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INTRODUCTION

Marx, the revolutionary 
thinker whose time has 
come ... again¹

Karl Marx (1818–1883) was the German philosopher whose ideas 

exercised a profound influence on the world and inspired countless 

revolutionary movements in the twentieth century. Yet, after the end of 

the Cold War in the late 1980s, Marx was considered irrelevant and was 

thus consigned to the margins of popular discourse.

Then came the series of economic crises beginning with East 

Asia in the 1990s and culminating in the United States (US)-induced 

global economic meltdown in 2008–2009. In the aftermath, there was 

renewed interest in and discussions of the works of Karl Marx. In 2014, 

Sean McElwee of Rolling Stone magazine noted that Marx accurately 

predicted that capitalism would regularly experience crisis as a result of 

“the inherently chaotic, crisis-prone nature of capitalism … [a] cycle that 

is still playing out before our eyes.” Also noted was Marx’s foretelling 

the phenomenon of “globalization” due to capital’s “relentless search for 

new markets and cheap labor … and more natural resources” (ibid.).

In a 2016 article in The New Yorker magazine, Louis Menand argued 

that Marx’s ideas, though formulated in the later 19th century, “may 

help us to understand the economic and political inequality of our 

time” as well as the “bubble of ferment in the advanced economies.” In 

other words, as Menand (2016) put it, “you can put Marx back in the 

nineteenth century, but you can’t keep him there.”

The celebrated French economist Thomas Pikkety (2014, 7) had this 

to say of Marx: “Economists of today would do well to take inspiration 

from his example.”

¹ This was delivered as opening remarks during the launch of the Marx Bicentennial Lecture Series on May 5, 2018 at the 
University of the Philippines Center for Integrative and Development Studies (UP CIDS), UP Diliman, Quezon City.
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As the second millennium neared its end in 1999, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) 

conducted a poll among its online readers on who they thought was the greatest thinker in the last 

1,000 years. The winner: Karl Marx. Second and third place went to Albert Einstein and Isaac Newton, 

respectively.

In an article in the British newspaper The Guardian, the Greek economist Yanis Varoufakis 

(2018), who served briefly as Finance Minister in the left-wing Syriza-led government, wrote that 

Marx “foresaw the predatory and polarized global capitalism of the 21st century … [and together with 

Engels] also showed us that we have the power to create a better world.” Varoufakis (2018) added 

that “to succeed as Marx and Engels did in accurately describing an era that would arrive a century-

and-a-half in the future, as well as to analyse the contradictions and choices we face today, is truly  

astounding.”

In an article in The New York Times, philosophy professor Jason Barker (2018) wrote that Marx’s 

“legacy would appear to be alive and well.” For Barker (2018), Marx's achievement was “his self-styled 

materialist thought” which provides “the critical weapons for undermining capitalism's ideological claim 

to be the only game in town.” Thus, Barker (2018) noted, “we are destined to keep citing him and testing 

his ideas until the kind of society that he struggled to bring about, and that increasing numbers of us 

now desire, is finally realized.”

The conservative The Economist (2018), in an article entitled “Rulers of the World: Read Karl Marx!,” 

grudgingly noted that “on his bicentenary Marx’s diagnosis of capitalism’s flaws is surprisingly relevant” 

and advised that “liberal reformers should use the 200th anniversary of Marx’s birth to reacquaint 

themselves with the great man—not only to understand the serious faults that he brilliantly identified in 

the system, but to remind themselves of the disaster that awaits if they fail to confront them.”

The Dalai Lama, as quoted in The Guardian (Halliwell 2011), stated that:

The economic system of Marxism is founded on moral principles, while capitalism is 

concerned only with gain and profitability. Marxism is concerned with the distribution 

of wealth on an equal basis … as well as the fate of those who are underprivileged and 

in need, and [it] cares about the victims of minority-imposed exploitation. For those 

reasons, the system appeals to me, and it seems fair.

The Huffington Post reported the following remarks by Pope Francis in response to “allegations that 

he is a Marxist, after he criticized unfettered capitalism” (Raushenbush 2013):

Marxist ideology is wrong. But I have met many Marxists in my life who are good 

people, so I don’t feel offended … . there is nothing in the exhortation that cannot be 

found in the social doctrine of the church.

In his autobiography, Long Walk to Freedom, Nelson Mandela (1995, 103) had this to say about 

Marxism:

I found myself strongly drawn to the idea of a classless society which, to my mind, was 

similar to traditional African culture where life was shared and communal. I subscribed 

to Marx’s basic dictum, which has the simplicity and generosity of the Golden Rule: 

“From each according to his ability; to each according to his needs.”

Albert Einstein, in a 1949 essay, Why Socialism?, published in Monthly Review, explains his political 

and economic standpoint:

TADEM
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The economic anarchy of capitalist society as it exists today is, in my opinion, the real 

source of the evil … . This crippling of individuals I consider the worst evil of capitalism. 

Our whole educational system suffers from this evil … . I am convinced there is only one 

way to eliminate these grave evils, namely, through the establishment of a socialist 

economy, accompanied by an educational system which would be oriented toward 

social goals [emphasis in original].

The year 2018 marked the 200th anniversary of Karl Marx’s birth. In many parts of the world, 

commemorative and celebratory events were organized. The Marx 200 International Conference on 

May 5, 2018, was organized by the School of Oriental and African Studies (University of London), 

“celebrating Marx’s work and exploring the significance of Marxism in the world today.” The Carnegie 

Mellon University Humanities Center in Pittsburgh, USA, held a series of lecture forums on Marx which 

began in January 2018 and lasted until September 2018. 

In Madrid, Spain, a major international conference “dedicated to the study of the work of Marx and 

his influence on science and pragmatic contemporary politics” was held in October 2018. In Hamburg, 

Germany, the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Societies (MPIfG) and the Hamburg Institute for Social 

Research jointly organized a series of livestream lectures on May 3–5, 2018, entitled “The Dynamics of 

Capitalism: Inquiries to Marx on the Occasion of his 200th birthday,” and headlined by Thomas Pikkety’s 

address on “Rising Inequality.” In Beijing, the 2nd World Congress on Marxism convened on May 5–6 

and was expected to attract 300 participants. Earlier, in February 2018, the University of Texas at Austin 

organized a “Marx at 200” panel discussion. These were just a few of the events that were organized; 

there were many more.

At the same time, books and reader-friendly literature on Marx piled up. Exhibitions and walking tours 

of places where Marx lived and worked were also held. On the lighter side, the municipal government of 

Trier, Germany (Marx’s birthplace), installed Marx-themed pedestrian traffic lights (“German city installs 

Karl Marx traffic lights,” BBC News, 20 March 2018) and erected a 20-foot statue of Marx donated by 

the Chinese government. Marx souvenir bank notes issued by the city with a face value of zero sold like 

hot cakes at 3 euros each—with 25,000 sold in a short time. On the whole, according to Meirian Jump, 

archivist at the Marx Memorial Library, “interest had increased in Marxism in the past couple of years, 

while numbers attending lectures on Marxism and conducting research … have risen in recent months” 

(Quinn 2018).

In the Philippines, several events were organized. The Socialist Circle launched a month-

long series of lectures, discussions, and film showings under the banner “Marx200 Festival.” On 

May 5, Bagong Alyansang Makabayan (BAYAN) and affiliate groups held the “Marx 200 Change 

the World” event at the UP Biology Auditorium, followed by a march to the UP Carillon, whose 

bells tolled the familiar strains of the Internationale. On May 26, the Congress of Teachers/

Educators for Nationalism and Democracy (CONTEND) held a one-day Marx at 200 Conference in  

UP Diliman. 

Under the auspices of the University of the Philippines Center for Integrative and Development 

Studies Program on Alternative Development (UP CIDS AltDev) and with the cooperation of The 

Socialist Circle, a group of academics and social movement activists gathered to plan for a series of events 

to commemorate Marx at 200. Fifty individuals expressed interest in participating in the project, with 40 

of them submitting their lecture topics. Coming from academe or from independent research institutes, 

these social movement activists covered the entire range of the country’s current Left spectrum, as well 

as students of Marxism. The objective of the project was to situate the works of Marx and Marxist theory 

and practice within the context of the Philippine political, economic, social, cultural, and scientific 

situation. The lecture forums will seek to:

INTRODUCTION
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• Interrogate the diverse intellectual, political, and historical legacies of Marx and Marxism;

• Revisit Marxist theory and practice in light of changing social, political, and economic contexts, 

such as technological development, the rise of social media, and the erosion of democracy 

across countries;

• Assess the complex relationship of Marxism with other intellectual currents and disciplines, 

from gender, science, and biopolitics to literature, historiography, and political practice;

• Determine how and to what extent Marxist theory and practice can inform, impede, and 

enrich questions of political and economic praxis.

Let me end by acknowledging that, historically, the pioneering institutional attempts at introducing 

Marx to the community started in the early 1980s, with the UP Third World Studies Center launching 

the Karl Marx Centennial Lecture Series that produced three volumes—in 1984, 1988, and 2010—with 

an additional volume, a compilation from Volumes One and Two, also in 2010.

Those who contributed to these volumes were: Randolf S. David, Francisco “Dodong” Nemenzo, 

Armando “Badi” Malay, Jr., Mario Bolasco, Cynthia Banzon-Bautista, Ricardo Ferrer, Patricio N. 

Abinales, Alexander Magno, Teresa S. Encarnacion Tadem, Laura L. Samson, Alice Guillermo, Aurora 

Roxas-Lim, Ramon “Bomen” Guillermo, Kathleen Weekley, Caroline S. Hau, Eduardo C. Tadem, Aida F. 

Santos, Aileen S.P. Baviera, Joseph Scalice, Ed de la Torre, and Rene Nachura.

Lastly, a message from UP Vice President for Academic Affairs Maria Cynthia Rose Banzon-Bautista, 

who sent an email from Kuala Lumpur saying: “I am with you in spirit. I’m proud that you guys are 

taking this on.”

TADEM
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Abstract

This lecture is a survey of Karl Marx’s writings, examining not only 

their depth but also how extensively he contributed to economic, 

political, social, and philosophical thought, topics which will be dealt 

with by other speakers in the lecture series. How did Marx contribute 

to development theory, and is his theory also a liberating theory that 

rejects the idea that any one oppression is primary while all others 

are secondary? Has Marxism evolved new oppressions, or are these 

deviations from his writings? How has Marxism developed into an 

intellectual tool, with visionary aims and practical strategies, and 

providing a framework for understanding the complex, integrated 

character of modern oppressions?

Marxism as a revolutionary theory and practice is a relevant topic to 

discuss this year (2018) as we celebrate the bicentennial or 200th birth 

year of one of the greatest intellectuals and philosophers who dreamt of 

a better world.

It is truly fitting that we commemorate, through this lecture, our 

resolve to create a socialist society worthy of the working people.

