
Karl Marx 
 
Overview of Marxism 
• Concerned with the nature of freedom in modern society 

o Not just political emancipation as a citizen e.g. right to vote/political participation 
---> at Marx' time women, working class etc. were excluded from political 
participation  

o Deeper reason for it to be beyond political: freedom in our everyday practices  
• i.e. something social 
• Freedom as part of labour and production - therefore to be free you needed 

to be free in your labour and production - grounded in the social conditions 
of people's labour 

• = need a radical transformation in society  
• All societies are built upon domination/oppression/exploitation  
• Marx intention to move beyond this lack of freedom  

o Capitalism as a transitory system that will be superseded  
o Both theory and practice: it is not just enough to criticise ideas 

• 'Marxism' system of thought developed by Marx and Engels  
• Historical advance and trajectory since Marx' death - further development of his 

thought  
• Capitalism will undergo periodic crises and these crises will ultimately lead to the 

destruction of capitalism  
o A society also needs social agency in order to transform  
o i.e. uses both objective process (structural dynamics of society through capitalism 

and economy) but also AGENCY involved  
• And the relationship between structure of capitalism and the agency of 

individuals or a collective i.e. the working class 
• Different historical periods as having dominant ideals i.e. in modern societies it is 

freedom 
• Relationship between economic class dominance, political power, ideology  
• Dialectic  
• Marx believed that he could study history and society scientifically and discern 

tendencies of history and the resulting outcome of social conflicts. 
 
Context 
• Emerging catholic society 

o What are going to be the central conflicts of capitalist development 
• Lack of freedom in political participation  
• Lack of freedom in labour and production 

 
Marx's Thought 
Marx has been described as developing his theory through a critical synthesis of 3 sources:  

1. German Philosophy  
o He was trained as a philosopher - role of German ideals  
o Sense of activity - active nature of human subjectivity 

2. French Socialism  
o Utopianism developed after the French revolution 

3. British Political Economy  



Marx’s entire project was very much influenced by The French Revolution – both its 
‘success’ in overthrowing the Ancient Regime and its ‘failure’ to fully realized the ideal of 
‘Liberty, Equality and Fraternity 
• He stands in a critical relationship to all these factors - and developed his own thinking 

in this critique  
• Synthesis of these ideals to produce his own  
• French revolution showed that a particular structure of society could be overturned  
• FR showed him that modern societies may be societies of revolution - there will be 

future revolutions too  
 
Praxis 
• Relationship between structure/action, individual/society  
• Rather than thinking about theory in the abstract, think about theory as connected to 

practice --> how can you reconcile theory and practice? 
• “The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to 

change it.” (Marx 1977: 158) (Thesis XI - Theses on Feuerbach)  
• Praxis the unity of theory and practice, those forms of action that have their ends within 

themselves (Aristotle), free and creative action, collective subjectivity (class) and 
revolution  

• Praxis: action that is neither completely free nor completely determined, the 
simultaneous transformation of subjectivity and the transformation of the objectivity of 
institutions, structure  

• “Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not 
make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly 
encountered, given, and transmitted from the past.” (Marx 1977: 300) (The Eighteenth 
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte) 

• Collective subjectivity - the agency of a group i.e. the working class - rather than just 
agency of the individual 
o The individual is somewhere in between - not completely free or not  
o Are individuals conditioned? 

  
Marx's influences: Hegel and the Young Hegelians  
• Took the idea of 'dialectical thinking'  

o Dialectic = the emphasis he gives to contradictions 
o Capitalism as a society bound by its contradictions - which will become 

transformation  
o Process/movement, things as transitory --> society as dynamic rather than static 
o Emphasis on the material conditions of people's living i.e. production  

• Rather than ideas/beliefs as the central determinant of how things are - rather 
change the way people LIVE (not just what they believe) ---> make people 
free by changing the way they live rather than just think about things 

• The way people think is grounded in their material conditions  
• Therefore to change society, change the material conditions -change the 

system of production  
Influenced by Hegel's claim that reality (and history) should be viewed dialectically. Hegel 
believed that the direction of human history is characterized in the movement from the 
fragmentary toward the complete and the real (which was also a movement towards greater 
and greater rationality). Sometimes, Hegel explained, this progressive unfolding of the 
Absolute involves gradual, evolutionary accretion but at other times requires 


