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Introduction


  This is a book about ideas and about taking sides in the battle of ideas. It is partisan and at times polemic. This is not a disclaimer. It is a simple statement of intent. In the final analysis that intent is to promote and defend Marxism and especially classical Marxism. There is more than a hint in that remark of a degree of ‘debate’ about the term Marxism.

  There are innumerable schools of ‘Marxist’ thought. In fact, there is quite a ‘shopping list’, including Western, Structural, Neo, Frankfurt School, Autonomist, Humanist, Feminist and post-Marxist Marxism, which is surely more than enough to be going on with. There will be moments in the following pages when individual schools will be referred to, but I hope that a generic ‘Marxism’, in inverted commas, will suffice, or sometimes a catch-all ‘contemporary’ Marxist label. Wherever the term Marxist appears without inverted commas, I am referring to classical Marxist theory and practice.

  Agreement and ideas do not always fit together smoothly. Ideas and dissent are a closer fit. If we were to break the world of ideas and ideology down to its most elemental parts, we might, at a push, just agree that there are ultimately two big ideas – that represented by capitalist ideology and that which might variously be called socialist ideology or Marxism. I won’t push my luck any further. That is surely enough agreement for the moment. I place my arguments firmly within the school of Marxism that happily wears the label classical Marxism.

  To observe the world, even casually, is to observe a world marked by conflict, crisis and contradiction. There are things that ought to be blindingly obvious and yet it is the refusal to acknowledge objective realities, or worse, a desire to distort such realities, that has allowed capitalism and its state to remain free from serious challenge. Capitalism is a globalising force. This is just one objective truth. The nation-state remains central to the management of capitalism. This is another. The contradiction between these two truths is the ultimate contradiction that faces capitalism and the people in the twenty-first century. If capitalism must grow and expand, then it is obvious that globalisation and an integration of capitalism must follow. Night, after all, tends to follow day. If the capitalist state has the role of administering capitalist relations within defined national borders, then it is equally obvious that conflict and contradiction will grow. Why the problem has not been resolved and why it cannot be resolved is a central focus of this book.

  The two ‘big’ ideas stand in stark opposition to one another. On the one hand is capitalism, both as an economic formation and as a philosophical construct. On the other, stands Marxism, again both as an economic and philosophical construct. The two ideas have occupied something of a shared space and have remained as opposing forces since capital became the dominant paradigm and since Marx and Engels gave voice to an oppositional, revolutionary perspective. The fact that capitalism has maintained its dominance, despite being beset by unresolvable contradictions, has led many to suppose that it is either inherently superior to its ideological foe, or that Marxism is in some way a flawed theory.

  I argue that there is a dual crisis that affects both capitalism and Marxism. Marxism’s crisis evolved alongside capitalism’s and developed throughout the twentieth century as capitalism managed to resist the destructive and existential crises that assailed it. How this came about and what can be done to resolve these crises is the pivot around which this work revolves. While the crises and contradictions of capitalism have been famously outlined by Marx and elaborated on by subsequent ‘Marxist’ theoreticians and activists, this book draws particular attention to a final and fundamental contradiction of capitalism. This contradiction is the ultimate and irrevocable contradiction. It is the contradiction between a globalising and increasingly integrated capitalism and the nation-state system. The nation-state remains central to governance and to maintaining order and structure within the world but is effectively an obstacle to an inevitable globalisation of capital.

  It’s nothing personal

  While this is a book about ideas, its ultimate purpose is to promote one specific idea. A book about ideas inevitably bumps into and confronts the individuals who have articulated those ideas. It is a very short and slippery journey of a very few steps from discussing an idea, to discussing the individual associated with that idea, to sliding into subjectivity. As much as is possible, I have avoided the subjective. While Stalinism occupies a significant space, Stalin does not. The same applies to other central characters whose thoughts have framed the arguments that follow. Marx, Engels, Lenin, Trotsky have all been subjected to endless biographies and have suffered (or benefited) accordingly. Having said that, it is difficult to stand apart and untouched by the distortions, stain and shadow that Stalinism cast and still casts today. Stalin has been dead now for over 65 years and it would be best if his ideas mouldered along with his bones. Regimes that once proclaimed their Stalinist credentials are no more, or rather, have mutated into something quite else. His adherents (those who still cling to the cult of Stalin) skulk in ever shrinking and ineffectual bands. However, Stalinism and its legacy continues to haunt the Marxist movement. The spectre of Stalin and Stalinism has been so successfully invoked as to make many shy away from Marxism, even though the two ideas stand as polar opposites.

