
Karl Marx is a name that is still very familiar to many people around the world.  His ideas 
led to a worldwide rethinking of economic systems, which itself led to the rise of one of the 
largest world powers in modern times.  I’m sure you’ve heard the terms “Marxism”, “socialism”, 
and “communism” in your life (usually as an insult, especially here in America), which shows just 
how impactful Marx’s ideas were at the time and continue to be.  Today isn’t going to be a 
detailed breakdown of his economic ideas, however, just a quick overview and how they relate 
to our UU principles.  I’ve done some research into this stuff, but I’m no economist and couldn’t 
really do the subject justice.  With all that said, here we go. 

Karl Marx is a “historical materialist”.  This may sound fancy, but it just means that 
change happens because of material, or physical, things rather than spiritual things.  As you no 
doubt remember from the lesson on Hegel, he felt that things change as a result of “dialectics”, 
when an idea is met with an opposing idea which ends up producing a new idea that is a 
combination of the best of the other two ideas.  Marx felt that this was basically right, but that it 
isn’t ideals clashing that push history forward, it is clashes between social and economic 
classes over resources and material goods that push history forward.  This is also called 
“dialectical materialism”. 

Marx was alive in a time where the industrial revolution had created a society in which 
the working class was exploited and kept impoverished, usually in very unsafe working 
conditions.  Everyone, from children to pregnant women to the elderly, were expected to work 
long hours for little compensation to meet the desires of the rich upper class.  He also saw the 
disillusionment of the common people, a state that he called “alienation” and felt that we could 
become alienated from our work, our world, and ourselves in capitalism. He saw that we are 
forced to do work that doesn’t appeal to us on any meaningful level just to survive; we typically 
don’t get to enjoy the benefits of our labor, since our bosses take the profits and the products 
are sold; and since the work we get stuck with is often so removed from who we are and who 
we want to be, we end up disconnected from ourselves and the world around us.  All of these 
things enraged Karl Marx and caused him to become bitterly critical of capitalism, an economic 
system that he saw as exploitative and damaging to the majority to serve the needs of the few.  

He also saw that capitalism was inherently self-destructive.  Capitalism routinely finds 
new ways to “innovate” in order to increase efficiency, which is usually in the form of 
automation.  When tasks are automated, the number of people needed in the workforce is 
decreased, which decreases the amount of people employers need to pay, but also reduces the 
amount of people able to buy their products.  Capitalism is also focused on maximizing profits, 
and two big ways to do so are via outsourcing and wage stagnation.  When companies 
outsource, they relocate jobs to regions or countries where they can pay workers much lower 
than they could in their home country, such as when clothing companies open workshops in 
places like Bangladesh and pay the workers 50 cents or less per day for garments that will sell 
for hundreds of dollars.  Like with automation, outsourcing puts people in the home country out 
of a job, further reducing the amount of people with meaningful purchasing power to keep the 
supply and demand chain moving forward.  Wage stagnation takes place when average wages 
paid to workers is kept high enough to comply with state and federal rules, but low enough that 
the people at the top of the company can collect the largest possible profit from the work. 
Again, this weakens the purchasing power of the populace and weakens the system, since 



capitalism needs healthy demand from consumers so they can make money on supplying that 
demand. 

Together with Friedrich Engels, Marx wrote The Communist Manifesto, which  
condemned capitalism and the inherent issues it has with suppressing the “proletariat”, or 
working class, for the benefit of the “bourgeoisie”, or the capitalists, who he saw as the new 
ruling class, as well as outlining his historical materialist analysis of the history of society.  He 
opined that capitalism was harmful to the people of the world, and the only way to free the world 
from its power was for the proletariat to rise up and take control by force.  This would then lead 
to a “dictatorship of the proletariat”, in which the working class would assume full control of the 
government, factories, stores, etc. and would fundamentally change the societal landscape to 
have it work for the workers rather than the rich elite.  This stage is commonly referred to as 
“socialism”.  After this was firmly established, it would then lead to communism (a term he did 
not invent, but he definitely popularized), where everything is communally owned by everyone 
and a state would be reached where, as Marx put it, “from each according to their abilities, to 
each according to their needs”, or everyone is working not for profit, but for the common good 
as best as they can and receiving a portion of the overall effort that is proportional to what they 
need, as opposed to the excesses of the bourgeoisie.  This manifesto led to political upheavals 
worldwide, most famously in China and especially in Russia and surrounding countries 
(becoming known as the USSR), quickly becoming the second largest power in the world 
behind America.   We can see the ripples of Marx’s work to this day, with politicians such as 
Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez openly calling themselves and their political 
positions as “socialist” and working to implement changes to the established capitalist systems 
in our country. 

We can see that a lot of Marx’s views line up with our UU principles, especially when 
we’re talking about fairness and justice for all people, as well as celebrating the inherent worth 
of all life.  He was angry that so many people were being treated as disposable tools to make 
the rich richer, that society had placed so much emphasis on wealth that it had created two 
classes of people, with one being inherently “inferior” to the other due to the amount of 
resources they happened to have.  And, as capitalism exploits the workers for profit, it also 
exploits the world and its resources for profit, which shows a clear disrespect for life and for the 
web of existence in which we are all a part.  Many of his views line up with the principles that 
we, as Universalist Unitarians, try to live by every day. 

So that’s Karl Marx.  I know this was a bit lengthy, but he has had a bigger impact on the 
world, particularly the modern world, than any of the other philosophers we have covered so far, 
so there was a lot to cover.  Anyway, what do you guys think?  Is Karl Marx correct in his 
assessment of capitalism?  What about his view on world change, that it’s due to conflicts of 
power structures rather than ideological or spiritual matters?  If you found this lesson interesting, 
I urge you to do some more reading on the matter and come to your own conclusions about all 
of this, don’t ever take my word or anyone else’s as the undeniable truth.  I hope summer is 
going well for you guys.  This next week is supposed to be hot, so go outside with your family 
and squirt the water hose at each other or something else fun and water-related.  Anyway, take 
care, be safe, WASH YOUR HANDS, and I’ll talk to you next time.  
  


