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Marx at 200: notes and comments

We have just seen the 200th anniversary of Karl Marx’s birth. Properly 
evaluating his significance over the last two centuries would require a 
range of volumes far surpassing the contents of the British Library – and 
the bicentenary was indeed marked by a flurry of new books, including 
major biographies by Gareth Stedman Jones and Jonathan Sperber; fresh 
overviews of the man and his influence by Sven-Eric Liedman and by 
Gregory Claeys; and useful and accessible commentaries on Marx’s writ-
ings, including David Harvey’s companion to all three volumes of Capital.

To add to the discussion, Socialist History asked a few of our contribu-
tors and friends for perspectives and comments. We invited observations 
on the extent to which Marxism remains useful as a guide to history and 
a method of historical analysis; its validity in critiquing capitalism; and 
its effectiveness as a guide to political action. Comments we received also 
considered how far the theorising and developments in Marx’s name since 
the mid-nineteenth century still have relevance for present times.

Neil Davidson: two broad transitions and three key concepts

The question of Marxism’s usefulness as an approach or guide to history 
and a method of historical analysis is often taken as raising a further issue 
– the extent to which the historical ‘grand narrative’ of Marx and Engels 
which hinged on a progressive sequence of modes of production has 
survived.

In fact, it is not clear to me that Marx and Engels’ approach did involve 
‘a progressive sequence of modes of production’; this seems to involve a 
misreading of the 1859 ‘Preface’, where Marx does indeed provide a list 
of modes of production. He is not suggesting, however, that every society 
is destined to undergo domination by all of these modes of production in 
sequence. It is rather an attempt to establish: 1) the order in which these 
various modes appeared historically; and 2) that each successive mode 
involves a more complex set of relationships the further each is removed 
from pre-class society.  

The actual process of historical development would suggest that there 
have only been two major transitions to date. The first was the original 
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transition from primitive communism to three forms of pre-capitalist 
society. (For the record, in my view the only useful way in which the 
concept of the ‘Asiatic Mode’ can be deployed is as the category encapsu-
lating all the intervening stages between primitive communism and these 
first class-differentiated societies.)  In most cases – ranging from India and 
China to Mexico and Peru – these involved what is now usually known 
as the tributary mode of production, where peasants were exploited by 
a highly centralised bureaucratic state. In a much more geographically 
limited number of cases confined to Western and Central Europe, the 
mode of production was feudal, where peasants were exploited by indi-
vidual local lords or sometimes collectively by the Catholic Church. And 
in an even more restricted number of cases, the first class-differentiated 
societies were based on the slave mode of production, which emerged 
organically only in the Greek city-states and under the Roman Empire, 
although the latter imposed it ‘from outside’ on some conquered territo-
ries. There were obviously overlaps and varied ‘articulations’ across these 
modes, but the only case in which there appears to be a direct succession 
from one to another is where the slave societies of Southern Europe made 
a prolonged (c. 500 years) transition to feudalism; but again, it is impor-
tant to note that many feudal societies, particularly in the British Isles and 
Scandinavia, feudalism emerged directly out of primitive communism.

The second transition was from feudalism to capitalism, which was 
obviously a far more geographically restricted process. Marx and Engels 
were not (or at least, not necessarily) saying that capitalism could only 
emerge in areas dominated by feudalism; given that there are relatively 
few numbers of ways in which exploitation can take place, a system based 
on wage labour was bound to occur to existing or potential ruling classes 
at some point. Their argument seems to have been more that particular 
conditions under feudalism, notably the relative weakness of the central 
state, enabled a greater possibility (not certainty) of capitalism becoming 
the dominant mode. Ironically then, it is an aspect of Western European 
backwardness, compared to, for example, China, which provided the con-
ditions for capitalism to initially flourish in the West.

What Marx and Engels seem to be suggesting is that what is usually 
referred to as ‘the development of the productive forces’ (which people 
undertake for a number of reasons, but always to increase the productiv-
ity of labour) provides the conditions of possibility for a new system to 
emerge, not that it is inevitable or even intentional. 

