Marxism: The Workers’ Response

I. Why am I focusing on Marx?

A. Marx’s impact on the 19th and 20th centuries was greater than any other individual

B. Marx’s works, and Marxist actions, have affected the history of all nations either directly or indirectly.

C. Marx challenges us to re-examine our fundamental belief systems and our theories of history. Marx makes us think.

D. Educated individuals know who Marx is and what he stood for.

II. Who was Karl Marx and what did he stand for?

A. Marxism was an atheist. He rejected all ideas of indefinable entities such as gods or demons

B. Marx believed that the laws of nature are knowable and accessible to all 

C. Marx desired to interpret history and create a brighter future

D. Marx rejected human nature; all previous eras had a conception of human nature. All of my students have a conception of human nature


1. Ancients thought that our human nature was inferior. The Gods were active and we were passive. Gods controlled our destiny.

2. Feudal societies believed that our human nature was corrupt due to original sin. God was active, but people had fee will. If people actively followed God’s words (or the church doctrine?) people would enter the City of God upon Jesus’ return.

3. Bourgeois societies have a theory of nature based on scientific experimentation. By nature, all humans are greedy, lazy, arrogant and self-centered. If people were left to do as they pleased, life would be “solitary, poor, nasty and brutish” (Hobbes, Leviathan). But, as governments experiment in order to find the correct laws, we can control human nature and create a good and just society

III. Marx was the Copernicus of History (constant motion)

A. All societies have a theory of history. The ancients had eternal return. Feudalism had creation and redemption. 

B. Marx’s Theory of Human history contends that nature has a history that precedes human history by millions of years (for most of this time Earth lacked life). About 20 million years ago the first human creatures appeared and about 30,000 years ago our species assumed its present form. About 10,000 years ago, humans discovered the uses of seed and settled down and created societies.

C. Marx’s Theory of History for the last 30,000 years

1. Herd stage—the species live in herds and the species works collectively

2. Tribal Stage—the species works in tribes and some work while others lead. The tribe owns property communally

3. Slave stage—societies are developed where some rule and others work as property of the rulers. Communal property belongs to the elite

4. Feudal stage—some rule and others pay tribute. God owns everything, but some are closer to God than others. Workers use community property to produce for all and God, indirectly, owns the fruit of all labor

5. Capitalist stage—Property is private and labor is free. Any individual can own the means of production. Workers can only work if the owners have them work

6. Socialist stage—the species abolishes private property and free labor. Government controls production is for use rather than for profit.
7. Communist stage—this is the beginning of human history because the species knows how everything works and makes use of his work for the entire species. The rule is, “form each according to his ability to each according to his need”. This is a utopian ideal and the goal of all mankind.
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Communism---—Socialism---—Liberalism----—Conservatism—-----Fascism
· All stages are necessary (herd>tribal>slave>feudal>capitalist>socialist>communist)

--Primitive socialism to socialism (no private property & community before individual)

· We need crisis/revolution to proceed to the next stage. The seeds of change are always planted in the previous stage. Change motivated by class struggle.

· Marx’s Criticisms of Capitalism

1. Class Antagonism—class warfare eats at the fabric of society 

2. Imperialism—the world is at war for money (exploitation for capital)

3. Capitalism breeds Nationalism. Nationalism breeds contempt on deficient grounds

4. Cyclical nature of Capitalism—rich richer…government supports who?

5. Starvation in the midst of surplus (Depression results from surplus!)

6. The motivation of the new ruling class (selfish, individualistic and power hungry)

7. He despised the social injustices created by the capitalist society

8. No democracy within capitalism. The common man was impotent in the face of capitalist powers

9. Capitalism as good and necessary!!!

IV. Marxism in 19th Century American Capital vs. Labor Dispute

A. Industrial-Capitalism as good and necessary

B. Mechanization of manufacturing as dehumanizing
C. On the role of government in the capital vs. labor dispute 
1. Government Corruption (Credit Mobilier)
2. Panic of 1893 could have been arrested
3. Government response to strikes: will it hurt interstate trade?  (Sherman Act)
D. Carnegie, Rockefeller, Morgan and Pullman as ruthless criminals

1. Horizontal and vertical integration strategies bred oligopoly
2. Social Darwinism and The Horatio Alger Myth
E. Collective responses to The Barons: NLU, CNLU, K of L, AFL, ARU, UMW, ILGWU and especially the IWW were socialistic in varying degrees 
F. Significant Strikes: Great Strike of 1877, Haymarket Affair, Homestead, Pullman

V. The Red Scares: 1880’s, 1920’s and 1946-1991
