
Marxist theories of 
i nternational re lations  
S T E P H E N  H O B D E N  · R I C H A R D  W Y N  J O N E S 

• I ntroduction: the continu ing relevance of Marxism 1 42 

1 43 

1 45 

1 47 

1 50 

1 51 

1 53 

• The essential e lements of Marxist theories of world pol itics 

• Marx internationalized: from i mperial i sm to world -systems theory 

• Gramscianism 

• Critical theory 

• New Marxism 

• Conclusion: Marxist theories of i nternational relations and global ization 

Reader's Guide 

This chapter wi l l  i ntroduce, outl i ne, and assess the 
Marxist contribution to the study of i nternational rela
tions. Having identified a number of core features com
mon to Marxist approaches, the chapter d iscusses how 
Marx's ideas were i nternational ized by Len i n  and sub
sequently by writers i n  the world-system framework. 
It then examines how Frankfurt School critical theory, 
and Gramsci and h is  various fol lowers, i ntroduced an 

analysis of culture into Marxist analysis, and how, more 
recently new (or orthodox) Marxists have sought a more 
profound re-engagement with Marx's original writ ings. 
The chapter argues that no analysis of global ization is 
complete without an i nput from Marxist theory. Indeed, 
Marx was arguably the fi rst theorist of global ization, 
and from the perspective of Marxism, the features often 
pointed to as evidence of global ization are hard ly novel ,  
but are rather the modern man ifestations of long-term 
tendencies in the development of capital ism. 
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With the end of the cold war and the global triumph 
of 'free market' capitalism, it became commonplace to 
assume that the ideas of Marx and his numerous disci
ples could be safely consigned to the dustbin of history. 
The 'great experiment' had failed. While Communist 
Parties retained power in China, Vietnam, and Cuba, 
they did not now constitute a threat to the hegemony 
of the global capitalist system. Rather, in order to try 
to retain power, these parties were themselves being 
forced to submit to the apparently unassailable logic of 
'the market' by aping many of the central features of 
contemporary capitalist societies. One of the key les
sons of the twentieth century, therefore, would appear 
to be that Marxist thought leads only to a historical 
dead end. The future is liberal and capitalist. 

Yet, despite this, Marx and Marxist thought more 
generally refuse to go away. The end of the Soviet exper
iment and the apparent lack of a credible alternative 
to capitalism may have led to a crisis in Marxism, but 
two decades later there appears to be something of a 
renaissance. There are probably two reasons why this 
renaissance is occurring, and why Marxists walk with a 
renewed spring in their step. 

First, for many Marxists the communist experiment 
in the Soviet Union had become a major embarrass
ment. In the decades immediately after the October 
Revolution, most had felt an allegiance to the Soviet 
Union as the first 'Workers' State'. Subsequently, how
ever, this loyalty had been stretched beyond breaking 
point by the depravities of Stalinism, and by Soviet 
behaviour in its post-Second World War satellites in 
Eastern Europe. What was sometimes termed 'actually 
existing socialism' was plainly not the communist uto
pia that many dreamed of and that Marx had appar
ently promised. Some Marxists were openly critical 
of the Soviet Union. Others just kept quiet and hoped 
that the situation, and the human rights record, would 
improve. 

The break-up of the Soviet bloc has, in a sense, wiped 
the slate clean. This event reopened the possibility of 
arguing in favour of Marx's ideas without having to 
defend the actions of governments that justify their 
behaviour with reference to them. Moreover, the disap
pearance of the Soviet Union has encouraged an appre
ciation of Marx's work less encumbered by the baggage 
of Marxism-Leninism as a state ideology. The signifi
cance of this is underlined when it is realized that many 

of the concepts and practices that are often taken as 
axiomatic of Marxism do not, in fact, figure in Marx's 
writings: these include the 'vanguard party', 'demo
cratic centralism', and the centrally directed 'command 
economy'. 

Second, and perhaps more importantly, Marx's 
social theory retains formidable analytical purchase on 
the world we inhabit. The vast bulk of his theoretical 
efforts consisted of a painstaking analysis of capital
ism as a mode of production, and the basic elements 
of his account have not been bettered. Indeed, with 
the ever-increasing penetration of the market mecha
nism into all aspects of life, it is arguable that Marx's 
forensic examination of both the extraordinary dyna
mism and the inherent contradictions of capitalism are 
even more relevant now than in his own time. A par
ticular strength of Marx's work is his analysis of crisis. 
Liberal accounts of capitalism suggest that free markets 
will move towards equilibrium and will be inherently 
stable. Our day-to-day lived experience suggests oth
erwise. The 1987 stock market crash, the Asian finan
cial crisis of the late 1990s, and the 'credit crunch ' of 
2008-9 all demonstrate that global capitalism contin
ues to be rocked by massive convulsions that have enor
mous implications for the lives of individuals around 
the globe. On Marx's account, such convulsions, and 
their baleful human consequences, are an inherent and 
inescapable part of the very system itself. 

Compared to real ism and l iberal ism (see Chs 6, 7, 

and 8), Marxist thought presents a rather unfamiliar 
view of international relations. While the former por
tray world politics in ways that resonate with those pre
sented in the foreign news pages of our newspapers and 
magazines, Marxist theories aim to expose a deeper, 
underlying-indeed hidden-truth. This is that the 
familiar events of world politics-wars, treaties, inter
national aid operations-all occur within structures 
that have an enormous influence on those events. These 
are the structures of a global capitalist system. Any 
attempt to understand world politics must be based on 
a broader understanding of the processes operating in 
global capitalism. 

In addition to presenting an unfamiliar view of 
world politics, Marxist theories are also discomfiting, 
for they argue that the effects of global capitalism are 
to ensure that the powerful and wealthy continue to 
prosper, at the expense of the powerless and the poor. 



We are all aware that there is gross inequality in the 
world. Statistics concerning the human costs of pov
erty are truly numbing in their awfulness (the issue of 
global poverty is further discussed in Ch. 28). Marxist 
theorists argue that the relative prosperity of the few 
is dependent on the destitution of the many. In Marx's 
own words, 'Accumulation of wealth at one pole is, 
therefore, at the same time accumulation of misery, 
agony of toil, slavery, ignorance, brutality at the oppo
site pole.' 

