
between nationalism and internationalism, and globalization and
fragmentation. In so doing, it highlighted the tension between forces
promoting the expansion and forces promoting the contraction of the
sense of community.

Above else, however, the study of imperialism criticized the liberal
proposition that late capitalism was committed to free trade inter-
nationalism which would lead to peace between nations; it was a restate-
ment of Marx’s claim that capitalism was destined to experience frequent
crises. Lenin and Bukharin claimed the dominant tendency of the age
was the emergence of new mercantilist states ever more willing to use
force to achieve their economic and political objectives. National accu-
mulations of surplus capital were regarded as the chief reason for the
demise of a relatively peaceful international system (although Lenin
thought the decline of British hegemony and the changing balance of
power had contributed in a secondary way to the relaxation of constraints
on force in relations between the major capitalist states).

Lenin and Bukharin maintained that nationalist and militarist ideologies
had blurred class loyalties and stymied class conflict in this chang-
ing international environment. In Imperialism: The Highest Stage of
Capitalism, Lenin (1968: 102) claimed that no ‘Chinese wall separates
the [working class] from the other classes’. Indeed, a labour aristocracy
bribed by colonial profits and closely aligned with the bourgeoisie had
developed in monopoly capitalist societies. With the outbreak of the
First World War, the working classes which had become ‘chained to
the chariot of … bourgeois state power’ rallied around pleas to defend
the homeland (Bukharin 1972: 166). But it was thought that the shift of the
‘centre of gravity’ from class conflict to inter-state rivalry would not last
indefinitely. The horrors of war would show the working classes that
their ‘share in the imperialist policy [was] nothing compared with the
wounds inflicted by the war’ (1972: 167). Instead of ‘clinging to the
narrowness of the national state’ and succumbing to the patriotic ideal of
‘defending or extending the boundaries of the bourgeois state’ the prole-
tariat would return to the main project of ‘abolishing state boundaries
and merging all the peoples into one Socialist family’ (1972: 167).

As noted earlier, Marx and Engels believed that capitalism created
the preconditions for extending human loyalty from the nation to the
species – and Lenin and Bukharin thought the destruction of national
community and the return to cosmopolitanism would resume after a
brief detour down the disastrous path of militarism and war. Their idea
that the superabundance of finance capital was the reason for the First
World War was mistaken, but that does not mean their analysis lacks all
merit. Like Marx and Engels before them they were dealing with a fun-
damentally important theme which has received too little attention in
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mainstream International Relations. This is how political communities
are shaped by the struggle between nationalism and internationalism in
a world political system; it is what unusually high levels of globalization
and fragmentation mean for the future of political community and
for the level of human solidarity; and it is how national and global
economic and political structures affect the lives of the marginal and
most vulnerable groups in society.

Marxist writings on nationalism dealt with the boundaries of loyalty
and community in greater detail. Recent claims about how the contem-
porary world is shaped by globalization and fragmentation have an
interesting parallel in Lenin’s thought:

Developing capitalism knows two historical tendencies in the national
question. The first is the awakening of national life and national move-
ments, the struggle against all national oppression, and the creation of
national states. The second is the development and growing frequency
of international intercourse in every form, the breakdown of national
barriers, the creation of the international unity of capital, of economic
life in general, of politics, science etc. (Lenin 1964: 27)

Globalization and fragmentation were inter-related in Lenin’s account of
how capitalism spreads unevenly across the world. This theme was central
to Trotsky’s analysis of the ‘combined and uneven development’ of cap-
italism and to the later phenomenon of Third World Marxism (Knei-Paz
1978). According to the latter perspective, the metropolitan core capi-
talist societies, including the proletariat, exploited the peripheral societies
which had been brought under their control. Their understandable
response was not to seek to develop alliances with the working classes in
affluent societies but to strive for national independence.

