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Kate Keller  

April 13, 2009 

 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels The Communist Manifesto 

 

Strategy for teaching Marx:  

 

Day one:  Historical context on IR, Marx and Engels, Understanding Marx (sections 

I, II, III below) 

 

Day two: Relating Marx to Freedom and two of Tom’s suggested discussion topics 

(section IV and Tom’s handout)  

 

I. Historical context to the Industrial Revolution and Marxism   

 
 The nineteenth century in Europe is said to be overshadowed by two 
revolutions—the French Revolution of 1789 and the Industrial Revolution.  The French 

Revolution, although it ended with the restoration of the King, introduced the real 
possibility of political democracy, social equality and sovereignty of the nation in 

Europe. The Industrial Revolution introduced new forms of production and the 
ascendance of industrial capitalism.   The use of new technology (steam engine, spinning 
jenny) allowed for a major transformation because it meant the substitution of inanimate 

sources of energy (coal) for human and animal power. However, technology led to 
industrialization only due to the long-term growth of capitalism dating back to the 

sixteenth century. Beginning in the 1780s, a breakthrough occurred in the use of coal-
powered engines in England which began the transition from an agrarian handicraft 
economy to an economy dominated by industry and machine manufacture. Work done b y 

hand, in the home or in shops, began to transition to reliance on machine production of 
goods in mills and factories.  By 1830 there were over one million people employed in 

textile production in Britain. Through the nineteenth century industrialization spread 
across Europe, the United States and Japan, in the form of mines, factories and railroads.   
 

 One of the most important consequences of the Industrial Revolution was the rise 
of class society in Europe. The elite class, or bourgeoisie (“burghers”—townspeople), 

grew wealthy off industrialization and embraced the political ideology of liberalism 
which prized freedom of speech and the press, voting rights and limited intervention in 
the economy.  Bourgeois Europeans developed a cultural identity that emphasized 

moderation, frugality, and sexual restraint as they sought to separate themselves from 
both the aristocracy and laboring classes.  

 
 A new working class emerged as industrialization advanced as well. The social 
consequences of working class life often included a loss of personal identity for artisans 

reduced to unskilled labor.  Working class people developed mutual aid societies, unions, 
and their own forms of urban leisure. However, their lives were highly influenced by 

conditions of work and housing. Rapidly urbanized areas were rampant with over-
crowding and experienced epidemics of diseases like cholera and tuberculosis. Factory 
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work was often difficult, dangerous and poorly paid.  By the 1840s many working class 
political responses had emerged ranging from machine-breaking to unionism and utopian 

socialism (isolated communities that sometimes shared property and collective ownership 
of the means of production).  Marx would go even farther by demanding complete 

political revolution. He chose the term “communism,” coined by Frenchman Etienne 
Cabet, to distance himself from the utopian socialists.  
  

 While the French revolution and liberalism seemed to promise political equality, 
industrialization had deepened economic inequalities.  Marx had observed workers in the 

French revolution of 1830 swiftly lose power to a bourgeois liberal government.  Such 
failed revolutions meant that Marx and others rejected political liberalism and utopian 
socialism and demanded radical transformative solutions. The Manifesto was published 

on the eve of major European revolutions in 1848 and was meant to radicalize workers 
and revolutionaries who were often of a liberal and nationalist bent.   

 
 Or, in lieu of explaining the IR, give them a feel for the time by referring to these 
two primary sources online. )   Ask students to consider how the Communist Manifesto is 

a response to these conditions.  
https://eee.uci.edu/clients/bjbecker/PlaguesandPeople/week8d.html (Observations on the 

Filth in the Thames, 1855)  
http://www.victorianweb.org/history/workers2.html (The Physical Deterioration of the 
textile workers, 1833 

 
II. Marx and Engels background  

 

 Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) were both German and 
came from bourgeois families.  Marx was educated in Berlin in philosophy and worked 

as a journalist when he began to become interested in the condition of the working class.  
Engels had been gone to Manchester, England to help manage a cotton factory owned by 

his father.  In 1844 the two men met in England and collaborated on writing.  Apparently 
Marx wrote the text of the Manifesto although Engels collaborated on the ideas.  
 

III. Understanding Marx 

 

 a. terms in the Manifesto In order to begin understanding Marx‟s ideas I propose 
the following: Ask students to generate a list of terms from the text (or make your own):  
communism, capitalism, bourgeoisie, proletariat, private property, means of production, 

wage- labor, etc. In groups or as a class define the terms by referencing the text. Carolyn 
Johnston‟s reading in the syllabus and materials on the WHGC website might come in 

handy.  Ask students to think about how their own definitions might differ with those of 
Marx.  
 

 In particular, I will focus on the definition of capitalism. I usually refer them to 
the root of the word and ask them what “capital” is to emphasize the role of investing 

capital in order to increase profits.  In addition, you may wish to emphasize the 
importance of the role of private individuals as investors in capitalism as opposed to a 

https://eee.uci.edu/clients/bjbecker/PlaguesandPeople/week8d.html
http://www.victorianweb.org/history/workers2.html
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state-controlled economy (contrast to mercantilism or socialism).  You might also 
consider different kinds of capitalism (agrarian capitalism, industrial cap italism, 

consumer capitalism) in explaining this term. 
 

 b. Marx the historian In addition to radicalizing socialist thinking of his time, 
Marx‟s ideas are unique because of his scientific perspective of history.  He did not 
merely propose a political philosophy and advocate revolution, but analyzed history to 

make the claim that human society had passed through multiple phases of class struggle 
leading inevitably to communism.  

 Engage in a discussion with the students about Marx‟s conception of history.  
What is Marx‟s view on history? Follow up by looking carefully at historical analysis on 
pp. 9-12   

 c. Marx’s argument How and why Marx does critique capitalism? What 
arguments does he use?  How persuasive is he?  

 
 IV. Relating Marx to Freedom  

 

 Perhaps on Wednesday (section day) the class could define freedom and hash out 
the issues raised by Tony in the freedom lecture.  If the students have come up with a 

definition or some questions around the theme they should begin to integrate Marx into 
this continuing discussion.  Here you may wish to introduce Marx‟s concept of dialectical 
materialism and the “end of history” (see website materials for explanation of these 

ideas). In the march of history Marx believed that society would eventually fully develop 
and achieve transcendence after a series of struggles, resulting in true freedom.   

 
 I found this quote from historian Martin Malia helpful in explaining this concept: 
“The human condition is, first, one of „alienating‟ dependence on nature, which man 

invents tools to master.  Technological development, however, leads to a „division of 
labor‟ which creates the further alienation of humanity split into warring social classes, 

thereby surrendering the primal unity of the species.  Marx‟s ideas of „emancipation‟ 
from these dehumanizing forms of servitude, therefore does not mean individual 
freedom.  It means rather, liberation of the species over the long haul of history from the 

socioeconomic shackles of its own creation.”1 
 

What is freedom according to Marx? How does he define it? According to Marx, what 
are bourgeois conceptions of freedom? How might communism present a free society? 
How does Marx see capitalism as limiting freedom?  

 
 

  

                                                 
1
 Martin Malia, “Introduction” to Communist Manifesto (New York: Signet, 1998), xii-xiii.  


