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UNLOCKING
MARXISM: THE
ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF A
DICTIONARY OF
MARXIST
THOUGHT

For students, scholars,
and activists seeking a
rigorous yet accessible
entry point into the
vast and often complex
world of Marxist
theory, few resources
have proven as
indispensable as A
Dictionary of
Marxist Thought.
First published in 1983
under the editorial
guidance of Tom

Bottomore, this
landmark reference
work has served as a
beacon through
decades of ideological
debate, academic
inquiry, and political
change. But what
makes this dictionary
so special? Why does it
remain a cornerstone
in libraries and
personal collections
around the globe? This
article delves into the
history, structure, and
lasting significance of
A Dictionary Of
Marxist Thought,
exploring how it
bridges the gap
between foundational
texts and
contemporary
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reinterpretations.

To understand the
value of A Dictionary
Of Marxist Thought,
one must first
appreciate the
challenge it seeks to
overcome. Marxist
theory is not a
monolith. It is a living,
evolving tradition that
spans over a century
and a half,
encompassing
economics, philosophy,
sociology, history, and
political science. From
the early writings of
Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels to the later
contributions of Lenin,
Gramsci, Lukacs, the
Frankfurt School, and
countless others, the
vocabulary of Marxism
has grown dense and
sometimes
contradictory. Terms

like “dialectical
materialism,” “surplus
value,” *"alienation,”
“base and

superstructure,” and
“ideology” are used in
nuanced ways across
different schools of
thought. A reliable,
comprehensive

dictionary is not just
helpful—it is essential.

The
Genesis
and
Editorial
Vision

A Dictionary Of
Marxist Thought
emerged from a
specific historical and
intellectual context.
The late 1970s and
early 1980s saw a
resurgence of interest
in Marxist theory within
Western academia,

partly fueled by the
New Left, the anti-war
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movement, and the
critiques of capitalism
that followed the
economic crises of the
1970s. However,
existing reference
works were either too
narrow, too partisan, or
too dated. Tom
Bottomore, a British
sociologist known for
his work on social
stratification and
political theory,
recognized the need
for a standard
reference that could
serve both the
specialist and the
general reader.

Bottomore assembled
an editorial board of
distinguished

scholars—including
Laurence Harris, V.G.
Kiernan, and Ralph
Miliband—and enlisted
contributions from over
80 leading experts. The
result was a volume
that aimed to be
authoritative without

being dogmatic. The
editors took care to
present multiple
perspectives, allowing
readers to see where
Marxists disagree as
well as where they find
common ground. This
pluralistic approach
was both a strength
and, for some critics, a
l[imitation, but it
undeniably made the
dictionary more
versatile and enduring.

Structure
and
Scope: A
Map of
Marxist
Terrain

The first edition of A
Dictionary of



Marxist Thought
contained over 900
entries, ranging from
short definitions to
lengthy essays on
major concepts,
themes, and figures.
The entries are
organized
alphabetically, but the
real genius lies in the
cross-referencing
system. A reader
encountering the term
“reification” is guided
to related entries on
“alienation,”
“commodity fetishism,”

and “Lukacs.” This
network effect
transforms the

dictionary from a
simple lookup tool into
a learning scaffold.

One of the most
valuable features is the
inclusion of
biographical entries on
key Marxist thinkers,
not only Marx and
Engels but also figures
like Rosa Luxemburg,

Antonio Gramsci, Leon
Trotsky, and Mao
Zedong. These entries
contextualize their
ideas within their
historical
circumstances.
Additionally, the
dictionary covers non-
Marxist thinkers whose
work influenced
Marxist thought, such
as Hegel, Feuerbach,
and Ricardo, as well as
critics of Marxism,
ensuring a balanced
intellectual landscape.

