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Introduction
..;,;HE;..

EARLY IN THE WINTER of 1848 in the Belgian capital of Brussels, a man, short but
broad-shouldered, still youthful-looking, his dark hair and beard nonetheless
showing the first streaks of gray, sat at a desk in a poorly furnished apartment. He
was writing, as he usually did, in fits and starts. For a while his pen moved across
the paper, in a barely legible left-handed scrawl, then he would break off, stand up
and pace around his desk, before returning, crossing out parts of what he had
written, and starting again. His family members—a wife a few years older than he
was, two small daughters, and an infant son, along with a single servant, her
presence testifying to the gap between her employers’ social expectations and
their financial circumstances—Ieft him alone in his labors. They knew that the
piece was overdue for delivery to the publishers, a chronic problem for his
literary work.

The man and father was Karl Marx, and his writing, past its deadline to be sent
to the Central Authority of the Communist League in London, was the League’s
new political statement, its Communist Manifesto. For so many historians and
biographers, this Manifesto and the life of intellectual inquiry and political
struggle to which it was connected was that of a modern contemporary, a
nineteenth-century figure who had looked deeply into the future and helped to
shape that future, whether for good or for ill. This understanding of Marx as a
controversial contemporary appears in one of the very first biographies of him,
published in 1936 but still well worth reading. It is rarely cited, for its title is
embarrassing to current sensibilities: Boris Nicolaievsky and Otto Maenchen-
Helfen’s Karl Marx: Man and Fighter:

Strife has raged about Karl Marx for decades, and never has it been so
embittered as at the present day. He has impressed his image on the time as
no other man has done. To some he is a fiend, the arch-enemy of human
civilization, and the prince of chaos, while to others he is a far-seeing and
beloved leader, guiding the human race towards a brighter future. In Russia



his teachings are the official doctrines of the state, while Fascist countries
wish them exterminated. In the areas under the sway of the Chinese Soviets
Marx’s portraits appears upon the bank-notes, while in Germany they have
burned his books.!

Viewed positively, Marx is a far-seeing prophet of social and economic
developments and an advocate of the emancipatory transformation of state and
society. From a negative viewpoint, Marx is one of those most responsible for the
pernicious and evil features of the modern world.

As the passage from Nicolaievsky and Maenchen-Helfen’s book suggests, these
strongly polarized opinions about Marx were a reflection of the major twentieth-
century conflicts between communist regimes and their opponents, both
totalitarian and democratic. Yet even after the end of most communist regimes in
1989, this view of Marx as our contemporary has remained. In 1998, at the time of
the 150th anniversary of the Communist Manifesto, there were frequent
references to Marx as someone who had predicted the consumerist future; the
eminent historian Eric Hobsbawm suggested that Marx and Engel’s 1848 treatise
had foreseen the age of globalized capitalism. One might expect Hobsbawm,
himself a Marxist, to assert the continued validity of the ideas he espoused over
the course of his long lifetime. Yet in the global economic crisis of the fall of
2008, the headline in The Times of London, a newspaper above any suspicions of
communist sympathies, screamed: “He’s back!” France’s right-wing president,
Nicolas Sarkozy, was photographed thumbing through Capital. Apparently Marx’s
status as a contemporary is very long lasting.?

Here it seems appropriate to ask how a mortal human being, and not a wizard—
Karl Marx, and not Gandalf the Grey—could successfully look 150 or 160 years
into the future. A closer examination of the Communist Manifesto itself, with its
vision of a recurrence of the French Revolution of 1789, its reiteration of the
theories of early nineteenth-century political economists, its veiled references
both to the philosophy of G. W. F. Hegel and to the new anti-Hegelian ideas of
positivist scholarship, its many insider references to Marx’s own past and to what
are today obscure features of the European politics of the 1840s, suggests
something quite different. The view of Marx as a contemporary whose ideas are
shaping the modern world has run its course and it is time for a new understanding
of him as a figure of a past historical epoch, one increasingly distant from our
own: the age of the French Revolution, of Hegel’s philosophy, of the early years of
English industrialization and the political economy stemming from it. It might even



be that Marx is more usefully understood as a backward-looking figure, who took
the circumstances of the first half of the nineteenth century and projected them into
the future, than as a surefooted and foresighted interpreter of historical trends.
Such are the premises underlying this biography.

