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ABSTRACT: This article examines the evolution
of Marxism from its classical foundations to its
contemporary reformulations in both Eastern
and Western intellectual traditions. Through a
combination of textual analysis, comparative
study, and critical theoretical evaluation, the
paper provides a systematic overview of major
Marxist variants, including Soviet and Chinese
Marxism, Vietnamese and Southeast Asian
applications, Western Marxism, eco-Marxism,
digital Marxism, feminist and postcolonial
Marxist perspectives. The study also identifies
central theoretical debates concerning the
relationship between structure and agency,
the economic base and cultural-political
superstructure, the nature of ideology, the
role of the state, and the dynamics of class,
exploitation, and revolutionary change. In
addition, the article highlights how twenty-first-
century transformations, climate change, digital
capitalism, global migration, identity politics,
and rising inequality, pose new challenges that
require Marxist theory to expand beyond its
traditional economic focus. By synthesizing
these developments, the paper clarifies both
the enduring strengths and the persistent
limitations of Marxist thought. It argues that
while Marxism continues to provide a powerful
framework for analyzing structural inequality
and capitalist contradictions, it must integrate
insights from ecology, feminism, postcolonial
theory, and digital studies in order to remain
intellectually relevant and analytically robust in
the contemporary world.
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Resumo: Este artigo aborda a evolugdo dos
fundamentos classicos do marxismo até as
releituras contemporaneas, tanto na tradi¢do
ocidental quanto na tradi¢do oriental. A partir
de uma analise critica de conceitos e estudos
comparativos, o artigo aborda uma visdo
sistematica de variantes marxistas que se
sobressairam na historia do pensamento, dentre
as quais as quais a visdo soviética, a visdo
chinesa, a visdo vietnamita, bem como suas
aplicagdes no sudeste asiatico, o marxismo
ocidental, o eco-marxismo, o marxismo da era
digital, o marxismo feminista e o marxismo
pos-colonial. O artigo também aborda leituras
centrais referentes a relagdo entre agéncia e
estrutura, base econdmica e superestrutura, a
natureza da ideologia, o papel do estado, bem
como a dindmica da exploragdo de classes,
assim como a guinada revolucionaria. Nesse
sentido, destaca-se como as transformagdes
do séc. XXI, as mudangas climaticas, o
capitalismo da era digital, as migragdes
globais, a politica identititarista, bem como
o aumento das desigualdades sociais, trazem
novos desafios que exigem da teoria marxista
novas alternativas. Resumindo estas variaveis,
o artigo langa luz tanto nas vantagens quanto
nas desvantagens do pensamento marxista, ao
argumentar que, enquanto o marxismo continua
a oferecer um suporte abrangente para analise
das desigualdades sociais e para as contradigdes
do capitalismo, ele precisa, ao mesmo tempo,
trazer em conta as contribuicdes da ecologia,
do feminismo, do pds-colonialismo, aalém
daquelas da tecnologia da informagdo, a fim
de manter sua capacidade intelectual atual e
analiticamente forte no mundo contemporaneo.
PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Neomarxismo;  variantes
tedricas; globalizagdo; desigualdades sociais;
poder-ideologia

1 Institute of Politics and International Relations, Ho Chi Minh National Academy of Politics,
Vietnam. E-mail: dungnguyenthanhhcma@gmail.com



. [\®)
AUFKLARUNG, Jodo Pessoa, v.12, n.2, Ago., 2025, p.231-248 29
[\®)

Nguyen Thi Thanh Dung

1. INTRODUCTION

In the context of accelerating globalization, societies across the world
are confronting rising inequality, recurrent financial instability,
environmental disruption, and rapid technological transformation. These
developments have revived academic interest in Marxism as a framework for
understanding structural power, class relations, and systemic crisis. Although
classical Marxism emerged in the nineteenth century, its analytical insights
continue to resonate because the fundamental contradictions of capitalism
identified by Marx and Engels remain visible in contemporary social
formations (Marx, 1867; Marx & Engels, 1848). The resurgence of scholarly
debate reflects not only the enduring relevance of Marxist critique but also the
recognition that Marxism itself has evolved through various reinterpretations
and adaptations shaped by different historical and geographical contexts.
This article examines what may be termed reformed or contemporary Marxism,
which includes theoretical developments that reinterpret classical concepts in
light of new global realities. These developments span both Western and Eastern
traditions. In the West, the work of Gramsci, the Frankfurt School, and Althusser
extended Marxist analysis into the domains of culture, ideology, and subject
formation (Gramsci, 1971; Adorno & Horkheimer, 1944; Althusser, 1971). In
contrast, Marxism in the Soviet Union, China, Vietnam, and Cuba evolved through
revolutionary praxis, state-building, and efforts to construct socialist institutions
adapted to national conditions (Lenin, 1917; Mao, 1937; Cheek & Ownby, 2018;
Blumenthal, 2016). The coexistence of these divergent trajectories demonstrates
the theoretical elasticity of Marxism and the diversity of its practical applications.

