
Marxism

The Philosophy of Historical Materialism, Class Struggle, and Human Emancipation, Including Alienation, Ideology, and the Critique of Capitalism

Alex Omberg


Copyright © 2026 Alex Omberg

All rights reserved 

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering psychological, financial, legal, or other professional services. If expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought. 

First Edition


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Introduction: The Spectre That Haunts Philosophy

Chapter 1: The Young Hegelian

Chapter 2: Alienation and the Human Essence

Chapter 3: The Materialist Conception of History

Chapter 4: The Communist Manifesto

Chapter 5: The Anatomy of Capital

Chapter 6: Ideology and False Consciousness

Chapter 7: The Revolutionary Horizon

Chapter 8: The Orthodox Tradition

Chapter 9: Revolution and Its Discontents

Chapter 10: Western Marxism

Chapter 11: After the Fall

Epilogue: The Critique That Will Not Die

Appendix A: Timeline

Appendix B: Annotated Further Reading

Stay Connected


Introduction: The Spectre That Haunts Philosophy

Few thinkers have shaped the modern world as profoundly as Karl Marx. His ideas have inspired revolutions, justified tyrannies, mobilised the dispossessed, and terrified the powerful. They have been proclaimed dead countless times, yet they refuse to die. When the Berlin Wall fell in 1989 and Francis Fukuyama announced the end of history, Marx seemed finally buried beneath the rubble of the Soviet experiment. Yet barely two decades later, as financial crisis convulsed global capitalism and inequality reached levels unseen since the Gilded Age, Marx was back—not as a prophet of revolution, but as the most penetrating analyst of the system that had supposedly triumphed.

This persistence demands explanation. Marxism is not merely a political ideology or an economic theory, though it encompasses both. It represents a comprehensive philosophical worldview that seeks to explain how human societies develop, how ideas relate to material conditions, and why history unfolds as it does. At its core lies a deceptively simple claim: to understand any society, one must examine not its stated values or philosophical beliefs, but the way it organises the production and distribution of the material necessities of life. Everything else—law, religion, art, philosophy itself—ultimately reflects and reinforces this economic foundation.

This materialist approach inverted centuries of philosophical tradition. Where Hegel had seen history as the progressive realisation of Spirit through ideas, Marx insisted that material conditions shape consciousness, not the other way around. Where political economists treated capitalism as natural and eternal, Marx analysed it as a specific historical system with its own internal dynamics and contradictions. Where moralists condemned inequality as unjust, Marx explained it as the necessary result of how capitalism functions. His aim was not to judge capitalism but to understand it—and in understanding it, to identify the forces that would eventually transform it.

The philosophical stakes were immense. If Marx was right, then the entire edifice of idealist philosophy rested on an illusion. Philosophers had spent millennia debating abstract questions about justice, freedom, and the good life while remaining blind to the material conditions that made such debates possible in the first place. The celebrated autonomy of thought was itself conditioned by social relations. Even revolutionary ideas emerged not from pure reason but from contradictions within existing modes of production. Philosophy could not stand outside society examining it from some neutral vantage point; it was always already implicated in the conflicts it sought to comprehend.

This critique extended to philosophy's self-understanding. Where Socrates had claimed that the unexamined life is not worth living, Marx might respond that the examined life often remains trapped within the mental categories that existing society makes available. True critical thought requires examining not just one's beliefs but the social conditions that make certain beliefs seem natural while rendering others unthinkable. Philosophers had interpreted the world in various ways; the point, however, was to change it—and changing it required first understanding the material forces that structure social reality.

Yet Marxism proved to be more than a method of social analysis. It became a political movement, a revolutionary programme, and eventually the official ideology of states governing nearly half the world's population. This transformation from philosophy to praxis created profound tensions. Could a theory that emphasized material forces and historical necessity also ground a politics of human agency and freedom? If capitalism contained the seeds of its own destruction, why was revolutionary intervention necessary? If ideology clouded the consciousness of the oppressed, how could they achieve the clarity needed for revolution? These questions would haunt Marxism throughout its development.

The twentieth century subjected Marx's ideas to the harshest test imaginable: implementation. The revolutions carried out in his name produced results that would have horrified him—bureaucratic tyrannies that crushed individual freedom in the name of collective liberation, economies that stagnated while claiming to embody scientific planning, political systems that deployed his concepts of class struggle to justify totalitarian control. The collapse of these regimes seemed to vindicate capitalism's defenders and discredit Marx's analysis. Yet capitalism itself continued to exhibit precisely the tendencies Marx had identified: periodic crises, increasing concentration of wealth, the commodification of ever more aspects of human life, and a restless dynamism that dissolved traditional social bonds.

