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Marxism and the Capitalist System 

 Up until the early 19th century, most people in Europe were not living in large cities but were working 

for small family-owned businesses like farms or cobbler’s shops. From the mid 19th century on, inventions like 

the steam engine drastically changed the daily life of people by allowing the transportation of people and 

materials like never before. This ‘industrial revolution’ also saw the mass-production of goods with the help 

of machines like the assembly belt. People left their small businesses behind and flocked into the cities. The 

economic boom resulting from the advancement in technologies was enormous and entrepreneurs built giant 

factories. Although the new factories produced new jobs, the stream of people coming from rural areas to the 

cities was so large that the factory owners could very freely choose and replace their workers. This made it so 

that workers were less likely to complain or go on strike because the risks were much higher. Life in cities like 

London was terrible for the workers: the air was so heavy 

with coal dust that the walls of houses turned black, multiple 

families shared a single apartment, and even children were 

forced to do manual labor.  

 Karl Marx, a German law student, observed the 

situation of the working families and the society they lived 

in. In his eyes the society was made up of two types of 

people. On the one hand, there were the workers: they were 

using their bodies to work for somebody who paid them in 

return. And then there were the bosses: those who had 

people work for them and they paid them. Marx called the 

two groups “classes”. He referred to the working class as the 

“proletariat” and called the class of bosses the 
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“bourgeoisie”. But what determines if somebody ends up being part of the proletariat (workers) or part of 

the bourgeoisie (bosses)? According to Marx it is the means of production. If somebody owns an assembly 

belt, some tools, and some money he can hire people to build a factory. Then he owns a factory and can hire 

people to work for him. He will get richer without having to work. Those working for him do not own anything 

but their bodies: They came from their farms or little villages and do not own an assembly belt, tools, or 

money.  The situation was a bit more complicated than that in real life, but that is a simpler way to view 

Marx’s thinking.  

The Class Struggle 

 According to Marx, those who owned the factories took advantage of the worker, becoming richer 

while their workers were subjected to horrible working conditions and low wages. Marx called this system a 

“capitalist society”. He believed the system had two goals: First, exploit the proletariat to further enrich the 

bourgeoisie. Second, sustain the system so that the bourgeoisie can keep exploiting the proletariat. The 

reasons for which people would accept these terms can be broken down, according to Marx, to two key 

reasons: First, the workers lacked the education to see and understand the miserable situation they were in. 

Second, all politicians were a part of the bourgeoisie and thus had an interest in keeping the situation the 

way it was. The workers were not represented in politics and nobody made an effort to educate the workers.  

 However Marx did see a way out for the suppressed workers: At some point some workers would find 

a way to educate themselves. They would realize the systematic exploitation and would start and lead 

workers’ protests. Marx anticipated the bourgeoisie would try to suppress these uprisings. Therefore, there 

would be a conflict between the two classes (groups of people) which Marx called the “class struggle”.  

The Revolution 

 The class struggle between the many members of the proletariat versus the few members of the 

bourgeoisie would be won by the proletariat, according to Marx. The practice of strikes and violent would 

leave the factory owners with little to counter, he theorized. The working class would eventually overthrow the 
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government. But then what? The workers would abolish governmental institutions, they would take the 

factories and other means of production away from the bourgeoisie and make everyone an owner. This would 

be a time of transition, in which the old system of the “capitalist society” would be abolished. Marx called the 

society during this time of change the “socialist society”. Once the “capitalist society” was abolished, the 

workers would ensure that three key aspects about the society would change: 

1. There would be no classes anymore, making all people equal. The society would not be split in 

proletariat and bourgeoisie anymore. 

2. Everyone would be considered an owner. The assembly belts, the factories, the fortunes of the rich 

would all be collectively owned. 

3. The government would no longer exist and society would be an anarchy in which nobody can force 

anyone to do anything.  

Marx said the workers’ goal was this: A classless, moneyless, and stateless society. He called this ideal 

society the “communist society”. In many ways, he depicted this society to be the optimal society, or a 

utopian society.  

Summing it up: 

 Karl Marx saw the misery and sorrow of the workers during the industrial revolution in Europe. The 

divide between the rich factory owners and the poor workers was enormous and seemed to be widening even 

further. Marx said that this was the effect of the “capitalist system”, which kept the poor uneducated. 

Eventually, however, the poor would rise up and overthrow the system to first establish a socialist society in 

which the old rules and structures are slowly abolished. Then they would establish the fairest possible 

society, called communist society, in which everyone was equal, everyone owned everything, and no 

government would be in power but everyone was in power.  
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What does this have to do with Left Wing Terrorism Today? 

 Many radical left wing groups today have ideologies that are founded in socialism, anarchism, or 

communism: all aspects of Marx’s teachings in some way. Left wing groups are different from most other 

types of terrorist organizations in the sense that their ideology does not surround religion, or involve religion 

to any extent for that matter. Jihadist groups have ideologies founded in radical Islam, and many right wing 

organizations have some association with Christianity.  

 The left wing terrorist groups are often a reflection of the current political climate, meaning, a group 

of people generally becomes unhappy with the political culture of their country (deeming it too right wing or 

fascist) and they call for the whole of society to rise up and stop it. The rising up of all of society is very 

important for the left. Not only does it show its historical roots in Marxism, but it also does not ‘discriminate’ 

as some groups may. The only requirement for joining their movement is willingness to follow their left wing 

ideology or to hold their political values.  

