Marx – The Man and his Thought

Dave Furness 

talks to Scarthin Books Café Philosophique
Introduction

The talk is called ‘Marx – the man and his thought’. This written version contains an explanation of his key contributions to philosophy and theory of history. And a very brief outline or list of his contributions to economics. The oral version tied these developments to the stages in his life, as listed in the first appendix. The other appendices are ideas I intended to introduce to debate if opportunity arose.

Audience in mind are those who half know half of Marx’s theories.

Philosophy

Marx’s contributions to philosophy are the theories of Dialectical Materialism.

Starting with materialism, because there is a strong tradition of materialism in Britain, unlike dialectics.

And starting with definitions.  In his new theories he sometimes could not find a suitable English word, instead using direct translations of German.  Marxism became an international movement during his lifetime, it used his words and they have stuck, and are still in current use. So they have a specific meaning when used by a marxist.

Materialism is counterposed to idealism, and idealism has a specific meaning as well.  Idealism does not refer to having ideals and spiritual values.  A Marxist materialist will have ideals and spiritual values, ie, in current English, they are idealistic.  In Marxism idealism is wishful thinking, it is seeing the world as you want to see it instead of as it actually is, it is a failure to take a scientific approach to observing the world and analysing developments.

Materialism contains a large part of what we commonly understand as the scientific process.

Which is seen in the Marxist phrase: “practice – theory – practice”.

ie 
you live in the world, interact with the world, you develop an understanding, you test the understanding in practice.

Or
, in academic science world,  You observe the world.  You develop a theory.  You test the theory.

But materialism goes further.

It asserts the primacy of the material world.

It says that ideas and concepts are a reflection of reality.

And further.

That knowledge belongs in a process.

Because knowledge is a reflection of reality, but a partial reflection of reality, we have only a partial understanding of the world.

So that practice – theory – practise is a continuous on-going process (hopefully), of practice – theory – practise – theory – practice etc. we can deepen our understanding, but it remains a partial understanding.

For example, where does the theory of materialism come from?  It comes from the  experience of living. Life is painful, but infinitely more painful if you do not respect the existence of reality [except when you use opiates].  How do we know that the theory of materialism is correct?  Answer 

– because it works in practice. 

-because we observe the order of events (reality first, observations and analysis second and third). 

-Because we observe and analyse the thinking of idealists , and can see the reasons for their thinking.

Dialectics

Dialectics has a very long history, Plato for example.  It is and was used to understand ideas in terms of their opposites, to explore how ideas and things can turn into their opposites, or, in, Hegel’s terms, theses have antitheses, and thesis and antitheses together result in synthesis. The clash of ideas produces new ideas.

Marx’s dialectics is different from Hegel’s dialectics, Marx looked at change in the real world, Marx showed that dialectics are required in order to understand the process of change in the real world. I would identify two features of this.

1. In order to understand things we need definitions and categories. These serve us well while things are in a steady state, but all break down as things come into being and pass away.

For instance, male and female.  I am male, I was born a male and am likely to die a male.  A very useful category which works well for most people for most of the time.  Yet there was a time between conception and birth when I was not a male.  More importantly my maleness has changed, at puberty and now as testosterone levels fall.  To understand maleness, you also need to be able to see it as a process.  So I am a male, but before I was a man, I was a boy.  For some practical purposes, such as organising athletic championships it is necessary to divide all people into male and female, but some people don’t fit neatly into a category, as we all have both male and female features.

Truths will, in a changing world, become untrue. Facts will become fiction.

2. Dialectics helps us understand the process of change by awareness of the contradictions within things, and awareness of the effect of external circumstances on internal contradictions.  Engels used molecular science in 1877 as his example, using the example of how liquid changes its form into gas under the influence of a change in temperature.  Or chemical change, with forces tearing molecules apart counterbalanced by the forces holding the molecules together.  The balance of forces within the chemical alters when influenced by a catalyst, so the chemical ceases to exist, it becomes a new chemical.

This is a stone, one of several which I collected and for 99% of all practical purposes in my life, that is what it is: a stone.  There is no need for me to visualise this as a collection of internal contradictions, waiting to change into a liquid or a different type of chemical or a work of art or a pile of sand.

A stonemason will acquire the ability to see this as both a stone and a collection of grains, with intense awareness of how it could change its form. Or an atomic physicist sees this as both a stone and a collection of atoms. However though they have this awareness of the stone, they may not acquire the ability to be aware of a change in themselves, or their marriage or society.

This was Marx and Engel’s contribution to philosophy ( Engels, because he wrote their didactic work on dialectical materialism).  Because none of their philosophical ideas taken singly are original.  I bet you can find them all in Shakespeare, for instance.