ROLAND G. SIMBULAN

Karl Marx:  
An Appreciation and  
Reflection on His 
Contribution to 
Development Theory¹

¹ Inaugural keynote address at the opening of the Marx Bicentennial Lecture Series (organized by the UP Center for Integrative 
and Development Studies (UP CIDS) Program on Alternative Development and the Socialist Circle) on May 5, 2018 at the UP 
CIDS, UP Diliman, Quezon City.
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My life has had a personal affinity with and attachment to Karl Marx. His initials, “KM,” were also 

the initials of Kabataang Makabayan, an organization of the Filipino youth and students who started 

my organized political activism in the early 1970s. In 1987, during the Cold War, after speaking at a 

Conference of the European Nuclear Disarmament in a member country of the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO), I took the effort to visit Marx’s birthplace in the city of Trier, then a part of East 

Germany, or the German Democratic Republic. In 1994, I had the opportunity to visit, in London, the 

Reading Room (now an Exhibition Room) of the British Museum Library, where Marx, using British 

government reports and official records, researched and painstakingly drafted for years, in his written 

notebooks, his book Das Kapital. In the limited time I had back then, rather than see Buckingham 

Palace, I decided it was more important to visit Marx’s final resting place, where members of his family 

are likewise buried, at Highgate Cemetery, located in the suburbs outside London. I am not embarrassed 

to tell you that I collected a few pebble stones around Marx’s grave, and gave them away as pasalubongs 

to some comrades in the Philippines.

Last May 4, 2018, during the opening of the 2nd World Congress on Marxism organized by Peking 

University’s School of Marxism, Xi Jinping, head of the largest Communist Party in the world, with 

approximately 89 million Party members, and president of the country with the largest population 

on earth, hailed Karl Marx as “the greatest thinker of Modern Times” and called on the 300 Marxist 

researchers and academics from all over the world who attended the World Congress on Marxism “to 

continuously improve the ability to use Marxism to analyze and solve practical problems.” In other words, 

to apply and engage in the creative application of Marxism.

In his time, Marx was a great intellectual giant who struck fear in the hearts of oppressors and shook 

the core foundations of capitalist oppression. Today, his work as a philosopher, social activist, historian, 

and revolutionary is highly respected not only by academics. On the eve of the 21st century millennium, 

October 1, 1999, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) conducted a global survey on the world’s 

greatest thinkers. Karl Marx was voted “The Greatest Thinker of the Millennium” in the BBC global 

survey. Marx bested (in this order) Albert Einstein, Isaac Newton, Charles Darwin, Thomas Aquinas, 

Stephen Hawking, Immanuel Kant, Rene Descartes, and Friedrich Nietzsche as the “greatest thinker 

of the millennium.” Then again, in October 2005, in another global survey conducted by the BBC, a 

sample of 30,000 scholars and researchers voted him “The Greatest Philosopher of all Time,” ahead of 

David Hume, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Friedrich Nietzsche, Plato, Immanuel Kant, St. Thomas Aquinas, 

Socrates, and Aristotle. After the U.S. economic fallout in 2008, Marx has become even more popular, 

with the New York Times noting in an article that “countless books have appeared, from scholarly works 

to popular biographies, broadly endorsing Marx’s reading of capitalism, and Marx’s enduring relevance 

to our neoliberal age.” Is this surprising when, according to Oxfam, 82 percent of global wealth generated 

in 2017 went to the world’s richest one percent?

Ironically, Marx was first introduced to me at the Ateneo de Manila High School by a rabidly anti-

Marxist, anti-communist Jesuit teacher in English Literature. He always warned us, his students, of “the 

poison of Communism” bred by a certain German called Karl Marx. We then concocted a joke among 

ourselves that if you were a communist, you would definitely fail in the teacher’s class, not because you 

did not study hard enough, but because you got bad Marx. Frankly, I was so curious about why our 

Jesuit teacher spoke so un-Christianly about Marx that I began to read Marx’s writings, starting with The 

Communist Manifesto. I followed this up with reading Friedrich Engels’ Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, 

which for me is still the best introduction to Marxism for a beginner.

I then asked myself, how can this man Marx deserve all this venom from this Jesuit priest if he 

encouraged the working class and oppressed peoples to achieve their own liberation through collective 

action? And then to establish a new state ruled not by a few oligarchs, but on behalf of workers and 

peasants? Further reading of his works made me understand why he is one of the privileged few’s 

SIMBULAN
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most hated and reviled figures in history, because of his economic theory that seeks to eliminate class 

oppression. How could Marx be a “poison” when he believes that “There must be something rotten in the 

very core of a social system which increases its wealth without diminishing its misery.”

The story about my Jesuit teacher did not end there. Soon, his nightmare became a material force 

when “KM” made its appearance on the Ateneo high school campus—in the form of the first chapter of 

the Kabataang Makabayan at Loyola Heights.

Marx, I was soon to discover, inspired threads of social and political movements seeking an end to 

capitalist exploitation and oppression. Marxism also inspired socialist revolutions and socialist states, and 

his writings guided leaders of Marxist-led national liberation movements throughout the 20th century 

and into the 21st.

Likewise, his writings changed modern economic and political thinking. Marxism is very much 

alive among both practicing and even armchair revolutionaries, socialists and people around the world. 

Social movements perpetuate his theoretical foundations to verify and advance his doctrine in their 

revolutionary practice.

Karl Marx, whom we honor this year, was a brilliant and passionate philosopher and revolutionary 

during his time, and his family endured both physical and mental sacrifices in being threatened and 

hounded by the Prussian, Belgian, and French authorities. Even later, while in exile in England, one of 

Prussia’s top police spies and undercover agents was sent to monitor his activities there. This Prussian 

spy’s reports to his superiors impressed one with his unintentional admiration of Marx. Here’s an excerpt 

from the spy’s 174-page dossier on Marx:

The creative and active spirit, the real soul of the party is Marx; therefore I want to 

acquaint you with his personality. At first glance one sees in him a man of genius and 

energy; his intellectual superiority exerts irresistible power on his surroundings. He 

leads a gypsy experience … often he loafs all day long, but if he has work to do, he 

works day and night tirelessly. He does not have a fixed time for sleeping and staying 

up; very often he stays up all night, and at noon he lies down on the sofa fully dressed 

and sleeps until evening … Marx lives in one of the worst, and thus cheapest, quarters 

in London (Padover 1980, 105).

The spy concluded that once accustomed to the milieu, a person finds Marx’s conversation so 

interesting and original that he longs for more. “This,” the spy concluded in his report, after giving a very 

vivid description of the Marx domicile, “is a faithful picture of the family life of the communist chief 

Marx.”

The leader of the Russian Bolshevik Revolution, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, in his short biography of 

Karl Marx, described Marx as a human being who dedicated his life, genius, and works “to the struggle, 

not only for land and freedom, but also against all exploitation of man by man, the struggle against the 

poverty of the masses of the people, against the rule of Capital … . Marx’s teachings arose as a direct and 

immediate continuation of teachings of the greatest representatives of philosophy, political economy and 

socialism” (Lenin 1974, 49).

Marx’s philosophy, according to Lenin, is materialism, and he deepened and developed materialism by 

means of the conception of dialectics. He carried materialism to its conclusion in historical materialism, 

by wedding it to the understanding of human society, showing that the economic order of society is the 

basis on which the whole political and ideological superstructure of society arises.

Lenin wrote that Marx then studied the economic order of modern capitalist society. The doctrine 

of surplus value is the cornerstone of his economic theory. He traced the development of capitalism 

KARL MARX AND DEVELOPMENT THEORY
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from the first germs of commodity economy and simple exchange to its highest forms, to large-scale 

production, showing that the capitalist system creates the great power of combined labor. Finally, Marx 

elaborated the doctrine of the class struggle, showing that the working class was the social force which 

was capable of becoming the creator of a new social system.

Since his death on March 14, 1883, at the age of 65, Marx and his writings have inspired committed 

leaders and social movement activists in struggles against fascism, dictatorships, imperialism and 

neocolonialism, inequality, capitalism and the imperialist wars that it creates.

The teacher, as they say, is measured by his students. In the 20th century, the students who read 

Marx’s writings included Vladimir Lenin, Antonio Gramsci, Josip Broz Tito of Yugoslavia, Mao Zedong 

of China, Fidel Castro and Che Guevara of Cuba, Ho Chi Minh and Vo Nguyen Giap of Vietnam, Kim 

Il Sung of North Korea, Joe Slovo of South Africa, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, Patrice Lumumba of 

Zaire, Amilcar Cabral of Guinea-Bissau, Malcolm X of the U.S., and Salvador Allende of Chile. These 

are just some of the socialist leaders who headed revolutionary movements and Marxist parties in their 

respective countries. Locally, Marx’s students included Crisanto Evangelista, Pedro Abad Santos, and 

Jose Ma. Sison. All of these were Marxists not just in theory but by their deeds, by the life-and-death 

struggles they led. Yet, even some scientists like Albert Einstein and artists like Pablo Picasso considered 

themselves Marxists. Two hundred years after his birth, Marx’s popularity persists today, so that even the 

Dalai Lama, as reported by Newsweek magazine, in a speech before the students and faculty of Mumbai 

University on February 18, 2011, proclaimed himself a Marxist!

Marxism-Leninism today, enriched by the works of Mao Zedong and others, is the scientific summing 

up of the experience of the international struggle against exploitation and oppression. It provides the 

answer to many of the fundamental questions of our epoch, as well as a guide to action to liberate the 

working class and the oppressed peoples. Marx and Engels, and the revolutionary leaders and educators 

who followed them, wrote on a wide variety of subjects—dealing with economic and political problems, 

as well as questions of philosophy, military affairs, culture, natural science, history and the international 

situation, to mention just a few. They established and enriched revolutionary theory on a solid, scientific 

basis.

Marx, along with Engels, was the founder of scientific socialism. His teachings showed that socialism 

was not the invention of dreamers but the inevitable outcome of the development of modern capitalist 

society. He showed that capitalism was creating its own gravedigger in the person of the proletariat, the 

working class. Only the class struggle of the proletariat and its victory over the bourgeoisie, the capitalists, 

would rid humanity of exploitation of man by man. Marx and Engels taught the working class to be 

conscious of its own strength, of its own class interests, and to unite in a determined struggle against 

the capitalist class. Together, they discovered the laws of development of capitalist society, and proved 

scientifically that the development of the class struggle must inevitably lead to the fall of capitalism, 

towards the victory of the working class.

Significant writings

Marx’s most significant writings are the following:

The Communist Manifesto, whose title was originally The Manifesto of the Communist Party (written 

jointly by Marx and Engels in 1848), is regarded as the call to action and provides the framework of 

scientific socialism. It contains the first and most complete summarized statement of the theoretical 

principles of Marxism and of the strategy and tactics of Communism. The manifesto ended with Marx’s 

now famous call to arms: “The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to 

win. Working men of all countries, unite!”

SIMBULAN
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The Manifesto was an epoch-making document. Up to that time, socialists had been 

putting forward utopian schemes (imaginary projects for an ideal society) or were engaging 

in secret conspiracies, while the rising working class movement lacked a revolutionary 

theory. The manifesto signified the union of scientific socialism with the mass working-class  

movement.

The fundamental ideas of the Manifesto may be summed up under five main headings:

(1) The Theory of the Class Struggle. The history of all societies since the breakup of the primitive 

communes has been the history of class struggles.

In capitalist society, a stage has been reached when the victory of the exploited class, the 

proletariat, over the ruling exploiting class, the bourgeoisie, will once and for all emancipate 

society at large from all exploitation, oppression, class distinctions, and class struggles. The 

conception of the working class struggle set forth in the Manifesto follows Marx’s materialist 

conception of history.

