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KARL MARX
A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Karl Marx was born in Trier, Prussia, on May 5, 1818 
(Antonio, 2011; Beilharz, 2005e). His father, a lawyer, 
provided the family with a fairly typical middle-class 
existence. Both parents were from rabbinical families, 
but, for business reasons, the father had converted to 
Lutheranism when Karl was very young. In 1841, Marx 
received his doctorate in philosophy from the University 
of Berlin, a school heavily influenced by Hegel and the 
Young Hegelians, supportive, yet critical, of their mas-
ter. Marx’s doctorate was a dry philosophical treatise, 
but it did anticipate many of his later ideas. After gradu-
ation, he became a writer for a liberal-radical newspa-
per and within 10 months had become its editor in chief. 
However, because of its political positions, the paper 
was closed shortly thereafter by the government. The 
early essays published in this period began to reflect a 

number of the positions that would guide Marx throughout his life. They were liberally sprinkled 
with democratic principles, humanism, and youthful idealism. He rejected the abstractness of 
Hegelian philosophy, the naïve dreaming of utopian communists, and those activists who were 
urging what he considered to be premature political action. In rejecting these activists, Marx laid 
the groundwork for his own life’s work:

Practical attempts, even by the masses, can be answered with a cannon as soon as 
they become dangerous, but ideas that have overcome our intellect and conquered our 
conviction, ideas to which reason has riveted our conscience, are chains from which 
one cannot break loose without breaking one’s heart; they are demons that one can 
only overcome by submitting to them.

(Marx, [1842] 1977:20)

Marx married in 1843 and soon thereafter was forced to leave Germany for the more liberal 
atmosphere of Paris. There he continued to grapple with the ideas of Hegel and his support-
ers, but he also encountered two new sets of ideas—French socialism and English political 
economy. It was the unique way in which he combined Hegelianism, socialism, and political 
economy that shaped his intellectual orientation. Also of great importance at this point was 
his meeting the man who was to become his lifelong friend, benefactor, and collaborator— 
Friedrich Engels (Carver, 1983). The son of a textile manufacturer, Engels had become a 
socialist critical of the conditions facing the working class. Much of Marx’s compassion for 
the misery of the working class came from his exposure to Engels and his ideas. In 1844, 
Engels and Marx had a lengthy conversation in a famous café in Paris and laid the ground-
work for a lifelong association. Of that conversation, Engels said, “Our complete agreement 
in all theoretical fields became obvious . . . and our joint work dates from that time” (McLel-
lan, 1973:131). In the following year, Engels published a notable work, The Condition of the 
Working Class in England. During this period Marx wrote a number of abstruse works (many 
unpublished in his lifetime), including The Holy Family ([1845] 1956) and The German Ideol-
ogy ([1845–1846] 1970) (both coauthored with Engels), but he also produced The Economic 
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