In the next section we shall outline some of the cen
tral features of the Marxist approach-or historical 
material ism, as it is often known. Following on from 
this, subsequent sections will explore some of the most 
important strands in contemporary Marx-inspired 
thinking about world politics. We should note, how
ever, that given the richness and variety of Marxist 

Chapter 9 Marxist theories of international relations • 
thinking about world politics, the account that follows 
is inevitably destined to be partial and to some extent 
arbitrary. Our aim in the following is to provide a route 
map that we hope will encourage readers to explore 
further the work of Marx and of those who have built 
on the foundations he laid. 

• Marx's work retains its re levance despite the col lapse of 
Commun ist Party rule i n  the former Soviet Un ion.  

• Of particular importance is Marx's analysis of capital ism, 
which has yet to be bettered . 

• Marxist analyses of i nternational re lations aim to reveal the 
hidden workings of global capital ism. These hidden 
workings provide the context i n  which i nternational events 
occur. 

The essential elements of Marxist theories of world politics · 

In his inaugural address to the Working Men's 
International Association in London in 1864, Karl 
Marx told his audience that history had 'taught the 
working classes the duty to master [for] themselves the 
mysteries of international politics'. However, despite 
the fact that Marx himself wrote copiously about inter
national affairs, most of this writing was journalistic 
in character. He did not incorporate the international 
dimension into his theoretical mapping of the contours 
of capitalism. This 'omission' should perhaps not sur
prise us. The sheer scale of the theoretical enterprise in 
which he was engaged, as well as the nature of his own 
methodology, inevitably meant that Marx's work would 
be contingent and unfinished. 

Marx was an enormously prolific writer, and his 
ideas developed and changed over time. Hence it is not 
surprising that his legacy has been open to numerous 
interpretations. In addition, real-world developments 
have also led to the revision of his ideas in the light of 
experience. Various schools of thought have emerged, 
which claim Marx as a direct inspiration, or whose 
work can be linked to Marx's legacy. Before we discuss 
what is distinctive about these approaches, it is impor
tant that we examine the essential elements of com
monality that lie between them. 

First, all the theorists discussed in this chapter share 
with Marx the view that the social world should be.ana
lysed as a totality. The academic division of the social 

world into different areas of enquiry-history, philoso
phy, economics, political science, sociology, interna
tional relations, etc.-is both arbitrary and unhelpful. 
None can be understood without knowledge of the 
others: the social world has to be studied as a whole. 
Given the scale and complexity of the social world, this 
entreaty clearly makes great demands of the analyst. 
Nonetheless, for Marxist theorists, the disciplinary 
boundaries that characterize the contemporary social 
sciences need to be transcended if we are to generate a 
proper understanding of the dynamics of world politics. 

Another key element of Marxist thought, which 
serves to underline further this concern with intercon
nection and context, is the materialist conception of 
history. The central contention here is that processes 
of historical change are ultimately a reflection of the 
economic development of society. That is, economic 
development is effectively the motor of history. The 
central dynamic that Marx identifies is tension between 
the means of production and relations of production 
that together form the economic base of a given soci
ety. As the means of production develop, for example 
through technological advancement, previous relations 
of production become outmoded, and indeed become 
fetters restricting the most effective utilization of the 
new productive capacity. This in turn leads to a pro
cess of social change whereby relations of production 
are transformed in order to better accommodate the 
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new configuration of means. Developments in the eco
nomic base act as a catalyst for the broader transfor
mation of society as a whole. This is because, as Marx 
argues in the Preface to his Contribution to the Critique 
of Political Economy, 'the mode of production of mate
rial life conditions the social, political and intellectual 
life process in general' (Marx 1970 [1859] : 20-1) .  Thus 
the legal, political, and cultural institutions and prac
tices of a given society reflect and reinforce-in a more 
or less mediated form-the pattern of power and con
trol in the economy. It follows logically, therefore, that 
change in the economic base ultimately leads to change 
in the ' legal and political superstructure'. (For a dia
grammatical representation of the base-superstructure 
model, see Fig. 9. 1 .) The relationship between the base 
and superstructure is one of the key areas of discussion 
in Marxism, and for critics of Marxist approaches. A 
key contribution to this debate has been the work of 
Historical Sociologists inspired by the work of Max 
Weber (see Box 9.1). 

Class plays a key role in Marxist analysis. In con
trast to liberals, who believe that there is an essential 
harmony of interest between various social groups, 

- --
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As we have seen,  one of the key debates in Marxism concerns the 
relationsh ip  between the base and superstructure. Trad itional ly, 
Marxists have focused attention on the base, seeing the elements 
of the superstructu re as a reflection of economic relations. At its 
most forcefu l ,  this is often viewed as 'economic determ in ism'
the view that social re lat ions (e.g. law, pol it ics) can be d i rectly 
correlated from the underlyi ng mode of production .  Frankfurt 
School critical theorists and neo-Gramscian scholars have 
relaxed this view, focusing thei r analys is on the superstructure, 
and its role i n  maintain ing the economic base. 

Another way of th ink ing about these issues is to consider the 
work of h istorical sociologists. The term 'h istorical sociology' is 
somewhat daunting and potential ly mis lead ing. In essence it 
means an approach to the study of the social world that d raws on 
h istory as the main source of evidence. H i storical sociologists are 
interested in the ways in which social l ife changes over t ime, and 
attempt to provide explanations for those changes. As an exam
ple, Theda Skocpol's book, States and Social Revolution ( 1 979), 
attempted to develop a theory of revolut ion, and then drew on 
the examples of the French, Russian, and Chinese revo lutions to 
confi rm her analysis. 

H i storical sociology comes in many d ifferent forms (see 
Hobden and Hobson 2002), one of which is Marxism itself, hav
ing as it does a theory of h istory. However, in i nternational rela
tions, t�e term has become synonymous with the work of what 
are termed neo-Weberian scholars. These writers came to the 
attention of i nternational relations theorists because of thei r 
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Figure 9.1 The base-superstructure model 

Marxists hold that society is systematically prone to 
class conflict. Indeed, in the Communist Manifesto, 
which Marx co-authored with Engels, it is argued that 
'the history of all hitherto existing societies is the his
tory of class struggle' (Marx and Engels 1967). In capi
talist society, the main axis of conflict is between the 
bourgeoisie (the capitalists) and the proletariat (the 
workers). 