(2) The Development of Capitalist Society. Capitalism itself developed out of feudalism, and the 

capitalist class is itself the product of a long course of development, of a series of revolutions 

in the mode of production and exchange.

The capitalist class has conquered exclusive political sway in the modern parliamentary state. 

In its development, it has played a most revolutionary role. It has brought into being the great 

new productive forces of modern industry. But in creating modern industry, it has created its 

own gravediggers, the proletariat.

(3) The Development of the Proletariat. The growth of the proletariat as a class is accompanied by 

the growth of its organization, both economic and political.

At first, the proletariat is incoherent and scattered. It is originally dragged into the political 

arena by the bourgeoisie, which must appeal to the proletariat to help fight the remnants of 

feudalism. The Manifesto deals with the stages of political development through which the 

proletariat becomes organized into a class, and consequently into a political party, combined 

against the bourgeoisie.

While the proletariat fights against all relics of feudalism and for the fullest extension of 

democracy, it leads the struggle for socialism against the capitalists, a struggle which must 

terminate in the proletariat conquering power and becoming itself the ruling class.

(4) From Socialism to a Classless Society. With power in its hands, the proletariat makes drastic 

inroads into the power of the capitalists and into capitalist property relations.

From the rule of the proletariat will come classless society, in which will arise new people, new 

human relations—“an association in which the free development of each is the condition for 

the free development of all.”

(5) The Aims of the Communist Party. The Manifesto contains a trenchant defense of the aims 

of Communism, and it exposes various brands of “socialism” as expressions, not of the 

working-class standpoint, but of the reactionary standpoints of other classes—of the decaying 

aristocracy, the petty bourgeoisie, or the bourgeoisie itself. The ideas of Communism, on the 

other hand, are not inventions of any would-be reformers, but spring from the existing class 

struggle.

KARL MARX AND DEVELOPMENT THEORY
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Communists have no interests apart from those of the working class as a whole. Their policy is 

to fight for the immediate aims of the class, to form an alliance with every movement opposed 

to the existing social order, and in the movement of the present always to take care of the 

future, striving to unite the class for the overthrow of capitalist class rule and for the conquest 

of power.

The German Ideology, by Marx and Engels, is a polemical book in form and style, restating his 

theory of history, the “materialist conception of history,” and presenting its basic concepts. In this 

work, Marx registered his break with the “Young Hegelian” school to which Marx and Engels formerly 

belonged, as they adopted the standpoint of historical materialism. Marx wrote that, carrying on social 

production, men institute social relations and forms of property. On this basis are produced definite 

modes of consciousness. In every epoch the ruling ideas are the ideas of the ruling class, and these are 

challenged by the new revolutionary ideas of the rising revolutionary class.

The Poverty of Philosophy was Marx’s polemical critique of the economic and philosophical 

arguments of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s work titled The Philosophy of Poverty. In Marx’s book, the ideas 

of historical materialism and scientific socialism are sharply formulated for the first time. Marx deals 

with the economic nature of the capitalist exploitation of the worker (at the time the book was published, 

however, Marx had not yet formulated the distinction between labor and labor power) and shows that 

economic relations are historically constituted and are not expressions of “eternal economic categories,” 

and formulates the doctrine of the class struggle. Dealing with the role of the trade union struggle and of 

the strike movement, Marx shows that scientific socialism must be united with the mass working-class 

movement.

Critique of the Gotha Programme dealt with fundamental questions of the program of the working-

class party. It consists of a series of comments on points contained in the draft programme prepared for a 

unity conference of the German working-class movement held at Gotha in 1875. Marx’s comments were 

suppressed by the opportunist leadership of the German Social Democratic Party, and were subsequently 

published by Engels in 1891, against the wishes of the leadership.

The intention of the draft programme—the “Gotha Programme”—was to provide a platform behind 

which the whole German working-class movement could unite. But for the sake of “unity,” it made a 

number of concessions on points of principle to the followers of the splinter group led by Ferdinand 

Lassalle.

What are the principal points clarified in Marx’s critique?

He showed that the capitalist mode of production has created the material conditions for advancing 

to socialism, and deals with the way in which the social product will be distributed in socialist society.

Socialism is only the first phase of communism, and is guided by the principle “From each according 

to his ability, to each according to his labor.” It will lead to full communist society, the principle of which 

is “From each according to his ability, to each according to his need.”

Marx attacked the reformist slogan of “a fair distribution of the products of labor” and exposes the 

theoretical confusion behind this slogan. For the distribution of the products of labor must always be a 

consequence of the mode of production. He likewise attacked the reformist slogan of “state aid under 

democratic control,” and showed that the aim of the working class must be “to revolutionize the present 

conditions of production.”

He attacked the conception that, relatively to the working class, all other classes are only one 

reactionary mass. It is necessary to examine concretely the actual position of each class at each stage 

of history, and not lump them all together as “reactionary.” Thus, the workers may fight together with 
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sections of the capitalists against feudal survivals, together with the lower middle class, for certain 

democratic demands and so on.

He affirmed the international character of the working-class struggle in opposition to the narrowly 

national aims of the Gotha Programme.

He refuted the conception of an “iron law of wages,” according to which the worker’s real wages can 

never be raised above a minimum subsistence level.

Marx attacked the reformist slogan of a “free state” and showed that “between capitalist and communist 

society lies the period of the revolutionary transformation of the one into the other. There corresponds to 

this also a political transition period in which the state can be nothing but the revolutionary dictatorship 

of the proletariat.”

The Civil War in France is Marx’s history of the short-lived Paris Commune, an important event in 

working-class history, when the working people led an uprising and took control of Paris, establishing a 

workers’ government.

Three published works by Marx—Grundrisse, The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, and A 

Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy—were outlines of chapters of a future work, Capital, 

and contained in advance the main theoretical themes of Capital from a philosophical perspective, 

thus bridging Marx’s economic ideas and philosophical thinking. They served as Marx’s indictment of 

capitalism, focusing on the alienation of labor under capitalist conditions of private ownership of the 

means of production.

Theories of Surplus Value is taken from manuscripts which Marx left for the last volume of Capital. 

Engels planned to edit and publish them as Volume 4 of Capital, but Engels did not live long enough 

to see them published, a task which Karl Kautsky took upon himself. Theories of Surplus Value consists 

of a series of studies of economists who preceded Marx, including Adam Smith and David Ricardo. 

Marx’s reaffirmation of his own analysis of surplus value came in the form of a critique of the errors 

of the Physiocrats, the inconsistencies of Adam Smith in confusing “unpaid labor” and “the value of 

labor.” Marx also critiqued David Ricardo’s works because Ricardo failed to distinguish surplus value 

from profit, and mixed up price of production with value.

Political economy

Capital (Das Kapital in German) is really Marx’s major work. Its original subtitle was A Critical Analysis 

of Capitalist Production.

In its three volumes, though they may be hard to comprehend because of their technical style, Capital 

is considered one of the most influential books ever written. A work of theory, Capital was intended to 

provide the basis for a “dialectical materialist” analysis of a capitalist economy (Brewer 1984).

From its historical materialist standpoint, Marxism investigates the laws of development of capitalist 

society, and discovers in the production of surplus value the key to understanding the capitalist economic 

system.

Marxism thus exposes the essential nature of the exploitation of the working class by the capitalist 

class, and by so doing it arms the working class with an economic theory which enables us to understand 

the laws of development of capitalism, to see where capitalism comes from and where it is leading, to 

realize the nature of the class struggle of the working class against the capitalist class, and the historic 

mission of the working class to take power, expropriate the capitalists, and build socialism.

KARL MARX AND DEVELOPMENT THEORY
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To understand Capital, one must understand the meaning of Marx’s fundamental discovery of 

surplus value, which he introduced in The Communist Manifesto. In addition, there are two pamphlets 

by Marx in which the basic idea of surplus value is explained in popular form: “Wages, Price and Profit” 

and “Wage-Labour and Capital.”

To study Capital is a major undertaking. Marx himself, in a letter to the editor of the first French 

translation, warned about the difficulties: “Science has no royal road, and only those who are not afraid of 

tiring themselves by climbing its steep pathways have a chance of attaining the clear light of its summits.”

For those who did not have the time to read right through the first volume of Capital, however, 

Marx himself gave some excellent advice in a letter to Dr. Ludwig Kugelmann (November 30, 1867). His 

advice was to read the chapters on “The Working Day,” “Co-operation,” “The Division of Labour and 

Manufacture,” “Machinery,” and finally, “Primitive Accumulation.” The reading of the short introductory 

works mentioned above can, if necessary, be followed not at once by reading the whole of Capital, but by 

reading these particular chapters.

But for a person who wishes to master the content and method of Capital, it is necessary to read 

right through from the beginning, despite the difficulty of the early chapters. Only thus can one grasp the 

logical and scientific development of Marx’s exposition, which on the basis of the analysis of commodity 

production and then on the formation of capital and surplus value goes on to reveal the economic law of 

motion of capitalist society (Cornforth 1954).

There are three volumes of Capital, and it is the first volume which is most essential. Engels pointed 

out in a letter to Victor Adler (March 16, 1895) that the most important chapters in Volume 2 are 

Chapters 1, 4, 7, 8, and 9; and in Volume 3, Chapters 1, 4, 8, 9, 13–27, 37, 38, and 44–47.

Marx originally intended to publish a fourth volume, parts of which have been published in English 

under the title Theories of Surplus Value. In it will be found a very useful exposition of the basic economic 

ideas of Marxism. Here also will be found Marx’s fullest treatment of the nature of the cyclical economic 

crisis of capitalism.

The aim of Marx’s Capital is “to lay bare the economic law of motion of modern society.” Engels 

wrote in reviewing Capital: “As long as there are capitalists and workers on earth, no book has appeared 

which is of as much importance for the workers. The relation between capital and labor, the hinge on 

which our entire present system of society turns, is here treated scientifically for the first time."

In Capital are embodied and worked out Marx’s two great discoveries—the laws of development of 

human society (historical materialism) and surplus value, which is the key to the special law of motion 

governing the capitalist mode of production. By means of these discoveries, Marx in Capital shows the 

origins of capitalism, its development, and how on that basis arise and develop the institutions and ideas 

of capitalist society.

Marx exposes the innermost nature of the exploitation of the working class by the capitalist class, of 

the class struggle in capitalist society, and consequently the historical mission of the working class, which 

is to take power, to expropriate the capitalists, and to build socialism.

Capital is a vast work, uncompleted by Marx at the time of his death. He completed and finished 

only the first volume, which was published in 1867. After Marx’s death, Engels devoted himself to the 

editing of the second and third volumes, which appeared in 1885 and 1894 respectively (Cornforth 1954; 

Villegas 2003).

There are three other significant writings by Marx: The Class Struggles in France 1848–50; The 

Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte; and The Civil War in France. These works exposed the nature 
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of the bourgeois state, as the organ of capitalist class rule. The only hope, Marx said, was for workers to 

win the masses of peasants as allies.

If we survey the depth of Marx’s contributions to economic, political, social, and philosophical 

thought, we will realize how extensive and comprehensive their coverage is (Padover 1978).

