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In Highgate Cemetery, the faith-
ful still come to drape flowers
over the giant bust inscribed with
some of Karl Marx’s most famous
words: “Workers of all lands
unite” and “The philosophers
have only interpreted the world
in various ways. The point is to
change it”

It is the most-visited grave in
the cemetery, even if most of the
pilgrims don’t come from Britain,
the land of Marx’s exile, where
he died in near-obscurity in 1883.
One of the volunteers at the cem-
etery, where fewer than a dozen
mourners gathered at his funeral,
says, “We get lots of Chinese visi-
tors. They seem to think he’s the
greatest man who ever lived.”
Around the base of his monu-
ment, crocuses have pushed their
way through the cold earth.

still, with the West suffering
from the after-effects of the fi-
nancial crisis and revolution in
the air in parts of the world,
could it possibly be springtime
for Marx? Could Marxism, the
Union Carbide of political
brands, possibly be rehabilitated
- or, more likely, mined for the
bits that are still relevantin a
chaotic world?

The signs may be sparser and
more frail than those spring flow-
ers around his grave, but stu-
dents of the historian’s work
point to a few potential indica-
tors: Striking workers in Egypt
provided crucial leverage in the
downfall of Hosni Mubarak;
thousands of people have poured
onto the stieets of the American
Midwest to protest against draco-

nian labour legislation in various

states. In Britain, trade unions
are organizing marches on Satur-
day that will probably be the
largest seen in the country since
the anti-war demonstrations of
2003, Workers may not be the
gravediggers of capitalism, as
Marx and Friedrich Engels proph-
esied, but they may no longer be
its zombies, either.

After the financial meltdown and with labour protests in the air, some expetts |
are saying the old.comrade is more relevant than ever, and that few people

“The oppressed are allowed once every few

years to decide which particular representa-

- tives of the oppressing class ave to represent
“and vepress them.” - :

“political power, properly called, is merely the

: organized power of one class for oppressing

aniaihon

even realize how much they owe to him. Elizabeth Renzetti investigates

Perfect, write that Marx’s “des-
cription of globalization is as
sharp today as it was 150 years
ago.”

When Christopher Hitchens, a
famously robust leftist in his
youth, wrote a piece for The At-
lantic titled The Revenge of Karl
Marx, he quoted financial jour-
nalist James Buchan on-the ubig-
uity of the philosopher’s
analysis: “Marx is so embedded
in our Western cast of thought
“that few people are even aware of
their debt to him. Everybody I
know now believes that their at-
titudes are to an extent a cre-
ation of their material
circumstances.”

Cafeteria Marxists

Youw’d have to hunt pretty far to
find true believers who still buy
the whole package: a revolution
of the working classes against
their capitalist oppressors, lead-
ing to the abolition of private
property and a classless society.
But, much in the manner of cafe-
teria Catholics, who choose to
follow the bits of dogma they
find palatable, there’s a sense
that, strained and filtered, there’s
still much that’s useful in Marxist
thought.

“Marxism should never have
been an ideology, in the sense of
a set of articles of faith you hold
regardless of the evidence,” says
Grant Amyot, a political-studies
professor at Queen’s University
in Kingston, Ont. “But as a way of
analyzing the inequalities and in-

justices of modern societies, and -

identifying who can act to
change it, it’s probably more rele-
vant than it has been since the
19208.”

defending free markets, A Future

cepts for the enlightenment of
workers - the development of
class consciousness - is difficult
to achieve if class is not mea-
sured by your relationship to the
means of production, but by how
much free-range chicken you eat.

A new breed of wage slave

“It’s not as if everybody in the
developed world has become
middle-class,” Prof. Amyot says.
“It’s just that the form of exploit-
ation has changed. We’re not sit-
ting behind steam-powered
looms any more, we're sitting be-
hind computers, but the vast
number of people are still work-
ing for a wage or salary.”

