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PREFACE



It is now more than three decades since the fall of the Berlin Wall and subsequent collapse of the USSR prompted Francis Fukuyama to proclaim the “End of History.” Like most Americans who lived through those heady and exciting times, I felt a surge of pride as one Eastern Bloc country after another discarded single-party Communist rule for pluralism and political freedom—even Russia itself, which for a time seemed just as eager to embrace the West. For the first time, Soviet archives were thrown open to Western researchers such as myself, who happily descended on them to probe the secrets of Soviet and global Communism. Confident postmortems of Communism then filled the airwaves, with a sense of relief and “goodbye to all that.” At the height of American triumphalism in 2001, the historian Richard Pipes described his short Communism: A History as not only “an introduction to Communism” but also “at the same time, its obituary.”1


Twenty years later, things look rather different. Russia may no longer be Communist, but it is ruled by Vladimir Putin, a proud and unrepentant former KGB officer. Joseph Stalin is more admired in Russia today than at any other time since his death in 1953, his manifold crimes against the peoples of the Soviet Union now either forgiven or forgotten. Since the Ukraine crisis of 2014 and the Russia-Ukraine war that broke out in February 2022, relations between Russia and the West have been thrown into the deep freeze, frostier by some measures than at the height of the Cold War, with nearly all trade and travel cut off. Meanwhile, thrown off its perch by the 9/11 attacks, ineffectual “forever war” military interventions, deindustrialization, and debts eroding the value of the dollar, the United States has bled prestige in uncanny parallel with the return of Russian military power to the world stage and the rise of Communist China in economic power and global influence. With the COVID-19 lockdowns of 2020–2022, the China model spread globally, as once inviolable rights, from freedom of speech and dissent to freedom of movement and travel, were temporarily abandoned in the West. For many young westerners, Communism is no longer a cause banished from mainstream discourse for its association with totalitarian regimes, for they have no living memory of them. Liberal democratic capitalism seems bereft of energy, if not moribund, while Chinese Communism rapidly assimilates much of the world. How did this happen, and why did no one see it coming?


What follows is an attempt to grapple with this question, and to approach it with a greater sense of humility than I might have done in those heady early years of the post-Communist era. Owing to several decades of historical research in partly open Chinese, mostly open Eastern Bloc, and until recently relatively open Soviet archives, we also know far more today than in the past about how Communism worked in practice, and about why, and exactly how, so many Communist regimes fell—while others endured—between 1989 and 1991. There was nothing fated about the collapse of Soviet power that allowed the Eastern Bloc Communist satellites and the three Baltic Republics to spin free from Moscow’s orbit in 1989, and that prompted the collapse of the USSR itself two years later—the cause of Fukuyama’s premature gloating—nor in the violent reassertion of Chinese Communist Party (CCP) control in Tiananmen Square earlier in 1989, which should have rendered his thesis null on arrival. Much as we like to imagine that Communism failed because of a cascading groundswell of heroic popular opposition from below, it was actually the disappearance of coercion from above that counted. More than any other system of government known to man, Communist rule required the strong hand of the military and heavily armed security services, all under strict party control. Once the regime’s sword was lifted, Communist parties crumbled quickly; if the sword remained, the party did too.


Nor, for that matter, was the emergence of Communist governments in the twentieth century in the first place preordained by some Hegelian-Marxist law of history, however much Karl Marx and his acolytes would have wished it so. As we will see in the pages ahead, the emergence of Communism in Russia, China, and their satellites required a series of world wars that rent the social fabric and put lethal arms in the hands of millions of angry and impressionable young men. Despite the party’s claim to speak for the proletarian masses of humanity, and several much ballyhooed near misses, Communists nowhere came to power through the ballot box. As some of Marx’s earliest critics, particularly those on the anarchist left, such as Mikhail Bakunin, perceived, the maximalist Marxist program, requiring state control of the banks, industry, agriculture, and economic exchange, could only be achieved with massive violence and a preponderance of force. Absent the catalyst of war, Communist revolution was inconceivable. Marx, like Vladimir Lenin after him, saw the revolutionary potential of modern wars, such as the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871 and the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905, for the losing side—in the former case, France, and in the latter, Russia. Following Marx’s own reading of the first conflict and his interpretation of the second, Lenin forged the doctrine of “revolutionary defeatism,” by which he meant that, if a country lost a modern war decisively enough, the resulting collapse of military discipline and prestige could weaken its government to the point that it might then be toppled by armed revolutionaries. But these relatively contained bilateral wars, however lethal and destructive to social order, leading to the short-lived but sanguinary Paris Commune of 1871 and the equally violent but ultimately contained Russian Revolution of 1905, were not destructive enough for Marx’s or Lenin’s purposes. Only the utter devastation of the First World War did enough damage, and mobilized and armed enough angry and embittered young men, to make Communist revolution possible. Even then, in order to succeed, Lenin’s ruthless program of promoting mass mutinies in Russia’s army and navy in order to transform the country’s “imperialist war” into “civil war” required a fortunate sequence of events breaking his way—Lenin was extremely lucky in his enemies—and his new Communist government was on the defensive from day one.


Contrary to Lenin’s hopes, the advent of Communism in Russia did not inspire a global wave of revolution. Aside from a few short-lived upheavals in Germany and Hungary—countries that, like Russia, had been devastated by the First World War and found themselves on the losing side in 1918—Communism failed to gain traction anywhere outside Russia. Marx might have prophesied in Das Kapital that, once capitalist “centralization of the means of production and the socialization of labor” reached some critical threshold, the “knell of capitalist private property” would ring globally, all at once—but nothing of the kind happened either in Russia in 1917 or elsewhere by imitation. Lenin tried gamely to speed the revolution along, creating a Communist International, or Comintern, in 1919 to coordinate global propaganda and paramilitary efforts to overthrow “capitalist” governments worldwide, but these efforts failed on all fronts.


It was only with the collapse of international order in the 1930s that Communism once again began to make inroads, first in Spain, in the wake of a devastating civil war, and then in Eastern Europe and North Asia, after the Second World War, which unleashed social and economic devastation on those regions even more terrible than the First World War had. Try though Soviet Comintern leaders and their foreign agents did to update the Communist theory of revolution on the fly, it was not doctrine that mattered, but force of arms. Only in the exceptional circumstances of war did Communists stand a real chance of sniffing power, and it usually required years of attrition to weaken traditional regimes enough for them to fall—along with the extra muscle and funding Moscow provided. Sometimes, as in the imposition of Communism by Soviet conquering armies in Poland or Hungary, this was obvious enough. But even the most famous “native” Communist conquerors, such as Tito in Yugoslavia and Mao Zedong in China, as we shall see below, needed heavy doses of foreign assistance to overwhelm their enemies. The real secret of Marxism-Leninism, as the reigning doctrine of Communism was called after 1917, was not that Marx and Lenin had discovered an immutable law of history driven by ever-intensifying “class struggle,” but that Lenin had shown how Communist revolutionaries could exploit the devastation of war to seize power by force—if the devastation was severe enough, and if they armed enough fanatics and foot soldiers to prevail over their opponents. The rise and fall and surprising non-death of Communism was always the work of real, live men (and some women), with results sometimes reflecting, but more often defying, human intention. Marx, a much better historian than a prophet, once wrote that “men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please.”2


I have written the history of Communism with Marx’s aphorism in mind, knowing that the story, despite its seeming resolution in 1989 or 1991, is far from over. As long as people dream of brotherhood between men, of equal rights for women or for racial or ethnic minorities, or, in the current jargon, of “social justice,” some version of Communism will retain broad popular appeal, enticing young idealists—along with ambitious older politicians who may or may not share in the idealism but are tempted by the promise of an all-encompassing state granting them vast power over their subjects—to champion its cause. The history of Communism may not always be edifying or reassuring, but it is worth reexamining dispassionately, without either prejudice or wishful thinking. Let us begin.
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INTRODUCTION



SOCIAL EQUALITY: GENEALOGY OF AN IDEA


Communism as a ruling doctrine is a relatively recent phenomenon in historical terms, dating back just over a century—or, if we count parties bearing the name, such as the Communist League of Marx and Engels (c. 1847–1848), about 175 years. But the idea of material or social equality lying at the heart of Communist theory traces back deep into antiquity, and it is worth examining the different strands of thought that have informed and inspired modern Communists. In The Republic (c. 375 BC), Plato has Socrates observe that the proliferation of “such words as ‘mine’ and ‘not mine’ and ‘someone else’s’” must lead to the dissolution of the social fabric. By contrast, the best-governed city would be one in which “all the citizens rejoice and are pained by the same successes and failures,” as the “sharing of pleasures and pains bind[s] the city together.” A thoughtful ruler, or philosopher-king, should thus establish a kind of political equality among active citizens, who by sacrificing selfish interests would come to equate their own fortunes with those of the polity to which they belonged. In his wicked satire Ecclesiazusae (Assemblywomen, c. 391 BC), Aristophanes went further, with his false-bearded female philosopher-queen Praxagora vowing to make “land, money, everything that is private property, common to all.” This dictum, she said, would include sexual relations: men must court the “ugliest and most flat-nosed [women]… side to side with the most charming [women],” and women were enjoined not to “sleep with the big, handsome men before having satisfied the ugly shrimps.”1


Speaking to the individual soul rather than to the Greeks’ pagan philosopher-kings, Jesus warned followers soon known as Christians that it would “be easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven,” and he advised one wealthy petitioner, who asked him what he must do to attain eternal life, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor.” Generations of Christian saints, inspired by the example of Martin of Tours (AD 316–397), who died on a bare floor clothed in rags, have taken Christ’s words to heart, renounced their material possessions, and devoted their lives to helping the needy—to charity, as we now call it. As Saint Martin himself preached, a true Christian must act as “the helper of the lowliest, the protector of the weak, the shelter of the hopeless, the savior of the rejected.” In this way early Christians introduced to the world the novel, counterintuitive idea that the weak, the poor, and the humble had as much human value as great statesmen, mighty warriors, and their wealthy patrons. If Christ was right, the meek might even find true salvation in the afterlife, while the selfish rich were judged and suffered the torments of the damned. While not every believer has obeyed this radical precept to devote their lives to helping the poor or become poor themselves, the Christian idea of material renunciation added a powerful allure to the Platonic ideal of a collective-minded political community. People might not be equal in wealth or social status, but in the eyes of God all souls might be equal, or at least judged by a universal moral standard to which all were equally bound.2


Still, even at its most radical, Western Christianity has stopped short of advocating for outright equality of wealth and material differences as proposed by Plato and Aristophanes (the latter satirically). The rich might be judged by God and found wanting; but not even the most devout Christian theologians have proposed, like Robin Hood, to rob them and redistribute their wealth in order to level out the social order. Theft is, indeed, expressly forbidden in the Ten Commandments of the Old Testament (“Thou shalt not steal”), fundamental to the faith of both Jews and Christians. The embrace of poverty, or the practice of charity, for a Christian believer, is the conscious act of a free human soul, not a coercive act or something to be mandated in law.