Covered by forthcoming lectures in various countries of the world to commemorate his bicentennial 

are Marx’s impact and influence on literature, feminism and gender, institutional economics, globalization, 

media and social media, technology, democracy and authoritarianism, human rights, modes of production, 

philosophy and psychology, community development, elections, history, federalism, social movements, 

mathematics, nation and class structures, environment, agrarian transformations, technocracy, the 

social sciences, etc. Indeed, Marx’s contribution to knowledge and the social sciences is awesome (Shaw 

1975). Even covered by some of the lectures is perhaps an analysis of Marx’s writings on Guerrilla  

Warfare—yes.

Marx did write about Guerrilla Warfare in Spain and the Lessons of the Urban Uprising in the Paris 

Commune!

The philosophy of Marxism

The philosophy of Marxism is dialectical materialism, and its application to the study of society is 

historical materialism.

Dialectical materialism holds that we cannot understand things rightly unless we understand how 

they are connected together and how they are developing and changing. For nothing exists unconnected 

with other things; nor is there anything fixed and changeless, but everything is in continual change and 

motion.

Dialectical materialism, according to Marx, teaches us to pay attention to the opposite, conflicting 

tendencies which arise throughout nature and society, whose struggle results in change and development. 

In all development, gradual processes of growth (quantitative changes) lead to the emergence of something 

new, of a new stage of development (qualitative changes).

Dialectical materialism holds that the cause of all the motion and change in the world does not lie in 

any “higher” spiritual reality, but in the material world itself. For the world is by its very nature material. 

Matter is primary, and spirit-mind, thought, etc., are secondary.

Applying these ideas to human society, historical materialism is the discovery that the determining 

force of all social development is always to be found in the material life of society, i.e., in the mode of 

production, and that this provides the basis for the development of men’s ideas and political institutions. 

From the development of the mode of production arises the class struggle, and the class struggle is the 

driving force of history. In this development, all ideas and institutions play either a reactionary or a 

revolutionary role—either helping to maintain and defend the old system of society, or mobilizing people 

to struggle against the old system.

Marxist scholarship inevitably brings with it critical thought. Over the past 20th century, the theory 

and practice of Marxism have brought about issues that have caused the advance and retreat of social 

struggles. These issues have raised fundamental questions like:

(1) How did Marx contribute to development theory, and is his theory also a liberating theory 

that rejects the idea that any one oppression is primary while all others are secondary? Class 

relations often ignore racial and sexual dynamics. If so, must we go beyond Marxism to 

understand the economy and the rest of society, just as class concepts alone cannot adequately 
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explain factory life? Also, in the 20th-century experience, many forms of oppressions from the 

Right and the Left have become variants of state-based authoritarianism.

(2) Has Marxism evolved new oppressions (Stalin, Pol Pot, Nicolae Ceausescu, etc.) or are these 

deviations from his writings? How can solidarity and political diversity (like cultural diversity) 

thrive in the attempt to politically homogenize social and political movements? Can we 

eliminate the scourge of political and ideological intolerance? Often, the notion of the “correct 

line” or “common good” becomes an essential tool for legitimizing authoritarian rule.

(3) How does Marxism explain one of the strongest and largest challenges and attacks on 

Capitalism and Imperialism in Modern Times—in the form of radical Islamic movements and 

Islamic States?

(4) How has Marxism developed into an intellectual tool, with visionary aims and practical 

strategies, in providing a framework for understanding the complex, integrated character of 

modern oppressions, many of which are non-economic in nature?

In Marx’s time, the defeat of the 1848 Revolutions in Europe, the dissolution of the Communist 

League, and the destruction of the Paris Commune were not occasions for Marx and Engels to forsake 

revolutionary struggle. Theirs was the long view, for they were not what we call “summer warriors.” 

Defeats and setbacks, for Marx, had to be studied and analyzed to prepare a path for renewed struggle.

I hope that the scheduled forthcoming Marx Bicentennial Lectures and discussions on the various 

specialized topics can elaborate on these emergent questions and issues of our times. This Marx 

Bicentennial Conference is a good and important time to reflect on these issues for all those of us who 

concern ourselves with social change and with formulating a vision of a liberated future.

Marx’s contribution to development theory

Marx has provided an elaborate alternative economic form and system to capitalism, suited to organizing 

production, consumption and allocation of resources where surplus value (new wealth created) is 

managed for the public good through basic services, etc. But are these alternative forms consistent with 

humanist goals, where workers and consumers are allowed to self-manage their own economic activities 

instead of centralized decision-making under an authoritarian socialist state? Is participatory democracy 

in decision-making not better to strengthen solidarity?

Marx’s continuing relevance to Philippine social movements

It was through the founders and leaders of the Philippine labor movement led by Isabelo de los Reyes 

and Lope K. Santos that Marx was introduced to the Philippines. Economic issues as well as the issue of 

independence became the prominent organizing calls of an anti-imperialist labor movement (Richardson 

2011).

In the Philippines, the U.S. Empire and its subservient state, which has failed to serve anything 

but elite and foreign interests, has long subjected non-elite and counter-elite social movements led by 

Marxists since the 1920s and 1930s, up to the present, to violent attacks, harassments, and repression. 

In my U.P. Centennial Essay, “The Future of the Philippine Left” (2008, 10), I wrote: “even with the 

sheer strength of the magnitude of their organizations, the organized power of the Left especially of 

farmers and workers, are most vulnerable to the violence of the coercive forces of the Philippine state 

and the oligarchy’s private armies trying to decimate these organizations. The revolutionary means to 

defend unarmed peoples organizations will still figure prominently in deterring the violence of private, 
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armies, goons, paramilitary units and the armed forces of the state. But the emphasis has always been in 

practice, on the assertion that this is largely a political struggle—not a military one—and the objective is 

to empower the people.”

The social movement in the Philippines has survived and withstood internal conflicts, CIA-backed 

U.S. counterinsurgency campaigns whose timetables are always reset, martial law, and counter-terror 

OPLANS, and has survived. Despite nitpicking by some on the geriatric problems of the Left’s leaders 

and their unwavering commitment, social activists and revolutionaries in the Philippines are still 

engaged in a life-and-death struggle as they continue to face the challenge of an oligarchy and a state 

that consider even the legal empowerment of the people as a threat to national security and as acts  

of terrorism.

To the disenfranchised masses, the Philippine Left—plural and dynamic as it is now—is still the only 

hope for their social liberation that provides an alternative development program. The rabidness of state-

sponsored propaganda against the Left is reinforced by a variety of authors that include disenchanted 

activists who have made academic or journalistic careers out of being professional hit men against the 

Left and social movements. Notwithstanding so-called experts on the Philippine Left who nitpick on 

what they call the geriatric problems and even the organized sex practices of the mainstream Philippine 

Left, the struggle continues, with the Left empowering and organizing the masses in a sustained manner.

Fortunately, many of us still maintain our unshaken belief in the collective power of the people 

and constructively help build their organized peoples power. Just as we have outlived the various 

counterinsurgency OPLANS, we will outlive these calumnies by reactionaries, just as Marx’s works 

have outlived many of the reactionary apologists who, during his time, vilified him and his writings. 

Marx remains a powerful guide to the Left vision, strategy, and solidarity. We can only succeed if we 

work together. We have worked many times together to succeed in some of our most successful tactical 

struggles—against the U.S.-backed Marcos dictatorship, against the Bataan Nuclear Power Plant, and 

against the U.S. military bases in 1991.

I should not fail to mention that, in the Biographical Dictionary of Marxism, edited by Robert A. 

Gorman (London: Mansell, Publishing Ltd., 1986), one of the most vilified Marxists (by reactionaries) in 

the country, Mr. Jose Ma. Sison, founding Chair of the re-established Communist Party of the Philippines 

(CPP), and leader of perhaps the most resilient armed revolutionary force in the world, is included and 

recognized as “one of the outstanding 200 Marxist theoreticians and revolutionary leaders since 1848.”

Marx did not live to see the global impact of his writings. He practiced his own famous quotation, 

because not only did he interpret the world, he helped change it. He was a frontline fighter in his time, 

participating in arousing, organizing, and advancing the working class movement in different parts of 

Europe. Marx showed that the crisis in the social sciences and philosophy are not simply one of intellectual 

direction. The crisis of the social sciences is rooted in the industrial, educational, and ideological systems 

of capitalist society. And the solutions are not just theoretical. Marx correctly pointed out that theory 

must be related to practice, within academic institutions, as well as in the wider class struggle in society.

The earlier versions of Das Kapital in German and French are said to have sold badly at first. But 

the translation of Das Kapital in Russian was a hit and soon became the bible of Lenin’s Bolshevik 

Revolution in 1917. Even the first official English translation in 1887 sold badly, but a pirated English-

language edition which appeared in New York in 1890 was an immediate bestseller even among Wall 

Street bankers because the NY publisher wisely circulated a flier claiming that the book, Capital, was a 

guide on “how to accumulate capital.” It was only after Marx passed away that his works really shook the 

world by storm through social upheavals in the most populated countries of the world. Soviet Russia and 

Red China reprinted countless editions of his writings (Wheen 2002).
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Key leaders of national liberation movements fighting for independence against European colonialists 

and later against Japanese imperialists were schooled in Marxism. These Marxist leaders built from 

scratch and unified all forces to fight national and class oppression.

Marx left us a legacy which will continue to guide our struggles to build a better life for all. Marxism 

is not a dogmatic be-all to society’s problems. But it can be a valuable guide to be enriched with our own 

revolutionary practice (praxis).

The way Marx died in exile in England, stateless and almost penniless, reminded me of the socialist 

couple from the Philippines whom I met and had tea with, in 1994—the American William “Bill” 

Pomeroy and his Filipina wife Celia Pomeroy. This is where Marx’s life in England also intersects with 

the story of the Pomeroys and the Philippines. The Pomeroy couple who were part of the PKP-led Huk 

rebellion, after being arrested and imprisoned for almost a decade, were also deported and forced into 

exile in England because the U.S. government would not allow Celia, a Filipina PKP leader, to enter the 

United States. But they were Marxists up to the very end, doing international solidarity work and helping 

organize migrant and women’s organizations. When Marx died, he left behind 250 British pounds—

the assessed value of his furniture and books. The Pomeroy couple, who passed away in 2009, also left 

behind their few furniture and books, worth less than 300 pounds. But up to the very end, their ideals 

and spirit were true to the socialist cause. 

Marx himself reflected on his own life:

If we have chosen the position in life in which we can most of all work for mankind, 

no burdens can bow us down, because they are sacrifices for the benefit of all; then 

we shall experience no petty, limited, selfish joy, but on our happiness will belong to 

millions, our deeds will live on quietly but perpetually at work, and over our ashes will 

be shed the hot tears of noble people (Gabriel 2011, 145).

Engels, Marx’s best friend, perhaps gave the most moving tribute to his long-time comrade:

Karl Marx was one of those outstanding men few of whom are produced in any century. 

Charles Darwin discovered the laws of evolution of organic nature on our planet. Marx 

is the discoverer of the fundamental law that determines the course and development 

of human history … . The struggle for the emancipation of the wage-earning class from 

the fetters of the modern capitalist system of exploitation was his true mission (cited 

in Lenin, 1974, 57)

Surveying Marx’s theoretical work, Engels singled out as his two most important discoveries: (1) the 

materialist conception of history; and (2) the final elucidation of the relation between capital and labor, 

through the discovery of the nature of surplus value.