Complementing these new premises is a remarkable fresh source for Marx’s life
and thought, the complete edition of the writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels, generally known by its German acronym as the MEGA. This enormous
project began in the Soviet Union during the 1920s. Its very energetic first editor,
David Rjazanov, was arrested in one of Stalin’s great purges and later shot,
bringing the first phase of the project to an end. Work resumed in 1975, sponsored
by the Institutes of Marxism-Leninism in East Berlin and Moscow. After 1989 and
the end of communism in Eastern Europe, the project has continued, housed in the
Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences, and directed by the International
Marx-Engels Foundation. The edition’s finances come from the government of a
united Germany, initially thanks to the project’s endorsement by the conservative
architect of German unification Chancellor Helmut Kohl, himself by training a
historian. This very large scale scholarly undertaking, still ongoing today, aims to
publish everything Marx and Engels ever wrote, including the notes they scribbled
on the backs of envelopes. Unlike less complete editions of the two men’s works,
it does not just print the letters Marx and Engels themselves composed, but the
letters addressed to them as well. This new source contains no smoking gun, no
single document that completely alters existing understandings of Marx; but it does
bring to light hundreds of small details that subtly change our picture of him.3

The MEGA was originally part of a broader Cold War publishing competition
that pitted the communist heirs of Marx’s ideas in East Berlin and Moscow against
his social democratic ones at the International Institute of Social History in
Amsterdam, the Friedrich Ebert Foundation in Bad Godesberg, and the Karl Marx
House in Trier. Unlike most Cold War competitions, this one had useful results,
including a flood of source publications, narrowly focused monographs, and
highly detailed scholarly articles providing a mass of information about Marx’s
life and times—often printed in obscure venues and little used or not at all in
previous biographies.

Alongside this new information about Marx’s life have been historians’
initiatives to rethink Marx’s times. Usually below the radar screen of the general
public, these specialized works have been reconceptualizing and rethinking the
nineteenth century, and doing so in ways that are eminently relevant to an
understanding of Marx. Recent historical scholarship has downplayed the extent



and significance of the industrial revolution, observing that conflicts between
social classes have been just one feature shaping political confrontations in
general and the socialist and labor movements in particular, pointing out the long-
lasting and continuing influence of ideas and forms of political action from the
French Revolution of 1789, the key role that religion played in interpreting the
world, the considerable if complex and convoluted effect of nationalism, and the
significance of family life and relations between men and women for the
organization of society. The upshot of all these investigations has been to delineate
an era rather different from our own.

Putting Marx into that era means remembering that what Marx meant by
“capitalism” was not the contemporary version of it, that the bourgeoisie Marx
critically dissected was not today’s class of global capitalists, that Marx’s
understanding of science and scholarship, contained in the German word
Wissenschaft, had connotations different from contemporary usage. Unfortunately;,
the common practice of citing Marx’s words in standard translations that do not
always do justice to the original context of his writings has frequently obscured
their meanings. In this book, I have consistently gone back to the original versions
of Marx’s writings and devised my own, new translations: some of them will
sound familiar, others rather different.

All too often, works about Marx focus on his ideas, his philosophical,
historical, and economic theories. This biography will certainly have a lot to say
about Marx’s theories, but it will describe them in their own contemporary
context, as interventions in ongoing debates and as critical comments on—and
Marx was always very proud of his role as a critic—thinkers of the time. Some of
those thinkers, such as Charles Darwin, are well known today; others, like Bruno
Bauer or Moses Hess, are more obscure. Such an exposition of Marx’s ideas in its
contemporary context will include a consideration of the canonical Marxist texts
—the Communist Manifesto, The Eighteenth Brumaire, and Capital, for instance
—but also the stranger writings, often passed over or dismissed as personal
idiosyncrasies, such as Herr Vogt or The Secret Diplomatic History of the
Eighteenth Century. Interesting in their own right, these lesser-known works also
cast a new light on the classic Marxist texts.