Nonetheless, there is no denying the explosive implications of the Christian faith for social evolution in the direction of greater social equality. The story of Genesis, of an unclothed Adam and Eve in the “Garden of Eden,” central to both Judaism and the Christianity that emerged from it, posits a lost innocence or paradise. The first couple’s sin leads to the need for clothing to conceal the human body, has implications for the temptations and complications of sex, and foreshadows the greed of humanity that leads in turn to inequalities of wealth, and ultimately to the sundry evil acts plaguing the fallen world. These evils then must be proscribed by the moral lessons of the Ten Commandments and by the other laws and holy texts of the three monotheistic faiths. Implicit in the idea of an earlier fall from grace is the possibility of redemption, whether through the restoration of a lost world or the repentance of an individual for one’s actions. History thus proceeds inexorably in the Judeo-Christian worldview toward judgment and redemption (or everlasting damnation). Christianity and Judaism differ in the pacing of the linear progression, with Christians generally believing more strongly in the idea of a final judgment for all mankind, a branch of the faith known as eschatology. The central point, for understanding the evolution of Western intellectual life and ideas, is that the arc of time for Jews—and more especially Christians—moves forward in a linear fashion from one dramatic point toward another, with each decision, each action and event, pregnant with meaning in a world ruled by a unitary deity (God), rather than in random or cyclical fashion, or via the continual (though inconsistently paced) revelation of the sages and sagas of a polytheistic faith such as Hinduism. From the stories in the Bible to modern-day literature, this set of ideas has given Western thought its great narrative pull, as saints, poets, philosophers, novelists, and historians have wrung drama and meaning out of individual and collective struggle.


Islam, born of the same Abrahamic monotheistic tradition as Judaism and Christianity, shares the ideal of the equality of believers, and has its own ideas about how they will be judged worthy of heaven—or suffer eternal damnation. The Islamic tradition places less emphasis on voluntarism and free will in determining how believers (and unbelievers) are judged, ascribing all the proceedings of human life, even those that take place while we are unconscious, to an all-powerful God, or Allah. As revealed to Mohammad in the Koran, “Allah takes the souls unto Himself at the time of their death, and that which has not died in its sleep. He keeps those on whom he has decreed death, but looses the others until a stated term.” The upshot is that, while Islam rejects fatalism, events are not random. Although, time, for Muslims, is not cyclical, nor does it proceed with such inexorable forward momentum as it does in Christian thinking.3


The eschatological and egalitarian impulses in Christian thought received a further shot in the arm with the (accidental) discovery of the New World after Columbus’s famous voyage of 1492. When European Christians encountered more “primitive” peoples, it was perhaps natural that these “native” Americans were viewed as pre-Revelation innocents who lived in an unspoiled garden like that of Eden (although, after the arrival of Europeans, it would not remain unspoiled for long). Columbus himself claimed to observe, of the native inhabitants of what are now the Bahamas, Haiti, and Cuba, in his letter reporting to King Ferdinand of Spain, who had sponsored his voyage, that “all go naked, men and women, as their mothers bore them, although some of the women”—like Eve—“cover a single place with the leaf of a plant.” Economic and social innocents, too, these inhabitants of the New World were, according to Columbus, “so guileless and so generous with all that they possess, that no one would believe it who has not seen it. They refuse nothing that they possess, if it be asked of them; on the contrary, they invite any one to share it.”4


Columbus was, of course, defective in his understanding of the peoples he encountered, whose languages he did not speak, and whose societies were far more sophisticated and socially differentiated than he assumed. But the excitement born of his discovery of such radically different cultures, however much may have been lost in translation, inspired a whole new tradition of Christian writing about New Worlds that might be less corrupted, less fallen, than the Europe they lived in. The archetypal example, which gave its name to the genre, was Thomas More’s Utopia (1516).i More presents a strange but oddly compelling vision of a society without money, law, or lawyers, where economic activity is rationally planned by “magistrates who never engage the people in unnecessary labour.” “The chief end of the constitution,” he wrote, “is to regulate labour by the necessities of the public, and to allow all the people as much time as is necessary for the improvement of their minds, in which they think the happiness of life consists.” And yet social equality remains distant in More’s utopian society: slavery is allowed, and we are told that “wives serve their husbands.”5




The Christian Reformation, launched by Martin Luther when he posted his famous “Ninety-Five Theses” on the door of the church at Wittenberg in 1517—the year after More’s Utopia was published—also spawned radical visions of the remaking of society. Luther’s critique of the Church’s material corruption was radical enough, proposing a more democratic “priesthood of all believers” in place of the increasingly ornate hierarchy of the Catholic Church, which was financed by taxes (the tithe) and the sale of “indulgences.” Nonetheless, Luther balked at the idea of overturning the social order, disowning, and then denouncing, the German Peasant Rebellion of 1524–1525 in a bluntly titled polemic, Against the Robbing Murderous Hordes of Peasants. Other Reformation thinkers were willing to go further. Jean Calvin (1509–1564) and his followers, in service of their belief in the predestination of human souls for heaven or hell, created a number of small, tight-knit communities defined by austere morality and principled renunciation of materialism, most famously the Republic of Geneva, which would inspire Jean-Jacques Rousseau (discussed below).


Still more extreme were the Anabaptists, who seized control of Münster in February 1534. Inspired by the idea that not only faith, but even baptism, should be a matter of individual conscience and free will—that is, left to the discretion of rational adults, rather than imposed on infants too young to understand the ritual—Anabaptists were already radical by Reformation standards, with many of them participating in the German Peasant Rebellion. Given the chance to reorganize society in Münster, one Anabaptist sect, led by a former baker of Dutch origin named Jan Matthys, began by cleansing Catholics and Lutherans, then seized all the gold and silver in the town, looted Catholic monasteries of their wealth, abolished money, and declared food stocks common property. The radical new social order was enforced by terror, with public executions of critics, and by the edict that all houses keep their front doors open, so as to ensure that no private space be allowed for dissent. In this frenzied atmosphere of enforced social conformity, all books other than the Old and New Testaments were banned, and then collected and burned in great public bonfires. Matthys’s ever more radical Anabaptist commune lasted about six weeks, until the tyrant of this theocratic utopia was cut down in battle and dismembered in early April—on Easter Sunday—with his head erected on a pole above the town to discourage future radical experiments.6


Not all “utopian” thinkers, of course, wanted to set history’s clock backward to simpler times in the manner of Calvinists and Anabaptists. In New Atlantis (1626), Francis Bacon dreamed up a world enriched by the systematic study of plants, animals, and the heavens, enabled by the construction of observatories, nature parks, fish pools, and experimental facilities for agriculture, along with “brewhouses, bake-houses and kitchens.” Inspired by Bacon and the tinkerers who ushered in Europe’s scientific revolution, Denis Diderot and Jean d’Alembert set out to “assemble all the knowledge scattered on the surface of the earth” in a great Encyclopédie (1751–1772), so that, in Diderot’s words, “our descendants, by becoming more learned, may become more virtuous and happier.” In this way the Enlightenment rationalism of the philosophes secularized Christian eschatology, establishing a kind of European religion of social progress.7


By separating divine revelation from reason, however, the philosophes also forfeited much of the beauty and power of the Christian faith while also shunting Christian ideals about virtuous poverty and charity to the side. The hyper-rational “republic of letters” envisioned by Diderot, d’Alembert, and the famously irreligious Voltaire in the Encyclopédie was elitist rather than democratic, appealing more to enlightened despots, such as Frederick II of Prussia and Catherine the Great of Russia, than to ordinary Christians, or even the growing numbers of literate Europeans.


In the end, it was the skeptical enfant terrible of the French Enlightenment, the Genevan autodidact and itinerant tutor Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778), who left behind the era’s most enduring vision of social equality. Only in a “happy and tranquil republic,” Rousseau argued in his Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among Men (1755), could humanity avoid the corruptions that led to the “different privileges enjoyed by some at the expense of others, such as being richer, more honored, more powerful than they, or even causing themselves to be obeyed by them.” Like Christian saints and Columbus misinterpreting American natives (whom Rousseau revealingly described as “savages”), he looked back to a mythical lost Eden. Unlike Bacon and the philosophes, he did not believe that reason and scientific “progress” would improve lives. “The more we accumulate knowledge,” Rousseau warned, “the more we deprive ourselves of the means of acquiring the most important knowledge of all.” Civilization and material improvement were morally corrupting, depriving people of their natural freedom, entrenching inequality and slavery, and rendering men selfish and ambitious. “The first person who, having enclosed a plot of land, took it into his head to say, ‘This is mine,’” Rousseau surmised, “and found people simple enough to believe him, was the true founder of civil society. What crimes, wars, murders, what miseries and horrors would the human race have been spared, had someone pulled up the stakes or filled in the ditch and cried out to his fellowmen, ‘Do not listen to this impostor. You are lost if you forget that the fruits of the earth belong to all and the earth to no one!’”8