According to Engels, “Marx will live on through the centuries, and so will his work.” And that is why 

we are all here to honor Marx 200 years hence, to transform, like Marx, our knowledge in the fields that 

we have mastered as scholars and academicians, and to transform this into a force for social change, a 

revolutionary force.

Maraming salamat, at mabuhay ang sosyalismo sa Pilipinas!
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Open Forum

The Open Forum featured Prof. Roland Simbulan and Dr. Herbert Docena, who also delivered another 

lecture as part of the launching of the lecture series. The forum was moderated by Dr. Teresita Maceda, 

Professor Emeritus, Department of Filipino and Philippine Literature, University of the Philippines 

Diliman.

Yuen Abana (Partido Manggagawa) pointed out that one of the cardinal points of Marxism is 

class struggle. She expressed her discomfort with one assumption that seems latent in Dr. Docena’s 

lecture, which is the idea that class struggle has not only failed but is also wrong. For Abana, despite 

the tremendous data, graphics, and statistics, Docena’s lecture failed to highlight other factors (e.g., the 

role of political parties) which possibly contributed to the weakening of the labor movement. While it is 

true that the labor movement has suffered from setbacks, Abana believes it showed dynamism in 1986, 

given the 500 strikes it conducted despite fascism enveloping the country. During EDSA, the workers, 

especially the women, started union organizing and confronted problems that were beyond the factory, 

such as the analysis of a broken political system and the exposing of the role of capitalists in maneuvering 

labor policies to continually oppress the workers.

Dr. Docena clarified that he does not belittle or deny the importance of class struggle. He is not 

saying that class struggle is wrong or that Marx was wrong about the class struggle. On the contrary, 

Dr. Docena believes in it; he supports it; and he wants it to succeed. His main concern is the puzzle that 

during the Marcos dictatorship, there were 500 strikes, but at present, there is none. In other words, his 

main concern is examining the present social conditions to explain what is currently happening. For 

him, it is not because the workers are not anymore courageous or not anymore radical. One of his main 

questions was: Why were the conditions changed which possibly hinder the strengthening of the class 

struggle?

Mike Alunan (columnist) asked how to analyze the changing concrete conditions of the workers 

using Marxist ideas, principles, and philosophies. He said that one of the key insights of Marxism is 

the importance of the “concrete analysis of concrete conditions.” He expressed his belief that “things 

have totally changed from his [Marx’s] time.” He asked whether the changing concrete conditions are 
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facilitated and generated by a total shift in the mode of production, which was a key concept of Marx. 

As shown in the speakers’ presentations, the growth that is taking place in the Philippines is more in 

the financial rather than in the “physical economy,” which has been collapsing. As shown in the data, 

agriculture and industry have been declining while services are now close to 60 percent of our gross 

domestic product (GDP). This has important implications, as it is in the realm of production where the 

alienation of the worker is experienced. With today’s scenario, the worker seems dislocated from the 

sphere of production, as growth is concentrated in the services sector—such as telecom, transport, trade, 

retail, banking, security, among others—a sector that has questionable contribution to the economy in 

terms of its ability to create wealth. This factor about the current contours of the economy is compounded 

by other factors, such as the contractualization of labor, and “subjective factors,” such as the role of the 

movement in organizing and uniting the workers and catalyzing change.

James Miraflor (University of the Philippines) raised three points. First, he expressed his belief 

that it is unfair to say Marx is wrong on the basis of The Communist Manifesto alone, which was just 

a propaganda piece. He said it is important not to ignore Marx’s arguments in Das Kapital, which 

was Marx’s magnum opus. Miraflor suggested that while The Communist Manifesto articulated that 

the workers would be more militant or more exploited as capitalism develops, Marx revised this and 

added more nuance. Marx said that while the rate of exploitation of people, the rate of surplus value 

being extracted from the workers, is increasing, there are countervailing circumstances, such as the 

cost of reproducing the workers, which means the prices enable the workers to buy more, which in 

turn reduces their militancy, their ability, and their willingness to fight capital. Second, he suggested 

that Das Kapital itself contains most of the answers to the questions that Dr. Docena raised. The first 

line of Das Kapital itself points to the availability and presence of commodities, which is already an 

indication of the development of capital. In this regard, it is not so much the structure of the economy 

that indicates the development of capital, but rather the presence of commodities. Miraflor’s third 

point was on the argument that Philippine capital is backward. He stressed that Das Kapital already 

said that capitalism is a global phenomenon and that there is no such thing as local capitalism. For 

Miraflor, the demand for ending the backwardness of Philippine capitalism has to do with the fact that 

the Philippine workers wanted to move up the chain of the division of labor in terms of production 

so they could capture value, which would be used to raise the workers’ welfare. But he said Marx also 

articulated that the workers’ welfare is actually correlated to the ability of the workers to organize and to  

educate themselves.

Prof. Roland Simbulan emphasized that “we should not look at Marx and his writings dogmatically.” 

Marx’s observations and insights were shaped by the specific conditions of his time. Two hundred years 

have passed and a lot has changed. One of these changes is in the realm of technology, where robotics 

and automation have really altered the workplace. Related to this is globalization, which has turned 

out to be a process of adjustment of capitalism to transfer the burden of the impact and consequences 

of capitalism (e.g., environmental problems) to other countries. Prof. Simbulan also noted that we 

witnessed how capitalism’s engagement with flexibilization of labor is an effort to crush the militancy 

of the unions in more developed countries. Further, he suggested that although Marxism is known to 

have core ideas, it has already branched out into different locales. As an example, he said that Marx 

could not have predicted what happened in the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, or in China and Cuba, 

where successful revolutions took place, countries which were backward or not as fully developed as 

capitalist countries in their mode of production. In these contexts, revolutionary movements led by 

leaders who were oriented to Marxism were at the forefront of many liberation movements and anti-

dictatorship movements. Appropriated into various local conditions, Marxism has branched out into 

Maoism, Leninism, Kim Il Sungism, and many other strands. Finally, Prof. Simbulan pointed out that Dr. 

Docena’s lecture amply demonstrated the sophistication of capitalism and imperialism to adapt, despite  

periodic setbacks.
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Dr. Docena did not necessarily disagree with Miraflor’s comment that Marx corrected in Das 

Kapital his erroneous formulation of class struggle and class formation in The Communist Manifesto. 

But he expressed his interest to discuss further in the future to what extent Marx was correct in his 

reformulation in Das Kapital. Second, Dr. Docena also agreed with Miraflor’s comment on Philippine 

capitalism being backward owing to the workers being relegated to lower positions in the production 

chain. But he wanted to explore “to what extent has it remained the same since the ’60s?” The case of 

manufacturing in the Philippines shows that the Philippines is in a very low, very subordinate position 

in the global division of labor. Overall, for Dr. Docena, this suggests that the global division of labor 

has changed and we are no longer confined to agricultural, raw materials relative to the 1960s, when 25 

percent of our exports were made up of agricultural raw materials.

Louie Lanuza wanted a clarification on the difference (if any) between the labels “Marxist” and 

“Marxian.” Also, aside from democratization, the expansion of liberal space, and the dissolution of 

symbols of repression and imperialism, Lanuza drew attention to the hero worship and messiah complex 

prominent in contemporary Philippines. He offered as an example the decision of Kilusang Mayo Uno 

(KMU) to forge a tactical alliance with the Duterte administration. On one hand, it was “tactical” in the 

sense that it was just pretense. On the other hand, some members of KMU tend to believe that Duterte 

would actually be the hero who would end contractualization and poverty.

Tina Ebro (Asia Europe People’s Forum) asked how we should explain the “perversion” of the ideas 

of Marx by the so-called socialist regimes established in the last century. These regimes, especially the 

ones led by Stalin and Pol Pot, were inspired by the ideas of Marx and decided to have a common 

blueprint: a monolithic vanguardist party that is fused with the state and is used for the suppression 

of individual freedom and civil liberties, even to the point of committing genocide. For Ebro, this 

is contrary to the ideals of Marx, who was a humanist who fought for the dignity of the working 

individual and for the emancipation not only of the proletariat but also of the precariat—the new 

face of labor today. After all, Marx did not advocate for a party apart from the party of the working  

people organizations.

In response, Prof. Simbulan said that it is true that there were deviations from Marxism in practice, 

especially in the 20th century. There were a few Marxist leaders who waged revolutions and upheavals 

which defined the direction of their respective countries, but eventually used state power to violently 

quell opposition—internally and externally. This was very much complicated by the Cold War because 

the United States, in trying to expand its imperial reach and influence, or to defend its realm, really 

engaged in sabotage and counterrevolutionary actions. This was to try to dismantle not only the 

revolutionary or national liberation movements that were Marxist-led but also the new socialist states. 

For Prof. Simbulan, there were indeed excesses, but they do not depreciate the works and contributions 

of Marx. There were deviations even by Mao Zedong in China and Kim Il Sung in Korea, but one cannot 

underrate, generally, their contributions to their own countries in the theory and practice of Marxism. 

They made huge contributions by integrating the basic principles of Marxism to their local conditions 

not just to win state power but also to try and construct a Socialist society the way Marx dreamt of it. 

Prof. Simbulan offered Christianity as a parallel; there were deviations from the teachings of Jesus Christ, 

when those who claimed to use the Bible became dogmatic in their application of its teachings, to the 

point of attacking all forms of opposition, including reformers.

In his understanding, Dr. Docena stated that the basic difference between being a Marxist and a 

Marxian lies in their belief in socialism. The former believes in socialism and in revolution, while the 

latter uses Marxist concepts but ultimately does not believe in socialism. On the “perversion” of Marxist 

ideas, Dr. Docena expressed the belief that “we have to be Marxist about it,” which means “we have to 

look at the material, ideological, and cultural conditions of each of the particular countries.” He cited 

the example of Marxist theorist Rosa Luxemburg, who ultimately blamed the failure of the revolution in 
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the West in Europe on her comrades in the German Social Democratic Party at that time. She was very 

critical of the abolition of elections, of the constituent assembly. In other words, she was able to explain 

the perversion by being a Marxist about it, by referring to the actual political conditions at that time.

Jose Mario De Vega (Polytechnic University of the Philippines) emphasized the importance of 

continuous scrutiny of and reflexivity with core Marxist ideas, especially with the proliferation of self-

proclaimed Marxist intellectuals who actually worship Mao Zedong and Stalin. For De Vega, “to be a 

complete Marxist, [one has to] read his works, his corpus” which means reading and studying beyond 

The Communist Manifesto and Das Kapital. Second, with reference to the Philippine left, De Vega asked 

which among the diverse left groups in the Philippines are the “genuine” Marxists, given the highly 

fragmented left movement in the country and the splits that took place in 1978, in 1987, and in 1992, 

since the founding of the Communist Party of the Philippines in 1931.

Contributing to the discussion on the factors that determine class consciousness, Ricardo Reyes 

(Laban ng Masa) highlighted the role of the state and the people’s “practices from below” that could have 

facilitated or impeded the shaping of class consciousness. First, invoking the critique of Paul B.C.’s critique 

on Das Kapital, Reyes said that it is the emergence of crisis that usually triggers the working class to be 

active in politics. But the role of the state is immense in intervening to prevent a crisis from exploding. 

