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THE PURPOSE OF THIS 
PRESENTATION 

 This is an introduction to “Marxism” –  
a way of understanding reality  

(and a commitment to changing it)          
developed by Karl Marx                                   

and other revolutionaries influenced by him. 
 

. 



This is not a slide-show, exactly, but an illustrated text developed for 
viewing on a compact disk (CD). 

 
A lot of information and ideas have been packed into this. 

 

Suggestion: Take your time. 
 



It is possible to give more than one kind of “reading” to Marx.  
Two of the most useful are sympathetic and critical. 
. 
A sympathetic reading: trying to understand things from 
Marx’s point of view.  That is the approach taken in this 
presentation. 
. 
It is also important to be critical (as Marx put it – “doubt 
everything”).  At the conclusion of this presentation, questions 
will be posed to help in pursuing a critical “reading” of Marxism. 
. 

       SERIOUS SCHOLARS: 
 BEWARE of funny or inspiring things that may pop up in what  follows. 

.  
      --  MARX   AND   LENNON -- 



You may want to charge to the very end  of this 
presentation in order to secure those critical questions and 
use them to help you examine the rest of this presentation  

more critically. 



It might make sense to combine a 
critical with a sympathetic reading.  



This Presentation Consists of 
Three Parts (plus a little follow-up)       

•  Part One Basics of Marxism 

•  Part Two Post-Marx: Victories & Defeats 

•  Part Three Continuing Influence of Marx 

•  Follow-Up Reading…and more reading… 

•  Doubt Everything 

•  Twenty Questions 



PART ONE 

Basics of Marxism 



Karl Marx developed dynamic analyses of 
history and capitalism – emphasizing 
realities of exploitation and class struggle – 
for the purpose of advancing the interests of 
the working class and in order to create an 
economic democracy that he called 
socialism. 



Marx was animated by  
a passionate humanism. 

 “To be radical is to 
grasp things by the root.  
But for man the root is 
man himself. . . . Hence 
the categorical 
imperative to overthrow 
all conditions in which 
man is a degraded, 
enslaved, contemptible 
being . . .” 

 

   --Karl Marx, 1843 



Repelled by repression in his 
native Germany, Marx spent 
some time in Paris – relating 
to radical workers’ circles 
and writing what came to be 
know as his 1844 
Manuscripts, in which he 
developed an initial critique of 
capitalism permeated by a 
profound humanism.  
 

Marx believed that essential 
aspects of being human, and 
realizing one’s own humanity, 
involve the need and quest for 
freedom (self-determination), 
creative labor, genuine 
community with others.  
Capitalism negates these 
qualities – socialism must 
reflect them.  



Marx worked closely 
with Frederick Engels 
in developing and 
propagating his outlook. 

 The two wrote one 
of the most 

influential pamphlets 
in human history –  
The Communist 

Manifesto. 
 
In this page from the excellent 
graphic book Introducing Marxism, 
by Rupert Woodfin and Oscar 
Zarate (UK: Icon Books/US: Totem 
Books, 2004), some of the key 
points are made. à 



Marx’s outlook  
involved five elements. 

1. A philosophy and methodology 
2. A theory of history 
3. An analysis of capitalism 
4. A program for the working class 
5. The vision of a socialist future 



Marx was influenced by  
German philosophy. 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich HEGEL 
saw reality developing through 

dialectics – a dynamic conception 
blending evolution and dramatic 

transformations, involving the 
dynamic interplay of 

contradictions. 

Ludwig FEUERBACH was a 
“materialist” -- rejecting what he 

perceived as Hegel’s 
philosophical “idealism.”   Instead 
of seeing reality as reflecting pre-
existing ideas, he saw material 
reality as primary, from which 

ideas arose.  



Marx was influenced by  
British Political-Economists  

. 
– especially perceptive pioneers in 

analyzing the nature of the new capitalist 
economy, who also perceived that labor 

was the key source of wealth 
(the labor theory of value). 

          Adam SMITH  David RICARDO 



Marx was influenced by  
French Political Thought. 

Maximilien ROBESPIERRE of 
the radical-democratic, “Jacobin” 

wing of the French Revolution 
sought to create a “republic of 
virtue” in which human rights 

would be guaranteed not only to 
the upper classes, but to all – and 

for a time poor and laboring 
masses rallied to him. 

 
 
 

Gracchus BABEUF led “The 
Conspiracy of Equals” which 

argued that rule by the people 
required equality of power – and 

that inequalities of economic 
power would prevent a genuine 

democracy.  He called for sharing 
the wealth by the whole 

community – communism.   

 
 



Marx was influenced by utopian socialists  
such as Claude-Henri St.-Simon, Charles Fourier, and  
Robert Owen, envisioning an economy beneficial to all. 

Robert OWEN  
 
New Harmony – utopian socialist 

community proposed by Owen. 



Marx was influenced by the working class and 
the labor movement. 

Protest march of weavers and 
their families being displaced by 

the use of machinery. 

Marx meeting with members of 
the working-class        

Communist League. 



But Marx was especially 
influenced by two powerful 
revolutionary phenomena -- 

• Democratic Revolutions 
 

• The Industrial Revolution 



MIGHTY WAVE 
OF POPULAR 
DEMOCRATIC 

REVOLUTIONS: 
 

England’s Revolutions of 
the 1600s, America’s 

Revolution of 1775-83, the 
French Revolution of 
1789-94, and other 

popular uprisings moved 
in the direction of freedom 
of expression, equal rights 

for all, and rule by the 
people. 



INDUSTRIAL 
REVOLUTION: 

Replacing 
muscle power 
with machine 

power – yielding 
a spectacular 

increase in 
productivity, 
economic 

surplus, and 
social wealth – 

defines the 
Industrial 

Revolution.   
 



The Industrial 
Revolution was 
brought on by 
the rising new 

economic 
system – 

capitalism – 
and ensured its 
global triumph. 

 
 

 



The rise of the capitalist class (also known as the bourgeoisie) began in 
the 15th century but had dramatically accelerated by the 19th century. 

A typical French bourgeois family in 
1818 (the year Marx was born). 

The development of the railroads helped to 
drive forward industrialization – which created 

immense wealth and power of the rising 
businessmen. 

. 

. 

This cartoon shows the old upper classes – kings, 
nobles, aristocrats – bowing down and groveling 

before the wealthy railroad tycoon. 
. 



MARX’S THEORY OF HISTORY- I 

HISTORY’S EVOLUTION IS SHAPED BY 
•  the development of society’s economy, 
•  the development of technology (tools) and 

productivity, 
•  the tensions, conflicts, and struggles 

between social-economic classes. 
 



MARX’S THEORY OF HISTORY - II 
. 

For many centuries, humanity lived (first as hunters and 
gatherers, later as early agricultural peoples) in a form of 
economy in which people shared in the labor and in the 

fruits of their labor – a primitive communism. 
 



Over time, with the development of economic 
surpluses, inequality developed, with a succession of 

societies in which powerful minorities enriched 
themselves by dominating laboring majorities – 
societies divided into social-economic classes.  





Capitalism’s two major classes are the bourgeoisie 
(capitalists – making their living through the ownership of 

businesses) and the proletariat (workers – making their living 
through the sale of their ability to work). 



 
 
 

   
   
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MARX’S 
THEORY OF 
HISTORY - III 
 

ANCIENT 
SLAVE 
CIVILIZATION 
(masters and 
slaves) 

FEUDALISM 
(lords and 
peasant serfs) 

CAPITALISM 
(capitalists 
and workers) 

 

Marx saw the 
evolution of 
European history as 
a succession of 
stages – each stage 
shaped by a different 
“mode of 
production” or type 
of economic system 
(with different forms 
of class society). 



Stages of society 

Some followers of Marx saw this as a 
sort of world-historic stairway of 

“progress” -- inevitably going upward. 

	   	   	   	   	  Socialism/Communism	  
	   	   	   	  Capitalism	  	  
	   	   	  Feudal	  socie3es	  	  
	   	  Ancient	  slave	  civiliza3ons	  

	  	  	  	  	  Primi3ve	  tribal	  communism	  



MARX’S THEORY OF HISTORY – IV 
. 

The ideas, values, politics most influential in each society 
tend to be dominated by the society’s specific economic 

system, and by the economic rulers . . . 



AND YET class societies have contradictions that 
generate crises and class struggles, eventually 
leading to the transition to a new society – or to 

social collapse and the common ruin of the 
contending classes. 

Slave revolt in Rome German Peasants’ uprising 



HISTORY IS NOT MADE BY 
IMPERSONAL SOCIAL 
AND ECONOMIC AND 
POLITICAL FORCES – 

THESE THINGS ARE MADE 
UP OF THE ACTIVITIES 

AND THE LIVES OF 
PEOPLE. 

