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 INTRODUCTION 

Alex Callinicos, Stathis Kouvelakis  and  
Lucia Pradella 

The past decades have seen the interweaving of two closely connected phenomena: the emer-
gence of Post-Marxism and the intellectual revitalization of Marxism. Post-Marxism emerged 
as a self-adopted label in the 1980s to characterize a particular means of escape from the widely 
proclaimed •crisis of MarxismŽ that followed the decline of the 1960s radical movements in the 
mid-1970s and that was reinforced by the collapse of the Communist regimes in 1989…91. To 
be a Post-Marxist is to pursue questions in part inherited from Marxism in a theoretical and 
political framework that simultaneously is itself influenced by Marxism but seeks to go decisively 
beyond it. Thus, for example, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe argue that •[it] is no longer 
possible to maintain the conception of subjectivity and classes elaborated by Marxism, nor its 
historical vision of the historical course of capitalist development, nor, of course, the concep-
tion of communism as a transparent society,Ž but nevertheless acknowledge that their own work 
has involved •the development of certain intuitions and discursive forms constituted within 
MarxismŽ ( Laclau and Mouffe 1985 , 4). Among the leading exemplars of this approach are, 
apart from Laclau and Mouffe themselves, Alain Badiou, Judith Butler, Jürgen Habermas and 
Axel Honneth, but in many ways it has affinities with the critiques of the domination of North 
by South developed by  Subaltern Studies and postcolonialism. Thinkers of this kind tend to be 
in dialogue with mainstream approaches such as liberalism as well as the body of thought that 
has come to be known as poststructuralism (for example, Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Derrida and 
Michel Foucault), which takes its distance from both liberalism and Marxism and is influenced 
by Nietzsche•s critique of the Enlightenment. 

But Marxism remains a powerful reference point for Post-Marxists: the evolution of Slavoj 
™ižek at the end of the 1990s toward a more clearly defined Marxist (even idiosyncratically 
Leninist) position is exemplary in this respect. Indeed, as time has passed, the boundary between 
Marxism and Post-Marxism has become more blurred. This is partly because some impor-
tant contemporary Marxist theorists have themselves drawn heavily on poststructuralism (the 
influence of Deleuze, himself a careful reader of Marx, on Negri is a case in point). But some 
Post-Marxists have moved back toward Marxism: the most important example is provided by 
Badiou•s recent exploration of the •communist hypothesisŽ and even occasional self-description 
as a Marxist. This is a tribute to the continued intellectual and political power of Marxism, but 
it in no way settles the disputes that led to the crystallization of Post-Marxism as a distinct intel-
lectual current. 
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These developments need to be understood against the backdrop of the revitalization of Marx-
ism as a research program and the growth in its audience in the wake of the revival of anti-capitalist 
contestation since the Seattle protests of November 1999 and the impact of the global economic 
and financial crisis that started in 2007…8. The effort to re-articulate and develop Marxist perspec-
tives in part involves established figures such as David Harvey, Fredric Jameson and Terry Eagleton, 
and long-standing research networks (for example, those contributing to the vast  Marx-Engels 
Gesamtausgabe [MEGA2], the publication of Marx•s and Engels•s complete writings). But we also 
see the entry of a new generation of younger scholars, who are beginning to offer their own dis-
tinctive take on the Marxist problematic, often shaped by experiences of precarious employment 
and new forms of political movement. It is distinctive in being far more isolated from mass political 
parties of the left (to the extent that these survive) than, not only the so-called classical Marxists of 
the Second and Third Internationals (for example, Kautsky, Luxemburg, Lenin, Trotsky), but the 
majority of the postwar generation (Althusser, Colletti, Sartre). The intellectual actuality of Marx-
ism has been reaffirmed by the development in 2007…8 of the greatest systemic crisis that capitalism 
had experienced since the 1930s, even though its main political consequence … the implosion of 
the neoliberal political order … has so far favored the racist and fascist right. 

