Karl Marx (1818-1883)

Biography 
Karl Marx was born in 1818 to Jewish middle-class parents in the Rhineland, a part of Prussia, which would later be part of Germany. He received a doctorate in philosophy in 1841 from the University of Berlin and other philosophers initially considered him a “Young Hegelian”- follower of G.W.F. Hegel, the most dynamic German philosopher of the era. Because of his radical political views - he was a social democrat - a career in academia was impossible, so he became a journalist for radical political papers, and lived a poor, even impoverished life for many years. (Four of his seven children died in infancy.) He moved to Paris - the center of the European socialist scene at the time – in 1843.  These socialists had ideals about how people should live.  There he met Frederich Engels, his intellectual partner and co-writer of many of his works. The German Ideology, their first important work, was written in 1846 but remained unpublished for many years. Then, in 1848, they wrote The Communist Manifesto, which caused a sensation. Marx participated in the French Revolution of 1848, which led to the 2nd Republic, universal suffrage, and many other democratic reforms. (Remember that democracy took a much longer period to shape and form in Europe).  For the rest of his life, Marx worked on his magnum opus, Das Capital, whose first volume was published in 1867, which laid out in the tremendous detail his philosophy of history, his critique of capitalism, and his ideas for a communist state. At the same time, he helped found The International Workingman’s Association, or the IWW, which became a powerful international trade union.  Their goal was to get workers the ability to associate with the powerful and wealthy.  He continued working on Das Capital until his death in 1883.

Historical Background
Marx grew to maturity in a Europe in the 1830s and 1840s that was in the midst of radical transformation, both economically and politically. The Industrial Revolution, which had begun in England in the 1770s, had spread to Western and Central Europe by the beginning of the 19th century, and the results were often cataclysmic. Old rural ways of life collapsed for millions, factories sprang up everywhere, and workers often worked 16 hour days in filthy, dangerous conditions for extremely low wages while factory owners made enormous profits, while at the same time a small middle class grew, and educational opportunities and literacy improved.  (On a side note: under capitalism some workers become educated about their own oppression because capitalism produced some $ for people to do so.  This education leads to someone like Marx or Engels who question authority and social norms.  It’s one good thing about capitalism).  On the political front, the major European nations were under enormous stress trying to hold on to the older monarchial forms of government and suppressing revolutions like the French Revolution that tore Europe apart from 1789 till 1815. (It’s useful to remember that democracies rarely come all at once, even in the United States. The U.S. had its democratic revolution in 1776, but universal suffrage and anything resembling full legal equality didn’t come until the 1960s. Democracy in Europe, with its thousand year old political, economic, and religious traditions, moved by fits and starts, beginning in 1789 and developing only slowly over the next one hundred years.) In, 1848, the year Marx and Engels published The Communist Manifesto, Europe broke out into several revolutions, with particularly strong ones in France and Germany. They were by no means altogether successful, and many, including Marx, felt that it was folly simply to fight for more political equality and economic parity. The whole economic system, which underwrote the political system, was rotten, and a revolution of workers had to overturn it and in turn institute a new economic/political system called communism. 
Marx’s Philosophy
1. Marx was trained as a “Hegelian,” a follower of the most influential German philosopher of the early 19th century, G.W.F. Hegel. Hegel’s philosophy is too complicated to explore here, but we can say that it involved looking at reality as a gradually unfolding historical process that developed dialectically (through logical argument and progression). Hegel was one of the first prominent European philosophers to see reality as “historical.”  Before Hegel, most philosophers saw any particular period of time as metaphysically similar to any other period of time. Reality was uniform, its essence unchanging. Hegel did not believe that history was this random and arbitrary; he believed it has a logical unfolding process.  Hegel believed that reality was Spirit- its essence was Freedom- and that what happened in history was a gradual, dialectical unfolding of that Spirit of Freedom to itself. In other words, he interpreted all history as man coming to an understanding of his own Freedom in the Universal Spirit of History. There’s knowledge in people but it doesn’t always manifest itself in the institutions.  Humanity is learning that it’s free and that’s where history is going.  It’s a very forward-looking, romantic, and in a way optimistic philosophy. 

