
Marx Notes 

Vahid Nick Pay 

The first question is was there any political theory in Marx ideology? No on alike Marx has been 

debated, plagiarized, vulgarized and misrepresented and copied like Marx. There are many 

debates on how Marx really was. The positions that Marxists took on Marx is largely tied to the 

fortunes of the revolutionary socialism. Hence the question “who was Max” has different 

answers. One can find a Marx who was the founder of the science and nature and everything that 

is called materialism. Such a position could be found in Lenin's essays. In official 

Russian sociology one could also find a crude vulgarization of Marx. Elsewhere accounts on 

Marx could be observed as an utterly sophisticated philosopher, for instance in the works of 

Gyorgy Lukacs for instance in his History and Class Consciousness.  

So who was the real Marx? In a sense it does not really matter, whether it is a very vulgar or 

sophisticated Marx, the way the Marxism is constructed is the product of the readings that are in 

themselves innocent. But again this is not true either because there cannot be any innocent 

reading of Marx as there could not be any innocent reading of any political philosopher or 

political theorist. When we read it we are doing it in a particular political environment that 

determine our understanding as the French Philosopher Louis Althusser put it, and this is true for 

any political philosopher. Many other Marxologists alluded themselves that Marx was always 

consistent and his works were always illuminating and every word he wrote was the definitive 

right word. This kind of religious approach to Marx was very much dominant in the soviet 

dialectics of the materialism. It considers Marx writings as the scripture, biblical scripture to be 



interpreted and which cannot be wrong. Everyone else could be wrong not Marx.  So there are 

lots of eastern and western thinkers who try to argue that Marx was always right and his theories 

were always consistent. So we get these different kinds of Marxisms running through these 

interpretations. None of these accounts of who Marx really was could be blamed on him, and he 

famously once reportedly said, if I know one thing, that things is that I am not a Marxist! Indeed 

it wasn't  Marx's intention to create a great historico-philosophical theory of human history let 

alone some kind of dialectical materialist account of nature and universe. You need to remember 

that in all these voluminous books, the vast majority of them were never intended for 

publication. The vast majority were his ideas being worked on paper and thinking about things. 

So a very little volume he wrote was actually intended for publication. And one that was really 

intended for publication, Das Kapital, is an incredibly complex word and difficult to read, and 

has not reductive theory of politics and society.  

Marx is also an immigrant, he is a political refugee, he had a large family, was not very able at 

finding jobs. He was an academic, hence all these factors combined did not result in a consistent 

scholarship. So we should say that it is true that there are major inconsistencies in Marx's works, 

something that the Marxist militant would never be prepared to admit. There are incompleteness, 

there are passages that stop abruptly and do not go further. There are conceptual problems with 

the ideas he puts forward. And that was not surprising given what he was. He was many things, a 

philosopher, an economist, and above all a revolutionary.  It is evident that Marx was concerned 

with understanding politics of this era, and about how politics can be changed, and how can it be 

used as a toll for social and economic transformation. Hence in that respect we should say of 

course that Marx was a political theorist.  But it does not follow automatically that there was a 

systematic and coherent theory in Marx's works. In a sense one could even reject the idea that 



there is a political theory in Marx's works. Because Marx's theory of history or historical 

materialism sees political conflict simply as an expression of class conflict. Politics in this 

regards is class related, it is a reflection of the struggles that go on at the level of economic 

structures of the society. That state has one main function in those societies to support and 

further the interest of the economically dominant classes in modern societies which is of course 

the capitalist society. More than this he adds that in a society where the class is abolished, where 

there is no class related politics, the state will disappear and what we are left with is not politics 

but simple administration of “things”, rather than administration of “men”. In this kind of society 

politics is overcome, in this kind of society you have democracy in its purest sense where people 

govern themselves, they are self governing but at the same time they overcome isolation and 

alienation of capitalist society. So in this sense we could say that there is no political theory of 

Marxism. Marx simply reduces politics to economics, and to the class struggle, so the politics in 

his ideology is related to his theory of history and to economics which are defined as the 

dynamics of the political society. But this kind of judgement is too quick because we need to see 

the Marx's complexities as well and by doing so we can see that there is some political theory in 

Marx's works. Nonetheless this will not "a" theory of politics, rather it is a number of different 

theories of politics. But the judgement of Marx as a simple technological and economical 

determinist who was not interested in thinking about various forms of politics throughout the 

history and in the modern society that view is wrong.  

