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Karl Marx: A Failed 5
Vision of History s

Philosopher Karl Marx believed he
had discovered the key to history:
Capitalism would be overthrown by
communism and oppressed workers
would finally be free. History did not
work out that way.

n the late 1700s, the Industrial

Revolution began in England.
Powered machines and factory time
schedules replaced the natural rhythms
of farm life. Men, women, and children
labored at repetitive mechanical tasks,
making goods that they did not own.
For the first time, masses of people

wages to survive.

The era of capitalism was
beginning. Landowners had
dominated the old era. They
gradually lost power. A new class of business peo-
ple—merchants, bankers, and industrialists—rose
to power.

During the early years of industrialization in
England, workers had no say in what their wages or
working conditions would be. The typical workday
was 12 hours not counting meal times. Children
under 10 commonly worked in the factories and
coal mines.

Up to about the 1880s, worker living conditions
were awful in English industrial cities such as
Manchester. Entire families crowded into single-
room apartments. Dirt, garbage, sewage, industrial
wastes, foul air, and polluted water poisoned the
environment. In the English industrial cities, 25
percent of all children under age 5 died of disease
and malnutrition.

ern communism. He believed that economic
forces, particularly struggles between economic
classes, determined history. (Perry-Castarieda
Library, University of Texas at Austin)

As the new industrial owners, called
capitalists, gained more political
power, the English Parliament
repealed worker protection laws
going back to the time of Queen
Elizabeth 1. New legislation made
worker attempts to form labor
unions illegal under criminal con-
spiracy laws.

The increasingly powerful capital-
ists pointed to the economic ideas of
Adam Smith to support their vision
of freedom. In 1776, the year the
American Revolution began, Adam
Smith had written Wealth of
Nations, the first complete descrip-
tion of a new economic system
called capitalism. Smith had called
for the freedom of capitalists to
operate their businesses as they saw
fit with little interference from gov-
ernment.

depended entirely on money Karl Marx (1818-1883) was the founder of mod-
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Ideas matter. They influence how people act and are
important in human history. The expression of ideas can
even be worth money as intellectual property. This issue
of Bill of Rights in Action looks at some historically
important ideas and some issues surrounding intellectual
property. The first article examines the ideas of Karl
Marx, the architect of the theories of Communism. The
second article explores the ideas of Social Darwinism
espoused by Herbert Spencer, which had a significant
impact on America in the late 19th century. The last article
looks at current issues of intellectual property, focusing
especially on downloading music from the Internet.
World History: Karl Marx: A Failed Vision of History

U.S. History: Social Darwinism and American Laissez-
faire Capitalism

Current Issues: Copying Music and Movies from the
Internet: “Digital Piracy” and “Fair Use”
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A German philosopher, Karl Marx came to live in
England at the peak of its Industrial Revolution. He
had a far different vision than Smith. He focused on
the exploited and impoverished industrial workers.

The Alienated Worker

Karl Marx was born in 1818 in a part of Germany then
called Prussia. As a young university student, he spent
a lot of time drinking and getting into bar fights. He
still managed to study hard.

Marx joined a group of students who studied the
German philosopher, Georg Hegel. Hegel taught that
every important idea (thesis) produced another idea
that was its opposite (antithesis). The resulting con-
flict or struggle between them resulted in an entirely
new idea (synthesis). Later in his career, Marx would
build on Hegel’s philosophy to explain how class
struggle in history leads to a final, perfect society.
Hegel had been idealist. He believed ideas shaped his-
tory. Marx, however, was a materialist. He believed
economics shaped history.

Marx earned his doctor’s degree in philosophy at age
23. For a brief time, he wrote for a German newspaper,
attacking Prussian censorship laws. He also wrote
philosophical essays.

In one of them, Marx coined one of his most memo-
rable phrases, calling “religion the opium of the peo-
ple.” By this he meant that religion acts like a narcotic,
easing the pain of the poor and oppressed in a “heart-
less world.” But like a narcotic, it failed to cure the
poverty and oppression. Although Marx’s parents
were born Jews, his father converted to Christianity.
Marx was indifferent about religion all of his life.