This contradiction—the failure of Marxist politics alongside the continuing relevance of Marxist analysis—defines the contemporary status of Marx's thought. No serious economist today accepts the labour theory of value as Marx formulated it, yet his account of capitalism's drive to expand, innovate, and transform social relations remains unsurpassed. No political movement still seeks to implement the dictatorship of the proletariat, yet his analysis of how economic power translates into political domination continues to illuminate contemporary politics. The revolutionary programme has been abandoned, but the critical method survives.

Understanding Marxism today requires distinguishing Marx's own thought from the various interpretations, revisions, and applications it inspired. The young Marx who wrote passionately about human alienation differs markedly from the mature Marx who spent decades in the British Museum analysing economic data. The Marx who expected imminent proletarian revolution in advanced industrial societies contrasts with the Marx whose ideas were first implemented in agrarian Russia and China. The Marx who saw capitalism as a necessary stage in human development coexists uneasily with the Marx who provided the intellectual foundations for anti-colonial liberation movements.

These tensions are not failures to be explained away but productive contradictions that reveal the depth and complexity of Marx's project. He was simultaneously a German philosopher steeped in Hegel's dialectics, a political economist engaging with the classical tradition of Smith and Ricardo, a revolutionary pamphleteer calling workers to arms, and a meticulous social scientist analysing industrial capitalism's inner workings. Each aspect of his thought illuminates the others, yet they do not always cohere into a seamless system.

This volume traces the development of Marxist thought from its origins in the Young Hegelian movement through its classical formulations to its various twentieth-century transformations. We begin with Marx's intellectual formation and his decisive break with idealist philosophy. We examine his early concept of alienation and his mature economic analysis of capitalism. We explore how his ideas were systematised by followers, adapted by revolutionaries, and transformed by critical theorists who sought to rescue Marxism from its Stalinist distortions.

Throughout, we maintain focus on Marxism as philosophy—not merely political ideology or economic theory, but a comprehensive worldview that challenges fundamental assumptions about the relationship between thought and reality, individual and society, freedom and necessity. Whether one accepts or rejects Marx's conclusions, his questions remain unavoidable. How do material conditions shape human consciousness? What is the relationship between economic structures and cultural forms? Can systematic analysis of social forces inform political action? These questions define not only Marxism but much of modern social thought.

The spectre that haunts philosophy is not communism but Marx himself—a thinker whose ideas cannot be comfortably accommodated within traditional philosophical frameworks yet cannot be ignored. His challenge to philosophy's self-understanding remains as provocative today as when first articulated. By treating ideas as products of social conditions rather than autonomous creations of pure reason, Marx forced philosophy to confront its own materiality. The question is not whether to engage with Marx but how to do so honestly—acknowledging both his profound insights and his troubling legacies, both his liberating vision and the tyrannies committed in his name.



Chapter 1: The Young Hegelian

The story of Marxism begins not in the British Museum or the barricades of Paris, but in the lecture halls and beer gardens of 1830s Berlin, where a group of radical students gathered to debate the implications of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel's recently completed philosophical system. Hegel had died in 1831, leaving behind a philosophy so comprehensive and complex that it dominated German intellectual life for decades. His followers split into competing camps, each claiming to represent the true meaning of the master's thought. It was among the most radical of these groups—the Young Hegelians—that Karl Marx received his philosophical education and forged the intellectual tools he would later turn against philosophy itself.

To understand Marx's development, one must first grasp what made Hegel's philosophy so powerful and so problematic. Hegel had sought to overcome the divisions that plagued modern thought—between subject and object, freedom and necessity, individual and society, reason and history. His solution was to reconceive reality itself as a dynamic process in which contradictions drive development forward. Spirit (Geist) progressively realizes itself through history, moving from unconscious nature through human culture to philosophical self-comprehension. Each stage contains internal contradictions that generate its transformation into a higher synthesis. History is not random events but the logical unfolding of Spirit coming to know itself.

This philosophy offered a breathtaking vision of human meaning and historical purpose. It suggested that even suffering and conflict serve necessary roles in humanity's progressive self-realisation. The real is rational, and the rational is real—a formula that seemed to reconcile thought with existence, philosophy with actuality. Yet this very reconciliation troubled many of Hegel's younger followers. If the real is already rational, does philosophy become mere contemplation of what exists? Does recognising necessity mean accepting the status quo? Hegel's conservative students answered yes, treating his philosophy as justification for the Prussian state. His radical students answered no, insisting that genuine rationality remained unrealized and that philosophy must criticize existing conditions in the name of a higher reason.