As far as historical analysis is concerned, three concepts used by Marx 
seem to be of particular value.  One is mediated  totality. I take this to 
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mean that societies function as wholes, and cannot be broken down into 
‘economy’, ‘politics’, ‘culture’ etc. – and in so far as it is sometimes neces-
sary to do so for analytical purposes, it always has to be remembered that 
discussion of any individual aspect is only valid to the extent that it does 
so while situating that aspect within the totality. In this sense Marxism 
is superior to Weberian or other approaches which treat academic disci-
plinary specialisations (‘economics’, ‘sociology’. ‘psychology’, etc) as if 
they actually corresponded to real divisions in the world. The concept 
of mediated totality involves more than simply affirming that the differ-
ent aspects of social life are related to each other, a position from which 
few people would dissent. Instead,  Marx argued that there were three 
different forms of human practice, which together explain how socie-
ties emerge, develop and transform themselves. The most fundamental 
form of human practice involves those activities which bring together 
natural and technological capacities and qualities into directly producing 
and reproducing human existence. These activities in turn entail (or set 
the ‘conditions of possibility’ or ‘conditions of existence’ for) the social 
relationships of cooperation, exploitation and conflict within which they 
take place. These in turn entail those institutions – of which the states-
system is fundamental – and ideologies by which these relationships are 
justified, defended and challenged.

The second concept is contradiction. Often assumed to be a piece of 
Hegelian mystification unwisely retained by Marx and Engels, contradic-
tion is a perfectly materialist notion if understood as a characteristic of 
those mediated totalities we call societies. For Marx and Engels it seems 
to have three aspects. 

The first relates to class, but in two ways: the horizontal conflict and 
competition between members of the same exploiting class for power 
and advantage; and the vertical struggle between exploiting and exploited 
classes which may – depending on which classes are involved – also poten-
tially lead to a new form of society. These are contradictions because, 
even though they are potentially destructive of society, these conflicts and 
struggles are also integral to it. 

The second aspect of contradiction is the developmental limit imposed 
by each mode of production on itself; in other words, each mode of 
production compels certain forms of behaviour, but these, although ines-
capable for their functioning, also undermine their existence. This is most 
obviously the case in relation to capitalism, not only in regular crises of 
overproduction, but in catastrophic climate change which may make, not 
just capitalism, but civilisation itself impossible.
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The third aspect mainly applies to capitalism and is the way in which any 
technological or social advance which can potentially benefit the majority 
of people, will, within capitalist relations of production, be turned against 
them: robots which could be used to reduce the working week instead 
create unemployment or – most obviously given the recent controversies 
about Facebook – media which enhance our capacity to communicate are 
also used to spy on us and subject us to targeted propaganda.

The third concept is the idea that future possibilities are contained 
within present realities. In other words, the very possibility of socialism 
depends on the prior existence of capitalism, to both produce the mate-
rial conditions for sustaining a society of free and equal human beings, 
and a social force – the working class – capable of bringing it about. One 
implication of this is that Marxism has a tragic understanding of history. 
The horrors which accompanied – or perhaps it would be better to say, 
which constituted – its emergence and rise to dominance were inescap-
able, perhaps as late as the final decades of Marx’ and Engels’ own lives. 
The alternatives to this involve either rejecting the idea that there are any 
material prerequisites for socialism at all, so that the eras of Spartacus, 
John Ball, Gerrard Winstanley or Gracchus Babeuf were all equally pro-
pitious for the advent of a classless society, or arguing that the levels of 
violence and destruction unleashed by capitalism have been so extreme 
that it would have been preferable for the tributary and feudal systems to 
have persisted. In comparison, Marxism seems to be, as Perry Anderson 
once remarked, a kind of common sense.

Emile Chabal: progress and perfectibility

Rather than discuss Marx and Engels themselves, I think it would be 
useful to put Marxism more broadly in its nineteenth century context as a 
way of reflecting on its continued validity (or otherwise).