Despite his commitment to rigorous scholarship, 
Marx did not think it either possible or desirable for 
the analyst to remain a detached or neutral observer of 
this great clash between capital and labour. He argued 
that 'philosophers have only interpreted the world in 
various ways; the point, however, is to change it'. Marx 

i nterest in i nternational re lations; thei r analysis of social change, 
in particular state formation ,  provided a more nuanced account 
than that suggested by real ism. For example, part of Skocpol's 
theoretical analysis argues that it was i nter-state relations (e.g. 
i nvolvement i n  war) that contributed to a revolutionary out
come, and i nfluenced the outcome of revolutions. Li kewise, 
Charles Ti l ly ( 1 975; see also Ti l ly 1 992), in his analysis of state 
development, drew a d i rect l i nk  between war and state-making 
with h is  claim that 'war made the state and the state made war'. 

Perhaps the most i nfluential of the neo-Weberians has been 
Michael Mann. His major work, The Sources of Social Power (l  986; 
1 993), attempts a rewriti ng of global h i story through the lens of 
a multicausal approach to social change. Whereas Marxists see 
the main explanation of social change at an economic level ,  
Mann argues that there are four types of social power: ideol
ogy, economic ,  m i l itary, and pol itical (often shortened to I EMP). 
Rather than argu ing that one source of social power is more 
sign ificant (as Marxists do), Mann argues that d ifferent sources 
of social power have been more sign ificant in different h istori
cal epochs. For example, Mann argues that i n  recent centuries 
economic power has been sign ificant, whereas i n  the past ideo
logical power (particu larly rel igion) has been more important. 
Furthermore, the sources of social power can amalgamate to give 
d ifferent combinations. Pre-guess ing Mann ,  one might argue 
that ,  given the i ncreasing sign ificance of rel igion in international 
pol itics, economics and ideology are the lead ing sources of social 
power i n  the current era .  



was committed to the cause of emancipation. He was 
not interested in developing an understanding of the 
dynamics of capitalist society simply for the sake of it. 
Rather, he expected such an understanding to make it 
easier to overthrow the prevailing order and replace it 
with a communist society-a society in which wage 
labour and private property are abolished and social 
relations transformed. 

It is important to emphasize that the essential ele
ments of Marxist thought, all too briefly discussed in 
this section, are also essentially contested. That is, they 
are subject to much discussion and disagreement even 
among contemporary writers who have been influenced 
by Marxist writings. There is disagreement as to how 
these ideas and concepts should be interpreted and how 
they should be put into operation. Analysts also dif
fer over which elements of Marxist thought are most 
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relevant, which have been proven to be mistaken, and 
which should now be considered as outmoded or in need 
of radical overhaul. Moreover, there are substantial dif
ferences between them in terms of their attitudes to the 
legacy of Marx's ideas. The work of the new Marxists, 
for example, draws far more directly on Marx's original 
ideas than does the work of the critical theorists. 

• Marx h imself provided l ittle in terms of a theoretical 
analysis of i nternational re lations. 

• His ideas have been i nterpreted and appropriated i n  a 
number of d ifferent and contrad ictory ways, resu lt ing in a 
number of competi ng schools of Marxism.  

• U nderlyi ng these different schools are several common 
elements that can be traced back to Marx's writi ngs. 

Marx internationalized: from i mperialism to world-systems tlieory 

Although Marx was clearly aware of the international 
and expansive character of capitalism, his key work, 
Capital, focuses on the development and characteris
tics of nineteenth-century British capitalism. At the 
start of the twentieth century a number of writers took 
on the task of developing analyses that incorporated 
the implications of capitalism's transborder charac
teristics, in particular imperial ism (see Brewer 1990).  
The best known and most influential work to emerge 
from this debate, though, is the pamphlet written by 
Lenin, and published in 1917, called Imperialism, the 
Highest Stage of Capitalism. Lenin accepted much of 
Marx's basic thesis, but argued that the character of 
capitalism had changed since Marx published the first 
volume of Capital in 1867. Capitalism had entered a 
new stage-its highest and final stage-with the devel
opment of monopoly capitalism. Under monopoly 
capitalism, a two-tie·r structure had developed in the 
world economy, with a dominant core exploiting a 
less-developed periphery. With the development of a 
core and periphery, there was no longer an automatic 
harmony of i nterests between all workers as posited 
by Marx. The bourgeoisie in the core countries could 
use profits derived from exploiting the periphery 
to improve the lot of their own proletariat. In other 
words, the capitalists of the core could pacify their 
own working class through the further exploitation of 
the periphery. 

Lenin's views were developed by the Latin American 
Dependency School, adherents of which developed 
the notion of core and periphery in greater depth. In 
particular, Raul Prebisch argued that countries in the 
periphery were suffering as a result of what he called 
'the declining terms of trade'. He suggested that the 
price of manufactured goods increased more rapidly 
than that of raw materials. So, for example, year by year 
it requires more tons of coffee to pay for a refrigerator. 
As a result of their reliance on primary goods, countries 
of the periphery become poorer relative to the core. 
Other writers, in particular Andre Gunder Frank and 
Henrique Fernando Cardoso, developed this analysis 
further to show how the development of less industri
alized countries was directly 'dependent' on the more 
advanced capitalist societies. It is from the framework 
developed by such writers that contemporary world
systems theory emerged. 

World-systems theory is particularly associated with 
the work of Immanuel Wallerstein. For Wallerstein, 
global history has been marked by the rise and demise 
of a series of world systems. The modern world system 
emerged in Europe at around the turn of the sixteenth 
century. It subsequently expanded to encompass the 
entire globe. The driving force behind this seemingly 
relentless process of expansion and incorporation 
has been capitalism, defined by Wallerstein as 'a sys
tem of production for sale in a market for profit and 
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appropriation of this profit on the basis of individual or 
collective ownership' (1979: 66). In the context of this 
system, all the institutions of the social world are con
tinually being created and recreated. Furthermore, and 
crucially, it is not only the elements within the system 
that change. The system itself is historically bounded. 
It had a beginning, has a middle, and will have an end. 

