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Introduction

Karl Marx is considered to be one of the greatest thinkers of the last thousand years. Born in Germany in 1818, he was a great philosopher, historian, economist and social theorist. What I find fascinating is that he was not a specialist in any of these areas of expertise but his writing led to revolution and to a total change in the political structure of the world.

Marx lived during a time of great social and industrial change in Europe and this book explains the historical context of his writings, how they led to revolution after his death and the rise and fall of communist states. I am interested in the way society, morals and manners change through the ages. Marx was interested in many of the same factors and his analysis of ideology (the assumptions each society makes about the nature of the world) seems obvious to us today. At the time it was a radical idea to say that people can only think in the way that their language and the concepts handed down to them allow.

Marx became almost a god to those living under communism; I find this ironic as Marx believed that ‘religion … is the opium of the people’. He became a well-known figurehead for the communist world and subject to so much propaganda that details about his life and work are often misunderstood. He is known as the ‘father of communism’, although he did not invent it. The word ‘communist’ came into the English language in 1840, coined by Goodwyn Barmby, the founder of the London Communist Propaganda Society. He derived it from the French word ‘commune’, a description of the social structure that emerged after the French Revolution. However, such is the iconic power of Marx that he will always be identified with the word in people’s minds. It is also the case that many of his sayings have become well known but are often misquoted or misunderstood. People often talk of the ‘bourgeoisie’ or the ‘proletariat’ without knowing exactly what the terms mean. This book is an introduction to his thought and so all terms and jargon are explained in the text.

Despite being an iconic figure Marx was only human, with human weaknesses and prejudices, so he comes across as a rather contradictory character. He had a towering intellect and a volatile, forceful personality, often clashing with other thinkers of his day, but he was a loving family man and father to his children. They lived in poverty for a great deal of their lives because he continued to write about and support a cause he believed in. He wrote vividly about the horrors of the factory system, yet he depended heavily on an industrialist, Friedrich Engels, for financial support in order to write what is considered to be his great masterwork, Das Kapital. This analysis of class structure and the industrial capitalist system took many years of his life and took a toll on his health.

Marx did not live in a vacuum. He was influenced greatly by the German philosophers Georg Hegel and Ludwig Feuerbach; by British political economists Adam Smith and David Ricardo, and by French socialists, including Charles Fourier, Henri de Saint-Simon, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Louis Blanc. Their influence on him is explained in detail in the chapter on philosophy, which shows the development of his own thought processes into a Marxist philosophy.

Marx challenged the received wisdom of his day and prompted questions about the nature of society and class structure. He looked for patterns of development in the history of mankind and used these to understand and comment on the capitalist system. He documented the rise of the industrial revolution and the power of capitalist society. He saw that modern industry had a great potential for improving lives but instead it crushed and impoverished people because it was a tool of a capitalist system that he was deeply critical of. He believed that the capitalist system exploited and alienated those who lived under it, so that money came to rule the lives of both rich and poor. He was one of the first writers to examine the beginnings of the consumer-led society that we now live in and predicted it would spread around the world.

His view of the world was one of class struggle, where one dominant class had come to oppress another. He believed that this could not last and would lead to an inevitable worldwide revolution. This would be followed by the setting up of societies of equals under communism. In the twentieth century this seemed to be a real possibility as more and more countries came under communist rule, but true communism as Marx envisaged it did not follow and many communist states had collapsed by the end of the century.

The fall of communist regimes in many countries has led to doubts about Marx’s relevance in the twenty-first century. He predicted worldwide revolution, which hasn’t happened, and these facts have led to a great discussion over the validity of his theories. Were they only applicable to the time in which he was writing, or are they still applicable? Might a revolution still be a possibility? Did the global financial crisis that came to a head in 2008 show that he was right about the inherent instability of the capitalist system? There are no easy answers to these questions but many of the key facts and ideas are presented in this book to enable the reader to make up his or her own mind.

There is a growing anti-capitalist and ecological movement in response to that last financial crisis associated with fears about the environment. This has led to a reassessment and re-evaluation of much of Marx’s body of work, and debate about Marx and communism has become ‘fashionable’ again.

There are numerous books about Marx that assume the reader already has an understanding of economics and philosophy. Many books are written by academics for other academics, who already know what Marx wrote and wish to discuss the finer points of his ideas in detail. This book aims to give a background to his life and times, an understanding of the key areas of Marx’s thought, and to show how his ideas have affected the world we live in today. It makes more sense if read in order from cover to cover as it follows the development of his thought, although chapters can be read in isolation.

Quotations from Marx are given as examples throughout the text, but in order to have an informed opinion it is vital to read as much original source material as possible. Much of this original work is out of copyright and available to read online, while more recent translations or more obscure pieces of work are also available to buy or borrow. I have given references to online resources where possible because I feel these are more readily available to the majority of readers.

Marx was a prolific writer and there is no way that a book introducing his theories can cover all the points that he made, or attempt to analyse all the arguments for and against what he believed. At the end of each chapter there is a reading list for those who want a deeper understanding of what Marx said and further insight into the philosophical, political and academic arguments that his work has inspired over the last century.
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The Key ideas are highlighted throughout the book. If you only have half an hour to go before your exam, scanning through these would be a very good way of spending your time.
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The book includes concise Quotes from key sources.These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints on the subject, and they are fully referenced so that you can include them in essays if you are unable to get your hands on the source.
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The Dig deeper boxes give you ways to explore topics in greater depth than we are able to go to in this introductory level book.
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The Fact check questions at the end of each chapter are designed to help you ensure you have taken in the most important concepts from the chapter. If you find you are consistently getting several answers wrong, it may be worth trying to read more slowly, or taking notes as you go.
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The Case studies offer background material to a particular idea or example. There is at least one in most chapters, and hopefully they will provide good material for essays and class discussions.
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The Spotlight feature offers further interesting or amusing material that will add to your understanding.
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