
An Anthropology of Marxism 



An Anthropology of Marxism

Cedric J. Robinson

Foreword by H.L.T. Quan
Preface by Avery F. Gordon



This edition first published in the United States in 2019 by The University of North 
Carolina Press

First published in the United Kingdom 2019 by Pluto Press
345 Archway Road, London N6 5AA 

www.plutobooks.com

© 2001 Cedric J. Robinson
Foreword © 2019 The University of North Carolina Press
Preface © 2019 Avery F. Gordon

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 0 7453 3982 5 Hardback
ISBN 978 0 7453 3981 8 Paperback
ISBN 978 1 7868 0472 3 PDF eBook
ISBN 978 1 7868 0474 7 Kindle eBook
ISBN 978 1 7868 0473 0 EPUB eBook

This book is printed on paper suitable for recycling and made from fully managed and 
sustained forest sources. Logging, pulping and manufacturing processes are expected 
to conform to the environmental standards of the country of origin. 

Printed in the United Kingdom 



 CONTENTS

Foreword by H. L. T. Quan vii

Preface by Avery F. Gordon xiii

1 Coming to Terms with Marxian Taxonomy 1

2 The Social Origins of Materialism and Socialism 18

3 German Critical Philosophy and Marx 60

4 The Discourse on Economics 88

5 Reality and Its Representation 117

Notes 125

Index 165

Robinson_Anthropology FINAL PGS v



 1

Coming to Terms with Marxian Taxonomy

An army I have muster’d in my thought,

Wherewith already France is overrun.

— King Henry VI, part 1, act 1

According to legend, the modern proletariat, the army which Marx envi-

sioned as the “material weapon” of philosophy, had appeared first during 
the French Revolution.1 Historically, whether it was just such a class which 
stormed against power, wealth, and exploitation in revolutionary France 
(in concert with a “revolutionary bourgeoisie”), early industrial Britain 

and Germany, or even Czarist Russia is dubious. In nineteenth- century 

England, for one example, William Reddy gleaned from the research of 

E. P. Thompson that “the majority of those who engaged in protest or 

resistance were clearly from artisanal trades, often independent crafts-
men . . . wheelwrights, stockingers, saddlers, shoemakers, and tailors.”2 In 
contemporary France, Reddy reports that the rebellious crowds consisted 
of “variegated groupings of shopkeepers, artisans, peasants, laborers, and 
their middle- class leaders.”3 And in the next century, in revolutionary Rus-
sia, the proletariat was barely a fraction of the laboring classes. Notwith-
standing Marx’s misrepresentation (and narrowing) of the social agencies 
opposing exploitation in modern Europe, the ultimate Marxian objective, 
the recovery of human life from the spoilage of degradation, retains 
its urgency. And one must presume that despite any previous historical 

omissions and slights it is still possible to distill from human experience 

a comprehension of just what is to be done. Part of that project may lie 

in the critique of Marxism itself. Since it is essential to accept the fact 

that the struggle for freedom began long before Max and his companion 

Engels constructed a “science” of historical change, we must entertain 
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2 COMING TO TERMS WITH MARXIAN TAXONOMY

the possibility that they were informed by such events, but only poorly 
and perhaps in an entirely or fundamentally mistaken way. To determine 
whether this occurred it is necessary to approach Marxism independent 

of its presuppositions. The results could prove invaluable.
It may seem surprising that an anthropology is required to under-

stand the emergence of the socialist movement in Western Europe in 
the eighteenth century and the mature articulation of historical materi-

alism by Marx and Engels a generation later. Anthropologists, after all, 

normally study the existential selectivity of human groups as arranged 

by cultures and civilizations and the mundane social practices and fabu-
list and technical habits which sustain them. Their investigative and 
analytical routines generally stop short of disruptive collective action 
and revolutionary regiments, that is, transformative practices. Despite 

these and related exclusionary customs, anthropology inscribes the ap-

propriate vantage point.
In this study I shall demonstrate that both Western socialism and 

