paris 1848 and 1871), squatting (in both the global South and global North), 
demands for building and planning for the working class (from Red Vienna to 
post-World War II Sweden), struggles for autonomous spaces (from labour union 
hall to anarchist-inspired squatting), ghetto uprisings (like in the USA, 1960s) 
and other kinds of riots (not least related to foodstuffs), and alternative ways of 
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organising social reproduction, as well as more recent Right to the City move-
ments. Such myriads of activities and actions have been organised in various 
ways, from more spontaneous to more well organised, by various actors – from 
autonomous neighbourhood groups to socialist parties and labour unions and 
social and urban movements (Cattaneo and Martínez, 2014; Davis, 2018; Harloe, 
1995; Harvey, 1983; Madden and Marcuse, 2016; Mayer et al., 2016; Merrifield, 
2002).

While the obvious conclusion to draw from reading volume one of Capital is 
that class conflicts take place at the workplace, the obvious conclusion to draw 
from observing social struggles since the publication of Capital is that they also 
take place outside of workplaces.

Also in this fourth and final ‘take’ on urban Marxism we see similar tensions 
that have followed us through the chapter: between making too much or too little 
of a particular perspective. Again, Lefebvre was arguably making too much out 
of it. In some of his writing, ‘urban struggle’ and not class struggle became the 
motor of history. We find a similar approach in the tradition of Communialism, 
a theory/alternative developed by Murray Bookchin, where the basic idea is 
that the anti-capitalist alternative should be based on independent communities, 
organised in federations (there are obvious connections to utopian socialism of 
the nineteenth century, but also anarchism). There is a danger in urban studies 
of over-emphasising the role of local struggles and not least symbolic places for 
resistance. Claims are often made in urban theory that ‘every revolution has its 
Agora’, which is normally true. It should come as no surprise that events like 
Occupy, 15-M Movement, Syntagma-square and Gezi-park around 2011–2013 
were very much highlighted in the literature (see e.g. Merrifield, 2014). There 
is a danger here that crucial aspects might be ignored, from politics and class 
struggles on national and international scales, to vital relations to countryside and 
alliance with farmers.

CONCLUSION

Marxists have much to learn from engaging more with ‘urban’ questions. 
Resistance against capitalism and oppression, and struggle for socialism and free-
dom, can never be reduced to work place conflicts or purely abstract analysis of 
capitalism. Likewise, many urban scholars do definitely have a lot to learn from 
Marxists’ analysis. In both theory and practice we need to grasp relations between 
struggles in the sphere of production (labour process) and the urban (housing, 
resisting gentrification, right to spaces, etc.). Not least today, with increasing seg-
regation (fuelled by racism) and social polarisation, and as capital in many coun-
tries continues to be poured into the built environment and housing bubbles.

The spheres of work and ‘community’ are related, both through capital accu-
mulation and through our daily lives. We therefore have no choice but to also 



THE URBAN 1515

unite them in socialist struggles. It is not sufficient to have worker-owned com-
panies if the spheres of reproduction and consumption are organised around capi-
talist principles, and vice versa. In other words: socialism in one sphere alone is 
not possible.
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Notes

 1  I will not in this chapter discuss various definitions of ‘city’ and ‘urban’. For simplicity, I treat the 
former as the built form, and the latter as a process. Neither do I discuss racism/colonialism, nor 
consciousness, urban culture or ‘the everyday’ of urban life. I also only superficially discuss questions 
of gender. This does not mean that these topics are not absolutely crucial aspects for understanding 
cities and urban processes more broadly.

 2  See also Ellen Meiksins Wood’s claim that we should not perpetuate ‘the rigid conceptual separation 
of the “economic” and the “political” which has served bourgeois ideology so well ever since the 
classical economists discovered the “economy” in the abstract and began emptying capitalism of its 
social and political content’ (1981: 66, emphasis in original).

 3  Marx (1981: 1025) also notes in passing that the composition of class structures is more complex 
in towns than in the countryside. Merrifield argues that Marx welcomed ‘capitalist urbanization as a 
Faustian force – creative yet destructive, civilizing yet barbaric, alive yet unstable’ (2002: 177).

 4  There are obviously exceptions to the rule, one being Walter Benjamin: a Marxist with highly creative 
and stimulating things to say about cities, urbanism and Paris in particular. But with a very different 
take on Marxist analysis of capitalism than those we see from the 1960s and onwards (Benjamin, 
1999).

 5  Katznelson argued that ‘it was a striking reversal […] had it not been for the recent contributions 
of Marxist urbanists, the field of urban studies would have had little definition or theoretical trust’ 
(1992: 31).

 6  Although not many Marxists elaborated on the potential opportunities that planning could provide, it 
was only Lefebvre – as far as I know – that was firmly against planning.

 7  Although Smith (1996) argued both sides were important.
 8  Consider class in relation to these questions: for/with which class do we plan, build and develop the 

cities? In which areas do we locate new buildings when densifying? Where and into what do we 
invest public money? etc.

 9  These are i) within the structures of capitalist development, ii) the organisation of social existence; or, 
how ‘actual people live’, iii) how people represent their lived experiences and constitute a normative 
guide to action, and iv) that of collective action.

10  These are i) between speculator-developers and inner-urban residents, ii) petit-bourgeois entrepre-
neurial and rentier activity within the social formation, and iii) – and exceptionally – between middle-
class and working-class residents.

11  ‘No matter how much the landlord may overreach the tenant it is still only a transfer of already exist-
ing, previously produced value, and the total sum of values possessed by the landlord and the tenant 
together remains the same after as it was before’ (Engels, 1942: 24).
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12  I think that one reason why interactions between feminism and Marxism are often filled with tensions 
is due to a common fallacy, where both camps see ‘value-production’ as a virtue. While some not-so-
feminist Marxists might end up ignoring the sphere of reproduction because it does not produce value 
(in a Marxian sense), some not-so-Marxist feminists might argue, for example, that housework is 
highly important and therefore produces value (and thus also mixing Marxian and other understand-
ings of value). Where the former is out of touch with how social change actually happens, the latter 
pulls the theoretical apparatus of Marx to pieces. The way forward is to first reject that ‘productive 
labour’ is a virtue, and second to stop believing that resistance and especially establishing alterna-
tives is merely about capital–labour relations at the workplace. In fact, socialism is a project that 
transcends capitalism, and must thus go beyond the law of value. Labour theory of value is crucial 
when analysing and understanding capitalism; less useful when establishing actual alternatives.

13  There are some important discourses I cannot outline further here. But it’s worth mentioning the 
crucial studies of industrial location and global geographies (Massey, 1995), studies of urban uneven 
development (Smith, 1991) and questions on rent (Harvey, 1999; see Sayer, 2015).

14  The term ‘circuit’ is used here somewhat differently from both the way Marx (1978) uses it, as well as 
other works of Harvey – where we can disaggregate overall circulation into ‘circuit of money’, ‘circuit 
of productive capital’ and ‘circuit of commodity capital’. I agree with Christophers (2011: 1361) that 
this might bring about complications.

15  Christophers (2011) shows that there was ‘capital switching’ to the property sector in the UK prior 
to the 2008 crisis, which supports Harvey’s thesis. But, as Christophers also acknowledges, this does 
not necessarily mean this is due to overaccumulation (as outlined by Harvey). It could also be due to 
other underlying tendencies, or combinations of these.

16  Don Mitchell, keynote lecture at Nordic Geographers Meeting, 18–21 June 2017, Stockholm, Sweden.
17  Walker argues that Brenner and Schmid failed to advance the cause of urban studies very far ‘through 

a combination of over-attention to first principles in social theory, reiteration of familiar themes  
in urban research, and neglect of important historical and geographical knowledge about cities’ 
(2015: 183).

18  I will not go into urban (planning) in the so-called existing socialist cities in this paper. But it is worth 
remembering that socialist revolutions have normally happened in the relatively less-urbanised soci-
eties. Ira Katznelson (1992: 30) has even argued there was an ‘anti-urban tinge’ in the Second and 
Third International, but Davis (2018) argued that the Second International did have ‘urban’ discus-
sions. According to Neil Smith, the post-war Stalinism of the communist parties was ‘openly hostile 
to the proposal of an identifiable urban regime, arguing instead that the urban represented a super-
structural appurtenance rooted in the basal social and economic forces and relations of production’ 
(2003: x).
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Carlo Vercellone defines ‘the hypothesis of cognitive capitalism’ as having 
developed out of ‘a critique of the political economy of the new liberal theories 
of the knowledge-based economy’ (2007: 14). His is certainly not the only – nor 
the definitive – account of cognitive capitalism, but his breakdown of its two 
composite terms provides a helpful point of departure. The ‘enduring element’ 
here, of course, is ‘capitalism’; ‘in particular, the driving role of profit and the 
wage relation or, more precisely, the different forms of dependent labour on 
which the extraction of surplus labour is founded’ (Vercellone, 2007: 14). The 
‘cognitive’ component, to which we will shortly return, describes ‘the new 
nature of the conflictual relation of capital and labour, and of the forms of prop-
erty on which the accumulation of capital rests’ today (Vercellone, 2007: 14). 
The notion was developed to provide an alternative, more fully sufficient account 
of the transition beyond the era of Fordist accumulation.

In what follows we first situate this notion of cognitive capitalism (primarily 
associated with the Italian Marxian tradition of operaismo) within these accounts 
of transition. Second, we address operaismo’s attention, from the early 1990s –  
prior to its theorisation of cognitive capitalism itself – to the role played by 
knowledge, communication, and information in post-Fordism. Thereafter we 
examine the ways in which accounts of cognitive capitalism have been caught up 
with those around shifts in the global political economy, including the increased 
blurring of work- and non-work time, the rise of globalisation, precarious work-
ing and living conditions, financialisation, and a putting to work of language, 
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ideas, and affects amid the emergence of new, ‘immaterial’ forms of labour. Then 
we attend to perhaps the fullest presentation of the cognitive capitalism hypoth-
esis, namely that found in the work of Yann Moulier Boutang, followed by the 
setting out of how the forms of immaterial labour and ‘mass intellectuality’ – so 
often emphasised in accounts of cognitive capitalism – have also been under-
stood as involving a ‘biopolitics’ that mobilises and shapes bodies, including 
through what has been called ‘pharmacopornographic’ production and control. 
The penultimate section turns to (the primarily feminist analyses of) the relation-
ship between cognitive labour and processes of ‘feminisation’ in post-Fordism, 
before we then conclude by setting out some of the key critiques that have been 
made of the cognitive capitalism hypothesis.

AFTER FORDISM

In The Condition of Postmodernity, David Harvey (1990: 141–2) dates the ori-
gins of Fordism’s crisis to the mid-1960s, later deepening with the global revolts 
of 1968 and in the years that immediately followed. His was one of many works 
published in the early 1990s that sought to make sense of the political-economic, 
social, cultural, and subjective transformations that had taken place in the inter-
ceding decades. Harvey himself described a shift from the rigidities of Fordism/
Keynesianism towards an era of ‘flexible accumulation’. Flexibility was now 
said to characterise the ‘labor processes, labor markets, products, and patterns of 
consumption’ amid the rise of new means for financial service provision, new 
productive sectors, and an intensification of innovation (Harvey, 1990: 147).

What has been called the ‘post-Fordist debate’ focused on ‘the putative transi-
tion’ from one (post-WWII) period of capitalist development to another ‘based 
on very different economic, societal and political norms’ (Amin, 1994: 3). Ash 
Amin (1994) surveys its three key theoretical positions in his introduction to 
Post-Fordism: A Reader. First, the regulation approach, which originally stressed 
the ‘generalized crisis of the institutional forms that had come to guide the post-
war economy’, seeing the stagnation of the mid-1970s as ‘much more than a 
cyclical lull’ (Amin, 1994: 7). Regulation scholars sought to explain what they 
saw as the coherence and stability of various phases of capitalist development as 
partly defined by a particular regime of accumulation and mode of regulation, 
with the crisis of Fordism defined by the breakdown of both (Amin, 1994: 8). 
The second major theoretical position was that of the neo-Schumpeterians. This 
approach shares a great deal with regulationism, albeit placing greater emphasis 
on the role of ‘technology and technological standards’ in setting in motion and 
sustaining what they call – with reference to the work of Nikolai Kondratiev – 
long waves or cycles of stable economic development (Amin, 1994: 11).

The third major position, flexible specialisation, sees ‘two industrial para-
digms’ as having existed since the 1800s: mass production, on the one hand, 
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and flexible specialisation, on the other. Neither is seen as having been able to 
exhibit a definitive ‘technological superiority’ or ‘inevitable dominance’ in terms 
of economic efficiency (Amin, 1994: 14). Nevertheless, adherents of the tradition 
such as Michael Piore and Charles Sabel tend to see the early twentieth century 
as having been marked by the dominance of mass production over specialised 
(and somewhat more flexible) craft production. The period following the crisis of 
the early 1970s instead is seen as marked by, ‘an open choice … between mass 
production and flexible specialization’, with the latter offering the greater oppor-
tunities for prosperity (Amin, 1994: 15). John Holloway argues the ‘flexibility’ 
of flexible specialisation ‘means essentially the removal of barriers to manage-
ment’s right to tell the workers what to do, where to do it and at what speed. The 
workers should no longer insist on job demarcations: they must be “flexible” 
enough to move from one job to another’ (1987: 150).

At around the same time as these debates were playing out, a number of theo-
rists developed accounts of the ‘post-industrial’ nature of post-Fordism and the 
emergence of what they called an ‘information age’ or ‘society’. In The End 
of Work, Jeremy Rifkin argued we had entered ‘a third great industrial revolu-
tion’. Services, manufacturing, and agriculture all promised ‘an economy of near 
automated production by the mid-decades of the twenty-first century’ (2004 
[1996]: xlv). New technologies, and particularly information and telecommuni-
cation technologies, would thus either ‘free us for a life of increasing leisure or 
result in massive unemployment and a potential global depression’ (2004 [1996]: 
xlviii). Meanwhile, the sociologist Manuel Castells (2000 [1996]) was describing 
the emergence of a New Economy, since the mid-1970s, that was informational 
(dependent on the efficient generation, processing, and application of ‘knowl-
edge-based information’), global (in terms of ‘the core activities of production, 
consumption, and circulation’), and networked (with productivity and competi-
tion now generated through ‘a global network of interaction between business 
networks’) (Castells, 2000: 77). It was the ‘information technology revolution’, 
then, that was providing ‘the indisputable, material basis’ for this emergent new 
era (Castells, 2000: 77).

Saskia Sassen (1996: 14) has been among those to critique the dominant nar-
ratives of both the ‘information economy’ and globalisation itself (key aspects 
of her critique could no doubt also be applied to some, although perhaps not all, 
of the notions of cognitive capitalism discussed later in this chapter). She argued 
that they have tended to neutralise ‘place and distance’, emphasising ‘hypermo-
bility’ and global communication networks as well as privileging the capacity 
for ‘global transmission’ and ‘information outputs’, while overlooking both ‘the 
material infrastructure that makes [this] transmission possible’ and ‘the work-
ers producing those outputs’ (Sassen, 1996: 15–16). As such, these narratives 
have often addressed ‘the upper circuits of capital, not the lower ones’ and ‘the 
hypermobility of capital rather than place-bound capital’ – including the physi-
cal infrastructural facilities concentrated within strategic nodes like Tokyo, New 
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York, and London (Sassen, 1996: 16). She stressed, in contrast, the role of these 
‘global cities’ as ‘strategic sites for the valorization of leading components of 
capital and for the coordination of economic processes’ (Sassen, 1996: 14).

A further distinctive contribution to these debates – and the focus of this chap-
ter – came from the primarily Italian Marxian tradition of operaismo or ‘worker-
ism’ (with Vercellone and many of the other theorists discussed here sometimes 
described as ‘post-workerists’).1 In his introduction to Christian Marazzi’s book, 
Capital and Language, discussed later, Michael Hardt describes the contribu-
tion of ‘post-workerists’ like Marazzi as including the perspective that ‘workers’ 
struggles precede and prefigure the successive restructurings of capital, and those 
restructurings provide new possibilities for worker power’ (2008: 8), a restate-
ment of Mario Tronti’s famous ‘Copernican inversion’ of Marxism.

KNOWLEDGE, LANGUAGE, AND PRODUCTION

In his critical engagement with Vercellone (2007) and other scholars of ‘cogni-
tive capitalism’, George Caffentzis (2013: 100) identifies the first uses of the 
term around 2000–1, in a series of conference papers, articles, and books. These 
drew heavily, however, on post-workerists’ earlier attention to questions of 
knowledge, communication, and information – and the degree to which they 
marked a new period of capitalist accumulation – that dates back at least to the 
early 1990s. Marazzi was one of the first within the tradition to address these 
issues in a 1994 book, later translated into English as Capital and Affects (2011 
[1994]). His claim was that language and linguistic ability were becoming more 
central to capital accumulation than physical work.

Like many others, Marazzi saw post-Fordism and the age of globalisation as 
marked by both lean production, with labour costs cut in private and public sec-
tors alike, and a radical rise in outsourcing. These shifts have partly been under-
stood by post-workerists (e.g. Marazzi, 2010: 31) – and by many others (e.g. 
Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005 [1999]: 218 and Silver, 2003: 42) – as a result of 
attempts to reduce the power of workers’ movements, following the mass upris-
ings of the 1960s and 1970s. Major corporations were reorganised with new 
technologies introduced to accommodate ‘just-in-time’ production processes that 
allowed for quicker responses to changes in customer demand (Marazzi, 2011: 
19). This enabled ‘low-cost inputs and flexibility from the lower rungs of the 
supply network’ but also created new possibilities for worker power, including 
by ‘[increasing] the vulnerability of capital to disruptions in the flow of produc-
tion’ (Silver, 2003: 42). First developed by Toyota in Japan, these processes were 
introduced in the West amid the 1974–5 recession and the period of neoliberal 
economic reform that took place the following decade (Marazzi, 2011: 25). The 
result was to bring ‘communication, or the flow of information, directly into 
the production process’ (Marazzi, 2011: 20). If communication and production 
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were ‘juxtaposed’ in Fordism, they ‘overlap’ in ‘the new mode of production’ 
(Marazzi, 2011: 20). In Fordism, productivity gains derived from economies of 
scale, where unit price falls with output, but the post-Fordist factory is ‘minimal-
ist’, geared towards ‘the elimination of redundancy with respect to the demand’ 
(Marazzi, 2011: 21). As such, Marazzi argues that ‘communication’ has become 
‘the grease that insures the smooth running of the entire production process, from 
the sale and distribution to the production stage’ (2011: 21). The technologies 
used in the ‘“speaking”, “communicating” production process’ function as what 
he calls ‘linguistic machines’, focused on facilitating and accelerating data circu-
lation (Marazzi, 2011: 23).

As ‘communication has entered into production’, Marazzi argues it has cre-
ated a crisis in the political forms inherited from Fordism, with the figure of ‘the 
entrepreneur’ emerging as ‘a politician, a subject of governance’ in a manner that 
blurs the distinction ‘between economic and political spheres typical of repre-
sentative democracies’ (Marazzi, 2011: 41). ‘Everyone tends to represent solely 
him or herself’ (Marazzi, 2011: 41). This is a phenomenon, moreover, that has 
occurred amid the demise of various ‘representative mediations’, from political 
parties and trade unions to social, class, and other forms of group identification 
(Marazzi, 2011: 41). In the process, post-Fordism has become marked by a ‘pas-
sage from security to precariousness’ (Marazzi, 2011: 44).2

Alongside this passage towards precariousness, another phenomenon 
Marazzi stresses is central to communicative, post-Fordist production is ‘the 
increasing “servility” of productive labor’, which applies to both ‘industrial 
and service employment’ (2011: 44). Indeed, in ‘post-Fordist societies’, it is 
‘impossible to distinguish’ between the two types of labour, precisely because 
of the ‘neo-servile work relations’ that each entail. The trend towards such neo-
servility is driven by transformations in the wage form: salaries, for instance, 
have been replaced by incomes that are individualised through ‘a vast array 
of merit-based remunerations’, rather than ‘collective contractual agreement’ 
(Marazzi, 2011: 47–9).

Marazzi argues that ‘devotion and obedience’ among workers is crucial when 
‘contingency reigns’ and ‘the marketing of goods is in charge’, imposing ‘quan-
tity and quality in real time (just-in-time)’ (2011: 45). The labour market today, 
then, is ‘the place of the absence of universal rights’ (Marazzi, 2011: 45). And 
the role of ‘linguistic-communicative mediation’ has itself been central to the 
production of this servility (Marazzi, 2011: 53). It has involved, for instance, 
an appeal to the universal human capacity to communicate, leading paradoxi-
cally to ‘increasingly personalized, privatized and therefore servile hierarchies in 
the working environment’ (Marazzi, 2011: 53). And there has been a simultane-
ous requirement for co-operation on the one hand – nobody can communicate 
alone! – yet, on the other, an effort to re-divide, or to ‘create hierarchies, segment 
and privatize the public – because common to all – resource of communicative 
action’ (Marazzi, 2011: 53).
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LANGUAGE, COMMUNICATION, AND FINANCE

In his later work, Capital and Language, Marazzi (2008 [2002]) extends the 
argument and analysis set out in Capital and Affect. He argues that, in the New 
Economy of post-Fordism, where ‘labor … is increasingly cognitive’ (2008: 50), 
communication and language are ‘structurally and contemporaneously present’ 
in, first, the sphere ‘of the distribution of goods and services’ and, second, in the 
realm of finance (2008: 14). As such, ‘changes in the world of work and modifi-
cations in the financial markets must be seen as two sides of the same coin’ 
(Marazzi, 2008: 14). He situates his arguments and observations in relation to 
those of other scholars, such as Luc Boltanksi and Ève Chiapello. In their The 
New Spirit of Capitalism, Boltanski and Chiapello (2005 [1999]) famously 
argued that, from the 1970s onwards, capital demonstrated a capacity to ‘recu-
perate’ (or incorporate) into a reinvigorated capitalism many of the artistic, 
counter-cultural, and left-wing critiques of the 1960s. For Marazzi, post-Fordism 
was able to emerge ‘out of the metabolizing of the social and cultural critique’ 
of Fordism precisely because it involved putting ‘language, communicative-
relational action’ (2008: 41) to work. And one of the results was an expansion in 
the time of work. Quite unlike Rifkin’s (2004) end-of-work hypothesis, then – 
where working time is reduced through technology-driven productivity gains – 
Marazzi (2008: 41–2) argues that post-Fordism has added new ‘blocks of social 
time’ to ‘work time’: ‘relational-communication time, time for reflection, learn-
ing time’, and so on. In other words, the rise of ‘reflective, cognitive, and com-
municative work’, which ‘led to an increase in the time dedicated to work’, was 
itself part of the New Economy’s efforts to ‘overcome the resistance and the 
protest against Fordist-Taylorist work’ by granting workers greater ‘autonomy 
and responsibility’ (Marazzi, 2008: 140–1).

Marazzi’s distinctive account of ‘the global and financial dimension of post-
Fordism’ involves conceding that, as others have pointed out, in some ways: 
‘globalization is nothing particularly new’ (2008: 57). There is an echo here with 
the likes of Paul Hirst and Graeme Thompson who, in their influential book, 
Globalization in Question, argued that, ‘in some respects, the current international 
economy is less open and integrated than the regime that prevailed from 1870 to 
1914’ (1999: 2).3 Marazzi insists, however, that processes like ‘the financialization 
of household economies’ (2008: 58), where savings are diverted to global security 
markets in the hope of receiving greater returns, is nevertheless unprecedented. 
Financialisation is said to be ‘centered on the concept of liquidity’ (Marazzi, 2008: 
62). This is what allows for the securities that savings have been invested in to be 
‘rapidly exchangeable’ and ‘negotiable’ (Marazzi, 2008: 24). And this exchange-
ability and negotiability requires a ‘reference value’ capable of indicating their 
price (Marazzi, 2008: 24). And it is here that Marazzi identifies one of the key ways 
communication is fundamental to financialisation. He quotes the French econo-
mist André Orléan as writing: ‘the financial market organizes the confrontation 
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between the personal opinions of investors in such a way as to produce a collective 
judgement that has the status of a reference value’ (Orléan, quoted in Marazzi, 
2008: 24). Communication plays a role in financial markets in the sense, further-
more, that ‘speculative behaviour is rational because markets are self-referential’ 
(Marazzi, 2008: 26). Investors respond less on the basis of ‘information’ and rather 
on the basis of what they ‘believe will be the reaction of the other investors in the 
face of that information’ (Marazzi, 2008: 26). An investor may not themselves be 
convinced by, say, warnings from the Chairman of the Federal Reserve about the 
dangers of inflation, but they will need to respond to how they believe others will 
react (Marazzi, 2008: 25). Financialisation requires ‘mass communication’, then, 
because it ‘depends on mimetic rationality, a kind of herd behaviour based on the 
information deficit of individual investors’ (Marazzi, 2008: 21).

What is novel here is not the understanding of financial investors’ behav-
iour. After all, in his General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money, John 
Maynard Keynes (1997 [1936]: 156) famously likened the financial markets to 
a game in which the contestants have to predict what ‘average opinion’ is. The 
novelty is instead found in the sweeping reach of financial markets and the finan-
cialisation of household economies, mentioned earlier. Just as the economist Yann 
Moulier Boutang (2011 [2007]: 48) describes financialisation as an expression of 
the ‘remodelling’ and ‘reformatting, of material [industrial] production’ taking 
place in cognitive capitalism, this process can also be described as a financialisa-
tion of social reproduction, or what Randy Martin (2002) called a ‘financialization 
of daily life’, such that an apparently ever-larger proportion of human activities 
are drawn into the ‘logic of finance’ and subjected to financial discipline.