For Reyes, when we are undergoing a long period of relative stability, it means that the state is effective in 

doing something to temporarily lull the working class. And here, Reyes reminded the audience that the 

state is not to be confused with government; widely understood, the former is a homestead of cultural 

ideas, practices, and institutions. Related to this capacity of the state is the mix of social welfare network 

and patronage politics, a mix that is prominent in local politics, where people just approach traditional 

politicians or trapos for need-provisioning, which in turn impedes the development of the people’s class 

consciousness. Second, Reyes also highlighted the role of “other forms” of engagement often reduced as 

reformism, such as the work performed by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and the struggles of 

engagement by farm workers other than strikes. The problem, for Reyes, is that these engagements were 

never accumulated and consolidated in order to form a sharper class consciousness.

Erwin Rafael (Department of Sociology, UP Diliman) stressed the contribution of the overseas 

Filipino workers (OFW) phenomenon in shaping the Philippine economy and class formation. Rafael 

opined that OFWs might have contributed to the ballooning of the service sector to 70 percent, and the 

remittances generated from them fueled industries which are driven by consumption. The remittances 

are also larger than foreign direct investment. Speaking from his experience in Samar, Rafael observed 

that workers find it easier to seek employment in Manila or abroad rather than to fight the capitalists. 

As such, Rafael argued for taking the role of OFWs seriously in contributing to the changing contours 

of the Philippine economy.

Dr. Docena completely agreed with Mr. Reyes on the tremendous role of the state to manage the 

economy and the crisis of capitalism in ways that would dampen class consciousness. Docena expressed 

his belief that the role of the state was underdeveloped in Marx’s earlier writings, especially in The 

Communist Manifesto, where the state is viewed as the executive committee of the bourgeoisie. Marx was 

not really able to see to what extent and in what ways the state can intervene and save capitalism from 

itself, a task which would be up to the later Marxists to pursue. More generally, Dr. Docena said that 

this talk about political factors such as the state drives home an important appeal of his lecture: while 

the economy matters, we need to look at the totality of the economic, the political, and the ideological 

culture of the working class. On the OFW phenomenon, Dr. Docena agreed with Mr. Rafael on the 

major role of OFWs in shaping the economy, but he situated this phenomenon as far back as the Marcos 

administration’s efforts to address the economic crisis in the 1970s by promoting labor export policy to 

avoid land reform.
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Benjamin Velasco (UP SOLAIR and Partidong Manggagawa) stressed the importance of analyzing 

the problem on the conjunctural level. According to him, just one generation away, the workers had 

the ability to conduct general strikes and even competed with the petty bourgeoisie in leading the anti-

dictatorship struggle. It is true that globalization happened, but it was not a determining factor because 

it weakened the labor struggle in some countries while it strengthened the struggle in others. Further, he 

asserted the importance of political factors for the weakening of the labor struggle in the country, such 

as the failure of the two EDSA People Power uprisings and the perennial defeat of most of the workers’ 

struggles, weighing down the morale and motivations of the workers to fight further.

Dr. Eduardo Tadem (UP CIDS Program on Alternative Development) suggested that one possible 

answer for the weakening of the workers’ movement is the granting of the demands of the workers by the 

capitalists. At least in the context of advanced capitalist countries, capitalism gives in to the demands of 

the workers, such as the case in Germany of Volkswagen, Porsche, Mercedes Benz, etc., granting 23-hour 

work week to three million metal workers who conducted a strike. As long as workers have the political 

power, Dr. Tadem expressed the belief that the capitalists would grant the demands of the workers 

(reformism). But in the context of backward capitalist countries such as the Philippines, the objective 

conditions seem not to be a plausible explanation. For Dr. Tadem, the answer might be in the subjective 

conditions—specifically, the quality of the leadership of the revolutionary or social movements. In other 

words, the leadership does not inspire, does not offer alternatives, and does not have the capacity to 

secure even the simplest of reforms such as ending contractualization.

Mike Alunan (Columnist) pressed the speakers to consider the role of the big state and its apparatus, 

i.e., the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), in the equation of the problem under discussion. He invoked 

the case of the revolution in the British Empire where there was a penetration of the big state, of the 

British Intelligence Officers (Agencies).

Dr. Docena said he thinks we should pay attention to the big state and its apparatus, but cautioned 

against overestimating the capacity of the big state to orchestrate things. In Dr. Docena’s view, we should 

not lose sight of the balance of forces, which is beyond the control of even the most powerful CIA or spy 

agency. In response to Mr. Velasco, he pointed out that the point of his lecture was precisely to give more 

stress to the conjunctural path, but he said he would not go so far to say that the structural factors are 

not significant. He said that he thinks a lot of what is behind the conjunctural has a lot to do with the 

structural. As a case in point, the social democratic states fumbled in the 1980s in large part because they 

could not sustain the huge deficits that were financing the social welfare states. A lot of the crisis had 

to do with the crisis of overproduction, the long-term decline of profits in the world economy that was 

experienced after the 1960s. For Dr. Docena, the challenge was to look at the conjunctural dialectically 

with the structural. Finally, Dr. Docena expressed agreement with Dr. Tadem’s comments on the objective 

factors in advanced capitalist countries and the subjective factors at play in countries like the Philippines 

in shaping the consciousness of the working class. Specifically, Dr. Docena said that, in terms of the 

subjective factors at work in the Philippines, the issue is not just the leadership in the social movements 

but is more on “our very analysis, our very understanding of Philippine society,” which is part of the 

subjective reasons for why it is hard to strengthen the working class. He asked: “What if our very analysis 

no longer connects with the actual lived experience of the people we are trying to organize?”

Prof. Simbulan stressed the analysis and the role of “non-economic factors that affect class 

consciousness and class formation.” One of these factors is the role of the big state, which for him has 

only improved with high technology. Although the big state can be defended and secured by the National 

Security Agency of the United States, Prof. Simbulan said that it will also be within people like Ed 

Snowden to undermine the big state. While surveillance has become centralized and globalized, it also 

has its weaknesses and vulnerabilities from within. Ultimately, Prof. Simbulan thinks that the lectures 

delivered for the day just served as an opening salvo to many more lectures by various academics and 
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social movement activists on their theoretical reflections and practical experiences related to the ideas 

and insights of Marx.

By way of closing the forum, Dr. Teresita Maceda invoked Marx: “Man is also capable of change. 

Man has the power to change—its environment, its history, himself.” What remains to be Marx’s greatest 

political offering is his “laying out a process of thinking and interrogating to raise our class consciousness.”

SIMBULAN
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Abstract

Proletarian literature has progressed from being a classification 

of creative output based on the immersion into society’s objective 

realities in the 1940s to the emergence of its notable revolutionary 

features after the 1970s. This lecture surveys the state of proletarian 

literary production based on what can be accessed without dwelling 

on the mechanical correlation between historical conditions and the 

actual literary texts. In integrating Marxism with literary theory, Terry 

Eagleton (1975, 134) asserts that “[N]o one expects modes of literary 

production and ‘literary superstructures’ to form a symmetrical 

relationship.” Rather, proletarian literary production can be studied 

within the standpoint of its material disparity and historically 

determined contradictions which produced them “and which often 

appear as unevenly resolved conflicts in the text” (Balibar and Macherey  

1981, 87).

Introduction

Raising the level of criticalness on what is acceptable and unacceptable 

when we talk of language and subverting the norms of conventional 

society, I choose the title Panitikan bilang Armas Pandigma or “Literature 

as a Weapon of War.” While it is tempting to wrangle with the “meta” 

aspect of the matter, such as how Marxists would analyze a literary 

text, it is more useful to provide a more grounded discussion of how 

literature is being utilized to forward revolutionary ideals. The aim is to 
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highlight the continuing relevance of Marxism on humanities, particularly literature, in keeping with the 

general theme of this lecture series. 

The paper is divided into four parts. First, we need to level off on the definition of literature. Second, 

we will cursorily talk about how we are taught to read literature in order to maintain the status quo. 

Third, we will discuss how we can supplant the normative ways with which we are taught to read and 

interpret literature. In relation to all this, the last part is about the persistent and continuing presence of 

proletarian literature. 

Defining “literature”

What is literature? Is it “imaginative” writing? If so, is literature then just limited to works of fiction? Is 

literature just about poetry or the use of figures of speech and poetic language? 

When is a piece of work qualified as literature? How about historical work or autobiographies that 

are considered novels? Does this indicate that literature is not just purely imaginative but can also cross 

the border and include historical material? Let us consider English literature in the 17th century. William 

Shakespeare’s plays and sonnets, John Webster’s tragedies, Andrew Marvell’s satire and poetry, and John 

Milton’s metaphysics and poetry fall within the broad range of the prescribed literary canon. This range 

also accommodates the philosophical essays of Francis Bacon and the sermons of John Donne. It is safe 

to assume at this point that literature is not only limited to what is “imaginative” but also accommodates 

the “historical.”

Is literature the use of language in unusual ways? Terry Eagleton (1996) raised the popular notion 

of literature as “organized violence committed on ordinary speech.” If I create a series of questions along 

the tenor of “Doth thou perspire in the sweltering heat of the solar globe from afar?” in this day and age, 

would I be creating a literary piece? Russian formalists note that literature, as a particular organization 

of language, has materiality whose functions can be analyzed.

When we look at a simple metaphor such as “I am the daughter of the sun,” it doesn’t mean that 

the sun is the father of the narratorial “I.” Rather, it can connote preference for warmth over frigidity. 

Is literary language a statement of reality? Or is it the relationship between how one conveys reality and 

what reality itself is? Or is it even appropriate to place limitations based on the realm of reality, since 

there are moments when literary language transgresses reality and vice versa?

With the screening practices of the gatekeepers of literary canon in academe and elsewhere, we 

have come to learn that literature is “highly valued writing.” This “highly valued writing” is what society 

should produce and reproduce. These productions and reproductions, however, are contingent upon the 

standards of the dominant. Suppose we accept that these are “high value” texts. Then we have to inquire 

further: are these any good? We cannot assure ourselves of the direct correlation between the text’s “high 

value” and quality. As readers, we have value judgments, too.

As we tread contrasting and even contradictory value judgments, then we realize that literature 

can never be objective. Eagleton (1996, 9) even goes on to declare “that we can drop once and 

for all the illusion that the category ‘literature’ is ‘objective,’ in the sense of being eternally given 

and immutable. Anything can be literature, and anything which is regarded as unalterably and 

unquestionably literature—Shakespeare, for example—can cease to be literature. Some kinds of fiction 

are literature and some are not; some literature is fictional and some is not; some literature is verbally 

self-regarding, while some highly-wrought rhetoric is not literature. Literature, in the sense of a set 

of works of assured and unalterable value, distinguished by certain shared inherent properties, does  

not exist.” 
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Following these parameters, literature can be interpreted through value judgments. The value 

judgments with which we scrutinize literature are historically variable and informed by social ideologies. 

These judgments are not merely based on individual tastes but are assumptions wherein certain 

groups exercise dominance and authority over the others. This premise can be tested in the case of 

proletarian literature later on. This also intersects with Professor Rolando Tolentino’s discussion on 

how certain groups exercise dominance over the production of meaning in films and even how we, 

the hapless audience, are influenced to interpret the films that have been chosen by the market for  

us to see.