To understand Marx’s ideas, it is not enough to know their intellectual context; it
is also necessary to see them in the broader framework of his life. This biography
will discuss, in some detail, his private life: his family, education, and upbringing,
his courtship and marriage to Jenny von Westphalen, his relations with his
children, his friendships and his enmities, his chronic financial problems. It will



describe Marx as a public figure: his extensive work as a journalist—all too often
ignored or not given its due—his political activities during and after the
Revolution of 1848-49, and his role in creating and destroying the International
Working Men’s Association, the so-called First International. The portrait of Marx
will be found at the interaction of his private life, public actions, and intellectual
formulations.

As with Marx’s theories, this book will place his private life and political
actions in their nineteenth-century context. As such, it will be a portrait, not just of
Marx but of the many people surrounding him. Two of these individuals are
obvious choices: Marx’s loyal friend, political associate, intellectual
collaborator, and chief disciple, Friedrich Engels, and his wife and lifelong love,
Jenny von Westphalen. Others are less well known but have an intriguing story to
tell. There are family members: Marx’s parents Heinrich and Henriette Marx, and
his daughters Jenny, Laura, and Eleanor. His communist colleagues and rivals are
another fascinating group—the dreamy Moses Hess and the flamboyant Ferdinand
Lassalle. August Willich was a Prussian army officer turned Spartan communist,
with strange sexual proclivities; Wilhelm Liebknecht a loyal follower, who
secretly and stubbornly had a mind of his own. Marx’s rivals and allies included
non- or even anti-communists, such as the democratic and nationalist
revolutionaries of 1848, Giuseppe Mazzini, Gottfried Kinkel, and Lajos Kossuth,
or the eccentric, pro-Islamic and anti-Russian British politician David Urquhart.
Most of these people were, one might say, part of the underground of the
nineteenth century: dissidents, insurgents, nonconformists, outside the circles of
privilege, influence, and power. Their world was Marx’s as well.

But Marx’s life also intersected with figures of greater power and renown.
Moving through these pages will be the British prime minister Lord Palmerston,
the Prussian king Friedrich Wilhelm IV, the French emperor Napoleon III, and the
German chancellor Otto von Bismarck, all men whose policies and actions
profoundly affected Marx’s life, and about whom he had his own acerbic
opinions. Prominent figures of science and scholarship also shaped his story:
Adam Smith’s most important follower, the economist David Ricardo, and the
towering scientific genius of the century, Charles Darwin.

In looking for models of a biography placing a complex individual in the context
of his or her time, I have found previous lives of Marx less useful. Two marvelous
works on important figures of central European history—both very different from
Marx and living in very different historical periods—have offered some helpful
ideas: Heiko Obermann’s life of Martin Luther, which perceives the architect of



the Reformation more as a late-medieval than a modern figure, and Ian Kershaw’s
celebrated biography of Adolf Hitler, situating the Nazi dictator squarely within
the twentieth century age of total war. When it comes to the nineteenth century, two
excellent studies of German academics (neither, unfortunately, translated into
English) emphasize the interplay between personal, professional, political, and
private life: Constantin Goschler’s biography of the great physiologist and
political activist Rudolf Virchow; and Friedrich Lenger’s engaging life of the
sociologist and economist Werner Sombart. The approaches of these biographers
to their subjects are quite suggestive for a life of Marx, who was, of course, not an
academic, although at one point in his life he had aspired to become one, and
always maintained many of the habits and practices of a nineteenth-century
German scholar.?

Almost unavoidably, the author of any book about Marx, even one setting him in
his nineteenth-century context, is going to be asked for an opinion about his
contemporary relevance. Two versions of doing so go under the general heading
of “Marxology,” or Marxist theory. One is the attempt to update Marx, to make his
ideas more relevant by adding to them or reinterpreting them in the light of
psychoanalysis, existentialism, structuralism, post-structuralism, or elements of
any other intellectual movement emerging in the years between Marx’s death in
1883 and the present. The second version is the study of Marx’s own ideas, so that
revisions and later accretions can be erased and Marxism can be returned to its
original purity: a project more suited to adherents of revealed religion than
proponents of a purportedly secular and rationalist theoretical framework.