IMMATERIAL LABOUR AND MASS INTELLECTUALITY

Around the same time as Marazzi was addressing the role of communication, 
cognition, and language in production, others associated with operaismo, like 
Maurizio Lazzarato (1996), began theorising what they called immaterial 
labour. This was said to be caught up with a ‘post-Taylorist’ mode of production, 
and with ‘processes of social communication’ that themselves involved ‘the 
production of subjectivity’, particularly in industries like ‘advertising, fashion, 
marketing, television, cybernetics, and so forth’ (Lazzarato, 1996: 143). For 
Lazzarato, there are two components to the concept of immaterial labour. It 
refers, first, to the informational content of commodities, so that the skills 
required of the workforce in the tertiary and industrial sectors are those of 
‘cybernetics and computer control’, as well as ‘communication’ – both horizon-
tal and vertical (Lazzarato, 1996: 133). Second, the concept refers to commodi-
ties’ cultural content. Immaterial labour, in other words, involves ‘a series of 
activities that are not normally recognised as “work”’ (Lazzarato, 1996: 133). It 
includes, for instance, those activities entailed in ‘defining and fixing cultural 
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and artistic standards, fashions, tastes, consumer norms and, more strategically, 
public opinion’ (Lazzarato, 1996: 133). Moulier Boutang (2011: 32) draws on 
this crucial aspect of immaterial labour in particular when describing the politi-
cal-economic transformations that are occurring amid the emergence of cogni-
tive capitalism (although it should be noted that Lazzarato (2013) has himself 
been quite critical of some aspects of the cognitive capitalism hypothesis). While 
these sorts of labouring practices have long existed, they are no longer ‘the privi-
leged domain of the bourgeoisie and its children’ (Lazzarato, 1996: 133–4). 
Since the 1970s, Lazzarato argues, manual labour itself has increasingly come to 
entail intellectual procedures, so that the distinctions between manual and 
mental, material, and immaterial labour have blurred.

Paolo Virno has similarly insisted that, as ‘a depository of cognitive and com-
municative skills’, all post-Fordist labour-power is intellectual. He describes 
such labour-power as the ‘intellectuality of the masses’, or the form that is today 
taken by ‘the general intellect’ (Virno, 2004: 107–8). This latter term has been 
central to operaist accounts of immaterial, cognitive, and intellectual labour. It 
is borrowed from a passage in Marx’s Grundrisse (1973: 706), where it is used 
just once to point to the way that ‘general social knowledge’ could become ‘a 
direct force of production’. Fixed capital, Marx argued – machines, railways, 
electricity telegraphs, and so on – can express ‘the power of knowledge, objecti-
fied’ (1973: 706). For Virno (2004: 108), the general intellect in fact represents 
that which ‘cannot be objectified within the system of machines’, namely living 
labour.4 This is said to increasingly take the form of ‘linguistic services’, so that 
Jürgen Habermas’s well-known distinction between labour and interaction, or 
between instrumental and communicative action, no longer holds (Virno, 2004: 
106–7). The labour process (where waged labour is set to work in order to pro-
duce surplus-value) itself involves interaction. And communicative action – and 
‘the dialogical world’ – has become instrumental, ‘seated at the very heart of 
capitalistic production’ (Virno, 2004: 107).

For Lazzarato (1996: 137), immaterial forms of labour are ‘immediately col-
lective’ and constituted in networks, while operating outside the confines of the 
factory and ‘at a territorial level’. The associated production cycle is often invis-
ible, capable of coming into operation when required and then dissolving ‘into 
the networks and flows that make possible the reproduction and enrichments of 
its productive capacities’ as soon as the task has been completed (Lazzarato, 
1996: 137). As a result, leisure and work time become indistinguishable, and ‘life 
becomes inseparable from work’ (Lazzarato, 1996: 138).

COGNITIVE CAPITALISM

The concept of cognitive capitalism features explicitly in the work of numerous 
operaist theorists, some of whom we have encountered earlier. Examples include 
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Fumagalli (2010: 61), Marazzi (2010: 59), Negri (2008 [2003]: 64), and 
Vercellone (2007: 14). Others, like Berardi (2009: 105) in The Soul At Work 
allude to the concept with talk of a cognitariat, cognitive work, and cognitive 
labour, but do not use the term cognitive capitalism itself. These analyses, along 
with those of mass intellectuality, immaterial labour, and biopolitical produc-
tion (addressed later), also resonate in important ways with others developed 
outside the post-workerist tradition. For instance, in her crucial 1985 text, A 
Cyborg Manifesto – translated and published by the post-workerist journal 
Futur Antérieur in 1992 – Donna Haraway discussed the reconfiguration of 
‘social relations tied to science and technology’ amid the move from what she 
described as ‘an organic, industrial society to a polymorphous, information 
system’ (2016 [1985]: 28). Her goal was partly to rethink socialist feminism in 
light of women’s ‘integration/exploitation into a world system of production/
reproduction and communication’ which she called ‘the informatics of domina-
tion’ (Haraway, 2016 [1985]: 33). This was a process that, she emphasised, 
entailed ‘a massive intensification of insecurity and impoverishment, with 
common failure of subsistence networks for the most vulnerable’ (Haraway, 2016 
[1985]: 49–50).

Perhaps the most extended explicit presentation of the cognitive capital-
ism hypothesis currently available in the anglophone world is that of Moulier 
Boutang in his book Cognitive Capitalism (2011 [2007]). For Moulier Boutang, 
cognitive capitalism is ‘a mode of accumulation in which the object of accumula-
tion consists mainly of knowledge, which becomes the basic source of value, as 
well as the principal location of the process of valorisation’ (2011 [2007]: 57). 
He distinguishes his own account from a number of other analyses of capital-
ism’s recent transformations, each of which is seen as falling short in different 
ways. He argues, for instance, that theories of the knowledge-based economy 
tend to understand ‘knowledge production’ as a discrete sector, rather than a 
phenomenon that is transforming the economy as a whole, ‘[destroying] the 
very “manufacturing” notion of single driving sectors’. Indeed, the transforma-
tions he identifies are said to extend beyond ‘the economy’, perceived as ‘just 
one instance of society’, and to be occurring throughout ‘capitalism as a whole’ 
(Moulier Boutang, 2011: 39).

Analyses of the information society are said to often reduce knowledge to 
information. Cognitive capitalism does not just valorise information, which had 
already occurred in the age of ‘mass industrial capitalism’, rather, it puts to work 
‘intelligence and innovation’ (Moulier Boutang, 2011: 41). Accounts of techno-
logical capitalism might recognise the role of innovation, in that they explain 
growth through the emergence of highly productive sectors enabled by new infor-
mation technologies, as in the neo-Schumpeterian approach discussed earlier. 
But for Moulier Boutang (2011: 42), these analyses tend to be too deterministic, 
failing to recognise the central role of ‘the social uses’ played by technology and 
reducing knowledge ‘to an automatic accompaniment of technology’.
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Industrial capitalism is said to have been typified by bodily work carried out 
by manual labourers processing raw materials within large factories, breaking 
substantially with an earlier merchant capitalism (Moulier Boutang, 2011: 47–8). 
And today, a new, third – cognitive – capitalism is said to be emerging at the 
global level. Here Moulier Boutang’s argument resonates with Hardt and Negri’s 
as well as Paul B. Preciado’s descriptions of the qualitative hegemony of biopo-
litical or pharmacopornographic production (addressed later). Cognitive capital-
ism ‘re-arranges’ and ‘reorganises’ ‘material industrial production’, rather than 
eliminating it. And ‘financialisation is the expression of this remodelling, of this 
reformatting, of material production’ (Moulier Boutang, 2011: 48).

Moulier Boutang argues that any adequate definition of cognitive capitalism 
needs to define its system of accumulation, its mode of production, and the spe-
cific type of exploitation it entails. Its system of accumulation is said to be based 
on forms of what he calls ‘immaterial investment’, with the generation of profits 
largely deriving from a capacity to capture ‘gains arising from knowledge and 
innovation’ (Moulier Boutang, 2011: 56–7). Where knowledge functions as a 
‘basic source of value’ and as ‘the principal location of the process of valorisa-
tion’, questions of positioning within networks, alliances, and property rights are 
said to be rendered ‘major institutional and organisational factors’. Energy and 
labour are still expended in processes of ‘mechanical transformation’, of course. 
But the centrality of industrial systems of accumulation recedes amid ‘a coop-
eration of brains in the production of the living by means of living, via the new 
information technologies’ (Moulier Boutang, 2011: 57).

Cognitive capitalism’s mode of production – which entails ‘the production of 
material goods, services, signs and symbols’ – is rooted, then, in ‘the coopera-
tive labour of human brains joined together in networks by means of computers’ 
(Moulier Boutang, 2011: 57). As such education, research, technological develop-
ment, communication systems, information flow, and innovation have all become 
crucial. And social and property rights have been redefined, and new institutional 
rules developed, particularly in relation to the capture of ‘positive externalities’, 
and especially those that are knowledge-based.5 One result, Moulier Boutang 
argues, is that ‘human capital and the quality of the population have now become 
crucial factors in defining the new wealth of nations’ (2011: 58).

Within cognitive capitalism’s ‘specific form of exploitation’, surplus-value – 
the production of value over and above the costs of reproducing the workforce 
– is said to entail splitting living labour in two (Moulier Boutang, 2011: 92–3). 
One part of this living labour is consumed by capital. It becomes accumulated 
capital or dead labour crystallised in, for instance, machinery. Yet there is another 
part of living labour that is not ‘destroyed as an intermediate consumption’ and 
it ‘continues to exist as a means of production throughout the cycle’ (Moulier 
Boutang, 2011: 93). This second part is certainly ‘consumed as bodily energy’, 
then, ‘but it also develops as a means of production of living as living labour. It 
builds itself as a skill, as a know-how resistant to its reduction to pure human  
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capital that can be objectified’ (Moulier Boutang, 2011: 93). Cognitive capital-
ism produces, then, what Moulier Boutang calls, ‘living labour by means of liv-
ing labour’ and ‘knowledge by means of knowledge’ so that what is produced 
is not just accumulated capital as dead labour but also ‘the living capital of the 
enterprise’ (2011: 93).

The production of surplus-value in merchant and industrial capitalism required 
the consumption of living labour-power. It was purchased and set in motion, with 
a distinction drawn, in Marx’s (1990 [1867]: 340–1) formulation, between the 
‘necessary labour’ entailed in producing the quantity of value required to replen-
ish the labour-power that had been consumed, and the ‘surplus labour’ that pro-
duced value over and above this sum. As such, Moulier Boutang explains, while 
necessary labour is transformed into ‘a wage dedicated to the reconstitution of the 
biological and cultural potential of the workforce’, surplus labour is transformed 
into ‘profits that could be accounted for in the next cycle, as new machines’ 
(2011: 94). Cognitive capitalism, in contrast, resists ‘this perfect objectification 
(reification or alienation) of invention power in the work process or in the prod-
uct’ (Moulier Boutang, 2011: 94). This is not to say, however, that cognitive 
capitalism does not entail exploitation. It does! Indeed, by increasing working 
hours and reducing wages, on the one hand, and by investing in technologies that 
increase the productivity of labour, on the other, it is said to combine the extrac-
tion of both absolute as well as relative surplus-value (Moulier Boutang, 2011: 
95, 206).6

BIOPOLITICAL PRODUCTION

Much like Lazzarato’s account, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s theorisation 
of immaterial labour also identifies a blurring of life and labour. Nowhere is this 
clearer than in their development of the notion of immaterial labour as a form of 
biopolitical production (which explicitly draws on the post-workerist analyses of 
mass intellectuality, the general intellect, and cognitive capitalism, e.g. Hardt and 
Negri, 2001: 28–30, 422, 2004: 107–8, 2017: 28, while, at the same time, attempting 
to move beyond certain perceived limits).

The term ‘biopolitics’ derives from Michel Foucault’s (1979 [1976]: 143) dis-
cussion of ‘biopower’, which he describes, in volume one of History of Sexuality, 
as taking charge of life more than it threatens death. For Foucault, this situa-
tion emerged in the nineteenth century, as two poles of power – distinct yet not 
antithetical – began to operate in concert. The first ‘centered on the body as a 
machine’, increasing both its utility and docility, while the second ‘focused on 
the species body, the body imbued with the mechanics of life and serving as the 
basis of the biological process’, supervising the health of the population, its birth 
and mortality rates, and so on (Foucault, 1979 [1976]: 139). Foucault uses the 
terms biopower and biopolitics relatively interchangeably. The former names the 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF MARXISM1530

mechanism by which power comes to focus on the production and management 
of life, and the latter describes the actual enacting of relationships within which 
the former exists. For Hardt and Negri, however, the distinction is substantial. 
‘Biopower’, on the one hand, ‘stands above society, transcendent, as a sovereign 
authority and imposes its order’ (Hardt and Negri, 2004: 94). While ‘biopolitical 
production is’, on the other, ‘immanent to society and creates social relationships 
and forms through collaborative labor’ (Hardt and Negri, 2004: 94–5).

Hardt and Negri (2001: 23–4) emphasise the distinction Gilles Deleuze (1995) 
drew in his own discussion of Foucault’s work, between disciplinary and control 
societies. The former are said to have emerged with the ‘first phase of capitalist 
accumulation (in Europe and elsewhere)’, structuring ‘the parameters and lim-
its of thought and practice, sanctioning and prescribing normal and/or deviant 
behaviors’ (Hardt and Negri, 2001: 23). The latter developed ‘at the far edge of 
modernity and opens toward the postmodern’, with increasingly ‘democratic’ 
forms of command becoming ‘ever more immanent to the social field, distributed 
throughout the brains and bodies of the citizens’ (Hardt and Negri, 2001: 23). It 
is in control societies, then, that production becomes biopolitical. ‘Life is made 
to work for production and production is made to work for life’ (Hardt and Negri, 
2001: 32). For Hardt and Negri, immaterial labour is labour ‘of the head and 
heart’, deploying both cognition and affect in the process of producing ‘images, 
information, knowledge, affects, codes, and social relationships’ (2009: 132). In 
the sense that this labour also generates and shapes social relationships, minds, 
bodies, and needs (Hardt and Negri, 2001: 32), the object of production becomes, 
in many ways, the subject itself (Hardt and Negri, 2009: 133).

In Testo Junkie, Paul B. Preciado (2013: 36, 40) engages directly with post-
workerist theories of cognitive capitalism and biopolitical production, picking up 
in particular on part of Hardt and Negri’s argument, namely that Marx’s recogni-
tion of the importance of industrial labour in the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries had not been due to its quantitative dominance (in fact, it was less significant 
in this regard) but rather a qualitative hegemony. In other words, it was important 
because it demonstrated a capacity to transform agricultural and other forms of 
production – as well as society itself – in its own image. For Hardt and Negri 
(2004: 107), immaterial labour occupies the position today that industrial labour 
did in Marx’s day. Preciado’s argument is that the ‘new age of political world 
economy’ is in fact better understood through the lens of pharmacopornagraphic 
production and control; it is what represents ‘the model of all other forms of 
production’, infiltrating and dominating ‘the entire flow of capital, from agrarian 
biotechnology to high-tech industries of communication’ (2013: 40).

The pharmacopornographic regime is defined as ‘postindustrial, global, and 
mediatic’, and names ‘the processes of biomolecular (pharmaco) and semiotic-
technical (pornographnic) government of sexual subjectivity’ (Preciado, 2013: 
33–4). ‘Technoscience’ is said to have transformed a series of ‘concepts’ – from 
the psyche and libido, over femininity and masculinity, through to hetero-, homo-, 
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inter-, and trans-sexuality – into ‘tangible realities’ which manifest themselves 
in ‘commercial chemical substances and molecules, biotype bodies, and fungible 
technological goods managed by multinationals’ (Preciado, 2013: 34). The phar-
maceutical industry is said to represent one of the key ‘load-bearing’ branches of 
‘post-Fordist capitalism’, along with ‘the industry of war’ and ‘the pornographic 
industry’ – with the latter described as ‘the great mainspring of our cyber econ-
omy’ (Preciado, 2013: 37–9).7 Here, ‘amateur portals’, rather than sites owned by 
multinationals like Playboy, are said to be ‘the truly emerging market’, offering a 
profit maximisation model for the cybernetic market ‘comparable only to finan-
cial speculation: minimum investment, direct sales of the product in real time in a 
unique fashion, the production of instant satisfaction for the customer’ (Preciado, 
2013: 38–9). Preciado writes: ‘If the financial analysts who direct Google, eBay, 
or Facebook are attentively following the fluctuations of the cyberporn market, 
it’s because the sex industry furnishes an economic model of the cybernetic mar-
ket as a whole’ (2013: 39).

COGNITIVE LABOUR AND FEMINISATION

Some of the authors whose work has already been mentioned – Haraway (2016: 
38–41), for instance – have described, amid their accounts of post-industrial 
transformations in labour and life, processes of labour’s ‘feminisation’. The term 
often refers, first, to an increase in the number and proportion of women within 
the waged workforce. In her critical engagement with operaist accounts of post-
Fordist production, Angela McRobbie points towards an expansion in opportuni-
ties and in the aspirations of young women, ‘from the late 1970s onwards’, 
largely due to ‘the impact of feminism and the sexual revolution providing birth 
control’. As such, she argues, ‘we can begin to see a close correlation between 
women’s increasing independence and the growth of post-Fordist production 
processes’ (McRobbie, 2010: 67). Second, feminisation frequently describes the 
ways ‘qualities that have traditionally been associated with “women’s work”, 
such as affective, emotional, and relationship tasks, are becoming increasingly 
central in all sectors of labor, albeit in different forms in different parts of the 
world’ (Hardt and Negri, 2009: 133). And third, a growing number of jobs are 
acquiring ‘characteristics associated with women’s historical pattern of labour 
force participation’ (Standing, 1999: 583). For instance, in her study of  
major financial centres, as agglomerations of telecommunication and informa-
tion technology industries, Sassen notes that while more women than men are 
employed in ‘part-time, temporary, and seasonal jobs’, ‘all the evidence points 
to a significant increase of such jobs among men over the last decade’ (2001: 
289). Any moves towards greater equality appear to take the form, in other 
words, of a levelling down (Standing, 1999: 583). Indeed, Sassen argues  
that even high-earning ‘professional and managerial employees’ based in  
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‘new specialized services and financial firms’ – the labour aristocracy of cogni-
tive capitalism if ever there was one – are ‘more vulnerable to dismissal’ with 
‘fewer claims on their employers than was the case with their equivalents in the 
large commercial banks and insurance houses’ (2001: 289).

Several scholars of feminised post-Fordist labour have also stressed the blur-
ring of distinctions between ‘production’ and ‘reproduction’ today, so that ‘when 
we say “work” in cognitive capitalism we mean less and less a precise and cir-
cumscribed part of life’ (Morini, 2007: 44).8 The implication of the realm of 
reproduction in the production of surplus-value, either directly or in directly, 
has of course long been emphasised by many feminists (e.g. Malos, 1980). And 
Haraway (2016: 39) described the integration of ‘factory, home, and market’ on a 
new scale in her Cyborg Manifesto. She identified in particular the emergence of 
a ‘homework economy’ – involving ‘a restructuring of work that broadly has the 
characteristics formerly ascribed to female jobs, jobs literally done by women’ – 
as a ‘world capitalist organizational structure’ (Haraway, 2016: 39). While tech-
nology was not causing this phenomenon, it was what was making it possible. 
Communication technologies enabled, for instance, the control of labour at a 
time in which it was becoming increasingly decentralised and dispersed, and in 
a way that eventually allowed for the decimation of ‘relatively privileged, mostly 
white, men’s unionized jobs’ (Haraway, 2016: 39).

There is a recognition here, then, of the differentiated processes and degrees 
of feminisation (including as a form of precaritisation). She observes for instance 
that, while new technologies had led to the loss of ‘the family (male) wage’ 
by those (few) who had ever known it (Haraway, 2016: 39), black women in 
the USA had of course ‘long known’ both the experience of black men’s struc-
tural underemployment, ‘as well as their own highly vulnerable position in the 
wage economy’ (Haraway, 2016: 41). Meanwhile, she observed: ‘as robotics and 
related technologies put men out of work in “developed” countries and exacer-
bate failure to generate male jobs in Third World “development”, and as the auto-
mated office becomes the rule even in labor-surplus countries, the feminization 
of work continues’ (Haraway, 2016: 41).

Preciado critiques the notions of work’s ‘feminisation’, and the idea of 
‘the “becoming-woman of work”’, as this appears in the writings of Marazzi, 
Lazzarato, and Negri, insisting that there is nothing ‘more “feminine”’ in post-
Fordist work than there was in the industrial era (Preciado, 2013: 288–9). He 
points out that women have worked as slaves in cotton fields, packed sardines 
on assembly lines, toiled in the textile industry, and in the manufacture of ‘smart 
cards’ (Preciado, 2013: 289). (In her own discussion of cognitive capitalism, 
Morini similarly insists, ‘women have always worked’ (2007: 55). The confla-
tion of ‘sure, stable, and permanent’ with ‘industrial and male’ and ‘flexible, 
changeable, mobile, and precarious’ with ‘postindustrial and female’ reveals, 
for Preciado, a ‘presupposed heterocentricity’ and an unsustainable ‘metaphys-
ics of sexual difference’ (2013: 289). In fact, the criteria that are commonly seen  
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as characterising the feminisation of work – ‘such as flexibility, total availability, 
high level adaptability, vulnerability, talent for improvisation’ – are said to be 
better understood as those of sex work (Preciado, 2013: 295). In other words, 
post-Fordism is increasingly characterised by ‘lack of security, sale of corporeal 
and affective services at a low price, social devaluation of the body that performs 
the work, exclusion from the right to residency’ (Preciado, 2013: 295–6). These 
features were of course ‘always there, but their character is becoming more struc-
tural and explicit’ (Preciado, 2013: 296).

CRITIQUES OF THE COGNITIVE CAPITALISM HYPOTHESIS

A range of criticisms has been made of the cognitive capitalism hypothesis. 
Hardt and Negri, for instance, suggest that many theories of mass intellectuality, 
immaterial labour, and the general intellect that have emerged out of Italian 
workerism tend to examine ‘the new labouring practices in biopolitical society 
only in their intellectual and incorporeal aspects’, neglecting ‘the productivity of 
bodies and the value of affect’ (2001: 30). And just as corporeal components are 
present in the (waged) realm of intellectual production – as anybody who has 
spent long hours in front of a computer screen, in a laboratory, or working as an 
interpreter will tell you – unwaged reproductive and care work also comingle 
immaterial, affective, and cognitive elements with their material component. 
Cleaning up a toilet-untrained child, for instance, is of course material, but the 
ability to anticipate such a child’s bowel movements – thus minimising the unsa-
voury work – requires developed communicative and cognitive skills. To the 
extent that capital has always been dependent on reproductive labour, labour and 
capitalism have always been at least partly cognitive.

McRobbie argues that operaismo’s accounts of post-Fordist production, 
including its discussions of immaterial labour and cognitive capitalism, have 
failed ‘to foreground gender, or indeed to knit gender and ethnicity into prevail-
ing concerns with class and class struggle’ (2010: 60). She suggests that, while 
recognising the lack of a clear dividing line ‘between working life and everyday 
life including leisure’, there remains an implicit emphasis on ‘the workplace’ as 
the site for ‘a new radical politics’ (McRobbie, 2010: 74). ‘They do not disavow 
the political importance of everyday life and other social institutions, but the 
movement of their analysis follows a line from the workplace outwards to the 
“social factory”’, a term that itself suggests, for McRobbie, ‘a hierarchy and a 
pre-eminent place for wage labour and class politics’ (2010: 75).

In Postcapitalism: A Guide to Our Future, Paul Mason argues the theo-
rists of cognitive capitalism are too ready to present it as ‘a fully functioning  
system’ – newer and more coherent than is in fact the case. ‘This is a technique 
common in European speculative thought: to invent a category and apply it to 
everything, thus reclassifying all existing things as sub-categories of your new 
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idea. It saves you the trouble of analysing complex and contradictory realities’ 
(Mason, 2015: 140). The importance of ‘the rise of old-style industrial produc-
tion’ in Brazil, Russia, India, or China is underestimated, for instance (Mason, 
2015: 141). We could say something similar about ‘repeasantisation’, a process – 
described by Walden Bello in The Food Wars – whereby ‘entrepreneurial farmers 
abandon capitalist farming and increasing numbers of urbanites take up small-
scale agriculture’ (2009: 148). Yet while the claims made by the theorists of cog-
nitive capitalism are indeed bold in their tone and content, such contradictions 
and counter-tendencies are often acknowledged. Moulier Boutang, for instance, 
concedes that the make-up of cognitive labour is ‘varied’, repeating in some ways 
‘the old cleavages’ between, say, ‘the poor, the lumpenproletariat, the proletar-
ians and the working class’ (2011: 98).