In this celebrated passage, Rousseau came as close to the vision of a propertyless world of social equals as any thinker had done since Plato and Aristophanes. But he did not repudiate private wealth entirely, recognizing that “the idea of property… was necessary to make great progress, acquire many skills and much enlightenment, and transmit and augment them from one age to another.” In the famous opening of his 1762 work On the Social Contract, Rousseau proclaimed that “man is born free, but is everywhere in chains”—but his program for liberating them did not include the abolition of private property. Rather, “in accepting the goods of private individuals,” a justly organized community “assures them of legitimate possession.” Rousseau did insist that “each private individual’s right to own his own land is always subordinate to the community’s right to all,” and thus conditional on one’s civic status. As Rousseau explained in his most notorious passage, in order for any “social compact to avoid being an empty formula, it tacitly entails the commitment—which alone can give force to the others—that whoever refuses to obey the general will [volonté générale], will be forced to do so by the entire body.” By “violating the laws” of the community, such a “malefactor” must be “put to death,” Rousseau argued, “less as a citizen than as an enemy.” Nonetheless, as long as a citizen obeyed the laws embodied in the “general will” of his political community, his right to own property was upheld. Radical republican Rousseau might have been, but he was not, quite, a Communist.9


A large part of the reason Rousseau’s works became a standard part of the Western educational curriculum is that they so clearly influenced the course of the French Revolution. Rousseau’s idea of the “general will,” a nebulous notion of consensus public opinion or mandate he never quite defines in the Social Contract—there is no implication that it need reflect an actual democratic vote—made it into clause 6 of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen passed by the French National Assembly in August 1789 (“Law is the expression of the general will”), to which all other clauses are subordinated. In the language he used to justify the “Terror” of 1793–1794, Maximilien Robespierre channeled Rousseau’s views on the purging of disloyal citizens when he wrote that “if the mainspring of popular government in peacetime is virtue, amid revolution it is at the same time [both] virtue and terror.” With the guillotining of more than 20,000 traitorous “enemies of the people,” Robespierre brought Rousseau’s draconian vision to life, establishing a precedent for apocalyptic revolutionary terror that has alternately inspired or terrified westerners ever since.10


The story of Robespierre’s rise to power and his spectacular downfall on the ninth day of the revolutionary month of Thermidor, Year II (July 27, 1794), when he was guillotined along with eighty-three key collaborators, retains its dramatic appeal today. But in the history of Communism, Thermidor represents a dead end. The furthest Robespierre had been willing to go in socioeconomic reform was the “Law of the General Maximum,” passed by the National Convention in September 1793, which established price ceilings on grain, meat, oil, soap, salt, shoes, and other essentials; punishments for violators; and a cap on wages. In the end, it may have been the national military draft, or levée en masse, of August 1793, not the short-lived Maximum of September, that established the more significant precedent for Communism. France’s government began forcibly conscripting soldiers and workers—from foundrymen and tanners and tailors to bakers—into war industry, thus establishing a model for state direction and control of the economy, at least in wartime.11


However radical their ideas seemed at the time, from the perspective of the modern socialist or Communist Rousseau and his Robespierre were not radical enough. Widely read in the West, Rousseau’s writings were never part of the Marxist-Leninist canon. For this reason it is worth examining the work of one of Rousseau’s lesser-known contemporaries, who took his critique of social inequality further than Rousseau was willing to go. This was Étienne-Gabriel Morelly (1717–1778), who, like Rousseau, started out as a tutor of modest means. Morelly, from Vitry-le-François, published an anonymous pamphlet, Code de la nature, ou le véritable esprit de ses lois (The Code of Nature, or the True Spirit of Her Laws), in 1755, the same year that Rousseau published his Discourse on Inequality.


Morelly began his pamphlet in much the same vein that Rousseau began his own treatise, lamenting the fall of mankind into its present state of corruption, using the “noble savages” of the Americas as a rebuke to materialistic European civilization, and attributing the bulk of human misery to social inequality. But Morelly, a truer (or at least more literal-minded) Christian than the Genevan autodidact, ascribed man’s descent to a single sin, a vice originating in the Garden of Eden itself: greed (avarice). “The sole vice that I can recognize in the universe,” Morelly thundered, “is greed; all the others, whatever name we give them, are only tones, only degrees of [greed] itself, which is the Proteus, the Mercury, the base, the vehicle of all vices.” The “desire to possess,” he continued, was the “universal plague… of selfish interest” that tore at the social fabric. “Where no property exists,” Morelly prophesied, “none of its pernicious consequences will exist either.”12


In Morelly’s view, it was not only the increasing prosperity and complexity of European society, compared to the material simplicity of life among “savages,” that had brought the evils of property and inequality to society, but also the corruption of Christianity. Once upon a time, Christians had been persecuted, and by this persecution had been “made to feel the equality of all men,” even slaves, whose suffering they had so nobly “softened.” Saints such as Martin of Tours had “recommended that the rich surrender their possessions and spread them in the bosom of the poor.” But this “spirit of charity” was destroyed by the greed of the Church, which erected “mediators between God and man” and siphoned off wealth from the poor to rich ministers of the faith.13


To restore the true spirit of Christianity, and usher man into a modern utopia mimicking the humbler virtues of mankind’s lost Eden, Morelly proposed a series of laws “aligned with the intentions of Nature.” The first was that “nothing in society must belong to anyone, either as personal possession nor as capital goods, except those things of which an individual makes immediate use for his need, his pleasure, or his work.” Second was that “every citizen must be a man of public sustenance, maintained and occupied at public expense.” Third, all citizens must “contribute on their part to the public utility according to their strengths, their talents, and their age.” The key to his system, the “Economic and Distributive Law,” would stipulate that “all durable goods must be amassed in public storage facilities, whence they will be distributed, some daily and some for fixed terms to all citizens, in order to serve the ordinary needs of life, and the material requirements of the works of different professions; other goods will be furnished to people who use them.” In order to prevent anyone from profiting from the variable distribution of goods, Morelly said further that “nothing can be sold, according the sacred laws, or be exchanged between citizens.” The exchange of all goods must instead be regulated at “the public storage facility… where they will be supplied by those who cultivate them, and distributed only for fixed terms to those who collect them”—Morelly noted, in a nod to tradition, “to each family patriarch, for his use and that of his children.” To discourage hoarding, those “fixed terms” must be short. “Someone who needs… greens, vegetables or fruits,” Morelly explained, “will go to the public square, which is where these items will have been brought by the man who cultivated them, and take what he needs for one day only.” In a foreign trade corollary, Morelly’s final law specified that “if the state is aided by a neighboring nation, or gives aid to the same, this exchange can only take place… in public, and one must take scrupulous care that it not introduce any private wealth into the republic.”14


Here was a powerful vision of a propertyless commonwealth of radical social equality. It uncannily blended together the most promising post-pagan elements in the Western tradition, from Christian eschatology and early Christian notions of material renunciation and charity to Columbian romanticization of the “noble savage” and post-1492 theorizing about “utopia.” As French scholars have noted, Morelly cites (or channels) with equal enthusiasm Thomas More, Rousseau, and the philosophes. His vision is somewhat crude and reductionist, jettisoning More’s curious tolerance in Utopia for slavery and enduring class and sex differences (with the exception of Morelly’s embrace of the paterfamilias), and subsuming the skeptical and tragic elements in Rousseau’s work inside the rationalist optimism of the philosophes. But Morelly is more honest, too, taking Rousseau’s premise about the “unnatural” evil of social inequality as the original sin of human civilization to its logical policy conclusion: the forcible abolition of private property, sale, and trade and the monopoly of all economic activity by the state. Small wonder Morelly’s work, though mostly ignored in his own lifetime, was embraced by early French socialists such as Charles Fourier, and later became a staple of the Marxist-Leninist canon under Soviet Communism.15


Long before Morelly’s Code of Nature was made into dogma by Soviet academics, however, it inspired a real-life French political movement. What Rousseau’s Social Contract was to Robespierre’s radical republican experiment with Terror in 1794, Morelly’s work was to Gracchus Babeuf’s ambitious Conspiracy of the Equals, launched in the aftermath of Thermidor.
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Footnote






i The book was published in Latin as Libellus vere aureus nec minus salutaris quam festivus de optimo reip[ublicae] statu, deq[ue] noua Insula Vtopia (The Best State of a Commonwealth and the Island of Utopia). It is simplified to Utopia in most English editions.


















PROLOGUE



CONSPIRACY OF THE EQUALS


Robespierre’s political rivals, along with the thousands of Frenchmen destined shortly to face the guillotine’s blade, could breathe a sigh of relief after Thermidor. The excesses of the Terror, along with the persecutions of draft resisters and hoarders falling afoul of the Maximum, wound down even as France’s military situation stabilized. There remained political intrigue, but uprisings of the hard Robespierrist Left on April 1 and May 20, 1795 (12 Germinal and 1 Prairial Year III, by the republican calendar), and then a putsch by the royalist Right on October 5, 1795 (13 Vendémiaire Year IV), were crushed. The coup de grace came with Napoleon Bonaparte’s “whiff of grapeshot” at the Vendémiaire insurrection—the firing of “grape,” or small-caliber round shot, into crowds at short range, to mass-wound and terrorize rather than kill (although many royalists were killed in the operation). In this way the French army imposed its will on the street mobs of Paris, paving the way for a new regime headed by a Five-Man Executive Directory, which vowed that “the strictest observance of laws [would] be its rule.”1


Not everyone was pleased with the stilling of Parisian revolutionary fervor and the authoritarian turn of the Directors. Beaten and battered though they were by the Thermidorian purges, there remained a residue of hard-left revolutionaries who still believed in the revolutionary trinity of liberté, égalité, and fraternité (liberty, equality, and brotherhood)—especially the central plank, social equality. Among these was a thirty-something political activist named François-Noël Babeuf, who had tasted power and fame in the early years of the Revolution and was loath to sink back into the obscurity of his pre-1789 existence as a clerk managing manorial property rolls, where his job had involved assessing the dues and obligations owed by French peasants to their lords. Although he had been well paid, in the euphoria of the Revolution Babeuf had come to despise his role as caretaker of “the repulsive secrets of the nobility and the story of the usurpation of the land of France.”2


