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1
Marx’s life and times


Karl Marx is sometimes known as the ‘father of communism’. Although he did not invent the idea of communism he was the first person to develop the idea and write about it in a practical and scientific way. Marx believed in the ideal of a communist society; one where private property has been abolished and people live in equality, without classes or social divisions. This was a revolutionary idea in the nineteenth century and it brought Marx into conflict with the authorities in many European countries; it led to his exile to London and a life of relative poverty. He died in 1883 but it was not until the twentieth century that his ideas became widespread, led to revolution and the setting up of communist states. Marx wrote many articles and books throughout his life, the most well known are:


The Communist Manifesto – written between 1847 and 1848 with Friedrich Engels, Marx’s closest friend.


Das Kapital – written between the 1850s and his death in 1883.



Europe at the time of Marx



Karl Marx was born on 5 May 1818 at Trier in the Rhineland, which was then a part of Prussia. Prussia was a large semi-feudal empire that covered what is known today as Germany and parts of Poland and Sweden. His father Heinrich Marx was a lawyer. Although the family was of the Jewish faith, Heinrich Marx registered as a Protestant Christian when laws were passed preventing Jews from holding public positions. This must have left some impression on Marx although he was never a devout religious believer.


The world that Marx lived in was very different from the Western Europe of today. In order to understand what Marx believed and why he believed it, we need to look at the society in which Marx lived and the influence it had on him.


Marx grew up at a time of rapid social change throughout Europe. The main forces for this change were:




	the Industrial Revolution, which had started in Britain. This led to the growth of the factory system throughout Europe and to an increase in the size and number of cities.


	the French Revolution of 1789 and the Napoleonic Wars (1799–1815), which led to the downfall of the monarchy and the abolition of feudalism throughout Europe.





Huge cities were growing up throughout the Western world, the invention of the steam engine and the growth of factories all meant that people lived in a completely different way to their ancestors. In the past, people had lived in close-knit communities and worked in traditional agriculture or as craftsmen. The rapid growth of the factory system meant that many independent craftsmen and small workshops disappeared.


 Agricultural reforms and machinery increased the efficiency of farms and led to unemployment in rural areas. Landowners took over common lands and grazing rights that had belonged to the poor, increasing rural poverty.


The new cities and factory towns were soon flooded with destitute small farmers, craftsmen and their families. They were desperate to work under any conditions, living in slum housing and working long hours in factories or mines with unguarded and dangerous machinery. There were no safety regulations and even young children had to work.




Early life


Marx’s upbringing was a middle class one. Little is known of his very early life as he became estranged from his family in later life. He came from a fairly large family with both brothers and sisters, but he was the oldest son and his brothers both died young. Young Karl was seen to be possessed of a strong and creative intelligence. He was fiercely independent, domineering and argumentative from an early age. It is thought that Marx was privately educated until he joined the Trier High School in 1830 at the age of 12. His school records do not show flashes of any particular genius but he showed signs of independent thought and of not going along with the crowd in his refusal to talk to a new state-appointed headmaster who was given a position at the school.


The old headmaster was a man of fairly liberal ideas and this led to a police raid on the school in 1832: literature in support of free speech was found circulating there and one of the schoolboy ringleaders was expelled. The headmaster was put under surveillance and eventually the authorities employed a very conservative co-headmaster to keep an eye on things. Marx would not talk to this man at all, and was one of the few boys who did not visit him after he graduated from school, much to his father’s embarrassment.


Although intellectually powerful, Marx never had a particularly strong constitution and was dogged by ill health for most of his life. He had a weak chest, which led to him being found unfit for military service in 1836. His parents constantly fretted about his health when he went to the university of Bonn at the age of 17. They bombarded him with letters advising him not to study more than his health could bear, not to smoke, stay up late, drink too much wine and to keep his rooms and himself clean and hygienic. He never took much notice of their advice and for most of his life he lived in a disordered way, smoked and drank far too much and spent long hours studying and writing.




University life


Marx followed in his father’s footsteps and in 1835 he registered as a law student at the University of Bonn, although he later became more interested in history and philosophy. His academic career was rather erratic. He did not spend much time on his studies and became involved in a duelling society where he was injured above his right eye. His father insisted he should stop his ‘wild rampaging’ and move to a place with a more academic atmosphere.


In the autumn of 1836 he entered the University of Berlin, again with the intention of studying law. Berlin was a much bigger place than Bonn and the university had the reputation of being seriously academic and a centre of radical thought in the form of the ‘Young Hegelians’. They were a group of academics, intellectuals and students who discussed and developed the ideas of the German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831).


Hegel had been the rector at the university and was almost an institution there. He was the nearest thing to an officially endorsed philosopher that existed, having been decorated by Frederick William III for services to the Prussian Empire. Most of his followers received appointments or preferment in the universities, for even these were controlled by the State. Hegel’s philosophy is rather complex, but basically he believed that society progressed by intellectual development or ‘Reason’ and that Reason could be identified with a God-like figure he called the ‘Absolute’. Hegel asserted that the Absolute had developed throughout history, but it had come to consciousness of itself and culminated its development in the state of Prussia. There was no further progress for it to make as it had reached its ideal.