 
PEOPLE MAKE 

HISTORY. 

BUT THEY DO NOT MAKE 
IT JUST AS THEY PLEASE.  
THEY ARE BOUND BY THE 

EXISTING ECONOMIC, 
SOCIAL, AND POLITICAL 
STRUCTURE IN WHICH 

THEY FIND THEMSELVES. 



Take a break . . . 

or keep going  
if you want to. 



MARX’S ANALYSIS OF CAPITALISM 

•  Economy is privately owned (by a wealthy 
minority). 

 

•  Economy is controlled by the owners. 
 

•  Economy utilized to maximize profits for owners. 
 

•  Economy involves generalized commodity 
production – a buying and selling economy. 

 

•  More and more aspects of human life are turned 
into commodities to be bought and sold. 

 

•  Economy is socially organized but privately 
owned – a contradiction generating innumerable 
problems for majority of people. 



A commodity is something that is 
produced for the purpose of being sold. 
Labor-Power, the ability to work, is a commodity 

that, when it is used (transformed into actual 
labor), creates new value. 



Marx saw the centrality of labor as a 
keystone of the capitalist economy. 



He also felt that the key to overcoming the capitalist 
economy would be the working class – those who 

make their living by selling their ability to work,  
the creative source of labor. 



Capitalist profits are rooted in the ability 
to exploit labor – the capitalists’ need for 

laborers results in the growth of the 
working class. 



 
 
 

THOSE WHO ARE THE 
WORKING CLASS 

•  the creative majority, 
. 

•  whose labor creates and 
sustains the economy on 
which society depends, 
. 

•  those without whom 
capitalism could not 
function, 
. 

are hurt in many 
ways by 

capitalism’s 
“normal” 

functioning. 



BUT IF THEY JOIN TOGETHER,  
THE WORKERS HAVE THE POWER  

TO BRING TO BIRTH A NEW AND BETTER WORLD.  
 



According to Marx . . . 
 LABOR CREATES WEALTH 



labor creates wealth 



labor creates wealth 



labor creates wealth 



 
EXPLOITATION 

Assume a 10-hour workday.  A worker may create enough 
wealth (value) in 4 or 5 or 6 hours to cover the cost of his or 

her wages, but then must continue to labor for 6 or 5 or 4 
hours to create additional wealth for the capitalist employer. 

Necessary Labor             Surplus Labor 
 providing wages for sustaining worker          creating SURPLUS-VALUE 

         (source of profits) 
 



Capitalists seek to increase the rate of 
exploitation – in order to maximize profits. 

The rate of exploitation 
can be increased by 

•  cutting wages, 
•  increasing the hours of 

the workday, 
•  intensifying the amount 

of labor squeezed out 
of the laborer (through 
“speed-up”), 

 
   

 
 

 OR . . . by using new 
technologies whose 
use results in more 

products being 
produced with the 
same amount of 

labor. (This defines 
what is meant by 

“increasing 
productivity.”) 



The capitalists’ drive to increase 
productivity is what led to the  

Industrial Revolution. 
Reducing labor costs 

through increased 
productivity makes it 
possible to lower prices – 
so consumers flock to 
buy the cheaper goods.  

In order to compete for a 
share of the market, or to 
increase their advantage, 
rival businesses seek 
new technologies in order 
to increase productivity. 

 
Industrialization sky-rocketed. 



CAPITAL 
ACCUMULATION 

Commodity 
Capital 

(raw materials, 
labor-power & 

tools) 

Productive 
Capital 

(creating new 
commodities)  

Commodity  
Capital 

(products of 
the production 

process) 

Money 
Capital 
(increased) 

Money Capital 
The capitalist invests capital  
(money) in commodities (raw 
materials, labor-power, tools) 
which then become a form of 
capital in the production 
process, which creates a 
new form of capital – the new 
commodities created by the 
application of labor to tools 
and raw materials.   
These new commodities are 
sold for a greater amount of 
money (thanks to the labor 
which increases value) than 
originally invested.  This is 
what is meant by the 
accumulation of capital. 



It is the most incredibly expansive 
economic system ever –  

irresistibly engulfing the entire world. 



This economic expansionism has been 
associated with IMPERIALISM -- 

 an exploitative drive 
into other territories 
seeking raw 
materials, markets, 
and investment 
opportunities.  

 

 This became increasingly 
pronounced beginning in 
the latter part of the 19th 
century after Marx’s 
death. 

 Marx’s theories were 
developed by Rudolf 
Hilferding, Rosa 
Luxemburg, Nikolai 
Bukharin, and V. I. Lenin, 
who initiated intensive 
studies of what they felt 
was an important new 
stage of capitalism. 



Like capitalism itself, imperialism was incredibly 
dynamic and came in different varieties.  

Colonial variety 

A relatively powerful 
capitalist country 
invades, establishes 
control over, and governs 
other countries or 
territories -- for the 
purpose of securing 
markets, raw materials, 
and investment 
opportunities. 

“Open Door” variety 

A powerful capitalist country 
formally observes the 
independence of other 
countries -- but keeps the 
door open (sometimes 
through “big stick” 
diplomacy”) for its 
businesses to secure 
markets, raw materials, 
and investment 
opportunities. 



Colonial variant of Imperialism 



“Open Door” Imperialism 



Capitalists invest much of the surplus-value they 
get through exploitation into sustaining and 

expanding their operations. 

CAPITALISM 
 THE MOST 
DYNAMIC 

ECONOMIC 
SYSTEM IN 
HISTORY. 



THE CAPITALISTS’  
COMMITMENT IS NECESSARILY  
TO MAXIMIZE PROFITS:  
• using new 
technology, 
• increasing hours of 
work, 
• cutting pay, 
• squeezing more 
labor out of workers, 
-- or all of these. 
 
 

       Tension may result. 



 
 
 

Class tensions may 
result in  

class struggle -- 

work stoppages, 
agitational leaflets,  
protest songs, and 

militant 
demonstrations – all 

of which could be 
found in this 

representation of a 
demonstration of 

female shoe workers 
of Lynn, 

Massachusetts in 
1860. 



MARX BELIEVED THAT A         
MOTOR FORCE OF HISTORY  

IS  
CLASS STRUGGLE. 

 Tensions and conflicts  
(“now hidden, now open”)  

inevitably arise between the majority 
of laborers and the wealthy minority 

that controls the economy. 



Marx saw the class struggle as 
something that is constant … 

Now Hidden Now Open 



NOW 
HIDDEN 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NOW OPEN 



Periodically there is a class-struggle 
upsurge. 

	  
	  
	  
	  



When members of the working class beg for help, 
capitalists may respond charitably, but when workers 
demand their rights, the response is often less kind. 

CHARITABLE … LESS KIND … 



Marx believed that the rise of the state came with the 
rise of class society – to maintain “order” in a society 

increasingly afflicted with class inequality, resentments, 
tensions, struggles. 



There are many different forms of the state –  
all tending to be dominated by  

the rulers of the economy. 
Absolute monarchy 

rooted in landed nobility 
Parliament elected by a 

minority of property-owners  



Even a “democratic” republic, in a capitalist 
society, is corrupted and dominated by 

those who have economic power. 



Take a break . . . 

or keep going 
If you want to 



CAPITALIST CONTRADICTIONS 
CANNOT BE OVERCOME BY STATE OR 

BUSINESS POLICIES 



CONTRADICTORY TENDENCY- I 

There is a tendency to  push down the cost of the 
labor (wages) while producing more and more 
commodities -- which cannot be bought because 
the buying-power of working-class consumers 
is being pushed down. 



CONTRADICTORY TENDENCY - II 

 Rival businesses competing to produce 
more and more goods, and cheaper 
goods (with rising productivity through use 
of new technologies), ultimately tend to 
produce commodities faster than the 
market can absorb those goods. 



CONTRADICTORY TENDENCY - III 

Labor creates wealth, but capitalists seek to 
maximize their profits not only by investing in the 
labor-power, but by increasing labor productivity 
through investing in more and more 
technology (cutting down on labor costs). 

 
When investments in technology exceed 

investments in labor that creates the wealth, 
there is a tendency for the rate of profit to fall.  



Such tendencies as these lead to  
economic crises, known as depressions. 

    The problem is NOT 
because TOO LITTLE is 
produced, but because 

 TOO MUCH  
is produced 

 (over-production) and 
because there is not 

enough buying power  
 (under-consumption). 



Marx called these “periodic capitalist crises”– 
others have referred to the “boom and bust” cycle.  