Caffentzis has also pointed towards a number of problems with the notion of 
cognitive capitalism ‘and its cognates’, such as ‘informational capitalism’ and 
‘the knowledge economy’ (2013: 95). First, he argues the terminology used by 
institutions such as the OECD and the World Bank to define knowledge-based 
industries involves ‘extraordinary fuzziness’ (Caffentzis, 2013: 100). ‘Are non-
knowledge-based industries ignorance-based?’ he asks (Caffentzis, 2013: 100). 
And he finds a similar ‘lack of reflection on the meaning of “knowledge”’ in the 
work of Vercellone (2007) and others (Caffentzis, 2013: 108). Just as contempo-
rary ‘immaterial’ labour involves a corporeal component, then, the labour of both 
craft workers and the Fordist mass worker was never purely material. As Gerald 
Hanlon (2015) shows, appropriating to capital the knowledge of the craft worker 
was the political project of Friedrich Taylor and the other pioneers of ‘scientific 
management’.9 Indeed, we can only explain the effectiveness of the ‘work-to-
rule’ as a tactic of struggle in the Fordist era if we recognise the cognitive and 
communicative element of ‘mass work’.

Second, and citing the example of derivatives dealers, Caffentzis argues that 
it is misleading to describe many of the forms of labour-power set to work in 
‘Intellectual Property-Intensive Industries (IPIIs)’ as ‘knowledge work’ or ‘living 
knowledge’ (2013: 111). This is an issue Berardi also recognises. He argues that, 
in ‘becoming an economic necessity’, the ‘labor of communication’ – which he 
defines as central to ‘cognitive labor’ – ‘loses its character of gratuitous, pleasur-
able and erotic contact’ (Berardi, 2009: 86–7). He makes a distinction within 
‘mental labor’ between those involved in the (quantitatively dominant) kind of 
repetitive work experienced in much the same way as industrial labour, and what 
he calls ‘properly cognitive labor, where intellectual energies are engaged in a 
constant creative deterritorialization’ (Berardi, 2009: 87).

Third, various theorists of cognitive capitalism and immaterial labour have 
stressed that, where knowledge production is at stake, ‘the traditional opposition 
between labour and non-labour loses any foundation’ (Vercellone, 2007: 30). 
As Hardt and Negri explain: ‘an idea or an image comes to you not only in the 
office but also in the shower or in your dreams’ (2004: 111–12). Moreover, both  
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within firms and in society in general, cognitive capitalism involves ‘the mobili-
sation and the co-operation of collective knowledges’ in the form of the gen-
eral intellect (Vercellone, 2007: 33). As such, while labour is said to remain the 
source of value and the creation of wealth, ‘it can no longer be measured on the 
basis of labour time directly dedicated to production’ (Vercellone, 2007: 30).10 
Caffentzis suggests, however, that the value produced by labour continues to be 
determined by the labour-time expended in production in the sense that ‘clock-
time production’ has always had a ‘tangential’ relation to commodity value, 
which is determined by the average ‘socially necessary labour-time’ (Caffentzis, 
2013: 112). In other words, ‘the labour-time required to produce any use-value 
under the conditions of production normal for a given society and with the aver-
age degree of skill and intensity of labor prevalent in that society’ (Marx, cited in 
Caffentzis, 2013: 112).

Moreover, he points out that the process of producing immaterial goods and 
their transformation into intellectual property ‘is a process in time that can be 
(and is) measured’, with those working within IPIIs ‘routinely given task-specific 
contracts with temporal deadlines’ (Caffentzis, 2013: 111). And while theorists 
of cognitive capitalism and immaterial labour have often stressed the post-Tay-
lorist nature of contemporary production (e.g. Lazzarato, 1996: 138; Moulier 
Boutang, 2011: 52), a growing body of literature emphasises the prevalence of 
(neo-)Taylorist forms of management – from the surveillance, standardisation, 
and quantification of academic labour in the UK’s higher education sector (De 
Angelis and Harvie, 2009), to the ‘highly alienated, fragmented, individualised 
and algorithmically standardised work of micro-tasking’ that makes up what 
Moriz Altenried (2016: 40) calls ‘the new digital Taylorism’.11

Cognitive capitalism is, then, an enormously suggestive concept that seems 
to capture some important characteristics that distinguish the capitalism of the 
past few decades from earlier forms. But – as with many suggestive concepts – it 
needs to be treated with care, lest it obscures and elides as much as it illuminates.

Notes

1  Various distinctions have been drawn between ‘workerism’ and ‘post-workerism’, although for the 
purposes of this chapter they will be treated as synonymous.

2  Others have made similar claims about a passage to greater precariousness. Examples include Pierre 
Bourdieu (1998 [1997]), Guy Standing (2011), and Judith Butler (2015). Ronaldo Munck has argued 
that, from a global perspective, Fordism and the welfare state have been the exception, rather than 
precariousness; and that the current global increase in precarity should be understood ‘as part of the 
broader process of dispossession and the generation of new “surplus populations”’ (2013: 757).

3  De Angelis and Harvie (2008) argue that Hirst and Thompson’s thesis is only sustainable when inter-
national financial flows (trade and investment) are denominated in US dollars. When measured in 
terms of command over labour (taking account of exchange rates and wage rates) it becomes clear 
that countries of the global South are more fully integrated into capital’s circuits of accumulation than 
Hirst and Thompson allow.

4  This argument is echoed in Moulier Boutang’s (2011: 54) own discussion of cognitive capitalism.
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 5  ‘Positive externalities’ include, for instance, knowledge gained by workers from formal education as 
well as informal encounters and exchanges, and from which a firm benefits at no (direct) cost.

 6  On absolute and relative surplus-value, see Marx (1990: 643–54).
 7  Marazzi (2008: 145–57) also discusses the relationship between war and the New Economy.
 8  In her critical engagement with theories of affective and immaterial labour, Silvia Federici has argued 

that failing to distinguish between production and reproduction, waged and unwaged work, risks 
obscuring the degree to which capital accumulation is fed by ‘an immense amount of unpaid labor’ 
and ‘the systematic devaluation of reproductive work’ (2011: 71).

 9  Kevin Floyd describes Taylorism as having ‘expropriated what had been fully corporeal knowledges 
from the labouring body’ (2009: 100).

10  Hardt and Negri (2004: 144–51) as well as Virno (2004: 100) have argued something similar.
11  Our translation.
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WHY BIO-COGNITIVE CAPITALISM?

The aim of this chapter is twofold. On the one hand, it is an attempt to systema-
tize a series of reflections and concepts elaborated by a number of studies in the 
2010s. The chapter engages with scholars from different disciplines, but all 
identify, despite their internal differences, with a method of analysis rooted in 
Italian workerist thought of the 1960s. It discusses an issue that has provoked 
much debate in the last few years, especially in the field of what is called 
‘Autonomous Marxism’, that is to say, the analysis of the salient characteristics 
of the current state of capitalism.1

In the last 30 years, the process of capitalist accumulation and valorization 
has assumed different names: the most common of these, post-Fordism, is also 
the oldest. The term post-Fordism became popular during the 1990s, especially 
through the French école de la regulation.2 The term ‘post-Fordism’ refers to the 
period from the 1975 crisis to the early 1990s crisis, during which the process of 
accumulation and valorization were no longer based on the centrality of Fordist 
material production: the vertically integrated large factory. At the same time, 
we do not yet possess an alternative paradigm in this period. Unsurprisingly, in 
the prefix ‘post-’ we express what is no longer there, without underlining what 
actually appears in the present. The post-Fordist stage is in fact characterized 
by the complementary presence of more and other productive models: from the 
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Japanese Toyotist model of ‘just in time’ production derived from Taylorism3 to 
the industrial district model of small enterprises4 and the development of hierar-
chical productive lines that tend to become international.5 Among these models, 
it is still impossible to identify a hegemonic paradigm.

After the first Gulf War (1991), innovations in the fields of transportation, lan-
guage and information communication technology (ICT) began to gather around 
a new single paradigm of accumulation and valorization. The new capitalist con-
figuration tended to identify knowledge and space (geographic and virtual) as 
commodities in the new foundation for dynamic accumulation. Consequently, 
two new dynamic economies of scale were formed, which were the basis for 
growth in productivity (or the source of surplus value): learning economies and 
network economies. The former is connected to the process of knowledge cre-
ation and distribution (based on new systems of communication and information 
technologies); the latter derive from the organizational modalities of each district 
(territorial networks or system areas), which are no longer used for production 
and distribution only, but increasingly as a vehicle of diffusion (and control) of 
knowledge and technological progress. We name this new paradigm of accumu-
lation cognitive capitalism.6

The term capitalism designates the permanence, though metamorphic, of the 
fundamental variables of the capitalistic system: the leading role of profit, and 
the wage system in particular, or more precisely, the different forms of employed 
labour from which surplus value is extracted. The attribute ‘cognitive’ evidences 
the new nature of labour, the sources of valorization and property structure on 
which the process of accumulation is founded and the contradictions that this 
mutation generates.7

The centrality of learning and network economies, typical of cognitive capital-
ism, was brought into question at the beginning of the new millennium, follow-
ing the bursting of the internet economy bubble and its speculations in March 
2000. The new cognitive paradigm alone was unable to protect the socio-eco-
nomic system from the structural instability that characterized it. Since capital-
ism requires that new liquidity constantly be directed into the financial markets, 
the ability of financial markets to generate ‘value’ is tied to the development of 
‘conventions’ (speculative bubbles). These conventions can often create some-
what homogeneous expectations, thereby pushing the main financial operators to 
support certain types of financial activities.8 The internet economy bubble of the 
1990s was followed in the 2000s by the great attraction to developments in Asian 
markets (China entered the WTO in December 2001) and real-estate markets. 
Independently of the dominant convention, contemporary capitalism is always in 
search of new social and vital circles to absorb and commodify, involving more 
and more the bare vital faculties of human beings. It is for this reason that in the 
last few years we have been hearing about bioeconomy and biocapitalism.9

At this point, the reader should clearly understand that the lemma bio-cognitive 
capitalism is nothing more than the contraction of cognitive capitalism and 
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bio-economy: bio-cognitive capitalism is thus the term that defines contemporary 
capitalism, as far as overall western countries are concerned. It is important to 
underline that here, the term ‘life’ refers to the ancient Greek concept of bios and 
not of zoé. More in particular, ζωή (zoé) means the principle, the essence of life 
that belongs in common, indiscriminately, to the universality of all living beings 
and which has the opposite concept of non-life (different from ‘death’); βίος 
(bíos), instead, indicates the conditions of possibility, the ways in which our life 
takes place.

It is this second meaning, bios, which interests us. Not life from a biological 
perspective but life from a social point of view, as an expression of human rela-
tionships. In this context, the works of Foucault are particularly relevant.10 With 
the advent of capitalism, in the nineteenth century, there is an important change: 
the passage from the ‘sovereign’ power that acted from above, with the sword, 
exercising the right ‘to kill or let live’ his subjects, to a power that instead wants 
to organize, order, direct the population and therefore manage life, not death! 
Paradoxically, death does not come out of the landscape at all, but is exploited as 
an instrument to obtain ‘more’ life.

In the emergence of a bio-political practice, a new way of understanding the 
concept of population is created: as a compact body governed by specific and 
precise laws. These laws should therefore be studied, analysed and known in 
order to bend them towards our own interests as rulers and for the maintenance 
of the body itself, through certain devices such as demography and statistics, or 
with the classification into certain organisms such as an army and/or a school. 
Foucault’s analysis proceeds by identifying the important and indissoluble link 
between bio-politics and capitalism: the new techniques of power act, especially 
at the level of economic processes, to concurrently allow growth and docility, or 
the governability of the population.

Starting from this analysis, the evolution of capitalism from Fordism to bio-
cognitive capitalism fits well with the passage from materialistic production to 
intangible services, which are more and more involved in the management of 
social relations, bodies, subjectivities, that is, life, today at the foundation of 
capitalistic accumulation. In other words, we can say that the accumulation of 
capital today is primarily defined by the accumulation of the human conceived 
of as capital.

THE MAIN CHARACTERISTICS OF BIO-COGNITIVE CAPITALISM

Financial markets are the pulsating heart; knowledge is the brain; relational 
activities and social re/production are the nervous system. Bio-cognitive capital-
ism is a single body, inside of which the ‘real’ sphere cannot be separated from 
the ‘financial’; neither can the productive sphere be separated from the unpro-
ductive, work-time from life-time or production from reproduction and 
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consumption. We can state that in bio-cognitive capitalism, financial markets 
directly affect the process of accumulation and valorization. In a broader sense, 
financialization marks the definitive passage from commodity money to sign 
money.11 With the complete dematerialization of money (after the Bretton Woods 
crash of 1971, marking the end of the convertibility of the dollar to gold), finan-
cial markets defined the social and hierarchic conventions which were able to 
secure short-term monetary value. At the same time, they left open the relations 
of debit and credit, provided sufficient trust was generated in the operators. From 
this viewpoint, financial markets lubricated the process of accumulation. In the 
capitalistic system, in fact, there is no accumulation without debt. It is not a case 
that, from the 1990s onwards, financial markets have more and more played the 
role of financing investment activity by firms: the liquidity drawn by financial 
markets rewards the restructuring of production aimed at exploiting knowledge 
and the control of spaces external to the enterprise.

Secondly, in the presence of surplus value, financial markets have the same 
role in the current economic system that the Keynesian multiplier (activated by 
deficit spending) had in industrial-Fordist capitalism. However, unlike the classic 
Keynesian multiplier, the new financial multiplier leads to a distorted distribution 
of revenues. For such a multiplier to be operative,12 the financial basis (that is, 
the extension of financial markets) must be constantly growing, and the capital 
gain must be, on average, higher than the median salary loss. The polarization 
of revenues increases the risk of debt insolvency, which is the very basis of the 
growth of the financial foundation, and reduces the median salary. Thirdly, finan-
cial markets, by channelling an ever growing portion of work revenues (such as 
severance indemnity and social security, as well as earnings that, through the 
social state, turn into institutions for public health and education), in this way 
substitute the public welfare state. From this point of view, financial markets rep-
resent the privatization of the reproductive sphere of life (social re/production).13 
Finally, financial markets are the place where capitalistic valorization takes place 
today, that is, the place where the exploitation of social cooperation and of the 
general intellect are measured via the dynamics of stock market values. As a con-
sequence, profit transforms into rent14 and financial markets become the place 
where labour value is determined and transformed into finance value. The latter 
is nothing other than the subjective expression of the expectation of future profits 
articulated by financial markets, which in this way secure a rent.15 Financial mar-
kets thus exercise bio-power.16

The competitiveness of a company is largely dependent not on internal econo-
mies but on external ones; that is to say: on the ability to capture productive 
surpluses that come from the cognitive resources of a territory. Capital, then, 
benefits freely from the collective knowledge of society as if it were a ‘gift of 
nature’. From this point of view, the becoming-rent of profit takes the form of 
a privatization of what is commonwealth, gaining revenues from the creation of 
an artificial scarcity of resources. It is the commonwealth that links together, in 
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a single logic, the rent coming from real-estate speculation and financial rent – 
which, since the beginning of the 1980s, played a major role in fiscal crises and 
the dismantling of welfare state institutions, as a result of the privatization of cur-
rency and public debt. The (partial) becoming-rent of profit17 derives, then, from 
the attempt at privatizing knowledge and life (bios). This is achieved through 
politics promoting the reinforcement of intellectual property rights so that the 
cost of numerous commodities is kept artificially high, although their reproduc-
tion costs are extremely low or even close to zero.

However, it should be remembered that in bio-cognitive capitalism we are 
also in the presence of elements of ‘real subsumption’ of labour to capital result-
ing from the intensification of labour and production, thanks to the introduction 
of linguistic and communication technologies, able to involve directly and indi-
rectly the lives of individuals.18

Productive activity is increasingly based on immaterial elements, that is to 
say, on intangible ‘raw materials’ which are very hard to measure and quantify, 
and which come directly from the utilization of the relational, sentimental and 
cerebral faculties of human beings. The process of valorization loses, in this way, 
the measuring unit usually connected to material production. This measure used 
to be somewhat defined according to the necessary amount of labour needed for 
the production of commodities, measurable on the basis of the tangibility of pro-
duction and the time necessary for production. With the advent of bio-cognitive 
capitalism, valorization tends to graft itself onto different forms of labour, which 
go beyond the official work-time and coincide more and more with the whole 
life-time. Today, the value of labour at the basis of bio-cognitive accumulation is 
also the value of knowledge, of affects, social re/production and relationships; it 
is the value of the imaginary and the symbolic.

The activity of production is carried out with different organizational modes, 
which are characterized by a network structure, thanks to the development of 
technologies for communication and transportation. What follows is a disrup-
tion of the traditional and unilateral hierarchic form typical of the factory. This 
is substituted by hierarchic structures activated on the territory along sub-supply 
production chains and characterized by relations of cooperation and/or control. 
In bio-cognitive capitalism, the division of labour itself takes on cognitive char-
acteristics, and therefore is based on the differential access and use of different 
forms of knowledge.

Knowledge can be divided into four levels: information, codified knowledge, 
tacit knowledge and culture (or systemic knowledge), characterized by unilat-
eral relations of dependence. Information is the basic level of knowledge that 
is more and more incorporated into the machine element. Codified knowledge 
is a specialized knowledge (know how) that derives from tacit knowledge but 
that is transmitted through standardized procedures, with machines as interme-
diary, as a consequence of which its bearer can be substituted at any moment, 
having no contractual power. Tacit knowledge can derive from personal learning 
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processes or from specific investments in R&D (thanks to intellectual property 
rights); furthermore, at least until codified, it can only be transmitted through a 
human being, thus possibly generating forms of enclosures. Those who possess 
tacit knowledge, which is relevant for the productive process, therefore have a 
high contractual power and define the hierarchical structure of labour and pro-
duction. However, tacit knowledge, if relevant, is destined to transform into codi-
fied knowledge, sooner or later, and thus loses value. Lastly, culture is the set of 
knowledge that allows us to use the intellectual function, that is to say, the ability 
to think and act critically and creatively, not immediately subsumed to the logic 
of bio-cognitive valorization.

As a consequence, culture is a threat to the reproducibility of the socio-eco-
nomic system, and it also constitutes a surplus that exceeds control.

In bio-cognitive capitalism, the condition of the labour force goes hand in 
hand with mobility and the predominance of individual contracting (precarious-
ness). This derives from the fact that nomadic individuals are put to work, and the 
primacy of private rights over workers’ rights brings about a transformation of 
the contribution of individuals, especially if characterized by cognitive, relational 
and affective activities, into contractual individualism. Labour relations based 
on precarious conditions, that is to say, the temporal limit and spatial mobility 
of labour, are the basic paradigm in which the relationship between capital and 
labour takes place. Precariousness then becomes a structural, existential and gen-
eralized condition.19

An essential character of bio-cognitive capitalism is the dematerialization of 
fixed capital, and the transfer of its productive and organizational functions to 
the living body of labour-power. This process lies at the origin of one of the 
paradoxes of new capitalism: the contradiction between the rise in importance of 
cognitive work as a lever for the production of wealth and, at the same time, the 
devaluation of that work as far as salary and the profession are concerned. This 
paradox is inherent in Marazzi’s definition of ‘the anthropogenetic character of 
contemporary capitalistic production’, underlined in one of his essays.20 In bio-
cognitive capitalism, the living being contains within itself the functions of both 
fixed and variable capital, that is, of both the material and machinery forms of 
labour belonging to the past and of the living labour of the present: bios.

In bio-cognitive capitalism, the separation between abstract labour and con-
crete labour is not as clear as it was in industrial-Fordist capitalism. In bio-cog-
nitive capitalism, life itself is valorized. The theory of labour value becomes the 
theory of life value.21 This is accomplished through the valorization of the differ-
ences that each individual brings. These are those differences, in their individu-
ality, that are able to empower the relational activities (the differences enrich) 
which underlie the social cooperation that produces general intellect. Beyond the 
differences of race, gender, nationality or other socio-economic characteristics, 
are the differences themselves, regardless of the anthropological characteristics 
that define them, to be valorized. The division of labour is characterized by new 
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elements linked to the different access to knowledge – in other words, of a ‘cog-
nitive division of labour’. In fact, the spatial and biological differences, primar-
ily gender, geography and race in the first place, are used more as immediate 
discipline tools of the social body. But the emerging trend goes towards the con-
stitution of a human subjectivity characterized by adversarial conflict between 
creativity in doing and brain control: a sort of bionic being, able to handle the 
anthropogenetic production process, a world where it is denied individuality but 
exalted for its individualism. The bio-cognitive capitalism is bio-economic pro-
duction, is bio-economy.

The traditional binary dichotomies inherited from industrial-Fordist capital-
ism are no longer applicable. We are witnessing the overcoming of the separation 
between life-time and labour-time.22 As soon as labour activities use the vital fac-
ulties of individuals, it becomes impossible to define a temporal barrier between 
labour- and non-labour-time. Even if this distinction can nominally continue to 
exist on a formal-juridical level, the difference between life and labour no longer 
exists in reality, and this is also due to the new language and communication tech-
nologies. Life appears mostly (but not totally) subsumed to labour.23 We are also 
witnessing the overcoming of the separation between workplace and life-space. 
The multiple forms of bio-labour are in fact nomadic labour, where mobility is 
a primary requisite. This phenomenon leads to the definition of non-places of 
work, as opposed to classic forms of domestication.

We are also witnessing the overcoming of the separation between production 
and reproduction. This is the first consequence of life becoming labour. When we 
talk about life, we do not only mean it as directly finalized to productive activity, 
but also to the social reproduction24 of life itself – a clear example of which is the 
almost exclusively female caretaking work. Having said this, we can state that the 
erasure of this distinction implies the partial overcoming of the specific gender 
difference. In conclusion, we are witnessing the overcoming of the separation 
between production, circulation and consumption. In bio-cognitive capitalism, 
the act of consumption is, at the same time, a participation of public opinion, an 
act of communication and self-marketing.

In bio-cognitive capitalism, value creation is based primarily on the process of 
expropriation of the general intellect for private accumulation. The general intel-
lect is the outcome of basic social cooperation: it allows the passage from tacit 
knowledge to codified knowledge as social knowledge. This passage is regulated 
by the evolution of the juridical forms of intellectual property rights. Such prop-
erty is thereby added to that of the means of production, giving private property 
the control of the process of generation (intellectual property) and diffusion of 
knowledge (ownership of the means of production). Since the exploitation of 
the general intellect implies the valorization of the very existence of individuals, 
the process of value creation is no longer limited to the workday, but extends to 
include the entirety of an individual’s existence. This means that the measure of 
exploitation is not really the time of the workday generating surplus labour, but 
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rather that part of the life span that is necessary to generate tacit knowledge – and 
hence social knowledge – which will be then expropriated through the process 
of accumulation.

The effective and direct forms with which the expropriation of the general 
intellect creates value can be different. Among these, the valorization of com-
modities through the branding process is particularly significant.25 The value of 
commodities increases together with the increase in their symbolic meaning and 
their ability to create an imaginary which is shared by consumers. Even in this 
case, surplus value originates from totally immaterial elements created by behav-
ioural conventions and by shared relational activities, just as happens in financial 
markets. If private ownership of the means of production implies partly stealing 
the workday and allowing for the generation of surplus work, private intellectual 
property is then the theft of social knowledge understood as commonwealth. In 
bio-cognitive capitalism, the creation of value happens through the expropriation 
of the commonwealth.26

In bio-cognitive capitalism, basic income is the remuneration for human 
activity, that human and productive activity which is not certified as labour by 
industrial relations and juridical status. The idea of basic income is centred on 
the concept of ‘compensation’ or ‘remuneration’ and not on that of ‘assistance’ 
(subsidies, transfer payments, etc.). It is a primary income.27 The logic that justi-
fies its existence is then completely opposed to the current interpretation, that is, 
a tool to guarantee a continuity of revenue in a temporary, conditional way.28 In 
the present context of bio-cognitive capitalism, wealth is divided between those 
whose life becomes value (all residents regardless of citizenship, etc.), all those 
(much fewer) who create value from the private appropriation of common goods 
(exploitation of intellectual property rights, of the territory, of financial flux, 
etc.), and those who profit from or work in productive and service activities. As a 
consequence, basic income is by definition unconditional and perpetual (for the 
duration of one’s life). In other words, basic income is nothing other, today, than 
the equivalent of a salary in Fordist times. It is a primary income,29 that is the 
result of the income distribution and not tool of income redistribution, inside a 
social security framework.

In bio-cognitive capitalism, the most adequate structure of welfare is the com-
monfare, or welfare of the common.30 The welfare of the common is based on 
two main pillars. On the one hand, the guarantee of a continuity of unconditional 
revenue, disregarding working conditions, professional, social or citizenship sta-
tus. This is complementary to any other form of direct revenue, as compensation 
for the productive social cooperation that forms the basis of value creation, cur-
rently expropriated for private rent and profit. On the other, access to material 
and immaterial common goods that allow full participation in social life by way 
of the free fruition of common natural/environmental goods (water, air, environ-
ment) and immaterial common goods (knowledge, mobility, socialization, cur-
rency, primary social services).
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WHICH KIND OF SUBSUMPTION IN BIO-COGNITIVE  
CAPITALISM?

The crisis of the Fordist paradigm can be read as the crisis of the real subsump-
tion (Saenz de Sicilia, Chapter 33, this Handbook) based on material production. 
In the last decades, as previously argued, we have seen a shift from the produc-
tion of money by means of commodities: (M-C-M’) to the production of money 
by means of knowledge and relational activities/social reproduction [C(k)]: 
[M-C(k)-M’], with structural effects on the mode of production and on the val-
orization process. Thus, we are now in a new phase of subsumption of labour to 
capital, where at the same time formal subsumption and real subsumption tend 
to merge and feed off one another. This new situation, almost from a theoretical 
point of view, needs to be emphasized.