Our Handbook is a response to this intellectual and political conjuncture. It presents the 
main traditions and preoccupations of Marxism from the vantage point of a present where 
Marxism is simultaneously less fragile intellectually than during the 1980s and 1990s but the 
connections between theory and practice are less clear than they have ever been. The richness 
but also the uncertainties with which the Marxist problematic is pursued are best captured by 
presenting it in dialogue with Post-Marxism: not only the origins but also the future of these 
currents of thought are in fact closely interdependent. This is necessarily an interdisciplinary 
undertaking. Marx•s founding definition of his object of study as •a rich totality of many deter-
minations and relationsŽ meant his own critique of political economy transcended the disciplin-
ary boundaries between philosophy, economics, politics and history ( G: 100). The most creative 
work has continued in this spirit. At the same time, our Handbook escapes the tendency of 
many presentations of Marxism to treat it as a purely European tradition. Today, as in the past, 
much original work comes from outside the metropolis and in dialogue with movements against 
the domination of the North. 

We have therefore organized the Handbook to trace the trajectory of Marxism and Post-
Marxism through the crises and debates that have punctuated their interwoven histories. Longer 
contextual chapters are followed by clusters of shorter chapters devoted to individual thinkers 
or specific currents. (In planning the Handbook and commissioning the chapters we have been 
painfully aware of the numerous injustices we have been forced to commit and the many fine and 
original thinkers we have been unable to include.) The first three contextual chapters follow a 
chronological order, addressing Marx himself, and then the Marxisms that arose against the back-
ground of the Second and Third Internationals; thereafter we have more thematic treatments, 
which deal with areas that Marxism is often accused of neglecting … struggles in the Global South, 
the oppression of women and ecology, for example, mingle with assessments of 1968 and the 
•thousand MarxismsŽ that emerged in its aftermath, and the closely related development of Post-
Marxism, before we conclude with explorations of how Marx•s critique of political economy 
has been continued, and responses to the global crisis precipitated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Communism, the Critique of Political Economy and the Proletariat 

But what is Marxism? In order to answer this question, we need to go back to the work of the 
two founders of what was later to become one of the most influential modern ideologies. 1 Karl 

2 



 

  
  

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Introduction 

Marx and Friedrich Engels were not the only intellectuals in mid-19th-century Europe to con-
clude that a radical-democratic break with the old regime could be only be realized through the 
achievement of communism. Nor were they alone in resorting to political economy for support 
for a communist diagnosis of the ills of capitalism. But they went beyond their contemporaries 
in two crucial respects: their critique of political economy and its organic connection with the 
emerging workers• movement. 

The critique of political economy … inaugurated by Engels in 1844 but brought to maturity 
by Marx in the great cycle of manuscripts between the early 1850s and 1867 and culminating in 
Capital volume I … made three decisive moves. First, implicitly in Marx•s  Economic and Philosophic 
Manuscripts of 1844 and explicitly from  The Poverty of Philosophy (1847) onwards, political econ-
omy was radically historicized. Where classical political economists such as Adam Ferguson and 
Adam Smith had ended up portraying the emerging •commercial societyŽ of the 18th and early 
19th centuries as the •mode of subsistenceŽ fully corresponding to the requirements of human 
nature, Marx demoted what he and Engels initially called •bourgeois societyŽ to the status of a 
historically contingent and transitory economic system that developed the productive potential 
inherent in the human capacity to labor in a distorted and alienated form. 

This historicization of political economy implied a theory of history that Marx rarely set out 
systematically (mainly in the chaotic collection of drafts written in the mid-1840s and edited and 
published much later as  The German Ideology and in a pregnant paragraph in the 1859 Preface 
to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy). This theory portrayed history as a succes-
sion of modes of production, each based on a specific combination of the productive forces 
(the historically developed productive powers of humankind, expressed in the prevailing levels 
of knowledge and technique) and the social relations of production (the relations of economic 
control over these productive forces). The move from one mode to another is governed by two 
motors … the tendency for growing productive forces to come into conflict with the existing 
production relations and, where the productive forces are in the hands of a minority, the class 
struggle between exploiters and exploited. But it would be in what Marx called the •superstruc-
ture,Ž consisting primary of law, politics and ideology, that •human beings become conscious of 
this conflict and fight it outŽ ( MECW 29: 263; translation modified). 