To put it very simply, Marx and Engels’s theories – and the ‘Marxism’ 
to which they gave rise – belong to a cluster of extremely powerful and 
persuasive nineteenth-century European ideologies. Marxism thus needs 
to be understood as being in dynamic conversation with at least two other 
contemporaneous ideologies: liberalism and conservatism. The former 
celebrated the power of rationality, while the latter celebrated the value 
of hierarchy. Marx and Engels’s theories were designed to transcend the 
perceived limitations of these ideologies. Conservatism, in their eyes, 
was little more than the feudal ruling classes attempting to reassert their 
authority; and, of course, the liberalism of the 1832 Reform Act or the 
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constitutional revolutions of 1848 was merely the ideology that under-
pinned the capitalist system. 

There is little to be gained analytically in the comparison with con-
servatism: in almost every context, Marxism and conservatism have been 
diametrically opposed ideologies in form and in substance (although 
there are important historical questions to be asked about how Marxists 
have conceptualised conservatism in different places and times). There 
are, however, interesting parallels to be drawn between liberalism and 
Marxism. In particular, what I find striking is how both of these ideolo-
gies relied on a strong notion of progress and human perfectibility. 

The importance of progress to Marxism is now well-established. 
Whatever the exact pattern of historical development Marx and Engels 
are said to have posited, Marxists have always believed in the forward 
motion of history. In almost all variants of Marxist theory, there is a move 
from ‘primitive’ forms of social organisation, through capitalism, and 
out towards socialism or communism. Whether the transitions between 
these stages happen in a particular order or entail violent revolutionary 
transformation has been the subject of intense debate, but the direction 
of travel is unambiguous. Moreover, the reference to ‘history’ is not just 
a theoretical problem. It has also often given Marxist-inspired revolution-
aries energy and enthusiasm. It is one thing to sacrifice oneself for a just 

cause; it is quite another to sacrifice oneself for history. 
It should be noted that the Marxist interpretation of history is not 

unique in its strong belief in progress: similar ideas can be found in liberal 
theories of social development, including Auguste Comte’s sociology or 
Walt Rostow’s ‘stage’ theory of economic development. This is a reminder 
that Marxism and liberalism have joint origins in the progressive revolu-
tions of the late-18th century and a new desire on the part of a progressive 
elite to give meaning to processes of historical change.

This brings me to the second core tenet of Marxist thinking: the per-
fectibility of the human being. Already, the claim to be able to improve 
humanity was at the heart of Marx’s early writings and the Communist 

Manifesto, and it became increasingly important to revolutionary move-
ments inspired by Marxism from the Paris Commune, through the 
Bolshevik Revolution, and into the wave of post-war non-Western revo-
lutions. Obviously, this desire to ‘improve’ humanity goes back before 
Marx to the French Revolution and beyond. But Marxism (along with 
liberalism) became a major ideological vehicle for these ideas in the 
nineteenth-century. 

Still today, there is a widespread sense amongst Marxist groups, which 
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otherwise do not agree on very much, that historical progress and indi-
vidual improvement are necessary parts of their worldview. The same is 
true of liberals and, more recently, neo-liberalism. The key difference is 
that, while many (neo-)liberals would talk about perfectibility in terms of 
‘enlightenment’ or ‘freedom’, Marxists would almost certainly prefer the 
term ‘emancipation’.

Ruth Kinna: self-liberation and hope

It is true that Marxism belongs to a cluster of powerful nineteenth-century 
ideologies and that it should be understood as being in dynamic conver-
sation with liberalism and conservatism. I think it’s worth noting more 
specifically that Marxism emerged from a fluid socialist and radical milieu: 
those involved in the nineteenth century discussions included anarchists, 
mutualists, syndicalists and feminists, and many others.

It’s interesting to consider the argument that notions of human per-
fectibility and historical progress are the heart of Marxism. Anarchists 
associated the thesis of perfectibility with Rousseau rather than Marx, and 
they argued that the doctrine opened the door to judgments about the 
general good that would inevitably tend towards forms of social domi-
nation. Socialists in the First International disagreed about most things 
but they universally subscribed to the idea of self-liberation. The task of 
emancipation was one for the workers themselves. Even after the collapse 
of the International, the concept remained the watchword for revolution-
ary socialists on both sides of the ‘authoritarian’ / ‘anti-authoritarian’ 
divide. Subsequent arguments tended to revolve around the organisation 
required to facilitate this, not the principle itself.