The contemporary moment poses several pressing questions for
Marxist theory. Can the analytical tools developed in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries adequately explain twenty first century phenomena such
as financialized capitalism, global supply chains, digital platforms, and
algorithmic labour extraction (Castells, 1996; Fuchs, 2014; Srnicek, 2017)?
How should Marxism respond to ecological breakdown and the widening
metabolic rift between society and nature (Foster, 2000; Burkett, 2014;
Saito, 2017)? In what ways must Marxism incorporate struggles relating to
gender, race, sexuality, and postcolonial identity that complicate the class-
based paradigm of classical theory (Crenshaw, 1989; Davis, 1981; Butler,
1990; Fanon, 1963; Fraser, 2014)? And finally, what lessons can be drawn
from historical socialist experiments, particularly their achievements,
contradictions, and limitations, for the future of Marxist political practice?

This article aims to address these questions through four primary
objectives.

First, it provides an overview of the historical development of Marxist
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theory from Marx and Engels to major contemporary reinterpretations.
Second, it identifies and analyzes core theoretical debates within reformed
Marxism, including tensions between structure and agency, the relationship
between economic base and ideological superstructure, the role of the state,
and the transformation of class relations. Third, it assesses how Marxism
has been applied in real world contexts and evaluates the successes and
limitations of socialist-oriented political projects. Fourth, it outlines the
strengths and constraints of Marxism as a theoretical system and proposes
directions for future research that integrate insights from ecology, digital
studies, feminist theory, and global political economy.

By pursuing these objectives, the article contributes to ongoing
academic discussions on Marxism’s relevance in the twenty first century.
It argues that although Marxism cannot fully account for every emerging
social phenomenon without theoretical renewal, it remains indispensable
for understanding the structural logics of capitalism, the persistence of
inequality, and the need for transformative political imagination. The
contemporary value of Marxism lies not in doctrinal rigidity but in its
capacity for critical adaptation and its continued engagement with the
evolving realities of global society.

2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This article employs a combined methodological approach that
integrates intellectual history, comparative analysis, and critical theoretical
inquiry. Specifically, the study proceeds through three main analytical
strategies:

» Textual analysis of classical Marxist writings, including the works
of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Althusser, the Frankfurt School, Gramsci, and
contemporary Marxist theorists, together with a wide range of modern
academic studies;

» Comparative analysis of major Marxist traditions and of the ways
Marxism has been interpreted and applied across different national and
regional contexts;

* Critical theoretical evaluation, which contrasts Marxist theory with

empirical political realities in order to identify contradictions, limitations,
and the potential for theoretical renewal.
Supplementary data include academic journal articles, scholarly monographs, and
international reports on global inequality, climate change, migration, and digital
transformation. Priority is given to open-access sources and materials with DOI
information to ensure transparency and verifiability.

3. OVERVIEW OF EXISTING RESEARCH, RESEARCH GAPS, AND RESEARCH
QUESTIONS
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Over more than a century, Marxism has remained one of the most
influential intellectual traditions in the social sciences and humanities.
Classical Marxism, grounded in the works of Marx and Engels, laid the
theoretical foundation for analyzing the dynamics of capitalist production,
class relations, and the historical development of societies (Marx, 1867;
Marx & Engels, 1846, 1848). As political and social conditions evolved, a
variety of Marxist schools emerged, each offering distinct reinterpretations
of core concepts. These developments expanded the scope of Marxist
inquiry from political economy to philosophy, culture, ideology, and social
reproduction.

Scholars such as McLellan (1995) emphasized that classical Marxism
centered on the structural relationship between productive forces and social
relations, and on class struggle as the driving force of historical change.
After Marx’s death, Lenin, Luxemburg, and Trotsky adapted Marxism to the
political realities of early twentieth century revolutions, especially in Russia
and Eastern Europe (Lenin, 1917). Meanwhile, the rise of Western Marxism
marked a major shift away from deterministic economic interpretations
toward cultural and ideological analyses. Thinkers including Gramsci,
Lukécs, Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse, and Althusser reinterpreted
concepts such as ideology, hegemony, consciousness, and subject formation
(Gramsci, 1971; Lukacs, 1923; Adorno & Horkheimer, 1944; Althusser,
1971).

Within this tradition, Gramsci stressed that ruling class dominance is
maintained not only through coercive state power but also through cultural
leadership and ideological consent (Gramsci, 1971). The Frankfurt School
examined how mass culture and the culture industry produce forms of
domination that stabilize capitalist social order (Adorno & Horkheimer,
1944; Horkheimer & Adorno, 1947). Althusser (1971) introduced a
structuralist reading in which ideology interpellates individuals as subjects
through ideological state apparatuses. These theoretical innovations shifted
attention from economic determinism toward the reproduction of social
order through institutions, discourse, and cultural practices.