historical materialism were each an expression of the ferment of a civi-
lization, rather than the simple products of a particular event (say the 
French Revolution), a specific era (industrial capitalism), or a select intel-

lectual cohort (the Hegelians). More particularly, Western socialism and 

historical materialism were two elements of a general discourse which 

resulted from the clash and ruptures of beliefs, structures, and previous 

discourses fashioned in the culture and historical societies comprising 
Western civilization. The possibilities for each were consequently pre-
scribed by a civilization and not some universal human desire. It is curi-
ous, then, that much of the literature on socialism and Marxism indicates 
otherwise. Both socialism and Marxism have come to be understood as 
natural histories. Socialism, we are instructed, was an inevitable reaction 
to absolutism, while the advent of Marxism is presented in the scientific 
narrative of discovery. Such presumptions are less than explanatory— 
 indeed, they themselves require explanation.

The canon for the study of classical Marxism, or the “science of social-
ism,” as Engels termed it, was inscribed in his published review of Marx’s 
A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859) and in his quasi- 
polemic Herr Eugen Dühring’s Revolution in Science (Anti- Dühring, 1877–78) 
more than one hundred years ago. Marxism, Engels insisted, was a syn-
thesis of specific intellectual traditions which had been brought to mate-
rial maturity in England, France, and Germany by the early nineteenth 
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COMING TO TERMS WITH MARXIAN TAXONOMY 3

century.4 But where his predecessors had failed, Marx had succeeded: 
“Two great discoveries, the materialistic conception of history and the 

revelation of the secret of capitalistic production through surplus value, 

we owe to Marx.”5 And as George Lichtheim cynically observed: “Marx-

ism came to mean what Engels, in his writings between 1875 and 1895, 

said it meant.”6 Karl Kautsky, Engels’s most illustrious apprentice, tried 

to make it otherwise, advancing Darwinism (in the form of technologi-

cal determinism) as a brace to historical materialism in his bid for pride 

of place.7 But for the most part, among Marxian and non- Marxian intel-

lectuals, Engels’s revelation has been adhered to— either as a matter of 

historical convention or of doctrine.
Though the broader construction was originally Engels’s, it was Lenin’s 

authority as a successful revolutionist which made that particular inter-
pretation into a theoretical and doctrinal regimen. Eclipsing the reformist 
luminaries of the Second International— Kautsky, Plekhanov, and Bern-
stein— Lenin’s supremacy of the triumphal tradition of revolutionary 
Marxism in the present century granted him a unique eminence among 

Marxists. And according to Lenin, the most influential figure among the 
second generation of Marxists, the intellectual, ideational, and philosoph-
ical bases for Marxism consisted of three elements. He put it this way: 
“The genius of Marx consists precisely in his having furnished answers to 
questions already raised by the foremost minds of mankind. His doctrine 
emerged as the direct and immediate continuation of the teachings of the 
greatest representatives of philosophy, political economy and socialism.”8 

And elsewhere, Lenin further identified these approaches specifically 
with national European intellectual currents: “Marx . . . continued and con-
summated the three main ideological currents of the nineteenth century, 
as represented by the three most advanced countries of mankind: classi-

cal German philosophy, classical English political economy, and French 

socialism combined with French revolutionary doctrines in general.”9

For Engels, as Lenin interpreted him, English political economy, Ger-

man philosophy and French socialism were the three pillars of Marxism. 

Following the determinist tracing in the historical theory found in both 
Marx and Engels (“It is not the consciousness of men that determines 
their existence, but their social existence that determines their conscious-
ness”10), Lenin fashioned a geopolitical narrative of intellectual develop-

ment. And even more than his predecessors, whose historical writings 
did lead them often beyond the constraints of their theory, Lenin seemed 
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4 COMING TO TERMS WITH MARXIAN TAXONOMY

captivated by an image of the state, and more particularly the possibil-
ity of a state consciousness. This becomes evident when we examine 
his foundations of Marxism in the rough historical sequence of their 
appearances.