Engels wrote: “The world is not to be comprehended as a complex of ready-made things, but as a complex of processes”, and ”This great fundamental thought is in its generality scarcely ever contradicted.  But to acknowledge this fundamental thought in words and to apply it in detail to each domain of investigation are two different things”.  [Chapter 4 Ludwig Feuerbach]

For instance western economics is built upon assumptions about human behaviour such as consumers maximising satisfaction and owners maximising profit. Weakness of western economics:  Either it believes these are permanent features of human nature or the assumptions become a habit of thought or a structure of analysis, so that it cannot readily imagine or analyse society before capitalism or after capitalism.

Marx’s great project was a scientific study of how society , and capitalism in particular, changes.  

When I have tested these philosophy ideas on friends, their response has been, ‘well that is what I always thought.’ I suspect that countless numbers of socialists have gained their understanding of the scientific process through studying Marxism, and through these people Marx’s ideas on philosophy have been embedded across the world.

One of the delights of dialectics is the freedom of thought it encourages, another is the development of ideas that it requires.  You might be thinking that these attributes are not strongly associated with Marxist political movements – a contradiction to be explored during debate.

Marx on History:  

In 1842, as editor of a radical paper, Marx investigated the rights of Prussian peasants to access forests, for example, to get wood fuel.  This might seem a parochial story, but you will find these battles over common land and over the concept of property repeated in every country and throughout history.  It is typical of Marx that this led to an intense study of legal history. This was the start of his study of history and economics, and you can find his basic thinking spelled out in the 1848 Communist Manifesto. He discovered that the legal interpretation of these rights and the concept of property changed, the legal system reflected the class structure of society, class structure reflected the economic system. 

He saw that changes in political systems followed changes of the economy. Parliament came into being to handle relations between landlords and the feudal king, parliamentary democracy followed the changing structure of propertied classes, eg landlords, financiers, industrialists. Modern parliamentary democracy: the working class given the vote, to absorb and handle conflicts between the new working class and the capitalist class.    

He looked at society in terms of an economic base and political and social superstructure. This is a simplification. It is also true that legal and political systems influence economic systems, but in the long term, in Clinton’s words, ‘it is the economy, stupid’. 

The simplification has allowed historians to label Marx as  economic determinism, which he was not.

In order to live, man has to produce.  In each society production is organised in a particular way and a mode of production can be observed.  Eg a factory using electronic power and mass produced raw materials, or eg in a field using horse and manpower.

In the process of production, relations of production can also be observed.  That means how humans relate to each other in the process of production.  For example a capitalist factory is owned by a capitalist, who pays wages to his workers, and the workers work according to the directions of the owner for a certain number of hours.  Or in a feudal village a feudal lord might divide the fields into strips, giving half to his serfs, and requiring them to work on his strips for half the week.  Marx identified classes by how different groups relate to each other in the process of production.  If you sell your labour in order to live then you are working class [NB problems and benefits of phrase ‘middle class’].  The capitalist buys your working ability, uses it to make and sell commodities, and, if successful, accumulates profits to amass capital. NB relations also vary in detail from industry to industry and firm to firm.

All types of production may exist in a society, but one type will dominate, and 

the legal and political system will reflect the needs of the dominant type of production, and the needs of the dominant class. Schools, for instance exist in a socialist system, which causes continuous headaches as they try to shoehorn it into a capitalist framework. Blair once referred to the bleeding whip marks on his back from the resistance to his public sector reforms.

Marx identified four types of society, defined by their economic organisation: namely tribal, ancient (or slave), feudal and capitalist. And predicted a new ones, socialism and communism.

Why does society change from one type to another?

Methods of production develop, the existing relations of production become unsuitable.  Feudal relations were not suited to developing modern farming methods.  From 1500 to 1800. The agricultural revolution was restricted by strip farming and common land, the absentee landlord squandered surplus value in high living, a tenant farmer without rights hesitates to invest in his farm.

If productive forces can develop under a social order, then the social order will continue to exist.  Will the working class tolerate capitalism so long as it gives them a living?

A new social order cannot come into being until the material conditions for its existence have developed.  The 1848 Comminist Manifesto was premature, capitalism was developing rapidly in Europe. Was socialism possible in the Russian economy of 1917 or the Chinese economy of 1949?

How does society change?

The relations of productions cause class conflict.  Feudal lord versus serf and capitalist. The capitalist seeks to maximise profit, and minimise the wage bill and maximise output. The working class resists and developes class conciousness, forming trade unions and labour parties.

Class analysis was well known before Marx, but he developed it, and applied it systematically.

Class conflict is the motor of change from one economic type of society to another. Revolutions are tipping points in history. 