In terms of the geography of the modern world 
system, in addition to a core-periphery distinction, 
Wailerstein added an intermediate semi-periphery, 
which displays certain features characteristic of 
the core and others characteristic of the periphery. 
Although dominated by core economic interests, the 
semi-periphery has its own relatively vibrant indig
enously owned industrial base (see Fig. 9.2). Because of 
this hybrid nature, the .semi-periphery plays important 
economic and political roles in the modern world sys
tem. In particular, it provides a source of labour that 
counteracts any upward pressure on wages in the core 
and also provides a new home for those industries that 
can no longer function profitably in the core (for exam
ple, car assembly and textiles) . The semi-periphery also 
plays a vital role in stabilizing the political structure of 
the world system. 

According to world-systems theorists, the three 
zones of the world economy are linked together in an 
exploitative relationship in which wealth is drained 
away from the periphery to the core. As a consequence, 
the relative positions of the zones become ever more 

Core 

• Democratic government 
• H igh wages 
• I mport: raw materials 
• Export: manufactures 
• H igh i nvestment 
• Welfare services 

Periphery 

• Non-democratic governments 
• Export: 

Raw materials 
• I mport: 

Manufactures 
• Below subsistence wages 
• No welfare services 

Semi-periphery 

• Authoritarian governments 
• Export: 

'Mature' manufactures 
Raw materials 

• I mport: 
Manufactures 
Raw materials 

• Low wages 
• Low welfare services 

Figure 9.2 I nterrelationsh ips in the world economy 

deeply entrenched: the rich get richer while the poor 
become poorer. 

Together, the core, semi-periphery, and periphery 
make up the geographic dimension of the world econ
omy. However, described in isolation they provide a 
rather static portrayal of the world system. A key com
ponent of Wallerstein's analysis has been to describe 
how world systems have a distinctive life cycle: a 
beginning, a middle, and an end. In this sense, the cap
italist world system is no different from any other sys
tem that has preceded it. Controversially, Wallerstein 
argues that the end of the cold war, rather than mark
ing a triumph for liberalism, indicates that the current 
system has entered its 'end' phase-a period of cri
sis that will end only when it is replaced by another 
system (Wallerstein 1995). On Wallerstein's reading, 
such a period of crisis is also a time of opportunity. 
In a time of crisis, actors have far greater agency to 
determine the character of the replacement structure. 
Much of Wallerstein's recent work has been an attempt 
to develop a political programme to promote a new 
world system that is more equitable and just than the 
current one (Wallerstein 1998, 1999, 2006). From this 
perspective, to focus on global ization is to ignore what 
is truly novel about the contemporary era. Indeed, for 
Wallerstein, current globalization discourse represents 
a 'gigantic misreading of current reality' (Wallerstein 
2003: 45). The phenomena evoked by 'globalization' 
are manifestations of a world system that emerged in 
Europe during the sixteenth century to incorporate the 
entire globe: a world system now in terminal decline. 

Various writers have built on or amended the Jrame
work established by Wallerstein (Denemark et al. 2000). 
Christopher Chase-Dunn, for example, lays much more 
emphasis on the role of the inter-state system than 
Wallerstein. He argues that the capitalist mode of pro
duction has a single logic, in which both politico-military 
and exploitative economic relations play key roles. In a 
sense, he attempts to bridge the gap between Wallerstein's 
work and that of the new Marxists (discussed below), by 
placing much more of an emphasis on production in the 
world economy and how this influences its development 
and future trajectory (see Chase-Dunn 1998). 

Feminist Marxists have also played a significant 
role in theorizing the development of an international 
capitalist system. A particular concern of feminist writ
ers (often drawing their inspiration from Engels's 1884 
work The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the 
State) has been the role of women, both in the work
place and as the providers of domestic labour necessary 



for the reproduction of capitalism. Mies (1998 [1986] ) ,  
for example, argued that women play a central role in 
the maintenance of capitalist relations. There is, she 
argues, a sexual division of labour: first, in the devel
oped world as housewives, whose labour is unpaid, 
but vital in maintaining and reproducing the labour 
force; and second, in the developing world as a source 
of cheap labour. Women, she later argued, were the ' last 
colony' (Mies et al. 1988), a view that can be traced back 
to Luxemburg's claim regarding the role of the colonies 
in international capitalism. 

G ramsc1amsm 

In this section we discuss the strand of Marxist theory 
that has emerged from the work of the Italian Marxist, 
Antonio Gramsci. Gramsci's work has become particu
larly influential in the study of international political 
economy, where a neo-Gramscian or 'Italian' school is 
flourishing. Here we shall discuss Gramsci's legacy, and 
the work of Robert W. Cox, a contemporary theorist 
who has been instrumental in introducing his work to 
an International Relations audience. 

Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) was a Sardinian and 
one of the founding members of the Italian Communist 
Party. He was jailed in 1926 for his political activities, 
and spent the remainder of his life in prison. Although 
he is regarded by many as the most creative Marxist 
thinker of the twentieth century, he produced no sin
gle, integrated theoretical treatise. Rather, his intel
lectual legacy has been transmitted primarily through 
his remarkable Prison Notebooks (Gramsci 1971) .  The 
key question that animated Gramsci's theoretical work 
was: why had it proven to be so difficult to promote 
revolution in Western Europe? Marx, after all, had 
predicted that revolution, and the transition to social
ism, would occur first in the most advanced capital
ist societies .  But, in the event, it was the Bolsheviks 
of comparatively backward Russia that had made the 
first 'breakthrough', while all the subsequent efforts 
by putative revolutionaries in Western and Central 
Europe to emulate their success ended in failure. The 
history of the early twentieth century seemed to sug
gest, therefore, that there was a flaw in classical Marxist 
analysis. But where had they gone wrong? 

Gramsci's answer revolves around his use of the con
cept of hegemony, his understanding of which reflects 
his broader conceptualization of power. Gramsci 
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• Marxist theorists have consistently developed an analysis 
of the global aspects of i nternational capital ism-an aspect 
acknowledged by Marx, but not developed in Capital. 

• World-systems theory can be seen as a d i rect development 
of Len in 's work on imperial ism and the Lat in American 
Dependency School. 