English Political Economy

Lenin somewhat overstated the importance of the English economists by 
ignoring a rather remarkable company of other contributors: the French 
mathematicians and economists Pierre Le Peasant de Boisguillebert, Fran-
çois Quesnay, Anne Robert Jacques Turgot, Jean- Baptiste Say, and Antoine 
Cournot, the “American” economist Benjamin Franklin, and the Swiss 
Jean Charles Sismondi.11 But he was correct in drawing attention to Marx’s 
British (English and Scot) predecessors. Summarizing their contributions, 
A. V. Anikin suggested:

The classics of bourgeois political economy, particularly Adam 

Smith and David Ricardo, were the first to develop the theory of 

the economy as a system in which objective laws operate, indepen-

dently of human will, but are accessible to human understanding. 

They believed that the economic policy of the state should not go 

against these laws, but rest upon them. William Petty, François 

Quesnay and other scholars laid the foundations for the quantita-

tive analysis of economic processes. They sought to examine these 

processes as a kind of metabolism and to define its directions 

and scope.12

In the narrowest sense, British political economics began with William 
Petty’s Political Arithmetick in the mid- seventeenth century and proceeded 

through the treatises of Franklin, Smith, and Ricardo. Petty, credited as 
one of the “discoverers” (along with Franklin, Smith, and Ricardo) of 
the labor theory of value, also pioneered (in the company of the Ital-
ian Francesco Sansovino, d’Avity in France and de Linda in Holland) the 
use of statistics (a science which matured and earned its name in the 
eighteenth century) and the notion of national income (an analytical 
procedure which fully matured in the nineteenth century).

Marx and Engels believed William Petty was the most critical of the 

early English economists.13 Again, Anikin observes: “Petty’s striking and 
unusual personality greatly attracted Marx and Engels. ‘Petty regards 
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COMING TO TERMS WITH MARXIAN TAXONOMY 5

himself as the founder of a new science,’ ‘Even this error has genius’ [from 
Engels, Anti- Dühring 1969, p. 275], ‘In content and form it is a little mas-

terpiece’— these comments in various works by Marx give an idea of his 

attitude to ‘the most brilliant and original of economic investigators.’ ”14

In a sense, however, the construction we find in Lenin reflects a con-
ceptual idiosyncrasy to be found throughout the writings of his predeces-
sors, Marx and Engels: the presumption that a field of knowledge, a sci-
ence, could be an expression of a particular national culture. A more careful 
historical reconstruction does not confirm their assertions about an “En-

glish” political economy. The “English” science, we see, was British and 

European, and even assisted by a New World “creole” such as Franklin. 
Long- distance trade, banking, state budgeting, and increasingly expensive 
warfare spawned economists and economic theorists in several locales.

Even more stunning, this reconstruction of a science completely erases 
the phenomenal development of “reckoning schools” (botteghe) for the 
commercial mathematical arts in thirteenth- and fourteenth- century 
Italy.15 Statistics had one precedent in the fractional computations taught 
in the fifteenth- century practica Trevisio Arithmetic (1478); just as elements 
of national income and a labor theory of value were anticipated by fif-

teenth- and sixteenth- century treatments of partnerships like colleganza 

(“a merchant would contribute his skill and labor and his partner would 

be the financial backer”) and compagnie (shared financial investments).16 
Flourishing where medieval urban merchant centers and trade fairs were 
established, commercial arithmetic was founded on the appearance (or 
reappearances) of money economies in medieval Europe beginning most 
likely in Florence and Venice in the twelfth century.17 It is not too harsh, 

then, to suggest that Lenin’s sparse conceptualization of political econ-

omy was marked by the historical imaginary of the modern bourgeoisie. 

But before we turn to the implications of his seduction by the notion of 

national culture as a basis for intellectual development, let us proceed 

with our present task.