Speaking as a historian, someone committed to understanding the past on its own
terms, and reserved about judging it by present conceptions, I find these versions
of Marxology singularly useless pastimes. Marx’s life, his systems of thought, his
political strivings and aspirations, belonged primarily to the nineteenth century, a
period of human history that occupies a strange place in relation to the present:
neither evidently distant and alien, like the Middle Ages, nor still within living
memory as, for instance, the world of the age of total war, or communist regimes
of the Eastern bloc in the years 1945-89. Every once in a while, the nineteenth
century suddenly emerges into the present, with an eerie clarity and familiarity. A
prime example are the revolutions of 1848, whose rapid spread from country to
country in a few months was a central political event of the nineteenth century, but
since then have been known only to historical specialists. All at once, these
obscure uprisings seemed current and familiar during the fall of 1989, as
revolutions moved through communist Eastern Europe, or in the winter of 2011 as



they raced through the Arab world. Much the same can be said about the
relationship of Marx’s life and thought to the present: there are moments of
familiarity, but more often than not, I am struck by the differences—between
Marx’s world and the contemporary one, or between his system of thought and his
political aspirations and those of his twentieth-century successors, who called
themselves “Marxists.”

Critics of these Marxists see Marx as a proponent of twentieth-century
totalitarian terrorism, as intellectually responsible for the Russian Revolution and
Stalin’s mass murders. Defenders of Marx’s ideas vigorously reject these
assertions, often interpreting Marx as a democrat and proponent of emancipatory
political change. Both these views project back onto the nineteenth century
controversies of later times. Marx was a proponent of a violent, perhaps even
terrorist revolution, but one that had many more similarities with the actions of
Robespierre than those of Stalin. In a similar way, adherents of contemporary
economic orthodoxy, the so-called neoclassical economic theorists, dismiss
Marx’s economics as old-fashioned and unscientific, while his proponents suggest
that Marx understood crucial features of capitalism, such as regularly recurring
economic crises, that orthodox economists cannot explain. Marx certainly did
understand crucial features of capitalism, but those of the capitalism that existed in
the early decades of the nineteenth century, which both in its central elements and
in the debates of political economists trying to understand it is distinctly removed
from today’s circumstances.

If Marx was not our contemporary, more a figure of the past than a prophet of the
present, one might ask why anyone should write a new biography of him, or, once
that biography exists, bother reading it. One answer is that the nineteenth century
itself remains fascinating and important, even if it does belong to an increasingly
distant past. Explicating Charles Darwin’s ideas remains significant, even though
Darwin lacked modern knowledge of genetics. The life and struggles of Mazzini
and his right-hand man Giuseppe Garibaldi continue to be intriguing, even if the
political issues crucial to them have long been resolved. Bismarck’s diplomatic
maneuvering and his skillful statesmanship attract attention, although their
framework, that of the five European great powers, has been obsolete for almost
one hundred years. But the value of studying the nineteenth century goes beyond
the good stories to tell about it. It is precisely by perceiving the contrasts between
that century and the present that the latter appears in its own distinct light. Seeing
Marx in his contemporary context, not ours, helps illuminate our current situation
and is one of the major intellectual virtues of a biography in the early decades of



the twenty-first century.
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The Son
..;,;HE;..

KARL MARX WAS BORN in the southwest German city of Trier in 1818, at the end of
three decades of revolutionary upheaval and counterrevolutionary response that
shaped the lives of his parents, strongly influenced his upbringing and education,
and created political passions and political enemies that would remain with him
throughout his life. Trier remains today, even as it was in Marx’s youth, a very old
city, a Roman foundation, like many urban centers on Germany’s western fringes.
It had reached its high point in the third century ad, when it glimmered briefly as
the capital of the Roman Empire, but had been in almost continuous decline for the
next 1,500 years. As late as the 1840s, the city seemed like the wraith of a past
civilization, large vacant spaces within its walls—some employed for farming,
some just empty and unused—eloquent testimony to a distant past overshadowing
a modest present.!

