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Series Foreword

The Marx Revival

The Marx renaissance is underway on a global scale. Whether the puz-
zle is the economic boom in China or the economic bust in ‘the West’, 
there is no doubt that Marx appears regularly in the media nowadays as 
a guru, and not a threat, as he used to be. The literature dealing with 
Marxism, which all but dried up twenty-five years ago, is reviving in the 
global context. Academic and popular journals and even newspapers and 
on-line journalism are increasingly open to contributions on Marxism, 
just as there are now many international conferences, university courses 
and seminars on related themes. In all parts of the world, leading daily 
and weekly papers are featuring the contemporary relevance of Marx’s 
thought. From Latin America to Europe, and wherever the critique to 
capitalism is remerging, there is an intellectual and political demand for a 
new critical encounter with Marxism.

Types of Publications

This series bring together reflections on Marx, Engels and Marxisms 
from perspectives that are varied in terms of political outlook, geo-
graphical base, academic methodologies and subject-matter, thus chal-
lenging many preconceptions as to what ‘Marxist’ thought can be like, 
as opposed to what it has been. The series will appeal internationally to 
intellectual communities that are increasingly interested in rediscovering 
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the most powerful critical analysis of capitalism: Marxism. The series edi-
tors will ensure that authors and editors in the series are producing over-
all an eclectic and stimulating yet synoptic and informative vision that 
will draw a very wide and diverse audience. This series will embrace a 
much wider range of scholarly interests and academic approaches than 
any previous ‘family’ of books in the area.

This innovative series will present monographs, edited volumes and 
critical editions, including translations, to Anglophone readers. The 
books in this series will work through three main categories:

Studies on Marx and Engels
The series will include titles focusing on the oeuvre of Marx and Engels 
which utilize the scholarly achievements of the on-going Marx-Engels 
Gesamtausgabe, a project that has strongly revivified the research on 
these two authors in the past decade.

Critical Studies on Marxisms
Volumes will awaken readers to the overarching issues and world-chang-
ing encounters that shelter within the broad categorization ‘Marxist’. 
Particular attention will be given to authors such as Gramsci and 
Benjamin, who are very popular and widely translated nowadays all 
over the world, but also to authors who are less known in the English-
speaking countries, such as Mariátegui.

Reception Studies and Marxist National Traditions
Political projects have necessarily required oversimplifications in the 
twenty-first century, and Marx and Engels have found themselves ‘made 
over’ numerous times and in quite contradictory ways. Taking a national 
perspective on ‘reception’ will be a global revelation and the volumes of 
this series will enable the worldwide Anglophone community to under-
stand the variety of intellectual and political traditions through which 
Marx and Engels have been received in local contexts.
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1.	�Terrell Carver and Daniel Blank, A Political History of the Editions of Marx 
and Engels’s “German Ideology” Manuscripts, 2014.
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Preface

In the preface to this volume, we state the importance of Nicos 
Poulantzas’s thought for the understanding of the contemporary social 
world, and especially the relationship between capitalism and the state in 
the neoliberal era. Poulantzas’s ideas are analytical as well as political: they 
aim to understand so as to transform. They are also interdisciplinary, as 
shown by the variety of contributors to this volume: historians, philoso-
phers, geographers, economists and sociologists. Poulantzas’s thought is 
the culminating point of a century of Marxist debates about the nature of 
capitalism and the state. It is also a starting point for those who, in the 
twenty-first century, try to imagine alternative, postcapitalist, futures.

Revisiting Marxist thought is never an innocent matter. When we 
study the texts, what we are trying to grasp is the political conjuncture in 
which they were written. By definition, Marxism asserts its connection to 
the emancipation processes and the political and social movements har-
bored within a given era; indeed, it seeks to help bring them to fruition. 
In this sense, reading a Marxist thinker’s works is also a way of posing 
ourselves questions about these processes themselves. More than that, 
drawing on tradition is also a way of shedding light on elements that 
come from a seemingly completed period, yet might also be politically 
productive in our own time. This being so, history is inextricably linked 
to thinking about possible futures. Such was the ambition of the interna-
tional Poulantzas conference held at the Sorbonne (Paris-IV) in January 
2015, from which this book results.
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Born in Athens on 21 September 1936, Nicos Poulantzas was one of 
the great Marxist thinkers of the 1970s. He grew up in a Greece ravaged 
by the 1946–1949 civil war, before he pursued his law studies in Athens; 
he then went to Munich where he began a philosophy Ph.D., before mak-
ing his home in Paris, where numerous left-wing Greek intellectuals also 
lived. He defended his doctoral thesis at the Sorbonne in 1961. It was 
published three years later under the title Nature des choses et droit: essai sur 
la dialectique du fait et du valeur. He here began his far-reaching reflec-
tion on the state; a reflection also conveyed by Jean-Paul Sartre’s Les Temps 
Modernes, which published several of Poulantzas’s articles. Through his 
posthumous dialogue with Gramsci and his engagement with Althusser, 
Poulantzas became one of the most unique thinkers on the question of 
the state. He elaborated his thought across several works, from 1968’s 
Political Power and Social Classes to State, Power, Socialism, published in 
1978, soon before his death. Poulantzas killed himself in 1979.