Marx arrived at the University of Berlin in 1836 to study law but quickly became absorbed in philosophy. He joined the Doktorklub, the informal association of Young Hegelian radicals who met to debate theology, politics, and philosophy over beer and tobacco. The central figure was Bruno Bauer, a brilliant and provocative theologian who argued that Hegel's philosophy, properly understood, was profoundly subversive. Christianity, Bauer claimed, represented not divine revelation but human self-alienation—the projection of human qualities onto an imaginary deity. Religion was therefore not truth but illusion, and philosophy's task was to liberate humanity from this self-imposed bondage.

This critique of religion as alienation would prove decisive for Marx's development. If religious consciousness involves projecting human powers onto an external being and then submissively worshipping this creation, then religion represents a fundamental misunderstanding of human nature. Human beings create God in their own image, then prostrate themselves before their creation, attributing to the divine what properly belongs to humanity itself. The solution is not new theology but recognition that religious ideas express human needs and aspirations in distorted form. Once this is understood, humanity can reclaim the powers it had mistakenly attributed to heaven.

Yet Marx soon recognized that this critique did not go far enough. The Young Hegelians treated ideas as autonomous forces shaping reality, imagining that philosophical criticism could transform society by changing consciousness. They believed that exposing religious illusions would liberate humanity, as if showing people that God is their own creation would somehow alter material conditions. This remained trapped within idealism—the view that ideas determine reality rather than being determined by it. Marx's crucial insight was that this relationship needed inverting. Religious consciousness does not create material conditions; material conditions generate religious consciousness.

The philosopher who provided the bridge from idealism to materialism was Ludwig Feuerbach, whose Essence of Christianity appeared in 1841 and electrified the Young Hegelian circle. Feuerbach argued that theology is actually anthropology—that talk of God's attributes reveals human aspirations and needs. God is loving because humans desire love; God is just because humans seek justice; God is infinite because humans transcend finite existence through thought. Religion thus expresses genuine human content in inverted, alienated form. Rather than criticizing religious doctrines from within theology, philosophy should recognize that religious questions are really questions about human nature misunderstood as questions about the divine.

This materialist approach to consciousness transformed Marx's thinking. If religious ideas reflect material and psychological needs rather than emerging from pure reason, might the same apply to all ideas? Perhaps political philosophy expresses not eternal truths about justice but the interests and experiences of particular social groups. Perhaps even Hegel's philosophy, for all its claims to absolute knowledge, reflects the limited perspective of early nineteenth-century German academics trying to make sense of their marginal position in European society. The question became not what ideas are true in the abstract but why particular ideas emerge in specific historical circumstances and whose interests they serve.

Yet Feuerbach's materialism remained incomplete. He had successfully criticized religion by revealing its earthly roots, but he treated human nature itself as fixed and ahistorical. For Feuerbach, human beings are fundamentally natural creatures whose essence lies in sensuous existence and interpersonal relations. Religion arises from this essence but also distorts it. The solution is to recognize humanity's true nature and live accordingly. This still located the problem primarily in consciousness—in misunderstanding human nature rather than in the social conditions that produce such misunderstanding.

Marx's decisive break came in 1845 with his "Theses on Feuerbach," a series of cryptic notes that would not be published until after his death but that crystallized his new philosophical orientation. The problem with all previous materialism, Marx argued, was that it treated reality as something merely to be contemplated rather than actively transformed through practice. Feuerbach had criticized religious alienation but failed to see that this alienation itself requires material explanation. Why do human beings create religious illusions? Not because of abstract human nature but because real social conditions make such illusions necessary or appealing.

The famous eleventh thesis—"Philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it"—is often misunderstood as anti-intellectual activism. Its actual target is the contemplative stance of traditional philosophy, which assumes that thought's task is to comprehend reality from the outside rather than recognizing that thinking is itself a form of social practice. Philosophy cannot stand outside the world it seeks to understand because philosophical activity is part of that world. The question is not whether philosophy is practical but what kind of practice it represents and whose interests it serves.

This insight transformed the relationship between theory and practice. Where Hegel had seen thought progressively comprehending reality, and Feuerbach had seen thought recognizing human nature, Marx now insisted that thought emerges from and serves practical engagement with the material world. Consciousness is not autonomous but reflects the material conditions of existence. Yet this is not crude determinism. Human beings make their own history, though not under circumstances of their choosing. The point is to understand the constraints within which agency operates and to identify possibilities for transformative action.

The implications for philosophy were revolutionary. If ideas reflect material conditions and social relations, then philosophy's claim to provide universal, timeless truths becomes suspect. Different social positions generate different perspectives, and no perspective is wholly neutral. This does not mean abandoning truth for relativism. Rather, it means recognizing that the standpoint of those whose interests lie in transforming existing conditions may provide insights unavailable to those who benefit from the status quo. The proletariat's perspective might reveal aspects of capitalism that remain invisible to bourgeois economists, not despite but because of its particular social position.
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