The economic changes of the modern world seemed to have passed the city by.
Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Trier possessed no industry; the railroad only
reached it in 1860. Commerce was equally unavailing; the peasants of the Eifel
and Hunsriick highlands, to the north and south of Trier respectively, were badly
impoverished and had few goods to bring to market. Perhaps more promising was
the viticulture practiced in the valley of the Moselle River, where Trier is
situated, but for most of this era Moselle Valley winegrowing was either faring
poorly or its product was being sold directly by producers, bypassing the city and
its merchants.

What remained for the city was another Roman legacy, its close ties to the
Catholic Church. A center of Christianity since Roman times, with a resident
bishop from the third century onward, Trier was a deeply and profoundly Catholic
city, whose inhabitants had vehemently rejected the Reformation. Yet even there,
the city’s eighteenth-century archbishops, who were also Electors, worldly
princes of the Holy Roman Empire, moved their capital city to Koblenz, on the



Rhine River, abandoning Trier to a declining university and its many monasteries.
The city council’s 1788 complaint made all too clear the lack of economic
prospects: “neither court nor nobility nor garrison and absolutely no
manufacturing is present in Trier; the few persons of quality and the university,
currently lying buried under its upheaval, are worth little; in current
circumstances, there are simply no sources of earning a living on which we can
count, so that we can foresee, with all certainty, that the unusually large number of
poor burghers will be increased still more.”?

Social and political institutions in the city of Trier, in the Electorate to which it
belonged, and in the Holy Roman Empire, the governing body loosely tying
together the hundreds of small, medium-sized, and a few large states in central
Europe, as was generally the case in continental Europe before the French
Revolution of 1789, were organized in an arrangement that historians call “the
society of orders.” In this sociopolitical world, rights and privileges, as well as
obligations and restrictions, pertained not to individuals but to groups, whose
membership came from status derived at birth, or from membership in a religious
confession. Members of different groups possessed very different rights and
privileges, generally set down in legally binding charters, such as the privileges
of the Catholic burghers of the Catholic city of Trier to practice crafts and to deny
Protestants residence there. The Catholic clergy and the many petty nobles
residing in the vicinity in Trier had the privilege of collecting seigneurial dues
from peasants whose land lay in their jurisdictions. Although the practices of the
society of orders in Trier and its vicinity, as was true in Western Europe more
generally, were not so fierce and harsh as they were in the eastern reaches of the
Continent, they were far removed from contemporary, or even nineteenth-century
conceptions of fairness and equity.

There was one particular group within this society of orders whose legal
position was determined by its religious peculiarity, namely, the Jews. For
Europeans of the eighteenth century, Jews formed a “nation,” whose members
were spread all across Europe. This Jewish “nation” should not be confused with
its modern namesake, in a world of nation-states, since pre-1789 European states
were the patrimony of their rulers, not the product of nations. Rather, it was one of
many groups within the society of orders, whose place was guaranteed by its own
charters, although these tended to contain more obligations and restrictions than
rights and privileges. Jews had to pay special taxes and dues to their lords for the
privilege of residing within their territory, and were generally restricted in their
choice of occupation to commercial and financial enterprises. There were often



special restrictions on Jews’ place of residence, and their social relations with
Christians. Today, we would say that the Jews were victims of discrimination; but
in a society of orders, where different rights and privileges pertained to members
of different groups, there was no ideal of equality from which complaints of
discriminatory treatment could be derived.?