Second, during the decisive decade of 1857…67, Marx worked and re-worked the categories 
of political economy to develop a systematic analysis of the economic logic of the capitalist 
mode of production. Though never completed (Engels edited volumes II and III of  Capital from 
manuscripts after Marx•s death, publishing them in 1885 and 1894 respectively), this analysis 
presented capitalism as constituted by two main antagonisms … between capital and wage-labor, 
based on the exploitation of workers in production, and among the competing •many capitalsŽ 
into which the capitalist class is itself divided. The interaction of these antagonisms … mediated 
by the competitive pressure that compels capitals to accumulate, that is, to reinvest profits in 
improved and expanded production … is responsible for the pattern of regular and destruc-
tive economic crises that Marx was among the first to discern. The presence of terms such as 
•antagonismŽ register the influence of Hegel•s dialectical philosophy on Marx•s project, though 
commentators argue endlessly over whether this influence was a help, a hindrance or a source of 
support from which he had eventually to liberate himself. 

Third, the object of this analysis is capitalism as an actually existing and historically evolving 
world system. Already in their most famous text, the  Manifesto of the Communist Party (1848), 
Marx and Engels offered a brilliant sketch of how 19th-century industrial capitalism was trans-
forming the world through the creation of a single global economy and the subordination of 
every society to its rhythms. In his economic and historical studies from the mid-1840s onwards, 
Marx explored the concrete forms this process was taking, and in particular sought to understand 

3 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

Alex Callinicos et al. 

how European colonial expansion helped to promote capital accumulation … an analysis taken 
further by one of the most brilliant of his successors, Rosa Luxemburg, in  The Accumulation of 
Capital ( 1913 ). After Marx began his long exile in London following the defeat of the 1848 
revolution, he looked not only into the impact of capitalist expansion on pre-capitalist societies 
but also started to investigate communal property relations and forms of resistance to colonial 
expansion, and to explore the history of the family, of women•s condition and culture (see 
Chapter 1 , •FoundationŽ). 

Marx therefore distinguished himself from his contemporaries in the first instance through 
the intellectual depth and the sheer scale of his critique of political economy. Second, however, 
the political content of this critique implied an organic connection with the emerging workers• 
movement. In the tradition of German classical philosophy in which Marx and Engels were 
formed intellectually, the term •critiqueŽ implies not simply negative or destructive criticism, 
but an attempt to identify the limits ignoring which leads to error. Thus Marx•s lengthy critique 
of the political economists, notably in  The Economic Manuscript of 1861…63, traces the limits of 
the insights they offer in their identification of capitalism as natural. But Marx goes further in 
that his critique works through the concepts and theories of political economy to reconstruct 
the economic logic of the capitalist system that these simultaneously reveal and conceal. This is 
possible because, from the early 1840s onwards, he shows an impatience with any purely theo-
retical critique and strongly links his own intellectual work to the actual, practical critique of 
the existing system. •The weapon of criticismŽ … he wrote in 1844 … •cannot, of course, replace 
criticism of the weapon .�.�. theory also becomes a material force as soon as it has gripped the 
masses.Ž This is why the proletariat, •a class with  radical chains,Ž if guided by philosophy, could 
carry though a •universal emancipationŽ transcending the purely political changes achieved by 
the French Revolution ( MECW 3: 182, 183, 186). 