In contrast, Marxism in the Soviet Union, China, Vietnam, and Cuba
developed within revolutionary and state-building contexts. In China,
Marxism was adapted to rural conditions through Mao’s theorization of
peasant leadership and protracted revolutionary struggle (Mao, 1937).
Later, Deng Xiaoping’s reforms reintroduced market mechanisms, creating
tensions between socialist ideology and economic liberalization, while
recent political developments reflect renewed ideological consolidation
under the banner of Marxism (Cheek & Ownby, 2018). In Cuba,
revolutionary socialism achieved notable gains in health care and education,
though economic constraints and geopolitical pressures produced internal
contradictions (Blumenthal, 2016; Council on Foreign Relations, 2023).
Despite the richness of existing scholarship, several research gaps persist.



Reformed Marxism, History and Fundamental Debates

First, comparative studies linking Eastern and Western Marxist traditions remain
limited. As Callinicos (2020) and Harvey (2010) note, there is still insufficient
theoretical dialogue between Marxism practiced through state institutions in the
East and Marxism developed as critical theory in the West.

Second, contemporary Marxist approaches to issues such as ecological
crisis, migration, and digital labour often lack empirical grounding. While
ecological Marxists like Foster (2000), Burkett (2014), and Saito (2017)
have revitalized Marx’s concept of the metabolic rift, more empirical
research is needed to connect theory with policy and institutional outcomes.

Third, modern forms of inequality extend beyond class to include
race, gender, sexuality, and identity. Intersectional theorists and Marxist
feminists have argued that traditional class analysis alone cannot adequately
explain multidimensional oppression (Crenshaw, 1989; Davis, 1981;
Federici, 2004; Bhattacharya, 2017). Fraser (2014, 2019) highlights the
need to integrate economic, cultural, and political dimensions to develop a
more comprehensive theory of justice under contemporary capitalism.

From these gaps emerge three central research questions:

- How can Marxism be reconstructed as an interdisciplinary analytical
framework capable of explaining global phenomena such as climate change,
inequality, technological transformation, and digital labour extraction?

- What political, economic, and cultural factors shape the success,
failure, or adaptation of Marxist-inspired governance in different national
contexts, particularly in a post-globalization era?

- Can Marxism be reconciled with contemporary critical theories
including feminism, postcolonial studies, ecological thought, and
intersectionality without losing its materialist foundations?

Addressing these questions will not only clarify the conceptual
evolution of Marxism in the twenty first century but also open pathways for
comparative, cross-cultural, and policy-relevant research that reaffirms the
continued significance of Marxist theory in a rapidly changing world.

4. CORE THEORETICAL DEBATES IN REFORMED MARXISM

Reformed Marxism encompasses diverse theoretical currents that
emerged as scholars reinterpreted Marx’s ideas in response to the complex
transformations of modern societies. Although these approaches vary
in emphasis, they share a concern with revisiting foundational questions
about structure, agency, ideology, the state, and the nature of capitalist
exploitation. This section examines several fundamental debates that define
contemporary Marxist thought.

One of the most persistent debates concerns the relationship between
human agency and structural determination. Classical Marxism emphasized
that social existence shapes consciousness and that economic structures
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fundamentally organize social life (Marx, 1867; Marx & Engels, 1846).
Yet Marx also acknowledged that individuals make history within inherited
constraints. In the twentieth century, Western Marxists such as Lukacs (1923)
and Sartre highlighted the centrality of consciousness and the active role of
human subjects in transforming society. Conversely, structuralist Marxists
argued that social structures operate independently of individual intentions.
Althusser (1971) conceptualized individuals as constituted through
ideological practices, stressing that the reproduction of capitalism depends
on impersonal structures rather than conscious decisions. Contemporary
debates seek to reconcile these views by theorizing how structure and
agency interact dialectically within historical processes.

The relationship between the economic base and the ideological
superstructure has long been a central theoretical issue. Classical formulations
suggested that the economic base conditions the superstructure, even if
cultural and political systems exert reciprocal influence (Marx & Engels,
1846). Later theorists developed more nuanced interpretations. Gramsci
(1971) proposed that cultural hegemony is essential for maintaining class
domination, thereby granting ideological processes a central role. Althusser
(1971) argued for the relative autonomy of the superstructure, particularly
ideological state apparatuses, which interpellate individuals and ensure
the reproduction of social relations. The debate now focuses on how to
conceptualize the dynamic interactions between economic structures and
ideological formations in an era characterized by cultural industries, digital
media, and global information flows (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1947; Castells,
1996).

Classical Marxism conceived the state as an instrument of class
domination that serves the interests of the ruling class (Marx & Engels, 1848).
However, later Marxist traditions challenged this narrow interpretation.
Lenin (1917) emphasized the state’s dual character as both an instrument
of class rule and a site of revolutionary transformation. Poulantzas and
Althusser (1971) later conceptualized the state as a structural ensemble
composed of both repressive and ideological apparatuses. These institutions,
while serving the reproduction of capitalism, also possess internal
contradictions and relative autonomy. Contemporary debates examine how
the capitalist state navigates competing pressures from global markets,
domestic political demands, and ideological legitimation, particularly in a
world where sovereignty is increasingly shaped by transnational economic
forces (Harvey, 2005; Streeck, 2016).