Says Prof. Panitch, “It’s much
more complicated now. If’s not
easy to organize these days when
you don’t have masses of work-
ers brought together in a big fac-
tory and they aren’t living in the
same part of the city. A lot of
people now who are exploited
and poorly paid are working in
funky areas like producing soft-
ware or advertising.”

. Two years ago, he wrote a piece

for Foreign Policy magazine titled
Thorougly Modern Marx about
how the post-crash world might
possibly (though by no means in-
evitably) see a rebirth in radical
thinking. That, of course, has not
happened - in fact, the political
left has suffered setbacks and
since 2008, centre-right parties
have gained power in Europe.

| Former British Labour cabinet

minister David Miliband - son of
the Marxist historian Ralph - re-
cently gave a lecture at the Lon-
don School of Economics titled,
Why Is the European Left Losing
Elections?




At this moment, the mostfa-
_mous living historian of Marxist
thought is digging him from the
toxic bed where Stalin and Mao
left him: "“Today Marx is, once
again, very much a thinker for

the 21st century,” Eric Hobsbawin

writes in his 16th book, How to
Change the World: Tales of Marx
and Marxism. (The collection of
essays, just published in Britain,
will be available in September in
Canada and the US.)
- The title is much more crusad-
ing than the bool’s sober content
_ and its cover, which features a
picture of Che Guevara, but not
Marx, may give some indication
_ of the taint still attached to poor
odkad =00
In these essays spanning 54
decades, Prof. Hobsbawm, who
was born in the year of the Rus-
sian Revolution, discusses why
the time is ripe to revisit this
seminal thinker: As an analyst of
upheaval in the capitalist system,
Marx is unparalleled; as someone
whaose writings contributed
_ (however tragically) to leading
political movements of the 20th
century, he is the most influen-
tial secular thinker in history;
and because he was prescient:

“The globalized capitalist world

that emerged in the 1990s was in
crucial ways uncannily like the
. world anticipated by Marx in The

Communist Manifesto,” Prof. Hobs-

bawm says. . ,
For one thing, Marx saw that
the capitalist system would ne-
cessarily concentrate wealth in
the hands of fewer and fewer
players, and that those players

would be forced to search beyond
their borders for new markets

and consumers to exploit.

Prof. Hobsbawm saidinane-
~ mail interview that the aim of his
boolt 4s to explain and to renew |

the claim for a modified version
of Marx’s analysis. He was vir-
tually written out of the public
scene by an ideology of free-mar-
ket fundamentalism whose bank-
Fuptcy is now evident, even

though the U.S. and British gov-

_ ernments apparently refused to
recognizethis”?

And notit's not only veteran
lefties who appreciate the Mar-
xist analysis, apparently,

Prof. Hobsbawm writes about
having lunch with George Soros
and tiptoeing around any possi-
bly appetite-disrupting radical
_ talk, only to have the financier

 say: “That man discovered some-

thing about capitalism 150 years
ago that we must take notice of”
Even John Micklethwait and
Adrian Wooldridge in their book

If's n6t just the concepts but
thelanguage of Marx that have
seeped into the groundwater:
“This is class war that’s being lev-
elled against the working people
of this counitry,” filmmaker Mi-
chael Moore said after addressing
a pro-union rally in Wisconsin
this month. At a similar protest, a
young farmer named Tony
Schultz made an impassioned
speech denouncing state legisla-
tion that severely restricted the
collective-bargaining rights of
public-sector unions: Ordinary
Americans shared a similar de-
sire, he said: “To be empowered
by your work, and not alienated
by it” : :

Marxkist language is alive even
in the American heartland, al-
though the word itself is still a
general-purpose insult. Talking

. about protests by U.S. Uncut,a

group that wants to reverse cufs
to public services, Fox News’s An-
drew Napolitano said, “These
people do hate capitalism. It's a
form of socialism or even Mar-
xism.” :

Fox commentators may be
alarmed by the nascent activism
of U.S; Uncut and the thousands
of demonstrators who have tak-
en to the streets to protest
against anti-labour bills in sever-
al U.S. states, but for those on the
left, it’s too early to be shouting
from the ramparts.