With the development of the critique of political economy the proletariat ceases to be a philo-
sophical postulate and becomes both the object of capitalist exploitation and the active subject of 
communist transformation. This evolution reaches its climax in  Capital, I. British socialists had 
already in the 1820s and 1830s taken over the labor theory of value systematically formulated 
by David Ricardo, who argued that commodities exchange in proportion to the labor required 
to produce them. They concluded that if capital is merely accumulated labor, then, as Thomas 
Hodgskin put it, •the best means of securing the progressive improvement, both of individuals 
and nations, is to do justice and allow labor to possess and enjoy the whole of its produceŽ ( Hodg-
skin 1922 , 109). In  Capital Marx seeks to disjoin this argument from a normative problematic of 
injustice, and argues that, since living labor is the sole source of value, profits are surplus-value 
appropriated by capital. This is made possible by wage-labor•s bargaining disadvantage, since to 
the exchange with capital the worker brings only his or her labor-power, which can only be acti-
vated by the access to the means of production controlled by capital. But capital•s dependence on 
the exploitation of workers gives them the structural power not merely to resist, but to overthrow 
the system altogether. Marx argues that the long-term result of the accumulation process, the 
polarization of society as, across successive crises, economic power is concentrated in the hands of 
an ever-narrower group of capitalists, will create the conditions for socialist revolution: 

Along with the constant decrease in the number of capitalist magnates, who usurp and 
monopolize all the advantages of this process of transformation, the mass of misery, 
oppression, slavery, degradation and exploitation grows; but with this there also grows 
the revolt of the working class, a class constantly increasing in numbers, and trained, 
united, and organized by the very mechanism of the capitalist process of production. 

(CI: 929) 
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and they can be driven by preoccupations internal to it. But the relationship between theory 
and practice … so central to Marx•s understanding of his own project … has haunted his successors 
to this day. Perry Anderson famously drew a contrast between the •classical MarxismŽ of the 
founders and the Second and Third Internationals, whose practitioners were political activists, 
often party leaders, as well as theorists, and the •Western MarxismŽ that developed in Western 
Europe after the Second World War, whose main characteristic was •the structural divorce of 
this Marxism from political practice,Ž leading to a displacement of intellectual focus from politi-
cal economy and strategic debates to philosophy and aesthetics ( Anderson 1976 , 29). 

This diagnosis seems overstated. As Anderson himself acknowledges, in France and Italy, the 
two countries that produced the most fertile developments of Marxism between the 1940s and 
the 1970s, leftist intellectuals, even if academics such as Louis Althusser or writers like Jean-
Paul Sartre, operated in a political environment dominated by mass Communist parties whose 
ideological initiatives and strategic problems provided the key reference point, whether nega-
tive or positive, for socialist theory. The Frankfurt School, whether in American exile or after 
some returned to Germany, were preoccupied with how to continue the critique of capitalism 
when, as they saw it, the working class had definitively lost its capacity to act as a revolutionary 
subject. In strongholds of social democracy such as Britain and West Germany, Marxists probed 
the economic and political limits of the Keynesian welfare state, whether they started by reread-
ing the Grundrisse and Capital, as German value-form theorists did, or chose the more empirical 
mode native to Ralph Miliband•s adopted British home. And the most arcane theoretical writ-
ings achieved mass readerships at the height of the radicalizations of the 1960s and the 1970s. 
In the post-1989 period the popularity of Tony Negri•s work, and somewhat more recently, of 
the writings and online lectures of Alain Badiou, David Harvey and Slavoj ™ižek has to be seen 
against the waves of anti-capitalist mobilization that followed the Seattle protests in 1999 and 
the 2008 crash. 

So Marxism, for all its plurality, has been marked by the interplay of theoretical and political 
preoccupations. It has also been punctuated by widely perceived moments of internal crisis�… 
starting in the late 1890s with the publication of Eduard Bernstein•s  Preconditions of Socialism, 
but again during the First World War, in the 1930s, and at the end of the 1970s. Indeed, one of 
us has written, •Marxism is  constitutively, from Marx•s contribution onwards, .�.�. crisis theoryŽ 
( Kouvelakis 2005 , 25). Perhaps there are two main reasons for this succession of crises. First, 
Marxism is inherently tied to capitalism, at once the object of the critique of political economy 
and an enemy to be vanquished. But since, as Marx and Engels showed in the  Communist Mani-
festo, it is also a dynamic system constantly transforming itself, Marxism constantly falls victim 
to the anxiety that it is not adequate to its Protean antagonist, that it must run to keep up with 
the metamorphoses of bourgeois society. This is then connected to a second source of anxiety, 
namely that capitalism continues to exist, and that therefore the communist project remains 
unrealized, two centuries now after Marx•s birth. 