In bio-cognitive capitalism we can still talk of formal subsumption of labour to 
capital when labour activity refers to abilities and to relational learning processes 
that the individual worker holds on the basis of their life experiences. These skills 
are partially completed in a period prior to the time of their use for the production 
of exchange value. The learning and the relationship, initially, arise as use value 
and, like tools and manual skills of the artisans of the first pre-Tayloristic stage 
of capitalist, are then ‘salarized’, obtorto collo31 and formally subsumed in the 
production of exchange value. The presence, today, of formal subsumption is also 
verified by the structural lengthening of the working day. Formal subsumption  
in bio-cognitive capitalism, therefore, has the effect of broadening the basis of 
accumulation, including training, care, breeding, consumption, social, cultural, 
artistic and leisure activities. The concept of human productive activities changes, 
eroding the distinctions between directly productive work (labour), artistic and 
cultural work (opus) and leisure activities (otium and play) which all tend to  
converge into labour, a directly and indirectly productive (of surplus value) 
activity.32

At the same time, in bio-cognitive capitalism, the real subsumption is modi-
fied with respect to Taylorism but we believe that it still operates. Now, real 
subsumption has to do with the dead/living labour ratio, as a consequence of the 
transition from repetitive, mechanical technologies to linguistic, relational ones. 
Static technologies, at the basis of the growth of productivity and of intensity in 
labour performance (size scale economies) switch to dynamic technologies able 
to exploit learning and network economies, by simultaneously combining manual 
tasks and brain-relational activities. The result has been the rise of new, more flex-
ible forms of labour, in which design and manufacturing stages are no longer per-
fectly separable but are more and more interdependent and complementary. Even  
the separation between manufacturing and service production becomes more dif-
ficult to grasp. They become inseparable within the production industry. As far as 
material production is concerned, the introduction of new computerized systems 
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of production, such as computer aided design (CAD), computer aided manufac-
turing (CAM) and computer aided engineering (CAE), necessitate professional 
skills and knowledge that make the relationship between human and machine 
increasingly inseparable. Now it is the living labour that may potentially domi-
nate the dead labour of the machine, but inside the new structure of labour orga-
nization and social governance. As far as immaterial production is concerned, 
the hybridization between human and machine is even stronger, affecting the 
new industries on the technological frontier, whose names are, not by chance, 
characterized by the prefix bio- (bio-tech, bio-robotics, bio-genetics and so on). 
The result is that on the production side of services (financialization, R&D, com-
munication, brand, marketing), we are witnessing a predominance of the down-
stream valorization of material production, today especially in Western countries 
and, in the future, probably also in China and India.

When life is put to work, the labour-time is not measured in standard mea-
surement units (hours, days). The workday has no limits, except for natural ones. 
We are in the presence of formal subsumption and of the absolute surplus value 
extraction. When life is put to work because the brain becomes a machine, or 
‘fixed and variable capital at the same time’, the intensification of labour perfor-
mance reaches its maximum: we are in the presence of real subsumption and of 
relative surplus value extraction.

In conclusion, in bio-cognitive capitalism, real subsumption and formal sub-
sumption are two sides of the same coin and feed off one another. Together, 
they create a new form of subsumption we can call life subsumption. We pre-
fer this term to that of subsumption of general intellect, as proposed by Carlo 
Vercellone,33 since we do not refer only to the sphere of knowledge and education 
but also to the sphere of human relations, broadly speaking.

Thus, life subsumption is a mixture of expropriation and exploitation and the 
share of both depends on the type of labour activity. Since we are speaking of 
life subsumption, and life is not uniquely standardized in terms of abstraction (as 
is the case for the concept of abstract labour), inevitably we must consider the 
different means by which life subsumption occurs. There are mainly four means: 
dispossession,34 extraction,35 finance subsumption36 and imprinting.37 The first 
two in fact mainly refer to the idea of formal subsumption, albeit in different 
ways. The third, as defined by Riccardo Bellofiore,38 has to do mainly with real 
subsumption, while the fourth implies a discussion beyond the concept of sub-
sumption.39 We consider the concept of life subsumption a good starting point 
and incubator to develop further analysis.

SOME CRITICAL POINTS

In their book of 2014,40 Melinda Cooper and Catherine Waldby discuss the term 
‘bioeconomics’, by referring to its definition according to the neo-workerist 
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approach, explicitly quoting the concept of cognitive biocapitalism as proposed 
by Fumagalli in 2011.41 Their critique deals with the absence of ‘the analysis of 
material mechanisms which affect the human bodies in the labour process of 
post-Fordism’.42 The neo-workerist approach, in particular:

[i]ndicates an aporia. It fails to pose the most salient question – what exactly was ‘life itself’ 
under Fordist conditions of (re)production? What, in other words, were its gendered and 
racialized divisions of labor? And in what sense does the actual production of bioeconomic 
value in the knowledge-intensive life science sector reflect or interact with these wider shifts 
in how the scene of reproduction is organized? In which way is this all related to the produc-

tion of knowledge in advanced capitalism? (p. 6)43

Actually, it is difficult to see this aporia, if we take into account that the concept 
of life considered here derives from bios (and not from zoé), as clarified at the 
start of the chapter. It follows then that the concept of bio-economics is interested 
in a range of human activity broader than simple biological existence. Of course, 
as Cooper and Waldby showed in a magistral way, the enlargement of the base 
for capitalistic accumulation has increasingly affected the same human bodies 
and its internal organs. The commodification of life and bodies seems to have no 
limits.

As recognized by the authors, this trend had already started in the late-Fordist 
era, where crisis increased the changing role played by both social and individual 
reproduction. The first one started to be analysed by the feminist movements 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the latter by the first innovative procedures 
in the manipulation of internal organs (transplants and new surgical techniques, 
from the new ones able to enlarge the possibilities of procreation to the genome 
decryption).

However, the relevance of social reproduction as a key factor in the process of 
valorization of capital started in the 1990s with the feminization of labour, espe-
cially of cognitive labour44 and was strengthened by the growth not only of care 
labour but also of all those activities whose core is represented by the ‘body and 
brain maintenance’.45 Education, health and welfare systems are today some of 
the sectors with greater added value inside a new configuration of accumulation 
that is more and more based on the expropriation of the social and reproduc-
tive ‘commonwealth’.46 We referred to this perspective when we introduced the 
notion of bio-cognitive capitalism as a new mode of production. This is a con-
troversial point compared to other Marxist analyses. Is there real discontinuity 
between the Fordist process of accumulation and the contemporary one?

The radical changes undergone by capitalism on a global scale have fuelled 
the theoretical discussion around the new phenomena of globalization and the 
different organizational patterns of production. Despite these changes, the origins 
of exploitation always lie in the ‘capital labour’ relationship. This assessment is 
at the basis of the neo-workerist approach too and is confirmed by the analysis 
developed in earlier paragraphs. Nevertheless, some Marxist scholars47 criticize 
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the hypothesis of cognitive capitalism (and therefore of bio-cognitive capitalism) 
because of the abandonment of the labour-value theory. If the labour-value theory 
continues to be valid, the capitalistic system of production in its structural core is 
not subject to changes. What does change is the way in which the capital labour 
ratio is organized at the supra-structural level, but the social and economic laws 
that govern it remain unchanged. As Jacob Rigi writes:

The hegemonic role of information in contemporary capitalism (Castells 2010/1996; Hardt 
and Negri 2000) has misled Negri and his associates to declare that the law of value does 
not govern contemporary ‘post-modern capitalism’. This claim is fundamentally wrong; the 
laws of value and surplus value remain the basic foundations of contemporary capitalism.48

Two points need to be made. The first deals with the fact that neo-workerist 
thought is anything but homogeneous and cohesive. Nevertheless, it is possible 
to find a common root among the different analyses. This is reflected in the cur-
rent debate between the various analyses of the concept of subsumption (to the 
point of fearing the futility of this concept in the current capitalist phase). It is 
therefore a symptom of superficiality (or worse, prejudice), especially in the 
critical area, to flatten the whole of neo-workerist thought to a single elaboration. 
An elaboration, which refers to the positions of some of its most famous expo-
nents, which, precisely because of their calibre and for the teachings and sugges-
tions they were able to give, represent, not by chance, different points of view. 
In particular, after the success of the books by Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, 
the liveliest critics have equated the neo-workerist thought with that of Antonio 
Negri, so much so as to affirm that:

The post-workerist theses represent in fact the spearhead of the project of co-optation of 
the so-called cognitive work in the neo-bourgeois social block.49

Beyond similar statements, it is necessary to reiterate a simple but banal fact: 
precisely because the capital-labour conflict is expressed today in many forms 
and expresses different subjectivities, within the neo-workerist galaxy its inter-
pretation is equally manifold and in any case always aimed at the transformation 
of the present state of things.

The second point derives from an apparent misunderstanding which hides a 
relevant theoretical problem. In the neo-workerist approach, what is critically 
discussed is not the affirmation that human labour is the source of exchange value 
and therefore of surplus value, but rather the method of its measure. In its abstract 
formulation, the labour theory of value remains valid. On the contrary, with the 
advent of cognitive and bio-cognitive capitalism, the subjective theory of value 
utility, formulated by the neoclassical approach of Karl Menger and Stanley 
Jevons in 1871 and anticipated by Jeremy Bentham – which states that value and 
prices depend on the scarcity or abundance of a commodity – loses its meaning. 
The main reason lies in the fact that the main inputs of production – knowledge, 
relationships, virtual space, life itself – are not subject to scarcity, neither are they 
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rival goods; in fact, the more they are spilled, the more they spread and become 
abundant. This point is confirmed by Michael Hardt, when he affirms:

But let me say some obvious things first. Our thesis on the crisis of the law of value is of 
course not a way to question that labour is today a source of value. The proposition at the 
beginning of the first volume of Capital is that the exchange value of every commodity is 
determined in some sense by the quantity of abstract labour that produces them. So the 
quantity of labour time that goes into making the commodity determines its exchange value. 
What is being questioned by this thesis on the crisis is not that labour is what produces value, 
it is rather that capital’s ability to quantify and measure labour’s contribution is in crisis. This 
is what I understand from this heterodox stream from the 1970s, including Negri, that the 
thesis on crisis that they posed was the thesis on the crisis of measure.50

This misunderstanding, in any case, hides a different interpretation of Marxist 
thought and presents a corollary. The above-mentioned rigid Marxist interpreta-
tion holds that if there is a crisis in the measure of labour, then the labour theory 
of value itself is invalidated. This controversy reminds us of the controversy 
about the transformation of values in prices. If this question could not be solved, 
the whole Marxian theory of labour value was invalidated. After the Sraffian 
critique, most Marxists believed they had to abandon the Marxian formulation of 
labour-value theory as a concrete tool to give a unit of measure to the degree of 
exploitation.51 The corollary is that only the economic subjects, whose exploita-
tion can be measured, represent the productive labour and the antagonist core to 
capitalism. The critical assessment is the following:52

Starting from the cognitive thesis that labour is no longer the basis of the processes of 
valorisation of capital, since capitalist exploitation pervades all social existence (working or 
not), the new workerist approach identifies the new revolutionary subject in mass intel-
lectuality, the only subject really antagonistic to the system. For neo-workerism, as well as 
for the theorists of cognitive capital, the post-Fordist era marks the end of the centrality 
of factory labour in the production of surplus value, with the consequence that on the 
social level the working class can no longer be considered a force antagonist to capital. 
From the mass worker of the Fordist era we move on to the post-Fordist mass intellectual-
ity, all in the sign of the continuity of the mystifying and reformist action of the neo-
workerist thinkers. For this approach, in the age of the globalization of capitalism the 
working class has completely disappeared, giving way to a sort of social magma called 
widespread intellectuality.53

This critique deals with the ascertainment of a big misunderstanding in the neo-
workerist analysis between two levels of capitalist domination. It is one thing to 
affirm that in the current phase capitalism is so dominant that it controls all social 
life; it is another thing to affirm that by virtue of this domination, economic 
exploitation also takes place outside of production. Two concepts are identified 
which, although both are an expression of the capitalist mode of production, are 
extremely different from one another:

The economic analysis of capital slips on the terrain of the ideological superstructure, thus 
losing the necessary scientific rigor.54
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The neo-workerist approach considers this critique as false and depending on a 
dogmatic analysis of Marxian thought, especially if we refer to the method of 
Marx, which recognizes that every social and economic analysis is always an 
analysis in progress and therefore dynamic. It is the result of a dialectical process 
in constant metamorphosis. The historicist approach tells us that the understand-
ing of a social dynamic can only be valid within a well-defined and outlined 
historical and/or spatial context. There are no intrinsic laws in political economy. 
The ambition to formulate a social analysis (and consequently the identification 
of the processes of its transformation) which tends to remain unchanged over 
time, through the definition of basic concepts and social aggregates defined in an 
‘anti-historical’ way, is not part of Marxian tradition.

Another point of discussion regards the degree of global generality of the bio-
cognitive capitalism thesis. Can we affirm that bio-cognitive capitalism today 
affects the whole globe? In the 2010s, the globalization trend reached its peak. 
From the point of view of capitalistic valorization, we can witness a homogene-
ity in the dynamics of corporate profit and financial rents all over the world, in 
the USA, Europe and China. On the contrary, labour conditions have become 
fragmented. We can say that, today, a unique and homogeneous technical com-
position of labour, one that is able to provide a dominant social composition of 
labour as a key factor for the development of class struggle, does not exist. This 
labour variety does not mean that the capitalistic valorization is at the same time 
diversified. Even emerging capitalist countries (like the BRICS) now play a role 
significant enough to be able to redefine the geo-politic assets at the world level 
inside the same framework of accumulation, increasingly based on learning and 
network economies. What is different is the degree of penetration of intangible 
production and the share of cognitive workers. It depends on a new type of inter-
national division of labour, strictly related to the cognitive division of labour at 
the international level. The managerial organizations of big corporations are in 
fact based on a rhizomatic model, characterized by different subcontractor nodes 
in a flexible way, where economic power lies in intellectual property rights and 
in the control of financial flows.

Life subsumption and the new forms of exploitation, on the one side, and pre-
carization and individualization of labour activity, on the other, are accompanied 
by structural change in the system of remunerations. Are we going beyond the 
wage society? Of course not! But wages are no longer the unique type of remu-
neration inside the labour-capital ratio.

Within monetary remuneration, wage as a direct and stable remuneration of 
labour performance is increasingly accompanied (and sometimes replaced) by 
non-salary forms of monetary remuneration paid to hetero-directed and self-
employed workers.55

Further, what is interesting to note is that some other methods of non-mone-
tary remuneration are spreading. The role played by imaginaries within the learn-
ing and networking processes in intangible productions favours the diffusion of 
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symbolic remuneration linked to what we can define as the ‘political economy 
of the promise’.56

This variety of remuneration system is the consequence of the diffusion of 
precarity and of the pre-eminence of individual bargaining on the collective one, 
in other words of the social dumping resulting from the imposition of neoliberal 
policies.

In this context, the proposal of basic income can help to reverse this situation. 
This point is the object of a large debate within the Marxist analysis. According 
to Giulio Palermo:

On the theoretical level, basic income, in its ideal version, is defended in particular by 
Keynesian school economists. According to them, this tool supports aggregate demand, 
growth and employment. The most radical, those that wink to Marx, add that it also favors 
emancipation from wage labor … I argue instead that basic income can not only achieve 
these goals but actually end up going in the opposite direction: aggravating the crisis, devel-
oping liberalism and accelerating the processes of job precarisation and the commodification 
of society.57

The political conclusion reached by Giulio Palermo is not very different from 
that of Riccardo Bellofiore and Joseph Halevi in an article from 11 July 2006 
printed in the ‘communist’ newspaper Il Manifesto:58

The road to hell is paved with good intentions: the BI [Basic Income] is the shore of social-
liberal policies of aggression to labour conditions, dividing it.

Although almost 15 years have passed, the common accusation directed at basic 
income by a certain type of Marxist thought (what we can call, for simplicity, 
‘scientific’) is that of being ancillary to neoliberalism. The reason lies in the fact 
that basic income is considered as part of the social security system within the 
redistribution of income. Therefore, it has nothing to do with the exploitation of 
labour. At most, it can help to lessen this exploitation and, in this way, help to 
mitigate the potential for class conflict. Moreover, if it is provided in the pres-
ence of strong conditions (with regard to individual behaviour and consumption) 
and forms of employment compulsion, it becomes a powerful tool for social 
control. This is understandable. But, if we take into consideration the new pro-
cess of accumulation and valorization we presented at the start of the chapter, in 
bio-cognitive capitalism, basic income must be considered as a ‘primary income’ 
which directly affects income distribution.59

From this point of view, basic income is already a system of remuneration 
and, therefore, by definition, must be unconditional. That means that it cannot be 
considered a tool of social control but of self-determination, with people able to 
exercise the right to choose work (including the refusal of work). From this point 
of view, basic income, unlike all the social neo-liberal versions empowering the 
capitalistic mode of accumulation, can become incompatible with the present 
social structure and, therefore, a potential instrument of conflict.
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INTRODUCTION

Conventional justifications of Intellectual Property (IP) are either grounded on 
the premise that knowledge is simply a natural element of the process of produc-
tion or on a liberal presumption that the individual subject is authorised to exer-
cise his or her rights over the general stock of human knowledge if only he or 
she contributes to its improvement. This chapter will show that a Marxist 
approach offers a far more fecund range of conceptual resources for conceiving 
IP through a global lens while also demonstrating the lacunae in perspectives that 
treat IP either as a mere object or as an individual entitlement. In what follows, 
we trace the genealogy of IP as a social relationship in the origins of capitalism. 
We look especially to the separation of mental and material production as well 
as the way in which IP permits capital’s control and subsumption of a multiplic-
ity of labour processes. Accordingly, we present IP here as a form of artificially 
produced scarcity through the appropriation of a ‘general intellect’ or, in other 
words, as the individualisation of historically and collectively produced 
knowledge.

The presentation of these claims is organised into four sections. First, we offer 
an outline of philosophical justifications for IP. In the process of doing so, we 
highlight the weaknesses of the modern bourgeois sources usually used to jus-
tify rights in IP. Second, we provide an overview of Marxian and contemporary 

85
Intellectual Property

Paul  Rekret  and Kryst ian Szadkowsk i



INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY 1559

Marxist approaches to the role of IP. We look in particular at how IP contributes 
to the ongoing process of accumulation by dispossession, strengthens the divi-
sion of labour, and helps to form and realise knowledge commodities, as well as 
how it becomes a basis for extracting rents in the information industry. Third, 
we give some indication of the historical development of the IP regime, from 
fifteenth-century Venice to the WTO’s recent Trade-Related Intellectual Property 
(TRIP) agreements. Finally, we situate some contemporary sites of struggle over 
IP, from the commodification of indigenous forms of knowledge to issues around 
academic patenting, the capitalist academic publishing industry and its domina-
tion of academic labour. A Marxist approach to IP presents the scholar with a 
novel, and indeed global, grasp of what is at stake in this increasingly prevalent 
form of private property and, as such, informs struggle against both capitalist 
appropriation of, and expanding control over, the exercise of life itself.

PHILOSOPHICAL JUSTIFICATIONS OF INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY

Typically, philosophical justifications for IP rights are premised on the attempt 
to legitimise property as a ‘right’ enjoyable and transferable by a sovereign indi-
vidual while extending this beyond mere physical possession, privilege, and 
ownership to intangible entities such as ideas and inventions. There are some 
grounds for claiming that Renaissance ideas of individual creativity that circu-
lated around the same time as the earliest patent statutes were emerging in fif-
teenth-century Venice both informed and reflected the earliest notions of IP in 
the modern era (Rose,1993). It is nonetheless fair to say that properly philosophi-
cal justifications for the right to IP emerge through the modern European philo-
sophical concept of the ‘idea’ as the outcome of the mutual constitution of reason 
and experience (Papaioannou, n.d.).

It is worth noting that some Marxist philosophers have located the conditions 
for this modern epistemological position in the historical divisions to which 
capital submits intellectual and manual labour. For instance, Alfred Sohn-Rethel 
(1978) has posited that the notion of an individuated autonomous intellect is 
inseparable from the capitalist’s desire to assume direct control over the process 
of production in the form of knowledge entirely independent from manual labour. 
As Caffentzis (1989, 2008) notes, while René Descartes is usually cited as inau-
gurating the conception of a consciousness independent of thought and world 
(including by Sohn-Rethel), insofar as he extends consciousness into the legal 
and political sphere, and thus relates property and identity, John Locke is more 
important to historical conceptions of private property as well as contemporary 
justifications for IP rights (Rekret, 2016: 231–3). It is by looking to Locke’s work 
that an assessment of philosophical defences of IP justly begins.

Locke poses the subject’s moral right to the appropriation of that with which 
they mix their labour; in this sense, he posits the act of enclosure as a moral 
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obligation insofar as it ‘improves’ the Earth ‘for the benefit of life’ (1993: 253). 
Conversely, Locke deems that land left idle and so without ‘improvement’ is 
mere ‘waste’ (1993: 282). Extending Locke’s conception of the right to the prod-
ucts of one’s labour to the realm of ideas and inventions is in keeping with this 
logic insofar as the defence of IP rights tends to rest on the claim that the indi-
vidual’s ‘improvement’ of the common stock of humanity through the invention 
of some process or idea justifies their right to its disposal. Such a claim is fre-
quently drawn upon where IP is defended on the grounds that without the right to 
individually profit from the products of their intellectual labour, there would be 
no incentive to engage in that labour in the first place, hence no ‘improvement’.

Lockean arguments also underlie justifications of the alienation of the prod-
ucts of intellectual labour through processes such as waged knowledge work, 
wherein capitalists take ownership of their employees’ inventions (Waldby and 
Mitchell, 2006; Boyle, 2008). While Locke posed a ‘spoilage’ limitation upon 
the appropriation of the commons, whereby one had to leave ‘enough and as 
good for others’, he also argued that the institution of money – a commodity 
one could trade but which did not spoil – overcame this limit to appropriation 
(1993: 274). This implies a moral ‘freedom’ to sell one’s intellectual labour and 
its products for a wage.

A less common justification, especially in the Anglo-American legal tradition 
that tends to dominate contemporary global IP regimes, is grounded in a Hegelian 
view of property as tied to the existence of a free individual and their recogni-
tion by others (May, 2010). Insofar as individual or intellectual creations can be 
regarded as inherent to an individual’s personality, that individual is argued to 
have a moral right to their IP. In other words, property ownership functions as an 
expression of the individual’s will and thus distinguishes and protects the individ-
ual from the intrusion of others, while also preserving them from absorption by 
the state. On this view, property is ‘the first embodiment of freedom’ insofar as 
it gives the individual a basis to participate in moral and social life (Hegel, 1952: 
45). The Hegelian view is often opposed to Lockean justifications on the grounds 
that property is not founded upon a ‘natural’ law nor necessarily conditional upon 
the individual’s labour in this instance, but instead grants an unconditional moral 
right to property on the basis of possession itself. Nevertheless, insofar as both 
the Lockean and the Hegelian views ground property in ideas upon a metaphysi-
cal individualism and view knowledge as the product of the individual, they are 
not fundamentally opposed (May, 2010: 21).

A third set of arguments defends IP on utilitarian or more broadly, conse-
quentialist, grounds (cf. Landes and Posner, 2004). Here IP is viewed as crucial 
to the efficient development of useful knowledge beneficial to the greater good. 
Such claims are often rooted in the Lockean notion of ‘improvement’ insofar as 
they are premised upon the idea that individuals will innovate if they are mate-
rially rewarded (May, 2010: 32). These arguments are often ad hoc in nature, 
viewing markets in IP as the most ‘efficient’ means of allocating intellectual or 
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knowledge resources. But where IP in particular is concerned, such arguments 
are circular: a market in artificially scarce knowledge goods must first be created 
for that market to function as an efficient means for distributing those very goods 
(May, 2010: 56; Johnson Andrews, 2019).

Bourgeois critics of IP rarely question the basic metaphysical frameworks 
that underlie the concept of parcelling ideas, knowledge, and information into 
separable and transferable objects analogous to material property. As Johnson 
Andrews (2019) argues, well known critics of IP such as Lawrence Lessig (2004) 
or Rosemary Coombe (1998) may question the extent to which expanding terms 
for patents truly benefits the greater good, but they do not necessarily challenge 
the notion of knowledge as an inherently valuable ‘resource’ produced by indi-
vidual mental labour; more broadly, they often fail to question the logic of private 
property itself. Similarly, recent debates over the control of individual data pro-
duced in the use of internet platforms tend to be couched in the narrow terms of 
privacy and individual rights, while debates over indigenous knowledge are often 
reduced to questions of individual versus collective IP. These debates are narrow 
insofar as they fail to challenge the exclusive control of ideas and inventions as 
such, or the abstraction of ideas from collective sensuous practices that IP pre-
sumes. More widely, non-Marxist critics of IP all too often take the economic 
value of information or knowledge as intrinsic to that knowledge itself (Schiller, 
2007). A Marxist assessment, on the contrary, rejects these premises in order to 
conceive IP as a historically specific social relation involving the emergence of 
institutions predicated upon the enclosure of collectively produced knowledge 
and information.

MARX ON INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY

Even though Marx often refers to the role of knowledge and science in capitalist 
production, he never systematically addresses the issue of IP nor bestows it with 
any formal theorisation. This is not surprising given the much more prominent 
role property in knowledge plays for contemporary capitalism, as compared to the 
nineteenth century. Indeed, Marx views the sector of knowledge or ‘immaterial’ 
production as marginal to the production of surplus value (Marx, 1963–71). At 
best, in place of a fully formed account, he formulates scattered observations on 
IP’s growing importance to capitalism (Heinrich, 2013). We can nevertheless 
derive at least two central elements from his work that can constitute a point of 
departure for understanding the role of IP in contemporary capitalist production.