WONDERS & HORRORS 

CAPITALISM IS AMAZING 
CAPITALISM IS 
TERRIFYING 



It has created amazing opportunities  
for a better life. 

IT HAS ORGANIZED THE 
CREATION OF GREAT WEALTH WITH A PROMISE FOR 

WIDESPREAD ABUNDANCE. 



It has destroyed obstacles to “progress” 
and consumes life in the interest of profit. 

IMPERIALISM CONSUMERISM 



Its creative qualities help to create benefits  
that are unevenly shared . . . 

world-wide  
and within a country such as 
the United States 



Inequality in our World -I 

The richest 225 people on Earth have a 
combined annual income of $1 trillion. 

The poorest 2.5 billion people on Earth have 
a combined annual income of $1 trillion. 

. 

 It has been estimated that a 4% tax on the richest 
225 people would pay for basic and adequate health 
care,  food, clear water, and safe sewers for every 
person on earth. 

. 

THE CAPITALISTS WOULD NOT PERMIT THIS. 



Inequality in our World - II 

•  The richest 20% of the world’s population 
receives 82.7% of total global income. 

 
 

•  The next 20% of the world’s population 
receives 11.7% of the total global income. 

 
 

•  The bottom 60% of the world’s population 
receives 5.6% of the total global income.  



Even in the United States in the 1990s 
it was reported that . . . 

 FAMILIES          WEALTH 
 top 1%   owned   40% 

   next 19%  owned   40% 

 top 20%  owned   80% 

bottom 80%  owned   20% 



Its “normal” 
mode of 

operation is 
based on the 
exploitation of 

labor and 
inequality of 
wealth and 

power. 



It creates the possibility for overcoming poverty – 
yet poverty persists, and in some ways deepens. 

Poverty exists even in the 
“richest nation in the world.” 

Three billion people (half the global 
population) live on less than $2 a day. 



In bad times it causes hunger, 
desperation, and needless suffering for 

many innocent people.  



In good times, it generates rampant commercialization 
– corrupting our society and  

overwhelming our culture and lives.  



“Philosophers have interpreted reality in various ways  
– the point, however, is to change it.”   

      -Karl Marx 

 Marx hoped this theory of history and  
analysis of capitalism  

 would help change history and                    
replace capitalism with something better, through 

  

•  a program for the working class, 
     and 

•  a vision of a socialist future. 



Take a break . . . 

or keep going 
If you want to. 



A PROGRAM FOR 
THE WORKING 

CLASS 



MARX’S PROGRAM FOR WORKERS 

•   BUILD UNIONS                                                    
to struggle for higher wages, shorter workday, 
better conditions.                                    

•  STRUGGLE FOR REFORMS                               
to improve life in the here-and-now. 

•  BUILD A LABOR PARTY                                    
to struggle for reforms AND to win political power 
for the workers. 

•  RULE BY THE WORKING CLASS                       
– “winning the battle of democracy” politically in 
order to expand it economically, with a 
revolutionary transition to socialism. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A GLOBAL  
COMMONWEALTH  

OF LABOR 

Marx saw capitalism as an 
international economic 
system that could only be 
replaced by socialism on a 
global scale. 
 

He believed that the 
workers could triumph only 
by joining together across 
all borders and on all 
continents. 
 

His battle-cry was: 
“Workers of all countries 
unite!  You have nothing to 
lose but your chains.  You 
have a world to win!” 



This diagram (developed by the late Ernest Mandel) summarizes the 
basic sources and structure of Marxism. 



PART TWO 

Post-Marx: Victories and Defeats 



With the development of industrial capitalism, militancy and 
solidarity grew within the growing working class.  This 
resulted during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, in 
mass labor movements and large socialist workers’ parties 
influenced by the ideas of Marx. 

Militancy Solidarity 



The German Social-Democratic Party attracted millions to the 
socialist cause – whose victory was seen by many as a 
manifestation of “inevitable progress.”   For many years it was seen 
as a model for socialists influenced by Marx – other labor and social-
democratic parties arose in many lands. 



While defending “Marxist orthodoxy,” leaders of the Social-
Democratic Party were increasingly inclined to make far-reaching 
compromises with bureaucratic and non-revolutionary forces in 

the party.  
August Bebel – “grand old man of 
the German Social-Democracy” Karl Kautsky – “pope of Marxism” 



The growing success and power of the Social-Democratic 
Party caused some of its members to focus only on election 
gains, union gains, and modest reforms – forgetting about 
overthrowing capitalism (which would “inevitably” be replaced 
by socialism in the distant future). 
Eduard Bernstein argued that 
Marx’s theories should be 
revised. It would be possible to gradually reform 

capitalism’s evils out of existence. 



ROSA LUXEMBURG 
COMMITTED HERSELF TO 

THIS PARTY – BUT BECAME 
VERY CRITICAL OF IT. 

  
 
Comforting “orthodox” 
dogmas are not adequate. 
 
Marxism must continue to 
develop as revolutionary 
theory and practice – helping 
to deepen knowledge and 
critical-mindedness. 
. 



Luxemburg labored tirelessly to analyze trends in 
capitalism – and to prepare the workers’ movement for 

new developments. 
 

•  Focusing on modest 
reforms and expecting a 
future “inevitable” 
revolution is not enough.  
  
•  Reform must be 
integrated with 
revolutionary strategy. 

•  Democracy and mass 
action must overcome 
bureaucratic and 
conservative tendencies in 
the workers’ movement.  
 

 
 



Luxemburg believed the alternatives were 
SOCIALISM OR BARBARISM   

Capitalism will not be replaced 
unless the working class 
actively brings that about. 

She predicted 
•  capitalists would not allow 

democracy to lead 
gradually to socialism,  

•   workers’ reforms would 
be eroded, and  

•  imperialism and 
militarism  would bring a 
horrendous world war. 

 

Socialism will not be the result of   
“inevitable progress.” 



As Luxemburg predicted, the First World War (1914-1918) erupted 
 – what many socialists called the “war of imperialist slaughter.” 



Weakened and co-opted by gradualist-reformism and bureaucratic functioning, 
the majorities of most Socialist, Social-Democratic, and Labor Parties 

supported the war effort of their own capitalist governments. 



Surveying this “total war,” Luxemburg commented, “another 
such war, and the hope of socialism will be buried under the 

ruins of imperialistic barbarism.”  She noted that of the 
casualties, “nine-tenths … come from the working class of 

the cities and the farms.”  



“It is the mass destruction of the  
European proletariat.  

Millions of human lives were destroyed.  
Millions have been hopelessly crippled.”  

 



“It is our strength, our hope that was being mowed down 
there, day after day, before the scythe of death.  They are the 
best, the most intelligent, the most thoroughly schooled forces 
of international socialism . . . the modern labor movement . . . 
the workers of England, Belgium, Germany and Russia who 

are being gagged and butchered in masses.” 



Yet the horrors of the war 
generated mass anger and 

radicalization. 

In Russia – suffering under the yoke of 
absolute monarchy and the terrible new 

calamities of World War – insurgent 
forces were about to change history.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin had worked hard, and 
creatively in Russia, developing Marx’s thought to 

advance the cause of the working class and to bring 
about a radical democracy, workers’ power,  

and socialism. He gave special attention to building 
an organization of revolutionaries. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Lenin’s conception of organization 
 involved drawing revolutionary activists together around a Marxist 

program explained in a revolutionary newspaper and other literature – 
dedicated to permeating the workers’ struggles with ideas of 

democratic and socialist revolution.  
 

He insisted that it be both democratic and cohesive, effectively 
combining local initiative and national coordination. 



THE ORGANIZATION WOULD REACH OUT TO MORE AND MORE 
OF RUSSIA’S LABORING PEOPLE – TO MOBILIZE THEM AGAINST 

THE ABSOLUTE MONARCHY (TSARISM) AND CAPITALISM. 

The ideas of Lenin and his comrades made 
sense to the growing number of militant 

young workers. 

Women workers rallied on International 
Women’s Day in 1917 – sparking the 

overthrow of the Tsar.  



It would be committed to a worker-peasant alliance 
capable of overthrowing the monarchy and capitalism in 

Russia – replacing it with rule by the people. 

Meeting of factory workers Meeting of peasants 



It would work to build and mobilize a mass workers 
movement capable of effectively challenging the existing 

order of oppression and exploitation. 



Hope was stirred in Russia when Lenin and his comrades 
(including Leon Trotsky, on the steps of the speakers’ 
platform) rallied a majority of the workers and peasants to 
carry out a triumphant revolution in 1917.   



U.S. journalist John Reed 
was on the scene and 

described it all in his book  
Ten Days That Shook 

the World. 

The Russian 
Revolution sought 

workers’ 
democracy  

and a  
global wave of 
working-class 

revolutions  
that would make 

socialism possible.  
 



