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Clip from Cedric Robinson's introduction to the book Black Marxism: 

  

"This study attempts to map the historical and intellectual contours of the encounter of 

Marxism and Black radicalism, two programs for revolutionary change. I have undertaken 

this effort in the belief that in its way each represents a significant and immanent mode of 

social resolution, but that each is a particular and critically different realization of a history. 

The point is that they may be so distinct as to be incommensurable. At issue here is whether 

this is so. If it is, judgments must be made, choices taken.  

  

The inquiry required that both Marxism and Black radicalism be subjected to interrogations of 

unusual form: the first, Marxism, because few of its adherents have striven hard enough to 

recognize its profound but ambiguous indebtedness to Western civilization; the second, Black 

radicalism, because the very circumstance of its appearance has required that it be 

misinterpreted and diminished. I have hoped to contribute to the correction of these errors by 

challenging in both instances the displacement of history by aeriform theory and self-serving 

legend. Whether I have succeeded is for the reader to judge. But first it may prove useful to 

outline the construction of the study.  

  

In Western societies for the better part of the past two centuries, the active and intellectual 

opposition of the Left to class rule has been vitalized by the vision of a socialist order: an 

arrangement of human relations grounded on the shared responsibility and authority over the 

means of social production and reproduction. The variations on the vision have been many, 

but over the years of struggle the hardiest tradition has proven to be that identified with the 

work and writings of Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, and V. I. Lenin. Obviously here the term 

"tradition" is used rather loosely since the divergencies of opinion and deed between Marx, 

Engels, and Lenin have been demonstrated by history to be as significant as their 

correspondence. Nevertheless, in common as well as in academic parlance, these three 

activist-intellectuals are taken to be the principal figures of Marxist or Marxist-Leninist 

socialism. Marxism was founded on the study of the capitalist expropriation and exploitation 

of labor as first taken up by Engels, then elaborated by Marx's "material theory of history," his 

recognition of the evolving systems of capitalist production and the inevitability of class 

struggle, and later augmented by Lenin's conceptions of imperialism, the state, the 

"dictatorship of the proletariat," and the role of the revolutionary party. It has provided the 

ideological, historical, and political vocabulary for much of the radical and revolutionary 

presence emergent in modern Western societies. Elsewhere, in lands economically parasitized 

by the capitalist world system, or in those rare instances where its penetration has been 

quarantined by competing historical formations, some sorts of Marxism have again translated 

a concern with fundamental social change. However, it is still fair to say that at base, that is at 

its epistemological substratum, Marxism is a Western construction-a conceptualization of 

human affairs and historical development that is emergent from the historical experiences of 

European peoples mediated, in turn, through their civilization, their social orders, and their 

cultures. Certainly its philosophical origins are indisputably Western. But the same must be 

said of its analytical presumptions, its historical perspectives, its points of view. This most 

natural consequence though has assumed a rather ominous significance since European 

Marxists have presumed more frequently than not that their project is identical with world-

historical development. Confounded it would seem by the cultural zeal that accompanies 

ascendant civilizations, they have mistaken for universal verities the structures and social 

dynamics retrieved from their own distant and more immediate pasts. Even more 

significantly, the deepest structures of "historical materialism," the foreknowledge for its 



comprehension of historical movement, have tended to relieve European Marxists from the 

obligation of investigating the profound effects of culture and historical experience on their 

science. The ordering ideas that have persisted in Western civilization (and Marx himself as 

we shall see was driven to admit such phenomena), reappearing in successive "stages" of its 

development to dominate arenas of social ideology, have little or no theoretical justification in 

Marxism for their existence. One such recurring idea is racialism: the legitimation and 

corroboration of social organization as natural by reference to the "racial" components of its 

elements. Though hardly unique to European peoples, its appearance and codification, during 

the feudal period, into Western conceptions of society was to have important and enduring 

consequences."  

 