Lenin knew that particular groups such as the Jews were oppressed
because of their religion and ethnicity, and that the demand for national
self-determination was their unsurprising riposte. Socialists had to
recognize that estrangement between religious and national groups was
a huge barrier to universal cooperation. Although Lenin argued that
socialists should support progressive national movements and try to
harness them to their cause, he rejected the Austro-Marxists’ approach
to the ‘national question’. They had advocated a federal approach
which would give national cultures significant autonomy within exist-
ing national communities. Lenin’s view was that national movements
should be made to choose between complete secession from the state or
continued membership on the basis of equal and identical rights with all
other groups. His judgement was that most national movements would
decide against secession for the simple reason that small-scale societies
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would not enjoy the levels of economic growth found in larger and more
populous societies. Those movements that chose secession would gain
freedom from the forms of domination and discrimination which bred
national enmity or distrust. In the longer term, national secession would
permit the development of solidarity between different national proletari-
ats. This approach to nationalism was designed to prevent the proletariat
from fragmenting into ‘separate national rivulets’ (Stalin 1953: 343, 354).
Lenin and many other Marxists believed that national fragmentation was
an inevitable consequence of the global spread of capitalism, but with the
exception of Austro-Marxism they believed it was essential to avoid a
socialist compromise with nationalism. Proletarian internationalism was
more important than creating multicultural political communities.

Theories of imperialism shared Marx’s belief that capitalism was a
progressive force because it would bring industrial development and the
basis for material prosperity to all peoples. The assumption was that
Western models of capitalist and then socialist development would be
imitated by other regions of the world. Trotsky’s notion of the combined
and uneven development of capitalism contemplated different possibilities:
the encounter between the capitalist and pre-capitalist regions of the
world would lead to entirely new types of society (Knei-Paz 1978). Post-
Second World War theories of development and underdevelopment built
on this theme. Dependency theorists argued that exploitative alliances
between the dominant class interests in core and peripheral societies
prevented the latter from industrializing (Frank 1967). They believed
that secession from the capitalist world economy was crucial for periph-
eral industrial development. World-systems theory, as developed by
Wallerstein in the 1970s and 1980s, also challenged the classical Marxist
view that capitalism brings industrial development to the whole world,
although he argued that development was possible in at least some
‘semi-peripheral’ societies (Wallerstein 1979). Dependency theory and
the world-systems approach have been described as ‘neo-Marxist’
because they do not believe that the spread of capitalism will bring
industrial development to poorer regions, and because they shifted the
analysis from relations of production to such phenomena as ‘unequal
exchange’ in world markets (Emmanuel 1972). Marxist and neo-Marxist
theories of the world economy enjoyed their greatest prominence in the
1970s and 1980s, but they remain significant in the contemporary era of
increasing global inequalities (Thomas 1999: 428).

It was noted earlier that several Third World Marxists argued that
the proletariat in the industrial world is one of the beneficiaries of neo-
imperialism; they supported the national revolt of the periphery rather
than the Western socialist ideal of proletarian internationalism (Emmanuel
1972). Western Marxists disagreed profoundly about whether or not to

Andrew Linklater 123



support national liberation movements in non-Western societies, and
many displayed considerable unease with forms of nationalist politics
which would dilute the internationalist commitments of classical
Marxism (Warren 1980; Nairn 1981). The fact that Marxism is a
Western doctrine with its roots in the European Enlightenment is the
crucial point here. Marxist cosmopolitanism was developed in the era of
European dominance – in the colonial era which Marx greatly admired –
and at a time when it was reasonable to assume that the non-European
world would become more similar to the West in most ways. The rise of
Third World Marxism in the 1960s and 1970s was a powerful reminder
that the modern world was gradually entering the post-European age. Its
emergence might be regarded as an illustration of ‘the cultural revolt
against the West’ or as an attempt to adapt European ideas to very
different circumstances (Bull 1984a; Brown 1988). In more recent years,
many non-Western governments and movements have openly rejected
Western models of economic and political development, and many
oppose what they see as alien and decadent Western values. In this
context, all forms of cosmopolitanism – whether Marxist or not – meet
with suspicion. The main problem is not that classical Marxism under-
estimated the importance of nationalism, the state and geopolitics
but, many would argue, that it expressed a culture-bound view of the
world which was inherited from the European Enlightenment. Classical
Marxism may have defended the ideal of universal human emancipa-
tion, but its vision of the future assumed the non-European would and
should become the same as the modern West. The issue then is whether
its project of emancipation was always at heart a project of domination
or assimilation.