  Personalities, no matter how we might try, are never far from the surface. The media and, unfortunately too many, theorists and historians promote the personal, whereby personality becomes almost an alternative to analysis. There can be no room for the personal in such a work as this. What developed in those years following the Russian Revolution, and how ‘Marxism’ became Stalinised, was not at the whim of an individual. Rather, it was organically related to a political tendency that existed and pre-dated that very revolution. It was an international tendency within Marxism and had already surfaced in the split in Marxism that preceded World War I. It represented a form of labour reformism that was tied to a nationalist outlook that grew in strength as the Russian Revolution struggled to gain global traction.

  Even if Stalin had not appeared, many of the same political distortions would have emerged in the post-Lenin period. This proposition may appear to be at odds with conventional wisdom but to suppose that the degeneration of Marxism in the Soviet Union was in any way the work of an individual defies logic. Whether the political tendency represented by Stalin could have been countered remains an intense point of debate but is not the subject of this discussion. The fact is that a Marxist party was quickly usurped by a bureaucratic ‘party’. Stalinism was a political response and reaction against Marxism. It was a nationalist response to internationalism. This, it must be remembered, is at the heart of the ‘great contradiction’ that motivates this book.

  Those who seek a better world, free from exploitation, from inequality and from capitalism, have long lived in the shadow of Stalinism. Marxism, as the antithesis of capitalism, has been weakened, its theory distorted by Stalinism and then further disabled by many who have tried to ‘rescue’ Marxism. Each ‘rescue mission’ has weakened the theory and removed it from any real sense of practice. The practitioners of Marxism – the ‘activist’ Marxists – have, in turn, suffered from a theory that has, in reality, disarmed them. The result has seen the world slide further and further into a morass. Stalinism, and its intensely anti-Marxist theories and practices, played and still plays a significant role and one which assists capitalism to remain unchallenged.

  The twentieth century began with a crisis in capitalism. The contradictions so evident in capitalism were in no way resolved in the century that followed. The decades came and went, and capitalism remained as mired in crisis as ever it was. There is a difference, however, and that difference is that the crisis is deeper and more intractable. The world is threatened by war, inequality has grown, the middle class has begun to shrink, the working class, especially in the developed economies, has been atomised, and the crisis of capitalism is steadily devouring the planet. But despite all of this, capitalism maintains its place of dominance. It lurches and lumbers on its destructive path. Nobody can reasonably claim that capitalism is delivering.

  The beginning of the twentieth century was also marked by a growing crisis in Marxism. As the century rolled on, that crisis developed – almost as a macabre echo of the growing crisis in capitalism, or as a crisis that evolved alongside the crisis of capitalism. While conjecture and uncertainty affect so many things, there are also certainties. The first of these is that ‘Marxism’s’ crisis has aided and abetted capitalism’s capacity to survive. The second is that Stalinism throughout the twentieth century all but destroyed Marxism. Capital, it must be said, owes a huge debt to Stalin and his heirs.

  The twentieth century was a grim time for Marxism, in both its theoretical and practical manifestations. Far too many theoreticians who laboured, and still do, under the banner of ‘Marxism’ have tried, feebly or valiantly (depending on the degree of charity that might be in the heart of the observer) to make Marx ‘relevant’ in the face of this or that shift and turn of capitalism. Each ‘rescue mission’ has seen the core values that underpin Marxist theory diminish and, over time, that which can be described as ‘contemporary’ Marxism has become a mere shadow or caricature of the ‘spectre’ that once stalked Europe and the world. While the theoretical structure became increasingly debased, the activist forms of Marxism, the practitioners, appeared ever more removed from the class they purported to support. And yet, despite all this, the crisis of capitalism compels more and more people to regard socialism and Marxism in a positive light. Recent polls in the US showed that 61 per cent of young Americans now recognise that socialism is preferable to capitalism. A good idea just won’t go away.

  Problems and crises

  It has become almost axiomatic to speak of the ‘crisis of capitalism’. Marx in Capital Vol. 1 (1986a: 266) identified three primary elements of capitalism: the concentration of the means of production into relatively few hands, the social nature of labour and the development of a world market. These elements necessarily act in contradiction to one another and in the twenty-first century, globalisation, as an expression of the ‘world market’, is especially relevant. Crisis, for Marx, was an inescapable component of capitalism.

