


Foundations of Critical 
Theory 

This second volume of Christian Fuchs’ Media, Communication and Society book series 
outlines key concepts and contemporary debates in critical theory. 

The book explores the foundations of a Marxist-Humanist critical theory of society, 
clarifying and updating key concepts in critical theory – such as the dialectic, critique, 
alienation, class, capitalism, ideology, and racial capitalism. In doing so, the book engages 
with and further develops elements from the works of Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Rosa 
Luxemburg, Max Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, David Harvey, 
Michael Hardt, Antonio Negri, C.L.R. James, Adolph L. Reed Jr., and Cornel West. 

Written for a broad audience of students and scholars, this book is an essential guide 
for readers who are interested in how to think critically from perspectives such as media 
and communication studies, sociology, philosophy, political economy, and political science.   

Christian Fuchs is a critical theorist of communication and society. He is co-editor of 
the journal tripleC: Communication, Capitalism & Critique. He is author of many 
publications, including the books Social Media: A Critical Introduction (third edition 
2021), Communication and Capitalism: A Critical Theory (2020), Marxism: Karl Marx’s 
Fifteen Key Concepts for Cultural and Communication Studies (2020), Nationalism on 
the Internet: Critical Theory and Ideology in the Age of Social Media and Fake News 
(2020), Rereading Marx in the Age of Digital Capitalism (2019), Digital Demagogue: 
Authoritarian Capitalism in the Age of Trump and Twitter (2016), Digital Labour and 
Karl Marx (2014), and Internet and Society (2008). 



http://taylorandfrancis.com
http://taylorandfrancis.com


Foundations of Critical 
Theory 

Media, Communication and Society 
Volume Two  

Christian Fuchs 



First published 2022 
by Routledge 
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN 

and by Routledge 
605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158 

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business 

© 2022 Christian Fuchs 

The right of Christian Fuchs to be identified as author of this work has  
been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, 
Designs and Patents Act 1988. 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced  
or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now 
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in  
any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from 
the publishers. 

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered 
trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent 
to infringe. 

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data 
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library. 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
Names: Fuchs, Christian, author. 
Title: Foundations of critical theory: media, communication, and society: volume 
two / Christian Fuchs. 
Description: New York: Routledge, 2021. | Includes bibliographical references 
and index. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2021010354 (print) | LCCN 2021010355 (ebook) | ISBN 
9781032057866 (hardback) | ISBN 9781032057897 (paperback) | ISBN 
9781003199182 (ebook) 
Subjects: LCSH: Critical theory. | Dialectic. | Ideology. | Social conflict. 
Classification: LCC HM480.F83 2021 (print) | LCC HM480 (ebook) | DDC 
142--dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021010354 
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021010355 

ISBN: 978-1-032-05786-6 (hbk) 
ISBN: 978-1-032-05789-7 (pbk) 
ISBN: 978-1-003-19918-2 (ebk) 
DOI: 10.4324/9781003199182  

Typeset in Univers 
by MPS Limited, Dehradun  

https://lccn.loc.gov
https://lccn.loc.gov
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003199182


Contents  

Figures vii 

Tables ix 

Acknowledgements xi  

1 Introduction 1  

2 What is Critical Theory? 17  

3 Friedrich Engels Today 53  

4 Marx’s Centenary (1918) in the Light of the Media and Socialist Thought 81  

5 Reflections on Sven-Eric Liedman’s Marx-Biography A World to Win: The 
Life and Works of Karl Marx 97  

6 Universal Alienation, Formal and Real Subsumption of Society Under 
Capital, Ongoing Primitive Accumulation by Dispossession: Reflections on 
the Marx@200-Debate Between David Harvey and Michael Hardt/Toni 
Negri 111  

7 Critical Social Theory and Sustainable Development: The Role of Class, 
Capitalism, and Domination in a Dialectical Analysis of Un/Sustainability 131  

8 The Relevance of C.L.R. James’s Dialectical, Marxist-Humanist 
Philosophy in the Age of Donald Trump, Black Lives Matter, and  
Digital Capitalism 157  

9 Cornel West and Marxist Humanism 191  

10 Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Marx 227  

11 Conclusion 245 

Index 259  



http://taylorandfrancis.com
http://taylorandfrancis.com


Figures    

4.1 Advertisement for a rally celebrating Marx’s centenary in London’s 
Finsbury Park (source: Daily Herald, 4 May 1918) 91  

