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Chapter 8: Marxist theories of international relations 

 Marx himself provided little in terms of a theoretical analysis of international relations. 

 Marx’s ideas have been interpreted and appropriated in a number of different and 

contradictory ways, resulting in a number of competing schools of Marxism. 

 Underlying these different schools are several common elements that can be traced back to 

Marx’s writings: a commitment to analysis of the social world as a totality, a materialist 

conception of history, and a focus on class and class struggle. 

 For Marx and Marxists, scholarship is not a disinterested activity: the ultimate aim is to assist 

in a process of human emancipation. 

 Marxist theorists have consistently developed an analysis of the global aspects of 

international capitalism—an aspect acknowledged by Marx, but not developed in Capital. 

 World-systems theory can be seen as a direct development of Lenin’s work on imperialism 

and the Latin American Dependency School. 

 According to world-systems theorists, the three zones of the world economy—the core, 

periphery and semiperiphery— are linked together in an exploitative relationship in which 

wealth is drained away from the periphery to the core. 

 Feminist writers have contributed to the analysis of international capitalism by focusing on 

the specific roles of women. 

 Drawing on the work of Antonio Gramsci for inspiration, writers within an ‘Italian’ school of 

international relations have made a considerable contribution to thinking about world 

politics. 

 Gramsci shifted the focus of Marxist analysis more towards superstructural phenomena. 

 In particular, Gramsci explored the processes by which consent for a particular social and 

political system was produced and reproduced through the operation of hegemony. 

Hegemony allows the ideas and ideologies of the ruling stratum to become widely dispersed, 

and widely accepted, throughout society. 

 Thinkers such as Robert W. Cox have attempted to ‘internationalize’ Gramsci’s thought by 

transposing several of his key concepts, most notably hegemony, to the global context. 

 Critical theory has its roots in the work of the Frankfurt School. 

 Critical theorists have tended to focus their attention on culture (in particular the role of the 

media), bureaucracy, the social basis and nature of authoritarianism, and the structure of 

the family, and on exploring such concepts as reason and rationality. 

 Jürgen Habermas is the most influential contemporary advocate of critical theory; he 

advocates radical democracy as a means of unlocking the emancipatory potential inherent in 

the realm of communication. 

 Andrew Linklater has developed critical theory themes to argue in favour of the expansion of 

the moral boundaries of the political community, and has pointed to the European Union as 

an example of a post-Westphalian institution of governance. 

 New Marxism is characterized by a direct reengagement with and reappropriation of the 

concepts and categories developed by Marx himself or other classic Marxist thinkers. 
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 One example of New Marxist scholarship is Justin Rosenberg’s work on uneven and 

combined development, which draws on Trotsky’s examination of the development of 

Russia in the global political economy. 

 Uneven and combined development suggests that rather than all countries following a single 

path of economic and political development, each country’s path will be affected by the 

international context. 

 The uneven and combined development approach has been utilized to analyse Iran’s 

economic and political development in the twentieth century. 

 