  Marxism, with its materialist view of economics and history, is uniquely positioned to analyse this concept of contradiction. Contradiction can, of course, simply indicate a set of contrasting ideas or statements. Marx, in The Poverty of Philosophy, argued that ‘what constitutes dialectical movement is the co-existence of two contradictory sides, their conflict and their fusion into a new category’ (1956: 126). Marx’s primary use of the term was connected to his analysis of the historical process of capitalism, the private ownership of productive forces and the social character of production. In this sense contradiction is necessarily antagonistic.

  The underlying contradictions within capitalism have not been and cannot be resolved so long as capitalism exists. Consequently, it is necessary to draw attention to the interaction of these contradictions. The intensification of capitalist globalisation can be linked to irresolvable contradictions stemming, in part, from a tendency for profit rates to fall, which, in turn, drives capitalist expansion.

  The arguments that underpin this work are framed by Marxist analysis. The strength of this approach lies in Marxism’s integrated historical and materialist approach. The fact that capitalist globalisation has been occurring at such a rapid pace is both logical and explicable if viewed from such a materialistic outlook. Marx and Engels, in the Communist Manifesto, recognised that ‘the bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments of production, and therefore the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society’ (1977: 38-39).

  Gyorgi Lukacs, decades later, declared that:


  historical materialism eclipses all the methods that went before it, on the one hand, inasmuch as it conceives reality as a historical process, and on the other hand, inasmuch as it is in a position to understand the starting point of knowledge at any one time. Knowledge itself is understood to be just as much a product of the objective process of history (2000: 105).



  The truth that lies behind that assumption has been given greater credence as the crisis in capitalism has developed. This work, then, adopts a process that might be described as theory building, or what might be more appropriately labelled as the promotion of an already perfectly valid theory that has been allowed to fall into disrepair. This approach offers an understanding of capitalist development, globalisation and crisis, as well as the problems and ideological weaknesses that have afflicted Marxism. Analysing how and why Marxism became so mired in discontent does not discredit, but enriches Marxist theory. It allows us to discard that which is unnecessary in favour of integrating, if and where possible, new insights into a working theory.

  Capitalism has, from the beginning, been enmeshed in irresolvable contradictions. These contradictions have at once promoted capitalism’s forward motion while acting, over time, to deepen the contradictions inherent in the system. Among these contradictions are: the private ownership of the means of production and the social nature of the production process; the drive to maximise profit by expanding the productive processes and surplus value, which necessitates limiting real wages growth; the imperative to increase labour productivity contributing to the tendency for profit rates to fall; and the drive to a globalised economy while relying on the nation-state system to administer capitalist relations. At the same time, and as a response to the expansionary nature of capitalism, its progressive role, as described by Marx in the nineteenth century, has long since disappeared. What remains unchanged is its motivation of survival. It has maintained and used the state admirably in this quest for long life.

  Marxism maintains that a primary purpose of the state is to facilitate capitalist development. While the role of the state has not fundamentally altered, capitalism’s development has necessarily placed a strain on that relationship. This first became apparent as capitalism quickly outgrew the nation-state and, more recently, has transformed itself into a globalised entity. Marx’s view of the nation-state and of its future was clear. He maintained that the development and expansion of capitalism would ultimately weaken any semblance of independence for the state (Dunn 2009: 158, Renton 2005: 16-17).

  The entwined issues of globalisation, nationalism, the state and capitalism remain. Crisis and contradiction abound and frame the daily lives of the people on this planet, regardless of whether such contradictions are recognised. Unravelling and cutting this Gordian knot is the task of Marxist theory and practice. Marxism was formed, after all, not simply to explain the world but to change it. That challenge remains, and it will be argued that a classical Marxist approach is ultimately the way to achieve that end.

  Aims and motivations

  While this book seeks to ‘do’ a number of things, it ultimately has one overarching aim. That aim is to present the case for Marxism and to place a classical perspective at the heart of on-going debates and polemics within ‘Marxism’. The work attempts this by addressing the problem and issue of how to resolve the great contradiction between an increasing and inevitable integration of global capitalism and capitalism’s requirement of a strong system of nation-states that act as an administrator and facilitator of capitalist development.