For many, the early years of the Soviet Republic generated 
considerable hope and enthusiasm. 

May Day 1920 Literacy and education for all. 



The Russian 
Communists who 

followed Lenin were 
convinced that they 
would not triumph 
unless there were 

worldwide 
revolutionary 

upsurges – sweeping 
away rule by kings 

and capitalists. 
 

Revolutionary 
Internationalism 



 
Lenin and his comrades drew together 

revolutionaries from around the world to form 
Communist parties to struggle to overturn capitalism 

throughout the world. 
 



The Communist International embraced all 
cultures in the struggle to overturn oppression, 
capitalist exploitation, imperialism, and racism. 

Delegates to Baku Conference 
organized by Communist International 

1920 

Claude McKay giving “Report on the 
Negro Question,” Fourth Congress of 
Communist International, 1922 



THE REVOLUTIONARY 
UPSURGE OUTSIDE OF 

RUSSIA WAS 
DEFEATED. 

 

In Germany, for example, 
militaristic right-wing 

elements (many would 
later become the base of 
Hitler’s Nazi movement) 

helped to smash the 
revolutionaries.   

Rosa Luxemburg was 
one of the many who were 

murdered.    

Soviet Russia 
was isolated. 

 



Take a break . . . 

or keep going 
if you want to. 



 
Russia’s Revolution was  

overwhelmed by calamities -- 
 

•  assaults from many hostile capitalist powers, 
•  civil war launched by hostile internal forces, 
•  economic devastation due to war & inexperience, 
•  defeated revolutions leading to isolation & despair 
 

-- which blocked democracy & socialism. 



Military invasions, a 
global capitalist 

effort to strangle the 
economy, and a 

brutalizing civil war 
resulted in 
emergency 

measures by 
Lenin’s new 

government – soon 
adding up to a 

dictatorship by the 
Russian Communist 

Party. 
 
 



The Civil War led to what was labeled “War Communism” 
– that involved growing political repression, 

authoritarianism, and the “militarization” of the economy. 
 



 
Before her death, even as she supported the revolution of 
Lenin and Trotsky, Rosa Luxemburg challenged their 
most serious mistake. Dictatorial measures – emergency 
measures used in the face of immense calamities – were 
generalized as revolutionary virtues.  
 

  She held to the 
classical Marxist view: 
“Socialist democracy 
begins simultaneously 
with the beginnings of 
the destruction of 
class rule and the 
seizure of power by 
the socialist party. . . ” 



The growth of bureaucracy increasingly 
dominated the new Soviet Republic. 



Yet much of value was accomplished  
in the wake of the revolution. 

Land to the peasants. Advances in women’s rights. 



Despite problems, a majority of the workers had 
reasons to identify with the new regime. 

 
The 8-hour workday and 

other advances in workers’ 
rights 

Workers and family members upon 
graduating from a literacy course. 

 



In her classic Origins of 
Totalitarianism, political 

theorist Hannah Arendt has 
noted: 

 
 

“There is no doubt that Lenin 
suffered his greatest defeat when, at 
the outbreak of the civil war, the 
supreme power that he originally 
planned to concentrate in the 
Soviets definitely passed into the 
hands of the party bureaucracy.” 
  
. 

But this tragic development, she 
argued, did not make totalitarianism 
inevitable.  At the time of Lenin’s 
death (1924), “the roads were still 
open” to different possibilities – a 
“socialist, state-capitalist, or free 
enterprise pattern.” 



While there were popular revolutionaries who had worked closely with 
Lenin, and who were capable of providing positive leadership, they 
were out-maneuvered by a lesser known figure who had a central 

position in the new bureaucracy.  

Leon Trotsky 
Nikolai Bukharin 



     After Lenin’s death,  
Joseph Stalin waged a power 

struggle to smash all rivals in the 
Communist Party.   

 
 

      
Stalin was committed to 

modernizing Soviet Russia  
(he called this building  

“socialism in one country”)  
with rapid industrialization and 
forced collectivization of land. 

 



Most of Lenin’s closest comrades, and thousands of 
Communist veterans of the revolutionary struggle, were 

seen as enemies by Stalin – and were destroyed.  



One of many forced labor camps (the 
notorious “gulag”) in which rebellious 

workers and peasants, and political 
dissidents – including many socialists and 

communists – ended their days. 

Stalin utilized 
repression, state 

control of the 
press and arts, 

purges, 
executions, forced 

labor camps. 
 

He would use the 
world Communist 

movement and 
reformulate Marxism 
to advance his own 

ends. 



By 1932 one former leading 
Communist,  
M. N. Riutin, observed: 

Riutin 
One of many 

SENT TO 
LABOR 

CAMPS – 
EXECUTED 

DURING 
PURGES 

 “The main cohort of Lenin’s comrades 
has been removed from leading 
positions, and some are in prisons and 
exile; others have capitulated, still 
others, demoralized and humiliated, 
carry on a miserable existence, and 
finally, some, those who have 
degenerated completely, have turned 
into loyal servants of the dictator. . . .” 

. 

  
 



Riutin continued: 
. 
“The most evil enemy of the party and of workers’ rule, the most 
evil counter-revolutionary and provocateur could not have carried 
out the work of destroying the party and socialist construction 
better than Stalin has done. . . .” 

Artistic images related to the famine of the early 1930s that resulted from 
Stalin’s policy of forced collectivization of the land. 



Many saw Stalinism as Marxism.  
Stalin insisted he was Lenin’s closest disciple and the workers’ best 

friend.  He took credit for all progress and blamed all problems on others. 
 



MARXISM CORRUPTED, MARXISM PRESERVED 
Many idealists embraced the 
Communist movement of Stalin, 
preferring to believe that Russia was 
enjoying genuine socialism, and that 
this could be achieved globally by 
following Stalin’s version of 
Marxism. 
 
 
(Below – U.S. Communist parade float, 1938.) 

Handfuls of dissidents – such as 
exiled Russian Left Oppositionist, 
poet, novelist Victor Serge – 
adhered to a critical Marxism that 
rejected all forms of tyranny. 
 



Leon Trotsky, from exile, labored to keep genuinely revolutionary 
Marxism alive, until he was murdered by a Stalinist agent (1940).   

In the face of the historic 
defeat of the working 
class and of socialism in 
Russia and globally, he 
wrote a brilliant History 
of the Russian 
Revolution, analyzed 
the triumph of Stalinism 
in The Revolution 
Betrayed, and used the 
revolutionary socialist 
perspectives of Marx, 
Luxemburg, and Lenin to 
develop a transitional 
program for socialist 
revolution. 



PART THREE 

Continuing Influence of Marx 



An incredibly complex, tangled, rich 
tradition has its foundation in Marx. 

Marx, Lenin, Stalin, Trotsky (in pipe), 
topped by British Labor Prime Minister  

Harold Wilson 



Revolutionaries, reformers, socialists, communists and others from many 
lands and with many temperaments associated with Marxism – often 

representing dramatically different interpretations and sometimes 
conflicting political orientations. 



There are some very interesting Marxists  
we will be unable to consider. 



THERE ARE MANY OTHERS IN THE MARXIST TRADITION WELL-WORTH MEETING . . . 
 

  

  

Tan Malaka   George Padmore            J. A. Mariategui        Julio Antonio Mella          Klara Zetkin      Farabundo Marti               Ernst Bloch  
 Erich Fromm                  

 

  

  

  

  

  

  
    Alexandra Kollontai      William Morris             Eleanor Marx                  Paul Sweezy      Antonio Gramsci           George Plekhanov        Ruth First                         M.N.Roy                     

 

  

  

  

   

   

            Ernest Mandel                   Chen Duxiu                Georg Lukács           E.P. Thompson        Eleanor Burke Leacock   Franz Mehring           David Riazanov        Raya Dunayevskaya          

 

  

  

  

   

  

  

   

  

   

   

  

  

  



Some might ask: “Which 
are the true Marxists?” 

.<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

 
Marx, displeased by the rigid 

approach of some of his  
would-be followers, once 
commented: “All I know is 

that I’m not a Marxist!” 
 

In fact, he and Engels 
referred to themselves as 

“scientific socialists” -- that 
is, basing  their socialism on 
the disciplined utilization of 
what are now termed the  

“social sciences.”  
 

Frederick Engels and Karl 
Marx with Marx’s daughters 
Laura, Eleanor, and Jenny. 



The fact remains that certain interpretations and applications of 
Marxism come much closer than others to                                                          

the actual outlook and orientation of Karl Marx. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figuring out which is which has been the focus of fierce controversies – 
but this sometimes involves more than simply theoretical abstractions. 