German Philosophy

The second pillar of historical materialism, according to Lenin, was Ger-

man philosophy or what historians of philosophy refer to as that period 

of “German idealism.” Here, too, a number of figures appear. But they 

are not confined to the nineteenth century and just where one begins is 
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6 COMING TO TERMS WITH MARXIAN TAXONOMY

somewhat arbitrary. Of the major figures whose work reappears in Marx-
ian discourse, the first is Immanuel Kant. Then come G. W. F. Hegel and 

Ludwig Feuerbach. What is at issue in German idealism’s relationship to 

historical materialism is the modern West’s notion of history, a construct 

formulated as late as the eighteenth century.
Throughout much of the human past, what we now take as the natural 

linear construction of history would have been taken as an aberration. 

Among some people, for instance, we are told that until recently there 
were not even words in their languages for the past, the present, and 
the future, the critical integuments of our linear conception of history.18 

Instead, time was measured by phases of the moon (among the Babylo-

nians), the appearances of stars (Egyptians), climatic seasons, the reigns 

of monarchs and emperors (in Europe through the High Middle Ages), 

and other recurrent spectacles which confirmed the cyclical structure of 
life. And history, most frequently discontinuous fragments from the past, 
adhered to these diverse chronological parameters. The linear notion of 

history is consequently rather unique in human consciousness.19 And for 
some of the earliest of Christian thinkers like Augustine, as Robert Nisbet 
suggests, it was also rather urgent: “An infinite success of Falls, Nativities, 
and Redemptions? . . . The mere thought of the cycle of Christian genesis 

and decay repeating itself was an abhorrent one.”20 Not surprisingly, less 
than two centuries later, Christian chronology was established by a monk, 
Dionysius Exiguus, in the early sixth century. Thus in the West, religious 

expectations and prophecy became the template of history.

This peculiarity is barely disguised in the Western eschatological or-

dering of history. Modern Western civilization derives from its cultural 

predecessor, Judeo- Christianity, a notion of secular history which is not 

merely linear but encompasses moral drama as well. The narratives of 
providential history are sufficiently familiar to most of us as to not require 
repeating. But there are some nuances which are not entirely apparent. 
As C. K. Barrett commented on the Jewish and Christian apocalyptic texts,

While both prophecy and apocalyptic were concerned with the fu-

ture they conceived it in different ways. Prophets and apocalyptists 

alike believed that the future lay entirely within the prevision and 

control of God; but whereas the former saw the future developing 

continuously out of the present, good and evil bearing their own 

fruit and reaping their own reward, the latter saw the future as 
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COMING TO TERMS WITH MARXIAN TAXONOMY 7

essentially discontinuous with the present. . . . The apocalyptists 

“foreshortened” history even more radically than the prophets, 

and for them the last days are almost always at hand.21

Even secular historical conceptions like historical materialism reflect 
the “good news” presumption of the Judeo- Christian gospel: the end of 
human history fulfills a promise of deliverance, the messianic myth. 
When Marx and Engels maintained in The Communist Manifesto that human 
history has been the record of class struggle and then proffer the socialist 
society as one without classes, it is implied that history will then come to 
an end. Socialist society— a social order which displays no classes, no class 
struggle, and therefore no history— reflects a kind of apocalyptic messian-
ism.22 Marxism thusly contained remnants of the thing to which Kant, 
Hegel, and Feuerbach were responding successively in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries: the attempt to construct human experience and 

consciousness without a God, without a Divine Order, without a Divine 

plan or promise.
Kant asked the basic question which was a precondition for thinking in 

these terms: how can human consciousness be verified? How can human 
beings know? Kant concluded that human consciousness was incapable 
of certain knowledge, that some things were beyond human comprehen-
sion. He distinguished between the capacities of science in the empirical 

world, and the absolute nature of the universe. Kant left room for the 
Church as a guiding instrument through the transcendent realm but 
claimed for man the possibilities for understanding the material world. 