The idea of progress is also contentious. This idea was much debated in 
the nineteenth century and it remains problematic. There are at least two 
kinds of objection. One is that the concern to assess or evaluate progress 
tends to narrow the focus of analysis. Feminists, postcolonial and critical 
race theorists have long argued this point. 

The second kind of objection is that the notion of progression priori-
tises the realities of the present over the possibilities for the future. It’s 
possible to think about the iniquities of the present and the desirability 
of their alteration without rejecting the idea that there are any material 
prerequisites for socialism. When William Morris entered into his fic-
tionalised debate with John Ball, he made precisely this point: the men 
of Kent were doomed to fail because history was not ‘ripe’ for their 
victory. Nevertheless, their aspirations (as Morris understood them) for 
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the transformation of labour through art were timeless. It might take 
another (and another ... ) generation to deliver on their hope but success 
turned on willing that change, pushing the material conditions that social-
ism required and not letting the future be shaped or moulded by current 
realities.

Mike Makin-Waite: questions and starting points

One issue raised in evaluating Marx and Marxism is how far Marx’s work 
can be considered as a unitary and coherent whole. The same question 
applies to an even greater extent to ‘Marxism’ which, of course, is not the 
same thing as Marx’s work.

Related discussions concern the degree to which Marx made a really 
new start in the understanding of social phenomena. Several recent books 
emphasise how much Marx shared with the general intellectual culture of 
his time, insisting that he be understood primarily as a nineteenth-century 
thinker. Some such arguments properly locate Marx in historical context. 
But others are an attempt to ‘keep him in his place’, in the sense of posi-
tioning him safely in situations and issues which we are all supposed to 
have moved beyond, so as to deny his continuing relevance.

Some assessments of Marx’s work see certain works and periods as 
particularly authoritative: an example is Louis Althusser’s concept of 
an ‘epistemological break’ between the Hegelian-inflected humanism of 
‘early Marx’ and the mature ‘science’ of Das Kapital. Others acknowledge 
the shifting emphases across Marx’s career, but insist that insights from his 
youthful Left Hegelian days about such problems as ‘alienation’ contin-
ued to recur in his work to the end.

The ‘Marxism’ which was invented, codified and popularised by Engels, 
Kautsky and others, and which shaped late nineteenth-century social-
democracy was set out in simpler terms. As Donald Sassoon describes 
it in One Hundred Years of Socialism, three key positions provided the 
basis for the Second International’s confident campaigning, and sustained 
the justified angers and positive hopes of the growing working-class 
movement: the conviction that the present capitalist system was unfair 
and wasteful; the belief that history proceeded through stages; and a view 
that members of the ‘labouring proletariat’ shared fundamentally similar 
experiences and interests, whatever differences of nationality and identity 
might exist between them.

Such straightforward principles proved insufficient to guide the move-
ment to success. Nineteenth-century socialists grappled with challenging 
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issues of strategy and theory which expressed real and practical difficul-
ties. Then the crisis of the First World War led to the major split within 
socialism between revolutionary communists and ‘reformist’ social-
democrats: further splits and divergences followed. For most of Marx’s 
twentieth-century followers, arguments about what Marxism ‘was’, and 
what political actions and consequences followed, were aimed at reas-
sembling and orientating a coherent, unified movement. Criticisms and 
celebrations of the Soviet Union’s record were part of these debates.

Looking back over the history of the defeated communist movement, 
and at Trotskyism, Eurocommunism, and across ‘Western Marxism’, it is 
striking that Marx has shaped varied fields of thought and practice which 
have been complex, uneven, contradictory and incomplete.

This is not the result of people misunderstanding the great teacher or 
losing ‘the way’ which had been set out clearly by Marx. There were many 
gaps, inconsistencies and unresolved tensions in his work: this became the 
basis for multiple interpretations, as well as explaining the richness of 
Marxist theoretical debate.