In this presentation we cannot offer a full history, only 
a handful of examples. 

 
FIRST OF ALL,  

GIVEN MARX’S CENTRAL FOCUS ON THE 
WORKING CLASS,  

IT MAKES SENSE TO EXAMINE MARX’S 
IMPACT ON THE LABOR MOVEMENT. 

 
Here we will focus on Marx’s influence 

within the labor movement of the  
United States of America. 



More massive socialist workers’ movements     
arose in Europe. 

But more intense explosions of class-struggle 
erupted in the United States. 

1877 labor uprising 1886 Haymarket “riot” 



Given this reality  
(and despite the lack of a mass socialist or labor party) 
Marx’s influence on U.S. labor was significant. 



There are certainly many U.S. workers (as well as 
cartoonists, newspaper publishers, and others) who have 

seen Marxist ideas as fundamentally  “un-American” – but 
the reality is more complex.  



Marx had an early 
impact on U.S. 
labor activists. 

Depicted in the mural are 
Marx (who never got to the 
U.S.) and Engels (who did) 
speaking to William Sylvis of 
the National Labor Union, 
Terence Powderly of the 
Knights of Labor, United 
Labor Party candidate Henry 
George, and anarcho-
communist Johann Most.  In 
the background are the 
Haymarket martyrs – all 
familiar with the Communist 
Manifesto and blending 
anarchist, trade unionist, and 
revolutionary socialist ideas. 



“What do you think of the workers of 
the United States?  This first 
explosion against the associated 
oligarchy of capital will naturally be 
suppressed, but it can well form the 
point of origin for the constitution of 
an earnest workers’ party.  The policy 
of the  new president will make the 
Negroes, and the expropriations of 
land will make the already dissatisfied 
farmers of the West, into allies of the 
workers.”  

The scroll Marx holds in the mural contains words 
from a letter to Engels, taking note of the 1877 
labor uprising, the betrayal of African-Americans 
with the end of Reconstruction, and the assault on 
small farmers by big business interests: 



Preamble to Founding 
Constitution of the 

American Federation of 
Labor (AFL), 1886: 

“A struggle is going on in 
all the nations of the 

civilized world, between 
the oppressors and the 

oppressed of all countries, 
a struggle between the 

capitalist and the laborer, 
which grows in intensity 

from year to year, and will 
work disastrous results to 
the toiling millions, if they 

are not combined for 
mutual protection and 

benefit.” 
. 

New York City’s first Labor Day parade 
(1882)à 

 
 



Founders of the AFL were initially socialists influenced by Marx.   
. 
AFL president Samuel Gompers praised his Marxist co-workers among 
the cigar workers as “a group of high-minded idealists . . . who helped lay 
the foundation for the American trade union movement.”  
. 
Peter J. McGuire, the head of the Carpenters’ union who helped initiate 
both May Day and Labor Day, when Marx died called on workers “not so 
much to honor Karl Marx as the principles he advocated.” 

Samuel Gompers spoke highly of Marx even 
in his more conservative later years. 

Peter J. McGuire -- praised by Marx’s 
daughter, Eleanor, as “one of the most 
experienced and active labor organizers.”  



 
 
When Gompers and other AFL leaders turned away from 
socialist commitments, they were challenged by radicals such 
as “Big Bill” Haywood -- who explained at the 1905 founding 
convention of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW):  
. 
 
Haywood  (on right) with other IWW organizers: 
Adolph Lessing, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, Carlo 
Tresca, Patrick Quinlan. 

   “We are here to 
confederate the 

workers of this country 
into a working class 
movement that shall 

have for its purpose the 
emancipation of the 

working class from the 
slave bondage of 

capitalism.” 



The class-struggle industrial unionism   
of the IWW inspired future labor efforts. 

IWW-led Lawrence Textile Strike, 1912.  (The workers won.) 



Thanks to Marx -- according to Eugene V. Debs, head of the American 
Railway Union and later of the Socialist Party -- “the working class 
movement had a scientific foundation.”  
. 
For A. Philip Randolph, organizer and leader of the Brotherhood of 
Sleeping Car Porters, reading Marx meant “finally running into an idea 
which gives you your outlook on life.”  

A. Philip Randolph, labor and civil 
rights leader, organized the 1963  
Washington, DC Freedom March. 



In the 1930s, with the Great Depression, an upsurge of class-struggle 
resulted in a tidal-wave of strikes especially among industrial workers.  
The Communist Party, the Socialist Party, and other Marxist-influenced 
groups played a role.  After initial defeats, there were powerful victories. 

In 1934, Trotskyists led a militant 
struggle of Teamsters in 

Minneapolis which culminated in a 
general strike – and victory. 

In 1936-37, with Communist and 
Socialist leadership, auto workers 
took over General Motors factories 

with sit-down strikes.  They won. 



The Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) broke away from the 
now-conservatized AFL, to help lead industrial workers in militant 
strikes and to organize millions into new unions.  Most of these 

workers were not Marxists – but some were, and played a key role.  

Sidney Hillman, head of the 
Amalgamated Clothing Workers and a CIO 
leader was definitely not a Communist – 

but he had been involved in socialist 
activities influenced by Marx, making him 

a target of this red-baiting attack. 

Mineworkers leader and CIO President 
John L. Lewis had never been a Marxist 
(he was a registered Republican), but he 

worked closely with socialists and 
communists in the labor movement to 

organize strong industrial unions. 



For many in 
countries 
throughout the 
world, joining the 
Communist Party 
meant embracing 
the revolutionary 
ideas of Marx – and 
the struggle for 
human liberation. 

German Communist 
election poster in 1930:  
“JOIN OUR STRUGGLE!” 



Communists in many countries have done much to 
organize and mobilize workers and the oppressed to 

struggle for their rights, making use of much of what     
Marx had to say. 



Their efforts were often guided (and often distorted and manipulated) by the 
international Communist movement dominated by the Stalin dictatorship.   

. 
The Communist International (or Comintern) – formed in 1919 – became a powerful 
means for controlling the movement.  Stalin even dissolved the Comintern in 1943, 

during World War II, to mollify his capitalist allies in Europe and the U.S. 
.   

Afterward, he oversaw the organization of the Communist Information Bureau 
(Cominform), which played a similar role as the Cold War began.  

 
Comintern leaders at its Seventh 

World Congress (1935).   
Back row: André Marty, Otto Kuusinen, Klement 

Gottwald, Wilhelm Pieck, Dmitry Manuilsky.  Front row: 
Mikhail Moskvin, Georgi Dimitrov, Palmiro Togliatti, 

William Florin, Wang Ming.  

Cominform meeting in Prague (1949). 
Portrait of Czechoslovak Communist  leader Klement Gottwald 

flanked by those of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin. 



The Stalinist version of “Marxism” turned out to be a blunt 
instrument for would-be revolutionaries, zig-zagging first in 

ultra-left and then in reformist directions. 
The German Communist Party was the 
largest outside of Soviet Russia but – in 
part thanks to Stalinist misleadership – it 

failed to defeat Hitler’s 1933 grab for 
power and was destroyed.  

Beginning in 1935, the Comintern’s new 
Popular Front line involved making 

alliances with “progressive capitalists.”  In 
the U.S.,  this meant supporting  Democrat 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal.  



Take a break . . . 

or keep going  
if you want to 



Especially in the 1930s, small but significant elements from the 
Communist movement came into sharp opposition with Stalinism.  
Trotsky and his followers remained among the most consistent and 

enduring defenders of Marxism and the early Leninist traditions.  

Leon Trotsky gathered around him clusters of revolutionaries in 
many countries, including U.S. Communist leader James P. 
Cannon (holding with Trotsky the banner of the revolutionary 
Marxist “Fourth International”).  They engaged in the struggles of 
labor and the oppressed from the 1930s into the 21st century.  

Jay Lovestone, expelled Communist 
Party leader, speaks on a platform with 
moderate-socialist leader of the 
International Ladies Garment Workers 
Union David Dubinsky.  Many of his 
Communist Party Opposition members 
were influential in this and other 
unions.  Lovestone and others from his 
group later evolved rightward, 
abandoning socialism and becoming 
Cold War anti-Communists. 
. 



During World War II, Communists of various countries 
played central roles in the resistance movements 

against fascism, Nazism, and Imperial Japan.  In some 
countries (such as Vietnam) they went on to struggle 

for independence against colonialism.   
Italian partisans Viet-Minh in Indo-china (Vietnam). 



Revolutionary developments in Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America unfolded under the leadership of avowed 

Communists who drew on Marx as part of their 
inspiration – although often with a definite Stalinist bent.    

Mao Zedong in China and Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam 
relied more heavily on the mass of peasants than on 
the relatively small working class.   
. 