This was for Kant the basis for the inevitable conflict between the nou-
mena and the phenomena. “Kant’s explanation [for the individual’s failure 

to achieve self- perfection] is that man has a twofold nature, half godly 

and half human. He is a divided being, a dual personality: homo noumenon 

and homo phenomenon. The former is the godlike self of man; the latter, 

his merely human self. . . . Hence homo noumenon is man- in- himself, and 
homo phenomenon is man- as- he- appears.”23 For the individual, no resolution 
of this divided and conflicted self is possible short of death. And history, 

the human experience, remains a realm of chaos.

Hegel disagreed and attempted to resolve the Kantian dichotomy be-

tween the “is” and the “ought.” Hegel’s solution required him to assert 
that human beings were capable of a qualitative transformation. For 
Hegel, human experience was the record of sub- humans in the process 
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8 COMING TO TERMS WITH MARXIAN TAXONOMY

of achieving their species identity. In this fashion, Robert Tucker asserts: 
“The Kantian dichotomy of homo noumenon and homo phenomenon reappears 
in Hegelianism writ large as a dichotomy of noumenal world- self and 
phenomenal world- self. The division of Kantian man against himself in 

the quest for moral perfection has turned into spirit’s division against 

itself, or self- alienation, in the quest for self- knowledge.”24

History is thus reconstituted as a cosmic theater of transcendence; 
each age, each civilization, a false or authentic stage toward species- 
realization, species- knowledge, and the ultimate perfection of conscious-
ness. For Hegel, the German people were the highest development of the 
human species. He resolved Kant’s dichotomy between the real and the 
divine by arguing that the human species was in the process of achieving 
absolute understanding, i.e., of becoming divine. Hegel cautioned that 

this was a painful process over which the species had no control: it in-

volved catastrophic changes, violent and brutal changes (negation of the 

negation). The human species was becoming ReaSoN. Hegel maintained 

that Kant had confused an episodic and tragic- filled moment of human 

development for the process of human development.
Feuerbach then interceded and announced that Hegel must be turned 

upside down. Hegel was standing on his head (idealism) and must be 
placed back on his feet (the real world). For Feuerbach mankind was the 

alpha and omega— there was nothing beyond humanity: the impulse of 

consciousness was the human species. For Feuerbach it was human ex-

perience which provided the basis for human vision and consciousness. 

God was the projection of perfected humanity. The projections of gods 
were a consequence of the variety of human experience. According to 
Feuerbach, neither Hegel nor Kant before him understood that the real 

world was the basis for consciousness. As Feuerbach insisted in his Provi-
sional Theses for the Reform of Philosophy: “All we need do is always make the 

predicate into the subject . . . in order to have the undisguised, pure and 

clear truth.”25 It is true then that German idealism wrestled with notions 

of the significance of human historical experience. But the meanings of 

history to which German philosophers contributed were older than Ger-
man culture itself. Moreover, as we shall see later, the stadial architecture 
of history which came to characterize the past was diffused throughout 

European literature.
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COMING TO TERMS WITH MARXIAN TAXONOMY 9

French Socialism

The third foundation for historical materialism, according to Lenin, was 

French Socialism. This referred to an intellectual and ideological tradi-

tion as well as to the historical advent of the French Revolution and par-

ticularly the Jacobin Revolt of 1792–94. The Revolution itself, quite apart 

from providing Marx the first ill- defined but positive evidence for what 
he would designate the historical Subject— a mobilized proletariat— also 
inspired other intellectuals to radical politics, thought, and organization. 
It linked F.-N. (Gracchus) Babeuf, Filippo Buonarroti, Auguste Blanqui, 
Étienne Cabet, Charles Fourier, Pierre- Joseph Proudhon, and Henri de 
Saint- Simon. As E. J. Hobsbawm has observed: “A direct line of descent 

links Babeuf’s Conspiracy of the Equals through Buonarroti with Blan-
qui’s revolution societies of the 1830s; and these in turn, through the 
‘league of the Just’— later, the ‘Communist League’— of the German exiles 
which they inspired, with Marx and Engels, who drafted the Communist 

Manifesto on its behalf.”26

The communists (Babeuf, Buonarroti, and Blanqui), Hobsbawm main-
tains, were “mainly marginal intellectuals.” Their influence on French 
socialism was largely programmatic: the transformation of political out-
rage into organization, praxis, and the strategy and tactics of revolu-
tionary theory. On the other hand, the “utopian” thinkers— Saint- Simon 

and Fourier— embedded in socialist thought a critique of industrialism, 

capitalism, and the bourgeois state.

