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My name is David Azerrad. I'm an assistant professor of politics at Hillsdale College's Graduate 
School of Government in our nation's capital, Washington, D.C.  
 
In 1978, Princeton University's 
Robert Tucker began his preface of 
The Marx-Engels Reader, which by 
the way, if you're interested in 
learning more about Marx, that is 
the book I would recommend. It 
gives you a good sampling of all 
their writings. In any case, Tucker 
opens his preface by writing: “A 
knowledge of the writings of Marx 
and Engels is virtually 
indispensable to an educated 
person in our time. Whatever his 
political position or social 
philosophy, no other intellectual 
influence has so powerfully shaped 
the mind of modern left-wing radicalism in most parts of the world.” Now, he wrote this in 
1978, years before the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War.  
 
I think today such a claim is questionable. I mean, communism after all is pretty much dead. A 
hundred million people perished in the 20th century in various failed attempts to build a 
communist utopia and pretty much consigned the ideology to the ash heap of history. Today in 
the world, there remain five nominally communist countries, and each and every one of them 
testifies to the failures of Marxism: either because they're poor and authoritarian, like Cuba and 
Laos, or they're poor and totalitarian, like North Korea, or they've abandoned Marxist 
economics, like Vietnam and China. As for left-wing radicalism: it remains alive and well in the 
West, but it has really moved beyond the Marxist focus on class and is instead obsessed with 
race, gender, sexual orientation, and now, of course, gender identity. In fact, the left and the 
West have really turned their backs on the working class and see in the working class that there 
are a lot of privileged white men. 
  
So why then should we study Marx in the 21st century? I would offer three brief reasons. The 
first is, I really don't think you can understand the 20th century if you haven't read Marx. Think 
of the enormously important historical events that need to be understood through the Marxist 
lens: the Russian revolution, the Chinese revolution, and then the global Cold War, which 
spanned the whole planet from Afghanistan to Angola and lasted almost half of the 20th 
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century. You also need to remember what a powerful spell communism cast on intellectuals 
across the world. Raymore Aron, the French intellectual, wrote a book called The Opiate of the 
Intellectuals. He was riffing on Marx's famous line that “religion is the opiate of the masses” 
and his rejoinder was “yeah, and communism is the opiate of the intellectuals.” 
  
The second reason to study Marx is, while it is true that orthodox Marxist communism is largely 
dead, we still feel Marx's legacy. You could say that there's a modified Marxism that is all 
around us. In identity politics, post-structuralism, and feminism, across the humanities and the 
social sciences, you see Marx's legacy. All operate under the assumption that not just this 
society, but all societies, are conspiracies by a group of oppressors to keep down the 
oppressed. Now, it is true, as I mentioned, that these terms have been redefined. The 
oppressors are no longer just the wealthy – they're now straight white men – and the 
oppressed are now defined in identitarian categories. But the cornerstone of the Marxist 
worldview, this denial that there is any such thing as a common political good and that all of 
this has an imperative to rip the veil removing the comforting illusions that have us believe such 
things exist, remains.  
 
The third and last reason for studying Marx is that the Marxist critique of capitalism continues 
to attract followers and to resonate with many people even though they're not willing to 
embrace Marx's prescriptions for how to transform capitalism. 
  
So right here in the U.S., we have the Democratic Socialists of America, Bernie Sanders, Jacobin 
magazine, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, etc. And then in Europe, there's Thomas Piketty, the 
French economist and whose works, in particular Capital In the Twenty-First Century, one finds 
strong echoes of Marx's critique of capitalism. So that’s why I think it's still important to study 
Marx.  
 

Now, a little bit about his life. Marx was born in 
1818 in the city of Trier in Prussia, which is now in 
Germany. It's near the border with Luxembourg. If 
you want to read the full details about his life, you 
can go on Wikipedia. For our purposes, to 
understand his political thinking, there are really 
two periods that matter.  
 
The first period begins in 1835, when he begins to 
study at the University of Bonn in Germany and 
lasts until about 1846. This is when he completes 
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his intellectual development. So, he begins his studies at the University of Bonn, then goes to 
the University of Berlin, and he eventually obtains a Ph.D. at the University of Jena. There he 
discovers German idealism and the philosophy of Hegel, and that changes his life. 
 
The first key thing you need to learn and understand about Marx is that he developed an entire 
theory of the proletariat without having ever set foot on the floor of a factory. I think it's 
important from the outset to dispel the myth that Marxism arises in response to the actual 
conditions of workers in the 19th century. It doesn't. It arises as a critique of German 
philosophy. Kolakowski's massive work on Marxism, the Main Currents of Marxism, opens with 
the sentence: “Karl Marx was a German philosopher.” And his point is this; it sounds obvious, 
but it's actually key to understanding him. The starting point is German philosophy, and this is 
what he studies and immerses himself in in this first period of his life, which ends in about 
1846. So basically by the age of 28, his intellectual development is complete.  
 