2. Marx borrowed Hegel’s emphasis on history as an unfolding process, borrowing and transforming his idea of historical dialectic, but completely changed the terms of this process. For Hegel, Reality is Spiritual; for Marx it is Material. (Hence, Marx called himself a “dialectical materialist.”) Marx’s great break from Hegel comes in his looking at history as a dialectical battle between two material forces: those who own the means of production (in the modern world, the Capitalists, or the Bourgeoisie (meaning city dweller) and those who work for them (the workers, or the Proletariat (comes from a Latin word meaning “good only for having children!”). Marx sees history, therefore, as a record of class warfare because the relationship is oppressive. Marx sees the relationship between the Bourgeoisie and the Proletariat as inherently oppressive, and here’s why. The Bourgeois Capitalist, say, owns a factory that makes shoes, and he hires workers to make them. His reason for hiring them is not philanthropic, however; it’s to make a profit. As long as there is surplus value to be made from his workers- that is, as long as he makes more from selling his shoes than the cost of his labor and material, then he will keep them on. However, as soon as he stops making a profit from the labor of his workers, he will fire them. In fact, even if he makes too little profit and could perhaps make more money by investing the wages he pays his workers in a more profitable way, he may fire them. Workers in a capitalist world are reduced to figures on a balance sheet; their value to the capitalist means nothing more than the value of a machine or a truck. For Marx, Capitalism is fundamentally dehumanizing because the worker becomes a mere cost of production, not a person. Capitalists thus profit on the backs of their workers, and Marx thought this arrangement- that the capitalists should keep all the profits because they owned the means of production- was oppressive and morally bankrupt.
3. One of the reasons that the capitalist system was so unfair was it alienated the worker from the product of his labor.  Workers now feel disconnected and detached from the fruits of their labor.  Under the old feudal system that preceded the capitalist system, the poor worked for landowners or for tradesmen, but these landowners and tradesmen allowed the poor to keep a portion of what they farmed, and they saw a direct relationship between their labor-ploughing, carpentry, shoemaking- and the product of their labor- corn, chairs, shoes. There was an intrinsic value to one’s work because one could actually see the product he/she created.  In the factory system, in the interest of economic efficiency, workers often worked at tiny tasks- especially after the innovations of Henry Ford and Frederick Taylor—and rarely had any tangible relationship with what they produced. This alienation makes the worker feel worthless, and his pay is no just compensation for this sense of alienation. This alienation is connected to the sense of personal fragmentation experienced by the workers, who during their work lives, which in the 19th century often took up 2/3 or more of the waking hours, rarely were permitted to exercise anything like their full human potential in their work. The factory owners treated them as mere parts of production, and they began to see themselves as lacking wholeness as human beings.  A person becomes an interchangeable part of the factory or the line.  Anyone in the modern world who feels a sense of pride in his/her work on an assembly line or in a factory is having a false sense of consciousness; this feeling is what the superstructure would like him/her to believe.  There’s no more artistic sense that what he/she has made is a part of him/her; there’s no feeling of craftsmanship.   

4. Marx felt that history, however, was on the side of the proletariat. As the proletariat began to understand his/her oppression and the reasons for it, s/he would rise up against the capitalist system, and eventually overthrow it. Marx was under no illusions that this revolution would be peaceful; those in power were not about to voluntarily give up their vast privileges. So a revolution would have to happen - it would happen, necessarily, in Marx’s view - and as a result the poor workers would overthrow Capitalism, and with it, the whole notion of private ownership of the means of production on which capitalism was based. In its place would be a new Communist system (from the word “communal”) in which no one would own private property, where all economic products would be shared communally, thus eliminating the class warfare that had heretofore created such misery in history. A communist state would, for awhile, administer this new system, insuring that transformation from capitalism to communism occurred, but ultimately Marx felt that the State would “wither away,” made unnecessary by the spirit of cooperation and goodwill that would inspire people once economic oppression was done away with.  (Sadly, you know, this is a very Utopian mindset, to believe that greed would wither away or that people would put forth their best effort for no gain).   