“P'm optimistic about the ex-
plosion that’s happened in Wis-
consin,” says Leo Panitch; a
political-studies professor at York
University in Toronto. “For the
first time in a long time, the Ca-

nadian left is looking south, rath-

er than the other way.”

But he’s loath to make too
many claims for a new dawn ris-
ing: “The craziness and mindless-

‘ness of so much of what is going

on in the Ametican right may -
and Pm very cautious about this
— it may lead to the same kind of
sensibilities that produced a rad-
ical new left in the sixties.”

Unrest isn’t confined to the
United States; where an estimat-
ed 100,000 protesters gathered
on March 12 in Madison, along
with thousands more in states
such as Ohio, Indiana and Iowa.
In Egypt, a general strike that be-
gan on Feb. 9 is thought to have
hastened the fall of Hosni Mub-
arak. Last summer, a wave of
strikes spread through Chinese
factories, rattling the govern-
ment. The largest union in Brit-
ain, the Trades Union Congress,
is organizing a “March for the Al-
ternative” in London on'Satur-
day, which it hopes will unite
union members, professionals
and students in a large-scale pro-
test against the austerity cuts im-
posed by Britain’s coalition
government.

But union meémbership in the
West is at historically low levels,
and one of Marx’s central con-

“Not since the First World War
has there been this kind of domi-
nation from the right,” Mr. Mili-
band said. Why? Because
right-wing parties have been
more flexible in adapting their
policies, and by softening their
positions on social issues have
furtively camped on the left's tra-
ditional hunting grounds.

It’s not in political patties -
themselves that radical leftist
thought will be resuscitated, Prof.
Hobsbawm said in the e-mail in-
terview: “The revival of Marxism
as a political project is unlikely,
because the social forces that
Marx expected to realize his
ideas have been decisively weak-
ened since the 19708, namely the
labour movements and mass la-
bour and socialist parties. What -
should revive in today’s global at-
mosphere is Marxism as the ma-

jor ideology criticizing capitalism

and analyzing its iriternal contra-
dictions and its incapacity to find
effective solutions for the global

problems of our century, notably -

the environmental crisis.”

Buit there are still true believers
who plan to seize what they
think is a decisive political mo-
ment. “I think 2011 is going to be
remembered like 1968, says Dan
Mayer, organizer of Marxism

2011, a five-day festival in London

beginning on June 30. Last year’s
Marxathon drew 5,000 people; it
is the biggest gathering of its

kind in Europe (and charmingly

old=school: Accommodations can . -

be arranged “if you're an older
comrade”).

Mr; Mayer expects this year’s
festival, featuring speakers such
as Labour Party veteran Tony
Benn, literary critic Terry Eagle-
ton and Richard Wilkinson, au-
thor of The Spirit Level, to be even
bigger. Revolution is not necessa-
rily on the agenda, but more
modest goals are: “We'd like to
see the [British] coalition gov-
ernment brought down,” and an
end to its austerity program, Mr.

Mayer says. “A country where the
sick, the poot, the elderly and the

unemployed are treated in quite
brutal ways is not a society you
want to live in,”

The faithful will look for signs

' of hope, no matter how faint. At

the London Review Bookshop,
Prof. Hobsbawim’s How to. Change

the World is on the bestseller list, -

along with a new volume of let-
ters by martyred revolutionary
Rosa Luxemburg, though this
says more about the shop’s clien-

tele than about the likelihood of

a proletariat uprising. Just as ea-
sily, you could visit Liverpool
Street in London’s éast end,
where The Communist Manifesto
was first printed in 1848, and see’
that it’s now surrounded by a sea
of banks.

Elizabeth Renzetti is a member of
The Globe and Mail's European bu-"
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