Saint- Simon, the financier and speculator who had played an active 
part in the French Revolution,27 abstracted from French history many 
of the insights which would later characterize Marxian literature. Saint- 

Simon conjectured that “social systems are determined by the mode of 

organization of property, historic evolution on the development of the 

productive system, and the power of the bourgeoisie on its possession of 

the means of production.”28

Thus Saint- Simon suggested a historical materialism. And from the 
Revolution itself, Saint- Simon extracted a notion of class struggle which 
anticipated Marx. As Engels exclaimed in The Anti- Dühring: “[For Saint- 
Simon] to recognize the French Revolution as a class war, and not sim-
ply one between nobility and bourgeoisie, but between nobility, bour-
geoisie, and the non- possessors, was, in the year 1802, a most pregnant 

discovery.”29
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10 COMING TO TERMS WITH MARXIAN TAXONOMY

Saint- Simon praised, as later would Marx, the social and historical 
developments which the intensity of capitalist industry (particularly 
in Britain) had achieved. And though sympathetic to the propertyless 
classes— Engels was to maintain, “what interests him first, and above all 
other things, is the lot of the class that is the most numerous and the most 
poor,” Saint- Simon believed the reformation of society would come at the 
hands of an elite drawn from the educated and technologically developed 
elements among les industriels (a term he is said to have coined to indicate 
manufacturers, technicians, bankers, merchants, artists, scholars, and 
laborers). And as Engels noted, Saint- Simon recognized from the primacy 
of economics over politics that the State would eventually dissolve: “The 
knowledge that economic conditions are the basis of political institu-
tions appears here only in embryo. Yet what is here already very plainly 

expressed is the idea of the future conversion of political rule over men 

into an administration of things and a direction of processes of produc-
tion— that is to say, the ‘abolition of the state,’ about which recently there 
has been so much noise.”30

On the other hand, Fourier, according to Engels, had raised the specter 
of bourgeois society. At once, Fourier had suggested the basic architecture 
of history in which bourgeois society was to be located, and the dialectic 

of history which gave bourgeois society its contradictory character.

Fourier is at his greatest in his conception of the history of society. 

He divides its whole course, thus far, into four stages of evolution—  

savagery, barbarism, the patriarchate, civilization. The last is iden-

tical with the so- called civil, or bourgeois, society of today— i.e., 

with the social order that came in with the sixteenth century. 

He proves . . . that civilization moves in “a vicious circle,” in con-

tradictions which it constantly reproduces without being able to 

solve them; hence it constantly arrives at the very opposite to that 

which it wants to attain, or pretends to want to attain, so that, e.g., 

“under civilization poverty is born of super- abundance itself.”

Fourier, as we see, uses the dialectic method in the same masterly way 

as his contemporary, Hegel.31

Fourier’s critique of “civilization” provided a pessimism which dis-
tinguished him from other socialist thinkers. Engels observed: “As Kant 

introduced into natural science the idea of the ultimate destruction of 

the earth, Fourier introduced into historical science that of the ultimate 
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COMING TO TERMS WITH MARXIAN TAXONOMY 11