7.1 Three models of sustainability 145  
7.2 The dialectic of structure and agency in society (source: Fuchs  

2008, 52) 147  
7.3 Society as a dialectic of dynamically reproducing subsystems  

(source: Fuchs 2008, 52) 149  
8.1 Tweet by Donald Trump, https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/ 

status/1092181733825490945 168  
9.1 The relationship of the economic and the non-economic 211    

https://twitter.com


http://taylorandfrancis.com
http://taylorandfrancis.com


Tables    

2.1 Some foundations of a Marxist-Humanist dialectical model of  
society 48  

3.1 A passage from Capital Volume 3 about the tendential fall in the  
rate of profit 62  

7.1 Structures in society 148  
7.2 Dimensions of un/sustainability 151  
8.1 Media and mediation in nature and society 162  
9.1 Alienation as injustice 199  
9.2 The economic, political, and cultural-ideological dimensions of 

capitalism, racism, and patriarchy 200  
9.3 The interaction of class, racism, and gender-based oppression 201  
9.4 Aspects of class, racism, and patriarchy in the context of media 

production, circulation, and use 202  
11.1 Alienation as injustice 255  



http://taylorandfrancis.com
http://taylorandfrancis.com


Chapter Eleven 
Conclusion  

11.1 Critical Theory  

11.2 The Dialectic  

11.3 Alienation  

11.4 Socialism 

References   

11.1 Critical Theory 

This book asked: What are important elements of a Marxist-Humanist critical theory of 
society? It engaged with some of the key thinkers, approaches, and elements of a 
critical theory of society in order to work out elements of the foundations of a critical 
theory. 

All social scientists want to be critical. But often critique and being critical is simply 
understood as asking questions or trying to falsify dominant approaches and para-
digms. This is the positivist understanding of critique. The tradition that goes back to 
Karl Marx has a different understanding of critique. It is interested in a critical theory 
of society (sometimes also termed “critical social theory” but “critical theory of so-
ciety” is a more precise term). 

Critical theory is an approach that studies society in a dialectical way by analysing 
political economy, domination, exploitation and ideologies. It is a normative approach 
that is based on the judgment that domination is a problem, that society free from 
domination is needed. It wants to inform political struggles that want to establish such 
a society. 

Dialectical reason is critical theory’s epistemology. Critical theory’s ontology includes 
the critique of political economy, the critique of domination and exploitation, and 
ideology critique. Critical theory is also a praxeological approach, a method that wants 
to inform and reflects on human praxis, i.e. social struggles. 

Karl Marx is the founding figure of the tradition of the critical theory of society. There 
have been a variety of debates within and about critical theory. In the 20th century, 
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such debates included, for example, the debate between critical and administrative/ 
positivist research, debates about the relationship of postmodernist theory to Marxist 
theory, debates about humanism and structuralism in critical theory, and debates about 
the relationship of class and identity (politics). 

Critical theory debates have and will continue in the 21st century as a means for 
clarification and moving critical theory forward in the context of changes of society. 
One such critical theory debate has been the one between Nancy Fraser and Axel 
Honneth on the relationship of redistribution and recognition in critical theory. Their 
discussion has reflected on the rise of identity politics since the 1970s. Such politics 
has often downplayed or denied the importance of class politics that is focused on the 
critique of the political economy of capitalism. Fraser and Honneth ascertain that both 
strands of politics are important for the Left and critical theory. Honneth argues for a 
moral monism that sees recognition as the super-category that unites all forms of and 
struggles for justice under the rubric of recognition. Fraser advances a dualism where 
struggles for redistribution and recognition are both equally important, interact, and 
are different. 

