Karl Marx 1818 - 1883
 “The Philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways: the point however is to change it!”

    Marx is influenced by the philosophy of G.W.F.Hegel.  Hegel was the most influential philosopher of his time. Hegel extends Kant’s ideas to their rational extreme. Marx as a young man is under the influence of Hegelian ideas, later he responds by rejecting key Hegelian ideas. Hegel impacts two other important thinkers: Fredreich Nietzsche and Soren Kierkegaard.

     Hegel developed a theory in his book The Phenomenology of Spirit that is incredibly rigorous and abstract. His essential position was that “what is Real is Rational and what is Rational is Real.”  His view revolved around an analysis, which said that all historical development starts with a “Thesis” which is countered by an “Antithesis,” the conflict between these two results in a “Synthesis.” This set of relations sets in motion the “Historical Dialectic.” So, for example, a form of Democracy begins in Ancient Greece but it needs slaves in order to survive. The next developmental phase is the feudal system in the Middle Ages. The conflict between these two is the Democratic revolution in the enlightenment. Hegel calls the dynamic of persons involved in all these relations the “Master - Slave” relationship. This relationship can be seen in many relationships where there is a dynamic required which holds both bound together in unhappy consciousness. 

     Hegel argued that human history is really “Spirit” manifesting itself in the world. {Spirit is the totality of all reality taken together.} 

     Marx ends up turning Hegel on his head. He argues that there is a “Dialectical Materialism.” Rather than staying in only the rational realm of Ideas, Marx argues that the analysis needs to focus on the economic realities of historical persons. 

    (To appreciate Marx in his time it is necessary to recall that the Industrial revolution is well underway in England and Germany. This includes the horrors of the workers in the factories chronicled by Charles Dickens in his books Hard Times etc. The ideas of Adam Smith and Ricardo are becoming popular. There is a new worship of money as the society becomes more secular and loses its religious base. The master slave relationship in the material world become the “Owner -Worker” relation.)

    Marx sees humans as the creators of Nature and Culture. Production is the basis of history, which in turn is the basis for intellectual and cultural life.  Our passion makes the world. We are the only beings, which act on the world to transform it. Animals just live. Thus we cannot have an intellectual elite group without an economy which allows some people to work while others think or create art and culture etc. What is needed is a division of labor of the type championed by Smith. Labor becomes specialized to perform skills needed for production. When the economic system turns to $ as the method of exchange, there is an essential alienation that occurs. We will read his analysis of alienation in the reading “On Alienation.”

    The next phase of Marx’s work describes his way out of alienation. The greed for money which has emerged is a substitute for power, in fact more money = more power. Marx and his collaborator Engles to create the need for the “Communist Manifesto” use this analysis, along with the Hegelian history.  There they develop the idea that a scientific socialism is needed to counter the alienation of the capitalistic society that creates the alienation. They ground the struggle in historical conflict. The history of humans has been that of class struggle. The economic base has revealed there have been owners and workers. Reality has been transformed by human labor, mixing one’s essential life with the material world in order to transform it. In fact the economic realities drive society. Society is the expansion of economic reality. “Social existence determines consciousness.” The dominant ideas in a culture are the viewpoint of dominant / oppressive economic class. Human mental life is a Superstructure determined by a real (economic) base of society. In all class conflict, the dominant ideas are those that express the economic interests of the dominant class.

   The way out is to have the workers recognize their oppression, rise up and overthrow their owner oppressors and take ownership of the means of production. (Once this is done, there will be the end of the owner/worker class struggle.) The dictatorship of the proletariat will eventually result in the dissolution of all government. This will take a long time however. 
     Marx is an often-misunderstood thinker.  People have heard someone claim to be a “Marxist” or heard the term “Marxist” used to describe some country. These people then thought that they understood Marxist thought. (E.g. The Former Soviet Socialist Republic was not a Marxist state, it was a Marxist-Leninist state and more important it was Totalitarian. Some of the ideas were those of Marx, but Lenin modified the ideas in significant and, what I would argue, are non-Marxist ways.) 
Marx Reading Questions:
Describe the four types of Alienation.

What is the relation between them? (Marx says some lead to the others.)

What is the relation between “private property” and “Alienated Labour”?

What does Marx mean by “Objectification of Labour”?

Why is the worker only free in his animal functions?

In what sense is the object confronting the worker as an alien power?

What is the relationship between wages and private property?

