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Questions/comments to start the class



Early and late Marx

Early Marx: Characterised as concerned with a normative
critique of capitalism. Strong focus on alienation, and more
humanistic concerns.

Late Marx: Characterised as concerned with a scientific approach
to thinking about capitalism and history. Eschews any normative
critique in favour of objective analysis.

Note: There is scholarly disagreement over whether this is an accurate
depiction of Marx, ie., whether there was a true change in method and
orientation in his later works.



Early and late Marx

Early Marx: Characterised as concerned with a normative
critique of capitalism. Strong focus on alienation, and more
humanistic concerns. ⇐ This week.

Late Marx: Characterised as concerned with a scientific approach
to thinking about capitalism and history. Eschews any normative
critique in favour of objective analysis. ⇐ Next week.

Note: There is scholarly disagreement over whether this is an accurate
depiction of Marx, ie., whether there was a true change in method and
orientation in his later works.



Departure from the philosophical tradition

“The idea that Marx finds missing in all previous philosophical work is
that human beings have individual and collective material needs, and it is
need, not individual contemplation or thought that provides human
beings with their primary form of interaction with the world. In order to
satisfy their needs, human beings must labour together on the world, yet
in doing so they evolve evermore complex forms of production and social
interaction. This engenders new needs, in a never-ending process. So a
philosophical view about the interaction of human beings and nature has
turned into the rudiments of a historical theory of society. And with this
thought, Marx seems to believe, philosophy has finally arrived at the
truth it has been striving for” (Wolff Why read Marx today?, 28).



Marx’s method

“The social structure and the State are continually evolving out of the life
process of definite individuals, but of individuals, not as they may appear
in their own or other people’s imagination, but as they really are; i.e., as
they operate, produce materially, and hence as they work under definite
material limits, presuppositions, and conditions independent of their will.”

- The German Ideology

Question: What does this passage tell us about Marx’s approach to
thinking about questions of economics and politics? What is the
importance of labour in Marx’s theory?



Alienation

In the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, Marx outlines 4 kinds of
alienation:

1 Alienation from the product of one’s labour.

2 Alienation from productive activity, the experience of which is
negative.

3 Alienation from our species-being.

4 Alienation from other human beings.

Alienation can be subjective or objective (or both). That is, we don’t
have to feel alienated to be alienated on Marx’s view.



Alienation today

Questions: Are workers still alienated today? If they are, can you give
some examples? How significant should a theory of alienation be to our
political philosophies? What would it look like to live in a non-alienated
society?



Is there anything that should not be for sale? Discuss
some examples in your breakout rooms

• First-class plane tickets (i.e., should all seats be the same?)

• Hospital room upgrades

• Private healthcare

• Private education

• Places on university courses

• Sex

• Use of one’s womb (for example, in surrogacy contracts)

• Organs

• In-vitro gene editing technology (i.e., ‘designer babies’)

• One’s labour

• Votes

• The right to hunt an endangered animal/ the right to hunt at all

• Buying ‘carbon credits’ in order to be permitted to pollute