The present author has advanced a dialectical approach of how to think about the 
relationship of recognition and redistribution. This approach is based on a model of 
society that is grounded in humans’ social production. In modern, alienated societies, 
social production takes on the form of the accumulation of power that alienates hu-
mans from the structures and systems they live in. The consequence is the unequal 
distribution of power, including wealth, decision-power/influence, and reputation/ 
definition-power. Questions of justice are therefore questions of production, distribu-
tion, power, and social struggles. In capitalist society, the logic of accumulation shapes 
the most important realms of society, namely the economy, politics, and culture. 
Capitalism, patriarchy, and racism are three modes of power relations that each have 
an economy, a politics, and a form of ideological culture. Capitalist society is a for-
mation of society that is shaped by the logic of accumulation. In capitalist society, 
capitalism, patriarchy, and racism interact in a variety of ways that constitute a specific 
form of an alienated society. Questions of identity are not independent of capitalism 
and class, but are always related to questions and dimensions of class and capitalism. 
In capitalist society, class relations, racism and gender relations have their common 
foundation in the capitalist labour relation, which means that wage labour, racialised 
labour, reproductive labour, and unpaid labour constitute the common foundation of 
class, racism, and patriarchy. 
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In another critical theory debate, Luc Boltanski and Axel Honneth ask the question of 
what role empirical research and philosophy should play in critical theory. Honneth 
argues for the importance of moral philosophy as part of what he calls a “critical 
sociology” that stands in the classical tradition of the Frankfurt School and is theory- 
oriented. Boltanski calls for a “sociology of critique” that studies empirically how 
alienation is experienced and resisted. The approach the present author has advanced 
understands itself as a critical sociology of critique that combines social theory, em-
pirical social research, and moral philosophy. 

A critical theory of society uses a variety of terms but often is organised around a 
central category that defines the understanding and critique of society. In a trialogue, 
the critical sociologists Klaus Dörre, Stephan Lessenich, and Hartmut Rosa have 
suggested different key categories for critical theory: Landnahme (grabbing/seizure/ 
appropriation/subsumption of territory), activation (Lessenich), acceleration (Rosa). The 
result of their debate was that Landnahme is the spatial, activation the social and 
acceleration the temporal dimension of critical theory. 

Space, time, and action/practices are certainly important aspects of society and therefore 
of any social theory. In general sociological terms, social production is the foundational 
aspect of society that organises humans and human relations in and across space-time 
(Fuchs 2020). At the level of society in general, the present author sees social production as 
the key category. Contemporary modern society is a capitalist society, which means it is a 
society that is based on the logic of accumulation, which implies profit-orientation, the 
accumulation of money-capital, commodity production and the class relation between 
capital and labour in the economy; the logic of competing interest groups that struggle for 
the accumulation of decision-power in the political system; and the production and dif-
fusion of ideologies in the cultural system that create hierarchies of reputation. In the 
critical theory the present author works on, capitalism is the key category at the level of 
the analysis of contemporary society. A critical theory of society is also transcendent in that 
it informs struggles for a better society. In this respect, the present author considers 
Democratic Socialism as key transcendental category. Social production, capitalism, and 
Democratic Socialism together form a framework for the analysis of society in general, 
contemporary society, and the transcendence of alienation. These are key categories for a 
Marxist-Humanist version of critical theory. These categories form dialectics and each 
notion is composed of multiple entangled dialectics. Social practices are the production and 
realisation processes of society’s dialectics. In stratified society, class and social struggles 
are the key social practices that reproduce and transform society. 
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The debate between Nancy Fraser and Rahel Jaeggi shows the actuality and im-
portance of the question: What is capitalism? Both theorists hold and advance the 
argument that we live in a capitalist society. After decades of neoliberal and post-
modern denial of the capitalist and class character of society, we have since the 2008 
world economic crisis experienced a renewed interest in Marx, socialism, and the 
analysis of capitalism and class. Fraser and Jaeggi reflect this renewed interest in 
Marx and the analysis of capitalism. 

Fraser and Jaeggi both integrate aspects of postmodern theory that focus too much on 
plurality into their approaches at the expense of the Marxist-Humanist focus on what it 
is that humans and societies have in common. To take a Marxist-Humanist approach in 
social theory, as the present author does, in no way means or wants to suggest that all 
societies, societal formations, spheres of society, practices, and human beings are the 
same. To the contrary, the notions of plurality and diversity only are complete if 
conceived of in a dialectical relation to unity. There is no plurality without unity in 
plurality. The logic of postmodernism in contrast just sees plurality without unity. 