Before 1844 Marx's writings are mainly philosophical, he was engaging with Hegel, and with a 

group of young German authors and thinkers who called themselves left Hegelians, what these 

wished to do was to take Hegel's work and use it to criticize the Prussian state, and importantly 

the religion. The most important of these left Hegelians was a man called Ludwig Feuerbach. He 



rejected Hegel's philosophy for his idealism. In contrast Feuerbach argued for materialism. Now 

in this context materialism concerns ideas about the world, and it is a product of the organization 

of material world. The ideas are determined by the way in which matter is organized, the way it 

is constructed. So at some level this is a kind of denial of God, of supernatural forces, of spirit, 

and an argument that is you want to understand things you have to consider them as organic 

material beings with their places in the natural order.  

Now in contrast to this materialism we might put Hegel's idealism. For Hegel we can see the 

world, the material world, as a product of different historical consciousness, or historical ideas. 

The categories which give meaning to the world and therefore to us are a reflection of a level of 

development of something that he calls the universal spirit. Spirit is a kind of metaphysical 

counterpart of God in the Christian theology. Spirit for Hegel is what drives human history 

towards a specific goal, so it is this universal spirit that moves the human history which does so 

in order to meet a specific end and that end is the self-realization. All Hegel’s philosophy 

including what he postulated about the philosophy of right, about the state is ultimately shaped 

by this belief in spirit as a metaphysical driver of human history of the world, of the universe, so 

it is a deeply religious philosophy and Feuerbach rejects this. He rejects Hegel's account on 

religion and claims that religions and all ideas of God are an expression of what human beings 

find out about themselves when they ask the question who are we what is our nature. So for 

Feuerbach God, the belief in supernatural entities, supernatural beings, is a projection made by 

men for their inner nature.   

Now Marx's early works are influenced by this kind of materialism forwarded by Feuerbach 

through criticizing Hegel. But he comes to reject Feuerbach's materialism, because he argues that 



Feuerbach reduces religious belief to a reflection of this basic human nature human essence. 

Marx instead postulates that the human nature which Feuerbach treats as the essence of man and 

the foundations form which the ideas of religions and God arise, is itself a creation of what he 

calls the "ensemble of social relations". Hence for Marx, Feuerbach deprives the human nature 

from its historical context. He believes that Feuerbach overlooks the fact that the religious 

sentiment is itself a social product, and the abstract individual that he analyzes belongs to a 

particular form of society".  What kind of society? A capitalist society.  

After1844, we see a brake in Marx’s works, he turns from earlier engagements with these 

strongly philosophical themes to a critic of the works of classical political economists: the 

theorists of commercial and capitalist society. And of course this ultimately results in his major 

book The Capital. So from around 1844-1845 Marx's focus  is on this capitalism of production 

and its role in the formation of the modern bourgeois society. Before getting to 1845, there are 

two important pieces of work that help to understand his critic of the political economy in the 

capitalist society, one of these works is called "critique of Hegel's doctrine of state". And the 

other is a short essay called "on the Jewish question".  The first of these is an explicit critique of 

Hegel. Hence it is largely caught in Hegelian vocabulary and Hegelian method i.e. the dialectical 

method. Marx in this book analyzes Hegel's famous book on state, politics, ethics in the 

philosophy of right. He goes on to criticize Hegel's view that the state is the end of human 

history, or that the state is the communal form of life, in which  the diverse conflicting interests 

of the civil society are reconciled.  

For Hegel the model state is a set of institutions that safeguards the common good. The 

philosophy of right book is an exploration of how the conflict between atomized individuals in 



the modern civil society can be overcome through these institutions of the state. State become 

what he calls an ethical community. Thus Hegel is tried to reconcile two conceptions of freedom: 

an ancient concept of freedom in polis as an organic community where the citizenship is actively 

involved in act of law making and the modern concept of freedom that we find in  the 

commercial society where individuals pursue their values, interests in isolation from each other. 

This is where relations are primarily based on contract. Now in this theory the political 

community is separate from the civil society. Political community is the state, that should be 

representative of various interests in civil society, so we see this in the theory of representative 

government. For Hegel the state  should not be seen as  a kind of vessel for different interests or 

a reflection of different interests. It should rather be about promoting a community where men 

are bound together through ethical commitments in time. Hence Hegel tries to synthesize these 

two understandings of freedom. The freedom to govern oneself as a part of a community that 

governs itself and the freedom to pursue one's interests as one sees fit. And this is achieved 

through living under or in ethical community that is the state.  As said before all this is set up by 

Hegel’s understanding of spirit and its journey through history towards self realization. Spirit 

achieves self-realization in the state, the state is the highest form of human society.  And all of 

the history has been a march towards this end.   