• Feminist writers have contributed to the analysis of 
international capital ism by focusing on the specific role of 
women. 

develops Machiavelli's view of power as a centaur, half 
beast, half man: a mixture of coercion and consent. In 
understanding how the prevailing order was main
tained, Marxists had concentrated almost exclusively 
on the coercive practices and capabi l ities of the state. 
On this understanding, it was simply coercion, or the 
fear of coercion, that kept the exploited and alienated 
majority in society from rising up and overthrow
ing the system that was the cause of their suffering. 
Gramsci recognized that while this characterization 
may have held true in less developed societies, such 
as pre-revolutionary Russia, it was not the case in the 
more developed countries of the West. Here the system 
was also maintained through consent. 

Consent, on Gramsci's reading, is created and rec
reated by the hegemony of the ruling class in society. 
It is this hegemony that allows the moral, political, and 
cultural values of the dominant group to become widely 
dispersed throughout society and to be accepted by sub
ordinate groups and classes as their own. This takes place 
through the institutions of civil society: the network of 
institutions and practices that enjoy some autonomy 
from the state, and through which groups and individu
als organize, represent, and express themselves to each 
other and to the state (for example, the media, the edu
cation system, churches, voluntary organizations) . 

Several important implications flow from this 
analysis. The first is that Marxist theory needs to take 
superstructural phenomena seriously, because while 
the structure of society may ultimately be a reflection of 
social relations of production in the economic base, the 
nature of relations in the superstructure is of great rel
evance in determining how susceptible that society is 
to change and transformation. Gramsci used the term 
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'historic bloc' to describe the mutually reinforcing and 
reciprocal relationships between the socio-economic 
relations (base) and political and cultural practices 
(superstructure) that together underpin a given order. 
For Gramsci and Gramscians, to reduce analysis to the 
narrow consideration of economic relationships, on the 
one hand, or solely to politics and ideas, on the other, is 
deeply mistaken. It is the interaction that matters. 

Gramsci's argument also has crucial implications 
for political practice. If the hegemony of the ruling class 
is a key element in the perpetuation of its dominance, 
then society can only be transformed if that hegemonic 
position is successfully challenged. This entails a coun
ter-hegemonic struggle in civil society, in which the 
prevailing hegemony is undermined, allowing an alter
native historic bloc to be constructed. 

Gramsci's writing reflects a particular time and a 
particular-and in many ways unique-set of circum
stances. This has led several writers to question the 
broader applicability of his ideas (see Burnham 1991 ;  
Germain and Kenny 1998) .  But the most important 
test, of course, is how useful ideas and concepts derived 
from Gramsci 's work prove to be when they are removed 
from their original context and applied to other issues 
and problems. It is to this that we now turn. 

Robert Cox-the analysis of 'world order' 

The person who has done most to introduce Gramsci 
to the study of world politics is the Canadian scholar 
Robert W. Cox. He has developed a Gramscian 
approach that involves both a critique of prevailing 
theories of international relations and international 
political economy, and the development of an alterna
tive framework for the analysis of world politics. 

To explain Cox's ideas, we begin by focusing on one 
particular sentence in his seminal 1981 article, 'Social 
Forces, States, and World Orders: Beyond International 
Relations Theory'. The sentence, which has become one 
of the most often-quoted lines in all of contemporary 
international relations theory, reads as follows: 'Theory is 
always for some one, and for some purpose' (1981:  128). 
It expresses a worldview that follows logically from the 
Gramscian, and broader Marxist, position that has been 
explored in this chapter. If ideas and values are (ulti
mately) a reflection of a particular set of social relations, 
and are transformed as those relations are themselves 
transformed, then this suggests that all knowledge (of 
the social world at least) must reflect a certain context, a 
certain time, a certain space. Knowledge, in other words, 

cannot be objective and timeless in the sense that some 
contemporary realists, for example, would like to claim. 

One key implication of this is that there can be no 
simple separation between facts and values. Whether 
consciously or not, all theorists inevitably bring their 
values to bear on their analysis. This leads Cox to sug
gest that we need to look closely at each of those theories, 
those ideas, those analyses that claim to be objective or 
value-free, and ask who or what is it for, and what pur
pose does it serve? He subjects realism, and in particular 
its contemporary variant neo-realism, to thoroughgoing 
critique on these grounds. According to Cox, these theo
ries are for-or serve the interests of-those who prosper 
under the prevailing order, that is the inhabitants of the 
developed states, and in particular the ruling elites. Their 
purpose, whether consciously or not, is to reinforce and 
legitimate · the status quo. They do this by making the 
current configuration of international relations appear 
natural and immutable. When realists (falsely) claim to 
be describing the world as it is, as it has been, and as it 
always will be, what they are in fact doing is reinforcing 
the ruling hegemony in the current world order. 

Cox contrasts problem-solving theory (that is, theory 
that accepts the parameters of the present order, and 
thus helps legitimate an unjust and deeply iniquitous 
system) with critical theory. Critical theory attempts to 
challenge the prevailing order by seeking out, analys
ing, and, where possible, assisting social processes that 
can potentially lead to emancipatory change. 

One way in which theory can contribute to these 
emancipatory goals is by developing a theoretical 
understanding of world orders that grasps both the 
sources of stability in a given system, and also the 
dynamics of processes of transformation. In this con
text, Cox draws on Gramsci's notion of hegemony and 
transposes it to the international realm, arguing that 
hegemony is as important for maintaining stability and 
continuity here as it is at the domestic level. According 
to Cox, successive dominant powers in the interna
tional system have shaped a world order that suits their 
interests, and have done so not only as a result of their 
coercive capabilities, but also because they have man
aged to generate broad consent for that order, even 
among those who are disadvantaged by it. 

For the two hegemons that Cox analyses (the UK 
and the USA), the ruling hegemonic idea has been 'free 
trade'. The claim that this system benefits everybody has 
been so widely accepted that it has attained 'common 
sense' status. Yet the reality is that while 'free trade' 
is very much in the interests of the hegemon (which, 



as the most efficient producer in the global economy, 
can produce goods which are competitive in all mar
kets, so long as they have access to them), its benefits 
for peripheral states and regions are far less apparent. 
Indeed, many would argue that 'free trade' is a hin
drance to their economic and social development. The 
degree to which a state can successfully produce and 
reproduce its hegemony is an indication of the extent of 
its power. The success of the USA in gaining worldwide 
acceptance for neo-liberalism suggests just how domi
nant the current hegemon has become. 