Relevance to Modern Critical Theory
1. One of Marx’s crucial ideas has to do with the relationship between the economic structure of a particular society- what he called its Base and “the culture” (the art, the politics, the religion, the discourse, the philosophy, the various ideologies) of that particular society- what he called its Superstructure. Marx believed that the Superstructure was an “epiphenomenon”, or secondary phenomenon, of the Base. The Base is Capitalism and the Superstructure rises up like a mist and automatically has capitalism entrenched in it.  Marxist critics refined Marx to say that his superstructure was not merely a “reflection” of the economic system, but reinforced and helped keep in place that economic system. That is, the culture of any particular society is for the most part a function of the powers-that-be (the Capitalists) whose goal it is to keep the present power relations the way they are. (It is also true that Capitalism dialectically engenders counter-cultural manifestations: that is, it creates antithetical reactions in art, which inspire rebellion against the status quo.  Bands like The Clash, Rage Against the Machine and Green Day are examples of countercultural artists).  Culture, therefore, is a battleground, and has a political use for the capitalist as well as for those who oppose it. Marx famously posited, “religion is the opiate of the people.” By that he theorized that Christianity is a religion that keeps the proletariat drugged and asleep by promising that its rewards will be in heaven, not on Earth. Christianity, according to Marx, is a powerful ideological tool for the Capitalists; an easy example from our current age is the culture of television. Marxists see American TV as a powerful ideological tool (owned and operated, of course, by the power elites) that encourages passivity, distraction through entertainment, and is in fact a fine recruiting tool for values. If you’re hooked on “American Idol, “The Simpsons” and the tons of other entertainment products out there, you’re more likely to see yourself as a “consumer” of entertainment and consumer products and less likely to see yourself as a critic of materialist culture or as a political activist interested in changing the system. Marxists quite powerfully bring out the degree to which art, even the high art of poetry or the serious novel and drama, often is complicit in helping capitalism retain its hegemony, even when it is ostensibly criticizing it. (An example is George Orwell’s critique of Charles Dickens’ Hard Times.  The novel is about the awful factory system and educational system in London in the mid-Nineteenth Century.  Orwell didn’t like how Dickens didn’t provide a solution or answers to the problem.) 
2. Marx himself read widely in European culture but rarely applied himself to literary criticism; it was left to other critics to show how Marxist analysis might yield important literary criticism. They see literature not merely as personal expression (the Romantic notion) but as “cultural production” which illuminates the state of class relations in a given society. Marx’s legacy in the world of critical theory is complex, but we can begin to assess his influence by noting the following:

a. Most broadly, Marx helped bring the notion of “ideology” into literary theory. Critics now examine aesthetic texts in their dynamic relationship to economic, political, and other cultural realities. Now we talk about bourgeois novels, or working class poetry, or “elitist texts,” – texts which seem to reinforce the values of their particular class. We now ask how a particular work of art “functions” culturally in a society: what (political and social) values does it endorse, deny, suppress, or celebrate?  What socio-economic values does it embrace?  These are questions that New Critics of the 1940s and 50s thought unimportant (i.e. “merely” political) but that particularly after the 1960s began to loom especially large for students, critics, and intellectuals. 
b. Marx made available the concept of class oppression as a term of analysis; though this analytical tool works most illuminatingly for novels that are about, say, oppressed factory workers or field peasants, it also is quite useful when one analyzes the upper classes. Finally, Marx made it possible for other forms of oppression to be explored in literary texts: oppressions against racial or ethnic or religious minorities; against women, against gays and lesbians, against what come to be called “the Other.” Now it seems fair to ask of a respected, popular author like Jane Austen, whose characters are all white, rich and who, in a genteel novel like Mansfield Park, have made their money from slave labor in the Caribbean: how are we to look at your characters’ leisurely lives when we know that their leisure was bought and paid for by Caribbean slave labor? How does that fact change our interpretation of the events in the novel?

3. Marxist literary criticism usually betrays an open sympathy for the oppressed, particularly, those oppressed by class, and in its more pure forms thinks of literary works as primarily tools in the class struggle: a work like Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle is good because it reveals the horrible factory conditions in Chicago circa 1900, while Proust’s In Search of Lost Time is a waste of time because it dwells so delectably on the manners and sensations of decadent rich Parisians. Sinclair will help facilitate the revolution; Proust holds it up. In its more nuanced forms, Marxist criticism is less revolutionary in intent, yet uses Marxist insights about class struggle, alienation, the grave impact of industrial capitalism, etc. in a broader humanistic interpretation of a work.
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