First, the emphasis Marx places on the role of science and knowledge in 
the expansion of capitalist production is of great importance. This is famously 
described in the so-called ‘Fragment on Machines’ in the Grundrisse. There, 
Marx (1973: 699) explains how science and knowledge begin to function as ‘pro-
ductive forces’ in their own right and, in turn, begin to act as destabilising factors 
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for capitalism. As Marx has it, with the rise of machinery in large scale industry, 
‘the entire production process appears as not subsumed under the direct skilful-
ness of the worker, but rather as the technological application of science’ and this 
further entails that direct labour ‘is reduced to a mere moment of this process’ 
(Marx, 1973: 701). On this view, the more that capital sets into motion techno-
logically intensive processes, the more the production process as a whole rests 
on science and its advancement (Marx, 1973: 704–5). As this trend proceeds 
through the development of industrial capitalism, the scale of human knowledge 
objectified in fixed capital grows accordingly. Marx coined the phrase ‘the gen-
eral intellect’ to describe this process, arguing that ‘the development of fixed 
capital indicates to what degree general social knowledge has become a direct 
force of production, and to what degree, hence, the conditions of the process of 
social life itself have come under the control of the general intellect and been 
transformed in accordance with it’ (1973: 706). It’s been argued that this account 
of the ‘general intellect’ neglects the way in which general social knowledge 
‘manifests itself as living labor’. That is, by reducing ‘general social knowledge’ 
to the category of fixed capital, Marx’s account in the Grundrisse neglects its 
presence in wider social, cognitive, and affective relations (Virno, 2007). Marx’s 
notion of the ‘general intellect’ has nonetheless informed an expansive research 
programme into more recent transformations of labour and production. In this 
context, IP can be understood as a tool through which the ongoing acquisition of 
living knowledge is congealed and objectified in the dead knowledge of capitalist 
machinery.

The second of Marx’s major contributions to our understanding of IP rests 
with his account of the ways in which capital acquires new knowledge, inven-
tions, or scientific discoveries. According to Marx, capital is not an inventive 
force in itself and is only capable of appropriating knowledge, ideas, and inven-
tions. In this sense, capital treats knowledge just as it treats nature: as a ‘free gift’ 
(Marx, 1992a). Inventions and ideas from the past, as well as those developed 
in the present, are appropriated and turned into intellectual private property in 
order to stimulate capital’s further self-valorisation. Marx explains this dynamic 
in Capital Volume III when he describes the process of invention by what he 
calls ‘universal labour’: ‘universal labour is all scientific work, all discovery 
and invention. It is brought about partly by the cooperation of men now liv-
ing, but partly also by building on earlier work’ (1992b: 199). This implies that 
where it encloses knowledge and ideas and thus makes access to them an exclu-
sive right, capital merely parasitically feeds upon the achievements of universal 
labour. It bears emphasising that this parasitic relation rests upon a contradiction 
where private appropriations congealed in the form of IP are grounded upon the 
collective intellectual labour of past and present generations (Harvey, 2014). 
Parenthetically, this is a claim that extends to Research and Development sectors 
as well, insofar as innovation and the general pool of knowledge is inextricable 
from the public university system (Mazzucato, 2013; Larivière et al., 2015.
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Where scientific endeavour ceases to function as an open and ready resource 
for capital and ‘becomes a business’ in its own right (Marx, 1973: 704), this has 
sometimes come to be known as the development of a sector of ‘immaterial pro-
duction’. Even in this case, however, as Marx points out, capital must cope with 
the persistent problem of its own non-creativity. Writing from the perspective of 
the nineteenth century, Marx already saw that, in terms of the self-valorisation of 
capital, investment in innovation is a pointless endeavour since it initially brings 
low, if any, returns given that the process required to arrive at new and applicable 
knowledge or know-how is slow, financially burdensome, and risky. For these 
reasons, capital tends to situate itself as external to the process of invention; it 
prefers to arrive at the very end of the innovation process when the invention 
can be acquired and its (collective) producer simply dispossessed (Marx, 1992b: 
199). Moreover, Marx also noted that, given that the costs of reproducing knowl-
edge are low, if not non-existent, this entails the need on the part of capital to arti-
ficially introduce scarcity into the sphere of ‘immaterial production’, if the value 
of the mental labour of innovation is to be realised. As he explained in Theories of 
Surplus Value, ‘the product of mental labour – science – always stands far below 
its value, because the labour-time needed to reproduce it has no relation at all to 
the labour-time required for its original production’ (Marx, 1963–71: 353). It is 
in this sense that there is a contradiction inherent in capital’s relation to inven-
tions: capital wishes to pay nothing for knowledge inputs yet charges high fees 
for outputs (Jessop, 2007: 127). Accordingly, capital must ceaseslessly seek to 
preserve and advance the protection of IP rights in order to secure the generation 
of value through monopoly rents (Vercellone, 2007).

In addition to these explicit assessments, Bob Jessop (n.d.) convincingly spec-
ulates that Marx’s analytic offers tools to construct a more complete account of 
the role of IP through the nexus of production/circulation/distribution through 
which Marx understands the operations of capital. That is to say, in the sphere 
of circulation IP gives form to intellectual commodities once they enter the mar-
ket; within the sphere of distribution, IP secures a share of surplus value for 
rentier capital; and finally, in the sphere of production, it offers a foundation 
for the extraction of relative surplus value and provides a competitive advantage  
for individual capitalists.

MARXIST ASSESSMENTS OF IP

Beyond Marx’s own insights, contemporary scholarship has drawn on Marx’s 
analyses and categories to understand the importance of IP for processes of capi-
tal accumulation in the present. In this regard, there are at least four key ways by 
which Marxist theory understands IP. First, ‘accumulation by dispossession’ is 
often viewed as a primary source through which capital acquires resources, and 
this applies to IP as well. In coining this term, David Harvey had in mind the 
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process of enclosure whereby capital ‘releases a set of assets (including labour 
power) at very low (and in some instances zero) cost’ (2003: 144). This occurs 
because capital always requires a non-capitalist outside, a constant source of 
‘free’ or cheap assets that can prolong its accumulation. Where no such assets 
are available, capital must produce them by instituting artificial scarcity (Harvey, 
2003: 143). It is on these terms that, drawing on the notion of what in Capital 
Volume I Marx calls ‘primitive accumulation’, Marxist scholarship has under-
stood the dispossession and conversion into private property of traditional forms 
of knowledge and practices (Harvey, 2003; Prudham, 2007; Zeller, 2008; 
Peekhaus, 2011). The expansion, enforcement, and stabilisation of IP regimes 
within the sphere of knowledge production is thus understood in terms of a con-
tinously renewed cycle of accumulation by dispossession (Tyfield, 2008). 
Furthermore, to view IP in these terms is to understand it as constituting the 
separation of direct knowledge producers from their products, thereby granting 
sole control over knowledge produced to capital, and in turn, securing the extrac-
tion of rents (Zeller, 2008: 87).

Second, Marxist scholarship has emphasised the role of IP in constituting divi-
sions of labour (Braverman, 1974). Where the general intellect is objectified into 
systems of machines, the worker is transformed into their mere appendage and 
thus reduced to the role of supervisor of their automated motions. This is executed 
through the dissemination throughout industrial production in the early twentieth 
century of what are known as ‘Taylorist’ principles, or the so-called ‘scientific 
management’ of labour processes. Especially in the form of patents, IP contrib-
uted to this tendency to capital’s ‘real subsumption’ of labour by supporting the 
dissociation of the labour process from workers’ skills through the codification 
of labour practices and the attendant division of the labour process into units dis-
sociated from skilled labour. This amounted to control over the labour process 
executed through the separation of its conception from its execution, a separation 
materialised in industrial machinery itself (Braverman, 1974; Pagano, 2014). It 
bears pointing out that in recent decades this alienating separation of conception 
from execution, of mental from manual labour, has been partly displaced where 
creative sectors of production have granted labour higher levels of independence, 
and where the brutality of labour-process fragmentation seems less visible. In 
this regard, some Marxists have, though not without reservations, welcomed the 
rise of a knowledge-based capitalist economy. This stems from the belief that 
an emerging figure of immaterial labour would transcend the industrial division 
of mental and manual labour or might at least grant greater autonomy to labour 
(Hardt and Negri, 1994; Lazzarato, 1996). Nonetheless, it is by now apparent that 
a parallel process of deskilling, fragmentation, and control grounded upon the 
imposition of IP rights is coming to rule the knowledge-based economy. This is 
especially the case as algorithms have begun to shape and regulate human cogni-
tion and communication, and become increasingly central to profitable zones of 
capitalist production (Pasquale, 2015; Pasquinelli, 2015).
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Third, a Marxist analysis permits a view of IP as a juridical form that regulates 
or mediates the realisation of the value of knowledge commodities (Starosta, 
2012). Here, it is important to understand that, like land, labour, or money, 
knowledge can be treated in terms of what Karl Polanyi (2001) called a ‘ficti-
tious commodity’, that is, it can be disembedded from the broader social relations 
from which it emerges and thus become naturalised as a thing (Jessop, 2007). For 
knowledge to appear as a commodity it has to be codified and detached from the 
collective processes of creative labour whence it arises. This is a process increas-
ingly prevalent in the current epoch. For while in earlier periods knowledge could 
escape market mechanisms, insofar as it was not usually directly produced for 
sale, as the knowledge-based economy becomes a more important sector of con-
temporary capitalism, knowledge products are increasingly priced and sold. In 
the process, knowledge is increasingly assessed and valued in terms of economic 
rather than epistemic criteria (Jessop, 2007). In this context, we can draw on 
Rodrigo Alves Teixeira and Tomas Nielson Rotta’s (2012) account of an ongoing 
‘autonomisation’ of capital, whereby the latter seeks to free itself from its depen-
dence upon labour for the production of value. Where the value of information 
commodities has no relation to their use-value, and as the value of information 
tends towards zero, the price of knowledge or information can be considered to 
take the form of rent (Rigi, 2014).

This brings us finally to analyses that understand IP through Marxist theories 
of rent. From this perspective, IP enforces the extraction of value from knowledge 
production for a title holder located outside the sphere of production. While Marx 
never produced a general theory of rent, relegating the issue instead to occasional 
reflections, a number of authors have drawn on Marx’s work to understand the 
role of IP in the context of knowledge or information rent (Zeller, 2008; Teixeira 
and Rotta, 2012). We follow Jakob Rigi (2014) in dividing Marxist theories of 
information rent between those that conceive it, on the one hand, in accordance 
with Marxian value theory (Perelman, 2002; Zeller, 2008; Rigi, 2014) and, on the 
other, mainly post-workerist Marxists who understand IP rent as the core form of 
value extraction for what they view as the present mode of ‘cognitive capitalism’ 
(Hardt and Negri, 2009; Vercellone, 2010).

For theorists of cognitive capitalism, contemporary value production has 
entered a new stage in which value is increasingly produced not only through 
labour congealed in material objects but through life itself – in the form of imma-
terial goods such as knowledge, emotions, affects, and social relations. As this 
socially diffused, so-called ‘biopolitical’ labour is increasingly self-organising 
and autonomous from capital, the latter relies more and more upon IP in order to 
capture value through rent, rather than through the organisation of labour’s direct 
exploitation.

While theorists of cognitive capitalism depart quite acutely from Marx in 
claiming that the law of value ceases to be operative where value production 
is no longer restricted to the time and place of work, Marxist analyses of IP as 
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a form of rent generally draw on Marx’s own understanding of landed prop-
erty. Just as Marx wrote that ‘landed property presupposes that certain persons 
enjoy the monopoly of disposing of particular portions of the globe as exclusive 
spheres of their private will to the exclusion of all others’ (1992b: 740), so IP 
gives its owner a monopoly over fragments of human knowledge, ideas, or inven-
tions. Remaining with the analogy of landed property, we can derive four types 
of rent from Marx’s discussions in Capital, Volume III: absolute rent, monopoly 
rent, differential rent I, and differential rent II. Absolute and monopoly rents are 
based on mechanisms that inhibit any other capital from flowing into a given 
sector enclosed by property title (Zeller, 2008). Accordingly, not only do they 
allow title holders to set prices for services or commodities above their value, by 
excluding others from access to intellectual productions or innovations, they can 
prevent profits from equalising in a given sector. Differential rents I and II refer 
to different levels of productivity of land due to either differences in material con-
ditions, in the first case, or different levels of capital investment, in the second. 
Accordingly, they are rarely used by Marxist theorists as lenses through which to 
look at the issues raised by IP. While Zeller (2008) understands IP or information 
rents through the frame of Marx’s notion of absolute rent, Rigi holds that while 
IP can generate differential rent, ‘absolute information rent is unlikely to exist’ 
(2014: 923). This is because, in Marx’s terms, absolute rent is a comparative 
category that refers to the level of productivity of a given piece of land (or in 
this case, knowledge). In contrast with monopoly rent which is generated by the 
singular properties of commodities produced through the use of land (or knowl-
edge), absolute rent is paid out for sole use of land (or again, knowledge). As a 
consequence, Rigi (2014) suggests that insofar as the most widespread forms of 
IP – trademarks, copyrights, and patents – generate monopoly rent, the latter can 
be viewed as the most common form of information rent in the current structure 
of the knowledge-based economy.

For all of their variations, these theories of rent – together with the preced-
ing conceptions of accumulation by dispossession, the division of labour, and 
fictitious commodities – all share a view of IP as a social relation. That is to say, 
they reject the dominant view of IP as a natural object or outcome of production, 
viewing it instead as a historical mode of expropriating commonly or publicly 
held knowledge and practices to transform them to individuated and exclusive 
commodities. This reflects a process whose history is as old as that of capitalism 
itself.

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS OF INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY

While a comprehensive Marxist history of IP has yet to be written, we can nonethe-
less offer a brief overview of the development and expansion of IP rights. This 
should help to indicate how IP rights have been situated within broader 
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developments in capital accumulation, and especially within the capitalist tendency 
to separate the ‘conception and execution’ of (and the direct incorporation of) sci-
ence and technology into the labour process (Braverman, 1974). This further 
implies a process of the commodification of knowledge through patents, trade-
marks, or copyrights; processes by which knowledge is codified, separated from 
manual labour, and disentangled from material products in order to acquire inde-
pendent form in machines, expert systems, immaterial products, and services, or to 
be made to circulate through markets (Jessop, n.d.).

While the production of knowledge historically occurred outside the market, 
the subsumption of knowledge production by capital begins in the mercantile 
period, in fifteenth-century Venice (May and Sell, 2006; Drahos, n.d.). In particu-
lar, a 1474 Venetian decree made patents subject to a generalised law rather than 
processes of individual petition and grant. This can be considered the first IP law 
since grants were no longer based on the relation of the petitioners to authority 
but upon the applicant’s conformity with formal criteria. The Venetian decree is 
significant in particular insofar as it reflects a shift in the control of knowledge 
from guilds to individual rights holders and thus, reflected the early emergence of 
an abstract conception of knowledge as transferable property (MacLeod, 2002).

When Britain passed the Statute of Monopolies in 1624 and the Statute of 
Anne on copyright in 1710, these were the first systematic legal methods to 
offer patent and copyright protection, respectively (Sherman and Bently, 1999).  
They provided clear benchmarks for the assessment of applications, estab-
lished the first fixed terms for the concession of patents, and shifted the authority 
for the granting of patents away from the Royal Court to the judiciary. However, 
throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, IP was mainly defined  
by the use of patents as a means of increasing state power. And yet, as they were 
in practice often generated as a privilege rather than as an individual right, IP 
laws did not extend in this period beyond the territory of the sovereign granting 
them (Sherman and Bently, 1999). Where states adopted IP legislation, this was 
viewed as a legitimate means of encouraging the migration of useful inventions 
to their territory (May and Sell, 2006).

Up to the nineteenth century, the IP landscape comprised a widening assort-
ment of national laws and approaches to regulation, but it nevertheless implied 
the increasingly widespread view of property in knowledge as self-evident 
(MacLeod, 2002; Sell, 2003). Yet as economies industrialised, throughout the 
1800s policies of IP isolationism gradually gave way to liberal policies promot-
ing greater bilateral relations (Drahos, n.d.). This was primarily as a response to 
the problem of free-riding; unsurprisingly, it was industrially advanced Britain 
which, having most to lose from free-riding, inaugurated a strategy of IP reci-
procity. Bilateralism, grounded upon the principle of reciprocal adjustment 
between states and discrimination between citizens and non-residents, came 
to prevail (Drahos, n.d.). A gradual shift from bilateralism to the international 
organisation of IP was marked by the landmark conventions in Paris 1883 and 
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Berne 1886. These not only entailed the formation of unions for the protection 
of industrial property, and literary and artistic works, but also the creation of per-
manent bureaus that would eventually morph into the World Intellectual Property 
Organization (WIPO) in 1967. This burgeoning late nineteenth-century interna-
tional IP regime would be grounded in principles of non-discrimination and the 
right of priority to the first applicant (Sherman and Bently, 1999; May and Sell, 
2006). By this period, the idea of property in knowledge became increasingly 
accepted among governments, policymakers, and capital more broadly, even if 
national standards differed significantly as states maintained sovereign discretion 
over standards (Drahos, n.d.).

In the early twentieth-century epoch of monopoly capital, patents were 
increasingly used to control markets for purely commercial reasons as liberal 
world order increasingly gave way to economic nationalism. A truly global 
period of multilateral legislation only began to emerge after 1945, especially 
with the founding of the Bretton Woods institutions. In this epoch IP rights were 
increasingly viewed as reflective of ideals of freedom, democracy, and competi-
tion, while cartels and corporate mergers that had dominated the era of monopoly 
capital were mainly displaced by a model of corporate governance reflective of 
the highly centralised and oligopolistic US auto industry (May and Sell, 2006). 
The post-war international IP regime was challenged by post-colonial states, 
as evidenced by wider access to copyrighted materials established in the 1967 
Stockholm Protocol and 1971 Universal Copyright Convention; in the same 
period, Brazil and India passed laws to exclude pharmaceuticals from patenting 
(Duttfield and Suthersanen, 2008).

A profitability crisis in the 1970s, increasingly viewed in the USA as resulting 
in part from a widening knowledge deficit (especially in light of rising compe-
tition from Japan and Germany), set off a period of increasing valorisation of 
knowledge-intensive and design-intensive commodities (Zeller, 2008; Jessop and 
Sum, 2013). Through a series of legal and policy decisions in the USA, beginning 
in the late 1970s, the rights of patent, trademark, and copyright holders were both 
expanded and prioritised. In this context, IP increasingly came to mean more 
than the privatisation of scientific and technological knowledge, representing an 
attempt to accrue surplus profits through the extraction of monopoly rents (Smith, 
2010). Crucially, a 1980 US Supreme Court ruling made monopoly claims on 
life-forms possible while new US legislation (the so-called ‘Bay-Dole’ Act) cre-
ated a context where publicly funded research could be easily captured by private 
enterprise (Helmreich, 2009; Mirowski, 2011). In short, US capital came increas-
ingly to champion opportunities for extracting monopoly rents as a response to 
declining revenues and accordingly spearheaded a push for an expanding defini-
tion of patentable matter.

In the 1980s the USA also began exporting its IP regime globally. Initially, 
this was done through a bilateral IP enforcement strategy by including IP issues 
in trade processes and supporting IP enforcement with sanctions. The 1986 
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Uruguay Round of GATT Treaty negotiations was an important turning point in 
the globalisation of the US neoliberal IP regime. A lobby formed of 12 major US 
corporations, known as the Intellectual Property Committee, effectively drafted 
what would later become the WTO’s TRIP agreement at the close of the Uruguay 
Round in 1994 (Sell, 2003).

It is widely accepted that the terms of the TRIP agreement were pushed 
through using bilateral pressure and the threat of sanctions by the USA, European 
states, and Japan, especially upon states in the global South whose economies 
would suffer under TRIP (Sell, 2003). Subscription to TRIP was not only made 
a condition of WTO membership, it extended monopoly privileges of rights-
holders and expanded state obligations to defend IP rights. TRIP is also unique 
as an agreement insofar as it demands states take up positive legislative action 
to establish IP protections; insofar as it is linked to WTO dispute mechanisms, 
TRIP also links IP to broader issues of international trade. It is no exaggeration to 
say that TRIP reflects a contemporary global IP regime that entrenches a global 
division of mental and manual labour and of knowledge and information. This is 
most clearly shown by the fact OECD countries hold 97% of the world’s patents 
and 80% of research and development and scientific publications (Jessop, 2007; 
Zeller, 2008).

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY AS A SITE OF STRUGGLE

It has been suggested that the global IP regime embodied in TRIP amounts to a 
contemporary movement of enclosure (Perelman, 2002; Boyle, 2008). Not 
unlike the historic appropriation of lands that were traditionally held in common, 
contemporary IP rights parcel the knowledge commons into separable and trans-
ferable objects that subsequently fall under exclusive control. One crucial terrain 
for this process involves the enclosure of information and knowledge of biologi-
cal and natural processes, insofar as these are deemed the non-obvious and useful 
inventions of intellectual labour.

For instance, the 1992 Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) pledges 
signatories to share the ‘benefits of biodiversity’. Insofar as this commitment 
to the natural commons is grounded in the logic of a Lockean labour theory of 
property, in practice it has meant that raw genetic and other biological resources 
are left free for appropriation through patents won by a commercialised life sci-
ence industry. Where the biological is conceived as common, this merely leaves 
it free for appropriation through intellectual labour which ostensibly ‘invents’ 
it through patenting (Parry, 2004; Brand and Görg, 2008; Helmreich, 2009). 
The same logics of appropriation of knowledge and information from the bio-
commons are evident in the Human Genome Project (HGP). This was a state-
sponsored commercial enterprise created to protect US and UK pharmaceutical 
companies from licensing costs in the event that the human genome would be 
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patented. Not unlike the CBD, the HGP ostensibly protects the bio-commons but 
in fact entails a model where publicly generated knowledge underpinned by state 
expenditure and posited as common, becomes the object of IP appropriations for 
pharmaceutical industry extraction of monopoly rent on therapies and treatments 
derived from the HGP (Halbert, 2005).

Pointing to the appropriation of indigenous or peasant knowledges and prac-
tices, some scholars have suggested understanding the contemporary IP regime 
as a new iteration of colonialism where traditional knowledge of living processes 
is mainly extracted from the global South to the North through the application 
of patents (Shiva, 1997). Global struggles over knowledge and information can 
also be understood in terms of new forms of the global division of labour. For 
instance, growing numbers of people in rapidly de-industrialising cities, excluded 
from access to healthcare or labour markets, act as subjects in clinical pharma-
ceutical research in exchange for wages or healthcare (Rajan, 2006; Cooper and 
Waldby, 2014). Analogous global divisions of mental and material labour are also 
present in knowledge production in information and computing sectors where the 
intellectual labour of engineers and programmers is inseparable from manufac-
turing, extraction, and recycling industries primarily located in the global South 
(Dyer-Witherford, 2015).

Among the numerous sites of contestation over IP, higher education systems 
are particularly significant strategic sites for capital’s appropriation of public 
knowledge. This can be understood in terms of two processes. First, as they are 
transformed into the engines of national knowledge economies, universities are 
expected to conform to the needs of the national economy. Moreover, expected 
to adopt an entrepreneurial ethos themselves, universities increasingly engage in 
market activities including the production of patents, the regulation of copyright 
policies to secure revenue flows from the products of intellectual labour, and the 
marketing and trademarking of themselves as brands (Slaughter and Rhoades, 
2004, 2009). Second, internal systems of academic prestige distribution are instru-
mentalised by the academic publishing industry to stimulate the appropriation 
of public knowledge on a mass scale (Perelman, 2002; De Angelis and Harvie, 
2009; Peekhaus, 2012; Szadkowski, 2016). Despite this two-fold expansion of 
the university as an engine of IP production, the results are highly contested. 
While the number of university-declared patents has sky-rocketed since the early 
1980s, only an extremely small number of universities have accrued ‘block-
buster’ patents that deliver substantial profits (Owen-Smith, 2003). Moreover, 
not only do most higher education institutions lack the infrastructure to protect 
patents, those located in the global periphery endure local industrial conditions 
less favourable to IP protection (Ramos-Vielba and Fernandez-Esquinas, 2012; 
Rooksby and Pusser, 2014). In effect, the overall trend is for the transforma-
tion of the higher education sector into a publicly subsidised research stream for 
capital while being exposed to ongoing cycles of enclosures or disciplined into 
entrepreneurial behaviour.
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The parasitic relationship cultivated by capital in relation to the knowledge 
commons and mediated by IP is particularly evident in the academic publishing 
industry. Estimated to be worth $10 billion annually, research shows that publish-
ers add relatively little value to the publishing process (Beverungen et al., 2012: 
931; Fuchs and Sandoval, 2013). Moreover, an ongoing series of mergers and 
acquisitions means that the academic publishing market amounts to an oligopoly 
where the five largest firms control over half of all published articles in some 
areas of scholarship (Larivière et al., 2015). Accordingly, publishers are not only 
engaged in processes of dispossession and enclosure of knowledge, they extract 
monopoly rents by selling knowledge not easily reproduced as knowledge com-
modities, primarily in the form of journal articles (Peekhaus, 2012). Knowledge 
grows progressively more exclusive and highly regulated through an increasingly 
powerful IP regime that regulates access.