In 1843, Marx married Jenny von Westphalen, the
attractive daughter of a liberal-minded aristocratic
father and middle-class mother. The young couple
soon moved to Paris, where Marx found work as a
journalist.

Paris was a hotbed of radical thinking. Marx dived
into the study of economics. He reached the conclu-
sion that the new industrial workers labored for wages
that barely kept them alive while creating enormous
wealth for their capitalist employers.

In 1844, Marx wrote that the worker was alienated, or
separated, from the fruits of his own labor. To correct
this injustice and achieve true freedom, Marx said the
workers must first overthrow the capitalist system of
private property. The workers would then replace cap-

italism with a communist economic system, in which
they would own property in common and share the
wealth they produced.

While in Paris, Marx befriended Friedrich Engels,
also a German. Engels’ father owned a share in several
textile mills in Manchester, England. Although Engels
worked in the family business, he soon began to pub-
lish works critical of capitalists.

Engels published a report on the dreadful conditions
of the working class in England. “A horde of ragged
women and children swarm about here,” he wrote, “as
filthy as the swine that thrive upon the garbage heaps
and in the puddles.”

In 1845, the French government expelled Marx for his
political writings. Marx, his wife, and their year-old
daughter moved to Brussels, Belgium, where Engels
soon joined them.

Communist Manifesto

In Brussels, Marx and Engels joined a small radical
workers’ group and persuaded the members to name it
the Communist League. The league then asked Marx
and Engels to write a manifesto, a statement of the
group’s beliefs. During the winter of 1847—48, Marx
did most of the writing of what became his most
famous work: the Communist Manifesto.

“A specter is haunting Europe—the specter of
Communism.” This is how Marx began the
Communist Manifesto. He went on to describe what he
believed to be a scientific and economic explanation
of how history had progressed in the past and would
unfold in the future.

The history of society, Marx wrote, “is the history of
class struggles.” Marx attempted to show that
throughout history one economic class always
oppressed another: “Freeman and slave, patrician and
plebeian, lord and serf, guildmaster and journeyman.”
But eventually the downtrodden class rose up, over-
threw its masters, and created an entirely new society.

Marx wrote that the industrial capitalists and others
using private property to make profits made up the
oppressive class of his time. Marx called this class the
bourgeoisie, which used its wealth and control over
government to exploit the industrial working class.
Marx named this class the proletariat.

According to Marx, the value of a product is based on
the labor used to manufacture it. Marx pointed out that



workers’ wages fell far short of the price of the prod-
ucts they made. This was because the capitalists made a
profit on what they sold. Marx called the profit “sur-
plus value” and thought that it exploited the workers.
Marx said that capitalists had alienated the worker
from the results of his labor, forcing him to become
“enslaved by the machine.” This exploitation, argued
Marx, would soon bring about a new class struggle that
would end with the “violent overthrow” of the bour-
geoisie by the proletariat.

Marx described the Communists as those who best
understood the class struggle. They would unify the
proletariat, lead it in the revolution, and take control of
the government.

During what Marx called the “socialist phase” of the
revolution, the new proletarian government would
confiscate all capitalist private property like factories,
mines, farms, and other businesses. The government
would then operate these enterprises for the benefit of
the workers.

When the proletariat finally controlled economic pro-
duction, Marx declared that all classes would disappear
and class struggles would end. In this “communist
phase,” there would no longer be a need for a govern-
ment.

Marx expected that the proletarian revolution would
soon occur in Germany or England and then take place
worldwide. He ended the Communist Manifesto with
these rousing words:

Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communistic
revolution. The proletarians have nothing to
lose but their chains. They have a world to win.
Workers of the world unite!

A New Home in England

By the time Marx published the Communist Manifesto
in 1848, worker uprisings had broken out in Germany
and several other European countries. Marx and Engels
moved to Germany where they wrote articles attacking
the government. By 1849, however, the European gov-
ernments had crushed all the revolts. Marx concluded
that the revolts had been premature.