  In seeking to achieve that aim, I shall focus on the shortcomings and the ‘crisis’ that has so afflicted Marxist theory and practice during the past century. Capitalism, riven by crisis and contradiction, remains largely without challenge. The interconnected nature of these two issues lies at the heart of the book. For many decades, contemporary Marxist theorists have sought to make Marxism ‘relevant’ in the face of capitalism’s apparent ‘resilience’. Each step that the theorists have taken has been a step away from the core elements and values of Marxism.

  ‘Marxist’ scholars and analysts from the late 1920s and 1930s sought to ‘save’ the theory. Joseph Femia (2007) describes this variously as a rescue mission against Stalinism, or from an intellectual movement away from western Europe, or as a response to lost opportunities after the Russian Revolution. Perry Anderson (1979) argues that ultimately these ‘rescuers’ reflected a sense of defeatism.

  In any event, these moves distanced successive theorists, not just from the sterile terrain of Stalinism, but significantly from the essential elements that denote Marxist theory: the pivotal importance of the working class, the fact that political action is a product of economic stimulus, and that nationalist responses to global questions will always be ineffectual.

  Another motivation in writing this book is to address the problems of the contradiction between an integrated and globalised capitalism and the on-going necessity for a system of nation-states. This final and fundamental contradiction of capitalism is the most urgent problem and yet it remains poorly represented in an expanding literature that seeks to describe problems in capitalism and in Marxism. As the crisis in capitalism develops and sharpens, there has been a resurgence in nationalist responses – politically and economically. The future of any emancipatory programme must be framed by a response to this problem.

  There is a direct, almost causal link in the evolution of the crisis in ‘Marxism’ and in its seeming incapacity to respond to the crisis that is so evident in the capitalist system. That ‘causal moment’ is the moment of the Stalinisation of Marxism. Capitalism was the ultimate winner from the distortion that Stalinism engendered. Subsequent manoeuvres by an ever-expanding and divergent set of contemporary Marxist theorists have further weakened the capacity to advance a theory that could provide a leadership for the working class, confront capitalism and effect fundamental economic and political change.

  The relevance of Marxism for the twenty-first century

  Marxism’s historical development has been marked by dislocation. It is a sad truth, but a truth just the same. It is important to isolate and analyse the fractures that have so weakened the theory and the practice of Marxism. While the role that Stalinism played (and still plays) has been central to the developing crisis in Marxism, it must be remembered that many ostensibly non-Stalinist or anti-Stalinist theorists have, in reaction to the depredations of Stalinism, progressively shifted the focus of the theory away from the central role of the working class, from a consistently internationalist approach, and from ascribing primary importance to the fact that economic issues inform political responses.

  At the same time, capitalism has not been able to overcome its inherent contradictions or its potential for crisis. From the 1970s on, this tendency to crisis has become even more acute. Globalisation of capitalist relations and production has become ever more pronounced as a qualitative change in capitalism becomes evident. Simultaneously, the nation-state remains integral to capitalist development. This contradiction, this dilemma, has given rise to a growth in nationalist sentiments, in economic nationalism, in right and left populism and in an inevitable rise in insecurity. In discussing, describing and analysing this irresolvable contradiction, I operate within a clearly defined framework of dialectical and historical materialism.

  This book, then, consciously seeks to develop a theoretical response to this contradiction. In doing so it re-asserts the relevance of Marxism, not only in its explanatory form, but as a means of promoting organisational structures that will challenge the rule of capitalism and offer a realisable path to fundamental political and economic change. It is in such a context that the book assumes a direct and immediate relevance. It is all but impossible to argue against the proposition that capitalism is in crisis and that the crisis is unable to be resolved, without fundamental change being effected.

  The logic of capitalist development is clear. Marx and, it must be acknowledged, economists before him wrote of the tendency for profit rates to fall. Capitalism, in seeking to forestall this, and to survive, has been compelled to break free from any fetters that national boundaries might impose. This drive towards globalisation has been an integral part of capitalist development ever since capitalism emerged. There has been an almost symbiotic relationship between the state and capital. Each needed the other and the state rapidly became a facilitator for capitalist development. None of this is earth-shattering. It is clear, evidential and follows a logical path.