Marx understood class struggle as rooted in the extraction of surplus
value from the labour of the working class (Marx, 1867). Yet the nature
of labour has evolved significantly. The expansion of digital labour,
platform work, global supply chains, and precarious employment poses new
theoretical challenges. Scholars such as Fuchs (2014), Srnicek (2017), and
Woodcock (2017) argue that contemporary capitalism extracts value not
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only from waged labour but also from unpaid or underpaid digital activities,
data production, and emotional labour. This requires a rethinking of class
categories and exploitation mechanisms. Marxist feminists and social
reproduction theorists, including Federici (2004) and Bhattacharya (2017),
further broaden the analysis by highlighting unpaid domestic and care labour
as fundamental to the reproduction of capitalist society. These contributions
expand the terrain of class struggle beyond the traditional factory setting
and situate exploitation within broader social processes.

Classical Marxism predicted that intensifying contradictions within
capitalism would generate revolutionary upheaval (Marx & Engels, 1848).
However, revolutions occurred primarily in less industrialized societies
rather than the advanced capitalist nations Marx anticipated. This divergence
prompted theoretical reconsideration. Gramsci (1971) emphasized cultural
and ideological struggle as prerequisites for revolutionary change, while
Western Marxists argued that welfare states, mass culture, and ideological
integration reduced the likelihood of revolutionary consciousness (Adorno
& Horkheimer, 1944). In contrast, Mao (1937) theorized that revolution in
agrarian societies required a different strategy centered on the peasantry.
Contemporary debates examine whether structural contradictions alone can
drive transformation, or whether political agency, cultural contestation, and
transnational struggle are now equally necessary.

Marx regarded ideology as a distorted representation of social reality
that legitimizes existing power relations (Marx & Engels, 1846). Gramsci
(1971) reframed ideology as a terrain of struggle over cultural leadership,
while the Frankfurt School analyzed how mass culture produces conformity
and inhibits critical thought (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1944). Althusser
(1971) offered a structural account in which ideology operates materially
through institutions that interpellate individuals into subject positions.
More recent theorists have examined ideology through discursive, cultural,
and psychoanalytic lenses (Zizek, 2009). The debate now centers on how
ideology functions in digital environments, where media systems, platforms,
and algorithmic governance shape perception, identity, and political action
(Fuchs, 2020).

Marxists have long argued that knowledge is shaped by material
conditions and class interests (Marx, 1867). The Frankfurt School broadened
this critique by examining how capitalist rationality permeates scientific,
cultural, and political forms of knowledge (Habermas, 1984). Foucault’s
analyses of power and knowledge (1978, 1980), although not Marxist,
influenced contemporary critical theory by revealing how discourse and
power relations produce subjectivities. Modern Marxist thinkers integrate
these insights to analyze how capitalist power structures influence
intellectual production, communication networks, and cultural practices
(Castells, 1996; Fuchs, 2020). This debate interrogates whether knowledge
can be separated from power relations and explores the role of critical theory

237

AUFKLARUNG, Jodo Pessoa, v.12, n.2, Ago., 2025, p.231-248



[
W

AUFKLARUNG, Jodo Pessoa, v.12, n.2, Ago., 2025, p.231-248

8

Nguyen Thi Thanh Dung

in exposing ideological domination.

5. EcoNnOoMIC TRANSFORMATIONS AND EMERGING CHALLENGES

In recent decades, global capitalism has intensified into a highly
integrated, financialized, and crisis-prone system. Marxist analysts argue
that contemporary economic trends confirm many of Marx’s core insights
regarding accumulation, class polarization, and systemic instability
(Marx, 1867; Harvey, 2005). The widening gap between the wealthy and
the poor illustrates the enduring relevance of Marx’s critique of capitalist
concentration. Studies of global inequality show that wealth is increasingly
concentrated in the hands of a small elite, while real economic opportunities
diminish for large segments of the global population (Piketty, 2014;
Callinicos, 2020). These patterns reflect what Harvey (2005) describes
as the logic of neoliberal restructuring, which privileges capital mobility,
market deregulation, and privatization while eroding public welfare.

The financial crisis of 2008 exemplified the systemic vulnerabilities
of financialized capitalism. As Tonak and Savran (2023) argue, the crash
exposed the degree to which speculative financial markets structured global
economic relations and demonstrated the destructive potential of debt-driven
accumulation. The collapse of major financial institutions unleashed a wave
of unemployment, austerity, and declining living standards, revealing the
deep contradictions inherent in contemporary capitalism. Streeck (2016)
similarly warns that the long-term trajectory of capitalist economies is
marked by chronic instability, rising inequality, and declining democratic
capacity.