This trajectory was the focus over two days in January 2015 as a 
packed hall at the Sorbonne—a good part of it consisting of young stu-
dents and researchers—devoted its attentions to Poulantzas’s thought, 
and moreover posed questions as to its implications for our own time. 
The opening address at the conference was given by Álvaro García 
Linera. Bolivia’s vice-president and himself one of today’s most impor-
tant critical thinkers, García Linera had come to France especially for this 
occasion. All the key themes of Poulantzian thought were addressed at 
the conference, from the nature of the modern state to capitalism’s cri-
ses, fascism, globalization, and the European project.

The reader will recall that January 2015 was also the moment of 
Syriza’s victory in Greece. For the first time in Europe, a party of the 
radical Left had arrived in power through the ballot box. The fact that 
this conference was devoted to a Marxist of Greek origin—and, indeed, a 
theorist of the ‘democratic road of socialism’—meant that it could be be 
immediately ‘plugged into’ the current conjuncture. Moreover, a large 
part of Syriza’s leadership and cadres was itself steeped in Poulantzas’s 
ideas, and Syriza’s own research institute is called the ‘Poulantzas 
Institute’. It has been said that the emergence of Syriza and Podemos 
on the European political stage was, in a sense, the ‘revenge’ of the 
Eurocommunism to which Poulantzas had subscribed in the 1970s.1

1 See Escalona Fabien, ‘Syriza, Podemos, et l’héritage eurocommuniste’, Mediapart, 28 
January 2015.
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A volume devoted to Nicos Poulantzas is necessarily an interdiscipli-
nary one. The authors who have contributed to this book belong to all 
the disciplines of the human sciences, including philosophy, sociology, 
history, economics and geography. If Poulantzas is usually considered 
a political scientist or political philosopher, he also made decisive inter-
ventions in debates regarding sociology (for instance, on the question of 
the ‘new middle classes’), geography (‘spatial-temporal matrices’) and 
history (the nature of fascist and authoritarian regimes). This explains 
why debates devoted to Poulantzas’s theses have taken place in a number 
of these disciplines, indeed at the international level. But this has per-
haps rendered rather more difficult the circulation of his ideas in France, 
where disciplinary divisions are more rigid than they are in the English-
speaking world.

Many Marxists have resisted the disciplinary division of intellectual 
labor, and Poulantzas’s oeuvre itself bears witness to this. This critique 
has a specific theoretical foundation. Capitalism is a totality (a contradic-
tory totality, i.e. an open one) whose logic tends to impose itself on all 
sectors of social life. If we are to understand and combat this logic, we 
must indispensably situate our critique at the same level at which capital 
itself operates, i.e. the level of the system as a whole. For this reason, for 
Marxism the fight against the fragmentation of knowledge is an intellec-
tual and political battleground of primary importance. However, this is 
becoming all the more difficult over time, as the disciplinary division of 
labor continually deepens.

We should thus consider as one of Poulantzas’s most important con-
tributions the fact that he was able to intervene in several disciplinary 
fields, and more precisely to tie together problematics which disciplinary 
straitjackets usually keep divided. Establishing such interconnections 
requires a theoretical equipment that is constantly being refined, and put 
to the test by the most varied objects of empirical inquiry.