Marx in the critique of Hegel's doctrine of state challenges this notion. He does this in two ways, 

firstly while Hegel sees the state in the modern society as a means of securing the general good, 

creating this ethical community by reconciling conflicting interests of the civil society, Marx 

sees the modern state not as the representation of general good but as representation of a 

particular social interests, the interests of aristocracy and the bourgeois. Now there is nothing 

exceptional about this critique. We have seen this in other authors, we have seen this in Adam 



Smith when he criticizes mercantilist society that represents the interests of aristocracy. Hence 

Marx also argues that he state does not represent the general good. It does not represent all the 

community, but one particular kind of community.   

The second way in which he challenges Hegel which is a very important factor on taking a 

different path towards communism, is his rejection of Hegel's religious and mystifying the nature 

of history. Here again the Feuerbach's criticism of Hegel is reflected in which he makes men's 

thoughts and actions a reflection of spirits march through history. Marx takes the Feuerbach as a 

materialist, as a secular and expands on it to argue that the ideas about God about religion and 

most significantly ideas in general about men's place in the world and their relations to one 

another are a reflection of their material relations. In the other article "on the Jewish question", 

he says more clearly that the state is  a reflection of the interests of the bourgeois, the 

enlightenment and the French revolution have proclaimed the universal rights for men. Outlined 

in constitutions and laws protected by the state. But this formal equality that is bestowed on men 

in a liberal society disguises the real inequality that exists in the terms of distribution of material 

resources and wealth. The citizen in these societies, in the bourgeois society, is self-interested, 

isolated and above all protected in their possession and the use of property. Marx says that state 

does represent the universal interests of citizens, but the citizen is the one understood in this 

manner.  

The title "on the Jewish question " comes from Marx's response to an argument put forward by 

someone called Bruno Bauer another left Hegelian.  Bauer was arguing that the Jews in Prussia 

should not be given the emancipation. The reason for that being, was the any genuine 

emancipation for men requires the emancipation from religion. So Bauer's argument was for 



secularization of state, the treatment of all individuals as equals under the law, and the relegation 

of all religions to private interests. But Marx’s argument was that the problem with this argument 

is that it ignores the fact that religion is simply a product of the conflicts that go on in the civil 

society. He says: “ religious suffering is the expression of real suffering and the protest against 

the real suffering, religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of the hardest world, 

and the soul of the soulless conditions, it is the opium of the people”. So religion is the opium of 

the people, it is something which gives comfort to people who are materially deprived alienated 

oppressed and we will be able to abolish religion only when we abolish the conditions that 

contribute to it: poverty, alienation etc.  

So Marx’s answer to Bauer’s answer to the Jewish question is that we do not need the 

secularization of the state, what we need is to abolish the state itself. More precisely what we 

need is to abolish the political community and the civil society. Thus Marx like Hegel wants to 

overcome that distinction between the political community and the civil society. But his 

argument is that this cannot be through the state. State is the vehicle of particular interest. It has 

to come through the abolition of the state, and the only way to abolish the state is to abolish the 

conditions that give rise to its existence and those are the conditions of the bourgeois or capitalist 

society. Thus in his earlier works Marx argues for an ideal type of community which is a 

democracy. But not a representative democracy. Not even a kind of Rousseauian democracy. But 

the democracy in which every individual lives in a self governing communities where they are 

not alienated or separated form each others. This is a very vague idea. And is not actually given 

much weight elsewhere out of the Marxist world. Marx’s ideas pursue some precise objective 

that of understanding how bourgeois capitalist society works, through examining its dynamics 

and its future development. He is also concerned to develop what he calls the materialist 



conception of the history and this comes through the engagement with the political economists. 

This is what has been labelled as historical materialism.  