The normative ways of reading literature

So if there is no objective definition of literature, how do we read it? How do we interpret what we read? 

How are we conditioned to interpret what we read?

There is literary criticism that aims at a “wholly” immanent reading of the text. Nothing outside the 

text affects the text itself, not even the author’s background. The text is reduced to a pure embodiment of 

the author’s consciousness. To know this mind, we have to analyze the aspects of his/her consciousness 

that manifests itself in the text. Once caught up with investigating the correlations between the author’s 

consciousness and its revelations in the text, we lose sight of the position of the text in human history. 

The text as part of human knowledge reflective of action and experience remains a text devoid of any 

connection to the world.

Some of us were taught to read literature as the “mental object” the author had in mind or his 

“intent” at the time of writing.

It does not follow for E. Hirsch, Jr. (1960) that because the meaning of work is the same as what 

the author meant at the time of writing, there can only be one possible interpretation of the text. There 

may, however, be a number of different valid interpretations, but all of them must be within the space 

of ‘typical expectations and probabilities’ (Husserl 1948, quoted in Hirsch 1960, 468) permitted by the 

author. Literary work may mean several things to different people at different times but the “significance” 

matters more than the meaning. “Significance” varies through history, but meanings are constant. In this 

mode of interpretation, the author is relegated to the responsibility for meaning but cannot hinder the 

readers from assigning significances. Further, the author shapes the absoluteness of literary meaning, 

which is resistant to historical change.

The problem with this kind of reading is its arbitrariness and the protection of exclusivity and, 

essentially, of private property. The meaning of the text is highly restricted and cannot be socialized or 

made public. It is solely the possession of the author.

Demystification of literature was done by emphasizing the “constructedness” of human meaning. It 

was neither a private experience nor a product of the divine. It was the product of a shared system of 

signification.

Saussure’s (1983) argument was that the relation between the sign and the referent was an arbitrary 

one. So how we carve up the world is not dependent on the sign-systems we thought we had at our 

command, but these sign-systems were more of theirs and not ours. 

For Russian philosopher and literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin, the sign was to be seen less as a fixed 

unit (like a signal) than as an active component of speech, modified and transformed into meaning 

by the variable social tones, valuations, and connotations it condensed within itself in specific social 

conditions (quoted in Voloshinov 1929/1973). Such valuations and connotations were actually shifting. 

Since the “linguistic community” was a heterogenous society composed of many conflicting interests, the 
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sign for Bakhtin was less of a neutral element in a given structure but more of a focus on struggle and 

contradiction.

Language, in short, was a field of ideological contention, not a monolithic system; indeed, signs were 

the very material medium of ideology, since without them no values or ideas could exist.

Bakhtin respected what might be called the “relative autonomy” of language, the fact that it could 

not be reduced to a mere reflex of social interests; but he insisted that there was no language that was 

not caught up in definite social relationships. These social relationships were part of broader political, 

economic, and ideological systems.

Meaning is a spin-off of a potentially endless play of signifiers rather than a concept tied firmly to 

the tail of a particular signifier. Out of this play of signifiers, certain meanings are elevated to positions 

of privilege and made centers around which other meanings are forced to turn. Terry Eagleton (1996, 

124) writes:

In one of its developments, post-structuralism became a convenient way of 

evading … political questions. … If meaning, the signified, was the passing product of 

words and signifiers, always shifting and unstable, part-present, part-absent, how 

could there be any determinate truth or meaning at all? If reality was constructed by 

discourse, how could we know reality itself? Does it make sense to claim that one 

interpretation of reality or history is better than another?

Paul de Man (1984), on the other hand, notes that all language is metaphorical, working by means 

of tropes and figures. In this regard, language should not be taken literally. Metaphors are also central 

to disciplines such as philosophy, law, and political theory, in the same way as they are to poetry, so if 

we work along the same line of logic, we can assume that all metaphors are on the same level of being 

fictional. Thus, there is a need to deconstruct what we are reading.

Terry Eagleton points out that Derrida wanted to do more than “develop new techniques of reading: 

deconstruction was a political practice, an attempt to dismantle the logic by which a particular system 

of thought—and behind that, a whole system of political structures and social institutions—maintains 

its force” (1996, 128). His practice of deconstruction does not seek “to deny the existence of relatively 

indeterminate truths, meanings, identities, intentions, historical continuities; he is seeking rather to 

see such things as the effects of a wider and deeper history, of language of the unconscious, of social 

institutions and practices” (Eagleton 1996, 128).

What is the best way to read/interpret literature?

Literature, as we are told, is vitally engaged with the living situations of men and women: it is concrete 

rather than abstract, displays life in all its rich variousness, and rejects barren conceptual inquiry for the 

feel and taste of what it is to be alive.

The story of modern literary theory, paradoxically, is the narrative of a flight from such realities into 

a seemingly endless range of alternatives: the poem, the organic society, eternal verities, the imagination, 

the structure of the human mind, representation of language, and so on. (This is natural in light of the 

historically reductionist critical tradition of the 19th century.)

The use of “aesthetic” and “unpolitical” language in literary texts reveals complicity with the elitism, 

individualism, and sexism brought about by modern ideologies. The assumption is that the center of the 

world is the burdened and contemplative individual striving to get a grip of experience, truth, reality, 

history, and tradition.



31LITERATURE AS A WEAPON OF WAR

The notion of the annihilation of the depth model arose from the critique of representation 

(form–content; signifier–signified). In effect, literary and even art production becomes a very 

depthless field. We really don’t feel what we feel, and the fluctuating emotions that we have in 

reaction to what we see and read are measured in intensities. Furthermore, there is a hollowing 

out (or even fragmentation) of subjectivity. Depth loses its existence and everything becomes  

mediocre.

There are other factors that should be taken into account as well. The individual is embedded in a 

web of personal relations because, more than readers, we are persons. This, however, is not given due 

credit. We have been conditioned to distance ourselves from the rich inwardness of personal life, of 

which literature is supposed to be a supreme exemplar, towards the drabber, more mechanical, and more 

impersonal existence.

In the social realm, literature’s equivalent is possessive individualism. It reflects the values of a political 

system that relegates the sociality of human life in a subordinate position and upholds the primacy of 

individual enterprise.

Because of lack of depth, it is common to dislike the idea of method. Literary critics prefer to work by 

what Eagleton (1996, 172–73) refers to as “glimmers and hunches, intuitions, and sudden perceptions.” 

This type of criticism, however, fails to intuit the presence of deep undercurrents that inform values and 

value judgments in literature.

Some point out that there is an array of methods that can be used to investigate literature. Sure, 

let’s free ourselves from the tyranny of one procedure. Should we combine phenomenology and post-

structuralism? Should we combine deconstruction and hermeneutics? Elitist as it sounds, there are times 

when this pluralism is just an excuse for those who do not know the real praxis of literary theory or for 

those who do not want to undergo the stringent discipline of literary analysis. If we scrutinize how we 

are taught to read literature, then we realize that some methods acknowledge human history but only as 

a peripheral consideration, as in phenomenology. Hermeneutics, on the other hand, places primacy on 

the author’s hand in meaning-making and the protection of his/her claim on the text as private property. 

Structuralism is focused on the rules between the individual and the sign-systems but does not fully take 

into account social relationships. Let us not forget post-structuralism, the notion of the annihilation of 

depth.

So where does Karl Marx figure in all of these theories? Marxism fills in the gap by offering 

authentic historicity; collective meaning-making by virtue of acknowledging social conditions and social 

relationships; and the dismantling of the force that drives the hegemonic political rule, as in the case of 

Derrida’s deconstruction. So, when we see a piece of literature, it is not something that the individual 

should only ponder on. Neither is it sterile or in a vacuum. Literature is a celebration of vitality. Its 

emphasis is on the sociality of human life in the face of the hegemony that accords unabated primacy to 

the individual.

Marxist literary theory is a discipline in itself. It is self-reflexive. When we speak of self-reflexivity—

for example, when there is a piece of literature—it is almost always common for people to juxtapose 

literature with history, and it ends there. Marxist literary theory seeks to analyze a piece of text deeper 

than its juxtaposition with history because the text itself could be taken as a unit. If the text is appreciated 

as a unit, we can analyze the contradictions within the text itself. This is just one facet of how Marxism 

can sharpen the practice of literary analysis.

Another facet is intertextuality, with its claim that there is no such thing as an original text. All text 

produced currently has undercurrents of literary works produced earlier.
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Moreover, Marxism in literary theory offers readers a framework that is oppositional and not merely 

an alternative. Marxism in literary theory is oppositional to the system that polices the acceptable ways 

that we use language. Of course, we are conditioned to use language in a particular manner or to accept 

the interpretations that follow dominant paradigms. Marxism is oppositional to how we are policed by 

the hegemony or what is dominant in our society. 

When we talk about literary production that is oppositional in the Philippines, we refer to proletarian 

literature. These are not in stock at National Bookstore or Fully Booked. There are no online order forms 

to fill out for these. Below are some examples.

This is Ulos, the cultural journal of the national democratic movement. This publication is managed 

by Artista at Manunulat ng Sambayanan (ARMAS) under the guidance of the Communist Party of the 

Philippines (CPP).

FIGURE 1 Cover of the May 1998 issue of Ulos
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The September 2000 issue of Ulos (see Figure 2 above) contains compilation of works from Eastern 

Visayas. There are songs in Waray as well as short stories that are full of local color. According to the 

front cover: “All work in this issue of Ulos can be distributed in any manner or form; excerpts to illustrate 

analyses can be derived from all songs, poems, stories, essays, visual art. These can also be used in mass 

meetings and gatherings of revolutionary forces; translated to other languages; and published in other 

materials of the national democratic movement.”

FIGURE 2 Cover of the September 2000 issue of Ulos
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The September 2001 issue of Ulos (see Figure 3 above) showcases works from Mindanao. The richness 

of Mindanao’s cultural diversity is reflected in the short stories and poems.

The May 2001 issue of Ulos (see Figure 4 on next page) is the commemorative issue of the centennial 

celebration of the labor movement in the Philippines. It contains life stories of labor leaders such as 

Crisanto Evangelista and Carlos Bulosan. It also has literary works centered on the workers’ struggles.

The development of proletarian literature in the Philippines

Salvador P. Lopez explains that proletarian literature is a comparatively new category in the history of 

Philippine literary criticism (1995). It is also an attempt to classify creative output based on the writer’s 

immersion in society’s objective realities. He goes on to enumerate the characteristics of proletarian 

FIGURE 3 Cover of the September 2001 issue of Ulos
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literature: (a) that it is “definitely a literature of hope and growth” with “[c]lean, wholesome, and vigorous 

intent”; (b) that it is “revolutionary”; (c) that the proletarian writer works with the unity of the aesthetic 

quality and functional value of literature in mind; and (d) that proletarian literature is “realistic” (1995, 

177–98).

Elmer A. Ordoñez (1995) notes that the significance of Lopez’s essay was that it showed the 

possibilities of committed literature to the writers of his generation and the generations that came after. 