This was certainly the case in Trier, some of whose Jewish inhabitants paid
their “protection money” and yearly “New Years Donation” to the Elector, while
others paid these funds to the cathedral chapter, monastic communities, or local
noblemen, who were their overlords. The Elector’s “Regulation of the Jews”
carefully circumscribed occupational prospects, limited the rate of interest Jews
could charge for loans, and regulated their financial transactions. It set down the
yearly taxes the Jewish community had to pay, and made the Jews jointly
responsible for the collection of these taxes—a typical procedure of a society of
orders, based on groups rather than individuals. The Jewish population of the
Trier Electorate was small, mostly residing in little towns and villages, eking out
a meager living dealing in cattle. The Jewish community of Trier itself was even
smaller, numbering on the order of one hundred people, just over 1 percent of the
municipal population. Like the city itself, the Jewish community was marginal and
undistinguished, not to be compared with the larger and more active Jewish
settlements in such western German cities as Frankfurt, Worms, or Mainz. Trier’s
Jewry did, however, include a handful of families who were somewhat more
affluent and influential, wholesale merchants or professionals.*

Karl Marx’s paternal ancestors came from this group, and Marx is usually
described as being descended from a long line of Trier rabbis. As so often with
instances of common knowledge about Marx’s life, this one is only half-true.
Marx’s paternal ancestors did include Aaron Lwow, a seventeenth-century Trier
rabbi, and his son, Joshua Heschel, rabbi in Trier from 1723 to 1734. This line
ended with Joshua Heschel’s son Moses Lwow, Trier rabbi from 1764 to 1788. It
was his daughter Chaje, also called Ewa, who was Karl Marx’s grandmother. Her
husband, Mordechai or Marx Lewy, was not from Trier at all, but came from the
little town of Postolprti in distant Bohemia, today’s Czech Republic. His
antecedents show how the Jewish “nation” was spread out across state boundaries
in old regime Europe. This feature of Jewish life also appears in Marx Lewy’s
initial residence in Western Europe, in the city of Saarlouis, not far from Trier, an
eastern outpost of the kingdom of France, seized in the wars of Louis XIV. Marx
Lewy was the rabbi of the town’s Jewish community; in 1777, his son, Heschel (at
different points in his life calling himself Henri or Heinrich), Karl Marx’s father,



was born there.”

The Electorate of Trier, the Holy Roman Empire, the society of orders, and the
place of Jews in this social hierarchy all came to a sudden, drastic, and violent
end in the decade of the 1790s. The outbreak of war in 1792 between the
revolutionary government of France and the Holy Roman Empire—actually,
between France and virtually all the powers of Europe—put Trier on the front
lines, as it had been in wars over the previous century and a half. On August 8,
1794, French armies, fighting on behalf of a revolutionary republic, stormed the
Austrian positions on the heights overlooking the city, and, the following day,
marched into Trier. The Austrian defenders had retreated and the Electors’
officials all fled, leaving the city fathers on their own. Dressed in festive regalia,
they came out and ceremonially presented the keys of the city to the commanding
French general.®

Unlike the soldiers of the French kings, who had previously occupied Trier in
order to seize territory and to gain strategic advantages in a wider war, the troops
of the revolutionary French Republic were determined to combine military
occupation with political and socioeconomic transformation, to bring their
revolution, by force of arms, to the lands they conquered. It would be, as the jurist
Michael Franz Miiller remembered twenty-five years later:

a just about total upheaval in the constitution of the church and state, in the
relationship between church and state, in the administration of justice, in
commerce, manufacturing and crafts, in customs and the national mode of
thought, in the arts and sciences in land cultivation and much besides.”

If anything, Miiller understated the extent of upheaval during two decades of
French rule in Trier. The occupiers abolished the Electorate of Trier, tore the city
and its surrounding territory out of the Holy Roman Empire, and, in 1797, formally
annexed it to the French Republic. Chartered privileges of the society of orders
were replaced by a government in which all citizens were equal under the law,
and in which the basis of sovereignty was no longer the hereditary property of a
monarch but the will of the nation. Guilds were abolished and occupational
freedom instituted; seigneurial dues came to an end. The property of monasteries
and the nobility was confiscated and sold at auction—in Trier and vicinity, about
9,000 hectares (the use of metric measures was another revolutionary step), or 14
percent of useful agricultural land, including most of the very best vineyards.