Hegel explains the dialectical logic of unity in plurality as the dialectic of the One and 
the Many: 

In consequence, the One proves to be what is strictly incompatible with itself, it 
expels itself out of itself, and what it posits itself as is what is many. We can 
designate this side of the process of being-for-itself by the figurative expression 
‘repulsion’. […] it is the One that is just what excludes itself from itself and 
posits itself as what is many; each of the many, however, is itself One, and 
because it behaves as such, this all-round repulsion turns over forthwith into its 
opposite – attraction. […] But the many are each one what the other is, each of 
them is one or also one of the many; they are therefore one and the same. Or, 
when the repulsion is considered in itself then, as the negative behaviour of the 
many ones against each other, it is just as essentially their relation to each other; 
and since those to which the One relates itself in its repelling are ones, in 
relating to them it relates itself to itself. Thus, repulsion is just as essentially 
attraction; and the excluding One or being-for-itself sublates itself. 

(Hegel 1991, 154–155 [Addition to §97; §98])  

Paraphrasing Hegel, we can say about human beings: the many humans are each one 
human being just like other humans. Each human being is one of many human beings. 
Humans are therefore one and the same. There is a relation of humans to each other. 
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By relating itself to other humans, the human individual relates itself to itself. The 
human being sublates itself as one human being that relates itself to many other 
human beings. 

We can say something similar about the dialectic of the economy and society: the 
many spheres of society are each one sphere of social production. Each social sphere 
is one of the many different spheres of social production. Each social sphere is eco-
nomic. Society’s spheres are therefore one and the same. There is a productive relation 
of social spheres to other social spheres. By being related to other spheres of social 
production, each sphere of social production relates itself to itself. Spheres of social 
production sublate themselves. They are therefore simultaneously economic and 
non-economic. 

Postmodernism’s consequence is an understanding of the world that welcomes and 
politically advances the fragmentation and split-up of social spheres and humans, 
whereby it supports and legitimates the logic of neoliberalism. The best one can do is 
that humans not just actively work towards the death of neoliberalism but along with 
it towards the death of postmodern logic, i.e. the cultural logic of late capitalism 
(Jameson 1991) and flexible accumulation (Harvey 1989). The postmodern logic is not 
simply a cultural logic, but an ideology. “The rhetoric of postmodernism is dangerous 
for it avoids confronting the realities of political economy and the circumstances of 
global power” (Harvey 1989, 117). Marxist and Socialist Humanism is a viable alter-
native to both neoliberalism and postmodernism. 

11.2 The Dialectic 

Thinkers such as C.L.R. James and Theodor W. Adorno stress the importance of 
mediation in the dialectic. Mediation is the dialectical process of the reflection of 
contradictory moments that negate each other into each other. Moment A stands in a 
contradiction to moment B. A reaches into B. B reaches into A. A is reflected into B and 
B is reflected into A. Mediation means that contradictions create tensions, a negativity 
that is the source and potential for change. Mediation and media can be found in all 
dialectical processes. 

Dialectical philosophy is an approach that understands the world in its dynamics 
and as continuous process that develops through contradictions and ruptures. 
Transformation is for Hegel the process of Aufhebung (sublation), the simultaneous 
elimination, preservation, and uplifting of being to a new level. The end point of a 
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negation of the negation is a specific result of the dialectic that becomes the starting 
point of a new contradiction and dialectical process. !i"ek (2012, 2014) stresses that 
this is the retroactive character of the dialectic (see also Fuchs 2014 for a discussion of 
!i"ek’s interpretation of Hegel and dialectical materialism). 

Based on Heraclitus, the dialectic can metaphorically be described as a fire that ex-
tinguishes and kindles itself. In nature, this means that matter is organising and 
producing itself. In society, crises and antagonisms condition radical changes, but do 
not call them forth. The dialectic of society takes place through human practices. In 
class societies, class struggle is the key mover of society’s dialectic. Class society is 
based on a class antagonism, which constitutes its negativity. The sublation, the 
negation of the class antagonism, is not an automatic process and therefore not de-
termined. Many factors shape the reality of class struggles and the question whether 
or not humans organise collectively and struggle against exploitation and alienation or 
accept and reproduce such power structures. Collective practices in complex causal 
networks of reality shapes possibilities and adds to or limits the space of possibilities. 
Praxis and practices can create new possibilities that did not exist before. A specific 
quality of society is that humans can actively intervene into the objective dialectic by 
their subjective collective actions. They act based on specific goals and posit the 
attainment of these goals in and through their practices, which is what Georg Lukács 
calls teleological positing (see Fuchs 2016, chapter 2; Fuchs 2020, chapter 4; Fuchs 
2021, chapter 6). 