It is often said that the best account of the historical materialism is given in one paragraph that 

Marx writes in 1859 in his preface to the contribution to the critique of political economy. That 

paragraph highlights the forms of societies’ rise and fall according to the level of the 

development of the productive forces.  At this level it appears that all is directed towards 

technological development causes. In a society that is directed by the level of the technological 

development of the productive forces, the way those productive forces are organized determine 

the relation between distinct groups in that society with their distinct role in the productive 

process. We tend to find throughout the human history that there is a group that effectively 

controls the means of production. Then we will find a group of people who rely on their work, in 

order to survive. These are the immediate producers in the history, peasants, wage laborers, so of 

course these groups are classless, in terms of their relations to the mean of production. Modern 

capitalist society of course utilized two classes, the capitalist class and the proletariat. The 

capitalist class owns and effectively controls the means of production, the workers own only 

their labor power which they sell to the capitalists in return of the wage.  Now if one goes back 

to that more general theory of the history, according to Marx when a certain level of 

development of the productive forces is achieved, a contradiction and an incompatibility between 

the technology and the society emerges which characterizes the class relations. Here an 

inevitable rapture in social structure occurs. This rapture is a result of the emergence of a new 

mode of production which completely alters the previous relation. This is a process that signals 

the transition from feudal to capitalist society.  



The development of the productive forces favors the emergence of trade and commerce and 

wealth and the emergence of the industry. The first step is the mechanization of agriculture. This 

transition from feudalism to capitalism leads to a system in which the capitalists are in a much 

stronger position. This in parallel also increasingly undermines the role of the aristocracy, its 

political role. Hence the introduction of the capitalist society creates a new form of class 

relations. Next stage of development will be marked by a fundamental contradictions between 

the productive forces of the capitalist society and its relations of the production. This will give 

rise to transition of the capitalist to communist society.  As capitalists rely increasingly on 

mechanization, they employ less and less labor, and this creates a crisis in capitalism, which has 

recurrent periods of boom and slum. Capital gets more concentrated, there are always fewer and 

fewer capitalists, more and more people are being pushed to the ranks of the proletariat, we have 

a great social mobilization and this is the economical conditions that lead to a social and political 

revolution,  in which communist society eventually prevails. 

Through this definition of the capitalist society one gets a straightforward idea of what the 

function of the states are.  The state and the politics are simply an instrument of the class rule. 

One finds this also in the communist manifesto where the existence of the modern state is seen as 

a committee to manage the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie. Marx has more subtle 

views of the state which is a complex view of the state and the society. This is manifested in his 

analysis of the relationships between economics and politics in specific contexts.  He recognizes 

that the outcome of the political class conflicts is always contingent and is related to specific 

forms of the state, its roles and procedures.  This type of state maintains social order and 

prohibits or stops the prospects of a real social revolution.  



Finally we should consider his writing with regard to the politics through an analysis of the civil 

war in France. This is concerning the Paris communion in 1871, which was an attempt to create a 

working class government.  Following the French defeat in the Franco-Prussians war in 1870 the 

commune attempted to set up a workers government by adopting a system of direct democracy. 

The commune had no distinctions between the legislative and executive functions, and the 

members of the Paris Commune were subject to constant recall by the council. So it was a kind 

of direct democracy which was charged with defending the workers government in the city 

against bourgeois to reclaim all their properties.  Marx’s interest in the Paris commune is because 

it is a model for him of a post-revolutionary polity, the outcome the revolution. In his view what 

happens is that the workers get organized into councils, whose function is to select delegates, at 

the level of the city or the region or nation. The function of regional or national or city commune 

is to seize control of the means of coercion and violence to protect the revolutionaries against the 

capitalist bourgeois counter-revolutions. So the commune could provide a blueprint for the kind 

of government in a post-revolutionary socialism. What we need to bear in mind is that this form 

of post-revolutionary politics like the Paris Commune is regarded as a temporary system of 

government. It is not designed for a permanent administration of the socialist and economist 

society. This is so as Marx envisaged another polity in a communist society here there is no need 

for political organization altogether. Hence it could be conclude that there is no indeed for a 

theory of politics and indeed a monolithic theory of politics is systematically absent in all 

Marxist political treatises.   

Marx said little about the mechanisms of the proletariat’s revolutions and revolutionary phases. 

In his later works on the civil war in France, there is indeed little insight into what the post-

revolutionary polity would look like. Why was that so? Maybe because he was too busy writing 



on other issues. But it might have been due to his failure to understand the importance of the 

political organization and the political power in transforming societies. So there is a question 

about the politics, how the revolution materializes and how a post-revolutionary polity should 

look like. These are questions that are treated by later Marxists like Lenin and Gramsci.  
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