But man makes history, and does so because thinking changes. Historical changes cause the development of ideas. Man takes part in class conflict.  In doing so man develops ideas; political, religious, artistic ideas.  We are conscious of class conflict thro the lens of  these ideas .

For example, religious fundamentalists may share a common bible, but what drives people to live at peace one year and take up arms next year will be different in an Afghan village to a Bradford council estate to a Saudi doctor. 

The working class does not necessarily develop a high degree of class-consciousness.  Marx distinguished between a class-in-itself and a class-for-itself. Which category do you fall into?

Man makes history, and history makes man.

Economics

From 1850 onwards Marx’s main pre-occupation was the writing of his explanation of how a capitalist economy works.  Despite a great facility for writing, he really struggled with it, eventually publishing volume one of his Magnum Opus in 1867.  Volumes two and three were cobbled together from his notes by Engels after his death.  

It had no effect on academic economics.

He took classical economics as he found it, solved several problems in it and developed a number of theories.  Meanwhile academic economics took a new direction, developed a new language, ignored the questions he was asking and completely ignored the work he produced.  The only time that an economist comes across Marxism is if they become involved in socialist politics.

He insisted that there is no point in separating economics from politics. For instance the close relationship of economics and war, the causes of war and the ability to wage it. Mainstream economics refuses to engage with this, rigidly separating what it defines as ‘politics’ from economics. 

It is rarely read by socialists, Capital starts with 80 pages on the Commodity, This is like starting a manual on human biology with 80 pages on the cell. 

Commodity fetishism: the commodity is an extraordinary feature of capitalism, wherein we produce for sale, for money, for wages, for riches, rather than for use.  This causes a peculiar view of the world, but one we are so used to that we are often unaware of its peculiarity. Once read, his view of the commodity  never goes away.  It does influence our culture, eg as Wilde’s definition of a cynic as one who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing. 

Occasionally we ponder on the use of the banking industry, how does it enhance the human condition? …or advertising.  There is a small fraction of this industry which produces useful information.  For the most part it produces nothing of use-value, existing only as a means of large firms to control the market. Yet you will rarely find any reference in economic textbooks either to this huge waste of resources, or to the damage to our culture by the constant bombarding by lies.  In the eyes of the economist , because advertising is an integral part of our economy, it is obviously useful.  It is only seen as a waste if you imagine a different society without this advertising.

Marx’s labour theory of value showed that exchange value and price is determined by the amount of work put in to production.  With regards to explaining prices, it is essentially no different from modern price theory.  But the presentation of the theory had enormous propaganda or psychological impact, because it raised the question of whether the capitalist had a moral right to profit.  It changed the word “exploitation” from simple amoral meaning of “use” to the modern immoral ‘theft’, the theft of surplus value.  

But it is still just propaganda, because, so long as workers prefer to live with capitalism rather than destroy it, they still need businessmen to run the economy.  

He examined how the accumulation of wealth happened, exposing the myths that the wealth of the captains of industry are a reward for hard work, abstemious lifestyle and saving up your pennies.  

Marx was starting to look at the effects of globalisation in later life.  Bear in mind that globalisation undermines most reforms that governments put in place to control capitalism.

He had three theories on wages, namely the reserve army of labour, the pauperisation of the working class and the exchange value of labour power.  In very simple terms 

· the reserve army means a pool of unemployed workers will exist, so as to keep wages down, 

· pauperisation means using whatever other means are necessary to keep wages down and productivity up, and 

· the exchange value of labour means that, as much as they hate it, capitalists can’t get production without workers. And workers must be paid sufficient to reproduce the next generation of workers. 

Incidentally, Marx loved Charles Dickens.  I say this because in Marx’s economics he focussed on the relations between the manual working class and owners of factories.  The nature of work for salaried employees has some differences from the factory floor, but to analyse these you will have to go elsewhere and Dickens is as good a place as any.

Lastly Marx analysed economic crises, recessions, depressions, slumps, trade cycles or whatever you want to call them.  He spent years at the British Museum pouring over statistics and factory reports.  He was probably one of the first economic historians.  I don’t say he founded the discipline because his work was ignored by academics. He did this work because of the effects of trade crises on unemployment and wages.  

He demonstrated that capitalism has inherent instability.  Seventy years later Keynes repeated the exercise without any reference to Marx.  Keynes took the economics further because he had a particular agenda, developing government intervention to control the excesses of capitalism, to prevent socialism.  Forty years later, in 1976 Prime Minister Jim Callaghan told the Labour Party Conference that Keynesianism ‘no longer works, even if it ever did’. In 2008 Brown undertook the biggest bail-out in history, and nationalised half the banking industry with a nonchalance that must make every oligarch wonder just how safe their company is.