Teleological positing means that humans through the production process bring about 
the “intervention into concrete causal relations in order to bring about the realization 
of the goal” (Lukács 1980, 67) – “the positing of a goal and its means” (Lukács 1980, 
22). This involves that the human being is the “conscious creator” (Lukács 1980, 5) of 
society. Marxist-Humanist approaches stress the importance of asking not just what 
society and capitalism are, but what the human being is and what its role is in society 
and in capitalist society. They are based on Marx’s insights that humans are both 
social beings and producing beings. Social production is the materiality of humans and 
society. 

In non-economic spheres, human production results in the creation and sustenance of 
structures that have their own logics and are dialectically mediated with the economy. 
Non-economic realms and practices are at the same time economic and non-economic. 
There is a dialectic of the economic and the non-economic in society. 
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In Soviet Marxism, the dialectic became a dogma and ideology. Stalin reduced the 
dialectic to a catechism and assumed that it means that society is driven by natural 
laws. The true meaning of the dialectic was lost. This does, however, not mean that 
critical theory should give up the notion of the dialectic. It in contrast needs to work 
out the democratic-humanist-socialist relevance of the dialectic in society. In society, 
the dynamic character of production is based on conscious, social actions of human 
beings who are producing, social, conscious, thinking, creative, moral, anticipatory- 
imaginative (i.e. capable of imagining the future and acting based on such anticipa-
tions) beings. Society is based on a dialectic of human practices and structures, in 
which human processes of social production play a key role. 

Engels’s dialectics has often been associated with Soviet Marxism’s mechanistic and 
deterministic worldview. The present author stresses that Engels put an emphasis on 
the role of praxis and class struggles in history and the development of society and 
that Engels should therefore be seen as a socialist humanist. Engels stresses that in 
class society, class and social struggles are the processes, by which humans make 
their own history. The term scientific socialism that Engels introduced doesn’t mean 
that society is governed by mechanical laws, but that socialist research studies society 
based on the combination of critical social theory and critical empirical social research. 

C.L.R. James and Max Horkheimer/Theodor W. Adorno stress that capitalism’s is 
based on a negative dialectic so that there is the potential and danger that capitalism 
turns into barbarism and fascism. Democratic, Socialist Humanism is the best antidote 
and movement against capitalism and therefore also against fascism and barbarism. 
Capitalism’s negative dialectic has taken on a new form in the 21st century. Also 
today, we are faced with the alternative between socialism and barbarism. 

11.3 Alienation 

Alienation is a key Marxian category that has played an important role in Marxist- 
Humanist versions of critical theory. Alienation is on the one hand the process and 
condition where workers do not control the means of production and goods they 
produce because these structures are in capitalist society the private property of the 
capitalist class. In the capitalist economy, alienation constitutes the class relation 
between the working class and the capitalist class. 

On the other hand, alienation is also a more universal process in the economy, politics, 
and culture where humans do not control the structures, relations, and systems that 
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shape their everyday life. Alienation is the separation of humans from the means and 
products that organise and shape their lives. Alienation is the universal form of 
domination, in which humans are not in control of the structures that affect their 
everyday lives. 

In all forms of alienation, humans face asymmetric power relations and conditions that 
hinder their control over certain objects, structures or products (external nature, the 
means of production, the means of communication, the political system, the cultural 
system, etc.) so that aspects of their subjectivity are damaged (concerning human 
activities, well-being, consciousness, mind/psyche, body, worldviews, social relations). 
Alienation is neither purely objective nor purely subjective, but a negative relationship 
between social structures and humans in heteronomous societies. 

David Harvey (2018) speaks in this context of the universal character of alienation and 
coined the notion of universal alienation. alienation is universal in three respects:  

1. alienation extends beyond production into the realms of realisation distribution 
and consumption;  

2. alienation extends beyond the economy into politics, culture, social relations, 
and subjectivity;  

3. alienation has in neoliberal capitalism been generalised as the commodification 
of (almost) everything and accumulation by dispossession. 

