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First forty minutes
Introduction – This talk is meant as an overview and introduction to the fundamental ideas of Karl Marx for those who may have had little or no previous introduction to his views. Karl Marx lived in the late nineteenth century, and was a revolutionary socialist thinker and activist from the 1840s through the 1870s. Throughout his political life, Marx’s intellectual and political partner was his friend and comrade Friedrich Engels, whose father was a wealthy capitalist in England. I treat the views of Marx and Engels as one.

Capitalist industry had only recently developed in that period first in England and the United States, then in France, and later in Germany and gradually in other parts of Europe. Capitalists were a growing power, but landed aristocrats still ruled Europe. There was no genuine political democracy anywhere in the world. 

Marx had a great influence on many contemporary thinkers who claimed to be Marxists. In his own time this led him to declare, “I am not a Marxist.” I do not discuss here any of those who at the time or later claimed to carry out his ideas and activities. I am just talking about Marx and Engels.
 
I. Who was Karl Marx (1818-1883)?
a. Born in Westphalia – most progressive area of Germany, most influenced by the French Revolution of 1789

b. Jewish family, father and family converted to Lutheran Christianity for business reasons

c. Family was pretty well off.

d. A normal college student of the era, drinking nd dueling. Studied as University of Bonn and then at the University of Berlin.

e. He was supposed to study law, but fell in love with philosophy.

f. After leaving the university he became a journalist and wrote about social issues – right of poor peasants to pick up wood in the forest.

g. Married woman from the aristocracy, Jenny von Westphalen. Seven children, only three survived to adulthood.

h. Marx met Engels in 1844 and the two became lifelong collaborators. Engels had already written The Condition of the Working Class in England.
 
II. Mar’x Intellectual biography – What were the major intellectual influence on Marx?

a. Influence of German philosophy – G.W.F. Hegel – began as a supporter of the French Revolution, but became reactionary defender of the Prussian state. He was the dominant figure in philosophy at the time.
a.i. Centrality of human labor, for Hegel, intellectual labor, for Marx real labor in the world
a.ii. Dialectical method, society develops through internal contradictions, these contradictions form the whole, and dialectical development of the whole is the truth of any issue.
a.iii. The Left Hegelians – called for social change, usually through education, some became advocates of “communism.”
a.iv. Feuerbach – God doesn’t create man, but man creates God. Human activity gives rise to the world of ideas, so, to change the world one must not only change ideas but also change human activity and the real world.

b. French Utopian socialism -Following the French Revolution of 1789, intellectuals who criticized the existing French capitalist society, created utopian communities to build socialist alternatives.
b.i. Étienne Cabet – replace capitalism with workers cooperatives – utopian colonies in the United States

b.ii. Charles Fourier – Critic of “civilization,” of capitalism, Phylansteries, advocate of cooperative ownership and labor, women’s liberation, sexual liberation, defender of homosexual relations

b.iii. Henri de Saint Simon – Christian socialist, advocate of an intellectual elite that could manage industrial capitalism and eliminate poverty.

b.iv. Flora Tristan – French-Peruvian woman, argued that the European working class needed a “workers union” with political representation and advocated women’s liberation

c. British political economy – British economists made the first systematic studies of the capitalist system: Adam Smith, David Ricardo, Thomas Malthus, John Stewart Mill.

c.i. Adam Smith and others created the basic framework and terminology for the study of capitalism: capital, and labor, rent, wages, prices, profits. They did not view the system historical, they did not ask how it arose. They tended to see the capitalist system as natural and even to project its back into the past.

c.ii. David Ricardo – “labor theory of value,” the notion that the common denominator of value was human labor – Marx adopted and modified Ricardo’s concept for his own theory.

III. What was Marx’s method? – Marx developed his method in his early works such as the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 (also known as the Paris Manuscripts) and the German Ideology. We call Marx’s method “historical materialism.” Marx’s method was counter posed to the dominant religious explanations (that God explains everything), the Enlightenment thinkers’ and utopian socialists’ idealistic method (the notion that ideas and education alone could change the world).

a. Historical materialism – For Marx, there is no absolute “human nature,” but human beings are fundamentally creative and self-creative.  Human being expresses their humanity through their collective labor in the world. The collective labor of human beings both changes nature and changes human beings. 
a.i. Concept of alienation – In class societies and particularly under capitalism, human labor, work relationships, and the final product are controlled by others, taken away from the workers and turned against them.