destruction of the human race.”32 And finally, in his determination “that 

in any given society the degree of woman’s emancipation is the natural 

measure of the general emancipation,”33 Fourier had anticipated Marx’s 

philosophical speculation on the social significance of the proletariat.34

What Marx and Engels achieved then was not the invention of socialist 
theory but the formulation of a historical system which put the critique 
nurturing the political movement on empirical groundings, some of which 
were spurious. Engels, with his vast historical literacy and acute socio-
logical observations, was particularly effective in his writings at glossing 
over their theoretical or conceptual lapses with dense historical materials. 
Marx, on the other hand, more frequently employed literary devices or 
philosophical pretenses to distract from theoretical flaws or conceits.35 
Lenin, who was intensely programmatic and often indifferent to contradic-
tions in his writing, also on occasion inadvertently exposed weaknesses 

in classical Marxian theory. His “pillars” thesis was one such instance.

Historical Materialism and National Culture

One of the most important failures of the historical theory composed by 
Marx and Engels was its misappropriation of cultural and intellectual 
development. As a theoretical articulation of the processes of cultural for-
mation and diffusion it largely consisted of a perverse and self- subverting 
misdirection. Lenin literally reiterated Engels’s political (or national) 
construction of the intellectual sources of historical materialism. In so 

doing, he revealed the anomaly consequent to juxtaposing the material-

ist explanation of cultural forms and the nineteenth- century European 

convention which signified culture in national terms.
Marx and Engels had frequently explained “the formation of ideas 

from material practice.”36 Their treatment of feudal society was a case 

in point: “The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is 

at first directly interwoven with the material activity and the material 

intercourse of men, the language of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the 
mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux of their 
material behavior. The same applies to mental production as expressed 

in the language of politics, laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc., of 

a people.”37

How this understanding of culture might be reconciled with their in-

sistence on “German Ideology,” “English Political Economy,” or “French 
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12 COMING TO TERMS WITH MARXIAN TAXONOMY

Socialism” is perplexing since there existed no corresponding national 

mode of production. Feudalism was, of course, not confined to any par-

ticular state; it was an economic system, a mode of production in which 

states of monarchical, imperial, and theocratic structures existed. And 
though Marx’s study of capitalism was drawn largely upon England’s 
manufacturing and industrial economy, that was for heuristic and nomo-
thetic purposes. Marx insisted (or understood) that capitalism was a world 
system transcending political boundaries. In Capital, Marx’s description 

of capitalism’s triumphal appearance in the sixteenth century left little 

doubt of the matter: “The discovery of gold and silver in America, the 
extirpation, enslavement and entombment in mines of the aboriginal 
population, the beginning of the conquest and looting of the East Indies, 

the turning of Africa into a warren for the commercial hunting of black- 

skins, signalized the rosy dawn of the era of capitalist production. These 
idyllic proceedings are the chief momenta of primitive accumulation. 
On their heels treads the commercial war of the European nations, with 

the globe for a theatre.”38 This transnational character was not only true 
for mature capitalism as Marx and Engels indicated in The Communist 
Manifesto; it also characterized capitalism from its inception.39

Nevertheless, as intellectuals Marx and Engels were influenced by the 
anthropological and historiographical significations dominant in their 
times. And in the nineteenth century, as Marvin Harris maintains, “The 
racial interpretation of nationhood imparted to the physical, cultural, 
and linguistic hodgepodges known as England, France, Germany, etc., a 
sense of community based on the illusion of a common origin and the mi-
rage of a common destiny.”40 Furthermore, as Gilbert Allardyce succinctly 
captures, Marx and Engels were receptive to “a Western perception of 
civilization as a process that began in the ancient Near East, evolved 
through classical Greece and Rome, and was transmitted to medieval and 
modern Europe. European ‘civilization,’ in this way, was the sum of world 
history. In Europe, historians during the nineteenth century divided this 
universal history into separate national strands. Nation- states became the 
interest of historians.”41

Marx and Engels, unconcerned with its implications for their material-
ist conception of history, utilized the nation as a scientific, political, and 

cultural agency. It is also certain that Marx (and Lenin) was acutely con-

scious of having originated in a “backward” region of the world- system. 
Marx pilloried his fellow German intellectuals for their consequent 
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