
MARXISM (conflict theory) 
Based on the writings of Karl Marx (1818-1883)  

 
Marx was a philosopher and journalist as well as a political 
commentator. His writings form the basis of the sociological theory 
called Marxism, but he himself was not a “sociologist”.  
(It is important to remember much of Marxist theory was developed when the 
economy was based on large factory/primary industry.)  

 
 
Marxist theory disagrees with functionalism. 
 
While functionalists believe that individuals are naturally selfish and this needs 
to be controlled through socialisation into shared culture.  
 
Marxists believe that humans are naturally cooperative and creative. We 
would naturally to work together in order to fulfil our needs and support one 
another.  
However the way our society is organised encourages people to be greedy and only 
look out for themselves.  
 
While functionalists see society as being formed on the basis of agreement or 
value consensus, for Marxists society is based on a conflict of interests. (This 
means that different groups in society are in conflict in terms of what they would 
like) 

 

 
 

Capitalism: 
Marx was critical of CAPITALISM. 
Capitalism is a system of economic production (the way we run business and the 
world of work: our economy) Capitalism is a free market profit based economy. It 
is the type of economy found in most countries around the world. But Marx saw it 
as unfair, unequal and based on exploitation.  



Marx believed that the capitalist system was unfair because it is based on a small 
powerful group (ruling class/bourgeoisie) who own and control business and 
production. And the “rest of us” (working class/proletariat), a much larger group 
who have to work for a wage. Marx believed that the wage given to workers is not 
fair and keeps them in a “lower” position in society. While 
the ruling class get all the profit and stay super rich! 
 
In capitalist society everyone is encouraged to strive for 
money, it is a money based economy, everyone needs and 
wants more money! 
 
This is where the conflict of interests comes in……… 
The owners of business want maximum profit, the easiest way to do this is to keep 
labour costs/wages as low as possible. BUT the workers also want money and the 
only for them to do this is to try and get a higher wage!!!!  
Hopefully you can see that in this situation not everyone will be a winner? The 
conflict of interests is the tension between the ruling class who want wages kept 
low and the working class who want wages to increase.  
 
Ultimately the ruling class have MUCH MORE POWER to get 
their interests accepted in society (even though there are less of 
them). This means that in capitalist society the majority of 
people (the working class) do not get what they want = 
money/better wages.  
 
 

Two Class Model: 
 
According to Marxists there are TWO (main) social classes. 
 

1. The ruling class, (or capitalists, or Bourgeoisie). 
This is a small, wealthy, powerful group who own the means 
of production. This means they own all the land and 
factories etc which allow them to run the 
businesses/industries. 
 
 

2. The working class (or proletariat). 
This large group own nothing but their own ability to 
work and earn (labour power). In order to survive they 
sell their time and labour power to the bourgeoisie for a 
wage. 
 
 
 

According to Marx this relationship between the two groups is based on 
EXPLOITATION. (Meaning one group uses the other in an unfair way) 



 

 Communism & revolution: 

Marx saw society as progressing towards a better way. 
He believed that the inequalities and conflict within capitalism would 
eventually get so bad that the working class would have a revolution 
and overthrow the capitalists.  
Then a new system he called communism (but not in the way you may 
understand it) would emerge where everyone had a share of the 
profits and were paid fairly for their labour. People would be freed 
from the greed of capitalism and act in cooperation and get in touch 
with their creativity.  
 
 

Brainwashing of the Working Class: 
 
HOWEVER, this revolution did not happen when Marx was writing and it still 
hasn’t happened. Marx would say that this is because the working class are 
kept unaware of their exploitation. The working class do not realise how bad 
it is for them because they are led to believe that the system is fair! 
The ruling class use their power and dominance to control all aspects of society; 
using media and education to brainwash the working class to accept capitalism as 
the best way of organising society.  

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