There has been significant resistance to the enclosure and commodification of 
academic labour, especially in the form of campaigns for open science and the pro-
motion of ‘creative commons’ for academic work. However, the publishing indus-
try has responded by gradually moving towards a capitalist model of ‘open access’ 
in science where new lines of profit not premised on knowledge enclosure become 
increasingly prevalent – such as ‘pay-to-publish’ or ‘article processing charges’ for 
publication. It has been argued that such cases reveal capital abandoning  private 
property but not its command over knowledge (Szadkowski, 2016: 80–5).

Looking beyond the university, IP is broadly instrumentalised to fuel growth 
for capital devoid of its own sources of invention. However, the extension of 
IP rights can also produce irrationalities for capital. Evidence suggests that the 
use of patents can hinder economic growth, while few patents produce value 
(Mazzoleni and Nelson, 1998; Belloc and Pagano, 2012; Demirel and Mazzucato, 
2012; Mazzucato, 2013; Pagano, 2014). This is not surprising given that patents 
are often used strategically to reinforce monopolies, i.e. to restrict the distribution 
and development of technical and scientific knowledge, rather than as sources of 
value in themselves (Zeller, 2008).

Effectively from the beginnings of its extensive and intensive expansion, capi-
talist activity has been accompanied by IP. It bears emphasising, however, that 
this process has not always been smooth or devoid of friction. Dispossession is 
resisted by indigenous populations defending common resources or by scientists 
preserving resources for knowledge production. Numerous initiatives seeking to 
maintain open access to knowledge, from cooperative universities and open repos-
itories to the promotion of ‘creative commons’ licences and open-code knowledge 
infrastructure, continue to emerge, though it bears noting these are often under-
pinned by liberal premises and are prone to co-optation by capital. Ultimately, 
where capitalist notions of private property are applied to easily reproducible 
and transferable intangible objects, these are doomed to fail. Perhaps nothing 
ultimately undermines the arbitrary brutality of modern conceptions of property 
more than the enclosure of human knowledge, ideas, and practices.
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Deportation, as a mechanism for the expulsion of migrants, is not a topic 
addressed directly in Marx’s writings. This is due principally to the relative nov-
elty during the late nineteenth century, in the years immediately prior to Marx’s 
death, of deportation as a legal ‘remedy’ or punishment for specific categories of 
migrants designated as ‘unwanted’, ‘unwelcome’, or ‘undesirable’. This is not to 
suggest, of course, that there was not already a history of mass expulsions and 
coercive population transfers of various kinds. Indeed, deportation must be 
meaningfully situated in relation to the ‘transportation’ of convicts and the full 
genealogy of diverse forms of expulsion (Walters, 2002/2010). Nevertheless, as 
a specific juridically inscribed and ordinarily individualized mode of immigra-
tion enforcement, deportation was largely unknown during Marx’s lifetime.

Consequently, there is very little indeed within Marx’s corpus that lends itself 
directly to a Marxian theory of deportation. Rather than deportation, migrant 
mobility during Marx’s lifetime was overwhelmingly subject to active processes 
of importation. In the mass exodus of the Irish fleeing the potato famine of 1846, 
for instance, Marx notably recognized what he characterized as ‘a systematic 
process’ that not only entailed ‘a new way of spiriting a poor people thousands 
of miles away from the scene of its misery’, but also served, in effect, as ‘one 
of the most lucrative branches of [Ireland’s] export trade’ – exporting the labor-
power of its surplus population while also mobilizing the migrants themselves 
as a source of remittances that not only subsidized those left behind but fur-
ther fueled migration by financing the travel costs of subsequent generations of 
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migrants (1867/1976: 862). From the opposite vantage point of the USA, Marx 
discerned with respect to Irish labor migration a concomitant ‘importation of 
paupers’ (1867/1976: 939). Migration, in short, was inseparable from various 
forms of labor recruitment, and thus profoundly entangled with the global mobil-
ity of labor (De Genova, 2018). Immigration law – as a means for the orchestra-
tion, regimentation, and subordination of migrant labor – only emerged later, as 
a statist reaction formation responding to the primacy and relative autonomy of 
human mobility and as a mechanism for the legal mediation of the global capi-
tal–labor relation (cf. De Genova, 2016a).

Indeed, until the latter decades of the nineteenth century, migration had been 
largely unregulated and state borders were relatively open for the transnational 
mobility of labor. In the USA, for instance, provisions for the deportation of 
‘undesirable’ migrants were only enacted as a means of enforcing the explicitly 
racist Page Act of 1875, specifically targeting Chinese migrants, whereupon the 
denial of admission at a US port of entry would trigger a deportation. Then, with 
the subsequent Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, the purview of deportation was 
broadened to serve as a penalty for the lack of a certificate of legal residence 
(Ancheta, 1998; Chang, 1999; Hing, 1993; Kim, 1994; McKeown, 2008; Salyer, 
1995; Saxton, 1971; cf. Calavita, 1984). Immigration law itself was virtually 
non-existent until precisely this era, which introduced a panoply of racial, reli-
gious, moral, criminological, public health, and political exclusions, prominently 
distinguished by the sorts of overtly racist laws, enacted across the Americas 
and beyond, which specifically sought to bar the migration of Chinese labor 
(McKeown, 2008).

In time, with a multiplication of the categories of migrant non-citizens who 
were rendered subject to deportation, and hence classed as deportable, there 
eventually emerged and was consolidated the figure of the migrant that could be 
more generically branded as ‘illegal’ (Calavita, 1984; De Genova, 2004, 2005: 
213–50; Nevins, 2002; Ngai, 2004), or even ‘criminal’ (Dowling and Inda, 2013; 
Griffiths, 2015; Hasselberg, 2016; Kanstroom, 2012; Peutz, 2006/2010; Stumpf, 
2006). Susceptibility to deportation becomes a defining if not definitive material 
and practical mechanism for enforcing the profound and ever deepening con-
sequentiality of migrant ‘illegality’; an indefinite and usually prolonged socio-
political condition of deportability becomes the pragmatic, actionable form of 
migrant illegalization (De Genova, 2002, 2010a, 2014). It is precisely in such 
ways that the social and legal fiction of migrant ‘illegality’ achieves its density 
as a real abstraction, ‘purely social in character, arising in the spatio-temporal 
sphere of human interrelations’ (Sohn-Rethel, 1978: 20), an abstraction that is 
‘not … a mere mask, fantasy, or diversion, but … a force operative in the world’ 
(Toscano, 2008: 274). Thus, whereas migrant ‘illegality’ is a prominent example 
of the state’s deployment of the law as a tactic that serves to mediate the capital–
labor relation and, more generally, to regiment social life, by producing juridi-
cal categories that are lived as unequal sociopolitical conditions of tremendous 
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consequence (De Genova, 2016a), deportation marks the conjuncture of that par-
ticular branded ‘foreign’-ness (De Genova, 2018) with its lived susceptibility 
to the material and practical recriminations of the law. Likewise, inasmuch as 
all non-citizens (‘legal’ and ‘illegal’ alike) eventually become more or less sub-
ject to deportation, given one or another conditionality or triggering contingency 
(Goldring and Landolt, 2013), the possibility or prospect of deportation comes 
to be a premier and rather enduring material and practical expression of the very 
distinction (and profound inequality) between citizen and non-citizen (Anderson 
et al., 2013).

If sovereignty has come, to a significant extent, to be predicated upon a state’s 
right to police its borders and control who may cross them, then the expulsion 
of those found to be in violation of such restrictions would appear to have arisen 
as an almost inexorable consequence (Kanstroom, 2007). Deportation, conse-
quently, emerges as a technology of state power that refines and amplifies the 
capacity of borders to operate as means for the production of spatialized differ-
ence (De Genova, 2016a). Conversely, we should also therefore recognize that 
the institutionalization of deportation itself (and ensuing expansion of its pur-
view) may be taken as one rather palpable sign of a critical historical threshold 
– the consolidation of what Nandita Sharma (2018) designates to be the veritable 
nationalization of state power (see also Mongia, 1999).

It is instructive, however, that deportation was first enacted not against all 
non-citizens, and therefore not primarily as a way to enact a partition between 
citizenship and non-citizenship, but rather as a technique for the exclusion of 
a particular, expressly racialized, and racially denigrated category of transna-
tional human mobility. In a sense, the primacy of the racial obsession (Chinese 
exclusion) preceded and importantly prefigured what were still relatively incho-
ate notions of national identity and even citizenship. The service that deportation 
thereby did for hardening and clarifying the boundaries of nation-state space and 
citizenship is evident, but perhaps becomes much starker only in retrospect. What 
today appears to us as a kind of ‘deportation creep’ (Walters, 2018), whereby the 
purview of the deportation power continuously broadens to encompass ever more 
categories of migrants and other non-citizens and eventually comes to contami-
nate the presumptive security of citizenship itself, can thus be seen to have started 
much earlier – indeed, from the very outset. Beginning with a rather specific 
and circumscribed target among the full spectrum of non-citizen ‘foreigners’, 
deportation has advanced inexorably to encompass them all – to the point that 
now, on an effectively global scale, there is virtually no non-citizen (including 
the ostensibly ‘legal’ ‘permanent resident’) who is not potentially deportable, 
given the right combination of circumstances and triggering contingencies. Little 
surprise, then, that deportation increasingly sweeps up in its purview those puta-
tively ‘suspect’ categories of citizens, again predictably prioritizing those who 
are racially affiliated with ‘foreignness’ (Stevens, 2011; cf. Kanstroom, 2012). As 
Sharma (2018) persuasively contends, the unprecedented introduction of border 
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and immigration controls, prominently including deportation, evident across the 
globe beginning in the latter part of the nineteenth century, was the premier form 
for enacting a nationalization of state sovereignty. Indeed, sovereignty itself has 
come to be ubiquitously associated with a state’s power to control its borders and 
determine who, or what categories of people, may cross them, under what condi-
tions, and with which stipulations. Borders may therefore be understood to be 
means of production, crucial for the sociopolitical (statist) production of spatial 
difference as well as the spatialization of the difference between distinct catego-
ries of people produced as the state’s presumptive ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ (De 
Genova, 2016a; cf. 2010a). Nonetheless, Daniel Kanstroom emphasizes that the 
mounting use of deportation law as a form of ‘extended border control’ also came 
to serve the ends of ‘post-entry social control’ (2007: 92).

If today we have come to customarily understand the susceptibility to depor-
tation as a principal and defining distinction that separates citizenship and non-
citizenship, we need nonetheless to remain vigilant against ever imagining that 
citizenship can be assumed to be somehow equated with any presumable ‘safety’ 
from various forms of coercive expulsion. After all, the other conventional asso-
ciation with the term ‘deportation’ – especially in many European contexts – is 
Nazism’s herding of Jews and other ‘enemies’ into prison labor camps, which of 
course were eventually converted into death camps. So it seems to be perilous 
to become complacent about the idea that deportation could ever be exclusively 
reserved only for non-citizens. If nothing else, the meticulously legalistic pro-
clivities of the Nazis demonstrate precisely that citizens can always be stripped 
of their legal personhood and subjected to any and every atrocity otherwise more 
routinely reserved for non-citizens. That is to say, rather than naively taking com-
placent recourse to the liberal proposition that ‘no human being is “illegal”’, a 
more sober assessment of the historical record would suggest that, subordinated 
by state power, ultimately, we are all (at least potentially) ‘illegal’.

Indeed, over recent years and still today, we have witnessed reactionary stat-
ist campaigns against the spectral threat of ‘migration’ even in contexts where 
those who are made to stand in as the ‘foreign’ object of nativist contempt and 
suspicion are not in fact migrants or refugees at all. In particular, there has been 
an escalation of nativist convulsions against ‘illegal immigrants’ targeting native-
born (racialized ‘minority’) fellow citizens. In the eastern borderlands of the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, native-born Congolese citizens who are the 
descendants of Hutu and Tutsi people resident for generations on the Congolese 
side of the border have been derisively labeled ‘Rwandans’ and targeted for 
expulsion. Similarly, in the Dominican Republic, the native-born descendants of 
migrant workers who were recruited generations earlier from neighboring Haiti 
have been recast as ‘Haitians’, legally stripped of their birthright citizenship, and 
rendered stateless, denigrated as ‘illegal immigrants’ in the only land where they 
have ever lived. Meanwhile, in Myanmar (Burma), Rohingya Muslim native-
born citizens have similarly been legally stripped of their citizenship, castigated 
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as ‘illegal immigrants’ from Bangladesh, and subjected to vicious pogroms, con-
fined in virtual concentration camps, massacred, and driven across the border 
in the hundreds of thousands. In this instance, the susceptibility to deportation 
of alleged ‘illegal immigrants’ serves merely as an alibi for the genocidal alter-
nating current of extermination and mass expulsion. Indeed, these examples are 
but a few of the more extraordinary among a proliferation on a global scale of 
new formations of nativism directed not merely at migrant ‘foreigners’ but rather 
toward minoritized fellow citizens who may be re-purposed as virtual or de facto 
‘foreigners’ – indeed, often as outright ‘enemies’ – within the space of the nation-
state (De Genova and Roy, 2020).

What emerges then in a still more stark way is the pivotal role of deportation 
in producing the conditions of possibility for sustaining the casual and callous 
disposability not only of migrant labor per se, but also the outright and abject 
disposability of human life. Whole categories of people are simply treated as 
superfluous and, although their illegalized (hence, ‘cheap’ and tractable) labor is 
plainly in great demand and truly desirable among many employers, their (racial-
ized) bodies, their persons, their lives, and the wider communities in which they 
participate are branded as ‘undesirable’ and rendered virtual ‘waste’, human 
‘garbage’ to be simply disposed of (De Genova, 2017a, 2017b). It is in this sense, 
perhaps, that deportation has assumed a paradigmatic quality in our era of neolib-
eral global capitalism (De Genova, 2010a; Peutz and De Genova, 2010).

Despite the extraordinary examples of outright mass murder and mass expul-
sion, however, these ubiquitous processes of subjecting migrants to the threat of 
deportation are far more commonly (and far more productively) implicated in 
their precaritization, and thus the subordination of their labor. There is a deep 
consonance between ‘national’ and racialized identities as manifestations of the 
naturalization of social and political inequalities that correspond to the (bordered) 
spatial differentiation and division of the planet according to a proliferation of 
distinct fields of force, working out the variously localized and historically spe-
cific compromises of the politics of the otherwise global capital–labor relation. 
This indeed is where a universalistic and ostensibly homogenizing ‘economic’ 
regime premised upon labor-in-the-abstract sustains and requires the ‘political’ 
production (and naturalization) of difference – racial, ‘cultural’, ‘national’, and 
so forth – as a basis for ever proliferating and exquisitely refined hierarchies 
of distinction and division in the material, practical, lived, and indeed embod-
ied experience of living labor, as labor-for-capital (De Genova, 2018; cf. 2012, 
2016b).

Hence, we must begin from an appreciation of immigration law and border 
enforcement as means of labor subordination (De Genova, 2002, 2013, 2016a). 
Relations of domination and subordination in the labor process itself are a pre-
condition for capital accumulation. As Marx explains, because human beings 
realize our purposes in the materials of nature consciously, our work requires that 
we ‘subordinate [our] will’ to such tasks: ‘a purposeful will is required for the 
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entire duration of the work. This means close attention’ (1867/1976: 284). Thus, 
labor subordination – and also the ensuing (political) problem of social domina-
tion, more broadly – is inextricable from the subordination routinely enacted 
through the everyday organization of work within the capitalist labor process, in 
which superintendence and management assume what Marx characterized as an 
inherently ‘despotic’ form (1867/1976: 44–50; cf. De Genova, 2006, 2010b). Yet, 
if domination and subordination are pervasive, indeed routine, these relations are 
precisely political in the most elementary sense: they are relations of unequal 
power, constituted in and of struggle. ‘The establishment of a normal working 
day’, Marx memorably notes, ‘is … the product of a protracted and more or less 
concealed civil war’ (1867/1976: 412). In Marx’s account, centuries of outright 
and extravagant violence devoted to the subordination of labor to capital – for 
which the state-form is instrumental, and through which it ultimately becomes 
rigidified and institutionalized – eventually secure what comes to appear as merely 
‘the silent compulsion of economic relations’, and thus produce ‘a working class 
which by education, tradition, and habit’ has been conditioned to perceive ‘the 
requirements of [the capitalist] mode of production as self-evident natural laws’. 
Only thereafter may the sorts of ‘direct extra-economic force’, which distinguish 
the repressive apparatuses of state coercion, come to be reserved for ‘exceptional 
cases’ (1867/1976: 899; cf. 915–16).

The dialectics of labor and capital are conventionally conceived in narrowly 
‘national’ terms, but they correspond in fact to a larger dialectics between global 
capital (crudely identified with the ‘economic’) and the diverse spatial – and 
indeed, corporeal – particularizations of the social relations of struggle (which 
may thus be properly called the ‘political’) (Holloway, 1994). The effectively 
global regime of capital accumulation produces a systemic separation between 
the ‘economic’ and the ‘political’, whereby ‘economic’ relations (above all, 
wage-labor) appear in general to be strictly voluntary, contractual, impersonal, 
and free of direct coercion, and the means of organized violence and repression 
(the ‘political’) are supposed to be the exclusive purview of the state, reserved 
as a resource for the similarly impersonal Rule of Law. This separation entails a 
constitutive contradiction between a veritable world economy, predicated upon 
the universal abstraction of labor, and a global order of territorially defined (puta-
tively ‘national’) states through which the expressly political relations of labor 
subordination and social order are orchestrated, regimented, and enforced, and 
in a manner that is rigorously differentiated by the borders of sovereignty and 
citizenship and the nationalized boundaries of identity.

Deportation, much like the border itself, is a productive power: it does not only 
punish illegalized migrants by evicting them from the space of one or another 
state, but also generates the very condition of possibility for the disposability 
and precarity of all those who are compelled to live under the horizon of possible 
arrest, detention, and deportation while yet remaining at large, un-deported, as 
labor branded as ‘illegal’ (De Genova, 2002; cf. 2018). In place of the palpable 
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sociopolitical relation of migrant labor to the state (a relation that is precisely 
mediated by state borders and the law), border policing and immigration law 
enforcement deliver the appearance of a categorical non-relation of the ‘national’ 
state and illegalized ‘foreign’ labor (De Genova, 2010a). Migrant border-crossers’  
ostensible ‘illegality’ thus requires the public, fetishized, and spectacular 
verification that appears to be revealed through deportations, raids, and other 
enforcement tactics. Indeed, if there were suddenly no more border patrols or 
inspections, no border policing or passport controls whatsoever, there would still 
be migrant ‘illegality’ as long as the law, its real point of production, were to 
remain unchanged. We can only be made to believe in that ‘illegality’, however, 
to take it seriously, once it appears as a thing-in-itself – reified as the supposed 
effect of the deliberate acts of a spectacular mass of sundry violators of the law 
transgressing a border. Therefore, we can begin to recognize that migrant ‘illegal-
ity’ emerges as the effect of one or another particular state’s mediation of what 
is truly a global social relation of labor and capital, an antagonistic relation of 
conflict in the process of being fixed as a relation of subordination. The primary 
means for such mediation are the law and its enforcement. And among the vari-
ous forms of immigration enforcement, deportation is exemplary. Nonetheless, 
while a spectacle of exclusion (whether through border patrols or deportation) is 
essential to this political process, subordination is always inherently a matter of 
inclusion and incorporation (De Genova, 2013).

The ‘illegal’ migrant is conscripted for the raw productive power and creative 
capacity of her human life, as living labor. This sheer productive and generative 
capacity of human life (the power to transform itself, as well as its always-already 
social configuration, by transforming its objective/external circumstances), this 
raw life-force, is immediately apprehensible as a constituent and constitutive 
power – (living) labor – which must be assiduously subordinated to the everyday 
mandates of capital accumulation, commodifiable, in Marx’s telling formulation, 
as labor-power. Thus, it is precisely in the ‘illegal’ migrant’s deportability that 
we may encounter anew the centrality and constitutive role of labor, actively 
recruited yet rendered eminently disposable (De Genova, 2010a). The exquisitely 
refined legal vulnerability of illegalized migrant labor – above all, materialized 
in its deportability – plainly serves to radically enhance the preconditions for its 
routinized subordination within the inherently despotic regime of the workplace. 
Here, then, we may recognize that it is precisely the Marxist theoretical arsenal 
that has been indispensable in advancing contemporary understandings of depor-
tation. Likewise, it is deportation that provides a vital conceptual key for elabo-
rating new Marxian insights, more generally, into migration and borders as legal 
and political questions of ever increasingly urgent global concern.

While the putative ‘illegality’ of migrants has become the single most 
prominent ‘problem’ for immigration and asylum law and policy on a global 
scale during recent decades, this does not mean that it is the sort of problem 
that is meant to be remedied. Instead, what I have called the legal production of  
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migrant ‘illegality’ (De Genova, 2002, 2004, 2005) is constantly provided the 
ostensible justification to continue apace, ever revising and refining the terms and 
conditions of further migrant illegalization. Hence, we witness the entrenchment 
and fortification of what is effectively a global deportation regime (De Genova 
and Peutz, 2010) as well as an accompanying expansion of migrant detention 
(Flynn and Flynn, 2017; cf. De Genova, 2017c). Deportation and other immigra-
tion enforcement practices confirm that migrant illegalization is never finished, 
once and for all time; rather than faits accomplis, the diverse and historically spe-
cific productions of migrant ‘illegality’ must continue to be re-produced through 
everyday struggles between migrant labor and capital as well as the ongoing state 
practices of (re-)bordering. Notably, these border-making and border-enforcing 
activities have been increasingly and pervasively relocated to sites within the 
‘interior’ of migrant-receiving states, such that illegalized migrants are made, in 
effect, to carry borders on their very bodies (Khosravi, 2010: 97–120) as border 
enforcement comes to permeate the full spectrum of everyday life activities and 
spaces. Thus, as ‘problems’ for the government of transnational human mobility 
and migration ‘management’, these processes of illegalization remain the open-
ended sites for migrant struggles and unforeseen disputes over immigration and 
refugee politics.

Nevertheless, ‘the silent compulsion of economic relations [that] sets the seal 
on the domination of the capitalist over the worker’, and allows for ‘direct extra-
economic force’ to become ‘exceptional’ (Marx, 1867/1976: 899), ordinarily 
remains true even for those illegalized migrant workers subject to immigration 
raids and deportations. Although the spectacle of immigration enforcement is a 
persistent and pernicious reminder of the extraordinary vulnerabilities that suf-
fuse the migrant predicament, raids and deportations are relatively exceptional 
instances of direct coercive intervention by state power into the everyday rela-
tions between capital and migrant labor. Even amidst heightened immigration 
policing or aggravated deportation campaigns, such exceptional extra-economic 
punitive and repressive measures on the part of the state merely intensify, to 
greater or lesser extents, what is otherwise a protracted and mundane condition 
of ‘unauthorized’ residence and illegalized labor. In other words, even within the 
relatively exceptional predicament of migrant workers’ ‘illegal’ status – which 
after all becomes a formative part of the ‘education, tradition, and habit’ incul-
cated into such workers – these more coercive (and plainly political) dimensions 
of their particular condition as migrant labor generally achieve a commonsensi-
cal banality as merely ‘economic’ ‘facts of life’, with the machinations of state 
power and the compulsions of the law rendered effectively routine by the normal-
ization of each migrant’s ‘illegality’ as a kind of ‘private’ transgression and her 
deportability as something akin to an individualized disability.

While there should be no doubt that deportation is a profoundly punitive iniq-
uity, and furthermore that deportation’s bureaucratic euphemization as an osten-
sibly ‘administrative’ or merely ‘procedural’ consequence of some presumptive 
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act of migrant transgression in fact represents an increasingly ubiquitous con-
temporary manifestation of what Hannah Arendt famously called ‘the banality of 
evil’ (1963/2006; cf. De Genova, 2014), the power of deportation is not purely 
‘necropolitical’ but rather must be understood to be productive and disciplinary 
(De Genova, 2015, 2017a, 2017b). While deportation has this punitive and at 
times even potentially deadly character, it is precisely deportability – the suscep-
tibility to deportation – that plays a distinctly disciplinary role in the production 
of the conditions of possibility for migrant labor-power to serve as a highly desir-
able commodity of choice for employers.

We must recognize the remarkable systematicity with which deportation ever 
increasingly supplies capital with the ever renewable resource of routinely dis-
posable labor in the exquisite form of illegalized (hence, deportable) migrant 
labor. Even in the face of escalating deportations (in the USA and across the 
world), it is usually still the case that only a minority are actually deported while 
the great majority of those who are susceptible to deportation remain in a pro-
tracted condition of vulnerability to this profoundly punitive repercussion of the 
law. Importantly, this means that deportation, perhaps more than anything else, 
does a crucial work of subordination on the ‘inside’ of the space of the state. 
And then, on the ‘other’ side of the border, ‘outside’ the space of the deporting 
state – as the growing ethnographic literature on the aftermaths of deportation 
have shown (Khosravi, 2017) – there is life after deportation even if the deport-
ing state imagines deportation to be a kind of closure, a seemingly conclusive act 
of dumping ‘undesirable’ migrants onto the ordinarily poor countries to which 
they are juridically affiliated by their (sometimes only apparent) citizenship (De 
Genova, 2017b). Furthermore, life after deportation often involves the re-mobili-
zation of the deported migrants, the re-initiation of their migratory projects, often 
against all odds and under circumstances that may look more than ever like the 
flight of refugees from conditions in which life is truly inviable (Coutin, 2010; 
cf. Khosravi, 2017; Slack, 2019). But this reminds us that even under the worst 
of circumstances and within the very asphyxiating constraints of various regimes 
for governing human mobility, there are persistent manifestations of autonomy, 
which I have called the autonomy of deportation (De Genova, 2017a, 2017b; cf. 
De Genova et al., 2018).