The changing fortunes of Marxism in 
International Relations

To recapitulate: Marxist approaches to international relations reflected
on the processes which had led to the economic and social unification of
the human race and stressed the role that modern capitalism played in
accelerating this development. Replacing alienation, exploitation and
estrangement with a form of universal cooperation which would pro-
mote freedom for all was its ethical aspiration. The international prole-
tariat was deemed to be the historical subject which would realize these
objectives, but rising nationalism and the growing danger risk of war in
Europe led Marx and Engels to reconsider the nature of the path to
universal emancipation. From the beginning through to more recent
analyses of global inequality, Marxists have faced the question of whether
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capitalist globalization is destined to prepare the way for internationalism
or whether powerful national loyalties would thwart this process. The
discussion below and in Chapters 6 and 7 explains how the main strands
of critical theory came to abandon ‘the paradigm of production’, jettisoned
the belief that the working class is the privileged instrument of radical
change and broke with the Marxian vision of universal emancipation.
But, as previously noted, this does not mean that students of International
Relations have nothing to learn from Marxism.

Until quite recently, the broad consensus in the study of International
Relations was that Marxism had little if anything to offer the serious
analyst. Realists argued that Marxism was concerned with how societies
have interacted with nature rather than with how they have interacted
with each other in ways that often led to major war. The paradigm of
production analysed class structure and class conflict rather than persistent
national loyalties, state power and geopolitical rivalry. A failure to
understand these phenomena meant that Marxists were wrong in thinking
that capitalist globalization was the prelude to a more peaceful, cos-
mopolitan world. Illustrating the point, Waltz argued that Marxists
failed to appreciate the implications of the belief that socialism
would first be established within one or more nation-states. The upshot
of this expectation was that governments would have to ensure their
national survival before they could hope to export socialism to other
parts of the world (Waltz 1959). Trotsky’s remark that he would issue a
few revolutionary proclamations as Russia’s Commissar for Foreign
Affairs before closing shop has often been cited as evidence of the
naïvety of Marxists regarding the persistent realities of international
affairs.

The speed with which the Soviet regime resorted to traditional methods
of diplomacy to promote its survival and security appears to confirm the
realist point of view. Lenin stressed in 1919 that ‘we are living not merely
in a state, but in a system of states’ (quoted in Halliday 1999: 312) – yet
far from transforming the international system Marxism was transformed
by it and contributed to its reproduction. The Soviet domination of
Eastern Europe provoked nationalist demands for self-determination
which realized their goals in many cases. Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia,
and the war between China and Vietnam, were also cited as evidence of
the validity of the realist claim that traditional power politics would
survive the transition from capitalism to state socialism (Kubalkova and
Cruickshank 1980; Giddens 1981: 250). The failure of Marxists to
anticipate this outcome was for realists the inevitable outcome of their
flawed theory of the state.

This is a point which many Marxists conceded in the 1970s and
1980s. The essence of Marx’s position is often thought to be contained
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in his remark that the state in capitalist societies is simply ‘the executive
committee of the bourgeoisie’. His assumption was that power in the
sphere of production is the key to power over society as a whole (Marx
and Engels 1977: 223). In the 1960s and 1970s, Marxists moved away
from this crude reductionism. Many argued that the state had to have
some autonomy from the ruling class to ensure the survival of capitalism
and to pacify subordinate class forces – whether by ensuring the labour
force has access to a basic education and health care or by preventing
capitalists from driving down wages to the point where the very survival
of the system might be threatened. Some Marxists took a more radical
path, by recognizing the importance of Max Weber’s claim that the state
derives immense power from its monopoly control of the instruments of
violence and legitimacy from its responsibility for protecting ‘society’
from internal and external threats. A large literature in the 1970s and
1980s sought to reorient Marxism so that it took full account of the
realm of geopolitical competition and war in which the state often has
considerable autonomy from the dominant class forces (Anderson 1974;
Skocpol 1979; Block 1980).

