
Lecture on Marx 

I. Introduction to Marx 

• Karl Marx (1818-1883), German.  

• He was born in Prussia into a Jewish family with a 

long line of Rabbis, but his father was secular and had 

converted to Lutheranism. 

• Marx’s immediate family were upper middle class, 

and many members of his extended family on his 

mother’s side were wealthy industrialists.  

• He attends the University of Berlin where he studies 

law and philosophy.  

• While there he discovers Hegel and becomes a fan 

and a critic joining with other “Young Hegelians” 

pursuing a politically liberal interpretation of Hegelian 

thought.  

• He eventually earns his Ph.D. from the University of 

Jena.  

• Due to his political liberalism, he was unable to 

pursue an academic career.  

• Due to increasingly radical political activities he flees 

to Paris in 1843. Here he meets his collaborator, 

friend, and patron Friedrich Engels (1820-1895). 

• Between 1843-1845 Marx devotes himself to a 

detailed study of political theory and political history, 

developing the core of the ideas that would come to 

be known as Marxism.  



• In 1845 he is exiled from France and moves to 

Brussels.  

• During the next three years he writes and publishes 

some of his most important works including The 

German Ideology (unpublished until 1932) and The 

Communist Manifesto (1848).  

• This exiles him from Brussels and eventually in 1849 

he settles in London where he will remain for the rest 

of his life.  

• Marx was devoted to revolutionary activities and his 

family lived in extreme poverty often supported by 

Engels.  

• In the 1860’s he redevotes himself to political and 

economic theory publishing his most important work 

the first volume of his three-volume Capital (1867).  

• During the last decade of his life, his health 

significantly deteriorates, and he dies in 1883.  

II. Marx and Hegel 

• Marx is deeply influenced by Hegel and accepts many 

of the core ideas and structures of Hegelian thought. 

• The big move Marx makes is to embed the Hegelian 

dialectic in the material world instead of the world of 

spirit. “Life is not determined by consciousness, but 

consciousness is determined by life.”  

• For Marx it is material circumstances that shape and 

drive the individual and society.  



• This is known as Dialectical Materialism and the 

material that Marx is talking about are economic 

conditions.  

• Marx views the driving force of history as a series of 

complex and developing economic relationships that 

all succumb to an internal logic that develops 

inevitably.  

• “The history of all hitherto existing societies is the 

history of class struggles.”  

• Basically, Marx is taking Hegel’s master/slave dialectic 

(an economic relation) and interprets all of human 

history in light of these relationships.  

• Unlike Hegel who thought we had reached the stage 

of absolute spirit, Marx believed we weren’t there 

yet, but that his stage (socialism) was inevitable.  

• Also, unlike Hegel, Marx was not interested in being a 

passive observer of history, he wanted to play an 

active role in shaping it.  

• There are two parts to Marx’s thought: 

i. His critique of capitalism 

ii. His account of communism 

III. Capitalism 

• Marx begins with an analysis of private property that 

seems directly borrowed from Locke.  

• The Labor Theory of Value: something becomes 

property when you mix your labor with it. The value 



of an object is based on how much labor it took to 

produce it.  

• Following Hegel, when I labor on material nature, I 

put a part of myself into that object and see myself 

reflected back in the products of my labor.  

• The problem with modern capitalism is that it 

perverts this process.  

• The Capitalist or bourgeoisie (the class of owners, 

includes industrialist, landlords, etc.) owns the means 

of production and transforms everything into a 

commodity or thing that can be bought and sold.  

• Under capitalism, the labor of the proletariat 

(workers, non-owners, labor) is turned into a 

commodity owned by the bourgeoisie.  

• Thus, the proletariat becomes alienated from itself 

and from its labor: 

i. Workers do not experience their labor as an 

affirmation of themselves.  

ii. Workers are alienated from the product of their 

labor. The capitalist takes the surplus value of 

that labor for himself and just leaves the worker 

with the minimum necessary for bare 

subsistence.  

iii. Workers are alienated from each other.  

• Do keep in mind that Marx is writing this in the 

context of the industrial revolution in the UK.  

IV. Communism 



• As capitalism advances, human society radically 

divides into just these two classes. 

• As the proletariat grows in size, its members will 

inevitably begin to see their own shared interest in 

opposition to the bourgeoisie.  

• What they will realize is that the source of the 

problems of capitalism is private property (because 

this allows the bourgeoisie to won everything), so the 

solution is the abolition of private property in favor of 

communism or communal ownership of the means of 

production.  

• Things will get so bad under capitalism that a 

revolution against the entire system is inevitable.  