The convening of the Estates-General by King Louis XVI in 1789 presented Babeuf with a tempting opportunity. Knowing intimately as he did the ins and outs of feudal land tenure, Babeuf was ideally placed to advocate for fairer tax laws—though possibly at the price of his job. In October 1789 he made the break, publishing a short work calling for the abolition of all of France’s ancient feudal taxes, despite their having provided him his métier. No longer the paid client of landowners, Babeuf launched a political career, writing screeds attacking unpopular taxes (including the salt tax, or gabelle), and urging shopkeepers not to pay their taxes—a campaign that landed Babeuf in prison in July 1790. He was imprisoned again in August 1793 for fraud, in a case involving the disposition of Church lands (which had been nationalized in 1790), though the radical Paris Commune offered him protection. Babeuf took up work on a food supply committee, championing Robespierre’s Maximum. Clearly in his element, Babeuf took the name “Gracchus” in honor of the famous populist Roman tribune, grew his hair long, and began accusing other officials of withholding grain for profit. Predictably, this made him new enemies, who had him arrested again in November 1793. In a fortunate accident, a revolutionary tribunal exonerated Babeuf, releasing him on July 18, 1794—just nine days before the executions of 9 Thermidor.3


Trying to reactivate his radical base, in November 1794 Babeuf restyled his newspaper Le Tribun du Peuple (The tribune of the people) and defended the fallen Robespierre as a “sincere patriot,” father of the Maximum and the levée en masse. Babeuf attacked war profiteers and demanded an end to France’s war, the redistribution of land to the poor, and a return to the Constitution of 1793, which had granted universal male suffrage—a constitution suspended indefinitely owing to the war. “What,” he asked in the first issue, “is the French Revolution? An open war between patricians and plebeians, between rich and poor.”4


Boldly, Babeuf attacked republican leaders of the National Convention by name, all but ensuring that he would be arrested again, as he was in February 1795. Transferred to a prison in Arras, where a number of former Robespierrists were being held, Babeuf recruited followers into a souped-up Jacobin faction, which soon referred to itself as the Conspiracy of Equals. Babeuf’s radical prison clique was transferred to Paris on September 10, 1795, and then amnestied by the Convention, which, having suppressed the left-wing uprisings of Germinal and Prairial, was gearing up for its showdown with the Right and thought a few Jacobin firebrands might be useful. Babeuf was thus ironically allowed to relaunch his Tribun du Peuple as part of the anti-royalist crackdown remembered for Napoleon’s whiff of grapeshot. He even went public with his burgeoning group of conspirators, although camouflaging its name as the “Society of the Pantheon,” because they met in the Panthéon atop the Montagne Sainte-Geneviève in the winter of 1795–1796—until Napoleon, turning his sights again on the Left, invaded the monument in February and closed its doors. A warrant for Babeuf’s arrest was issued, but he escaped and went into hiding.5


Fearing that time might be short, Babeuf put together a shadow revolutionary cabinet styled, in homage to the body Robespierre had sat on in 1793–1794, the “Secret Committee of Public Safety.” Babeuf’s committee included hardened revolutionaries such as Félix Lepeletier, a wealthy ex-aristocrat and former Jacobin Club secretary; the Marquis Pierre Antoine d’Antonelle, a Jacobin president who had served on the revolutionary Tribunal of Paris in 1793; and Augustin-Alexandre-Joseph Darthé, a public prosecutor in Arras and Calais during the Terror. Alongside these experienced political hands were two talented writers: Philippe Buonarroti, an expatriate Italian descended from the family of Michelangelo, and Sylvain Maréchal, an author who had dabbled in philosophy, poetry, and playwrighting, and who would make a more immediate splash by composing a Manifesto of the Equals for Babeuf’s revolutionary committee.6


Like Babeuf, Maréchal was an admirer of Étienne-Gabriel Morelly’s Code of Nature. Maréchal, too, had fallen afoul of pre-Revolution censors with a work advocating for social equality (Livre de tous les âges [Book for all ages], 1779). Also like Babeuf, Maréchal spent the revolutionary years consumed by public feuds, though he still found time to write a blood-curdling play that envisioned the mass extinction of European royalty. As if to erase all doubt about his message, Maréchal’s Le jugement dernier des rois (The last judgment of kings) premiered on October 17, 1793—the day after Queen Marie Antoinette was guillotined. (“A volcano explodes,” Maréchal’s stage notes say, cheerfully describing the play’s final scene, represented by “stones, hot coals, etc. flying down on the stage”: “An explosion ensues: fire envelops the kings from all sides, and they fall, consumed in the bowels of the half-opened earth.”)7


Already notorious for his militant atheism and his regicidal drama, Maréchal outdid himself with the Manifesto of the Equals. “People of France!” he begins, “During fifteen centuries you have lived as slaves.… [F]rom time immemorial does the most degrading and monstrous inequality insolently oppress the human race.” Despite its promising beginning, all Maréchal, Babeuf, and the conspirators now heard from the corrupt leaders of the French Revolution was “Be silent, miserables! Absolute equality is nought but a chimera; be contented with conditional equality; you are all equal before the law.” Rather than civic equality, “the Equals” demanded “equality of fact, the final aim of social art.” “We demand,” Maréchal proclaimed, “henceforth to live and to die equal, as we have been born so. We demand real equality or death.” The new “Republic of the Equals” would make “disappear, once and for all, the revolting distinction of rich and poor, of great and little, of masters and servants, of governors and governed,” leaving “no other differences in mankind than those of age and sex.” In a flourish meant to echo down through the generations, Maréchal prophesied that “the French Revolution is but the precursor of another, and a greater and solemn revolution, which will be the last!”8


Whether out of caution or jealousy, Babeuf did not allow Maréchal’s Manifesto to be published in the Tribun du Peuple—it is known to us through Buonarroti’s reproduction of it in his history glorifying the Equals, published in 1836. Instead, Babeuf condensed its themes into his own Manifesto. Because “nature has given to every man an equal right to the enjoyment of all goods,” Babeuf declared, “in a true society there ought to be neither rich nor poor.” Transferring the vector of Robespierre’s Terror from citizenship to class, Babeuf said that “the rich who are unwilling to renounce their superfluity in favor of the indigent are the enemies of the people.” Babeuf called Frenchmen to resume the Revolution thwarted by Thermidor, restore the radical 1793 Constitution, and judge the Directors “guilty of treason against the people.”9


In retaliation for the ever more seditious rhetoric emanating from the Babeuvists, on April 16, 1796, the Directors made advocacy of the 1793 Constitution a capital crime. Babeuf now moved from seditious rhetoric to actual sedition, recruiting followers among the Paris police and local army units, dividing the capital up into neighborhoods under the control of trusted committee members, and printing up copies of an “Insurrectionary Act” to distribute around the city when the moment came for the hoped-for uprising. This document called for the restoration of the Constitution of 1793, the dissolution of both the Directory and the two captive legislative houses as “usurpers of the popular authority,” and the arrest of all their members, who “shall be immediately judged by the people.” The judgment envisioned for these and other class enemies would be harsh: “All opposition shall be instantly put down by force. The parties resisting shall be exterminated. Also shall be put to death all those who beat, or cause to be beat, the generals of the people [e.g., the Babeuvists], all foreigners, no matter of what nation, who shall be found in the streets, along with all the presidents, secretaries, and commandants of the royalist conspiracy of Vendémiaire, who may dare show their faces in public.”


The object of this salutary political violence was to seize “all the property of… the enemies of the people” and redistribute it “without delay amongst the defenders of the country [e.g., Babeuf and his co-conspirators] and the unhappy poor.” All property would be nationalized, and the poor would be domiciled “with lodging and furniture” confiscated from usurpers. In a nod to Morelly, Babeuf emphasized that “provisions of all sorts shall be brought to the people on the public places,” where they would be distributed equally, according to need. An accompanying declaration, seized by authorities, scaled this up to the country at large: “A great national community of goods shall be established in the republic,” such that “the property belonging to the national community shall be exploited in common by all its healthy members,” who must, in turn, “perform all labour of which [they] are capable in agriculture and in industry,” with the only exceptions being the sick and those over sixty years old. All active citizens not exterminated or expropriated as class enemies would be assured, by regional committees tasked with sharing out property, “a healthy, convenient, and well-furnished dwelling; clothes for work and clothes for leisure, of linen or wool… washing, lighting, heating; a sufficient quantity of the means of nourishment,” and “medical aid.”10


Babeuf’s call to arms was not subtle, but it contained enough appreciation of the balance of forces to distinguish it from utopian literature of the kind Morelly, Rousseau, and Maréchal had indulged in. Anticipating resistance, Babeuf emphasized tactics, from the recruitment of mutineers from police and military units to the adoption of “tri-coloured ribands… around their hats” as a Babeuvist uniform to distinguish friend from foe. “Rendezvous points” would be designated for the distribution of arms to insurrectionists and volunteers, and insurgents were instructed to raid “every magazine, public or private, containing provisions, ammunition of war, or military stores.” Moreover, “the barriers and the course of the [Seine] river” would be “sedulously guarded,” and “no person” would be permitted to leave Paris “without a formal and special order of the Insurrectional Committee.” There was no airy-fairy assumption here that a government could be overthrown, that property could be seized and redistributed, without ruthless organization and cleansing revolutionary violence.11


Unfortunately for Babeuf, he was not as effective a putschist as a pamphleteer. Although the uprising was planned for May 19, 1796, trigger-happy recruits from the Paris police mutinied three weeks earlier, April 28, tipping off the authorities. The police mutiny was suppressed, with seventeen Babeuvist policemen executed. On May 10, Babeuf and Buonarroti were rounded up, soon followed by eight other committee members arrested in the capital and another forty-eight conspirators in the provinces. One last mutinous spasm, which saw a group of underground Babeuvists march out to an army camp at Grenelle, outside Paris, in September, was likewise crushed with malice. The Conspiracy of the Equals was snuffed out before it really got going.12


Still, Babeuf had one card left to play. As the Directors wanted to hold a grand public trial to snuff out the insurrectionary movement for good, he was given the chance to defend himself. In April 1797, Babeuf delivered a courtroom address lasting nearly three days, and it was not so much aimed at securing his acquittal as outlining his principles for posterity. What was truly on trial, Babeuf insisted, was not a mere “conspiracy against established authority,” but “ideas the ruling class deems inconceivably dangerous; dangerous, because such ideas are subversive of the power and privilege that our rulers have themselves usurped; dangerous, because they are based upon self-evident truths and elementary notions of justice, and may, therefore, all too easily spark a revolutionary fire among the masses.” “Of this,” he added, “our leaders stand in mortal dread.”


