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The Key Features of Marxism and how they Relate to Contemporary Society

There are many significant sociological perspectives that can be related to the study of contemporary society. The perspective that will be focused on in this assignment is Marxism. Haralambos and Holborn (2013) suggest that Marxism takes its name from Karl Marx, who was a German born philosopher and sociologist. In his theories, Marx focuses on the struggles between the working class and the capitalist system and how the exploitation of capitalists on the working class inevitably causes class conflict (The Investopedia Team, 2022). Marx and Engels (1888, p.2) believed that ‘The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles’, and according to Giddens and Sutton (2021, p.17);
Marx theorized that a workers revolution would bring about a new society in which there would be no large scale division between owners and workers. He called this historical stage communism.
In the twentieth century, communism was widespread. There were many governments that were inspired by Marx’s ideas and based their policies on his theories (Giddens & Sutton, 2021) However, in 1989, a revolutionary wave swept across Eastern Europe, resulting in the collapse of communism in the Soviet Union in 1991 (Giddens & Sutton, 2021, p.17). Despite this, there is evidence to suggest that features of Marxism still relate to many areas of contemporary society today, which will be analysed below.

Health care is one significant issue in contemporary society that draws many perspectives from Marxists. According to ResearchoMatic (2013), Marx believed that the highest group of society, the bourgeoisie, subjects the working class, the proletariat, to achieve their self-interests in many different social institutions, such as medicine. Haralambos and Holborn (2013) state that one perspective that is derived from Marxism is ‘the political economy perspective’. Haralambos and Holborn (2013, p.304) state that ‘political economy writers argue that medicine is closely related to the concept of social control’. This suggests that Marxists view medicine as a way of controlling groups in society. Furthermore, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that capitalism is having an increasing effect on medicine which is what Marxists believe. Launer (2022, no page number) says that ‘Private companies are taking over an increasing proportion of services, even if these are still branded as part of a public system’. In addition, according to the NHS in England ‘Most adults in England have to pay prescription charges’. This suggests that some aspects of health care are based on profit and business over welfare. Evidence suggests that this is already being seen in hospitals. BMJ (2015) argue that the NHS are too reliant on agency nurses, who are private, which is proving significantly costly and reducing the ability of the NHS to provide quality care to patients. Furthermore, there are reports that many nurses are leaving the NHS due to being overworked, as well as low morale and joining agencies which offer better hours and conditions (Tanner, 2021). This shows how the NHS and health care is operating on a private model, which ultimately aids capitalism which is a major threat to our society according to Marxism, whose theorists would argue that ‘capitalism does not just threaten the health and well being of every human, but life on this earth as we know it’ (Pappas, 2018).
Additionally, another area of contemporary society that draws a Marxist perspective is education. According to Haralambos and Holborn (2013), Henry Giroux (1984) suggests that working class students are not accepting what they are being taught in schools and they are forming their own education. In addition, a number of different classes and ethnic groups have an influence on what is being taught in the classroom. This theory is already being seen in contemporary society. According to Blandford (2018), ‘the education system is failing to serve the needs of every child and the odds are stacked against working class pupils.’ In addition, Blandford (2018) goes on to suggest that the number of students from low-income households who believe that they will go to university has fallen to a new low. This shows that the working class are struggling to adjust to and accept the education system in its current form. Many Marxist theories also suggest that capitalism is a significant threat in education. For instance, Bowles and Gintis suggest that education under a capitalist system causes a great divide which causes social inequality. (Giddens & Sutton, 2021).  This theory is supported by Dniester (2017) who states that;
Recommendations of teachers in primary schools can influence the student’s acceptance to a secondary school and ultimately the rest of their life. The school system gives everybody standardised exams. But giving all students the same tests is inheritably unequal.
This theory suggests that the education system is failing students by treating them all equally and testing them all in the same way. However, all students learn and show their learning in many ways, which is suggested by Avado (2021) and these learning styles should be catered for in education. Many theorists, such as Illich (1971) go even further by comparing schools to prisons, due to them ‘becoming custodial organizations because attendance is compulsory’ (Giddens & Sutton, 2021, p. 642). Illich goes on to suggest that there is a hidden curriculum in the education system, which teaches students that their role in life is ‘to know their place and sit in it’ (Giddens and Sutton, 2021, p. 642). This can be seen in contemporary society, even today students have no right to leave school voluntarily and if a student does not like a teacher or a class, they must still attend the class and there is not much the student can do about it (Roberts, 2019). This supports the theory that capitalism is a significant threat in education.
Furthermore, another area of contemporary society that has a Marxist perspective is Crime and Deviance. Harlambos and Holborn (2013) suggest that Marxists believe that power is held by those in control of mass production and that the agencies of law and order serve and reflect the ruling class. This theory is explored further by Mitrani (2015) who states that the police were ‘created to protect the new form of wage-labor capitalism that emerged in the mid- to late 19th century’. In addition, there is a suggestion that the police are targeting working class and minority groups, who are the most disadvantaged in society, as workerspower (2021) states that ‘the police are taught to fear and despise these communities’, which suggests that the problem in policing starts in training. In addition, ‘Day to day police spend most of their time policing the crime which is generated by a system based on increasing inequality and social and racial oppression’ (workerspower, 2021). This statement can be linked to official statistics that were gathered by the House of Commons, which can be seen in the image below; 