Antifa 

History: 

 The "Antifa" movement, or anti-facism, has its roots as a ‘counter fascism’ movement that began in 

the 1920’s and 1930’s in Germany. Their goals were to counter fascist behavior in Germany at the time. 

 Fascism is a bit of a confusing term, largely because the exact definition is not agreed upon, but 

simply put, fascism describes a type of government where the leader acts in a very authoritarian/ dictator 

like manner. They will also try to control the industrial and economic systems of their country. Examples 

include: Nazi Germany under Hitler (1933- 1945), and Italy under Mussolini (1922- 1943). Anti-fascism was 

born out of a dislike for the growing adoption and forced implementation of the Nazi ideology.  
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 On April 23rd, 1925, the movement committed what was likely one of their first terrorist attacks. A 

political fascist group was meeting in Paris one evening. When the fascist group finished their meeting, they 

left their building to an ensuing riot outside. The communist group attacked the fascists, shooting and killing 

four of the fascist party while injuring an additional thirty. Although their true motivations are unclear, it 

seems that the group aimed to promote their own political ideology through violence, which falls under all 

many definitions of terrorism.  

 

 

 

Antifa Today: 
 Antifa is the modern group that was 

born out of the historical movement which 

was explained earlier. Although Antifa has 

taken on many forms over the past century, 

today’s version has proven to be violent at 

time, sometimes crossing the line of activism 

to terrorism. 

 The group views their role as one of the ‘protector.’ They believe that ‘alt right’ messages of hate 

need to be stopped. They do this by attending conservative and alt right rallies to counter their message. 

Although most Americans do not agree with the messages of most ‘alt right’ groups (KKK, white nationalists, 

etc.), Antifa takes their disdain to another level by openly confronting these groups in public in sometimes 

violent ways. While not all of Antifa's actions can be categorized as terrorism, their acts of violence with 

political means can be applied to many definitions. Some tactics they have used include: burning cars, 

destroying buildings, attacking opposing protestors, and even using weapons to disarm their opponents. 

Reminder: Terrorism Definition 

Terrorism is an act of violence in order to promote a political or religious ideology. In order to label 
an act of violence as terrorism, it is important to know the motivations of the offender first. 
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Antifa is also best described as "leaderless". They do not have a "leader", but each member plays a role. 

Weather Underground: 

 The Weather Underground was a left wing terrorist group born out of the leadership of the Student’s 

for a Democratic Society organization, in 1969. The Weatherman felt certain that the war in Vietnam was 

wrong, that black people were being oppressed, and that they needed to take action against the United 

States government to put an end to these injustices. 

 They became more and more radical when they felt no action was being taken by the government, 

until finally they decided that violence was the only way to change society and the government. Their goal was 

to overthrow the government through violent revolution. At first, the group did not shy away from violence; 

one of their first actions was when they organized what was supposed to be an enormous, violent protest 

with hundreds of people, known as the “Days of Rage” in Chicago in October of 1969. The violent protests only 

drew around 200 people and were met with hundreds of police officers, tear gas, and barricades. 

 The group would go on to bomb around 24 targets in the 1970’s from the Capitol Building, to the 

Pentagon, to the New York City Police Department. Something that separates them from the historical 

understanding of terrorists was the group decision to move away from violence against other people. In the 

late 1970s the group began to deteriorate and many members turned themselves in to the authorities. Many 

of the members of the Weather Underground rejoined society and left their radical and violent beliefs behind.  

 

 

Other Left Wing Attacks: 

 On June 14th, 2017 a group of Republicans were practicing softball at a baseball field near Washington 

D.C. early in the morning. The Republicans were all mostly members of congress and some of them were in 

What do you think? 

Why might a terrorist organization not carry out violence against other people? Does that change 
the meaning behind what is and what is not terrorism? 
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congressional leadership positions.  

 James Thomas Hodgkinson, who was 66, was not happy with the outcome of the recent presidential 

election. He had been in DC the past few weeks protesting the outcome. He showed up to the baseball field 

where he knew the group would be practicing and he began to open fire. He shot and wounded four people 

before a security detail at the field shot and gravely wound Hodgkinson. He later died at the hospital.  

 Many of the others wounded in the attack faced life threating injuries, but all survived. Although a 

clear motivation is needed to decide whether or not a violent act is an act of terrorism, it can be supposed 

that Hodgkinson very deliberately planned and chose his target. In his pocket investigators found a list of 

names of six republicans who were at the field, showing that this target was political and not random in 

nature, more clearly making it an act of terrorism.  

Conclusion:  

 Many believe that left wing terrorist groups are a more recent phenomenon that lacks the deep 

history and ideology that comes with right wing or radical Islamic groups, but that is not really the case. Many 

of their ideas today can be traced back to those of Karl Marx at the end of the 19th century.  

 Left wing groups often believe that they have moral superiority because they ‘wish’ to make society 

better for everyone as a whole, but do their violent means justify their end goals? Are their end goals 

beneficial for everyone?  

Key Takeaways: 

 Do left-wing groups today abide by the ideas of Marx? Or do you believe they are more align with 
contemporary left-wing ideas, such as free healthcare and anti-discrimination? 

 Is left-wing extremism a product on right-wing extremism? Or do they exist independent of one 
another? 

 Do we address left-wing the same way we address other forms of extremism today? Why or why not? 
 Can we call a group like The Sons of Liberty  during the American Revolution a left-wing extremist 

group? 