Blazoned in his indictment as “Confiscation of Private Property,” these ideas, Babeuf freely admitted, included published statements that “in a truly just social order there are neither rich nor poor”; that “the rich, who refuse to give up their superfluous wealth for the benefit of the poor, are enemies of the people”; and that “the purpose of the Revolution is to abolish inequality and to restore the common welfare.” Unashamed, Babeuf read out long passages from the Tribun du Peuple, including quite explicit ones, such as the Morelly-esque exhortation “to organize a communal regime which will suppress private property, set each to work,” and “require each to deposit the fruits of his labor in kind at the common store, and establish an agency for the distribution of basic necessities.” Were these ideas really, Babeuf asked the jury members of the High Court of Vendôme, “as the prosecution alleges, damnable, vicious, and subversive”?13


As Babeuf must have himself expected, these ideas advocating the overthrow of a government and the confiscation of private property were indeed judged subversive, and he was condemned on May 26 and guillotined for sedition on May 27, 1797. Writing a farewell to his wife and children on the night before his execution, Babeuf declared that he had “no regrets that I have given my life to the best of causes. Even if all my efforts have been in vain, I have done my duty.” As he must have hoped, Babeuf’s “Defense Before the High Court of Vendôme” was later transcribed and published in multiple languages. His co-conspirator Philippe Buonarroti, wiggling out of a death sentence, survived long enough to witness France’s 1830 Revolution, which furnished a platform for him to publish a memoir-history memorializing Babeuf’s “Conspiracy for Equality.” It sold more than 50,000 copies and inspired the French socialist tradition that emerged later in that decade; Marx’s theory of Communism, a decade later; and the Paris Commune of 1871. Babeuf had thus died a martyr’s death for Communism, dramatizing his principles in a doomed courtroom stand and ensuring that they would live on.14
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KARL MARX AND THE UTOPIANS


Dramatic though Babeuf’s trial might have been, in truth his Conspiracy of the Equals never had a realistic chance at power. By the time Babeuf appeared on the scene, the French revolutionary government had acquired considerable practice in suppressing sedition, displaying a ruthlessness King Louis XVI had lacked in 1789. Napoleon Bonaparte had successfully suppressed the royalists with his “Whiff of Grapeshot” in October 1795, and he had cut off the oxygen to the Babeuvists and other Jacobin clubs in the spring of 1796 by closing down the Panthéon. So it is not surprising that he also snuffed out the last revolutionary embers by mounting an armed coup d’état during the month of Brumaire (i.e., December) in 1799. Completing the Roman cycle from monarchy to republic to one-man dictatorship, Napoleon had himself proclaimed first consul, then first consul for life (1802), and finally emperor of the French (1804).


For an aspiring European radical, there was little left of the dream of greater social equality that had been brought to the fore by the Revolution of 1789. Despite his claims to be a “Liberator,” because he brought French-style constitutions to many of the lands he conquered, Napoleon had little interest in social reform beyond toppling decrepit ruling houses and humbling his well-born military enemies. The Code Napoléon, first promulgated in 1804 and still the basis for much of Europe’s civil law to this day, firmly upheld private property rights, restored legal prerogatives of male heads of households, and even made slavery legal again. Napoleon’s military comeuppance in Russia in 1812, which culminated in his defeat at Waterloo in 1815, led Klemens von Metternich and the other statesmen rearranging Europe at the Congress of Vienna (1814–1815) to restore the monarchical principle in France and across Europe. They further enlisted three Great Powers (Prussia, Austria, and Russia) in a pledge, signed at Troppau in 1820, to suppress popular revolutions breaking out anywhere in Europe “by peaceful means, or if need be by arms.” Revolution was out, reaction was in.1


With no realistic hope of obtaining political power, social reformers turned to smaller-scale benevolent projects instead. Henri de Saint-Simon, a French count with a lineage dating all the way back to Charlemagne, sought to revive the old Christian ideal of charity, which he thought had gotten lost amid material progress and Enlightenment rationalism. “Remember,” he counseled readers of his New Christianity (1825), “that Christianity commands you to use all your powers to increase as rapidly as possible the social welfare of the poor!” Although Saint-Simon never really put his ideas into practice, his eloquence and magnetic personality inspired legions of disciples.2


Going Saint-Simon one better, Robert Owen, an idealistic mill owner, sought to rationalize and improve conditions for workers after taking over the cotton mills at New Lanark, near Glasgow, Scotland, providing them with schooling and various incentives to improve productivity. Owen then purchased land and attempted to create a planned agro-industrial community from scratch in New Harmony, Indiana, in 1825. It was to be devoted to “liberty, equality and fraternity in downright earnest,” which would “unite all interests into one, and remove all causes for contest between individuals”—including the institution of marriage, which Owen denounced as “unnatural,” though with less success. Many settler families, offended by Owen’s attacks on marital chastity, left the community or were expelled for failing to get with the program. By 1827, Owen had given up, laying blame on the community members who had failed him. “Families trained in the individual system,” he concluded, “have not acquired those moral characteristics of forbearance and charity necessary for confidence and harmony.” Another dozen-odd efforts by Owen’s followers to found similar planned economic utopias all failed in similar ways, none of them lasting more than two years.3


Charles Fourier, a wealthy French merchant from the textile hub of Lyon, who had become shocked at the conditions of its workers, proposed a radical restructuring of industrial plants into voluntary phalanges, or “phalanxes.” In this system, laborers would receive a larger share of the profits, and they would change tasks frequently so as to stay stimulated and avoid monotony. A dose of freer sexual morals—like Owen, Fourier regarded marital chastity as unrealistic—would be thrown in as a sweetener. In 1833, Fourier tried to build his first phalanx on 500 hectares of virgin land at Condé-sur-Vesgre, near Rambouillet, forming a joint stock company and setting laborers to work clearing the land and building provisional living and farm quarters. Unfortunately, the architect he hired wasted much of the seed capital building a “pigsty with stone walls eighteen inches thick and no entrance,” which convinced Fourier his project was being sabotaged, and he abandoned it within a year. Blaming its failure on souls corrupted by materialism and the other compromises of civilized life, he vowed to try again someday, but next time, he intended to build his utopia using only children, who would be uncorrupted by civilization.4


Despite the failure of these utopian projects to bear fruit, the intellectual soil in the Restoration era for social reformers was not entirely barren. France’s short-lived July Revolution of 1830, though a disappointment to radicals, ushered forth a golden age of social critique. The franchise in the new “July” constitutional monarchy of Louis Philippe I (r. 1830–1848) was restricted to a thin crust of fewer than 200,000 wealthy taxpayers, a mere 1 percent of the population. The glaring material inequality of citizens under the July Monarchy furnished the backdrop to the “equality of conditions” in the early United States described by Alexis de Tocqueville in his 1835 masterwork Democracy in America. “Do you think,” Tocqueville asked in his introduction, “that after having destroyed feudalism and vanquished the kings, democracy will retreat before the bourgeois and the rich?” The dominant social and political position of the haute bourgeoisie under the July Monarchy also inspired new French terms, such as socialism(e), coined by Henri Leroux, one of Saint-Simon’s disciples, in 1831 (Owen had used the word “socialist” in 1828, but never “socialism”). While its meaning was somewhat vague at first, during the years of the July Monarchy “socialism” caught on among radicals hoping the next revolution would bring about more equal social conditions.5


Another French social theorist of the time, beginning from a similar premise, went in a different direction. “What is property?” asked Pierre Proudhon in an 1840 treatise of that name, and not rhetorically. Answering his own question, Proudhon declared that “property is robbery” (or theft). Because it upheld property rights, “government” was, in Proudhon’s view, a mere enforcer of “vengeance and repression.” He meant it, too, noting that social reformers from Plato to Rousseau to Babeuf had all advocated for a stronger government, one that deployed tyrannical violence and injustice to eradicate private wealth while also producing a “pious and stupid uniformity.” The “communism” that promoters of forced social equality strove for, Proudhon declared baldly, was “oppression and slavery.” Rather than socialism or communism, he envisioned a world without the inequities of property or the established authorities to uphold it, declaring himself an “anarchist,” and defining anarchy as the “absence of a ruler or a sovereign.”6


In this way, French thinkers, inspired by their country’s potent revolutionary tradition, created the vocabulary of modern socialism and anarchism. It was left to a more systematic German thinker to iron out the multiplying contradictions. Karl Marx (1818–1883), born in Trier, a once independent electorate absorbed into the Prussian Rhineland in 1815, was heir to both the atheistic (or at least irreligious) French revolutionary, socialist tradition, which he studied intently, and the German philosophical tradition, more heavily infused with Christian themes. The philosopher who most shaped Marx’s thinking, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831), was a self-avowedly Orthodox Lutheran Christian, but one who took Enlightenment rationalism seriously. Unlike Rousseau, Morelly, the philosophes, and the socialists, Hegel used reason not to critique the existing order but to find an inner logic and harmony in the evolution of human society. True, Hegel admitted, “the history of the world is not a scene of happiness.” But he insisted that it was in the course of struggle against injustice, through a dialectical process between opposing forces—the collision of thesis and antithesis, producing synthesis—that mankind had become self-aware and free. “World history,” Hegel proclaimed, “is the progress of the consciousness of freedom.” Christianity had bequeathed “moral dignity” to all souls, overriding the “distinction between classes of society” in places such as caste-ridden Hindu India, instead ushering in the modern concept of “equality before the law” and the “rights of person and property.” Channeling Rousseau’s “general will” in a more conservative direction, Hegel saw its fulfillment in bourgeois family life, civil society, and the modern state, asserting, in Elements of the Philosophy of Right (1820), that “it is only through being a member of the state that the individual himself has objectivity, truth, and ethical life.” Whatever disgruntled French atheists might say, Hegel pointed out, life under secularized European Christianity was pretty good, and it was getting better all the time.7