This book is but part of the current movement of (re)discovering 
classical and contemporary Marxism in France. This movement con-
sists of two main aspects. The first has been the translation, over the 
last fifteen years or so, of works by foreign Marxists—most of whom are 
either English-speakers, or publish in English. These figures range from 
David Harvey to Frederic Jameson, Perry Anderson, Mike Davis, Stuart 
Hall, Ernesto Laclau, and more. In passing, it is interesting to note that 
Poulantzas is an important source of inspiration for many of these think-
ers. For instance, a lot of Poulantzas’s ideas have made their journey 
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toward the English-speaking intellectual field by way of the New Left 
Review, long edited by Perry Anderson. This latter’s own works on the 
state consist, among other things, of a critical dialogue with Poulantzas’s 
approach to the state.2

The other aspect of this renewed interest is the re-publication of ‘clas-
sic’ Marxist texts: Gramsci, Rosa Luxemburg, Lenin, Trotsky and a few 
others, or the publication of books that have to do with these figures. 
Through this intervention, new generations of students and researchers 
have been able to discover some of the treasures that the Marxist tradi-
tion contains. In the 1980s and 1990s a virulent anti-Marxism was on 
the march. Fortunately we have now emerged from this phase, and today 
we can well see that without Marx and Marxists you cannot explain 
capitalism and its crises, or indeed contemplate the conditions of going 
beyond it. As Jacques Derrida argued in his Specters of Marx,3 one may 
be for or against Marx, but one cannot do without Marx. We can say the 
same of Poulantzas.

In classical Marxism, the theory of the state reached its high point 
of sophistication in the works of Gramsci. He fundamentally reassessed 
the question that the late Engels had left abandoned in the early 1890s, 
as he was confronted by a new political situation in which the insurrec-
tionary road alone no longer seemed appropriate. Engels had begun, 
but never completed, a reflection on the forms that the transition to 
socialism could take in a context different to the model that had arisen 
from 1848.4 Mutatis mutandis, Gramsci worked to think through the 
‘great transformation’ of capitalism that took place the first decades of 
the twentieth century, a process in which the state played a central role. 
Just as Gramsci sought to think through how the state had developed in 
the 1920s and 1930s, Poulantzas strove to understand the way in which 
the state had evolved in the post-World War II period during the Trente 
Glorieuses. As several contributors to this volume note, this was the con-
text in which the Greek Marxist developed his ‘relational’ theory of the 

2 See for example his Lineages of the Absolutist State, London: NLB, 1974.
3 Specters of Marx, London: Routledge, 1993.
4 See in this regard the contributions by Jacques Texier, for instance ‘Les innovations  

de Engels, 1885–1891’, in Mireille Delbraccio and Georges Labica (eds.), Friedrich Engels 
savant et révolutionnaire, Paris: PUF, 1997, pp. 162–164.



Preface     xv

state, in which the state is not a ‘thing’ or a ‘substance’, but a rather set 
of power relations which overlap in a complex fashion. This is what led 
him to formulate his famous definition of the state as ‘the condensation 
of a relationship of forces between classes and class fractions’.

This formula, and the whole theoretical apparatus that underpin it, is 
a fruitful starting point if we are to analyze the evolutions of the con-
temporary state—the neoliberal state. Our task, today, is to pick up the 
thread of the Marxist debate on the nature of the capitalist state, which 
fell away in the 1980s—a debate in which Poulantzas’s theses had been 
one of the organizing focuses.5 One of the ambitions of this present vol-
ume is to contribute to debates on this very question.

The book consists of three parts. The first brings together contribu-
tions by Álvaro García Linera, Isabelle Garo, Alex Demirović and Stathis 
Kouvelakis. This part has to do with the question of the state, and more 
precisely the strategic implications of Poulantzas’s theory of the state. 
The second, featuring articles by Serge Wolikow, Marco Di Maggio and  
Ludivine Bantigny, is of a more historical key. It seeks to reconnect 
Poulantzas’s ideas to some of the major political debates of his time. 
The third part, which consists of contributions by James Martin, Costis 
Hadjimichalis and Tristan Auvray and Cédric Durand, is devoted to the 
theoretical-political disputes in which Poulantzas himself participated.

While this division helps our reading insofar as it allows for an organ-
ization of ideas, inevitably it is also rather artificial. For Poulantzas’s 
thought was extremely consistent, with each of its components closely 
linked to all the others.

Mont-Saint-Aignan, France 
Bordeaux, France

Jean-Numa Ducange 
Razmig Keucheyan

5 For an introduction, see Razmig Keucheyan’s ‘Lenin, Foucault, Poulantzas’, in Nicos 
Poulantzas, L’État, le pouvoir, le socialisme [1978], Paris: Les Prairies ordinaires, 2013.
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