To focus on one issue – the question of democracy. There are many 
examples of Marx insisting on the importance and relevance of democratic 
rights: this reflects how socialism was a key motor of democratic advance, 
and the fact that the movement needed suffrage, elections, and freedom of 
speech and assembly as the context within which to promote programmes 
for radical economic and social change. 

But there were also times when Marx’s scorn of the limitations and 
hypocrisy of bourgeois and liberal democratic politicians seemed to 
suggest ambivalence towards – or even disdain for – democratic principles 
themselves. This is not to express frustration that Marx did not join eve-
rything up in a neat and complete system, and it is certainly not to ‘blame’ 
Marx for the later shallowings, mashings and rejections of democratic 
process that distorted, undermined and discredited the achievements of 
communists in power. It is to state that his work gives us questions and 
starting points, rather than answers and authority.

Graham Taylor: openness and dialogue

In the 1990s and 2000s,  there was a period when it looked as if Marxism 
might be wholly discredited. There was talk of ‘historic defeat’ and this 
mood was not dispelled until the economic voracity Marx said was integral 
to capitalist accumulation led, once the Soviet Bloc had been digested, to 
the resumption of imperialist wars (2001-); to the marketisation of public 
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services not yet privatised (2003-); and to an extension of deregulation to 
the point of severe capitalist crisis (2008-). 

At the time of the 2008 financial crash, Private Eye had a cover featur-
ing Marx’s grave in Highgate cemetery with his statue’s speech bubble 
saying ‘I told you so!’ Many other journals and magazines considered 
whether Marx’s theories were vindicated by the economic crisis which 
was apparent in that year, and even more so by the long period of austerity 
which has followed. 

Matters are not, however, as simple as they seem. The Marxism which 
was, arguably, vindicated in 2008 was not ‘Leninist’ Marxism with its array 
of vanguard parties and all-knowing theoreticians, nor the self-justifying 
official ideologies of state-planned socialism.

It was a much more ‘open’ Marxism, developing the thinking of what 
Kolakowski called the ‘Golden Age’ of Marxism, before the rise of Stalin. 
We should continue to see this ‘classical’ (pre-1928) Marxism as a real 
resource for progressive politics, in company with the heretical panoply 
of ‘Western Marxism’, including Eurocommunism, which had contested 
orthodoxy from the late 1950s to the 1980s. I call all of these traditions 
‘open’ Marxism because, unlike orthodoxy, they were forms of Marxism 
which developed in productive dialogue with non-Marxist figures; for 
example, Kant and Hegel from history, and contemporaries such as Croce 
and Freud.

Is Marxism still a useful and important guide to historical analysis? 
Yes – provided that by Marxism is meant not just the writings of Marx, 
Engels and Lenin but many other subsequent theoreticians and politi-
cians, including Bernstein, Kautsky, Jaurès, Luxemburg, Kollontai, Bauer, 
Bloch, Lukacs, Gramsci, Marcuse, Adorno and Habermas. Further, 
Marxism will have to extend a more serious respect to those who accepted 
Marxist analysis but rejected a central-state direction in favour of co-oper-
atives, such as Hardie (a follower of Bernstein), and to those who accepted 
Marxist analysis but believed it was compatible with a religious or nation-
alist component, such as Cardenal and Mandela. In other words, an 
effective application of Marxism in the 21st century will have to embrace 
figures who confronted the historical limitations of dogmatic Marxism: 
its historical failure to give sufficient attention to ethics, culture, religion, 
nation, aesthetics, the environment, the emancipation of women. Without 
the full integration of such themes and priorities, Marxism will no longer 
be plausible as an analytical tool for the study of history.
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Kevin Morgan, International Communism and the Cult of the Individual: 

Leaders. Tribunes and Martyrs under Lenin and Stalin, Palgrave Macmillan, 
Basingstoke, 2017; xii + 363 pp.; ISBN: 9781349953370, £19.50, pbk.