If, as I have argued, the illegalization of migrant labor must be apprehensible 
as a form of labor subordination, whereby the policing of state borders and the 
enforcement of immigration law serve to politically and legally mediate a global 
relation between capital and labor, then deportation is plainly one of the premier 
tactics for the pursuit of capital’s (and the state’s) interests in that global relation of 
struggle. The direct deployment of deportation itself, however, is neither the most 
commonplace nor the most productive manifestation of that enforcement of the 
interests of capital in the subordination of labor. After all, capital is permanently 
and irreversibly dependent upon labor, particularly upon the vital powers and 
creative capacities of living labor as the source of value. Consequently, capital’s 



DEPORTATION 1585

principal stake in the subordination of labor is not in labor’s exclusion or expul-
sion but rather in its effective subjection and subjugation within the labor process.

The agonistic and artificial division between ‘native’ (or citizen) labor and 
‘migrant’ (or more precisely, non-citizen) labor is a perfect fabrication sustain-
able only with recourse to the tactics and technologies of borders for producing 
and upholding partitions between (nation-)state territories and their correspond-
ing populations. These sociopolitical and juridical productions of the differ-
ence between ‘national’ (or ‘native’) labor and ‘foreign’ labor, of course, are 
politically useful and can be manipulated and exploited to foster antagonisms 
among working people, as well as to target and persecute specific categories of 
non-citizens. In this respect, deportation can likewise be mobilized as a weapon 
against particular groups for one or another political purpose. Yet deportation 
is ordinarily an individualized punishment directed at non-citizen individuals 
for specific reasons concerning their immigration status or some other violation 
of the law. Of course, while deportation has indeed been increasingly deployed 
against alleged migrant ‘criminals’ (including those who may have been previ-
ously ‘legal’ migrants but have been rendered subject to deportation by some 
other violation of the law), the susceptibility to deportation is pervasive for virtu-
ally all those migrants branded as ‘unauthorized’ and ‘illegal’. Thus, far more 
than outright deportations, it is deportability that is ubiquitous. If the deportation 
power is one of the premier forms of the enforcement of capital’s interests in the 
global subordination of labor, the productivity of that power resides above all in 
the capacity of that power to discipline migrant labor by relegating it indefinitely 
to a sociopolitical condition distinguished by deportation as its defining horizon.

Yet labor subordination is an ever unfinished business, because the capital–
labor relation is intrinsically a relation of struggle, and therefore an irreconcilably 
antagonistic one.

The subordination of illegalized and deportable migrant labor, in particular, is 
inseparable from the primacy and sheer ‘disobedience’ of autonomous border-
crossing itself, as well as the outright insubordination of migrant struggles. Recall 
the mass migrant protest mobilizations in the USA in 2006, when migrants, their 
children, and their allies marched in the millions in cities and towns all across the 
country to defeat what would have been the most punitive immigration law in US 
history. ‘¡Aquí estamos, y no nos vamos! Y si nos sacan, nos regresamos!’ [Here 
we are, and we’re not leaving! And if you throw us out, we’ll come right back!]’. 
So rang out the resounding affirmation of (Latino) migrant presence in the USA. 
What was plainly at stake in this chant was precisely the question of migrant ‘ille-
gality’ and undocumented migrants’ susceptibility to deportation. By implica-
tion, the millions of migrant protesters proclaimed, in effect: ‘We’re here, we’re 
“illegal”, catch us if you can!’ In this spirit, migrants matched their affirmations 
of presence with the assurance that even if they were to be deported, they could 
never in fact be truly expelled and their presence could never be truly eradicated: 
they would come right back. I have written previously about the ubiquity and 
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emotive power of the ¡Aquí Estamos! chant in the context of the 2006 migrant 
protest mobilizations, in terms of what I consider to be a defiant politics of incor-
rigibility (De Genova, 2010c). The migrant protesters proclaimed, in effect: not 
only are we here, but also: we have no proper place within your normative or 
legal order, and there is nothing you can do about it – you can never get rid of us. 
This sensibility conveys both an implicit recognition of the legal production of 
migrant ‘illegality’ (the fact that the US immigration regime itself generates the 
conditions of possibility for ever more migrant ‘illegality’), as well as the more 
elementary dependency of a large cross-section of capitalist employers on the 
labor of illegalized migrants as a workforce of choice. Anticipating another slo-
gan of the ensuing struggles over US immigration politics, associated mainly with 
the struggles of the undocumented but US-raised sons and daughters of migrants 
who brought them to the USA as small children (so-called DREAMers),1 Latino 
migrants during the 2006 marches (in their millions) were boldly announcing that 
they were Undocumented, Unafraid, and Unapologetic – deportable, but insur-
gent nonetheless.

Thus, while the deportation power is a pernicious tool in the arsenal of con-
temporary statecraft, it is crucial to not allow for it to become yet another induce-
ment for elegiac lamentations of the presumed ‘powerlessness’ and victimization 
of migrant labor or operatic denunciations of the ruthlessness of the state that 
become unwitting paeans to its sovereign power. Migrant labor – and especially 
illegalized migrant labor, so commonly inured to its multifarious sociopolitical 
disabilities – retains the intrinsically incorrigible subjectivity of all labor, and 
remains an always potentially disobedient, intractable, and insurgent force.

* * * * *

Critical research into deportation has begun to constitute a distinctive area of 
inquiry within the wider field of migration studies. What ought to be apparent 
already is that the actual event of deportation, as a punitive act of administrative 
state power that ordinarily subjects people to grievous trauma and injustice, is 
commonly shielded from much judicial scrutiny or procedural oversight, and 
consequently is rather difficult (and often virtually impossible) to witness and 
observe. While there may be exceptions, this is an area of the exercise of state 
power that tends to be remarkably insulated from public view and largely 
enshrouded in secrecy. William Walters incisively identifies ‘the spatial, legal, 
bureaucratic, and material work of secretisation, the work of making deportation 
secret’ as a central but largely unexamined theme to which critical research  
must be addressed in order to interrogate the relations of bodies, space, and 
power at work in this elusive sociopolitical process (2020: 27). ‘We should take 
seriously the way secrecy is made and unmade’, Walters continues, ‘the fact it 
can take multiple forms, that it is not self-explanatory, and that there is a 
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complexity to the politics of secrecy’ (2020: 30). The deliberate seclusion and 
segmentation of deportation from the purview of the public (including not only 
academic researchers but also investigative journalists and, perhaps most impor-
tantly, anti-deportation activists) nonetheless renders such enactments of state 
power, in and of themselves, to be inherently evasive of critical study.

Deportation is not reducible to the ostensible event of deportation alone, how-
ever. As may be inferred from the foregoing argument about deportability, and 
as ought to be already evident, deportation is better understood to encompass a 
variegated continuum of circumstances and contingencies that may or may not 
necessarily culminate in an actual deportation, but which impose deportation as 
the defining horizon for a more diffuse sociopolitical condition of susceptibil-
ity to deportation. This makes an interrogation of deportation indispensable for 
the critical study of migration, more generally. Even putatively ‘legal’ migrants 
are not immune to the menace of deportability inasmuch as deportation has 
increasingly become the ultimate supplemental punishment reserved expressly 
for non-citizens who are convicted for other ‘criminal’ offenses (Griffiths, 2015; 
Hasselberg, 2016; Peutz, 2006/2010). Likewise, sometimes long prior to the 
actual event of deportation, for those who have been issued an order of depor-
tation, the legal battles of appealing and contesting a prospective deportation 
similarly provide a considerably more expansive context for investigating what 
precisely is entailed in deportation as a juridical procedure for the expulsion 
of those migrants who somehow manage to have occasion to plead their cases 
(Hasselberg, 2016). Furthermore, as a growing body of research has amply dem-
onstrated, neither is the actual event of deportation a conclusive end to any given 
migratory project, and the study of migrants’ post-deportation experiences and 
perspectives – above all, their not-uncommon renewed efforts to migrate again 
– has afforded scholarship with an abundance of new opportunities for research-
ing deportation (Álvarez Velasco, 2019, n.d.; Bhartia, 2010; Brotherton and 
Barrios, 2011; Coutin, 2010; Kanstroom, 2012; Khosravi, 2017; Lecadet, 2013, 
2017; Peutz, 2006/2010; Slack, 2019; Zilberg, 2004, 2007, 2011). Of course, 
neither is it the case that deportation ever ceases to produce enduring ramifica-
tions in the families, communities, and places from which deportees have been 
expelled, where their abrupt dislocation and absences continue to be palpable 
(Dreby, 2012, 2013; Drotbohm, 2015; Golash-Boza, 2013, 2015; Golash-Boza 
and Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2013; Hasselberg, 2016). Anti-deportation campaigns, 
moreover, have emerged as a crucial site of struggle redefining the politics of 
immigration as well as citizenship (Nyers, 2003/2010; 2019). Indeed, deportation 
regimes create a complex web of spatial and temporal interconnections across the 
planet through which migration and deportation increasingly entail a succession 
of serial multi-directional mobilities and repercussions (Álvarez Velasco, 2019, 
2020, n.d.; Drotbohm, 2011; Khosravi, 2016; Lecadet, 2013, 2017). We there-
fore must transpose the critical perspective associated with the concept of the 
autonomy of migration into an appreciation of what I have designated to be the 
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autonomy of deportation (De Genova, 2017a, 2017b): the incorrigible subjective 
force that animates migration is not abruptly extinguished when confronted by 
the state’s deportation power, but rather persists and sometimes defies deporta-
tion as the most coercive form of forced mobility, and subverts even the most 
oppressive constraints on human mobility.

At the very outset of his intellectual itinerary, Marx famously discerned in the 
incipient proletariat ‘a class with radical chains’ – a class bereft of property, with 
no standing in civil society, no historical entitlements, and no particular claims, 
which embodied not a one-sided and self-interested antithesis to modern condi-
tions but rather a complete antithesis to the very premises of capitalism and the 
modern state. Thus, here was a class that was not an estate with a positive station 
within the social order, but rather one that was constituted only negatively, as an 
abject and ‘foreign’ but inextricable presence, inherently corrosive and always 
potentially subversive. This class alone revealed ‘a universal character’ and thus 
could invoke ‘only a human title’ (1844/1975: 186; emphases in original). Its 
very existence as a class was both a symptom and a harbinger of ‘the dissolu-
tion of the existing world order’, and therefore its own abolition would be its 
existential vocation (1844/1975: 187; emphasis in original). Many years later, 
Marx identified ‘the basis of the whole process’ of the formation of the capitalist 
class to be those ‘epoch-making’ historical moments ‘when great masses of men 
[and women] are suddenly and forcibly torn from their means of subsistence, 
and hurled onto the labor-market as free, unprotected, and rightless proletarians’ 
(1867/1976: 876). Free. Unprotected. Rightless.

Radical chains were forged, therefore, of a treacherous sort of freedom. The 
freedom of movement is inseparable in practice from the movement of ‘free’ 
people, the mobility of free labor, which is, within the global regime of capital 
accumulation, a freedom that is distinctly circumscribed. This is the freedom to 
dispose of one’s own labor-power as a commodity, as if one were the owner of a 
commodity like any other. At the same time, this is also the peculiar freedom of 
being unencumbered by any other means of production with which that elemen-
tal capacity for productive labor might be set in motion (1867/1976: 272–4). 
Vogelfrei – literally, free as a bird, expelled from any proper human commu-
nity, entirely exposed and legally unprotected (1867/1976: 896n.). Deportation 
reminds us that the radical chains forged of a freedom without rights or protec-
tions may serve not simply to confine and fetter us in place, but also to drag 
us mercilessly to the ends of the earth, and back again. It is in this respect that 
migration and migrant labor may be taken to be paradigmatic of the more global 
condition of labor as such, and deportation is one of the premier forms for its 
subordination and disciplining. And yet the freedom of movement remains the 
freedom of life itself, not merely the mundane necessity to make a living but the 
freedom to truly live. Deportation, as a more or less juridical, more or less arbi-
trary, exercise of state power, is therefore an exquisitely concentrated abnegation 
of that freedom, one more usurpation by the state of the power of human life 
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itself. The freedom of movement, as an inherently unpredictable and definitively 
open-ended precondition for human self-determination, can only ever be a per-
petual and troublesome affront to the self-anointed sovereignty of state power. 
Deportation, then, must be apprehensible as a site of unresolved struggle.

Note

1  The ‘DREAMer’ moniker is derived from the abortive legislative bill, the Development, Relief and 
Education for Alien Minors Act, first introduced in the US Senate in 2001 (intentionally so named in 
order to be popularized as the DREAM Act). The original version of the bill was first introduced in the 
US House of Representatives earlier in 2001 with another title: the Immigrant Children’s Educational 
Advancement and Dropout Prevention Act.
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BORDERS, BOUNDARIES, AND GLOBALIZATION

Since the inception of the discussion of globalization in the early 1990s, critical 
studies have exhibited a growing interest in borders. It is no exaggeration to say 
that the question of borders has shadowed claims for greater global integration 
and interconnection. Primarily borders have been understood as a negative ena-
bler of these processes – the limit to be overcome, to recall a memorable phrase 
from Marx’s Grundrisse (1973: 408). In this conception, borders were primarily 
national territorial borders, and thus predictions or hopes for a ‘borderless 
world’, elaborated in popular business manuals such as those authored by 
Kenichi Ohmae (1990, 1995), were accompanied by debates about a decline of 
the nation-state (see, for instance, Miyoshi, 1993). While this perspective, which 
takes the nation-state as the privileged object of global processes, has never fully 
disappeared, it has been relativized by approaches that emphasize the role of the 
city (Sassen, 1991), the transnational corporation (Barnet and Cavanagh, 1994), 
or the environment (Foster, 2002). The question of the nation-state’s persistence 
has been eclipsed by the need to trace its transformations, adaptations, and diver-
sification of forms. At the same time, there is wide recognition that globalization 
has occasioned open borders for capital and goods but the multiplication of bar-
riers for the movement of human bodies. This realization has prompted since the 
early 1990s a rigorous theoretical engagement with the topic of the border in the 
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work of Étienne Balibar, who has played a pioneering role in placing it at the 
center of critical studies (see, for instance, Balibar, 1992). It has led a number of 
commentators (see, for instance, Dalby, 1998) to apply the term ‘global apart-
heid’ to the geographies of globalization. The use of the term apartheid implies 
not simply a normative condemnation of the inequalities created and enforced by 
the differing mobilities of populations. It also registers the operation of borders 
beyond state demarcations and highlights the need to rethink politics and obliga-
tions across boundaries in ways that take seriously ‘the social and economic 
consequences of the current global division of labour’ (140). It is particularly 
with regard to this latter endeavor that a reflection on the role of borders in 
Marxist thought remains a vital and urgent task.

Although migration control has only recently (since the late nineteenth cen-
tury) become a prominent function of geopolitical borders, myriad boundaries 
and lines of demarcation (e.g. the one between the countryside and the city or 
the one between colonies and metropolis) have been deployed to manage the 
mobility of labor since the inception of modern capitalism. As Nicholas De 
Genova (2016) argues, this link between borders and the global mobility of labor 
accounts for the prominence of borders in any ‘radical working class politics’ 
and related theory and practice of ‘socialist internationalism’. Even more funda-
mentally, mobility and movement are key features of Marx’s definition of labor 
(see De Genova, 2010). ‘Real’, ‘living’ labor, Marx writes in his unpublished 
‘Results of the Immediate Process of Production’, stresses the fact that the work-
er’s ‘expenditure of his life’s energy, the realization of productive faculties’ is 
‘his movement and not the capitalist’s’ (Marx, 1976: 982). The very concept of 
labor power is predicated upon a kind of ontological primacy of ‘motion’ and 
‘unrest’ (1976: 296), which finds its expression in Marx’s emphasis on the poten-
tial character of labor power (see Virno, 1999: 121; Macherey, 2014: 164–5). The 
latter is indeed famously defined as ‘the aggregate of those mental and physi-
cal capabilities existing in the physical form, the living personality, of a human 
being, capabilities which he sets in motion whenever he produces a use-value 
of any kind’ (Marx, 1976: 270, emphasis added). It is not surprising therefore 
that, as Marx himself demonstrated in his analysis of ‘so-called primitive accu-
mulation’ in Capital, volume 1, mobility as well as its government and ‘taming’ 
become essential fields of struggle where the very production of labor power as 
a commodity is at stake. In his underground but continuous conversation with 
Marx, Michel Foucault grasped this point in Discipline and Punish (1995) and 
above all in The Punitive Society. Lectures at the Collège de France, 1972–1973 
(2015). Yann Moulier Boutang (1998) also provided a challenging reconsidera-
tion of some aspects of Marx’s thought precisely from this angle. Considering the 
relevance of borders and boundaries in the management of labor mobility, they 
are destined to remain a crucial topic for any Marxist investigation of borders.

Borders and boundaries, we have just written. Independently of the differ-
ences of meaning between these two terms, whose definition floats according 
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to disciplines and scholars (see Houtum, 2005), we have used this phrase to sig-
nal the need to pay attention to what we have described in an earlier book as a 
process of ‘heterogenization’ of borders that runs parallel to their ‘multiplica-
tion’ (see Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013). Speaking of heterogenization implies 
a reference to profound transformations of the very institution of the border that 
are currently underway. These transformations, which correspond to what Saskia 
Sassen in her sociological account of globalization has termed ‘the actual and 
heuristic disaggregation of “the border”’ (2007: 214), point to a kind of unpack-
ing of the multiple (legal, cultural, linguistic, social, and economic) components 
of the concept and institution of the border. While the geopolitical line of separa-
tion between nation-states has held together for some time these components in 
modernity, acting as a kind of magnetic line, they are now more often than in the 
past traced far away from the literal border. They also play multifarious roles in 
the shaping of forms of domination and exploitation. This is the reason why a 
careful investigation of and a conceptual reflection upon other bordering devices 
must supplement the prevalent attention to geopolitical borders in critical border 
studies.

BORDERING DEVICES IN MARX’S ANALYSIS OF SO-CALLED 
PRIMITIVE ACCUMULATION

An investigation of what we may call the semantic field of the border in Marx’s 
work makes it possible to grasp both the heterogeneity of bordering devices and 
the crucial roles they played at the origin of modern capitalism. We can point in 
this respect to three broad areas that figure prominently in Marx’s analysis of 
‘so-called primitive accumulation’, with the proviso that this analysis is not 
merely relevant from a historical point of view but rather singles out a set of 
problems that are doomed to recursively haunt the development of capitalism 
writ large (see Mezzadra, 2018, appendix). A first bordering device is ‘enclo-
sure’. Marx mentions this device in the section of Capital, volume 1 on ‘so-
called primitive accumulation’, where he discusses how the ‘enclosure’ of 
‘common property’ is a key moment in the ‘expropriation of the agricultural 
population’. Marx focuses specifically on the role of law within this process, a 
topic he had already investigated in the early 1840s in his articles dedicated to 
the ‘Debates on Theft of Wood’ in the Rheinische Zeitung (see Linebaugh, 
1976). The ‘forcible usurpation’ of the commons, vital for the reproduction of 
life of huge multitudes of rural poor, already begins at the end of the fifteenth 
century, he writes in Capital. But while it was long ‘carried on by means of 
individual violence’, he ironically notes that ‘the advance made by the eighteenth 
century shows itself in this, that the law itself becomes the instrument by which 
the people’s land is stolen’ (Marx, 1976: 885). Enclosures (literal and metaphori-
cal) have never ceased since then to be performed in order to circumscribe (to 
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border) the space of private property. It is important to keep in mind this link 
between the semantic field of the border, law, and private property, which refor-
mulates under the completely different conditions of modern capitalism a prob-
lematic well known to ancient Roman jurists. Such a link sheds light on the 
intrinsic violence of private property and on its structural implication in the 
production of poverty (which is one of the basic concerns in Marx’s analysis of 
‘so-called primitive accumulation’).

At the same time, Marx’s attention to the role of law in the violent establish-
ment of private property paves the way for an analysis of the structural homology 
between the legal institution of private property and the state-form, which was 
for instance at the center of Evgeni Pashukanis’ critique of law (2001, see also 
Amendola, 2017). The relevance of heterogeneous although connected borders 
for the origin of both private property and the modern territorial state reinforces 
this homology. This is a second area of investigation on borders that one can 
carve out of Marx’s analysis of ‘so-called primitive accumulation’. While Marx 
does not explicitly mention territorial borders in his analysis, it is well known 
that in these pages he emphasizes the role of the modern state in prompting the 
emergence of capitalism. This is already clear from his concern with law in the 
analysis of enclosures. Even beyond that, he writes in these sections of Capital 
some of his most famous and discussed lines on the state. Summing up his analy-
sis of primitive accumulation, he maintains that all its ‘different moments’ as 
well as their systematical combination – from colonization to the modern tax 
system, from enclosures to national debt – depend upon ‘the power of the state, 
the concentrated and organized violence of society, to hasten, as in a hothouse, 
the process of transformation of the feudal mode of production into the capitalist 
mode, and to shorten the transition’ (Marx, 1976: 915–16). That the process of 
concentration and organization of the ‘violence of society’ onto the power of the 
state is predicated upon processes of bordering that make society itself a bounded 
space was definitely something Marx was aware of. This can be deduced from 
other passages of his work, for instance where he writes regarding the ‘state’s 
compulsion’ that gives paper money its ‘objective validity’ that it ‘can only be of 
any effect within the internal sphere of circulation which is circumscribed by the 
boundaries of a given community’ (1976: 226).

The articulation between the bordering devices that give rise to private prop-
erty of the land and the tracing of boundaries upon which the existence of the 
modern territorial state is predicated emerges therefore as an important topic from 
Marx’s analysis of primitive accumulation. And while it is important to stress that 
the ‘boundaries of a given community’ would play a key role in the bordering 
(and steady nationalization) of markets, and first of all of the labor market, it is 
also crucial to point to the activity of the state in the regulation, ‘taming’, and 
repression of the mobility of labor. This is the main question Marx (1976: 896) 
deals with in his analysis of the ‘bloody legislation against vagabondage’ that 
was enforced throughout Western Europe since the end of the fifteenth century. 
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The criminalization of the poor (of the ‘fathers of the present working class’, 
Marx writes, and we should definitely add ‘and the mothers’ considering the 
crucial relevance of the ‘degradation of women’ in the whole process; Federici, 
2004) was a crucial step in the enforcement of ‘the bloody discipline that turned 
them into wage laborers’ (1976: 905). This analysis continues to resonate in the 
present and to inspire critical scholars as well as activists engaged with migra-
tion. However, it is important to emphasize that such ‘bloody’ policies against 
the poor depended on the consolidation of territorial boundaries, on the estab-
lishment of bounded spaces (the ‘workhouse’), and on new colonial and imperial 
geographies of indentured and forced labor as well as of convict transport.

These geographies point to the third question we want to extrapolate from 
Marx’s analysis of ‘so-called primitive accumulation’ regarding the semantic 
field of the border. His emphasis on the role of slave trade, conquest, and colonial-
ism at the origin of modern capitalism is well known and has been often praised 
by anti-colonial and anti-racist thinkers (see for instance Du Bois, 1992: 56–7). 
This emphasis is consistent with one of Marx’s main theoretical points, which 
means with his awareness of the global coordinates of modern capitalism since 
its inception. Moreover, in his critique of political economy the ‘world market’ is 
something more than a mere geographic description of the scope of capitalist val-
orization and accumulation. It is a full-fledged concept, which again facilitates 
and at the same time invites an analysis in terms of borders. As Gavin Walker 
notes, Marx’s mention of Africa as a ‘warren’ (‘a bounded, fenced, captured ter-
ritory’) in his analysis of primitive accumulation foreshadows ‘the formation of 
“area” or “civilization” as a political technology of control’ (2011: 390). This 
means that a process of bordering merges geographic and cognitive borders that 
coincidentally produce Europe (and later the ‘West’) and its multiple others. The 
notions of ‘area’ or ‘civilization’ were doomed to play important roles in the 
organization of the ‘world market’, a process within which the economic and ter-
ritorial division of the world would enter shifting combinations while remaining 
at the center of Marxist theories of imperialism. A way to reframe those debates 
is to focus on the relations, frictions, and tensions between what we call the 
expanding frontiers of capital and political borders – which means primarily, in 
the modern age, the borders of states. Although, it is important to add that in the 
colonial world borders were traced in ways that were significantly different from 
the linear geometrical model that became prevalent in Europe (see Mezzadra and 
Neilson, 2013, Chapter 3; Benton, 2010).

THE WORLD MARKET AND THE ‘INTERNATIONAL’  
DIVISION OF LABOR

Writing with Friedrich Engels in The Communist Manifesto, Marx famously 
declares that ‘the bourgeoisie has through the exploitation of the world market 
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given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country’ 
(2002: 223). Yet, even as we recognize the force of the concept of the world 
market, which is to say both its concrete nature and abstract character, there is a 
need to account for how its workings cross another Marxist concept that is par-
ticularly important for understanding the role of borders and processes of border-
ing: the international division of labor. In The Poverty of Philosophy, Marx had 
already argued that the deployment ‘of machinery and of steam’ had allowed 
industry to become ‘detached from the national soil’ and dependent ‘only on the 
markets of the world, on international exchanges, and on an international divi-
sion of labor’ (Marx, 2008: 152). It is certainly important to account for the 
ongoing effects of primitive accumulation and the many histories of labor that 
encompass slavery and indenture. However, the concept of the international divi-
sion of labor finds its genealogy in classical works of political economy such as 
William Petty’s Political Arithmetick (1690), Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations 
(1776), and David Ricardo’s On the Principles of Political Economy and 
Taxation (1821). These works did not employ the adjective ‘international’ to 
describe the way in which labor was divided, largely because they were written 
in a period that preceded the internationalization of the world, but they displayed 
an awareness of the relation between what Marx called the world market and the 
emergence of capitalist social formations within bounded territories. The divi-
sion of the world into discrete labor markets delineated primarily by national 
borders, but also by the rural/urban and colony/metropolis divides mentioned 
above, was a complex and incomplete process. Nevertheless, its coincidence with 
the forging of the figure of the ‘free’ laborer (free to sell his/her labor power as 
a commodity) was important to the political and legal constitution of what we 
can call the industrial and national moment of capital. In the hands of Marx, the 
concept of the international division of labor (and its attendant separation of the 
working class into nationally bounded sections) provided not only a perspective 
on the world scale of capitalist production but also a means of envisioning and 
encouraging its political subversion through proletarian internationalism.