b. Marx believed that from that point on, history became the history of class struggle. The struggle against nature, at a certain moment of success, gave rise to social classes struggling over the wealth that arose from collective labor. The idea of class struggle—between masters and slaves, feudal lords and serfs, or capitalists and the working class was not original with Marx. But he focused on the class struggle under capitalism over the exploitation of labor. This was expressed in the struggle over wages and hours and became a political struggle over laws governing the length of the working day. Similarly there were struggles over the cost of food, “the corn laws” dealing with the price of wheat. In England, such struggles gave rise to the Chartist movement,, creating a political party to fight for workers’ suffrage, for the right to vote. So we find growing out of the struggle over exploitation, a political struggle over the state. https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/
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c. The role of the working class, the proletariat. Beginning while still a young philosopher, Marx made various arguments over the role of the working class, the class of wage laborers, that he also called the proletariat. In Marx’s writings he generally refers to factory workers like those in British textile mills. By workers or proletariat he does NOT mean artisans, peasants, the urban poor, or the people in general.

c.i. As a young intellectual he saw the proletariat as the antithesis of the capitalist class, a class he wrote with “radical chains,” for whom the solution of its problems would mean the end of capitalism and of class society.

c.ii. He saw the working class as a powerful political force, organized first by capital, then self-organized into labor unions and political parties. 

c.iii. He saw the working class in a highly developed capitalist society such as England as the majority of the population that would be dominant in a capitalist society with a democratic political system.

c.iv. Marx believed that it was the responsibility of the working class to overthrow the capitalist system and not only end capitalism, but also end the long history of class society. 

d. Internationalism – Marx saw workers as an international class created by what he recognized already in the mid-nineteenth century was a global capitalism. 

d.i. Marx’s own experience had an international character, often working among migrant workers and exiles. He worked with the League of the Just, made up of German artisans, in Germany, then in France, and in England. It became the Communist League for which he wrote the Communist Manifesto with its slogan, “Workers of the World Unite!”

d.ii. While an internationalist, he recognized and supported struggles for national independence. He supported the fights of the Irish for independence from England and of the Polish for independence from Russia. He took an interest in non-European societies, such as Russia, Turkey, India, and China. He supported Indian independence and believed that countries like India and China would be freed and reconstructed either by a revolution in England or by their own struggles for independence.

IV. Marx’s Study of Capitalism – a couple of key concepts.
a. Das Kapital (Capital) – theory of capitalism. Marx developed David Ricardo’s “labor theory of value” and placed it at the center of his study of capitalism. Workers are paid less than the value of what they produce. This is exploitation. (Similarity to the theory of alienation.) Marx believed that the exploitation of labor was the source of profit.
b. Capitalist crises – competition between capitalists leads them to invest in machinery to produce more faster, but the more machinery used (“the increasing organic composition of capital”) the less labor involved as a proportion of the commodities produced. Consequently there is a tendency of the rate of profit to fall.

 

V. What was Marx’s relationship to the workers movement?

a. Proudhon – Marx’s first real encounter with the workers movement was in France where he met the workers influenced by Cabet and Proudhon. He was impressed by the workers debates over capitalism and socialism. Proudhon’s conception of the workers movement was based one the idea of preserving the artisanal community. He did not believe in the need for labor unions, strikes, or political parties. He believed in the workshops and their communities. He represented the past of the labor movement.
b. British trade unions – In England, Marx met leaders and activists in the British trade union movement. At the beginning, the thought the unions might have a revolutionary potential, but later he came to understand the limited role they played under capitalism. And he became critical of the trade unions’ bureaucratic leaders who in general worked closely with the employers, with the Liberal Party, and supported the British government and its interests.

c. International Workingmen’s Association (IWA) – First International – September 1874 – English trade unionists, French socialists, and others came together to form the IWA or First International and chose Marx to be its secretary. He became in effect its principal political leader, writing most of its position papers and preparing motions for its conventions. The IWA supported strikes, opposed scabbing, demanded better working conditions, for example for women silk workers. And the IWA supported the North in the U.S. Civil War against slavery and supported the Paris Commune. Marx believed that because capitalism was a global system, a socialist revolution would have to be a worldwide revolution, at least within a certain span of time.

VI. Lessons of the revolutionary experience of his time.

a. Lesson of Revolution of 1848. The European Revolution of 1848 involved struggles by the capitalists, peasants, artisans, and workers to overthrow the aristocratic order, the rule of the nobility and replace it with republican institutions, as had happened in France in 1789. The capitalist, workers, and other classes fought in a popular front against the aristocracy. Marx concluded that while the working class might at times form alliances with the liberal bourgeoisie and the democratic petty-bourgeoisie against the aristocracy, those parties will attempt to dominate and thwart the working class. So the proletariat must have its own political party to fight for its own interests. https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1847/communist-league/1850-ad1.htm
b. Lesson of the Paris Commune of 1871. Paris Commune –workers revolution and a workers government. Leadership made up of various socialist tendencies, including some Marxists. Marx came to the definitive conclusion that socialists could not seize and use the capitalist state but must create a state of their own, a democratic state that would also briefly be a class dictatorship over the old ruling class, and then wither away. It would become a purely administrative operation.
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