Both were charismatic personalities – although Ho 
avoided such devastating excesses of Mao as the 
“Great Leap Forward” and “Cultural Revolution.”  



The Cuban Revolution won in 1959, led by radicals 
influenced by Marxist ideas.  It provided genuine gains for 

the Cuban people but has yet to include a realization of the 
revolutionary-democratic vision of Rosa Luxemburg. 

Che Guevara and Fidel Castro 
led a struggle to victory which 

inspired revolutionaries 
thorughout the world 



In South Africa, the struggle against the brutal form of 
racism known as apartheid was led to victory by forces in 

sympathy with Marx’s outlook.  (While it was widely 
anticipated that socialism would soon follow, far-reaching 

compromises were made with global capitalism.)   

Nelson Mandela of the African National 
Congress (ANC) and Joe Slovo of the 
South African Communist Party (SACP) 

represented two leading forces in the anti-
apartheid struggle – both influenced by 

Marxism. 

A key component of the struggle was the 
predominantly black working class. 



Social-Democracy  
The Socialist International (or Second International) had collapsed 

during World War I, regrouped afterward, been devastated by World 
War II, again regrouped.  Its moderate-socialist and labor parties 

wrestled with their relationship to Marx’s ideas – tending to embrace 
the reformism that had been represented by Eduard Bernstein.   



After World War II, Social-Democracy surged forward – 
claiming to offer a “middle way” between capitalism and 

Communism, in the form of the welfare state. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cold War confrontations in Berlin and 
elsewhere saw Social-Democratic Parties 
lining up with “the West” against 
Communism. 

Clement Atlee led the British Labor Party 
in a landslide 1945 election victory– 
rousing great expectations (never realized) 
that socialism would be ushered in. 



Moderate Socialist, Social-Democratic, and Labor parties have, over the 
years, won elections in many countries. Despite a strong Marxist 

background of some of their leaders (such as Aneurin Bevan and Willy 
Brandt), the parties never seriously challenged capitalism – preferring 

the reformist gradualism earlier advocated by Eduard Bernstein.  

Hugh Gaitskill, waving a hat, was 
challenged from the left (for a time) 
by the hand-waving Aneurin Bevan.   

Willy Brandt, Olaf Palme, and Bruno Kreisky 
– Social-Democratic leaders of West 

Germany, Sweden and Austria in the 1980s. 



The welfare state was not socialism – but it sought benefits for the 
working class: higher incomes, social security, unemployment 

insurance, health care to all, educational opportunities and 
affordable housing for all, etc.  An income tax (with a relatively 

greater burden on the rich rather than the workers) would fund it. 

Marxist-influenced Aneurin Bevan 
helped to engineer  National Health 

Care (“socialized medicine”) providing 
medical care to all as a matter of right 

– as did many other countries. 

A national health plan was not established in the 
U.S.A., but Social Security was – in part through 

pressure mobilized by Marxists. 



The welfare state conception of providing a “social safety net” for all 
has commonly been tagged by conservatives as “socialism,” 

however, and accused of taking money from those who have it to 
benefit those who don’t.  



This common misconception has 
little to do with actual socialism. 
 As Rosa Luxemburg argued, 

Bernstein’s reformist 
perspective for                 

Social-Democracy -- reflected 
in the welfare state --                 
only added up to a reform of 
capitalism, not the economic 
working-class democracy of 

socialism.   
 

 She argued that global 
capitalism is too volatile to 

stay so nicely          
reformed.  



Actual socialism would involve a more fundamental 
redistribution of economic power and well-being, as 

illustrated by this Chilean cartoon of the 1970s. 
. 

Hoy (today) is capitalism, mañana (tomorrow) is socialism. 

To prevent this, the Chilean upper classes, with the help of the military, 
overthrew a democratically-elected Marxist president, Salvador Allende, 
killing thousands of his supporters and imprisoning many thousands more, 
and a brutal right-wing dictatorship was imposed for 17 years. 
 (The U.S. government fully supported this coup and dictatorship.) 



But the welfare state reforms were accepted by capitalists 
because they sought to de-radicalize workers by giving 

them MORE to lose than their chains – particularly in the 
face of a perceived Communist threat in the Cold War. 



Also, a period of prosperity from the 1950s to the 1970s  
made it easier to finance this without jeopardizing huge 

profits – especially thanks to the buying-power of workers 
enjoying increased incomes and benefits. 



 
. 

Yet in the 1980s, after the economy ran into 
problems, a conservative assault was 

launched against these gains – sometimes 
labeled “neo-liberalism,” but at the time 

often tagged “Reaganism” and 
“Thatcherism.” 

. 
 

British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher & U.S. President Ronald Reagan 



The organized labor movement, and the power 
of the working class, have declined so 

dramatically since the 1980s that many insist 
MARXISM IS DEAD.  



Yet there have been other voices in this 
amazing chorus we are considering. 



The U.S. civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s had roots in 
earlier decades when scholar W.E.B. DuBois and brilliant cultural icon 

Paul Robeson were prominent – both embracing Marxism and with 
ties to the Communist Party.   

. 
A close advisor to Martin Luther King, Jr. and A. Philip Randolph was 
Bayard Rustin, who left the Communist for the pacifist and socialist 

movements while continuing to adhere to the ideas of Marx. 



Rustin and King joined with A. Philip 
Randolph and others to organize the 
1963 civil rights “March for Jobs and 
Freedom” – and in its aftermath these 
three and many others worked hard for 
a basically Social-Democratic program 
that would have eliminated poverty and 
cut away at the economic bases of 
racism. 
 
The program was far too radical for 
either the Democratic or Republican 
party. 



The “New Left” of the 1960s – in the U.S. largely student and youth 
activists – engaged in a broad range of organizing efforts for civil 

rights, against poverty, against the Vietnam war, for campus reform, 
and more.  Within their ranks liberal, pacifist, existentialist and most 

certainly Marxist ideas had an impact.  

The Student Non-Violent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC) helped lead the 
struggle against racism in the South.  

Students for a Democratic Society 
(SDS) moved leftward from its initial 
Social-Democratic origins. 



The global student and youth protests of 1968 – 
among whose high points were the student and 

worker mobilizations in France – gave clear voice 
(with varied interpretations) to Marxist concerns. 



Many of those responsible for the mass mobilizations 
against the U.S. war in Vietnam utilized Marxist perspectives 

in their analyses and organizational efforts.  



Take a break . . . 

or keep going  
if you want to. 



But Marxism has not only 
influenced those who want to 

change the world. 
 

IT HAS ALSO INFLUENCED 
THOSE WHO SEEK TO 

INTERPRET IT IN VARIOUS 
WAYS. 



Marxism has been profoundly influential as 
an intellectual force for well over a century. 

Marx’s thought has had a deep impact within many disciplines: 

•  Philosophy 
•  History 
•  Economics 
•  Sociology 
•  Anthropology 
•  Political Science 
•  Literary Criticism 
•  Cultural Studies 
•  Etc. 

. 



It is worth considering the evaluations of 

a diverse set of influential thinkers of the 

late twentieth century in order to gauge 

Marx’s impact on our intellectual life. 



Edmund Wilson 
Literary Critic 

“ [Marx and Engels] were able to look 
out on Western Europe and to 
penetrate, through patriotic 
sentiments, political catchwords, 
philosophical theorizings and the 
practical demands of labor, to the 
general social processes which were 
everywhere at work in the 
background; and it seemed clear to 
them that all the movements of 
opposition were converging toward the 
same great end. . . .” 



In his brilliant work of intellectual history, 
To the Finland Station, Wilson 
commented on Marx’s masterwork: 

“Certainly there went into Das Kapital as much of 
art as of science.  The book is a welding together of 
several quite diverse points of view, of several quite 
diverse techniques of thought.  It contains a treatise 
on economics, a history of industrial development 
and an inspired tract for the times; and the morality, 
which is part of the time suspended in the interests 
of scientific objectivity, is no more self-consistent 
than the economics is consistently scientific or the 
history undistracted by the exaltation of apocalyptic 
vision.” 



 
The literary critic concludes: 
. 
“But it is after all the poet in Marx who 
makes of all these things a whole. . . .  
It is the power of imagination as well 
as the cogency of argument which 
makes Das Kapital so compelling.” 
 



Hannah Arendt, 
Political Philosopher “His neglect . . . by the 

academic, scholarly world 
hardly lasted more than two 
decades after his death, and 
since then his influence has 
risen, spreading from strict 
Marxism, which already by the 
1920s had become somewhat 
outmoded, to the entire field of 
social and historical 
sciences.” 