Case Study 1 Occupy !  

© www.istockphoto.com/Eduardo Luzzatti Buye 

A core element of Marx's analysis of capital ism was that it would 
be subject to recu rrent crises. Such a crisis has engu lfed the world 
economy si nce 2008. One of its key features has been a crisis in 
the banking system,  which has seen governments i nterven ing to 
prop up fai l i ng or a i l ing banks. Wh i le  governments felt that they 
had l ittle option but to do so, thei r  actions have in turn left them 
h ighly indebted . In response to this we have seen the imposi
tion of austerity programmes: cutbacks i n  services (such as wel 
fare, education ,  health, and  pensions) as  wel l  as  i n  pub l i c  sector 
employment. Despite the 'free market' dogma of recent decades, 
markets have failed, and this fai l u re has been paid for by the most 
vulnerable members of society. As David Harvey (201 0: 1 0} put 
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But despite the dominance of the present world order, 
Cox does not expect it to remain unchallenged. Rather, 
he maintains Marx's view that capitalism is an inher
ently unstable system, riven by inescapable contradic
tions. Inevitable economic crises will act as a catalyst 
for the emergence of counter-hegemonic movements 
(see Case Study 1). The success of such movements is, 
however, far from assured. In this sense, thinkers like 
Cox face the future on the basis of a dictum popular
ized by Gramsci-that is, combining 'pessimism of the 
intellect' with 'optimism of the will'. 

i t ,  it's been a case of 'privatise profits and social ise risks; save the 
banks and put the screws on the people'. 

The imposition of austerity programmes by governments 
has resulted in widespread resistance, seen at its most rad ical 
in Greece, where the heavi ly indebted government has been 
put under extreme pressure by its fel low eurozone partners to 
slash its spending. The result has been a dramatic cut i n  wages 
(an average of 3S per cent}, extremely h igh levels of unemploy
ment, and th reats to the pol itical system itself with the rise of the 
Golden Dawn nee-Nazi party. 

An alternative response has been the Occupy movement, 
whose founding can on most accounts be traced to the establ ish
ment by a group of protesters of an encampment i n  Zuccotti Park, 
close to Wal l  Street, New York on 17 September 201 1 .  The New 
York protesters had themselves been i nsp ired by the so-cal led 
Arab Spring as wel l  as Los /ndignados-the protest movement 
that developed i n  May 201 1 i n  Spain ,  another heavi ly indebted 
eurozone country. Underl i n ing these global i nterconnections 
and i nfl uences, the Wal l  Street camp catalysed occupations in  
a fu rther 951 cities over 82 countries. Despite the subsequent 
break-up  of the major encampments, Occupy has maintained a 
h igh profi le  as a networked group of worldwide activists. 

One of Occupy's key slogans-'We are the 99 per cent'-has 
soug�t to highl ight the growing disparity between the richest and 
the poorest in society, and the ways in which, even at the height of 
the post-2008 economic crisis, the very richest have been able to 
not only protect thei r  incomes, but even to boost them. But, while 
the movement may have been effective in highl ighting the in iqu i
ties of the capital ist system,  it has been less successful i n  advocating 
an alternative to global capital ism. U ltimately, Occupy appears to 
support a reform of capital ism, with a greater distribution of wealth, 
debt cancel lation, less pol itical power to the financial class, and the 
protection of publ ic services (see Occupy London 201 2). This would 
place it at odds with much Marxist thinking, which would advocate 
the wholesale overthrow of capitalist social relations. 

Theory applied 
Visit the On l ine Resource Centre to see real world 
appl ications of theoretical perspectives. 
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• Drawing on the work of Antonio Gramsci for insp iration ,  
writers with in  an ' I tal ian' school of i nternational relations 
have made a considerable contribution to thinking about 
world pol itics. 

• Gramsci sh ifted the focus of Marxist analysis more towards 
superstructural phenomena. In particular, he explored the 
processes by which consent for a particular social and 

Both Gramscianism and critical theory have their 
roots in Western Europe in the 1920s and 1930s-a 
place and a time in which Marxism was forced to 
come to terms not only with the failure of a series of 
attempted revolutionary uprisings, but also with the 
rise of fascism. However, contemporary critical theory 
and Gramscian thought about international relations 
draw on the ideas of different thinkers, with differ
ing intellectual concerns. There is a clear difference in 
focus between these two strands of Marxist thought, 
with those influenced by Gramsci tending to be much 
more concerned with issues relating to the subfield of 
international political economy than critical theorists. 
Critical theorists, on the other hand, have involved 
themselves with questions concerning i nternational 
society, international ethics, and security (the latter in 
development of critical security studies) . In this sec
tion we introduce critical theory and the thought of 
one of its main proponents in the field of international 
relations, Andrew Linklater. 

Critical theory developed out of the work of the 
Frankfurt School .  This was an extraordinarily talented 
group of thinkers who began to work together in the 
1920s and 1930s. As left-wing German Jews, the mem
bers of the school were forced into exile by the Nazis' 
rise to power in the early 1930s, and much of their 
most creative work was produced in the USA. The 
leading lights of the first generation of the Frankfurt 
School included Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, 
and Herbert Marcuse. A subsequent generation has 
taken up the legacy of these thinkers and developed it 
in important and innovative ways. The best known is 
Jurgen Habermas, who is regarded by many as the most 
influential of all contemporary social theorists. Given 
the vast scope of critical theory writing, we can do no 
more here than introduce some of the key features. 

pol itical system was produced and reproduced through the 
operation of hegemony. Hegemony al lows the ideas and 
ideologies of the ru l ing stratum to become widely d ispersed, 
and widely accepted, throughout society. 

• Thinkers such as Robert W. Cox have attempted to 
' international ize' Gramsci's thought by transposing several of his 
key concepts, most notably hegemony, to the global context. 

The first point to note is that their intellectual con
cerns are rather different from those of most other 
Marxists, in that they have not been much interested 
in the further development of analysis of the eco
nomic base of society. They have instead concentrated 
on questions relating to culture, bureaucracy, the 
social basis and nature of authoritarianism, the struc
ture of the family, and on exploring such concepts as 
reason and rational ity as well as theories of knowl
edge. Frankfurt School theorists have been particu
larly innovative in terms of their analysis of the role 
of the media, and what they have famously termed the 
'culture industry'. In other words, in classical Marxist 
terms, the focus of critical theory is almost entirely 
superstructural. 

