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Dictionary Of Marxist Thought

Introduction: A Gateway to Understanding Marxist
Theory

For students, scholars, and activists seeking to navigate the vast and often
complex terrain of Marxist theory, few resources are as indispensable as the
Dictionary Of Marxist Thought. This landmark reference work, originally
edited by Tom Bottomore, has served for decades as a comprehensive guide
to  the  concepts,  thinkers,  historical  events,  and  debates  that  define  the
Marxist intellectual tradition. More than a simple glossary, the Dictionary Of
Marxist  Thought  functions  as  a  scholarly  compendium,  offering  detailed
entries that explore the nuances of key terms such as alienation, base and
superstructure, class consciousness, and dialectical materialism. In an era
where misinformation about Marxist ideas is common, having access to a
reliable, authoritative source becomes essential. This article will explore the
history,  structure,  content,  and  enduring  relevance  of  this  remarkable
reference work,  demonstrating  why it  remains  a  cornerstone for  anyone
serious  about  understanding  Marxist  philosophy,  economics,  and political
theory.

The Genesis and Editorial Vision

The  first  edition  of  the  Dictionary  Of  Marxist  Thought  was  published  in
1983 by Blackwell  Reference. The project was conceived at a time when
Marxist  scholarship  was  experiencing  a  significant  resurgence  in  Western
academia, particularly in disciplines such as sociology, history, and literary
theory. However, the field was also marked by intense internal debates, rival
schools of interpretation, and a proliferation of specialized terminology that
could be daunting for newcomers. Editor Tom Bottomore, a distinguished
British sociologist  and Marxist  scholar,  recognized the need for  a  single,
authoritative volume that could clarify these complexities without sacrificing
intellectual rigor.

Bottomore  assembled  an  international  editorial  board  and  commissioned
contributions from leading experts across various fields. The goal was not to
present a monolithic or dogmatic interpretation of Marxism, but rather to
reflect  the  diversity  of  thought  within  the  Marxist  tradition.  Contributors
included figures such as Eric Hobsbawm, David McLellan, Raymond Williams,
and many other prominent intellectuals. This collaborative approach ensured
that  the  Dictionary Of Marxist  Thought  would  be  a  work  of  genuine
scholarly breadth, covering not only the foundational ideas of Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels but also the contributions of later thinkers such as Antonio
Gramsci, Georg Lukács, and the Frankfurt School.



Scope and Structure of the Work

The  Dictionary  Of  Marxist  Thought  is  organized  alphabetically,  with
entries ranging from short definitions of specific terms to extended essays on
major  concepts,  historical  figures,  and  schools  of  thought.  Each  entry  is
designed to be self-contained, allowing readers to quickly find information on
a particular topic, while also cross-referencing related entries to encourage
deeper exploration. This structure makes the dictionary equally useful for
quick reference and for sustained study. A typical  entry includes a clear
definition,  historical  context,  discussion  of  different  interpretations,  and  a
brief  bibliography  for  further  reading.

One of the strengths of the work is its breadth. It covers not only the core
theoretical  concepts  of  Marxism  but  also  its  engagement  with  other
disciplines  and  intellectual  movements.  Entries  on  topics  such  as
anthropology, aesthetics, ecology, and feminism demonstrate the reach and
adaptability  of  Marxist  analysis.  The dictionary also includes biographical
entries  on  major  Marxist  figures,  as  well  as  entries  on  key  historical  events
and movements, such as the Paris Commune, the Russian Revolution, and
various socialist and communist parties around the world.

Key Concepts Explored in Depth

The  Dictionary  Of  Marxist  Thought  provides  particularly  thorough
treatment of the central concepts of Marxist theory. For example, the entry
on alienation traces the concept from Marx's early writings in the Economic
and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 through its later development in Capital.
It explains the four dimensions of alienation: from the product of labor, from
the labor process, from one's species-being, and from other human beings.
Similarly,  the  entry  on  dialectical  materialism  carefully  distinguishes
between Engels's formulation and Marx's own use of the dialectical method, a
distinction that has been the subject of considerable debate among scholars.