Arendt concludes with a 
key insight: 

“More recently, his 
influence has been 
frequently denied. That is 
not, however, because 
Marx's thought and the 
methods he introduced 
have been abandoned, but 
rather because they have 
become so axiomatic that 
their origin is no longer 
remembered. . . .” 



George Orwell 
Essayist, novelist 

“It could be claimed … that the most 
important part of Marx’s theory is 
contained in the saying: ‘Where your 
treasure is, there will your heart be 
also.’  But before Marx developed it, 
what force had that saying had?  Who 
had paid any attention to it?  Who had 
inferred from it – what it certainly implied 
– that laws, religions and moral codes 
are all a super-structure built over 
existing property relations?  It was 
Christ, according to the Gospel, who 
uttered the text, but it was Marx who 
brought it to life.  And ever since he did 
so the motives of politicians, priests, 
moralists and millionaires have been 
under deepest suspicion – which, of 
course, is why they hate him so much.” 



C. L. R. James 
Historian, culture critic 

“He was a master of English 
political economy, German 
philosophy, and French political 
science. These he used in his 
monumental labors to establish 
that the social movement had the 
inevitability of a process of natural 
history, that it was ‘governed by 
laws not only independent of 
human will, consciousness, and 
intelligence, but rather on the 
contrary determining that will, 
consciousness, and intelligence.’” 
 



James added: 
 
“By this he did not mean 
to say that the future of 
human society was 
predestined in all its 
events and occurrences. 
He knew that men made 
their own history. He 
knew that social life 
proceeded by the conflict 
of interests and 
passions, complicated 
by all the bewildering 
phenomena which 
attend the daily activity 
of hundreds of millions of 
human beings. . . .” 



 Isaiah Berlin  
Intellectual Historian 

“Not only conflicting classes and 
groups and movements and 
their leaders in every country,  
but historians and sociologists, 
psychologists and political 
scientists, critics and creative 
artists,  
so far as they try to analyze the 
changing quality of life in their 
society, owe the form of their 
ideas in large part to the work of 
Karl Marx.”  
.     

    
 



Paul Tillich 
Protestant Theologian 

“The most successful of all 
theologians since the Reformation 
[was] Karl Marx. … I consider him 
as a theologian.  Without doing 
this, it is impossible to understand 
the history of the twentieth century 
and large sections of the late 
nineteenth century.  If you consider 
him only as a political leader or as 
a great economist, which also he 
was, or as a great sociologist, 
which he was even more so, then 
you cannot understand from what 
sources the power came that 
transformed the whole world and 
conquered nearly half of it in the 
twentieth century.”  



Hans Küng 
Catholic Theologian 

“Marx’s greatest achievement was to have 
recognized at an early age, less from social 
sense than from intellectual analysis, the 
historical role and dynamism of the workers’ 
movement and to have given it an appropriate 
program. . . .  
. 

“The longer we think about it, the more clearly 
total rejection or total acceptance is seen to 
be a false choice.   
. 

“In the last resort, the answer to the question 
depends on the exact definition of what 
understands by ‘Marxism.’  It is sometimes 
understood simply as a social science with a 
generally positive trend or as ethical, 
economic, communal, ‘revolutionary’ 
humanism, which does not exclude belief in 
God. . . .”  



C. Wright Mills 
Sociologist 

“During his lifetime what Karl Marx wrote 
was not widely read.  But his ideas and 
moral temper, his vocabulary, even his 
stray notions, have since come to 
influence the course of world history. . . . 
. 

“In marxism, ideas confront politics: 
intellectuals, politicians, passions, 
conceptions, the coldest analysis, the 
hottest moral condemnation – all meet.  
They meet – immediately, dramatically – 
and make history. . . . 
. 

“We cannot understand  the history of any 
nation of consequence without 
considering Marx’s ideas and what has 
happened to them . . . .” 
 



“No social phenomenon is exempt from 
the theoretical reach of the model he 
constructed, and many things not 
usually considered objects of social 
science, even today, are embraced by 
his conceptions and theories. . . . 
. 

“In his work, what are now called 
political science, social psychology, 
economics, sociology and anthropology 
are all used . . . to form a master view 
of (1) the structure of a society in all its 
realms, (2) the mechanics of the history 
of that society, and (3) the roles of 
individuals in all their psychological 
nuances.”  
 

Mills added: 



With the collapse of the 

Soviet Union and the 

discrediting of  

Stalinist-influenced 

Communism, however, 

many have argued that 

Marxism is now 

irrelevant. 
. 

  From Woodfin & Zarate,  Introducing Marxism. à 



Others argue that certain aspects of Marxism 
continue to be relevant in our own time. 



Marx’s ideas on how to understand and change the 
world are likely to be of interest for some time to come. 



Marxist voices and echoes can be heard 
among the many and diverse forces drawn 
together in global justice protests since the 

1990s.   



This has also been true as representatives of a variety 
of social movements have come together at the 

gatherings of the World Social Forum.  





Throughout the world there are protests, such as this one 
against war that brought together high school and university 

students, war veterans, trade unionists, and others – all 
predominantly working-class, and among whose organizers 

are activists influenced by Marx’s ideas. 



The perspectives of revolutionary Marxism 
continued to have  a powerful influence on those 

struggling for freedom and social justice. 



In some ways, humanity is still at the crossroads 
that Rosa Luxemburg wrote about during the First 
World War and that Diego Rivera depicted in his 

great mural of the 1930s. 



 
WHAT NEXT?  

Or  
 

The End  
 

(for now)      
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DOUBT EVERYTHING. 
. 



IF MARX HAD BEEN RIGHT ABOUT EVERYTHING, WE 
WOULD BE LIVING IN A HAPPY SOCIALIST WORLD 

BY NOW. 

Those who still consider themselves Marxists have a lot of explaining to do. 
 
No one should be able to say “I am a Marxist” without wrestling with criticisms 
leveled at Marx.  
 
Even if Marxism continues to make sense in various ways, it needs to take into 
consideration the many different and differing non-Marxist perspectives that 
also try to explain our world.  
 
Here are a few sources that might be helpful                                                      
in a critical examination of Marxism. 



A significant number of people profoundly influenced by Marxism became 
sociologists.  One of these was Lewis Coser, who wrote an excellent survey of 
sociological thought – Masters of Sociological Thought, Second Edition 
(Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 2003) – that includes a good description of 
Marx’s thought.   
 
But it also includes very good descriptions of the thought of other sociologists 
who disagreed with Marx – including the views of Max Weber, who both valued 
and criticized Marx’s ideas, offering worthwhile challenges to Marxist views, 
especially in regard to the question of class-consciousness versus other forms 
of consciousness, and also in regard to analysis of bureaucracy. 



Other interesting sociologists influenced by, and yet critical of, Marx were two 
U.S. academics – Daniel Bell and the more radical C. Wright Mills. 
 
Bell’s most important works that include critical evaluations of Marxism are 
The End of Ideology: On the Exhaustion of Political Ideas in the Fifties 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000) and The Coming of Post-
Industrial Society (New York: Basic Books, 1976).  
 
For Mills, see chapters 4-6 of The Marxists (New York: Dell, 1962) and The 
Sociological Imagination (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).  

Mills Bell 



Economist Robert Heilbroner wrote a classic and very readable survey of 
economic thought – The Worldly Philosophers, 7th Edition (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1999) – that contains a critical appreciation of Marx.  He wrote 
another book attempting to outline what he saw as the positive and negative 
aspects of Marxist thought, Marxism – For and Against (New York: W. W. 
Norton, 1980). 



Former Marxists (some of whom became quite conservative) have 
written some of the most challenging critiques of Marxism. 
 
James Burnham, The Managerial Revolution (New York: John Day Co., 1941) and The 
Machiavellians (New York: John Day Co., 1943). 
 
Sidney Hook, Reason, Social Myths and Democracy (New York: Humanities Press, 
1940) and Marx and the Marxists: The Ambiguous Legacy (Princeton, NJ: Van 
Nostrand,1955). 
 
Bertram D. Wolfe, Marxism: One Hundred Years in the Life of a Doctrine (New York: 
Dell, 1967). 
 
Leszek Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxist Thought, 3 vols. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1981). 



 
       TWENTY  QUESTIONS 
            (Do NOT let the illustrations divert you from the questions!) 

  

1)  Is Marxism boring or interesting (or both)?  Explain why you feel that way. 
 
2)  The basic components of Marxism have been listed as: a) a philosophical outlook and 

methodology, b) a theory of history, c) an analysis of capitalism, d) a program for the 
workers’ movement, and e) a vision of socialism.  Can you summarize Marx’s 
outlook on these points in your own words? 

 
3)  What seems to make sense, and what seems questionable, in Marx’s theory of 

history? 
 . 
 . 

