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Series Editor’s Foreword

T he SAGE Social Thinkers series is dedicated to making available
compact, reader-friendly paperbacks that examine the thought of
major figures from within and beyond sociology. The books in this series
provide concise introductions to the work, life, and influences of the most
prominent social thinkers. Written in accessible and provocative prose, these
books are designed for advanced undergraduate and graduate students of
sociology, politics, economics, and social philosophy, as well as for scholars
and socially curious general readers.

The first few volumes in the series are devoted to the “classical” thinkers—
Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Georg Simmel, George Hebert
Mead, Talcott Parsons, and C. Wright Mills—who, through their seminal
writings, laid the foundation for much of current social thought. Subsequent
books will feature more “contemporary” scholars as well as those not yet
adequately represented in the canon: Jane Addams, Charlotte Perkins
Gilman, Harold Garfinkel, Norbert Elias, Jean Baudrillard, and Pierre
Bourdieu. Particular attention is paid to those aspects of the social thinker’s
personal background and intellectual influences that most impacted his or
her approach in better understanding individuals and society.

Consistent with SAGE’s distinguished track record of publishing high-
quality textbooks in sociology, the carefully assembled volumes in the Social
Thinkers series are authored by respected scholars committed to disseminat-
ing the discipline’s rich heritage of social thought and to helping students
comprehend key concepts. The information offered in these books will be
invaluable for making sense of the complexities of contemporary social life
and various issues that have become central concerns of the human condi-
tion: inequality, social order, social control, deviance, the social self, rationality,
reflexivity, and so on.

These books in the series can be used as self-contained volumes or in
conjunction with textbooks in sociological theory. Each volume concludes
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with a Further Readings chapter intended to facilitate additional study and
research. As a collection, the Social Thinkers series will stand as a testament
to the robustness of contemporary social thought. Our hope is that these
books on the great social thinkers will give students a deeper understanding
of modern and postmodern Western social thought and encourage them to
engage in sociological dialogue.

Premised on Newton’s aphorism, “If I have seen farther, it is by standing
on the shoulders of giants” (an aphorism, incidentally, that was introduced
into sociology by Robert K. Merton, himself a towering figure in the disci-
pline), the Social Thinkers series aims to place its readers on the shoulders of
the giants of 19th- and 20th-century social thought.
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Introduction

Karl Marx’s influence on the social sciences and philosophy has been
one of emulation, disgust, horror, and praise. Many students are taught
about Marx in an introductory sociology, political science, philosophy, or
economics course, but usually they do not learn the complexity of his work.
His ideas appear as an influence in many contemporary theories, either as a
supporting or detracting basis. In addition, Marx occupies a notable place in
the popular imagination as a social analyst and feared revolutionary. As of
late (this book was finalized in 2013), Marx has received some renewed
interest due to people suffering from the worst economic downturn since the
Great Depression of the 1930s. This coverage indicates that people are buy-
ing Marx’s books again. Shocked by the economic downturn, people are
seeking to understand why and how capitalism can fail to grow and main-
tain employment. In this media coverage of Marx and his ideas, little atten-
tion is given to those scholars that attempt to analyze our economic
shortcomings with the achievements of Marx and those who have further
developed his theories. All this influence, hysteria, and notoriety does not
inform us of the actual work that Marx did.

This book is about Marx’s work including his philosophy, sociology, eco-
nomics, and politics. My intention in writing this book is to explain what
Marx said and to examine if it still makes any sense. I think that Marx’s work
has a cogency that can be presented clearly and systematically. What specifi-
cally is Marx’s work about? Marx’s work was an attempt to understand the
social processes of capitalism. Capitalism is discussed at greater length in the
first chapter. For now, we can simply describe capitalism as a social system
with the following features: people are free to sell their labor, they are able to
accumulate property as their own, and market transactions are common-
place. Marx became interested in capitalism because he found that these
features resulted in misery for the majority of people who live in capitalist
societies and societies affected by capitalism. Marx also found this outcome
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of mass misery to be profoundly irrational. Thus, he wanted to understand
how such an irrational system of social organization could exist when its
members have the power of reason. In simple terms, Marx’s social scientific
project is an attempt to answer the question: “How can capitalism exist when
it produces results that are detrimental for the majority of humanity?” Marx
answered this question via the use of various categories of analysis he devel-
oped. Chapters 3 through 9 of this book explain the various categories of
analysis utilized by Marx and his theoretical and empirical results.

