Context and Questions for Discussion Forum 

Unit 13 – Kierkegaard and Marx
Context of DF questions

Enlightenment – 1700-1800 /Romanticism -1700-1850

Hegel – 1770-1831 / Kierkegaard – 1813-1853 / Marx – 1818-1883                 

As the Enlightenment and Romantic periods faded, the full force of empiricism and the technological success of the Industrial Revolution, wrought by the Scientific Revolution, descended upon Europe:

“The scientific liberation from theological dogma and animistic superstition was thus accompanied by a new sense of human alienation from a world that no longer responded to human values, nor offered a redeeming context within which could be understood the larger issues of human existence.  Similarly, with science’s quantitative analysis of the world, the methodological liberation from subjective distortions was accompanied by the ontological diminution of all those qualities—emotional, aesthetic, ethical, sensory, imaginative, intentional—that seemed most constitutive of human experience. These losses and gains were noted, but the paradox seemed inescapable if man was to be faithful to his own intellectual rigor” (Passions p. 326)
Kierkegaard is considered the father of Existentialism and we will take a look at this philosophy in greater depth in the “Our Own Time” (Unit 15), but in this Discussion Forum we focus largely on Marx.  An interesting statement made by Alberto was that Marx was not a Marxist—or at least he seemed ambivalent about being consider such. Marx, as we are told, was, in addition to being a philosopher, an economist, historian, and sociologist.  He was attempting to address the deplorable working conditions of his time—the Industrial Revolution mentioned above, which Alberto describes vividly to Sophie. In these conditions the worker (proletariat) had been turned into a beast of burden, while the upper or ruling class (bourgeoisie or capitalists) lived in wealth and luxury. This made both Marx and Sophie furious.  And it was assumed by Marx that sooner or later it would make the proletariat furious—enough to violently overthrow their masters.
This was the assumption of Communism, and Lenin and others used Marxism to justify violent revolution against the bourgeoisie—with bloody results that ultimately further oppressed, rather the liberated, the worker.  Ironically, where Marx’s ideas actually prevailed was in the gradual and peacefully established social democracies of Europe—particularly Scandinavian.  Here capitalism was balanced with democratic control for the welfare of the society, producing some of the most stable, progressive, and equalitarian societies in history. 
For Americans, the words Socialism and Marxism tend to grate on our American capitalist sensibilities like fingernails on a chalkboard.  Nevertheless, Marx’s understanding of the importance of the dignity of work hand his critique of capitalism bear relevance to the economically unequal, environmentally destructive, and politically deadlocked state of our country today. 
Questions(s)

Drawing on what you learned in this unit about Marx’s philosophy, set at the rise of the industrial age, and using your own experience and ideas, answer the questions below (you may combine your answers if you like):

1. Did you gain any new perspectives on Marx and his philosophy or its relevance to our current times?
Remember: Your answer must rely on, and express, unit learning to give it substance. Think critical thinking!