Figure 1: Search Rate by Ethnicity. 
[image: A chart shows Black people were around ten times more likely to be searched than White people in 2018/19](Brown, 2020)
This image shows that black people were much more likely to be stopped and searched by police when compared to white people from the years 2010 to 2019. This can be linked to workerspower’s (2021) statement about the police using their powers to police crime in a system that is increasingly racist and inequal. Furthermore, Haralambos and Holborn (2013) asserts that ‘greed, self-interest and hostility generated by the capitalist system motivate many crimes at all levels within society.’ According to Thompson (2016), these factors, as well as the pressures that the capitalist system puts on individuals to succeed in society outweigh the pressure to obey the law, resulting in crime being committed because of the effect of capitalism. 
Another significant issue in contemporary society is gender and how women are treated. Carver (1991) suggests that Marx believed that humanity can only be achieved fully when both men and women are equal. Furthermore, Carver (1991, p. 231) states that ‘Although the oppression of women in the family is precapitalist in origin, it intensified with the advent of capitalism.’ This suggests that women were already oppressed before capitalism. However, the influence of capitalism within society has made it worse. In the primitive stages of human history, Karl Marx also believed that there were no gender or class divisions, and that ‘the power of men over women came about only as class divisions appeared’ (Giddens & Sutton, 2021, p. 88). Women then were being seen as the private property of men through marriage. In contemporary society, there is evidence to support the theory that women are not being treated equally to men in society, which can be seen in the image below:
Figure 2: Gender pay gap by age (UK)
[image: New Scientist Default Image]
(Fleming, 2018)
This image shows that men will earn a lot more in their lifetime when compared to women, which supports Marx’s theory that women have less power when compared to men now that there are class divisions. (Carver, 1991). Furthermore, according to the UK Government (2018), women earn less per hour at the start of their careers compared to men and they are more likely to work in lower paid roles, but they enter the workforce with higher qualifications compared to men. This suggests that women who may have better qualifications then men are not able to get to the level that these qualifications reflect. This can be linked to Carvers (1991) theory that capitalism is causing additional harm to the oppression of women, as they are unable to compete with men despite being more qualified. 
Lastly, another considerable issue in contemporary society that has a Marxist perspective is religion. According to Giddens and Sutton (2021) Marx believed that religions such as Christianity are able to divert attention away from inequality and injustice because society can look forward to the happiness and rewards of heaven. However, Giddens and Sutton (2021, p. 753) go on to suggest that Marx also believed that religion is strongly ideological and that ‘religious beliefs and values often provide justifications for inequalities of wealth and power.’ Because of this, Marx believed that religion should disappear in its traditional form (Giddens & Sutton, 2021). In addition, Alexander (2013, no page number) suggests that in the original version of the Anglican hymn All things bright and beautiful, stanza 3 read ‘the rich man at his castle, the poor man at his gate, God made them, highly or lowly, And ordered their estate.’ This supports the theory that Marx presented, which was that religion justifies inequality (Giddens & Sutton, 2021). Furthermore, there are many sources of evidence that back this theory. In the US, states with high levels of inequality are also the most religious, and one possible explanation for this could be that the wealthiest in society are attracted to religion in unequal societies because they can use religion to justify their positions of privilege to the poor (Grant, 2011). This suggests that there could be a significant link between inequality and religion. It is also argued that the working class and the poorest in society use religion as a type of shelter from their lives, and that they refuge in it for comfort (Jordon, 2014). Religious movements also resist;
…socialist efforts to organise the working class. As a result, powerful religious movements constrain state-led efforts to provide social protection, increasing income inequality. (Jordon, 2014, no page number).
This suggests that religious groups are in effect preventing society from becoming more wealthy globally, due to their ability to halt state level reforms on social issues. This shows how the theories of Marx on religion impacts contemporary society. 

In conclusion, there are many ways that Marxism is related to contemporary society and there is much evidence to support this. For example, many Marxists view the medicines that we take today are actual being used to control society by the bourgeoisie  (ResearchoMatic, 2013). This can be linked with the claim that was made by Marx and Engels (1888, p.2) which was that ‘the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.’ Furthermore, education is causing a great divide in society under capitalism (Giddens & Sutton, 2021) and Mitrani (2015) stated that the police were created to protect capitalism against the working class. These theories all suggest that capitalism is a threat to society, and this suggests that this is a key Marxist viewpoint. However, the fact that there is still a gender pay gap in the UK (Fleming, 2018) and that many students from low-income households are not confident about going to university (Blandford, 2018) should be analysed in detail by the government and policy makers. In addition, the government should look at these theories and what effect capitalism is having on society and what can be improved.
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