Sustainability is the basic survival capacity of humans in society. It means an in-
stitutional, social, economic, political, environmental, technological, and cultural de-
sign of society that allows future generations to survive and to satisfy basic human 
needs for all. Universal alienation is the cause of the unsustainability of capitalist 
society. It has produced global crises that hamper the survival capacities of humans, 
society, and nature. 

In class societies, those who are rich in terms of the amounts of the wealth, income 
and power they control, are likely to be less affected by unsustainability because a) 
resource inequality is itself a form of unsustainable development and b) those con-
trolling significant amounts of money, influence, reputation and social relations can 
more easily escape unsustainable living conditions. Class is an important factor in all 
forms of unsustainable development. Marx was an early theorist of sustainability: he 
argues that the private ownership of the world hinders that the world is handed down 
to “succeeding generations in an improved condition” (Marx 1894, 784). 
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In capitalist society, powerful actors control natural resources, economic property, 
political decision-making, and cultural meaning-making, which has resulted in the 
accumulation of power, inequalities, and global problems, including environmental 
pollution as well as the degradation and depletion of natural resources in the natur-
e–society relation, socio-economic inequality in the economic system, dictatorships 
and war in the political system, ideology, and malrecognition in the cultural system. 

Cornel West stresses that alienation means dehumanisation. Alienation robs hu-
mans of possibilities to lead a fully developed and good life. It makes society and 
exploited and oppressed individuals and groups fall behind their possibilities so 
that a gap is created between society as it is – as class society – and society as it 
could be. “Alienation is an impediment for this true common life of people” (West 
1991, 47–48) 

Alienation also plays a role in the realm of consciousness: ideology tries to create 
alienated consciousness, the belief in the truth of distorted images and views of reality 
that do not correspond to the world as it really is, the world’s essence. Ideology tries 
to distract attention from class structures and domination in order to legitimate, justify, 
and defend class society, capitalism, and domination. In the 21st century, ideology has 
played an important role in the form of new forms of racism, nationalism, author-
itarianism, and fascism that try to distract attention of social inequalities’ grounding in 
capitalism and the class structure of contemporary society. 

Racism is an ideology that propagates and practices the inferiority of certain groups 
that are identified as “races” or cultures or nations or ethnicities. It is also a mode of 
governance, a politics that discriminates against racialised groups. And it is a mode of 
production in which racialised groups face high levels of exploitation. Racism is a 
system of power that brings together specific forms of economic, political, and cultural 
alienation. 

Capitalism, racism, and patriarchy are three major systems of alienation that each 
combined economic, political and ideological alienation in particular manners. Socialist 
thinkers such as Cornel West, Adolph L. Reed Jr., and C.L.R James stress that alie-
nation does not simply mean a diversity of various forms of oppression without unity. 
In capitalist society, class relations, racism and gender relations have their common 
foundation in the capitalist labor relation, which means that wage labour, racialised 
labour, reproductive labour, and unpaid labour constitute the common foundation of 
class, racism, and patriarchy. 
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Alienation means that class structures and capitalism in contemporary society create 
the unity of the diversity of oppression. All forms of alienation are related to the 
exploitation of labour and have to be. West, Reed, and James stress that in order to 
attain a just, fair and humane society, black and white workers, male and female 
workers, workers from different countries and backgrounds, blue- and white-collar 
workers, etc. have to unite beyond their differences in a universal socialist move-
ment that struggles for socialism. Another implication is that postmodern thought 
advances an approach that sees a plurality without unity of alienation that ends up in 
identity politics operating at micro-levels and in micro public sphere and thereby fails 
to challenge the totality of alienated society. Identity politics without class politics 
drifts off too easily into liberal equal opportunity politics. Equal opportunity politics is 
a reductionist politics. It is satisfied when in a crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the share of different social groups among the dead corresponds to their overall 
share in society. But the suffering and death caused by the COVID-19 pandemic as 
such is the scandal. Inequalities cause an overrepresentation of certain groups, but 
reducing their share of the dead is not enough. Progressive politics must aim at 
avoiding deaths in crises by strengthening the welfare state and health care system 
so that it can properly respond to such crises so that all groups in society are 
protected. Equal opportunity politics is satisfied with lay-offs and low-wages as long 
as the composition of the managerial and capitalist class taking these decisions 
reflects the general representation of identities in the population. But unemployment 
and low wages are inhumane and a catastrophe for those affected independent of 
who takes these decisions. Every layoff and every low wage employment is an act of 
inhumanity. 