A-level economics could predict the current economic crisis. There is nothing special in understanding  the mechanics of the crisis. Proper analysis would go further and examine  the forces that lead to financial deregulation and to why bankers and government did not use A-level economics.

Appendix - Why I am a Marxist

Because I use his theories every day in my life, and they work. Once immersed in his theories, from my experience they become simple and obvious They make life easier. 

When my wife leaves me a list of jobs to do, I remember that ‘freedom is the recognition of necessity’.I use his economics in my work for the National Union of Teachers where my job is to listen to desperately unhappy teachers who cannot understand why their lives are being destroyed.  They are mostly only vaguely aware of the themes running behind the reforms of the public sector. Usually they personalise their situation as being the fault of the headteacher and usually I try to explain how the head is operating in a system brought in since 1988 which has a deliberate design, even if the head is also a bastard.  Understanding why things are happening to themselves helps get a grip on the whirling maelstrom of thought processes that stress induces.

However, if the theories are simple and obvious, it is only because of because of continuous application. When I chat to people I will analyse their relations of work. Every time I go abroad I read up on the area’s history. And the theories appear different every time I go back to them.

Appendix – you could divide idealists into two types:

1 materialists who fall into idealist traps of not being dispassionate, or being mentally lazy, or who forget that knowledge is a process.

2 idealist and proud of it, such as religion.

3. And any one of a million combinations of the two

Appendix - Why is Marxism seen as dogmatic?

Because it often is, but this is true of all political movements. Besides a way of thinking, Marxism is a political movement. Political conflict fuels dogmatism.  Movements require slogans and simple rallying calls.  It can be tempting to stick to the stereotype.  Minority movements need to bolster their confidence, they meet as a group to reinforce their beliefs.  They need solidarity.  They cannot afford debate at critical times.

This produces a contradiction.  Debate and freedom of thought is a long-term requirement for socialism.  It is required to choose the correct direction.  It also undermines effective action, eg armies require obedience to orders.

Class conflict can lead to civil war.  It did so in both Russia and China, the first socialist countries.  In both those countries the working class was a minority of the population, the communist party was correspondingly weak.  Weakness undermines debate.

Appendix - Why is there opposition to dialectics?

1. Opposition exists at an emotional level, and can be very strong.  I have seen this regularly in my A Level classes where I introduce students to dialectical thinking.  A significant portion of students really do not like the uncertainty, they want absolute statements.  I wonder if the dislike is a type of autism.  Sometimes it is mental laziness, sometimes they are simply not interested in the topic.  Where dialectics is combined with poor teaching, the results are disastrous.

2. There is little tradition of dialectics in Britain.

3. Application of dialectics to history and economics has political consequences, and on the whole eminent academics will be opposed to these consequences, as undermining their position in society.  So they are going to resist any aspect of a philosophy which promotes them.  Though, usually, it is easiest to ignore the concept.

Appendix: Economic Determinism

It is common for academic historians to classify Marxism as economic determinism, and then, I assume, to dismiss it.  

I believe there are several confusions.

1. Historians are working with simplistic assumptions of what Marx is supposed to have said.  For instance, that the English civil war was a war between the rising capitalist class who were aware of their class interests and feudal landlords who were fighting for their class interests.  Marx did not dismiss the effects of religious views in history.  What he did say is that religious views are formed in the context of how society is organised and the relations of productions are the most influential feature of social organisation.

2. Marxists may make simplistic statements about history; they want them to be true, or it is easier than living with complexity.  These statements are then taken to be “Marxism”.

3. Historians who are anti-communist will look for means to undermine Marxism.

4. Historians who do not understand that Marx was working at several levels.

Appendix – brief list of key events in Marx’s life

	1818


	Born in Rhineland.  Father was a lawyer

	1841


	Graduated in philosophy. Expections of career as professor of philosophy ends as the state clamped down on left-wing philosophy.  Revolutionary fervour builds across Europe.

	1842 - 48


	Starts career as a journalist.  For six years pro-democracy and pro-revolution papers are opened and then banned.  Marx moves from city to city, often exiled.



	1844


	Meets Engels, form life-long partnership.  Marx begins his study of economics and history.

	1848


	Communist Manifesto published.

	1849


	Democratic and revolutionary movements crushed across Europe.

Marx escapes to London, where he sets up home, raises his family and lives for rest of his life.  He earns his living as a journalist, augmented by finance from Engels.

Marx begins work on Capital.



	1864


	The International Working Men’s Association is formed, with Marx as secretary.  This organisation plays an important part in the birth of the international labour movement.  Marxism as a philosophy and international movement also exists by now.



	1867


	Volume one of Capital is published.

	1883


	Dies aged 65.