The only other really important thing to mention about this first part of his life is that in 1842, in 
Cologne, he met Friedrich Engels which began a lifelong friendship and collaboration between 
the two. Eventually he moved to Paris and then Brussels, and then he settled with his family in 
London in 1849. And there he devotes the rest of his life, you could say this is the second part 
of his intellectual development, to his detailed economic work.  
 
So the first part is the philosophical system. The second part is the detailed economic work. And 
there the highlight is really the publication of Das Kapital, the first volume of the Kapital, 
written in 1867. It's a massive work. It's a thousand pages long. It's a comprehensive critique of 
what he claims are the fundamental contradictions of capitalism that necessitate the transition 
to socialism. He died before he could publish the remainder of the work, but then Engels, 
working off of his notes, published volumes two and three. It's worth noting that up until 1950, 
it was the most cited work in the social sciences.  
 
Marx died in 1883 in London, and Engels delivered the eulogy by his gravesite in which he said, 
“Marx was before all else a revolutionist; fighting was his element.” I think the question we 
therefore begin with is: “As a revolutionist to achieve what?” “A revolution against what?” “On 
behalf of what?” And the starting point for Marx, I think, is to realize that he begins where we 
usually end. 
  
What do I mean by that? We good citizens of democracies usually think that liberal democracy 
is the highest form of government, that it's the only just form of government. Marx thinks, 
however, that it is a terrible form of government riddled with internal contradictions and that it 
must necessarily go away. So what do I mean by liberal democracy? I mean, you could think of 
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classical liberalism, you could think of the philosophy of John Locke, you could think of the 
underlying philosophy of the American Founding. I basically mean a political regime that has 
the separation of church and state, the rule of law, government by consent, and then, of 
course, free markets, which is compatible with some redistribution. You can have a welfare 
state and some regulations, but the idea is that we have markets. 
  
The starting point for Marx, as I said, comes out in his essay “On The Jewish Question.” In his 
critique of liberal democracy or what he calls political emancipation, Marx begins by looking at 
how liberal democracy deals with religion. Now, I think we know how it deals with religion. In a 
liberal democracy, citizenship is detached from religion. Everyone can be an American, and 
then in your private life you can be a Catholic, a Mormon, a Buddhist, a Jew, a Muslim, or an 
atheist. We have separation of church and state, and we have religious liberty. Religion is no 
longer a concern of the state. The government, the state, is not in the business of saving souls.  
 
Those of us who live in a liberal democracy are quite proud of this because we think that this is 
a wonderful resolution to religious conflict. We no longer need to go to war over religion. We 
just choose to worship our own ways. And we can all agree to be citizens.  
 
Marx thinks that this arrangement is terrible. Why? He says because it doesn't abolish religion. 
Religion continues to exist, and for Marx, the mere existence of religion, even privatized 
religion, is a defect. Why is that? He explains it in the first couple of pages of “The Contribution 
to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right.” He says that the criticism of religion for him has 
largely been completed in Germany at the time, and that it is the premise of all criticism. So 
Marx, you see, is not developing his own comprehensive refutation of religion. He's building on 
the works of others. What you have in Marx – this is one important thing I want to point out – is 
a rejection of religion, not a refutation of religion. 
  
And therefore, at the deepest level, Marx is not a philosopher. Why? Because he doesn't 
confront the fundamental alternative to his way of thinking. He simply dismisses it offhand. 
Now, he does have reasons for doing so, but he doesn't seriously engage with the claims of the 
revelation of religion.  
 
He offers us two critiques of religion (Marx 53, 54). I'm using the pagination from The Marx-
Engels Reader. There's the philosophical critique and political critique. The philosophical 
critique is that religion is a form of self-alienation: that human beings create gods and they end 
up believing in these gods and falling under the spell of their own creations. Therefore, what 
Marx wants men to do is to recognize that we are the ultimate creators, and he wants us to re-
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appropriate our gods, to take them back. He wants man to recognize that ultimately there is 
nothing above or beyond him. This is what Marx means by human emancipation.  
 
So, liberal democracy only promises political emancipation; Marx promises human 
emancipation. He wants man to revolve around himself as his own true sun (Marx 54). He 
preaches the doctrine that man is the supreme being for man (Marx 60). Alexander 
Solzhenitsyn, the great Russian thinker of the 20th century and great dissident and critic of 
communism would later call this “anthropocentricity.” The doctrine is nothing above and 
beyond none. This is what Marx wants, and therefore philosophically, religion is problematic.  
 