First Rendezvous: Marxism and the Second International 

In the first junction between Marxism and the workers• movement, in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, what was at stake was this very relationship itself. The emergence of the SPD as 
a mass workers• party with a growing electoral presence provided the context in which Marx-
ism as a systematic socialist doctrine was formulated and popularized. Engels played a key role 
here. Though he and Marx had little influence over the party•s actual direction, especially after 
the latter•s death, Engels offered a key source of ideological legitimacy for the SPD and the 
other parties of a growing international socialist movement. His polemic  Anti-Dühring (1878) 
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presented the first concise and integrated account of his and Marx•s understanding of history, 
political economy and socialist transformation. Part was spun off as a pamphlet,  Socialism, Uto-
pian and Scientific, that offered a highly influential statement of what Engels presented as Marx-
ism•s unique and incontestable claim to be based on a distinctively scientific approach to the 
understanding of human history. 

In a move that Marx certainly did not oppose, though he might not have chosen it himself, 
Engels also inserted the •materialistic conception of history,Ž as he called it, in a broader ontol-
ogy. Most fully expounded in the posthumously published  Dialectics of Nature, this was formed 
by extracting from Hegel•s philosophy three •laws of the dialectic,Ž understood as universal laws 
of nature instantiated in the physical as well as the social world. Engels integrated into this •dia-
lectical materialismŽ some of the great intellectual developments of the day … for example, Dar-
win•s theory of evolution by natural selection and the discovery of the laws of thermodynamics. 
Sometimes Engels•s writings on science are mistakenly criticized for reducing Marx•s original 
insights to a form of determinism. In fact, they seek to develop a sophisticated understanding 
of nature as a complex historical process and to avoid both the Romantic philosophy of nature 
associated with Schelling and other post-Kantian idealists and the mechanical materialism preva-
lent especially in mid-19th-century Germany. 2 

Engels•s conceptualization of Marxism as simultaneously scientific socialism and a naturalistic 
ontology was taken much further by Karl Kautsky, who, thanks to his position as editor of the 
SPD weekly  Die neue Zeit, educated an entire generation of Marxists. Reflecting the intellectual 
environment of the late 19th century, he cast Marxism as an evolutionary theory. Contrasting 
his intellectual formation with that of Marx and Engels, Kautsky wrote: •They started out with 
Hegel; I started out with  DarwinŽ (Kautsky 1988 , 7). In fact, Kautsky preferred Lamarck•s more 
teleological version of evolutionary theory to Darwin•s theory of evolution by natural selection. 
Socialism became in Kautsky•s version of historical materialism the culmination of a process of 
social evolution, arising (in a phrase Kautsky frequently repeated) by •natural necessity.Ž In one 
of his most influential texts, expounding the SPD•s 1891 Erfurt program, Kautsky wrote: 

The capitalist social system has run its course. Its dissolution is now only a question of 
time. Irresistible economic forces lead with the certainty of doom to the shipwreck of 
capitalist production. The substitution of a new social order for the existing one is no 
longer desirable, it is inevitable.  

( Kautsky 1910 , 117) 

Kautsky did not think this conception of social evolution incompatible with human agency: 
class struggles and mass movements had their place in helping to accomplish the historical out-
comes dictated by economic forces. Marxism itself had its part, in helping to make conscious 
the union of the workers• movement and socialism that was a necessary precondition of the 
overthrow of capitalism ( Kautsky 1910 , 189…90). 