Of course, the eschatological “dialectic” animating Hegel’s secularized Christian philosophy, however conservative in his own interpretation, could easily be inverted into a profound critique of the existing order. In his Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (c. 1843), Marx inverted Hegel’s Christian rationalism into a frontal critique of religion, while retaining the eschatology. “Religion is indeed man’s self-consciousness and self-awareness,” Marx agreed, but only “so long as he has not found himself.” In reality, “man makes religion; religion does not make man.” Christianity, Marx conceded, gave men solace in suffering: religion was the “sigh of the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world,” or, in his famous aphorism, “the opium of the people.” But the “task of history” was not, contra Hegel, to enrapture men and women in religious superstition and obedience to families and secular authority, but to “establish the truth of this world,” however dark. The “task of philosophy” was not to soothe, but to “unmask human self-alienation.” As Marx put it in his “Theses on Feuerbach” in 1845, “The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it.”8


But how were philosophers to change the world, and why was Marx the man to do it? A critique of religion and the social order it helped uphold did not necessarily imply a critique of private property or social inequality as such. Rousseau and Morelly had lambasted inequality in part owing to their own precarious circumstances, as marginally employed itinerant tutors and scribblers. Babeuf had drawn on his expertise in feudal law in his blistering critiques of feudalism, which he attempted to realize through political action. Owen and the French utopians, all wealthy men, had been motivated out of a sense of Christian charity or noblesse oblige to improve the lot of workers. By contrast, Marx, still in his early twenties when he began writing his Hegelian commentaries, had no experience of business or politics; he was a kind of perennial student, who had done stints at the Universities of Bonn and Berlin before submitting a philosophy thesis for a doctorate at the University of Jena in April 1841.i All the while, he was living off subsidies provided by his father, Heinrich Marx, a successful attorney in Trier, who was increasingly frustrated by his son’s refusal to train for a real profession. “As though he were made of gold,” Heinrich complained, “my gentleman son disposes of almost 700 Thalers in a single year, in contravention of every usage and every agreement, whereas the richest spend no more than 500.”9




Karl Marx represented a new, though soon familiar, social type, the déclassé bourgeois intellectual, not rich or well-born enough to live a life of social consequence, but content to spend down his inheritance as long as his parents allowed him to. He spent his time in Berlin in informal social clubs of Left Hegelian students, who, Marx’s biographer Isaiah Berlin tells us, “met in beer cellars, wrote mildly seditious verse, professed violent hatred of the [Prussian] King, the church, the bourgeoisie, and above all argued endlessly on points of Hegelian theology.” Rather than appreciating the good fortune that allowed him to live this agreeable life of leisure, Marx wrote poetry that, like his philosophy, was angry and misanthropic. In Savage Songs, published in January 1841, a twenty-two-year-old Marx lamented that humans were “shattered, empty, frightened,” the “apes of a cold God,” a God who warned his apes, “I shall howl gigantic curses at mankind.”10


Marx’s social radicalism did not arise from his own economic situation or any unpleasant experience of business or factory life. He was certainly embittered after learning, in June 1841, upon returning to Trier after earning his Jena doctorate, that he would not receive anything substantial from his deceased father’s estate (his share of 362 thalers was dwarfed by the debts he had incurred to his mother, Henrietta). “My family, in spite of its affluence,” he complained in a letter to his friend Arnold Ruge, had “exposed” him “to the most wretched conditions.” Still, not everyone disappointed in a meager inheritance concludes, as Marx later did when writing to Ruge, that philosophy must be driven by a “ruthless criticism of everything existing.”11


It was the power of rhetorical flights of fancy like this, along with the air of sublime self-confidence they reflected, that began to win Marx attention and admirers. Moses Hess, a wealthy Jewish Hegelian student from Cologne who, in October 1842, offered Marx his first real job—editing and writing for the Rheinische Zeitung (Rhineland news)—gushed that Marx was his “idol,” someone who “combine[d] the deepest philosophical seriousness with the most cutting wit.” Readers seemed to agree, as the newspaper’s circulation climbed steadily after he was hired. Curiously, Marx did not take a radical economic line in the Rheinische Zeitung, declaring that, as editor, he would not allow the “smuggling of communist and socialist dogmas” into reporting or cultural reviews, as had happened prior to his coming aboard. (If “communism… has to be discussed,” Marx insisted, this “demanded a… more thorough discussion.”) Marx’s first article on economics, a discussion of the pilfering of fallen wood from privately owned land, took a pro-property line. He argued, in Hegelian style, that the recent codification of property laws had rendered old customary traditions, such as communal access to forests, obsolete. He took a more critical line on the Zollverein, or tariff union, which Prussia pushed through in 1834, but his criticism was rooted less in economics than in the heavy-handed actions of the Prussian government. Unfortunately for Marx, even this relatively mild criticism of the authorities led to the paper being shut down in February 1843.12


Still, his brief tenure had made an impression. Marx’s friend Ruge, a fellow Left Hegelian—whose own publication had been prohibited in the Kingdom of Saxony—proposed that the two of them edit a radical journal in Paris, out of the range of German censors. It would be supported by a wealthy German émigré who offered Marx an annual salary of 550 thalers. Although not princely, this sum was enough to support a family, allowing Marx to marry his childhood sweetheart, Jenny von Westphalen, in June 1843. They enjoyed a brief honeymoon in Switzerland before moving to the chic Faubourg Saint-Germain neighborhood in Paris (though living at first in Ruge’s flat, to save money).13


Leaving the travails of Prussian politics and journalism behind, Marx used his salaried leisure time to plunge back into political theory and the abstractions of Hegelian philosophy, which had been his passion all along. It was in his Paris days that he first embraced socialist themes, already ubiquitous in French radical circles. The key term in Marx’s Hegelian pivot toward class was “proletariat,” first used by a Swiss economist, Jean Charles Léonard de Sismondi, in 1819. For Sismondi, it denoted “unemployed and poorly employed laborers living in misery,” threatened by competition driving wages down and machines that might make their jobs obsolete. Proudhon, too, had used the term. In the second part of What Is Property? (1841), he had meant it in the general sense of the poor, whether peasants (“the proletaire of the country”) or urban workers (“the proletaire of the city”). In both cases, attaining greater social equality required the “intellectual and political emancipation of the proletariat.”14


In his Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (1843), Marx took Sismondi’s concept of the proletariat to a level of abstraction beyond Proudhon’s, describing a social class that did not even exist. “A class must be formed,” Marx wrote, “which has radical chains, a class in civil society which is not a class of civil society, a class which is the dissolution of all classes, a sphere of society which has a universal character because its sufferings are universal, and which does not claim a particular redress because the wrong which is done to it is not a particular wrong but wrong in general.” This imaginary class, “the proletariat,” Marx said, must demand “the negation of private property,” which will produce “the dissolution of the existing social order.” He conceded that, in his native “Germany,” the proletariat “was only beginning to form itself.” But in the Hegelian dialectic—requiring conflict between opposing social forces to bring progress—backwardness could be an advantage. “Germany,” Marx explained, “which likes to get to the bottom of things, can only make a revolution which upsets the whole order of things. The emancipation of Germany will be an emancipation of man. Philosophy is the head of this emancipation and the proletariat is its heart. Philosophy can only be realized by the abolition [Aufhebung, or self-cancellation] of the proletariat, and the proletariat can only be abolished by the realization of philosophy.”15


It is worth pausing here to note the incongruity of Marx’s increasingly apocalyptic rhetoric, composed at a time when he had just married his childhood sweetheart and been given a dream job writing occasional essays for a generous salary in one of the most fashionable districts of Paris. As his critics have observed, at the time he began banging on about proletarian revolution in 1843, Marx had not yet set foot in a factory, or met or talked to any factory workers. Nor had he done any research on industrial processes or wages, as he would in later years in London. In a series of unpublished manuscripts written in 1844, Marx’s analysis of labor consists not of real-world observations, or any kind of data, but of clever Hegelian opposites, which he delighted in expressing: “The worker becomes all the poorer the more wealth he produces.” “The more the worker produces, the less he has to consume.” “The worker no longer feels himself to be freely active in any but his animal functions,” thus “what is animal becomes human and what is human becomes animal.” “In the wage of labour, labour does not appear as an end in itself but as the servant of the wage.” By working for these wages, man was “estranged from the product of his labor,” and this “alienated labor” was the “source” and “consequence” of “private property.”


These antithetical formulations led Marx, in his essay on “Private Property and Communism,” to the advocacy of the latter as the antithesis that dissolved the former, in the dialectical process, again, of Aufhebung, or self-cancellation. In a passage that brought the Hegelian dialectic to the point of parody, Marx declared that “socialism is man’s positive self-consciousness no longer mediated through the annulment of religion, just as real life is man’s positive reality, no longer mediated through the annulment of private property, through communism. Communism is the position of the negation of the negation, and is hence the actual phase necessary for the next stage of historical development in the process of human emancipation and recovery.” Showing that this was no accidental turn of phrase, Marx repeated himself when he described communism as the “negation of the negation, as the appropriation of the human essence which mediates itself with itself through the negation of private property.” Patting himself on the back, Marx declared that “communism”—his long-delayed exam answer to the questions Hegel asked his students—“is the riddle of history solved, and it knows itself to be the solution.”16


Marx thus came to believe in Communism during his Paris years not out of real-world experience, but by applying the Hegelian dialectic to his historical studies (mostly of the French Revolution). It was really just a word game, the solving of an intellectual “riddle”—but Marx was good at it. Good, but not quite good enough for prime time. However revealing as a glimpse into his thought process, “negation of the negation” and the “riddle of history solved” was not much of a recommendation for Communism to anyone not already steeped in Hegelian philosophy.