We agree with Nicholas de Genova (2016) when he writes that the Stalinist 
proposal to ‘build socialism in one country’ was ‘a radical betrayal of Marxism’ 
and that an ‘internationalist perspective’ is fundamental to ‘any Marxian reflec-
tion on questions of migration and borders’. Yet in considering the processes of 
constitution of the labor market, it is important to account both for the assump-
tions that underlie the scientific and normative aspects of Marx’s analysis of the 
accumulation of capital, as compared to ‘so-called primitive accumulation’, and 
for the real shifts in the arrangement of labor markets and their borders that have 
accompanied the most recent wave of globalization. These are connected matters, 
but, for analytical purposes, we can separate them.

In the chapter of Capital, volume 1 entitled ‘The Transformation of Surplus 
Value into Capital’, Marx explains his expanded model for the reproduction of 
capital. Here, he elaborates a set of conditions by which the capitalist is materially 
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compelled to accumulate surplus product on a progressively extending scale, work-
ing in a kind of spiral as opposed to a linear sequence. Although Marx systemati-
cally recognizes the historical precedence of the world market over the national 
in his writings, he is forced at this moment to assume a closed-model economy to 
explain why the surplus product must be used productively rather than exchanged 
for another product that is consumed unproductively. He writes in a note: ‘In order 
to examine the object of our investigation in its integrity, free from disturbing 
subsidiary circumstances, we must treat the whole world of trade as one nation, 
and assume that capitalist production is established everywhere and has taken pos-
session of every branch of industry’ (Marx, 1976: 727). This is clearly an exercise 
in idealization and abstraction done to provide algebraic or arithmetic proofs of 
his main arguments. To this extent it is equivalent to other assumptions made by 
Marx, such as the temporary simplification he makes in Capital, volume 1 about 
prices being directly proportional to labor values. In the Grundrisse, he writes 
of the necessity of making ‘fixed suppositions’ that ‘become fluid in the further 
course of development’ in order to offer an analysis that does not end up ‘con-
founding everything’ (1973: 817). In the case of the assumption about the world 
market ‘as one nation’, he seeks to develop an argument about capital’s reproduc-
tion in the abstract before attaching it to a system of nation-states. Nonetheless, it 
betrays a moment in which the closure or bordering of an economy rests paradoxi-
cally upon the assertion of a borderless world.

Not accidentally does Rosa Luxemburg quote this note from Capital, vol-
ume 1 in the chapter of The Accumulation of Capital (2003) entitled ‘Expanded 
Reproduction: Contradictions’. Luxemburg aims to exhibit the limits of a model 
that assumes the presence of only capitalists and workers. She also seeks to show 
how capital needs to prey on its ‘outsides’, by which she means on non-capitalist 
environments, in order to pursue its logic of endless accumulation. A more flex-
ible approach extends beyond Luxemburg’s understanding of capital’s ‘outsides’ 
in territorial terms – a vision that led her to see imperialism as the final stage of 
capitalism. Thinking in this way gives us an understanding not only of the nec-
essary intertwining of primitive accumulation with the normal accumulation of 
capital, even in its industrial and national moment, but also an interpretive grid 
through which to analyze the extractive workings of contemporary capitalism 
(Sassen, 2014; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2015, 2019). With respect to issues of 
migration and borders, this approach means highlighting the mobility of labor 
as constitutive for the formation of national labor markets. It is always important 
to emphasize that an analysis that works from that other peculiar commodity – 
money – must accompany and counterpoint any approach to labor as a privileged 
category for understanding the role of borders in the world market. However, the 
peculiar position of labor as both antagonist of capital and its object of exploita-
tion allows an approach that grapples at once with capital’s necessarily expansive 
logic and its relation with its ‘outsides’. In this regard, the inseparability of the 
commodity of labor power from the human body of its ‘bearer’ is a crucial factor. 
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The political and legal constitution of labor markets, whatever their borders, is 
today increasingly involved with the regulation and control of the movement of 
human bodies across borders (see Bauder, 2006). Such control is increasingly 
technologically sophisticated, even as it involves both atmospheric and direct 
violence that can never be separated from the operations of racism and sexism.

The inseparability of labor power from the human body means that the bor-
dering processes that produce and control the mobility of labor forces work the 
boundaries established by gender and race in ways not subordinate to relations of 
social class. In other words, gender and race mark the modalities through which 
‘bearers’ of labor power access its potency in primary and structural ways. To 
note how the border influences the production and reproduction of gender and 
race is not merely to register the prevalence of certain kinds of embodied sub-
jects in the business of migration and border crossing. Certainly, the phenomenon 
dubbed ‘the feminization of migration’ must be part of any sustained analysis of 
human mobility nowadays. Likewise, the racialized nature of contemporary bor-
der and migration regimes requires constant reaffirmation in the face of analytical 
approaches that downplay or sidestep it. However, a mere accounting of bodies 
does not necessarily illustrate how political economies of gender and race interact 
with techniques, technologies, and geographies of bordering in the world today. 
To do this, it is necessary to turn to analyses of ‘racial capitalism’ (Robinson, 
2000) and the global restructuring of reproductive work (Federici, 2012) that reg-
ister how the most recent developments in global capitalism cannot be adequately 
tracked and analyzed if their raced and gendered dimensions are left aside. The 
troubling of the division between productive and reproductive labor evident in 
the movement trajectories and working lives of female migrant care workers, 
for instance, illustrates a phenomenon far more widespread than the experiences 
of these particular subjects. Many commentators (e.g. Hardt, 1999) take such a 
reconfiguration of the relationship between productive and reproductive labor as 
characteristic of a wider set of transformations surrounding the role of service 
work and affective labor in the current mode of production. Similarly, an under-
standing of what Angela Davis (2017) calls ‘the co-constitutive relationship of 
racism and capitalism’ sheds light on the continuities and discontinuities between 
colonial modes of extraction and the extractivist practices that mark contempo-
rary capitalism, whether they take literal forms (as in mining and monocultural 
farming) or assume a more ethereal shape (as in finance) (Mezzadra and Neilson, 
2017). These various convergences and divergences come to a head in the encoun-
ters with violence experienced by raced and gendered subjects at the border.

In Border As Method (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013), we have argued that this 
violence is just as much associated with processes of differential inclusion as 
it is with the politics of exclusion. Although the workings of borders are rarely 
watertight or impenetrable to border-crossing subjects, their capacity to filter and 
select bodies in motion is no less important to the constitution of labor mar-
kets as their capacity to exclude. The fantasy of a just-in-time and to-the-point 



BORDERS 1601

migration- and border-control program, which would efficiently correlate cross-
border migratory movements with statistically measured national labor market 
needs, is an irresistible one for many governments today. But the notion that the 
border acts merely as a valve that regulates the mobility of labor power is com-
plicated by the fact that labor power always comes with bodies, and this opens 
the politics of border control to intervening factors – particularly social and cul-
tural factors – that interfere with the vision of the border as a calibrated filtering 
device. Migration also, in an important sense, introduces an unbalancing aspect 
to the idea of a bounded labor market that tends to a state of equilibrium. This 
means that migratory movements and the labor power they mobilize can become 
a kind of turbulent excess to attempts to contain, channel, or integrate them. In 
analyzing this excess, it is important to emphasize how migration and borders 
not only constitute labor markets but also produce subjectivity. In this way, they 
create subjects whose mobility itself often assumes the dimensions of struggle 
or ‘movements’ (in the social sense) with direct consequences for the operations 
of capital and the world market even if it is not consciously experienced or con-
ceived as such.

This excess and disequilibrium also rebounds upon the international division 
of labor, which many studies over the past decades (see, for instance, Fröbel 
et al., 1980; Harvey, 1989; Mies, 1998 and Silver, 2003) have understood to be 
becoming more complicated. In writing of a multiplication of labor (Mezzadra 
and Neilson, 2013: 87–93), we have sought to relate the proliferation of borders 
in the world today – their existence beyond national borders, in programs of 
externalized detention, for instance, in urban spaces, or economic zones – to 
tumultuous changes in the world of labor. These changes not only involve the 
spatial diversification of labor across, between, and within borders but also its 
intensification – its stretching beyond the borders of the working day as dis-
cussed by Marx into the time of life itself – and heterogenization – its expansion 
beyond the legal norm of the ‘free’ wage laborer into new and old forms of pre-
carity and coercion.

BORDERING LABOR

In many parts of the world, migrants are at the forefront of these processes of 
intensification and heterogenization of labor. The work by Yann Moulier 
Boutang (1998) mentioned above demonstrates from a historical point of view 
that the constitution of the ‘free’ wage laborer has been counterpointed by 
myriad forms of ‘harnessing’ of labor mobility and by multiple special statuses 
assigned to (‘forced’ or ‘voluntary’) migrants. Modern slavery, indentured labor, 
‘coolies’, and ‘black birds’ are part and parcel of the history of migration under 
capitalism and are particularly relevant from this point of view. However, it is 
also important to emphasize that ‘free’ migrants have been and continue to be 
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subject to (often legally codified) special conditions as far as authorization to live 
and work in the ‘host country’ is concerned. While this inscribes specific borders 
onto the labor market and frequently paves the way for processes of ethnic seg-
mentation or urban enclaving, these borders also cut across the very composition 
of living labor, of the working class writ large. They often combine with other 
lines of division (revolving around race and gender) and provide capital and the 
state with powerful tools to command living labor, both at the point of produc-
tion and in society.

The history of the labor movement is plagued by episodes in which unions 
and even parties have provided support to these strategies, pitting the defense 
of ‘national labor’ against any internationalist concern and ultimately against 
the interests of working-class politics. The long history of unions’ discrimina-
tion against African-American migrants from the South, after Emancipation in 
the USA, is just one peculiar instance of this tendency. American Federation 
of Labor President Samuel Gompers also gave voice to similar union hostility 
against international migrants from Southern and Eastern Europe, who he infa-
mously defined (picking up a phrase by Francis A. Walker) as ‘beaten men from 
beaten races, representing the worst failures in the struggle for existence’ (see 
Roediger, 2002: 158). At the same time, some of the most extraordinary and 
inspiring struggles of the revolutionary labor movement have been fought around 
the national, linguistic, and ethnic borders dividing the working class – as again 
the history of the USA demonstrates with the proletarian epic of the Industrial 
Workers of the World (see, for instance, Bock et al., 1976). We could provide 
other examples, from history and the present as well as from different locations 
in the world. Yet it is perhaps more important to repeat that the struggle around 
and against borders cutting across the composition of living labor is a crucial test 
for the reinvention of proletarian internationalism. While in the 1970s speak-
ing of the ‘multinational worker in Europe’ (Serafini, 1974) was the result of 
a careful investigation of the transformation of the composition of the working 
class due to postcolonial and ‘guest workers’ recruitment schemes in the wake 
of World War 2, the situation has become much more complex today – in Europe 
as elsewhere. The problems of internationalism, which are also to be understood 
as problems of political translation, manifest themselves at the scale of any sin-
gle large city, whose space is continuously reframed by the multiplication and 
increasing unpredictability of migratory routes as well as by their sedimentation 
in heterogeneous social and cultural practices.

PRODUCING AND REPRODUCING LABOR POWER

To conceptualize further the impact of migration on the composition of living 
labor, it may be useful to hark back to a classical sociological study by Michael 
Burawoy (1976) of the functions and reproduction of migrant labor, framed as a 
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comparative investigation of Southern Africa and the USA. Burawoy challenges 
the limits of the perspective of the individual migrant prevailing in studies of 
labor migration (both regarding ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors behind mobility and the 
‘adaptation’ of the newly arrived migrant). He shifts focus to ‘clarify the func-
tioning of a system of migrant labor either in its broader social, political, and 
economic contexts or where the flow of labor is regulated to a greater or lesser 
extent to suit dominant political and economic interests’ (Burawoy, 1976: 1051). 
‘External coercive institutions and their mode of organization’ become crucial 
topics of investigation for such an approach, which sets out to study the ways in 
which such institutions enable and perform the reproduction of labor forces 
within a given economy. Burawoy importantly distinguishes two aspects of such 
a reproduction, the maintenance and the renewal of the labor force. He adds that 
‘under capitalism the distinction between these two elements … is normally 
concealed’ since ‘the same institutions simultaneously perform both renewal and 
maintenance functions’ (1976: 1051–2). What distinguishes migrant labor, 
Burawoy writes, is precisely the fact that its organization ‘not only makes the 
distinction apparent but is even defined by the separation of the processes of 
maintenance from those of renewal’ (1976: 1052). They take place in geographi-
cally separate locations and are managed by different institutions.

We find Burawoy’s distinction between ‘maintenance’ and ‘renewal of the 
labor force’ as well as his analysis on the externalization of crucial aspects of 
its reproduction through the recruitment of migrant labor particularly interesting 
from a Marxist point of view. What he signals is the relevance of migration – and 
at the same time of borders – within what we can term the production and repro-
duction of the commodity of ‘labor power’ (a relevance that, we want to repeat, 
was already foreshadowed by Marx in his analysis of ‘enclosures’ and the related 
‘bloody legislation against vagabondage’). Burawoy’s insistence on the renewal 
of the labor force points moreover to a further crucial point – that is, to the fact 
that the working class can never be considered as an already constituted subject. 
The process of its constitution is always open, and this has momentous implica-
tions for a working-class politics that can never be limited to the ‘point of pro-
duction’. In the ages of large-scale industry, mass production, and Fordism, the 
attempt was made in many parts of the world to treat migrant workers as a kind 
of supplement to the stock of labor power present within the bounded space of 
the national labor market, according to the somehow predictable needs of indus-
trial capital. Today the situation is much more complex. In the current age of 
flexible production and precarious employment, there has been a proliferation of 
point systems and sector-based, temporary, and circular migration schemes, as 
well as an increase in related governmental fantasies of a just-in-time and to-the-
point migration. This proliferation and increase correspond to an attempt to tame 
for the purposes of the valorization of capital – and according to the neoliberal 
notion of ‘human capital’ – the ungovernable moments of turbulence, autonomy, 
and excess that continue to shape migratory movements at the global scale. This 
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leads to a further multiplication of internal borders, while in many parts of the 
world external borders become increasingly fortified against unauthorized cross-
ing – with consequences that are lethal for tens of thousands of men and women 
each year.

GEOGRAPHIES OF MIGRATION AND IMPERIALISM

An often noted characteristic of contemporary global migration is the fact that 
its geographies have become increasingly ‘messy’ and unpredictable, exceeding 
by far the established ‘migration systems’ investigated for a long time by migra-
tion scholars. Terrestrial and maritime borderzones constructed as sites of 
‘migration crises’ have accordingly multiplied. Besides well-known and notori-
ous ‘hotspots’ like the ‘external frontiers’ of the EU, the borderlands between 
Mexico and the USA, or the elusive and shifting borders circumscribing 
Australia’s territory from the Pacific zone, others have gained public attention 
over the last years. Consider, for instance, the choppy waters of Southeast Asian 
oceans, the border between Bangladesh and India, or Lake Malawi and the 
Indian Ocean for African migrants en route toward South Africa. We understand 
this multiplication of migratory routes as an important symptom of the spatial 
disruptions and reshuffling of the geographies of development connected to capi-
talist globalization and as one of the driving forces behind these processes. A 
Marxist theory of borders should pay crucial attention to these dynamics, which 
place under duress not only geopolitical borders but also ‘metageographical’ 
lines of demarcation (Lewis and Wigen, 1997) such as the ones implied by such 
influential notions as ‘center’, ‘periphery’, and ‘semi-periphery’, developed by 
world system theorists, as well as by tricontinentalist schemes of analysis, and 
by the great divide between the ‘global North’ and ‘global South’. This is also 
the place where questions of imperialism must be investigated, and we want to 
do that on the basis of our interpretation of the Marxian notion of the ‘world 
market’ as well as of the analytical framework constructed around the relations 
between the expanding frontiers of capital and territorial borders.

We have already touched briefly on Rosa Luxemburg’s understanding of 
imperialism as driven by capital’s need to prospect and draw upon its ‘outsides’ 
to continue its expanding spiral of accumulation. Luxemburg’s interpretation of 
capital’s colonization of its ‘outsides’ requiring the literal colonization of territory 
needs to be questioned and extended to allow analysis of how capital operates on 
multiple frontiers – one thinks for instance of the plunder involved in resource 
or data mining, just to name two realms of extraction that are currently hotly 
debated (see Mezzadra and Neilson, 2017). Within its own conceptual limits, 
Luxemburg’s approach faces the problem of too tightly correlating the expansion 
of capital’s frontiers with its ‘endeavor to establish domination’ over non-capi-
talist ‘countries and societies’ (Luxemburg, 2003: 346). Because she understands 
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imperialism as ‘the political expression of the accumulation of capital in its com-
petitive struggle for what remains still open of the non-capitalist environment’ 
(2003: 426), she tends to confuse or superimpose the frontiers of capital and 
territorial borders. Yet a Marxist theory of the border needs to maintain a ten-
sion between these two. Despite the many differences between Luxemburg and 
Vladimir Lenin on questions of revolutionary organization, his approach to impe-
rialism can helpfully supplement hers in this regard. In Imperialism: The Highest 
Stage of Capitalism, Lenin contrasts the ‘actual division’ of the world, which is 
established ‘in proportion to capital’, with the manner in which ‘capital export-
ing countries have divided the world among themselves in the figurative sense 
of the term’ (Lenin, 1975: 79) – that is, territorially. He goes on to distinguish 
‘the economic division of the world’ from ‘the territorial division of the world’, 
associating the former with ‘relations between capitalist combines’ and the latter 
with ‘the struggle for colonies’ (1975: 89). As is well known, Lenin’s analy-
sis of capital’s expanding frontiers was linked to his emphasis on the growing 
prevalence of finance and monopoly capitalism, and this meant his understand-
ing of territorial expansion encompassed not just the annexation of agrarian or 
non-capitalist areas but also expansion into areas where capitalist industry was 
already established. Ultimately, however, a Marxist theory of imperialism must 
also face the possibility that such areas may not be easily distinguishable from 
each other, which is to say, using another set of terms from Marx’s lexicon, that 
the operations of the ‘formal’ and ‘real subsumption’ of labor under capital may 
be complexly articulated.

Recent theoretical debates on imperialism and the expansion of capitalism 
have highlighted the distinction between formal and real subsumption. The for-
mer describes a situation where non-capitalist productive processes are appro-
priated by capital and synchronized with the dynamics of valorization from an 
external position. The latter, by contrast, is characterized by the direct interven-
tion of capital in the organization of labor, say through mechanization or by other 
means of increasing workers’ productive cooperation. For Harry Harootunian, 
in Marx After Marx (2015), formal subsumption is the key to understanding the 
unevenness and necessary incompleteness of capitalist development under impe-
rialism. Highlighting capital’s ‘capacity to situate practices from earlier modes 
alongside newer ones’, Harootunian suggests that real subsumption is ‘a proto-
ideal type, which envisions the possible realization and completion of the com-
modity relation in an as yet unrealized future, in a last instance that never comes’ 
(2015: 68). Only an analysis that privileges formal subsumption, he argues, can 
capture ‘the temporal interruption, unevenness, fracturing, and heterogeneity’ 
that characterize capitalist development under imperialism. Yet, as Peter Osborne 
(2017) argues, Harootunian’s analysis tends to play down both the historical 
multiplicity of cultural practices that interrupt and interact with capital’s opera-
tions in Euro-American societies and the concrete ways in which the powers 
of abstraction inherent in such operations have actively transformed the history 
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of non-European societies. Furthermore, it obscures the way in which different 
forms of subsumption of labor, social cooperation, and life combine and work 
across a multiplicity of levels, sectors, and global spaces to synchronize how 
operations of capital target their ‘outsides’ in heterogeneous ways.

By paying attention to how the frontiers of capital work off, override, and 
reinforce territorial borders, it becomes possible to derive a theory of imperial-
ism that is sensitive to how capital embodies and organizes political power as 
well as to the capacity of sovereign political institutions to emerge as capitalist 
actors. Such an approach needs to account for more than imperialism in its ‘high-
est stage’ of nineteenth-century political and territorial annexation. It must also 
extend to myriad earlier forms of colonialism that combined political and com-
mercial imperatives – for instance, under the banner of the chartered company 
(Stern, 2011) or in complex relation to practices of buccaneering, exploration, 
mapping, and settlement that extended European territorial dominion in patch-
work and often makeshift ways (Benton, 2010). Likewise, it must account for 
contemporary arrangements of empire in which states can no longer fully control 
the aggregate operations of capital or ensure the reproduction of labor (Mezzadra 
and Neilson, 2014). Such an approach means recognizing how territorial relations 
are increasingly disarticulated from authority and rights (Sassen, 2006), crossed 
by value-generating chains of logistical connection (Cowen, 2014), and governed 
through patterns of ‘mixed constitution’ (Hardt and Negri, 2000) that articulate 
power across different levels and institutions of military force, monetary control, 
and cultural and biopolitical hegemony. With regard to this latter arrangement of 
power, the border, once understood in a way that extends and proliferates beyond 
the territorial edge of the nation-state, becomes a key theme. Harsha Walia’s con-
cept of ‘border imperialism’, for instance, links a critique of state building within 
global empire to contemporary geographies of dispossession and the processes 
of criminalization, racialization, and precarization by which migrants are vio-
lently excluded from and differentially included in state spaces. The border, in 
this account, is not merely an administrative line established by imperial powers 
to guard and mark the extent of territory but the central institution and device 
through which contemporary forms of imperialism are embodied, imposed, and 
perpetuated. ‘Undoing border imperialism’, Walia contends, ‘would mean a freer 
society for everyone since borders are the nexus of most systems of oppression’ 
(Walia, 2013: 5).

FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT

As the above discussion makes clear, the question of the border weaves its way 
through many problems and predicaments that are crucial for contemporary 
debates in Marxism and beyond. These issues clearly extend beyond the politics 
of migration to cover a range of related topics, including the changing dynamics 
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of capitalist globalization, transformations in the structure of the ‘world market’ 
and the international division of labor, the shifting roles and forms of the state, 
the appearance of new geographies of development and production, mutations in 
the expression of political power, and the changing contours of citizenship, class, 
and political belonging. Yet drawing these issues back to the subjective experi-
ence and position of the migrant remains an important political and analytical 
move. This is not only because these different themes and problems crystallize 
around migrant experiences and border struggles that test the barriers between 
the inside and outside, exclusion and incorporation. It is also because such expe-
riences and struggles, which may or may not involve announced activism and 
political organization, remake subjectivity in ways that provide contested 
grounds for building a politics of the common. It is important to remember that 
borders always have two sides – that they not only divide but also connect. 
Borders are thus a crucial object of interrogation and contestation in any politics 
that seeks to highlight the problem of sharing and division to construct the 
common and remake communism beyond – but not in ignorance of – the histori-
cally tragic record of actually existing ‘communist’ regimes.

It is important to remember that such a communist politics necessarily involves 
an internationalist perspective that challenges the constitution of private property. 
But placing emphasis on migration and border struggles also means never forget-
ting the barriers of life and death that many men and women on the move in the 
world today test on a daily basis. Staying close to the perspective of migrants 
and the production of subjectivity it entails means being aware of the myriad 
boundaries that separate critical intellectual work from the labors of migration –  
notwithstanding alliances and convergences that can and do occur. In the end, 
the border is not ‘our’ method – a device or object to be pondered or drawn into 
Marxist theory in order to kick it on or retrofit it for the twenty-first century. 
The call for freedom of movement has long been a refrain of border struggles, 
even if expressed implicitly, through practices of mobility rather than through 
overtly political acts of claim making. It is important to reaffirm this principle, 
even if – as Charles Heller, Lorenzo Pezzani, and Maurice Stierl (2019) have 
recently argued – it exhibits a series of antinomies, not least among them that 
it has advocates among neoliberal enthusiasts of ‘free’ market forces. Fighting 
for freedom of movement thus only makes sense if linked to politics that contest 
not only territorial borders but also the multiple frontiers and forces of capital 
that migrants encounter both in their paths of movement and points of origin 
and arrival, however provisional these may be. Following the above authors, it 
is also necessary to understand border struggles as pertaining to multiple social 
boundaries and inequalities, as well as to legal systems or rights mechanisms that 
might provide strategic and tactical levers with which migrants and solidarity 
groups can apply pressure to governments and other political entities that partici-
pate in the business of border control. If such a politics of freedom of movement 
can be asserted it may provide a path to translate and draw into diverse unity 
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many discrete border struggles unfolding in the world today. Such a prospect 
bears positively on the Marxist prerogative to insist on the historical necessity of 
struggles in which there is nothing to lose but chains.
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