The dictionary also
spans thematic areas
that are crucial for
understanding Marxist
analysis:

* Political
Economy:
Entries on value,
capital,
exploitation,
crises, and
imperialism
provide a solid
foundation for
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understanding
Marx’s critique of
capitalism.
Philosophy:
Concepts like
dialectics,
materialism,
epistemology,
and ethics are
explained with
clarity, linking
abstract ideas to
concrete
applications.
Sociology and
History: Terms
such as class,
class
consciousness,
ideology, state,
and historical
materialism are
treated in depth,
often with
references to
debates within
the tradition.

Political Theory

and Strategy:
Entries on
revolution,
democracy,

party, and
socialism chart
the practical
dimensions of
Marxist politics.

e Culture and
Aesthetics:
Reflecting the
later expansion
of Marxist
thought into
cultural studies,
the dictionary
includes entries
on art, literature,
and critical
theory.

Why It
Remains
Relevant
In the

Twenty-



First
Century

One might wonder
whether a reference
work first published in
1983—and revised in
1991—can still speak
to the issues of our
time. The answer is a
resounding yes, for
several reasons. First,
the fundamental
concepts that Marxist
theory

addresses—inequality,
exploitation, crisis,
power, ideology—are
as relevant today as
ever. The 2008
financial crisis, the rise
of global inequality, the
resurgence of
authoritarian populism,
and the environmental
emergency have all
prompted renewed
interest in Marxist
analysis. A Dictionary
Of Marxist Thought

provides the
conceptual tools to
engage with these
phenomena critically.

Second, the
dictionary’s historical
entries offer invaluable
context. Understanding
the debates among
Marxists in the early
twentieth
century—about
imperialism, the nature
of the state, and the
possibility of socialism
in less developed
countries—sheds light
on contemporary
discussions about
globalization,
neoliberalism, and
alternatives to
capitalism. The
dictionary also
preserves the memory
of thinkers and
movements that might
otherwise be forgotten
or oversimplified.

Third, the second
edition (1991) included
new entries that
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reflected

developments in the
1980s, such as
analytical Marxism,
rational choice
Marxism, and the
growing influence of
feminist Marxism.

While the dictionary
does not cover the
most recent decades,
its core entries remain
sound. For readers
seeking to understand
the origins of later
theories, it is an
indispensable starting
point.

Using the
Dictionar

Y
Effectivel

y: A
Practical
Guide

For a student new to
Marxism, A Dictionary
Of Marxist Thought
can feel overwhelming.
Here are a few
strategies for getting
the most out of it:

1. Start with the
longer essays.
The dictionary
includes
extended essays
on central topics
like “Marxism,”
“Capitalism,”
“Socialism,” and
“Historical
Materialism.”
Reading these
first will give you
a broad
framework into
which you can fit
the shorter



entries.

. Follow the
Cross-
references. If
an entry
mentions a term
you don’t know,
look it up. The
dictionary is
designed to be
read as a
network. For
example, the
entry on
“ideology” may
send you to
“base and
superstructure,”
“false
consciousness,”
and
“hegemony.”

. Pay attention
to the
bibliographies.
Each major entry
includes a short
list of further
reading. These
are curated by
experts and can
guide your

deeper study.

. Don’t skip the

biographical
entries.
Understanding
the lives of key
thinkers helps
you see why
certain concepts
emerged when
they did. For
instance, reading
about the
conditions of
Gramsci’s
imprisonment
clarifies why he
wrote about
hegemony in
such a
fragmented,
creative way.

. Useit

alongside
primary texts.
Read the
dictionary’s entry
on “surplus
value” before or
while reading the
relevant chapters
of Capital. The
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dictionary will
illuminate the
dense prose.

Comparat
ive Value:
How It
Stacks Up
Against
Other
Resource
S

In the decades since its
publication, other
Marxist reference
works have appeared,
such as the Marxist
Internet Archive
Encyclopedia (online),
David McLellan’s
Marxism after Marx,

and The Cambridge
Companion to Marx.
However, A
Dictionary of
Marxist Thought
holds a unique
position. Its print
format (though now
available in digital
versions) encourages
focused, linear reading,
unlike the hyperlinked
but sometimes shallow
experience of browsing
an online encyclopedia.
The entries are
consistently well-
written by scholars
who combine expertise
with clear exposition,
and the editorial hand
ensures a uniform
standard of quality that
online user-edited
sources often lack.