Globalization has also reshaped the relationship between capital and
labour. The global reorganization of production has enabled transnational
corporations to exploit wage differentials across national borders, thereby
intensifying competition among workers and exerting downward pressure
on labour standards (Wallerstein, 1974). Migrant labour has become an
increasingly important component of global production, functioning as what
Marx might describe as an expanded reserve army of labour. Contemporary
analyses show that migrants often work under precarious conditions and
serve to stabilize capitalist accumulation by providing flexible, low-cost
labour (MigraMundo Equipe, 2021). These dynamics reinforce structural
patterns of inequality and expose the limitations of national regulatory
frameworks in the face of transnational capital flows.

Environmental crisis and ecological limits

Classical Marxism treated nature primarily within the framework
of material production, yet ecological Marxists have revisited Marx’s
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writings to highlight his recognition of metabolic rifts created by capitalist
development (Foster, 2000; Burkett, 2014). Contemporary analyses argue
that the ecological crisis, manifested in climate change, biodiversity loss,
and resource depletion, constitutes one of the most severe contradictions
of modern capitalism. Saito (2017, 2022) develops this line of thought by
showing that Marx increasingly understood ecological breakdown as an
inherent consequence of the relentless pursuit of profit and growth. His
work suggests that any viable alternative must incorporate ecological
sustainability into the core of socialist planning.

Digital transformation, platform capitalism, and the restructuring
of labour

The digital revolution has introduced new forms of labour that extend
beyond traditional wage employment. Scholars such as Dyer-Witheford
(1999), Fuchs (2014), and Srnicek (2017) argue that digital and platform
capitalism intensifies exploitation by extracting value from data, social
interaction, and unpaid digital labour. Terranova (2000) demonstrates
how online activity produces “free labour” that corporations monetize,
while Woodcock (2017) emphasizes the precariousness and fragmentation
of digital work. These analyses suggest that Marxist categories such as
surplus value and exploitation must be expanded to include data extraction,
algorithmic management, and the commodification of digital behaviour.

Identity, power, and multidimensional inequality

Contemporary societies face forms of oppression that are not fully
captured by class analysis alone. Intersectional theorists such as Crenshaw
(1989) and Marxist feminists including Davis (1981), Federici (2004), and
Bhattacharya (2017) argue that gender, race, sexuality, and reproductive
labour must be incorporated into Marxist frameworks. Their work shows that
capitalism relies not only on class exploitation but also on the reproduction
of social hierarchies that intersect with race, gender, and colonial histories.
Fraser (2014, 2019) proposes an integrated theory that connects economic
distribution with cultural recognition and political representation, arguing
that a renewed Marxism must address all three dimensions to remain
relevant.

Migration, multiculturalism, and global inequalities

Migration has become a defining feature of the contemporary world
system. According to analyses rooted in world-systems theory, global
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migration flows reflect structural inequalities between core and peripheral
regions of the capitalist economy (Wallerstein, 1974). MigraMundo Equipe
(2021) notes that migrant labour is systematically incorporated into global
production regimes as a flexible and often expendable workforce. These
patterns raise questions about the adequacy of class-based frameworks in
multicultural societies where identity, ethnicity, and citizenship status shape
material conditions and political agency.

Taken together, these economic transformations and emerging
challenges illustrate both the enduring relevance and the necessary evolution
of Marxist theory. Classical insights into exploitation, accumulation, and
crisis remain crucial for analyzing global capitalism, yet new conditions,
ecological collapse, digital extraction, intersectional oppression, and global
mobility, require theoretical expansion. Contemporary Marxism is therefore
tasked with integrating these dimensions while maintaining its materialist
core, enabling the framework to address the complexities of twenty first
century capitalism.

6. STRENGTHS OF MARXISM AND CONTEMPORARY VARIANTS

Contemporary variants of Marxism demonstrate that the theory has
continued to evolve while preserving several enduring strengths that make
it a powerful analytical framework for understanding social, economic, and
political dynamics. Although these variants differ in approach, they share
a commitment to exposing structural relations of power, interrogating the
logic of capitalist accumulation, and envisioning possibilities for social
transformation. This section outlines several key strengths that characterize
both classical and reformed Marxist perspectives.

One of the most significant strengths of Marxism lies in its structural
explanation of capitalist development. Marx’s analysis of value, surplus
extraction, and accumulation provides a systematic framework for
understanding how inequality is produced and reproduced within capitalist
economies (Marx, 1867). Contemporary scholars such as Harvey (2005)
and Piketty (2014) demonstrate that Marx’s insights remain relevant for
explaining the long-term concentration of wealth and the rising power of
financial capital. Callinicos (2020) and Tonak and Savran (2023) similarly
argue that recurring crises, persistent unemployment, and widening global
inequality affirm the structural contradictions that Marx identified.

Marxism’s emphasis on structural forces allows analysts to see
beyond surface-level phenomena and understand how capitalist relations
shape political institutions, cultural practices, and social identities. This
capacity for structural analysis is a central reason why Marxism continues
to be widely used in political economy and critical social theory.