Expelled from Belgium and again from France, Marx
took his wife and family to London, which remained
his home for the rest of his life. In London, he gave lec-
tures and wrote articles for newspapers (including
Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune). But he never
held a steady job.

Harassed constantly by creditors and threatened with
eviction, Marx appealed to Engels for financial sup-
port. Engels, who was working for his father’s textile
firm in Manchester, responded generously.

With help from Engels and some timely family inheri-
tances, Marx supported his growing family. Marx
adored his children and loved to make up stories to tell
them. He was devastated when three of them died with-
in a few years of one another, leaving three surviving
daughters.

In between firing off numerous essays critical of other
European radicals, Marx spent his time in the British
Museum researching capitalism. In 1867, after many
delays, distractions, and health problems, Marx finally
published the first volume of Capital, a major analysis
of capitalism and his most important work.

In Capital, Marx pointed out numerous contributions
that capitalism had made to economic progress, espe-
cially in the area of technology. But he wrote that capi-
talism was doomed. He predicted that as capitalism
developed, a small number of powerful monopolies
would drive many enterprises out of business. To suc-
cessfully compete against one another, these “cut
throat” monopolies would reduce worker wages.
Finally, a class struggle between the workers and the
capitalists would bring on a revolution, replacing capi-
talism with communism.

Marx was quite vague in his description of society after
the revolution. In an 1875 essay, he described the gov-
ernment during the “socialist phase” as “the revolu-
tionary dictatorship of the proletariat.” But he stated
that this dictatorship would act in the best interests of
the workers and would gradually disappear.

Marx also expected that once the proletariat had taken
control of all capitalist property, wealth would flow
more abundantly for the benefit of all. Then in the
“higher phase of communist society,” individuals
would finally be free to develop their abilities and tal-
ents to the fullest. Marx put it this way: “from each
according to his ability, to each according to his
needs.”

In 1882, Marx published his last writing, a short pref-
ace to the Russian edition of the Communist Manifesto.
Russia was mainly a rural peasant society with little
industrial development. Thus, Marx had ignored it as
lagging far behind in the march toward revolution. He
now, however, admitted that the Russian peasants were
at “the starting-point for a communist development.”

(Continued on next page)



Karl Marx died in London on March 14, 1883. Only
11 people showed up at the funeral. His lifelong friend
and benefactor, Friedrich Engels, spoke at his grave-
side. Engels predicted that Marx’s “name and work
will endure through the ages.” After Marx’s death,
Engels assembled Marx’s notes and published vol-
umes two and three of Capital.

“Everything Should Be Doubted”

Karl Marx is an important figure in philosophy, soci-
ology, economics, and history. Marx developed a
detailed explanation of the entire course of human
events. For example, his theory of class struggle
attempts to explain why and how human history
develops. Marx also produced many insights as to
how groups of people behave, how capitalism oper-
ates, and how technology sometimes has negative
effects on workers.

But the proletarian revolution that Marx expected nev-
er happened in any advanced industrialized country.
Contrary to Marx’s predictions, economic conditions
gradually improved for most workers in capitalist
societies.

Marx also failed to anticipate major reforms like the
expansion of the right to vote, laws abolishing child
labor, social security, and the right of workers to join
unions. Workers in capitalist countries seemed more
interested in improving their wages and working con-
ditions than in joining a revolution.

Of course, a communist revolution did occur in Russia
in 1917. Vladimir Lenin, the first leader of the new
Soviet Union, concentrated all power in the
Communist Party. After Lenin, Joseph Stalin used vio-
lence and starvation to end private ownership of agri-
cultural land, causing the death of millions of
peasants. The Communist Party became a privileged
ruling class, relying on force to stay permanently in
control.

Karl Marx had a vision of a new just society based on
economic plenty shared by all. Marx believed that in
such a society individuals would achieve true free-
dom. But when the revolution finally came in Russia
and later on in other countries, Marx’s vision of free-
dom turned into tyranny.