By the end of the 19th century, this union seemed close to achievement in Germany at least, 
with the advance of the SPD in mass membership and parliamentary representation. But it was 
precisely at this point that the first •crisis of MarxismŽ erupted, as Bernstein in  The Preconditions 
of Socialism ( 1899 ) challenged the evolutionary progression to socialism conjured up by Kautsky 
from the right. Bernstein also shrewdly pointed to the gap between the SPD•s revolutionary 
rhetoric and its much more cautious tactics, arguing that the party should embrace its practice 
as a progressive party of social reform. From the mid-1900s onwards this gap was also con-
tested increasingly from the left, with Luxemburg emerging as the most eloquent and rigorous 
spokesperson of the party•s revolutionary wing. The atmosphere of intense controversy in the 
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But its leaders had to grapple with the problem of how to combine the more immediate objec-
tive of national liberation with the fundamental goal of socialism, and in particular whether to 
ally with bourgeois nationalists who might share opposition to imperial domination but repre-
sented antagonistic class forces (the Irish Marxist James Connolly, one of the leaders of the 1916 
Easter rising, had already had to confront this). The orthodox Communist solution became by 
the mid-1920a a stages strategy of achieving national liberation first and then pursuing social-
ism. This led to disaster in China during the 1925…27, when the Communist Party subordi-
nated itself to the nationalist Kuomintang, which massacred Communist activists when they had 
served their purpose. The strategy was subjected to stringent critique by Trotsky for failing to 
grasp the interweaving of capitalist development and imperial domination in colonized societies. 
He argued that, especially after Stalin emerged as the winner of the internal Bolshevik struggle, 
the Comintern had been reduced to an instrument of the foreign policy of the Soviet Union. 

But the Chinese Communist Party under Mao Zedong•s leadership was able later to use a 
version of the same strategy to take power in 1949, by building up its own increasingly formida-
ble army, exploiting the disruption caused by Japan•s attempt to conquer China during the 1930s 
and evading Stalin•s efforts to direct and restrain it for his own geopolitical reasons; by contrast, 
to secure Soviet dominance of Central and Eastern Europe at the end of the Second World War, 
Stalin pushed the armed Communist movements that dominated the resistance to the German 
and Italian occupation of southern Europe to acquiesce in the restoration of order on liberal 
capitalist terms ( Claudin 1975 ). The eventual political break between Beijing and Moscow 
in 1960 implied the pluralization even of orthodox Communism, with important long-term 
implications. Along with the Cuban Revolution of 1958, this also indicated that Marxism might 
take different forms in the South. Maoism became a powerful political and ideological force 
with an international influence that continues to the present ( Lovell 2019 ). 

The salience of anti-imperialist strategy for the Comintern also encouraged it to confront the 
issue of race. Marx had championed the North in the American Civil War (1861…65), which 
he saw as a revolutionary struggle between rival social systems, capitalism and slavery. He also 
described the racialized division between native British workers and Irish migrant laborers as 
•the secret of the impotence of the English working class, despite its organization. It is the secret of the 
maintenance of power by the capitalist classŽ ( MECW 43: 475). Irish independence was there-
fore in the interests of the British workers• movement; Marx also supported the first anti-colonial 
revolts in China and India. But only in the era of the Comintern did it become an explicit 
theme of socialist strategy to treat the victims of racial oppression as political subjects, notably in 
those great strongholds of segregation settler-colonial South Africa and the American South 
in the era of Jim Crow. And on the heretical fringe of the tiny world of Trotskyist groupuscules, 
the Trinidadian Marxist C.L.R James forged together Black self-emancipation and permanent 
revolution in his masterpiece on the Haitian Revolution,  The Black Jacobins ( 1938 ). In the era of 
the postwar colonial revolution, it was another revolutionary from the Caribbean, Frantz Fanon, 
who most powerfully diagnosed the dynamics of racism and rebellion, in critical dialogue with 
both orthodox Communism and Sartre•s fusion of existentialism and Marxism. 

Fourth Rendezvous: 1960s and 1970s 

James•s achievement underlines the extent to which creative thinking that sought to escape what 
Mario Tronti called •the petrified forest of vulgar MarxismŽ ( Tronti 2006 , 11) took place at the 
margins. Nevertheless, it was there that serious attempts developed to continue Marxism as both 
critical intellectual project and revolutionary socialist politics. Indeed, for most (though not all) 
of these undertakings the two aspects were inseparable as they sought to rescue Marxism from 
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