  Marxism grew and developed alongside capitalism. The logic of capitalist development was obvious to the early Marxist thinkers. They were clear that global responses were required to resolve global issues. After all, perhaps the first Marxist slogan was that ‘the working men have no country’. The decades since that slogan was first advanced have seen Marxist theory buffeted by events and by theorists who have become, at best, reactive to events. The world economy was globalising at an accelerated rate in the period before World War I. The contradiction that largely motivates this book was never sharper than at that moment in history. On the one hand was the inexorable global march of an integrating capitalism. On the other was the reaction from national capital, nation-states and the rhetoric that fuelled the drive to war. The majority of those who might have been called Marxist abandoned the essential internationalism of the theory and coalesced around national flags and symbols. It is hardly a stretch of the imagination to suggest that there are obvious similarities in today’s globalisation of capital and the corresponding rise of economic nationalism, left and right populism and the renewed symbolism of the ‘nation’. Marxism assumes a special significance and relevance when viewed against such a backdrop and so too do the ideas that this book promotes.

  The book also has a direct relevance in that it seeks to contribute to debates within contemporary Marxism. It is necessary to appreciate the trajectory of the anti-capitalist, ‘Marxist’ movement since the period of the Russian Revolution, the Stalinisation of Marxism and the attempts to make Marxism ‘relevant’ by subsequent contemporary Marxist theorists, which have led, inexorably, to a further weakening of that theory. It is also necessary to appreciate the depth of that ‘Stalin stain’ and the unconscious influence that it has exerted and still does on the working class, its economic and political organisations and on perceptions of the state, nation and internationalism. What must follow is a re-arming of the working class with political organisation that is independent, internationalist and motivated by Marxist theory. Addressing these issues makes this work relevant for the present and into the immediate future.





  Chapter 1

  In the midst of crisis

  Capitalism is subject to irreconcilable crisis and contradiction which has both driven it forward and threatened its very existence. As Trotsky (1953: 61-62) observed, capitalism lives by crises and booms. He likened the cycle to the inward and outward breath of a human being. He was talking specifically about conditions as they were in the 1920s. His observations are not only still relevant but are more acutely relevant. The only difference is that the ‘breathing’ more resembles that of a patient with emphysema. It has become more laboured and shallow as crisis follows crisis in ever shorter periods and the observable crisis becomes that little deeper. The observation of crisis is not, however, a one-way street. Marxism, too, is riven by crisis and contention. This is a sad but inescapable fact. Despite the depth of this contention, Marxism remains not merely relevant, but central to combatting and replacing capitalism. Marxism’s ‘road to crisis’ parallels the development of capitalist crisis but has that extra layer to contend with – the ideologically crippling movement that has increasingly seen ‘Marxist’ theory reacting to events rather than acting in any proactive manner.

  If Marxism remains relevant and if it remains central to combatting capitalism, then it needs not only defence but validation. This can be done in four connected steps. The first is to promote a classical Marxist approach that presents an essentially optimistic view of the world. The second is to briefly examine the essence of Marxism as both theory and practice. This flows into the third step which engages with long-held but divisive arguments as to whether Marxism provides a ‘scientific’ view of the world and its development. A final step is taken by a short exploration of the weaknesses that have emerged in contemporary Marxist theory and of the Stalinist genesis of these weaknesses.

  It is important to draw on a classical interpretation of Marxist theory that provides an optimistic view of the world and of its economic and political future. Such an exploration points to Marxism’s critique of capitalism as an expanding, globalising system. It focuses on the historically combative nature of Marxism and of its goal to challenge and displace capitalism. History allows for an appreciation of how ideological dislocation developed in Marxist thought throughout the twentieth century and how such discontent drew far too many to question the relevance of Marxism as a means of opposing capitalism. We are still living in the shadow of this ideological dislocation. The ghost of Stalin still haunts Marxism.

  It is also necessary to reflect on the development of Marxist crises that grew out of early attempts to ‘improve’ or ‘revise’ Marxist theory. Much of the latter disputation and conflict within Marxism echoes earlier polemics, and, in particular, the question of whether a reformist or revolutionary path ought to be followed.

  Such analysis, based in and around a classical Marxist perspective, establishes an historical and theoretical platform upon which the substantial arguments that motivate this book rest.