At the very time when Marxism was absorbing ideas which are asso-
ciated with classical realism, International Relations began to take
account of many of the concerns of Marxists and neo-Marxists.
Dependency theory was crucial for two reasons: it forced students of
International Relations to analyse material inequalities which are at least
partly the result of the organization of the capitalist world economy, and
it argued for a moral engagement with the problem of global inequality.
It argued for a critical engagement with the world – for not only inter-
preting the world but with trying to understand how to change it – in a
period when the newly independent states were forcing the issue of
global economic and social justice onto the diplomatic agenda.

The study of global inequality was the vehicle which brought the
Marxist tradition more directly into contact with the study of international
relations. Robert Cox’s analysis of social forces, states and world order
remains one of the most ambitious attempts to use historical materialism
to escape the limitations of statecentric international relations theory.
His materialist conception of global economic and political structures
focused on the interaction between modes of production – specifically
the capitalist mode – states and world order but in such as way as to
avoid economic reductionism. Cox claimed that production shapes
other realms such as the nature of state power and strategic interaction
to a far greater extent than traditional international relations theory
has realized but it is also shaped by them. The relative importance of
each domain in any era was an empirical question rather than a matter
that could be settled a priori. However, Cox was especially interested in
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first analysing the dominant forms of production and then moving to a
discussion of the other constituent parts of the global order. He placed
special emphasis on the internationalization of relations of production
in the modern capitalist era and on forms of global governance which
perpetuate inequalities of power and wealth. Developing a theme which
was introduced by the Italian Marxist, Antonio Gramsci in the 1920s
and 1930s, Cox focused on the hegemonic nature of world order – that
is, on how the political architecture of global capitalism helps to maintain
material inequalities through a combination of coercion and efforts to
win consent (Cox 1993).

The neo-Gramscian school approach to international political economy
has been particularly interested in developing the study of the origins,
development and possible transformation of global hegemony (Gill
1993b). Its members have analysed how hegemony is maintained
through forms of close cooperation between powerful elites inside and
outside the core regions of the world system and through the growing
network of international economic and political institutions which are
responsible for global governance (Gill 1993b; see also Cox 1983). The
idea of ‘disciplinary neo-liberalism’ takes this form of investigation
further by analysing the ‘new constitutionalism’ in which global institu-
tions press national governments to accept the dictates of neo-liberal
conceptions of the state, society and economy (Gill 1995). Crucial here
are forms of global governance exercised through political ‘conditionality’
and international pressures to deregulate various sectors of the domestic
economy and to permit the expansion of global capitalism. The analysis
focuses on how transnational capitalist development, state structures
and international economic institutions interact to generate a particular
form of global hegemony and associated inequalities of power, resources
and opportunities. It also focuses on ‘the resistances these engender’
(Rupert 2003: 181).

These approaches lend support to Halliday’s comment that ‘the modern
inter-state system emerged in the context of the spread of capitalism
across the globe, and the subjugation of pre-capitalist societies. This
socio-economic system has underpinned both the character of individual
states and of their relations with each other: no analysis of international
relations is possible without reference to capitalism, the social formations
it generated and the world system they comprise’ (Halliday 1994: 61;
see also Rosenberg 1994). This is perfectly compatible with the realist
argument that states often pursue their own agenda and act indepen-
dently of dominant class forces, although it is a clear invitation not to
exaggerate the autonomy of most states, especially under modern condi-
tions of capitalist globalization which compel most of them to respect
the power of global financial markets and institutions. Various analyses
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