Another major strength of Marxism is its capacity to uncover the
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ideological mechanisms through which social domination is maintained.
Classical Marxist theory linked ideology to the reproduction of class relations
(Marx & Engels, 1846). Western Marxists, especially the Frankfurt School
and Gramsci, expanded this insight by examining how culture, media,
and communication systems shape consciousness and consent (Adorno &
Horkheimer, 1944; Horkheimer & Adorno, 1947; Gramsci, 1971). Althusser
(1971) argued that ideology has a material existence through institutions
that shape individuals as subjects.

These contributions equip Marxism with a distinctive analytical ability
toreveal hidden structures of domination and to question the taken for granted
assumptions that support capitalist social order. Modern theorists further
deepen this analysis by examining how digital systems, communication
networks, and algorithmic platforms participate in producing subjectivity
and managing social behavior (Fuchs, 2020; Castells, 1996). This ongoing
elaboration demonstrates Marxism’s adaptability in analyzing new forms of
ideological power.

Marxism’s flexibility allows it to incorporate insights from other
fields while maintaining a materialist foundation. The works of Gramsci,
Althusser, and the Frankfurt School expanded Marxist thought beyond
economics to include culture, ideology, and everyday practices. Feminist and
intersectional theorists such as Davis (1981), Federici (2004), Bhattacharya
(2017), and Fraser (2014, 2019) have further developed Marxism by linking
class exploitation with gendered and racialized forms of oppression.
Postcolonial theorists including Fanon (1963), Spivak (1988), and Said
(1978) have used Marxist categories to analyze colonialism, cultural
domination, and global power hierarchies.

This interdisciplinary capacity enables Marxism to remain analytically
rich and theoretically expansive. Rather than remaining confined to
nineteenth century concerns, Marxism continues to incorporate new domains
of inquiry including ecology, technology studies, media theory, and global
sociology.

Marxism offers a comprehensive perspective on global systems and
historical transformations. Wallerstein’s world-systems analysis (1974),
although distinct from classical Marxism, builds on Marxist foundations to
explain the hierarchies of the global economy and the long-term evolution
of capitalist production. Similarly, Foster (2000), Burkett (2014), and Saito
(2017, 2022) extend Marxist analysis to environmental issues by showing
how ecological degradation is driven by systemic imperatives of capitalist
expansion. By emphasizing the connections between local and global
processes, Marxism continues to illuminate the dynamics of imperialism,
dependency, and global inequality. This global perspective remains crucial
for understanding contemporary political economy.

Marxism is not only a descriptive theory but also a normative one that
envisions possibilities for emancipatory transformation. The revolutionary
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political strategies of Lenin (1917) and Mao (1937), the critical cultural
strategies of Gramsci (1971), and the utopian theoretical projects of Wright
(2010) illustrate the diverse ways Marxists have attempted to theorize
and pursue social change. Contemporary theorists argue that Marxism is
indispensable for imagining alternatives to neoliberal capitalism and for
articulating visions of democratic, ecological, and socially just futures
(Eagleton, 2011; Saito, 2022). This transformative orientation remains one
of Marxism’s enduring strengths, inspiring movements for labour rights,
gender equality, environmental justice, and anti-colonial liberation.

7. LIMITATIONS OF MARXISM AND CONTEMPORARY THEORETICAL
CHALLENGES

Although Marxism provides a powerful framework for analyzing
capitalism and social inequality, it also contains several limitations that have
been widely discussed by scholars. These limitations are not uniform across
all Marxist traditions, but they reveal structural tensions within the theory
that require continued critical reflection and refinement. Contemporary
Marxists have sought to address these issues by integrating insights from
feminist theory, ecology, postcolonial studies, digital labour analysis, and
global sociology. This section outlines several prominent limitations and
theoretical challenges.

One of the most frequently cited limitations of classical Marxism is
its tendency toward economic determinism. Marx and Engels emphasized
the primacy of the economic base in shaping social, cultural, and political
structures (Marx & Engels, 1846). While this framework offers explanatory
clarity, critics argue that it can oversimplify the complexity of social life.
Western Marxists such as Gramsci (1971) and the Frankfurt School (Adorno
& Horkheimer, 1944) responded by shifting attention to culture and
ideology. Althusser (1971) attempted to revise the classical model through
the concept of relative autonomy, but his account still privileges structural
determination.

Contemporary theorists suggest that social relations of power cannot
be fully understood through economic analysis alone. Feminist theorists
point out that unpaid domestic labour and reproductive work, which are
central to sustaining capitalist economies, are not adequately explained
within traditional class categories (Federici, 2004; Bhattacharya, 2017).
Intersectional theorists argue that racial and gender hierarchies shape
material conditions in ways that cannot be reduced to class alone (Crenshaw,
1989; Davis, 1981). These critiques highlight the need for a more pluralistic
and multidimensional understanding of domination.