Then there's the political critique that I suspect many of you are more familiar with; there the 
argument is that religion is a tool used to reconcile the people to their servitude. Religion is the 
opium of the people (Marx 54). It dulls their senses, and it makes them accept their oppression.  
 
Next comes a sentence that I want to focus on because it really reveals the Promethean nature 
of Marxism. He says the abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of men is a demand for 
their real happiness (Marx 54). Now, you could say, if you agreed with Marx, “okay, so we are 
not going to believe that happiness in the next world is possible, but why must we believe that 
happiness in this world is possible?” Couldn't we just resign ourselves to accepting that, human 
nature being what it is, fortune and chance being what they are, we can all pursue happiness, 
but only a blessed few will ever attain it? And even they will die. I mean, we could ask 
ourselves, “can mortal beings truly be happy?” Solzhenitsyn again points out in his 
commencement address at Harvard in 1978 that if men were born to be happy, then he 
wouldn't be born to die. Something worth thinking about. 
  
But Marx, like all on the left who will follow him, rejects the idea of happiness in the next world 
while demanding happiness in this world for everyone. They want – and he wants – heaven on 
earth. And the first thing that stands in the way of that is religion. But it's not the only thing 
which brings us back to the critique of liberal democracy.  
 
So, the first problem is that it doesn't get rid of religion. But the deepest problem with liberal 
democracy, as he explains in the essay “On The Jewish Question,” is that the liberal state is 
fundamentally self-contradictory. Why? Because it posits a dichotomy between, on the one 
hand, the political community, where we are all citizens and we think in terms of the common 
good and we speak of civic duties. But then it creates this vast realm of civil society, the private 
realm, where we each go to our own churches, live in our own families, and conduct our own 
business dealings and take advantage of one another. And Marx is deeply disturbed by that 
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because he doesn't like the fact that there is selfishness and devotion to the common good 
coexisting. He thinks that is incompatible.  
 
The way to think about it would be to understand what he means by the term “the bourgeois.” 
The bourgeois for him is really emblematic of what is wrong with liberal democracy. Now the 
term can mean different things, so allow me to explain to you what it means. Originally, what 
the term means – before philosophy came along and gave it its own spin – is simply  someone 
who lived in the boroughs, i.e. people who lived in the city: the craftsmen, the tradesman, the 
merchants, as opposed to the farmers who lived in the countryside. Rousseau, the great French 
philosopher, is the one who gives the term its current negative meaning. He refers to it as all 
the people who live in modern countries, but, at the end of the day, whose real allegiance is not 
to their countries but rather to commerce and acquisition. For Rousseau, the bourgeois 
becomes a contemptible creature whose life revolves around private pursuits. If any of you 
have read Flaubert's Madame Bovary, you could think of Homais, the pharmacist, as 
emblematic of the bourgeois; or, even worse, you could think of Nietzsche’s Last Man in 
Zarathustra.  
 
The bourgeois, as Marx explains it, is “wholly preoccupied with his private interest and acting in 
accordance with his private caprice” (Marx 43). This is the sense in which he uses the bourgeois 
here in the essay “On The Jewish Question,” which should be distinguished from the narrower 
sense in which he uses it in The Communist Manifesto. In The Communist Manifesto, the 
bourgeois, or the capitalists, are the people who own the means of production. In the essay  
“On The Jewish Question,” everyone is a bourgeois, including, you could say, the proletarian, 
because everyone has to deal with this dichotomy: on paper, we are citizens devoted to the 
common good, but in practice, in truth, we lead private lives. We have our own religions, our 
own families, our own particular attachments. We take advantage of each other in our business 
dealings, in our everyday interactions. We claim to be citizens devoted to the common good, 
but in fact, we remain selfish individuals.  
 
For Marx, the fundamental problem with liberal democracy is that it culminates not in genuine 
freedom, but in the sphere of egoism and of the bellum omnium contra omnes, the war of all 
against all (Marx, 35). This is a famous line from Thomas Hobbes who said that the state of 
nature is a war of all against all and that people flee it to form a government and find safety. 
And Marx's rejoinder is “No. The war of all against all is found in our societies because of the 
private nature of life.” And this gives us a very important insight into Marx's deepest longing, 
which is for wholeness, for belonging, for harmony. 
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And this longing, I should point out, is perfectly natural. I think all of us long for these things. 
What sets Marx apart from all of his predecessors is the promise that this wholeness and 
harmony can be achieved here on earth through revolutionary politics. It is the promise that we 
can have the global brotherhood of man. Now, you may say, how is that possible if we're all 
individuals? And yes, we may long to become one with others, but that's not possible. I mean, 
it's not even possible between a husband and a wife however much they may aspire to have 
that in their romantic and erotic imaginations. Human beings cannot dissolve themselves into 
the community. We have separate bodies for example; that alone precludes genuine unity. We 
can never fundamentally abolish selfishness, however much we can try to rein it in through 
education in virtue or piety. 
  