Marx was maturing as a rhetorician, however, and it was not long before his writing was too sharp and original to ignore. What made the difference was the period of soul-searching and networking that followed his expulsion from Paris (on the request of the Prussian government, still smarting from the attacks from his Cologne days) in January 1845. It was in this period, as Marx found an uncomfortable refuge in Brussels (after giving a written pledge to the Belgian authorities not to engage in political activity), that he began spending time with Friedrich Engels, the German socialist who would become his muse, writing partner, and sponsor for the rest of his life. Like Marx, Engels was a well-born Left Hegelian, but one with experience in his family’s German textile firm, which had a branch in Manchester. Engels had also served in the Prussian army. Engels’s fiery Irish mistress and partner, Mary Burns (on socialist principle they refused to marry), was also, unlike Marx’s Jenny, genuinely working-class—she had worked in his family’s Manchester textile factory and had done stints in domestic service. Although Engels was two years younger than Marx and tended to regard him as an intellectual mentor, in truth Engels was the one with real-world experience—which kept his Hegelian musings honest and gave them heft.


In the summer of 1845, Engels showed Marx around Manchester and London. This was Marx’s first trip to the great industrial powerhouse of England, and he did not visit factories or talk with English workers—he did not yet speak English. But in London Engels did introduce him to members of a “German Workers Educational Association,” a proto-union, which pooled resources as a kind of insurance fund for members who fell ill or lost their jobs. Marx was not impressed with the workers’ intellectual acumen, however. After one of them, a journeyman tailor named Wilhelm Weitling, tried to justify organizing workers into collectives to negotiate better conditions with their employers, an angry Marx was seen “pound[ing] on the table with his fist” before shouting that “ignorance has never yet helped anyone!” Marx told Weitling that “at the moment there can be no talk of the realization of communism; the bourgeoisie must first take control.”17


Marx’s first experience with labor and labor organizers, then, did not enflame him with a desire to change the world to improve their lot. Rather, the lack of intellectual sophistication of real workers reinforced his belief that doctrine must come first, and that the historical dialectic must be respected. Even so, Marx was game enough to take Engels’s advice and begin organizing committees of the like-minded to promote Communist doctrine, although these were still largely made up of bourgeois intellectuals like them. (Despite his straitened circumstances, reduced to selling what was left of the family silver and gold and relying on handouts from Engels and others, Marx still employed servants to help Jenny with the children and housework.) In 1846, Marx and Engels formed a “Communist Committee of Correspondence” in Brussels. Mostly they recruited exiled German intellectuals, but Marx was game enough to invite the French thinker Proudhon to join his correspondence society to promote “an exchange of ideas.” Proudhon, alas, told Marx he would be unable to “write to you either at length or often,” owing both to his “natural laziness” and to certain philosophical objections. In this letter, datelined Lyon, May 17, 1846, Proudhon registered the first anarchist critique of Communism, painfully comparing the fierce young German atheist to Martin Luther, the dogmatic prophet of German Protestantism:


By all means let us work together to discover the laws of society, the ways in which these laws are realized and the process by which we will discover them. But, for God’s sake, when we have demolished all the a priori dogmas, do not let us think of indoctrinating the people in our turn. Do not let us fall into your compatriot Martin Luther’s inconsistency. As soon as he had overthrown Catholic theology he immediately, with constant recourse to excommunications and anathemas, set about founding a Protestant theology.… [S]imply because we are leaders of a movement let us not instigate a new intolerance.18


Unfazed by this rebuff, Marx attacked Proudhon in The Poverty of Philosophy (1847). “Does this mean,” he asked rhetorically of Proudhon, “that after the fall of the old society there will be a new class domination culminating in a new political power? No. The condition for the emancipation of the working class is the abolition of every class.” After the revolution, Marx promised, the “working class… will substitute for the old civil society an association which will exclude classes and antagonism, and there will be no more political power properly so called.” In Marx’s version of the Hegelian dialectical Aufhebung, class would abolish itself, thus making class conflict impossible. The “total revolution” to bring this about would, Marx admitted for the first time, require political violence. The last word in human affairs, he wrote almost with gleeful anticipation, was “combat or death: bloody struggle or extinction.”19


Marx’s own manner of dealing with political opponents was true to this battle cry. It was in the course of his public feuds with the Prussian authorities, with Proudhon, and with rival German socialists that Marx refined his pugnacious rhetorical style. Owing to his penchant for insulting those he corresponded with, his correspondence committee never quite got going. But he was still an obvious choice when Engels, to launch a new Communist League in November 1847, wanted someone to write up its political program. Although it took Marx two months to complete the task, the resulting Manifesto of the Communist Party was a masterpiece of political rhetoric, full of catchy and memorable aphorisms that would soon be world-famous.


Marx opens the Manifesto by asserting, plausibly, if with a bit of exaggeration, that “a spectre is haunting Europe—the spectre of Communism.” Leaving aside, for now, his quarrels with fellow German socialists, Marx denounced instead a “holy alliance” of authorities who were trying to “exorcise this spectre.” These included “Pope and Czar, Metternich and Guizot [the conservative French prime minister], French Radicals [e.g., center-left but non-socialist politicians] and German police-spies.” Rather than let the political establishment defame Communism with a “nursery tale” caricature, Marx said it was now “high time that Communists should openly, in the face of the whole world, publish their views, their aims, their tendencies.” This he would do in the “following Manifesto, to be published in the English, French, German, Italian, Flemish and Dutch languages.”20


Although Marx was working from an original draft by Engels, the final Manifesto bears his unmistakable stamp, hypnotic in its Hegelian thrust. “The history of all hitherto existing society,” Marx begins, “is the history of class struggles” between “freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed.” In the grand and wholly unsourced style of Hegelian history-writing, Marx asserted that ancient Rome was defined by class conflict between “patricians, knights, plebeians, slaves,” the Middle Ages by struggle between “feudal lords, vassals, guild-masters, journeymen, apprentices, serfs.” The French Revolution had then “simplified the class antagonisms,” dividing “society as a whole… into two great classes directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.”21


Building on the theme of “alienation” he had explored in his Paris years, Marx deplored the cold hand of industrialization and “free trade,” which, though unleashing “more massive and more colossal productive forces than have all preceding generations together,” and “rescu[ing]” peasants from “the idiocy of rural life” by driving them into factories, had torn apart the “motley feudal ties that bound man to his ‘natural superiors,’” leaving “no other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous ‘cash payment,’” dissolving all human relations into “the icy water of egotistical calculation.” The human family, Marx claimed, had been stripped of “its sentimental veil” and “reduced… to a mere money relation.” Even the “differences of age and sex,” Marx claimed, with some justification in view of the employment of women and children in English textile sweatshops, “no longer have any distinctive social validity for the working class.” Less plausibly, Marx asserted that modern industry had also “stripped” the wage-earning “proletarian” of “every trace of national character. Law, morality, religion, are to him so many bourgeois prejudices.” Admitting that he and other “Communists” were not “proletarians” themselves, Marx insisted that they had “over the great mass of the proletariat the advantage of clearly understanding the line of march, the conditions, and the ultimate general results of the proletarian mass movement.” Above all, they knew and could teach “the theory of the Communists,” which “may be summed up in a single sentence: Abolition of private property.”22


Spelling out what this radical doctrine might mean in practice, Marx condensed Engels’s original twenty-five points into a pithier and more memorable ten, headlined by (1) “the abolition of property in land and application of all rents to public purposes,” (2) “a heavy progressive or graduated income tax,” (3) “abolition of all right of inheritance,” and (4) “confiscation of the property of all emigrants and rebels” who might flee the scene. The “state,” by which Marx meant whatever proletarian government would assume the reins after the revolution, would be tasked with (5) “centralization of credit… by means of a national bank with state capital and an exclusive monopoly,” (6) “centralization of the means of communication and transport,” (7) the ownership, planning, and management of all “factories and instruments of production,” the “bringing of cultivation of waste-lands, and the improvement of the soil… in accordance with a common plan,” (9) the “combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries,” the “more equable distribution of the population over the country,” and (10) the dispensation of “free education for all children in public schools,” and the “combination of education with industrial production.” In view of its ominous implications, the most significant clause of all may be no. 8, in which Marx proclaimed a kind of universal work obligation (“equal liability of all to labour”) and demanded the “establishment of industrial armies, especially for agriculture.”23


Knowing that objections to his astonishingly radical and authoritarian program, whether from property and business owners threatened by it or from skeptical workers themselves, were inevitable, Marx welcomed the criticism. Liberals, conservatives, and even anarchists like Proudhon had warned that forcibly eradicating social inequality must entail “the abolition of individuality and freedom.” “Rightly so,” Marx declared, if “by freedom is meant, under the present bourgeois conditions of production, free trade, free selling and buying.” Critics reproached Communists with “intending to do away with your property,” to which Marx replied, “Precisely so; that is just what we intend.” Conservative concerns about family life, if education, like property, were taken over by a centralized state, Marx conceded, were well-founded; he boasted proudly that after the Communist revolution “the bourgeois family will vanish as a matter of course.” In a notorious passage, Marx denounced such objections as “bourgeois clap-trap about the family and education, about the hallowed co-relation of parent and child,” which were “all the more disgusting” in view of what “Modern Industry” had already done to families. As for the “reproach” that Communists aimed “to abolish countries and nationality,” Marx again pled guilty, proclaiming that “working men have no country,” and that the proletarian revolution would abolish not only the “antagonism between classes” but also “the hostility of one nation to another.”24


As for the friendly fire Marx expected from rivals on the left, he attacked them preemptively, too, with characteristic vituperation. The work of radical economists such as Sismondi, who had coined the term “proletariat” Marx had adopted, he dismissed as “petty-bourgeois socialism.” His fellow German Left Hegelian socialists, Marx wrote, had taken their “schoolboy task so seriously and solemnly” that their work was now relegated to the “domain of… foul and enervating literature.” The “Socialist and Communist systems” of “Saint-Simon, Fourier, Owen and others,” Marx chided, were enervated by naïveté and pacifism. Because they “reject[ed] all political, and especially all revolutionary action,” and sought “to attain their ends by peaceful means,” their “small experiments… of a purely utopian character” were “doomed to failure.”25 Unlike socialists and utopian dreamers, Marx’s movement would not shy away from violence. “The Communists,” he wrote, concluding the Manifesto in a rousing finale, “disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions. Let the ruling classes tremble at Communistic revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win. Working men of all countries, unite!”26


In addition to the mesmerizing rhetorical power of Marx’s Manifesto of the Communist Party, the timing of its release was exquisite. It went to the printers in February 1848, just days before Paris erupted once again in revolution, with protesters (including, though hardly limited to, industrial workers) throwing up barricades, forcing Guizot to resign, toppling the July Monarchy of Louis Philippe, and proclaiming another French Republic (the second) on February 24. While the Manifesto cannot have inspired the events in Paris, the prospect of a French revolutionary wave engulfing Europe was more than enough to provoke the Belgian authorities into arresting Marx on March 3 and deporting him from the country. To his surprise, Marx was invited, by the new provisional republican government in Paris, to return to France, along with Engels and the other German members of his Communist League. They were not long in Paris before the revolution spread across the Rhine, prompting Marx and Engels to return to Cologne and plunge into German politics, reviving the old Rheinische Zeitung, now with Neue (New) in the title.