Probably the greatest flaw in Marx’s vision was his
certainty that economic forces controlled history and
flowed in only one inevitable direction. Perhaps he
should have taken to heart his favorite motto:
“Everything should be doubted.”

For Discussion and Writing

1. Do you think Marx would have approved of com-
munism in the Soviet Union under Lenin and
Stalin? Explain.

2. Do you think it likely that a revolution as Marx
described it could ever take place in the United
States? Explain.

3. Which one of these forces do you think is influ-
encing events the most in the world today: eco-
nomics, nationalism, race and ethnicity, religion,
or technology? Give reasons for your choice.

For Further Reading

Gottlieb, Roger S. Marxism 1844—1990, Origins,
Betrayal, Rebirth. New York: Routledge, 1992.

Wheen, Francis. Karl Marx, A Life. New York: W. W.
Norton, 2000.

A CTIVITY

What Is a Just Society?

1. The five panels described below include thinkers
from world history. Each student should select one
of these thinkers to research and role play during a
panel discussion.

2. Each student should research the following things
about his or her thinker: where and when the
person lived; the key parts of the person’s life; the
main ideas the person held.

3. Each student, in the role of his or her character,
should prepare a response to this question: What is
ajust society?

4. The panels, in turn, will present their discussions
in front of the rest of the class:

a. Each panel member, speaking in character,
introduces who he or she is.

b. Each panel member explains his or her vision
of'a just society.

c. The panel members ask each other questions
and debate what a just society is. Members of
the rest of the class may also ask questions.

5. After all panels have presented their discussions,
each student should write his or her own personal
response to the question: What is a just society?




The Panels

Religious Leaders: Moses, St. Augustine, Siddhartha
Gautama, Mohammed, Martin Luther, Mother Teresa

Revolutionaries & Reformers: Thomas Paine,
Maximilien Robespierre, Vladimir Lenin, Mohandas
Gandhi, Jane Addams, Martin Luther King

Political Visionaries: Machiavelli, Voltaire, Thomas
Hobbes, Thomas Jefferson, Jeremy Bentham, Susan
B. Anthony

Capitalists & Their Critics: Adam Smith, Thomas
Malthus, John. D. Rockefeller Sr., Robert Owen,
Eugene V. Debs, Emma Goldman

Critical Thinkers: Socrates, Frederick Douglass,
Mark Twain, Chief Joseph, John Dewey, Rachel
Carson
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Standards Addressed in This Edition of
Bill of Rights in Action

National High School World History Standard
35: Understands patterns of nationalism, state-
building, and social reform in Europe and the
Americas from 1830 to 1914. Understands how
different movements and ideas influenced society
in the 19th century (e.g., . . . the essential ideas out-
lined in Marx and Engel’s Communist Manifesto
and their meaning in the context of late 19th-centu-
ry economic, political, and social conditions)

California Social Studies Standard 10.3:
Students analyze the effects of the Industrial
Revolution in England, France, Germany,
Japan, and the United States. (6) Analyze the
emergence of capitalism as a dominant economic
pattern and the responses to it, including
Utopianism, Social Democracy, Socialism, and
Communism.

California Social Studies Standard 11.2:
Students analyze the relationship among the rise
of industrialization, large-scale rural-to-urban
migration, and massive immigration from
Southern and Eastern Europe. (7) Analyze the
similarities and differences between the ideologies
of Social Darwinism and Social Gospel (e.g., using
biographies of William Graham Sumner, Billy
Sunday, Dwight L. Moody).

National Civics Standard 25: Understands issues
regarding personal, political, and economic
rights. Understands contemporary issues that
involve economic rights such as . . . copyright. . ..

California Social Studies Standard 12.2:
Students evaluate and take and defend positions
on the scope and limits of rights and obligations
as democratic citizens, the relationships among
them, and how they are secured. (2) Explain how
economic rights are secured and their importance to
the individual and to society (e.g., . . . copyright and
patent).
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