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Karl Marx: Some Responses to the Readings

(NOTE: All page numbers refer to Rivkin, Julie, and Michael Ryan, ed.

Literary Theory: An Anthology.  Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 1998.)

+ The German Ideology (1846)

· Text: "What [individuals] are…coincides with their production, both with what they produce and with how they produce (250)."

· Response: Marx's dialectical materialism surfaces in the above quote.  For him, possession and production define human essence.  Marx's metaphysics of the individual operates from the exterior to the interior.  Some say we are who we are through the act of thinking (Descartes); others say we become who we are by the experiences etched upon the empty slates of our blank selves (Locke); and others say we become who we were meant to be when we remember who we were (Wordsworth and Gerz).  For Marx, however, humans are irrevocably situated (and imprisoned) within social class—one determined by those who own and control labor and the products of labor.

+ The Manifesto of the Communist Party (1848)

· Text: "The cheap prices of [the bourgeoisie's] commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down all Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians' intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate.  It compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilization into their midst, i.e. to become bourgeois themselves.  In one word, it creates a world after its own image (258)."

· Response: Political humanism of the Marxist ilk cannot successfully compete when a society is attacked by rampant consumerism, one conjured by the incessant creation of artificial needs, one that equates civilization with getting and spending as the (desiccated) soul of what it means to be human.  Big Macs and Cokes are the postmodern arms of warfare, but the devastation is greater than the aggression of former wars.  Moreover, the above recalls the Biblical passage where Man is created in God's image.  Marx seems to suggest that Man is enslaved when he is branded with the likeness of a bourgeois class that continuously attempts to extend and reproduce itself by stamping its God-like image on all that is separate from it.

+ "Wage Labor and Capital" (1849)

· Text: "But the worker, whose sole source of livelihood is the sale of his labor power, cannot leave the whole class of purchasers, that is, the capitalist class, without renouncing his existence.  He belongs not to this or that capitalist but to the capitalist class, and, moreover, it is his business to find a purchaser within this capitalist class (264)."

· Response: According to Marx, workers are enslaved in the economic web of a single market determined by those who own and control the means of production, the products to be produced, and the method by which they are produced.  The only "choice" (sic) laborers have in controlling and selling their work is to sell among individual capitalists, all of whom (by definition) own and control labor.  In Marx's scheme of things, therefore, capitalists own workers.  This is so since whoever owns and controls the means of production (by Marxian extension) owns and controls the workers.

+ Capital (1867)

· Text: "Let us now picture…a community of free individuals, carrying on their work with the means of production in common, in which the labor-power of all the different individuals is consciously applied as the combined labor-power of the community.  All the characteristics of Robinson's [Crusoe] labor are here repeated, but with this difference, that they are social, instead of individual (274-275)." 
· Response: According to Marx, it would seem that a socialist society would operate in much the same fashion as that on Robinson Crusoe's fictional island, except, of course, that it would extended itself across real communities in actual towns, cities, states, and nations of the world.  "Workers of the world, unite!"  (Sorry…I have always wanted to say that!  -- DG)