Curiously, with a genuine revolution underway in his native Prussia, and its outcome still far from certain, Marx did not endorse Communism in the paper, perhaps hoping to avoid arrest. Only once the revolution had fizzled out in April and May 1849, after the Prussian king, Friedrich Wilhelm IV, refused the crown of a unified German empire, offered him by the constituent German National Assembly gathered in Frankfurt, did Marx finally let fly in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, publishing a kind of farewell issue on May 19, “printed in revolutionary red,” calling for “the emancipation of the working class.” As the issue was going to press, Marx and Engels fled the Prussian Rhineland, making their way back to Paris, before both men settled down in England more or less permanently as exiles, Engels in Manchester and Marx in London.27


The revolutions of 1848 were bitterly disappointing for European radicals. The failure of the Frankfurt Assembly demonstrated the impotence of Germany’s liberal constitutionalists, reinforcing Prussian authoritarianism and paving the way for the more cynical (and violent) approach to German unification later taken by Chancellor Otto von Bismarck. Conservative Austria, too, weathered the revolutionary storm, brutally suppressing liberal-nationalist rebellions launched by Italian and Hungarian rebels, in the latter case with the help of Russian troops. France’s Second Republic was snuffed out by Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, nephew of the great conqueror, who won the presidency largely on name recognition in December 1848. He proceeded to make himself Emperor Napoleon III in a coup d’état in December 1851, inspiring Marx’s most famous historical work, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, the title a reference to the month when the original Napoleon had dissolved the French legislature in 1799, ending the Directory.


For Marx and his Manifesto of the Communist Party, the revolutions of 1848, however disappointing their ending, had provided a welcome jolt of publicity. First printed (in German) in London in February 1848, the Manifesto came out in French shortly before the “June Days” violence in Paris that spring, with an English translation following in 1850. Soon there were editions in all the main European languages. Catapulted to fame by the revolutions of 1848, Marx had become a household name in Europe. The Communist Manifesto has never been out of print since.


This did not mean, however, that Marx had won everyone over. By sheer force of conviction, the Left Hegelian exile from Trier had clambered his way to the top of the heap in European radical politics, planting the flag for “Communism” as the revolutionary doctrine par excellence. But he had made plenty of enemies along the way. For the rest of his life, Marx, assisted by his loyal partner Engels, would ruthlessly police the boundaries of his movement. Proudhon was the first to call him out for his authoritarianism, but he would not be the last.
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Footnote






i Marx did not attend the University of Jena, but submitted his doctoral thesis (on the “theories of nature” in the philosophies of Democritus and Epicurus) by mail. He had been dropped from the rolls of the more prestigious University of Berlin after his mentor, Bruno Bauer, had left that institution. While his thesis was a serious piece of work, in view of his failure to complete a proper diploma with Bauer in Berlin it is not surprising that Marx never won an academic position.
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THE FIRST INTERNATIONAL AND THE BAKUNIN PROPHECY


Just as Marx’s influence and fame had waxed with the European revolutionary wave of 1848–1849, it waned with the era of reaction that followed. The failure of the German revolution ensured that he would not be able to settle down anywhere in Prussia or the German Confederation, consigning him to a life of exile for the foreseeable future. After Napoleon III’s “Eighteenth Brumaire,” Paris was no longer a viable refuge for notorious radicals like Marx and Engels. London was friendlier to political refugees, but, as Britain’s financial and political capital, the beating heart of a global capitalist empire, it was also frightfully expensive. Even Engels, from whom Marx had sponged money for years, was cut off by his wealthy parents after his revolutionary escapades in 1848–1849. By the summer of 1850, so desperate were these German Communist exiles that Engels proposed to his parents that he would abjure radical politics and cross the Atlantic to represent the family cotton business in America, his real idea being that he and Marx might rejuvenate their political fortunes among the huge German-speaking community in New York City. Alas, Engels’s mother, sniffing out her son’s intentions, proposed instead that he represent the family firm in Calcutta, a city empty of German radical exiles. Unable to scrape together money for the passage, Marx and Engels abandoned their idea of moving to New York and thus planting the seeds of Communism in America.1


In the end, Engels agreed to sacrifice his pride and work for the family business in Manchester. Even so, in the early days of his business career he could offer his friend only modest subventions, “moving the Marx family’s financial situation,” as one biographer observed, “from impossible to merely desperate.” It was enough to allow Marx to avoid regular employment and continue his career as a pamphleteering political activist. But it was a lonely existence. While Marx scraped together a new Communist League, there were so few members in London that he had to relinquish leadership to the larger faction in Cologne—until it was smashed by the Prussian authorities, who put eleven defendants on trial in October 1852 and convicted seven. Conceding defeat, Marx dissolved the Communist League.2


Discouraging though this latest setback was, it allowed Marx time to return to his true métier, which was not politics as such but political writing. Whatever Marx might have lacked in organizational acumen and interpersonal skills, he was a talented wordsmith. In the hands of Hegel and most Hegelians, the dialectic was a slog, a recondite code language designed to repel understanding by those uninitiated into the jargon. In Marx’s more capable hands, “dialectical materialism,” as his application of the dialectic to the “class struggle” was soon called, becomes not only comprehensible but rhythmic and memorable. Reading Hegel, as students the world over have noticed for more than two centuries, is difficult in any language. The prose of Marx, by contrast, works in English, French, Italian, and Russian just as well as in German. “Working Men of All Countries, Unite!” loses none of its power in translation.


Marx wrote better history, too. Some of his historical works, such as the Eighteenth Brumaire, can be read with profit today. “Hegel remarks somewhere,” Marx begins, “that all great, world-historical facts and personages occur, as it were, twice. He has forgotten to add: the first time as tragedy, the second as farce.” Marx turns his aphorism into a philosophy of history pithier and more profound than anything Hegel had come up with. “Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly found, given and transmitted from the past,” he wrote: “the tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living.”3 Marx does not jettison his Hegelian class-struggle theory entirely in the Eighteenth Brumaire, but it never overwhelms what is basically a traditional narrative of fast-moving events. Nor are the classes in play reduced to a mere binary opposition of “proletariat” and “bourgeoisie.” Marx can barely contain his amusement at the déclassé “bohemian” antics of his well-born antihero Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, whose “lumpenproletarian” followers he describes as “vagabonds, discharged soldiers, discharged jailbirds, escaped galley slaves, swindlers, mountebanks.”4


Class does play a role in Marx’s narrative, but it is fluid and not necessarily dispositive. Despite the sarcasm with which he judges Bonaparte and his motley bohemian partisans, Marx notes that the election of Napoleon III to the presidency in December 1848 was genuinely democratic. Whereas the Bourbons had been a “dynasty of big landed property,” and the July Monarchy a “dynasty of money, so the Bonapartes,” Marx observes of both uncle and nephew, “are the dynasty of the peasants, that is, the mass of the French people.” Sounding a theme that conservative statesmen such as Bismarck would later exploit to shore up popular support for monarchy, Marx notes that France’s “small-holding peasants,” who had taken over the land from the old feudal lords, formed families that were “almost self-sufficient,” and therefore had little need to band together: they were “incapable of enforcing their class interest in their own name.” Unlike Bismarck, Marx did not approve of the “superstition” of the innately “conservative peasant,” with his “stupefied bondage to the old order,” but he recognized its political significance.5


Marx’s eminently quotable Eighteenth Brumaire (1852) forms an interesting contrast to Das Kapital (Capital, first volume published in German in 1867), the grand theoretical synthesis he produced during his long London years camped out in the Reading Room of the British Library. Capital was something of a mess during Marx’s lifetime, with his original plans for three (or as many as six) volumes never coming together before his death in 1883. It was only thanks to Engels’s efforts to impose order on Marx’s notes that the second and third volumes, The Process and Circulation of Capital and The Process of Capitalist Accumulation as a Whole, were published at all—and they remain largely unread. Volume One of Capital, meant as a capstone of Marx’s theories and the only one published in his lifetime, lays out his overarching views on currency, commodities, manufacturing, industry, and especially labor, which he sees as the ultimate source of the “surplus value” that allows capital accumulation. Despite the carapace of data on the British industrial economy with which Marx decorates his account, Capital is just as firmly rooted in the Hegelian dialectic as the Manifesto. Primitive economic transactions—the trading of basic commodities—become more complex over time as money and wage labor are introduced, leading to the “alienation” of workers from their product. The modern industrial era witnesses a culmination in the “appropriation of supplementary labour-power” by the “capitalists” owning the means of production, who drive down the price of labor by introducing machines, employing women and children at lower wages, and so on. In a typical Hegelian formulation, Marx concludes that the modern wage-laborer, who no longer makes goods for his own use or to sell himself, only “produces surplus value for the capitalist, and thus works for the self-expansion of capital.”6
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