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Three perspectives on Marxism:  
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1. A philosophy (and history) of the world. 
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2. A political system and a basis for 

political movements.  
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3. An economic system characterized by state 

control of property and the means of 
production. 
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Marx’s work, above all, was an interpretive 
approach to  
history and a  
critique of  
capitalism… 
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Hegel, Idealism, 
and the  

Dialectic 



1. Much of Marx’s 
early thought is 
based on the 
work of Hegel, 
the great 
German idealist 
philosopher.  
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2. The source of 
truth and 
change in the 
universe is 
Spirit or Idea 
(human 
freedom). 
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3. The Idea 
moves 
dialectically 
through history 
(which appears 
as the 
following): 
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Marx 
(Ontological 
Materialism) 
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1. Marx was a materialist, not an idealist. 
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2. Economic production and human beings 

were what was real in history. 
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a. Hunter-Gatherer  
(200,000 to 10,000 b.c.e.) 



MARXISM 

b. Agricultural (10,000 to 
5,000 b.c.e) 
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c. Feudalism (500 to 
1,500 a.d.) 
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d. Capitalism (1,500 a.d. 
to present) 
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e. Socialism / 
Communism (future?) 



3. History is 
grounded in 
material forces, 
not ideas. 
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4. Capitalism 
must collapse 
since it is 
producing its 
own antithesis; 
the proletariat 
(or precariat). 
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I. Theory of 
History 
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1. Atheism and determinism 



2. He proposed a 
scientific (?) 
method for 
studying 
human 
historical 
development.  
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3. The four epochs (Asiatic, ancient, 

feudal, capitalist). 
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4. Although he allowed that cultural factors such  
as religion and nationalism (what he called “false 
consciousness”) influenced history, the driving 
force was  
economics,  
particularly  
forces  
of production.  
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5. These forces of capitalism would over time 

become more and more unstable, leading to a 
major social revolution where workers would 
take power and institute a new communist 
phase of history.  
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II. Theory of 
Human Nature 
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1. Consciousness, although nonphysical, 
was entirely determined by material  
events (a reflection  
of socioeconomic  
roles that people  
are not consciously  
aware of).  



2. The most 
distinctive 
feature of 
Marx’s concept 
of humanity is 
that it is 
essentially 
social in 
nature. 
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3. Marx believed there was no such thing as a 

fixed, individual human nature; that what is 
true of people in one society or period may 
not be true of them in another place or time. 



4. Sociology is not 
reducible to 
psychology. Not 
everything about 
humans can be 
explained in 
terms of facts 
about 
individuals. 

MARXISM 



5. Universal 
generalization: 
humans work 
for their living 
but that work 
should be 
appropriate 
(not alienating). 
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III. Diagnosis 
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1. “Alienation” or “estrangement” from: 
a. Man from work  
b. Man from  
nature  
c. Man from  
himself 
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2. The institution of private property contributes to 

the process of alienation by forcing workers 
into labor conditions that make them miserable, 
physically exhausted, and mentally debased. 
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3. We lack a sense  
of community and  
a feeling that our  
work contribute to  
anything legitimate.  
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4. Capitalism allows human beings to be treated  
solely as economic entities, and allows managers 
of corporations to try to beat competition by 
extracting the greatest possible profit from the 
labor of their employees. 
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IV. 
Prescription 



1. If alienation is 
caused by 
capitalism, 
then we should 
replace it with a 
better system.  
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2. Disagreements within Marxism as to whether 

people should wait for conditions to be right to 
begin the revolution or whether we should act 
(Lenin) to bring revolution about. 
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3. Limited “reforms” (higher wages, shorter hours, 

stiffer penalties for corruption) might soften the 
harshness of the system, but they do not alter 
its basic nature. 



4. Raise 
consciousness 
of class 
solidarity.  
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V. Critical 
Discussion 



1. Would a 
communist 
society by truly 
classless? 
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2. Will any set of 
economic 
changes 
eliminate all 
conflicts of 
interest? 
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3. Will the state 
actually “wither 
away”? 
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4. Too economistic (agent vs. structure 

problem).  
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