In review, this book is about the work of Karl Marx. Marx’s work was an
attempt to understand the social processes of capitalism. He was interested
in understanding capitalism because he found the social outcomes common
within capitalism to be detrimental for the majority of humanity. This book
will discuss Marx’s examination of capitalism by explaining the various
categories he used in his work.

Outline of the Book

This book is composed of two introductory chapters, six chapters on Marx’s
categories of social analysis, one chapter devoted to applying Marx’s work
to environmental problems, and a final chapter on suggested readings.

Chapter 1 is an overview of the topics and influences of Marx’s work and
a presentation of the general themes of this work. This chapter begins with
an introduction to capitalism, which provides a historical and an analytical
presentation of capitalism. Included in this introduction is a consideration of
some of the social problems of capitalism including inequality, poverty, and
unemployment. The second section builds on the presentation of capitalism
to consider why Marx’s ideas can still be regarded as important. The third
section gives a detailed presentation of the general themes of the work of
Karl Marx: the influence of technological development and industrialization
on human social organization; the influence of social organization and tech-
nological development on human behavior; and the potential for human
civilization to produce nonantagonistic social relationships. The remainder
of the first chapter considers the intellectual climate and influences on
Marx’s life and gives a brief biography of his life.

Chapter 2 is an overview of Marx’s materialism, a consideration of
Marx’s conception of the interrelation of individuals and society, and a
discussion of Marx’s method. Materialism has become so commonplace in
today’s natural and social sciences people no longer know what it means
not to be a materialist. On one hand, materialism is the theory that all
natural and social occurrences are explained by material causes as opposed
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to supernatural or spiritual causes. An example of the difference between a
material explanation and a spiritual explanation is that the Earth orbits the
sun due to the forces of gravity and inertia as opposed to God’s interven-
tion. On the other hand, materialism is the theory that human societies are
shaped by natural and technological causes and not the result of ideas,
which are intrinsic to the human mind. Marx accepts both definitions of
materialism, but the second one is very important to understand the
groundbreaking nature of his work. Marx’s method will be presented in
light of his materialist theory. Marx attempts to develop explanations of
the social world that identify simple causal determinations of social events.
Chapter 2 reviews and analyzes Marx’s statements on method and considers
some examples.

Chapter 3 is devoted to Marx’s theory of alienation. Alienation is when
an object or a person is detrimental, hostile, or unaccepting of someone.
Marx finds that people who have no control over the means of production
due to class antagonisms suffer from alienation. People become alienated
when they lose control over the means of production because the products
of their labor are owned by others, they have little to no control over the
labor process, they are unable to develop their abilities, and they are in
antagonistic relationships with others. Marx finds that this has to be the case
since people who don’t own any amount of the means of production them-
selves have to sell their labor to survive. The people who hire them own what
they produce and thereby enjoy the revenue that is generated from selling
these goods and services. People who are hired are subject to the authority
of their employers in regard to product creation and development. Since
workers don’t make decisions regarding the use of the means of production
at their firm level, at the local level, or at a national level, they can’t make
decisions that will allow for their abilities to develop. Finally, people are in
competition with one another when the means of production are scarce.
Since people are in competition with one another for employment and
market share, their relations are antagonistic.