Now Marx has a response to that. It's the all-important Marxist concept of the “species-being” 
mentioned in the concluding paragraph of the section in the essay “On The Jewish Question,” 
Human Emancipation (Marx, 46). So, this is what Marx is promising. He's saying not political 
emancipation. That's not good enough. The real human emancipation will only be complete 
when the individual man has absorbed into himself the abstract citizen, when as an individual 
man in his everyday life, in his work, and in his relationships, has become a species-being. 
Marx's ultimate promise is that we can move beyond our selfish individuality and become a 
communal “species-being,” that, basically, we can put an end to selfishness. This is the most 
revolutionary promise in Marx: that human beings can be transformed to make men good. 
  
This is what he means by species-being: the complete socialization of the individual. Marx 
posits the following (and I say posit again because he doesn't prove it). There are a lot of these 
big assertions and pronouncements in Marx that we're expected to take on faith. This is why I 
say that he's not a philosopher. A philosopher would examine all the premises of his arguments. 
Marx says that in the beginning, before there was written history, the nature of human beings 
was social. Then civilization came along and, as a result, our nature was distorted and 
selfishness followed.  
 
Therefore, Marx is thinking as if we could modify the conditions of civilization, i.e. if we could 
abolish private property, if we could institute communism, then we could recover our authentic 
species-being communal and social nature.  
 
Think of it this way: in the beginning, there was species-being, and in the end, when history has 
come full circle, there will once again be species-being under communism. And so the promise 
of communism is the utopian promise; economics is secondary. The promise of communism is 
the promise of creating a new man, a socialist man, a man with a communist essence. The 
promise of communism, as I said, is the universal brotherhood of all human beings. 
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This explains why under communism we need to abolish private property. They talk about this 
in The Communist Manifesto (Marx and Engels 485). But think about it; what is property but an 
exclusive claim to something? “This belongs to me, and as a result, no one else can have it.” It is 
something that separates us from one another, and therefore it must be abolished.  
It also explains why, under communism, we need to abolish the family (Marx and Engels 485). 
What is the family? Well, it's a subunit of the country of humanity that you love more than the 
whole. It's another instance of people putting their private good ahead of the common good. 
And as such, it has to be abolished. But to be replaced with what? The community of women 
and children is what Marx and Engels say in The Communist Manifesto. 
  
It is also why we need to abolish countries and nations: yet another instance of us loving some 
more than others, of creating artificial barriers between men, of preventing the authentic 
recovery of species being for all of mankind (Marx and Engels 489).  
 
Even the body, the very, very last bastion of privacy, will have to become common, not in and 
of itself, but through the senses, if communism is to be realized. In excerpts of Marx's 
“Philosophical and Political Manuscripts of 1844,” he says the ultimate emancipation of man 
will mean that the senses and enjoyments of other men have become my own appropriation” 
(Marx 88). The eye has become a human eye. Presumably, this means that I can somehow see 
through the eyes of others. The mouth will presumably also become a human mouth, because I 
will be able to taste through the mouths of others. So that if, for example, I drink a bottle of 
Chateau Lafite 1959, then presumably everyone else can savor it. This is where you get Marx at 
his most surreal and absurd.  
 
But what you need to realize is that these conclusions, the communism of the senses, 
necessarily flow from his premise. If you want the complete abolition of selfishness, then you 
need to overcome the individuality of the body. So, the grand promise of Marx is summed up. 
He says, “what is communism? It's the riddle of history solved. It is the genuine resolution of 
the conflict between man and nature and between man and man, the true resolution of the 
strife between the individual and the species. Here is man, he used to be oppressed from above 
by God. That will be resolved” (Marx 84). He was oppressed by nature, foul weather, diseases, 
etc. All of that will end, because under communism, nature will have been fully conquered. And 
then of course, he was oppressed by other men through politics, through crimes, through wars. 
And that also will disappear, because the government will eventually disappear under Marxism; 
that is the withering away of the state. But more importantly, the recovery of species-being will 
mean the brotherhood of men, no more selfishness. At last, man will be free and whole; that is 
the deepest promise. 
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Now you may say, “Well, sign me up. How do we get there? This sounds great.” That's why we 
read The Communist Manifesto, to ask, how do we get there? And I'm not going to sum up the 
whole argument for you. I just want to identify for you the three basic thoughts running 
through The Communist Manifesto.  
 