Although recent scholarship has emphasized Marx’s insights into
metabolic rifts between human society and nature (Foster, 2000; Saito,
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2017), classical Marxism did not develop a comprehensive ecological
theory. Marx focused mainly on the dynamics of industrial capitalism,
leaving ecological contradictions less elaborated than economic ones. Later
ecological Marxists have demonstrated that environmental crises cannot
be understood without examining the structural imperatives of capitalist
accumulation (Burkett, 2014; Foster, Clark, & York, 2010). However, the
limited ecological attention in the classical period means that contemporary
Marxism must undertake extensive theoretical reconstruction to address
environmental limits, climate change, and planetary boundaries.

Classical Marxism was primarily concerned with class conflict,
production, and economic exploitation. As a result, struggles based on
race, gender, sexuality, colonial experience, and cultural identity often
received insufficient attention. Feminist theorists such as Davis (1981) and
Butler (1990), postcolonial theorists such as Fanon (1963) and Said (1978),
and intersectional theorists such as Crenshaw (1989) have shown that
capitalist exploitation intersects with multiple axes of domination. Spivak
(1988) further demonstrated that colonial and subaltern subjects cannot be
understood through class categories alone.

These critiques reveal that a strict class-centered approach risks
overlooking important dimensions of inequality that shape lived experience.
Contemporary Marxists, including Fraser (2014, 2019) and La Berge
(2019), argue for integrating recognition, representation, and redistribution
to develop a more comprehensive understanding of structural injustice.

Another major limitation concerns Marxism’s difficulty in explaining
why revolutions did not occur in advanced capitalist societies where
industrial working classes were strongest. Marx and Engels expected
revolutionary potential to emerge from intensifying contradictions within
the capitalist mode of production (Marx & Engels, 1848). In reality, major
socialist revolutions occurred in semi-peripheral or agrarian societies such
as Russia, China, Vietnam, and Cuba (Lenin, 1917; Mao, 1937; Cheek &
Ownby, 2018; Blumenthal, 2016). Western Marxists argued that factors
such as welfare policies, mass culture, consumerism, and ideological
integration reduced revolutionary consciousness (Adorno & Horkheimer,
1944; Gramsci, 1971).

These unexpected historical outcomes require Marxism to reconsider
its assumptions regarding class formation, political agency, and the
mechanisms of social transformation.

Marxist theory has influenced numerous political movements and
governmental systems, yet its translation into stable governance has faced
contradictions. Socialist experiments have achieved important gains in
education, health care, and social equality, but they have also encountered
economic constraints, bureaucratic centralization, and political tensions
(Cheek & Ownby, 2018; Blumenthal, 2016; Council on Foreign Relations,
2023). These experiences reveal challenges in balancing state planning with
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social participation and flexibility. Contemporary theorists such as Wright
(2010) propose forms of real utopias that combine Marxist objectives
with democratic and institutional innovations. However, the history of
socialist state-building suggests that Marxism must confront persistent
tensions between centralization and democratization, between planning and
creativity, and between ideological coherence and diversity.

Although Marx provided foundational insights into labour and value,
the emergence of digital capitalism poses new theoretical challenges. The
extraction of value from data, the commodification of attention, and the global
reach of communication networks require updated analytical categories
(Fuchs, 2014; Srnicek, 2017). Terranova (2000) and Woodcock (2017)
show that digital labour often takes unpaid or precarious forms, expanding
exploitation beyond the traditional workplace. These developments highlight
the need for contemporary Marxism to rethink concepts of labour, value,
and exploitation within digital environments.

8. DIRECTIONS FOR THE RENEWAL OF MARXIST THEORY IN THE TWENTY
FIRST CENTURY

As global capitalism undergoes profound transformations, Marxist
theory must continue to evolve in order to remain analytically rigorous
and politically relevant. The challenges posed by ecological crisis, digital
labour, global migration, and multidimensional inequality require Marxism
to expand its conceptual tools while preserving the materialist foundations
that define its intellectual identity. This section outlines several key
directions for the renewal of Marxist thought in the twenty first century.

Recent scholarship has demonstrated that ecological crisis is not an
external problem but a structural consequence of capitalist accumulation.
Foster (2000), Burkett (2014), and Saito (2017, 2022) show that Marx’s later
writings contain important insights regarding the metabolic rift between
society and nature. These scholars argue that ecological degradation results
from the capitalist imperative of continuous growth, which prioritizes
profit over environmental sustainability. The renewal of Marxist theory
therefore requires the integration of ecological analysis into its fundamental
categories. This includes rethinking production, consumption, and value in
ways that respect planetary limits and ecological reproduction.

The rise of digital technologies has created new forms of exploitation
and alienation that classical Marxism could not fully anticipate. Platform
capitalism restructures labour relations through algorithmic management,
surveillance, and data extraction (Fuchs, 2014; Srnicek, 2017). Dyer-
Witheford (1999) explains how digital infrastructures reshape the circuits
of capital, while Terranova (2000) demonstrates that online activity
often produces unpaid labour for corporations. Woodcock (2017) further



Reformed Marxism, History and Fundamental Debates

highlights the precarious and fragmented nature of digital labour. These
developments require Marxist theory to revise core concepts such as labour,
value, and commodity in order to account for data-driven accumulation and
the commodification of digital behaviour.