Another key feature is that critical theorists have 
been highly dubious as to whether the proletariat in 
contemporary society does in fact embody the potential 
for emancipatory transformation in the way that Marx 
believed. Rather, with the rise of mass culture and the 
increasing commodification of every element of social 
life, Frankfurt School thinkers have argued that the 
working class has simply been absorbed by the sys
tem and no longer represents a threat to it. This, to use 
Marcuse's famous phrase, is a one-dimensional society, 
to which the vast majority simply cannot begin to con
ceive an alternative. 

Finally, critical theorists have made some of their 
most important contributions through their explora
tions of the meaning of emancipation. Emancipation, as 
we have seen, is a key concern of Marxist thinkers, but the 
meaning that they give to the term is often very unclear 
and deeply ambiguous. Moreover, the historical record 
is unfortunately replete with examples of unspeak
ably barbaric behaviour being justified in the name of 
emancipation, of which imperialism and Stalinism are 



but two. Traditionally, Marxists have equated emancipa
tion with the process of humanity gaining ever greater 
mastery over nature through the development of ever 
more sophisticated technology, and its use for the ben
efit of all. But early critical theorists argued that human
ity's increased domination over nature had been bought 
at too high a price, claiming that the kind of mind-set 
that is required for conquering nature slips all too easily 
into the domination of other human beings. In contrast, 
they argued that emancipation had to be conceived of 
in terms of a reconciliation with nature-an evocative, 
if admittedly vague, vision. By contrast, Habermas's 
understanding of emancipation is more concerned with 
communication than with our relationship with the nat
ural world. Setting aside the various twists and turns of 
his argument, Habermas's central political point is that 
the route to emancipation lies through radical democ
racy-that is, through a system in which the widest pos
sible participation is encouraged not only in word (as is 
the case in many Western democracies) but also in deed, 
by actively identifying barriers to participation-be they 
social, economic, or cultural-and overcoming them. 
For Habermas and his many followers, participation 
is not to be confined within the borders of a particular 
sovereign state. Rights and obligations extend beyond 
state frontiers. This, of course, leads him directly to the 
concerns of international relations, and it is striking that 
Habermas's recent writings have begun to focus on the 
international realm. However, thus far, the most system
atic attempt to think through some of the key issues in 
world politics from a recognizably Habermasian per
spective has been made by Andrew Linklater. 

Andrew Linklater has used some of the key prin
ciples and precepts developed in Habermas's work to 
argue that emancipation in the realm of international 
relations should be understood in terms of the expan
sion of the moral boundaries of a pol itical commun ity 
(see Ch. 32). In other words, he equates emancipation 
with a process in which the borders of the sovereign 
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state lose their ethical and moral significance. At 
present, state borders denote the furthest extent of 
our sense of duty and obligation, or at best, the point 
where our sense of duty and obligation is radically 
transformed, only proceeding in a very attenuated 
form. For critical theorists, this situation is simply 
indefensible. The goal is therefore to move towards a 
situation in which citizens share the same duties and 
obligations towards non-citizens as they do towards 
their fellow citizens. 

To arrive at such a situation would, of course, entail 
a wholesale transformation of the present institutions 
of governance. But an important element of the critical 
theory method is to identify-and, if possible, nurture
tendencies that exist in the present conjuncture that 
point in the direction of emancipation. On this basis, 
Linklater identifies the development of the European 
Union as representing a progressive or emancipatory 
tendency in contemporary world politics. If true, this 
suggests that an important part of the international 
system is entering an era in which the sovereign state, 
which has for so long claimed an exclusive hold on its 
citizens, is beginning to lose some of its pre-eminence. 
Given the notorious pessimism of the thinkers of the 
Frankfurt School, the guarded optimism of Linklater 
in this context is indeed striking. 

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

• Habermas has argued that emancipatory potential l ies in 
the rea lm of communication, and that rad ical democracy 
is the way in which that potential can be un locked. 

• 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 

In this section we examine the work of  writers who 
derive their ideas more directly from Marx's own 
writings. To indicate that they represent something 
of a departure from other Marxist and post-Marx
ist trends, we have termed them 'new Marxists'. 
They themselves might well prefer to be described as 

'historical materialists' (one of the key academic jour
nals associated with this approach is called Historical 
Materialism), although as that is a self-description 
which has also been adopted by some Gramsci-inspired 
writers, that appellation may not be particularly help
ful for our present purposes.  At any rate, even if there 
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i s  (at present) no settled label fo r  this group o f  schol
ars, the fundamental approach that they embody is 
not hard to characterize. They are Marxists that have 
returned to the fundamental tenets of Marxist thought 
and sought to reappropriate ideas that they regard as 
having been neglected or somehow misinterpreted by 
subsequent generations. On this basis, they have sought 
both to criticize other developments in Marxism, and 
to make their own original theoretical contributions to 
the understanding of contemporary trends. 

Justin Rosenberg-capital ism and global 
social relations 

The new Marxist approach can be exemplified through 
an examination of the work of Justin Rosenberg, and 
in particular his analysis of the character of the inter
national system and its relationship to the changing 
character of social relations. Rosenberg's starting point 
is a critique of realist international relations theory. He 
seeks to challenge realism's claim to provide an ahis
torical, essentially timeless account of international 
relations through an examination of the differences 
in the character of international relations between the 
Greek and Italian city-states. A touchstone of realist 
theory is the similarity between these two historical 
cases. Rosenberg, however, describes the alleged resem
blances between these two eras as a 'gigantic optical 
illusion'. Instead, his analysis suggests that the charac
ter of the international system in each period was com
pletely different. In addition, he charges that attempts 
to provide an explanation of historical outcomes dur
ing these periods, working purely from the inter-state 
level, is not feasible (as, for example, in realist accounts 
of the Peloponnesian War). Finally, Rosenberg argues 
that realist attempts to portray international systems as 
autonomous, entirely political realms founder because 
in the Greek and Italian examples this external auton
omy was based on the character of internal-and in 
each case different-sets of social relations. 