The Young Hegelians agreed to some extent that the State should be the embodiment of Reason but they interpreted the theories of Hegel in increasingly radical ways. They saw the Absolute not as a God-like figure but as humanity itself. For a reader in the twenty-first century this does not seem particularly shocking but at the time the Church was a very powerful force in society. To suggest that mankind might be at the centre of the universe and not some God or Absolute was very daring. It was much later, in November 1859, that Charles Darwin made his theory of evolution public in On the Origin of Species and Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), who saw that scientific discoveries had led to Western society becoming more secular and thought this might lead to a nihilistic viewpoint of a world without meaning, didn’t proclaim ‘God is Dead’ until 1882.


Marx’s association with these radicals meant that he could not obtain his degree in Berlin, especially as his thesis, on Greek philosophers Democritus and Epicurus, argued that philosophy should be detached from religion and freed from all kinds of dogma. It was finally accepted in 1841 at the University of Jena.




Life as a journalist


Marx hoped to take up a university teaching post after his studies, but because of his association with the Young Hegelians and other radical thinkers he was unsuccessful. He married Jenny von Westphalen in 1843. She was the beautiful young daughter of Baron von Westphalen, a cultured and progressive Prussian aristocrat. The baron had encouraged Marx in his childhood studies, advising him to read Greek poetry and Shakespeare.


In the same year Marx began to work for the radical paper Rheinische Zeitung. He was one of the first political journalists and his articles were some of the earliest examples of documentary reporting. He wrote several hard-hitting articles on the plight of peasants who had been persecuted for gathering firewood when common land passed into private ownership. Marx did not hesitate to criticize the government on this and other matters. This led to the paper being censored and Marx was eventually forced to resign. The paper was later closed down.


During his time at the paper Marx realized that his knowledge of economic and social matters was not very wide and he began to study political economy seriously. He saw that society was unfair and wished for change but he realized none of the current philosophies explained how the changes he wished for could come about. He felt that philosophy was not scientific enough and that philosophy in itself was not enough to change the world. Action would need to be taken!


In the autumn of 1843 he moved to Paris to escape restrictions imposed by the government in Prussia. Paris was the revolutionary capital of Europe with a large population of refugees including thousands of expatriate Germans. Dissidents were drawn in by the reputation of past revolutions, even though France was once again under the rule of a monarchy. It was here that Marx came into contact with communist and revolutionary sects, and mixed with people from all walks of life including artisans and workers. It totally changed the way he felt about society and the possibilities of communism. He worked on a new journal, the German-French Annals. Although it ran for only one issue because of distribution problems, it was important because it was the first time Marx had directed his appeals at workers rather than just intellectuals.


During his time at the paper Marx reacquainted himself with Friedrich Engels (1820–95) who was to become his lifelong friend and co-writer. Engels had been working as a business agent at his father’s factory in Manchester, England where he saw the poverty and deprivation of the workers and wrote The Condition of the Working Class in England, condemning the society of the time. Marx was impressed and they soon became close friends.


Marx became more radical during his time in Paris and came under the influence of French and Russian anarchists, including Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Mikhail Bakunin. Anarchists believe:




	society does not need government


	no government is legitimate unless consented to by all those it governs


	freedom is absolute. No one should be obliged to obey authority without freely consenting to do so.





These ideals became more important to Marx as he struggled to work out his own philosophy, although he later fell out with the anarchist leaders.


Marx and Engels became involved in the League of the Just, a revolutionary secret society with a large German membership. These expatriates were led by Wilhelm Weitling, a German tailor who agreed with Auguste Blanqui, a French extremist who believed in revolution. He thought that the majority of workers would not be won over to communism and a minority would have to seize power on their behalf. The League was banned in France and so the headquarters were based in London, where eventually a large split grew between those who believed the ideas of Weitling and those who believed that the workers could be won over gradually through education and that communism would evolve peacefully.


By 1847 Marx and Engels were in control of the League and had turned it from a secret society into an open organization called the Communist League. At the second meeting of the League in December, Marx and Engels were asked to draw up the statutes of the League and write a statement of principles, or manifesto. The League already had a slogan ‘Working men of all countries, unite!’




The Communist Manifesto


The aim of the Communist League was to overthrow the old bourgeois society and Marx and Engels had to write some kind of document that would make their objectives clear. Unfortunately, Marx did not concentrate on the task straight away and it was only when he received a letter from the committee threatening ‘that measures would be taken against him’ if he didn’t deliver the goods that he got on with it. It was finally finished in February 1848 and opens with the words: ‘A spectre is haunting Europe – the spectre of communism.’


It is one of the earliest socialist writings and despite seeming dated and rather quaintly archaic in style it is still in print today and has some contemporary relevance. Although Marx had discussed the Manifesto with Engels and Engels had made several attempts at writing a version of it, the final document is almost entirely the work of Marx himself and it is here that Marxism can be seen in its embryonic form.


The Communist Manifesto was a statement of the principles of the Communist League, and was the first full statement of their world view. It described the unfair state of society and how it could be changed by revolution into an ideal communist state.


The Communist Manifesto was a document which:




	described the capitalist economy and how it came about – a capitalist system is one where there is private property and relatively free markets where goods are sold for profit


	described the proletariat or property-less working class, and how it was created


	examined the conflict between the proletariat and the middle classes, or bourgeoisie


	presented the objections others had to communism and criticized them


	put forward the idea of revolution and suggested how communism might work.





It contained the famous phrase, ‘The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win. Working men of all countries unite!’
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