While Lopez sowed the seeds, the discernible emergence of committed literature can be ascribed to 

Senator Claro M. Recto’s Second Propaganda Movement, whose lessons were eventually picked up by 

radicals like Jose Maria Sison (Ordoñez 1995).

After the 1970s, proletarian literature’s revolutionary character finds its sharpest articulation in 

Gelacio Guillermo’s “The New Mass Art and Literature” (1995, 358). He states that the general aim of this 

FIGURE 4 Cover of the May 2001 issue of Ulos
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type of writing was to push the armed struggle and the agrarian revolution in the countryside forward; 

to advance the urban strike movement; and to expand as well as consolidate the national front.

As Mao Zedong says in Talks at the Yenan Forum on Art and Literature, “literature and art fit well 

into the whole revolutionary machine as a component part, that they operate as powerful weapons for 

uniting and educating the people and for attacking and destroying the enemy, and that they help people 

fight the enemy with one heart and mind.”

Mao articulated not only to integrate literary and art production into the entire revolutionary 

machinery but also to combat the liberal humanist tradition of a society that projects itself as “free, 

classless, and urbane” but in essence is a society that ascribes to middle-class values.

Aesthetic standards of proletarian literature

Alice Guillermo (1993, 67) expounds on the aesthetic standards of this type of literature: it is 

nationalist, scientific, and mass-oriented:

(a) National, as a political value, asserts the sovereignty of the people and the independence in 

the context of anti-colonial and anti-imperialist struggle. It promotes the dignity of the broad 

masses of Filipino people—the peasants, the workers, the petty bourgeoisie, and the national 

bourgeoisie—who gain their national consciousness as they engage in active struggle against 

imperialism and its local agents.

Likewise, the concept of national binds the regional ethnicities and unites all progressive forces 

from all parts of the nation with their respective cultural and religious traditions. This also 

addresses the problems of the indigenous peoples and other victims of colonial and neocolonial 

prejudice, exploitation and neglect without failing to respect their culture and expressions. As 

these are phased in to the revolutionary discourse, it is also important to preserve their identity 

and guard various ethnic interpellations in their specificity.

(b) The scientific character of new culture rejects the metaphysical and idealist worldview and 

its mystifications on human nature as well as the economic and political structures and the 

historical process that perpetuate exploitation. It opposes superstition which makes man 

think uncritically since he is blinded by unfounded beliefs, values, practices, and prejudices. 

Superstition teaches man to resist change. Superstition and folk traditions are not to be confused 

with each other. Folk traditions contain usable grassroots technologies developed and suited for 

local conditions and resources. These traditions also find their form in art and literature. (A. 

Guillermo 1993, 70)

The mass character of new culture signifies the embrace of the genuine interests and aspirations 

of the people, particularly the exploited and oppressed classes of Philippine society. The enrichment of 

literature, art, and culture come from the contributions and efforts of the broad alliance of progressive 

forces, led and organized by the revolutionary masses (A. Guillermo 1993, 71).

Sample works include the following:
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FIGURE 5 A balagtasan between a worker and a capitalist in the May 2002 issue of Ulos



















https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-works/volume-3/mswv3_08.htm
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-works/volume-3/mswv3_08.htm
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Abstrak

Itinalaga ni Marx ang commodity fetishism bilang ang tunay na 

panlipunang relasyon sa hanay ng mga indibidwal, komoditi, at 

salapi. Sa sanaysay na ito, tinatalakay ko ang diskuro ng commodity 

fetishism sa pelikulang Filipino at sa mga kontraryong permutasyon 

nito sa independent (indie) at dokumentaryong sinema. Bagama’t ang 

industriyang pelikula ay patunay sa nosyon ni Marx ng commodity 

fetishism, ang argumentasyon ko ay ang independent sinema ang 

nakakapaglahad ng alternatibong diskurso sa dominanteng modalidad 

ng commodity fetishism sa pelikula dahil sa kapasidad ng indie cinema 

na makapagbaybay sa pagitan ng kritik at komplisidad. Ang mga 

dokumentaryong pelikula ang nakakapaglahad naman ng oposisyonal 

na diskurso, nakakapagbadya ng dekonstruksyon ng commodity 

fetishism sa relasyong media.

Marx denotes commodity fetishism as the real social relations among 

people, commodities, and money. In this essay, I tackle the discourse 

of commodity fetishism in Philippine cinema and its permutation 

into independent (indie) and documentary cinemas. While Philippine 

mainstream studio films reify Marx's notion of commodity fetishism, I 

will argue that independent cinema provides an alternative discourse to 

this dominant modality as it oscillates between critique and complicity. 

Documentary films, however, poses as an oppositional discourse, providing 

the deconstruction of commodity fetishism in media relations.

Panimula 

Para kay Karl Marx, ang commodity fetishism ay patungkol sa alienasyon 

ng paggawa na siyang lumilikha ng halaga sa mga produkto, na siya ring 

ROLANDO B. TOLENTINO

Marx, ang  
Pelikulang Filipino, at  
Commodity Fetishism























https://lifestyle.inquirer.net/184914/the-cost-of-tadhana/
https://lifestyle.inquirer.net/184914/the-cost-of-tadhana/
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Abstract

In Marx’s time, the industrial proletariat was the mass of workers who 

toiled in the mills, mines, and factories of that era. Today, of course, 

“industrial workers” are a minority in the totality of all wage laborers, 

the modern working class, which encompasses labor in sectors such as 

services and agriculture, and broadly includes informal workers. But 

the industrial regime of division of labor and mechanized production 

extends beyond manufacturing to large sections of agriculture and 

services. Moreover, all workers in the supply and value chains of 

companies—such as engineers, transport/logistics workers, and retail 

workers—contribute to the creation of value and surplus value. The 

changing and essential characteristics of the working class are bound 

up with the dynamics of capitalism. The proletariat will remain despite 

predictions of Industry 4.0 automation and despite the rise of the 

precariat.

“There will certainly be job disruption. Because what’s going to happen 

is robots will be able to do everything better than us. … I mean all 

of us.” So quipped Elon Musk about the impact of automation and 

artificial intelligence on the world of work (Clifford 2017). Elon Musk 

is of course known as a “technology leader” who is the CEO of Spacex, 

which is planning to send a mission to Mars, and also of Tesla, which is 

building electric vehicles. Musk is not alone, as Industry 4.0 became a 

buzzword in the last couple of years.

An oft-quoted research on the impact of automation on employment 

was a 2013 University of Oxford study that concluded that 47% of jobs 

in the US were at risk of being automated in the next 20 years (Frey and 

Osborne 2013). Despite the hype, these projections of the end of work 

are not without salient critiques.

BENJAMIN B. VELASCO

Marx and the  
Modern Working Class





















https://cnb.cx/2zahpgp.
https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/future-of-employment.pdf. 
https://money.cnn.com/2017/05/24/news/economy/gig-economy-intuit/index.html.
https://bit.ly/1qHtn3M.
https://psa.gov.ph/statistics/survey/labor-and-employment/labor-force-survey/title/Employment%20Situation%20in%20January%202018%20(Final%20Results).  
https://psa.gov.ph/statistics/survey/labor-and-employment/labor-force-survey/title/Employment%20Situation%20in%20January%202018%20(Final%20Results).  
https://psa.gov.ph/statistics/survey/labor-and-employment/labor-force-survey/title/Employment%20Situation%20in%20January%202018%20(Final%20Results).  
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat12.htm.




71

Abstract

In the mid-’60s, groups of Filipino Christians responded to the challenge 

of social reform and eventually of political revolution. In that process, 

how did they grapple with their understanding of their Christian faith 

in their encounters with Marxism as interpreted and practiced by 

Filipino Marxists? What were the similarities and differences in their 

experiences in two historical-political contexts: from the mid-’60s to 

EDSA 1986, and after EDSA 1986?

Introduction: Marx on religion

“Religion is the opium of the people.” This statement of Marx on 

religion is bound to be cited in any lecture on Marxism and religion. 

Marxists use it as their harshest criticism of religion: because it offers 

consolation, religion enables the oppressed to bear suffering passively 

instead of struggling actively to end their oppression.

But if we read that statement within the longer passages where it 

occurs, we get a more nuanced sense of Marx’s view about religion. 

Marxist scholars note that the phrase “opium of the people” does not 

appear again in his other writings on religion.

Actually, Marx did not devote too much attention to criticizing 

religion. He believed that through Hegel, the criticism of religion, 

which for Marx was the prerequisite of all criticism, had been essentially 

completed in Germany. The religion he was referring to was Protestant 

Christianity, which, through the Reformation, was itself a critique of 

Roman Catholicism.

EDICIO G. DELA TORRE

Marxism and Religion:
Experiences of Filipino 
Christians
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Abstract

The socialist revolutions in the Soviet Union and China took place at a 

time when the industrial working class was a minority and the peasantry 

constituted the majority of the population. This condition was also true 

in some developing countries where Marxist-inspired revolutionary 

movements succeeded in taking power. To what extent does Marx’s 

theory of history explain the difficult trajectories of development 

experienced by such cases? I propose to make a clear distinction 

between conditions that enable a socialist-communist movement to 

take power in social formations where the capitalist economic structure 

is backward from those conditions that enable/constrain a successful 

transition to socialism under the same conditions.

Marx is arguably the most influential thinker of the 20th century. When 

I started to review my Marx, I realized that the passage of years has 

brought about different interpretations of Marxist thought that has also 

been enriched by practice. What I would like to do now is to revisit 

Marx’s theory of history. How did Marx try to explain his theory of 

history? How do we understand and explain it?

We should not try to hope for any kind of conclusive understanding 

because there will always be differences in interpreting what Marx 

actually said and how it has been used as a guide to revolutionary 

practice. Towards the end, I will try to relate some of the assumptions 

of his theory with two successful socialist revolutions that were 

consciously inspired by Marx: the Russian revolution and its collapse 

TEMARIO C. RIVERA

Marx’s Theory of History:
A Rereading from the 
Soviet and Chinese 
Experience
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Abstract

This essay examines how the middle-class composition of the leadership 

of the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP), its military arm, 

the New People’s Army (NPA) and its political vehicle, the National 

Democratic Front (NDF) defined the direction which the revolutionary 

movement took during the martial law period whereby the armed 

struggle was complemented with strategies which needed middle class 

skills and acumen. These included the establishment of united fronts 

against the dictatorship on non-class issues such as the environment, 

women’s concerns, indigenous peoples’ rights, and the Moro people’s 

struggles. Internal Party debates, however, emerged which led to the 

1992 split within the Party. In the post-martial law period, those who 

left the Party continued their advocacies through the establishment of 

left movements and civil society organizations (CSOs). Middle class-

oriented strategies by the Left have helped push the democratization 

process forward but there are also major limitations to the extent to 

which a middle-class-led Left movement are able to undertake the 

needed radical structural changes in society.

TERESA S. ENCARNACION TADEM

The Politics of a  
Middle-Class-Led 
Left Movement in the 
Philippines¹

¹ The post-martial law (1986–present) section of this paper draws from the author’s book chapter, “The Middle-Class-Led Left 
Movement in Civil Society’s Role in the Philippines’ Democratization Process,” in Hsin-Huang Michael Hsiao. ed., Middle Class, 
Civil Society and Democracy in Asia (2019). London and New York: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, pp. 81–101.
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