In exploring the phenomenon of the ‘cult of the individual’ in an interna-
tional perspective, Kevin Morgan’s latest work is a significant, and very 
engaging, addition to the historiography of the international communist 
movement. In it Morgan looks at the multi-purpose role of the personality 
cult in different time periods – within the 1917-1953 remit set by Morgan 
himself – and across different national perspectives and case studies. In 
doing this has produced perhaps the first truly international study of the 
‘cult of the individual’. Furthermore, by examining various figures – some 
clearly defined ‘leaders’, others with more abstract roles within the move-
ment – across this period, Morgan successfully moves the debate on from 
one looked at through the prism of Lenin and Stalin, to encompass the 
wider role of the personality cult within the communist movement.

It is on the variation of the ‘personality cult’ that Morgan’s work really 
succeeds. In defining the ‘cult of the individual’ as either ‘integrating’ or 
‘enkindling’, Morgan is able to demonstrate how this phenomenon was 
much more nuanced than a simple devotion towards individuals such as 
Stalin. Furthermore, this definition allows Morgan to explore the idea 
through the lens of a number of individuals, which serves to add further 
breadth and depth to this study. The ‘integration cult’, as Morgan argues, 
sought to draw to together a population ‘already in some sense won for 
communism’ – for example a territorial area or political party. Individuals 
considered ‘integrating’ included Stalin, most obviously, but also those 
who held official leadership positions such as the CPGB’s Harry Pollitt, 
CPA’s Jack Miles and the KPD’s Ernst Thälmann. An ‘enkindling’ cult 
figure – the ‘martyrs and tribunes’ of communism – on the other hand was 
someone used by the movement to draw people perhaps less receptive to 
communism, or not yet under the authority of the party, into its sphere of 
influence. Individuals such as the Spanish communist, Dolores Ibárruri (la 

Pasionaria), or the CPGB’s William Gallacher played this role. These were 
open and unashamed communists and communist party members, who also 
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had a wider reach as stalwarts of the labour movement and struggle beyond 
activism within their respective communist parties. Of course as Morgan 
also shows in this study these ‘integrating’ and ‘enkindling’ figures can in 
some cases be one and the same. A case in point is that of the Bulgarian 
communist Georgi Dimitrov, defendant at the Reichstag Fire Trial and 
leader of the Communist International, who began as an ‘enkindling’ figure 
that could reach out beyond the ranks of the Comintern, and ended his 
career as a the leader of post-war Bulgaria – very much an ‘integrating’ cult 
figure. What Morgan shows clearly throughout this work is that the ‘cult of 
personality’ was multifaceted and in many ways fluid and interchangeable 
dependent on the period and mood of the movement.

Beyond the ‘integrating’ and ‘enkindling’ debate, Morgan’s study is valu-
able in the extent to which it discusses the ‘cult of personality’ in great detail. 
Of particular interest to me were Morgan’s discussions on the difference 
between the ‘communist martyr’ and the ‘victim’ – Dimitrov and Thälmann 
for example, the latter who took on fascism, suffered, but ultimately won, 
and the other who appeared to simply suffer; visual and literary representa-
tions of the ‘personality cult’ and the ‘impossible biography’ – the notion of 
writing a biographical account that both suits the individual and their wider 
image; and of the ‘cult of the party veteran’ – Lenin, Rosa Luxembourg, 
Thomas Mann – and its importance in creating a sense that there was a 
direct line of succession between these ‘veterans’ and the movement of the 
moment. These examples, and indeed the others Morgan uses, serve to show 
the nuanced nature of the ‘cult of the individual’ to not only show devotion 
to an individual, but to create legitimacy for the communist movement.

While Morgan’s study only examines the ‘personality cult’ between 1917 
and 1956, his work shows that there is a real potential in examining the 
phenomenon beyond the death of Stalin and Nikita Khrushchev’s ‘secret 
speech’ in 1956. Furthermore, there is scope in expanding the study to 
China, North Korea and the wider world beyond Europe and America. 
What makes Morgan’s work significant is not simply the contents of the 
study and his new approach to the issue, but the fact that it leads a way 
in further scholarship on the subject of the ‘cult of personality’. One 
now hopes that Morgan’s International Communism and the Cult of the 

Individual is the first word on this subject, not the last. 

Lewis Young

(Independent scholar)
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