Nancy Fraser comments on Facebook COO Sheryl Sanderg’s remark that the world 
would be better off if half all “countries and companies were run by women”, “This is 
a remarkable vision of equal opportunity domination: one that asks ordinary people 
[…] to be grateful that it is a woman, not a man, who busts their union, orders a drone 
to kill their parent, or locks their child in a cage at the border. […] Will we continue to 
pursue ‘equal opportunity domination’ while the planet burns?” (Arruzza, Bhattacharya, 
and Fraser 2019, 2 & 4). 

Equal opportunity politics legitimates and helps reproducing the inhumanity of capitalism, 
class society, and alienated society. The alternative is a universalist socialist movement 
that brings together different groups in their common role as workers and humans in the 
struggle for a socialist society that abolishes exploitation and domination. 
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The present author has argued that the logic of accumulation unites the spheres of 
capitalist society (Fuchs 2020). It originates in the capitalist economy and shapes the 
spheres of capitalist society where accumulation takes on relatively autonomous logics 
that are based on and mediated with the logic of capital accumulation. The non- 
economic spheres of capitalist society are at the same time economic and non- 
economic, realms of production and accumulation and realms that have emergent 
qualities that go beyond capital accumulation and are dialectically mediated with 
capital accumulation. 

Capitalist society is a society that is shaped by the logic of accumulation and in-
strumental reason. In the economy, accumulation means the accumulation of capital. In 
the political system, accumulation means the accumulation of decision-power. In the 
cultural system, accumulation means the accumulation of reputation and attention. 
Accumulation results in alienation that creates structures that cause injustices. 
Injustice means that humans are denied a good life, the realisation of their potentials, 
and control of the conditions that shape their lives. Accumulation and alienation are 
forms of inhumanity. 

Accumulation results in alienation that creates structures that cause injustices. Injustice 
means that humans are denied a good life, the realisation of their potentials, and control 
of the conditions that shape their lives. Accumulation and alienation are forms of in-
humanity. Table 11.1 provides an overview of the three forms of injustice as alienation. 

TABLE 11.1 Alienation as injustice        

Sphere General 
features 

Structure Process Antagonism Injustice  

Economy Production of 
use-values 

Class 
relation 
between 
capital 
and 
labour 

Capital 
accumulation 

Capital vs. 
labour 

Capitalist exploitation: capital’s 
private ownership of the 
means of production, capital, 
and created products implies 
the working class’ non- 
ownership and exploitation 

Politics Production of 
collective 
decisions 

Nation-state Accumulation of 
decision- 
power and 
influence 

Bureaucracy 
vs. citizens 

Domination: citizens’ lack of 
influence on political decisions 
as consequence of the 
asymmetric distribution of 
decision-power and influence 

Culture Production of 
meanings 

Ideologies Accumulation of 
reputation, 
attention and 
respect 

Ideologues and 
celebrities 
vs. everyday 
people 

Invisibility, disrespect: lack of 
recognition as consequence of 
an asymmetric attention 
economy and ideological 
scapegoating 
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11.4 Socialism 

Socialism is a classless society that is based on wealth for all, collective ownership of 
the means of production, participatory democracy, cultural unity in diversity. It realises 
an inclusive and democratic welfare state and an economy that operates not for profit 
but rather for the benefit of all humans. Socialism is the sublation of class society, 
capitalism, and domination. 

Today, we are in a situation of deep crisis that means a crossroads where the future is 
open and undetermined. The future of society will be decided by the outcome of class 
struggles. We are at a crossroads where humanity faces the choice between barbarism 
and the struggle for socialism. 

Critical theory that is inspired by Marxist Humanism analyses society as realms of 
production that today constitutes a capitalist society that is full of relations of alie-
nation, i.e. full of exploitation and domination. Marxist Humanism is praxis-oriented: it 
tries to inform class struggles for a society that corresponds to human capacities and 
potentials, i.e. class struggles for Democratic Socialism. 

Another society is possible. Democratic Socialism is possible. Democratic Socialism is 
needed. 
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