Chapter 4 is on Marx’s class theory. Class is the social position of a person
in respect to other people’s social positions. In particular, class is a social posi-
tion designated by a person’s economic relationship to others. For example,
a class position can be determined according to income, wealth, profession,
training, or education. Many contemporary class theories utilize income to
designate class position, but Marx thinks class should be designated by
whether one owns the productive resources of a society or not. The first sec-
tion of Chapter 4 is an analytical reconstruction of Marx’s theory of class.
This presentation includes a discussion of how the ownership of the produc-
tive forces structurally determines class position. Next is a consideration of
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what are objective class interests and subjective class consciousness. Then
there is a discussion of class alliances and ideology. The second section dis-
cusses Marx’s analysis of class in The Communist Manifesto. Special impor-
tance is placed on determining the class position of the middle classes.

Chapter 5 is an overview of Marx’s theory of historical materialism.
Historical materialism is a theory of the social development of civilization.
Marx’s theory conjectures that material events as opposed to ideas or super-
natural occurrences cause a society to develop. This chapter begins with an
examination of the classical statement of historical materialism found in the
preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy. This state-
ment is expanded by utilizing Marx and Engels’s comments from The
German ldeology. The materialist dynamics of social development and revo-
lution are elaborated. Special attention is paid to the problem of fettering.
Fettering is when a given mode of production is no longer able to effectively
develop the forces of production. The various modes of production and their
causes of transition are analyzed. Last is a consideration of the possibility of
free will and predetermination in Marx’s theory of history.

Chapter 6 is on Marx’s economics. The chapter begins with a discussion
of the difference between exchange value and use value. Why Marx finds
that commodities exchange at their labor values is analyzed. Next is a pre-
sentation of Marx’s theory of surplus value and exploitation. Building on
these categories, the chapter finishes with a consideration of Marx’s theory
of unemployment and his analysis of economic crisis.

Chapter 7 is on Marx’s theory of ideology. This chapter begins with a
discussion of why Marx’s theory of ideology is a materialist theory. There is
an exposition of the origin of ideology and the origin of ideologists. Next is
a discussion of the kind of ideological notions Marx found to be common in
the orthodox social scientific conception of capitalism. The chapter ends
with a brief section on how Marx thought ideology could be demystified by
social scientific critique and class formation.

Chapter 8 is on Marx’s theory of communism. Communism is a society in
which a sizable amount of society’s productive resources are publicly owned
and individuals cannot exploit others economically. This chapter has three
parts. The first part is a presentation of what Marx found to be the ills of
capitalism. The second part is an overview of the various aspects of Marx’s
vision of communism. The final part is a discussion of how Marx thought
his vision of communism addressed and corrected the ills of capitalism.

Chapter 9 is on Marx’s hypothesis that the dynamics of capitalist accumu-
lation are not environmentally sustainable. First, this chapter reviews the
dynamics of capitalist accumulation. This review examines how the goal of
accumulation is to achieve further accumulation. Next comes a consideration
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of some of Marx’s explicit environmental statements. Finally, there is a brief
consideration of whether communism can be environmentally sustainable.

Finally, Chapter 10 is a short presentation of further readings. The chap-
ter has been divided into sections on the topics of Marx’s writings, online
sources, and journals devoted to the study of Marx’s ideas.

Each chapter ends with some questions for thought. These questions are
provided for the reader to further reflect on the topics of the chapter. Many
of the questions do not have answers that can be explicitly found in the
preceding discussions, but these discussions should help the reader think
about how to answer these questions. The questions have also been written
to challenge the reader to think about contemporary critiques of Marx’s
work and contemporary applications of his work.

It is my hope that this work will provide a thorough introduction to the
work of one of the great social theorists of the modern period. It has been
written with a broad audience in mind, including students, scholars, and
interested laypeople. Not all of the themes of Marx’s work have been dis-
cussed, but the general categories and topics of his social thought have been
touched on. These will, I believe, provide groundwork for readers to pursue
Marx’s ideas in greater depth.
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