Another essential direction for the renewal of Marxist theory
involves the integration of feminist, intersectional, and social reproduction
perspectives. Marxist feminists such as Davis (1981), Federici (2004),
and Bhattacharya (2017) demonstrate that unpaid domestic labour,
reproductive work, and gendered forms of exploitation are central to
capitalist accumulation. Intersectional theorists such as Crenshaw (1989)
argue that race, gender, and class intersect to produce complex forms of
marginalization. Fraser (2014, 2019) proposes a multidimensional model
that connects the economic, political, and cultural dimensions of justice.
These approaches enrich Marxism by expanding its analytic capacity beyond
class reductionism and by illuminating how capitalist domination operates
across multiple axes of identity.

The renewal of Marxism also requires deeper engagement with global
power relations. Postcolonial theorists such as Fanon (1963), Said (1978),
and Spivak (1988) reveal how colonial and neocolonial structures shape
identities, cultures, and material conditions. Their analyses demonstrate that
capitalism is inseparable from racialized and imperial forms of domination.
Wallerstein’s world-systems theory (1974) complements this insight by
explaining the hierarchical relations between core, semi-peripheral, and
peripheral regions. Incorporating these perspectives allows Marxism to
better account for global inequality, transnational labour exploitation, and
the geopolitical conditions that structure capitalist development.

Historical experiences of socialist governance have produced both
achievements and contradictions. Cheek and Ownby (2018), Blumenthal
(2016), and the Council on Foreign Relations (2023) observe that
revolutionary projects often face tensions between centralization and
participation, ideological coherence and pluralism, and economic planning
and flexibility. Wright (2010) proposes developing real utopias that
combine democratic experimentation with the pursuit of social equality.
These initiatives demonstrate that the renewal of Marxism requires not
only theoretical innovation but also the reinvention of political practice.
Future socialist projects must integrate ecological sustainability, gender
equality, digital rights, and participatory democracy to respond effectively
to contemporary conditions.

Modern societies are shaped increasingly by communication networks,
media flows, and algorithmic systems. Classical analyses of ideology by
Marx (Marx & Engels, 1846), Gramsci (1971), and the Frankfurt School
(Adorno & Horkheimer, 1944; Horkheimer & Adorno, 1947) remain
foundational, but they require further development in light of new forms of
digital mediation. Contemporary scholars such as Castells (1996) and Fuchs
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(2020) show that power now operates through information infrastructures,
platform architectures, and the production of datafied subjectivities.
Renewed Marxist theory must therefore address how ideology is reproduced
and contested within online environments, social media ecosystems, and
global information circuits.

The final task for the renewal of Marxism is the synthesis of these
diverse contributions. Theoretical innovation must connect ecological
sustainability, digital transformation, intersectional justice, and global
political economy within a unified materialist perspective. This synthesis
does not aim to dilute Marxism but to strengthen it by expanding its analytic
reach while preserving its core commitments to historical materialism, class
analysis, and emancipatory transformation. As Eagleton (2011) and Saito
(2022) argue, Marxism retains its critical power precisely because it can
adapt to new conditions without abandoning its foundational principles.

9. CONCLUSION

The development of Marxism from its classical foundation to its
contemporary reformulations demonstrates the remarkable flexibility of this
intellectual tradition. Although Marxism originated as a critique of industrial
capitalism, many of its core insights remain relevant for understanding the
organization of modern economies, the persistence of inequality, and the
structural dynamics that shape political and social life. Over time, different
strands of Marxist thought have emerged in both the East and the West,
each adapting the theory to specific historical and cultural contexts. These
varied trajectories reveal that Marxism has never been a static doctrine but
rather a continually evolving framework shaped by new conditions and new
questions. In the contemporary world, global challenges such as ecological
degradation, digital transformation, financial instability, and widening
social divisions have intensified the need for theoretical approaches capable
of addressing complex and interconnected problems. Modern expansions of
Marxism have attempted to respond by examining issues related to culture,
ideology, subject formation, and global power structures, while others have
focused on ecological sustainability, gender and social reproduction, and
the rise of platform based economic models. Together, these developments
show that Marxism can generate productive dialogue with many other
critical traditions and fields of inquiry. The continuing value of Marxism
lies in its capacity to illuminate the structural roots of social problems
and to encourage thinking about alternatives beyond dominant economic
and political arrangements. Yet Marxism must also continue to renew
itself, not by abandoning its foundational insights, but by integrating new
perspectives and addressing emerging forms of domination and inequality. A
contemporary Marxism that remains open, reflexive, and attentive to global
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realities can continue to serve as an important resource for scholarship and
for broader efforts toward social transformation.
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