  There is plenty of room for optimism

  Marxists come in for all manner of criticism and some of it appears to be more than justifiable. This is made more obvious when almost every possible permutation of what has happened, is happening, might happen, has had a ‘Marxist’ interpretation placed upon it, or if truth be told, any number of ‘Marxist’ interpretations. It would seem that anybody offering a view that is in any way contrary to that of the dominant paradigm can either be labelled a ‘Marxist’, or conversely can self-apply the label ‘Marxist’ to just about any form of analysis. Emmanuel Wallerstein’s (1986) comment about the emergence of a thousand Marxisms in the post-World War II period is sadly apt. There are many Marxist schools of thought, Marxist analyses of just about everything in every area of physical or mental endeavour, and doubtless in areas yet to be imagined. Marxist critiques flourish, not only of capitalism, but of every permutation of every social issue, real or imagined, let alone critiques of other Marxist theories. None of us, it would seem, are safe! There are a dizzying array of texts, conferences, papers and commentaries from legions of ever more shrill and discordant ‘Marxist’ thinkers and writers.

  So, it is no wonder that Marxists come in for criticism, but to be criticised for being optimistic might stretch the bounds of good manners. If we look at the world as it is, then there would seem to be little to be optimistic about. We see economies in crisis, a concentration of wealth into fewer hands, stagnating and shrinking wages, and social and political fragmentation that is affecting developed and developing states alike. Inequality has risen sharply. Social cohesion has weakened. Any serious attempts to counter-pose other ideas and especially concepts of socialism are muted at best. What then is there to feel optimistic about?

  Part of the answer, the secret if you will, lies in Marx’s materialist conception of history. It is, after all, the foundation upon which Marxism is built and offers an intensely optimistic worldview. It argues that the movement of history is predicated upon a dialectical clash of opposing forces. These forces are represented by the existence of classes and in the class nature of society. The interests of these opposing forces cannot be reconciled without fundamental changes to the political and economic structures of society. Marx argued that these antagonisms must inevitably translate into class struggle that, in turn, would result in a new economic and social order.

  It is not enough, however, to make broad statements, as edicts or proclamations. All propositions must be able to be defended. Everything that can be defined as ‘Marxist’ has been polemicised, almost to the point of death. Some of the sharpest critiques against Marxist theory have taken aim at what has been described as its ‘determinism’. The critics, who incidentally include more than a few ‘Marxists’, argue that the most basic premises upon which the theory rests – the base/superstructure nature of society, that economics informs political responses, that class matters, that historical materialism does explain the trajectory of society – are somehow ‘fundamentalist’ in nature and get in the way of making Marxism relevant for the modern age. These arguments cannot be simply waved away. They are central to this discussion. For the moment, however, we need to allow Marxist theory to be explained by Marxist theorists, with Marx being the most obvious starting point.

  In his Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Marx (1918: 11-12) argued that social existence determines consciousness and that through social production people enter into sets of relationships that are independent of their own will. What Marx did was to describe how society operated and how the class relationships of that society were central to how society operated. He showed that the aspirations of classes are necessarily antagonistic to one another. He also showed that these relations were transitory. He maintained that economic formations and society advanced in accordance with the materialist conception of history. The capitalist mode of production with its inherent contradictions and antagonisms is an integral part of this process, because, ‘the productive forces developing in the womb of bourgeois society create the material conditions for the solution of that antagonism’ (Marx 1918: 13).

  There is a simple and appealing logic that underpins Marxist theory. It was, after all, a theory that was meant to be read and understood by the broadest layers of society and particularly the working class. Not surprisingly then, Marx summarised his contribution to the development of political ideas in three succinct points. These were that social classes were simply stages in historical development, that the class struggle necessarily leads to the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ and that this, too, is a transitional stage towards the creation of a communist society that would promote the free development of the individual. Sitting alongside this, we have Marxist philosophy and economic theory that emphasises the interaction between social classes, changes in material conditions, how society is organised and of the primacy of economic factors over political ones as engines for change.

  Marxism is ultimately an optimistic worldview, but Marx was not some nineteenth century Pollyanna. Marxism promises something and promotes action to achieve positive and far-reaching outcomes. Capitalism might well be a destructive force, but it is not an immutable force. Marx viewed the world from a highly partisan perspective. It was a position framed by an understanding of the class nature of society and of the inequality that such divisions breed (Marx and Engels 1977: 48). Capitalism, for Marx, was an engine of growth that both revolutionised productive forces while simultaneously driving millions into poverty. Marx’s vision was that the machinery of capitalism would be taken and used for the needs of humanity and not for private wealth.