Another strength is the
dictionary’s balanced
approach. While it is
sympathetic to
Marxism, it does not
shy away from
intellectual



controversies. The
entry on “Stalinism”,
for instance, provides a
nuanced discussion of
the relationship
between Stalin’s
policies and Marxist
theory. The entry on
“structuralism”

acknowledges both the
contributions and the
l[imitations of
Althusser’s work. This
honesty builds trust
with the reader and
keeps the dictionary
relevant even as
Marxism evolves.

Criticisms
and
Limitation
S

No work is perfect, and
A Dictionary Of
Marxist Thought has
its detractors. Some

10

critics argue that it is
too Eurocentric, with
insufficient coverage of
Marxism in Asia, Africa,
and Latin America.
While the dictionary
includes entries on
Maoism and
dependency theory,
the proportions are
skewed toward
Western European and
Russian traditions.
Others note that the
second edition did not
fully incorporate the
explosion of post-
structuralist and
postmodern critiques
that emerged in the
1980s and 1990s. As a
result, the treatment of
ideas like difference,
identity, and discourse
is thin.

Furthermore, the third
edition has been long
anticipated but never
materialized. A 1991
revision could not
foresee the digital
revolution, the fall of

10
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the Soviet Union
(though it came right
at that moment), the
rise of the internet, or
the financialization of
capital. Contemporary
readers seeking entries
on neoliberalism, the
precariat, or financial
derivatives will not find
them here.
Nonetheless, the
dictionary remains a
foundational resource,
and many of its entries
provide the intellectual
ancestry needed to
understand those
newer concepts.

For example, while
“neoliberalism” is not
an entry, a reader can
build an understanding
by reading entries on
“liberalism,” *“state
monopoly capitalism,”
and “ideology.” This
requires more work,
but it also encourages
a deeper, historically
grounded

comprehension. In that

11

sense, the dictionary’s
limitations can be
turned into
pedagogical strengths.

THE LEGACY AND
FUTURE OF
MARXIST
LEXICOGRAPHY

Tom Bottomore passed
away in 1992, and the
torch of Marxist
reference works has
since been carried by
online projects and

newer dictionaries.
However, A
Dictionary of

Marxist Thought set

a standard that
remains influential. Its
combination of

scholarly rigor, broad
scope, and accessible
writing established a
model for how to treat
a living ideological
tradition with both
respect and critical
distance.

In an era of echo



chambers and
algorithmically curated
information, the
dictionary offers
something rare: a
measured,
comprehensive, and
intentionally curated
map of a complex
intellectual landscape.
It does not tell the
reader what to think,
but it provides the
vocabulary and context
needed to think better.
For anyone serious
about understanding
Marxism—whether as a
student, a researcher,
an activist, or a curious
citizen—A Dictionary
Of Marxist Thought
is not just a reference
book; it is a gateway to
critical literacy.

Conclusio

12

n

A Dictionary Of
Marxist Thought
stands as a monument
to the enduring power
of clear, collaborative
scholarship. It
demystifies jargon,
contextualizes

debates, and connects
ideas across time and
discipline. While the
world has changed
dramatically since its
first publication, the
core questions it
addresses—about
class, power,
exploitation, and
emancipation—remain
urgently relevant.
Whether you are
exploring the
intricacies of “use
value” versus
“exchange value,”
trying to grasp the
difference between
“reformism” and
“revolution,” or

12
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seeking a reliable
overview of Marxist
feminism, this

dictionary remains an
invaluable companion.
It reminds us that the
best reference works
do more than answer
questions; they teach

us how to ask better
ones. For that reason,
A Dictionary Of
Marxist Thought
deserves a place on
the desk—and in the
mind—of every serious
student of social
theory.
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