The dictionary also excels at clarifying terms that are often misunderstood or
used imprecisely. Consider the entry on base and superstructure. Rather
than presenting a simplistic economic determinism, the entry explores the
nuanced ways in which Marx and Engels understood the relationship between
economic relations and political, legal, and cultural forms. It discusses later
contributions, such as Gramsci's concept of hegemony and Althusser's notion
of relative autonomy, showing how Marxist theory has evolved to address the
complexity of social life. Other crucial entries cover class, class struggle,
commodity  fetishism,  exploitation,  ideology,  mode  of  production,
surplus  value,  and  the  state.  Each  entry  is  written  with  clarity  and
precision, making even difficult ideas accessible to a motivated reader.
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Significant Contributions and Notable Thinkers

Beyond its coverage of core concepts, the Dictionary Of Marxist Thought
is  invaluable  for  its  treatment  of  the  major  figures  who  have  shaped  the
Marxist  tradition.  Biographical  entries  on  Karl  Marx  and  Friedrich  Engels
provide detailed accounts of their intellectual development and collaborative
work. These entries go beyond mere biography to analyze the evolution of
their ideas and the intellectual contexts in which they wrote. Similarly, entries
on later Marxist thinkers offer critical assessments of their contributions and
their place within the broader tradition.

For  instance,  the  entry  on  Antonio  Gramsci  explores  his  concepts  of
hegemony, passive revolution, and the distinction between traditional and
organic intellectuals. The entry on Georg Lukács examines his theory of
reification  and  his  interpretation  of  class  consciousness.  The  Frankfurt
School  is  covered through entries  on  figures  such as  Theodor  Adorno,  Max
Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse, as well as through entries on concepts
such as critical theory and the culture industry. The dictionary also includes
entries on thinkers outside the mainstream of Western Marxism, such as Mao
Zedong, Che Guevara, and José Carlos Mariátegui, reflecting the global reach
of Marxist thought.

Historical Events and Movements

The Dictionary Of Marxist Thought also devotes considerable attention to
the historical movements and events that have been shaped by, or in turn
have  shaped,  Marxist  theory.  Entries  on  the  Russian  Revolution,  the
Chinese Revolution,  and the Cuban Revolution  analyze these events
through a Marxist lens, considering questions of leadership, class dynamics,
and the relationship between theory and practice. The dictionary also covers
the history of  socialist  and communist  parties,  the development of  trade
unionism, and the emergence of various leftist movements around the world.

These historical entries are particularly valuable because they help readers
understand the concrete contexts in which Marxist ideas have been applied
and transformed. They also highlight the tensions and contradictions that
have arisen in the attempt to realize Marxist goals in practice. Rather than
presenting  an  idealized  or  propagandistic  account,  the  dictionary  offers  a
critical  and nuanced perspective  that  recognizes  both  achievements  and
failures.

Editions and Revisions Over Time

Since  its  initial  publication,  the  Dictionary  Of  Marxist  Thought  has
undergone  revisions  and  updates  to  reflect  developments  in  Marxist
scholarship  and  changes  in  the  political  landscape.  The  second  edition,
published in 1991, appeared at a particularly turbulent moment, following the



collapse of the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc. This edition included new
entries on topics such as perestroika  and glasnost,  as well  as revised
assessments of  the legacy of  actually  existing socialism. The post-Soviet
context also prompted new reflections on the relationship between Marxism
and democracy, and between Marxism and nationalism.

While there has not been a fully revised third edition in recent years, the
Dictionary  Of  Marxist  Thought  remains  a  foundational  text  for
contemporary scholarship. Many entries have aged remarkably well, because
they focus on theoretical and conceptual issues that are enduring rather than
tied to a particular conjuncture. That said, readers seeking the most up-to-
date  scholarship  on  specific  topics  should  complement  their  use  of  the
dictionary with more recent publications. Nevertheless, for a comprehensive
overview of the Marxist tradition up to the early 1990s, there is no better
single-volume reference work.