  Marx and Engels understood capitalism to be a globalising force. This has intense significance when considered against the backdrop of capitalist development in the twenty-first century. Renton (2005: 9-10) draws a connection between Marx and Engels’ work and modern globalisation theorists, recognising that states and regions were being affected by developments in the global economy. The two wrote of the disorder and crisis that capitalism engenders and of the contradictions that lead to economic crisis. Capitalism and the bourgeoisie, in seeking to manage these critical moments, react and respond by engaging in:


  on the one hand enforced destruction of a mass of productive forces; on the other, by the conquest of new markets, and by the more thorough exploitation of the old ones. That is to say, by paving the way for more extensive and more destructive crises, and by diminishing the means whereby crises are prevented (Marx and Engels 1977: 42).



  Central to the approach of classical Marxism was the belief that socialism must be constructed as a world system and not be confined within national borders. Such a foundational premise was based on the knowledge that capitalism was already moving beyond the limitations of nation-states. Capitalism was impelled towards globalisation precisely because of its very ‘nature’ and because of its internal contradictions. Marx and Engels famously stated that ‘the need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions everywhere’ (1977: 39).

  Something happened on the way to the end of capitalism. Marxist theory, it must be remembered, was predicated on the eruption of class struggle, the breakdown of capitalist economics and the replacement of capitalism with socialism. An international movement was built upon these foundations and there was every expectation that Marx and Engels’ theories would, in a relatively short time, come to fruition. It was a theory intimately connected with practice and in this context was fraught with potential difficulties. It was, after all, an ideological perspective that existed in the real world and in real time. Something happened. Capitalism did not collapse. A global socialist system did not eventuate. Where socialist revolutions occurred, there were mutations and counter-revolutions. For some this ‘proved’ the superiority of capitalism. For others, it showed a fundamental flaw in Marxist theory.

  Capitalism’s continued existence seemed to question the validity of central elements of Marxism. The developing and on-going polemics and disputes among Marxists were hardly surprising. This is especially obvious as those same adherents of Marxism lived and worked in an atmosphere infused with bourgeois ideology that was exacerbated by disappointment and missed opportunities. While this is an undeniable reality, the sense of optimism remains. Why? To understand this, it is first necessary to understand the essence of Marxism and of Marxist analysis.

  The world through Marxist eyes

  There are moments when we are forced to use all-encompassing terms like ‘Marxism’. It can become irritating because there are so many ‘Marxisms’ jostling for space in the market-place of ideas and each, while sharing something, are at odds with most others. It would be so much easier with the stroke of a pen or keyboard to rid the discussion of irritating variants that cloud the issue, but we must, it seems, live with the inconvenience. Or must we? If Marxism exists in order to change the world, then ideas that serve to weaken, diminish or distort the message of Marxism must be combatted. Ideas, after all, matter.

  At the same time ‘Marxists’ of most shades can broadly accept that Marxism, for all its difficulties, and however poorly used, remains the best vehicle by which to understand and analyse issues of the state, globalisation, relations between state and capital and, in a limited manner, the place and role of the working class. Regardless of this truth, nobody should expect this uneasy ‘alliance’ to hold for more than a second. The disparate forces quickly diverge. After all, it is a battle of ideas.

  Understanding how things operate is one thing. Setting about changing things is quite another. A unified theory encapsulating economic, political and social factors is essential for first understanding but then, importantly, resolving the contradiction between the growth of global capitalism as an economic focus, and the nation-state as a vehicle for political organisation. A Marxist perspective provides such an approach and stands in stark contradistinction to an expanding range of ‘anti-capitalist’ theories, and especially against the distortions that Stalinism has imposed on Marxist theory and practice.

  If we had to choose a single word that cuts to the core of Marxist analysis, then that word might well be ‘connectivity’. Daniel Little, for instance, illustrates this point by isolating a number of separate themes in Capital Volume 1. These include descriptions of the property relations and production within capitalism, a development of the theory of labour value, a model of the capitalist mode of production, of how the competitive market operates, an analysis of both the social and economic implications of these features, a sociological account of the reproduction of property relations, an historical account of how these relations were established in a pre-capitalist society, as well as a description of contemporary life and conditions for the working class (Little 1986: 18).
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