As an alternative, Rosenberg argues for the develop
ment of a theory of international relations that is sen
sitive to the changing character of world politics. This 
theory must also recognize that international relations 
are part of a broader pattern of social relations. His 
starting point is Marx's observation: 

It is always the direct relationship of the owners of the 

conditions of production to the direct producers . . .  

which reveals the innermost secret, the hidden basis of 

the entire social structure, and with it the political form 

of the relation of sovereignty and dependence, in short, 

the corresponding specific form of the state. 

(Rosenberg 1 994: 51) 

In other words, the character of the relations of produc
tion permeates the whole of society-right up to, and 
including, relations between states. The form of the state 
will be different under different modes of production, 
and as a result the characteristics of inter-state relations 
will also vary. Hence, if we want to understand the way 
that international relations operate in any particular era, 
our starting point' must be an examination of the mode of 
production, and in particular the relations of production. 

In his more recent work, Rosenberg has turned his 
critical attention to 'globalization theory' (Rosenberg 
2000, 2006). He argues that globalization is a descriptive 
category denoting 'the geographical extension of social 
processes'. That such social processes have become a 
global phenomenon is beyond dispute, and a 'theory of 
globalization' is needed to explain what and why this 
is happening. Such a theory, for Rosenberg, should be 
rooted in classical social theory. But, instead, a body 
of 'globalization theory' has emerged premised on the 
claim that the supposed compression of time and space 
that typifies globalization requires a whole new social 
theory in order to explain contemporary developments. 
But on Rosenberg's reading, this body of theory has 
produced little in terms of explaining the processes. 
Moreover, the events of the early twenty-first century 
were not those predicted by 'globalization theory'. As a 
result, such theorizing is best understood as a product of 
changes that occurred in the last years of the twentieth 
century, and in particular the political and economic 
vacuum created by the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
rather than an adequate explanation of them. A proper 
explanation, rooted in classical social theory in general, 
and Marx's thought in particular, would examine the 
underlying social relations that have led to the capitalist 
system becoming dominant throughout the globe. 

• New Marxism is characterized by a d i rect (re)appropriation 
of the concepts and categories developed by Marx. 

• Rosenberg uses Marx's ideas to criticize real ist theories of 
i nternational relations, and global ization theory. He seeks 
to develop an alternative approach that understands 
h istorical change in  world pol itics as a reflection of 
transformations i n  the prevai l i ng relations of production.  



As outlined in the first chapter of this book, globaliza
tion is the name given to the process whereby social 
transactions of all kinds increasingly take place with
out accounting for national or state boundaries, with 
the result that the world has become 'one relatively 
borderless social sphere'. Marxist theorists would cer
tainly not seek to deny that these developments are tak
ing place, nor would they deny their importance, but 
they would reject any notion that they are somehow 
novel. Marx and Engels were clearly aware not only of 
the global scope of capitalism, but also of its potential 
for social transformation. In a particularly prescient 
section of the Communist Manifesto (Marx and Engels 
1967: 83-4), for example, they argue: 

The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the 

world market given a cosmopolitan character to pro

duction and consumption in every country . . .  All old

established national industries have been destroyed or 

are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new 

industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death 

question for all civilized nations, by industries that no 

longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw mate

rial drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose 

products are consumed, not only at home, but in every 

quarter of the globe . . .  

According to Marxist theorists, the globe has long been 
dominated by a single integrated economic and politi
cal entity-a global capitalist system-that has gradu
ally incorporated all of humanity within its grasp. In 
this system, all elements have always been interrelated 
and interdependent. The only thing that is 'new' is an 
increased awareness of these linkages. Similarly, eco
logical processes have always ignored state boundaries, 
even if it is only recently that growing environmental 

Questions 
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degradation has finally allowed this fact to permeate 
public consciousness. 

While the intensity of cross-border flows may be 
increasing, this does not necessarily signify the funda
mental change in the nature of world politics proclaimed 
by so many of those who argue that we have entered an 
era of globalization. Marxist theorists insist that the 
only way to discover how significant contemporary 
developments really are is to view them in the context 
of the deeper structural processes at work. When this 
is done, we may well discover indications that impor
tant changes are afoot. Many Marxists, for example, 
regard the delegitimation of the sovereign state as a very 
important contemporary development. However, the 
essential first step in generating any understanding of 
those trends regarded as evidence of globalization must 
be to map the contours of global capitalism itself. If we 
fail to do so, we shall inevitably fail to gauge the real 
significance of the changes that are occurring. 

Another danger of adopting an ahistoric and uncritical 
attitude to globalization is that it can blind us to the way in 
which reference to globalization is increasingly becoming 
part of the ideological armoury of elites in the contem
porary world. 'Globalization' is now regularly cited as a 
reason to promote measures to reduce workers' rights and 
lessen other constraints on business. Such ideological jus
tifications for policies that favour the interests of business 
can only be countered through a broader understanding 
of the relationship between the political and economic 
structures of capitalism. As we have seen, the understand
ing proffered by the Marxist theorists suggests that there 
is nothing natural or inevitable about a world order based 
on a global market. Rather than accept the inevitability of 
the present order, the task facing us is to lay the founda
tions for a new way of organizing society-a global society 
that is more just and more humane than our own. 

How wou ld  you account for the conti nu i ng vita l i ty of Marxist thought? 
2 How usefu l is Wal lerste in 's notion of a sem i -peri phery? 
3 Why has Wal lerste i n's wor ld-systems theory been crit icized for its a l leged Eurocentri sm? 

Do you agree with th is critique? 
4 Evaluate Rosenberg's crit ique of 'global izat ion theory '. 
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5 I n  what ways does G ramsci 's notion of hegemony d iffer from that used by real i st 
I nternational Relat ions writers? 

6 I n  what ways m ight it be argued that Marx and Enge ls  were the original theorists of 
global ization? 

7 What do you regard as the main contribut ion of Marxist theory to our  understand ing of 
world pol it ics? 

8 How usefu l is the notion of emanci pat ion used by crit ical theorists? 
9 Do you agree with Cox's d i st inct ion between 'prob lem-solvi ng theory '  and 'critical theory'? 

1 0  Assess Wal lerste i n's c la im that the power of the USA is  in decl i ne .  
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