The Impact and Significance of the Dictionary

The Dictionary Of  Marxist  Thought  has  had a  profound influence  on  the
study of Marxism in the English-speaking world and beyond. It  has been
widely cited in academic journals, used as a textbook in university courses,
and consulted by activists seeking to clarify their theoretical positions. The
dictionary's  commitment  to  intellectual  honesty  and  scholarly  rigor  has
earned it respect even from critics of Marxism, who acknowledge its value as
a reference work.

One  of  the  dictionary's  most  important  contributions  is  its  role  in
demystifying Marxist  terminology.  For  decades,  Marxist  writing was often
criticized for being dense, jargon-laden, and inaccessible. The Dictionary Of
Marxist Thought helped to address this problem by providing clear, precise
definitions  that  could  be  understood  by  a  broader  audience.  This  did  not
mean simplifying complex ideas, but rather explaining them in a way that
made them approachable without loss of depth. In doing so, the dictionary
helped  to  democratize  access  to  Marxist  theory,  making  it  available  to
students and activists who might otherwise have been discouraged by its
apparent complexity.

Comparison with Other Reference Works

Several other reference works on Marxism have been published over the
years, including A Dictionary of Marxist Thought (a different title) and various
encyclopedias of Marxism. However, the Dictionary Of Marxist Thought
edited by Bottomore remains the most widely respected and frequently cited.
What sets it apart is the quality and authority of its contributors, the breadth
of its coverage, and its balanced, non-dogmatic approach. While some more
recent reference works may offer more up-to-date entries on certain topics,
the Bottomore dictionary remains the standard against  which others  are
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measured.

For example, the online Encyclopedia of Marxism maintained by the Marxists
Internet  Archive  is  a  valuable  resource  for  free  access,  but  it  lacks  the
editorial oversight and scholarly consistency of the Dictionary Of Marxist
Thought.  Similarly,  more  specialized  dictionaries  focusing  on  specific
aspects of Marxism, such as Marxist economics or Marxist literary theory, are
useful for experts but do not offer the same comprehensive coverage. For a
general  reader  or  a  student  encountering  Marxism  for  the  first  time,  the
Bottomore  dictionary  is  an  excellent  starting  point,  providing  reliable
guidance through a complex and contested intellectual terrain.

How to Use the Dictionary for Study and Research

For students and researchers, the Dictionary Of Marxist Thought can be
used in several productive ways. First,  it  serves as a quick reference for
looking up unfamiliar terms encountered in primary texts by Marx, Engels, or
later  Marxist  writers.  If  you are reading Capital  and encounter  the term
primitive accumulation, the dictionary entry will provide you with a clear
explanation  of  its  meaning,  its  role  in  Marx's  argument,  and its  significance
for later debates. Second, the dictionary can be used to gain an overview of a
particular theme or concept. By reading the entry on a topic such as class,
along  with  its  cross-references  to  entries  on  class  struggle,  the
proletariat, the bourgeoisie, and the petty bourgeoisie, you can build a
sophisticated understanding of how these concepts relate to one another.

Third, the dictionary is a useful tool for research, because each entry includes
a  short  bibliography  of  key  primary  and  secondary  sources.  These
bibliographies can provide a starting point for a deeper investigation into a
particular topic.  For example, the entry on hegemony  will  direct you to
works by Gramsci and to important commentaries by later scholars. Fourth,
the dictionary can be read for its own sake, as an introduction to the breadth
and diversity of Marxist thought. Reading through entries on a variety of
topics can give you a sense of the range of issues that Marxist analysis has
addressed, from economics and politics to culture and science.

Semantic Keywords and Related Terms

When studying the Dictionary Of Marxist Thought,  it  is  helpful  to be
aware  of  the  semantic  field  of  related  terms  that  naturally  arise  from  its
content.  These  include  historical  materialism,  dialectics,  political
economy,