 
 



4)  Economics was central to Marx’s perspective, and he spent much time developing an 
analysis of the workings of the capitalist economy.  Yet the great majority of modern-day 
economists don’t seem to find his economic theories relevant to their own work.  What 
explains this?  What does it say about Marxism?  
 



 
 
5)  Labor and capital need each other – capitalists take the risks and organize production, 
workers provide the labor to carry out the business plan.  Their partnership has led to the 
development of wealth and civilization, and to the economic growth that has been 
mutually beneficial.  The Marxist schema, if implemented, wrecks this.  What would Marx 
say to this?  What would you say? 
 



  
6) Marx focused on the importance of the working class – arguing that its fighting for and 
actually taking political power would be the key to a better future for humanity.  But after 
more than a hundred years, it could be said that the working class was never able to take 
power and actually hold on to it for any length of time anywhere in the world.  This 
suggests that the workers may not be able to rule politically, organize the economy, etc.  
Does this historical experience suggest a fundamental flaw in Marxism? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
. 
 

     * PROLES (short for proletarians), that is, workers. 
 

7)  Whenever parties claiming some tie to Marx have come to power, they have either 
established dictatorships or, at best, a moderately reformed capitalism – but never the 
kind of socialism that Marx seemed to envision.  What does this mean for Marxist theory? 
 . 
 

 



8)  Bureaucracy seems to have been a key factor in the evolution of both Social-
Democracy and Communism, but it is not such a key factor in Marx’s analysis.  What 
does this suggest about the meaning and adequacy of Marx’s analysis and projections? 
 . 

 
. 



9)  It has been argued by some that since the industrial proletariat is shrinking, thanks to 
technological innovations, the working class has increasingly less substance and power 
than it did in the time of Marx.  Is this key aspect of Marxism now out of date? 



10) Some commentators have asserted that Marx’s views, developed at a specific 
moment in history, had considerable validity at that time, but that so much has changed 
since the Victorian era in which he wrote that Marxism has become largely obsolete.  To 
what extent is this true? 

11)   Some recent commentators have asserted that Marx’s conception of a communist 
future has been disproved by history – but that his conception of the nature and dynamics 
of capitalism has been brilliant vindicated.  What would it mean for Marxism and for the 
world if this was true?  To what extent is it true? 



 

12)  Many workers in the United States do not see themselves as part of a potentially 
revolutionary entity called “the working class.”  They see themselves – being neither 
rich nor poor – as part of some amorphous “middle class.”  For many, there are other 
identities –gender, race, ethnic background, nationality, religious orientation, sexual 
orientation, age, cultural preferences, etc. – that have much more personal meaning.  
What does all of this mean for Marxist perspectives?  

. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
. 

 
 
  



13)  Questions can be raised regarding the extent to which freedom, in the sense Marx 
envisioned it (as self-determination) is possible.  To what extent is this consistent with 
what some have seen as an “economic determinism” in his outlook?  What is meant 
when he says that people make their own history but not exactly as they wish?  Is the 
notion of individual freedom really compatible with Marx’s “materialist conception of 
history”? 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
14) Marxism is a grand historical narrative, comparable to many other Grand Narratives.  
But reality is far more complex and “alive” and multi-faceted than any of the Grand 
Narratives can capture and allow for.  Marxism is, like all the others, a distortion with 
potentially lethal consequences.  What would Marx say to this?  What would you say?  
 
 
. 
 
. 
 
 

 
 



 
15)  Marx was an atheist – he didn’t believe in God.  How central is this to Marxism?  Is it 

possible for Marxist perspectives to be compatible with religious or spiritual 
perspectives?  Some have called Marxism “a secular religion,” and Paul Tillich 
considered Marx a theologian.  What does this mean and to what extent is it true? 



16)  It has been argued that Marx and those influenced by him had a two-step 
perspective: first take political power, then change the world.  Political power was actually 
taken, the argument goes, after 1945 in much of the world -- by Communists, by Social-
Democrats, and (in Asia, Africa, Latin America) by national liberation movements, but the 
changes promised did not take place.  To what extent is this true, and to what extent 
does it identify a flaw in Marxism?  
 
17)  Some argue that Marx’s outlook must be blended with others (psychoanalysis, 
Christianity, pragmatist or existentialist philosophy, modern social sciences, etc.) in order 
to develop an adequate understanding of reality.  Others argue that this will result in a 
distortion of Marxism and/or of the other outlooks.  What do you think?   
. 
 



18. Marx did not factor human nature into his analyses.  Self-interest and greed are 
essential elements of the way humanity functions.  People as they are happen to be 
incompatible with the socialist perfection that Marx envisioned.  To what extent is this true 
or not true? 



19. Karl Marx bears a heavy responsibility for the oppression, the crimes, and the evil 
that his ideas have inspired.  Is this true or false?  Why? 



20.  In discussing Marx’s theory of history, reference was made to “the tensions, conflicts, 
and struggles between social-economic classes.”  (Questioned continued on next page . . .) 
 



In your own society today, what might be the differences between tensions, conflicts, and 
struggles?  From a Marxist standpoint, how might a shift take place within the working 
class between the first, the second and the third?  What would the role of conscious 

socialists be in making this so? 



There are many more questions one could pose. 
 

What are yours? 



Rosa Luxemburg  
(1871-1919) 

 



Those claiming to use the ideas of Karl Marx in the struggle 
for freedom, justice, and socialism have been called 

Marxists.  



Global Capitalism continues to pose profound 
challenges which Luxemburg’s ideas 

addressed….   



It is not true that socialism will arise 
automatically from the daily struggle of 

the working class.  
 

 Socialism will be the consequence of  
 

(1) the growing contradictions of the 
capitalist economy and  

 
(2) the comprehension by the working 

class of the unavoidability of the 
suppression of these contradictions 

through a social transformation. 
 

-- Rosa Luxemburg 



REFORM or  
   REVOLUTION 



Rosa Luxemburg 
(1871-1919) 



Luxemburg is central to the 
revolutionary Marxist tradition. 



Some versions of “Marxism” are 
absolutely incompatible with each other. 

Rosa Luxemburg – passionate 
partisan of human freedom and 

socialist democracy.  

Joseph Stalin – tyrannical 
leader  of a murderous and 
bureaucratic dictatorship. 



A VISION OF 
SOCIALISM 

 
I. The economy will be 
•  socially owned 
•  democratically controlled 
•  used to meet the needs of all. 

II. The free development of 
each person will be the 
condition for the free 
development of all. 
 
 

III. Society will be based on an 
economy involving the free 
association of the producers. 



Bebel admired the revolutionary firebrand – 
but was also uneasy with her 
uncompromising militancy. 



While Luxemburg supported the feminist work of her close 
friend Clara Zetkin, she insisted on being in the thick of 

debates and discussions on Marxist theory and strategy.   

Zetkin and Luxemburg Luxemburg with leading figures in the Socialist 
International – including Sen Katayama, Victor 
Adler, George Plekhanov, Karl Kautsky. 



Luxemburg became a powerful force in the 
revolutionary wing of the socialist movement. 

A popular and capable teacher 
at the Party cadre school 

An eloquent speaker at socialist 
mass meetings 



A brilliant Marxist theorist 



A 
formidable 
polemicist 
 
Ø incisive 
Ø eloquent 
Ø wickedly funny 



Opportunist nibbles a little at all grasses . . . 
 
 
 



Choosing reform or revolution not like 
selecting sweet or hot sausages . . . 



Reform and Revolution 



Workers organizing to struggle for their 
rights and improved living standards 



REVOLUTION 



REFORMS 



Luxemburg envisioned a dynamic interplay between such mass energy 
and insurgency with the organized socialist movement, which must help 

prepare and advance consciousness, help provide resources and 
organization, and offer focus and leadership in the struggle. 



Through struggles for reforms – and sometimes victories – 
workers would develop revolutionary understanding, 

organizing skills, and commitment that would enable them to 
struggle for power. 



 A Critical Look 
 

HAL DRAPER ROSA LUXEMBURG 
(self-portrait) 



Draper came out of the tradition of “third camp” socialism associated with 
Max Shachtman that developed in the 1940s.  He had celebrated 

Luxemburg as a revolutionary-democratic symbol of “socialism from below.” 



The struggle for workers’ rights under capitalism is  
“a labor of Sisyphus” 



Workers must struggle for their rights and 
their well-being under capitalism 



Struggling for improvements in the here-and-now  
generally means compromising with capitalism. 



UNION LEADERS . . . 



Class struggle waged by union members . . . 



Capitalist crises naturally generate 
authoritarian political “solutions” 



Reflections, questions, comments, discussion . . .  