The first one is that what is primary at all times is the structure of economic production. That 
determines and decisively shapes everything else about society. It dictates its laws, its customs, 
its art, its morality, its philosophy, its theology, its literature, you name it. Everything arises as a 
way to legitimize particular modes of production in, for example, feudal, or ancient, or 
capitalist, societies. Leo Strauss once put it this way, “for Marx: economics is metaphysics.” The 
way you structure production is what determines everything else. Everything else is just an 
epiphenomenon. Therefore, the only way to change society is not to change its ideas; it is to 
radically transform the underlying modes of production. This is what is so radical about 
communism. It proposes to abolish private property and the division of labor, and to 
completely reconfigure economic activity so that each person produces whatever he wants to 
consume.  
 
The second claim here is that all of history, including now, has been the history of class struggle 
conflicts between the exploited and the exploiting. Why? Because all modes of production have 
basically given control of production to a few people, and they have used that to oppress 
everyone else. They write, “one fact is common to all past ages, the exploitation of one part of 
society by the other” (Marx and Engels 489). 
  
So, all non-communist societies are structured to legitimize the exploitation of the many by a 
few. There is no such thing as a common political good. There is no such thing as a genuine 
political community. There are no legitimate authorities, only members of a ruling class 
exploiting everyone else. This, by the way, is the real legacy of Marx today: to think of 
everything as the struggle between oppressors and oppressed. And, as I mentioned in the 
beginning of my lecture, the categories have changed. Today we think not of the working class 
as being oppressed, but more generally as people of color, women, the LGBTQ, etc. But the 
basic analytical framework is the same: seeing oppression everywhere and relishing, revealing, 
all the ways in which there's oppression in society. So all of history is class struggle.  
 
And then, this is the third point, and this is the key one: that we have now reached the point 
where the most depressed group of society, the proletariat, cannot free themselves from 
oppression without ending oppression once and for all. So this current mode of production that 
we have, capitalism, is fundamentally self-contradictory and therefore must eventually give 
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away to the next stage, which is communism. This will be the end of all oppression, which will in 
effect, mark the end of history as we have known it, which will give rise to the non-oppressive 
society. What I want to emphasize here is that Marx and Engels claim that their communism is 
scientific, that they have discerned the underlying laws of history that mean that capitalism 
must necessarily disappear and give rise to communism. This is what would later be called 
dialectical materialism.  
 
And so in a certain sense, to go back to the question I posed, what does one need to do to 
achieve the universal brotherhood of men? In a certain way, the answer is nothing. Capitalism 
contains within itself the seeds of its own destruction. As Marx and Engels say, the capitalists 
are producing their own grave-diggers. That being said, Marx and Engels, who are not part of 
the proletariat but are capable of discerning, unlike the proletariat, the structure and direction 
of history, are eager to ferment a revolution and hasten the coming of communism. So, Lenin 
would later call this the revolutionary vanguard: that special elite of people who can see the 
direction and bring about the culmination of history in communism. 
  
And therefore, to answer the question, what should be done? Well, Marx and Engels are calling 
for a revolution of the proletariat. They want them to take over society, by violence, from the 
capitalists. They want them to rest, by degree, all capital from the bourgeoisie, to centralize all 
instruments of production in the hands of the state (i.e. of the proletarians, organized as the 
ruling class), (Marx and Engels 490). If you look at their prescriptions, they want the 
nationalization of the economy through expropriation. That's what communism entails. And 
that, by the way, is what communist revolutions in the 20th century have entailed. And again, 
and we'll end with this, the concluding promise (and you are going to get a different 
formulation of the Marxist promise) as they write on page 485 of The Communist Manifesto is 
that  “in place of the bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonisms, we shall have an 
association in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of 
all.” There you have another way to think of the promise of Marxism. Species-being (he doesn't 
use the term, but it's implied here) means all of us are going to be able to develop ourselves, 
not at the expense of one another, but in concert with one another: no more exploitation, no 
more oppression. This is also a society in which all will reach their full potential. That is the 
promise of Marxism. And I don't think one can understand Marxism without keeping its 
promise at the forefront: 
 
It is what ended up justifying the death of one hundred million. 
  
It is what seduced so many very intelligent people: this dream of building heaven on earth, of 
creating a universal brotherhood for all of humanity.  
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I will end by saying that Marx is the first major thinker in the Western canon who brings the 
spirit of religious fanaticism to philosophy. He is the first truly Promethean thinker who wants 
to free men from all outside constraints.  
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