Although initiated by the occupiers, these measures found a modest degree of



support within Trier itself. Unlike larger cities in the Rhineland, such as Cologne,
Mainz, and Koblenz, where the adherents of the new, revolutionary principles
organized political clubs and tried to mobilize popular support, Trier’s
sympathizers with the imported revolution were fewer in number and less well
organized. Most of them were intellectuals and even former public officials,
servants of the Archbishop/Elector, adherents of the reforming ideas of the
Enlightenment. These included Johann Heinrich Wyttenbach, who had dropped out
of the theological seminary in Trier when his teachers rejected the ideas of Kant,
and had been a member of Trier’s reading club, in which Enlightened ideas were
exchanged, until the Elector dissolved it as potentially subversive. Decades later,
Wiyttenbach would be an important influence on the young Karl Marx.?

The results of the efforts of the French occupiers and their local sympathizers to
turn the burghers of Trier into citizens of a revolutionary republic were less than
they had hoped. In spite of the publication of revolutionary newspapers, the
organization of patriotic festivals, and the planting of trees of liberty, enthusiasm
for the new state of affairs was conspicuously lacking. Living off the land, the
French revolutionary army seized its supplies from the areas it had conquered. No
sooner had the occupying troops liberated Trier from the tyranny of the old regime
than they demanded the enormous sum of 1.5 million livres from the city’s
inhabitants to support the war effort. When the municipality could not raise the
sum, the French confiscated all the gold and silver they could find, even seizing
people’s shoe buckles. Finally, the municipal government had to take out a loan to
meet the rest of the imposition; almost thirty years later, in 1823, the city still
owed the depressingly large sum of 56,000 Prussian talers on the loan.

An even more unpopular group of measures taken by the new revolutionary
regime stemmed from its anti-clericalism. Rejecting a Catholic Church that had
been closely tied to the society of orders the revolutionaries were determined to
destroy, they created their own Deist religion appropriate to a republic of equal
citizens, disestablished the Catholic Church, sold its properties, prohibited its
public religious functions, and turned Trier’s many monasteries into hospitals,
barracks, jails, or ammunition storehouses. The city’s cathedral housed the barrels
of wine the French army confiscated from the monks. Trier’s deeply Catholic
inhabitants boycotted the patriotic festivals of the republic and its new religion,
and continued to engage in the prohibited processions of their strongly held faith.

Napoleon Bonaparte, who ended the revolutionary regime in France, took
measures aimed at reconciling the inhabitants of Trier and of western Germany
more generally with French rule. Following on Napoleon’s victories in the field,



French armies and their requisitions moved deep into central and Southern
Europe, meaning that the burghers of Trier would no longer have to meet their
demands. The city received administrative functions in the Napoleonic imperium
as the seat of the prefect, the chief administrative office of the Department of the
Saare, and a court of appeals—such government offices providing potential
income and jobs the Trier city council had decried as lacking at the end of the
1780s. When Napoleon, having declared himself emperor, toured the eastern
marches of his realm in 1804, he received a tumultuous welcome almost
everywhere and certainly in Trier itself. Perhaps the most important feature of
consolidating his rule, Napoleon reconciled with the Catholic Church, signing a
Concordat with the Pope in 1801. The agreement did not restore the privileged
position of the Church as it existed in the old regime; most church lands remained
seized; indeed, the emperor, needing funds for his wars, hastened their auction.
But Trier was once again the home of a bishop—one who actually resided in the
city, unlike his predecessor. In 1810, Trier’s Catholics publicly demonstrated their
faith by celebrating the return of their most precious sacred relic, hustled out of
the city before the appearance of the revolutionary armies in the 1790s—the Holy
Shroud, the seamless garment of the crucified Christ, described in the Gospel of
St. John—with a public exhibition and a enormous pilgrimage drawing tens of
thousands of the faithful. The relic has remained in its case in Trier Cathedral ever
since. Its public exhibition and pilgrimage have been repeated on a number of
occasions, most recently in 1996.°

The upheavals of two decades of revolutionary and Napoleonic rule would
create an exceptionally turbulent period for Trier’s Jewish minority, one in which
the tantalizing possibility of a fundamentally different position for the Jews in
state and society was promised, subjected to public observation and critical
scrutiny, but never quite realized. The promise of the revolution to the Jews was
the abolition of the society of orders and its replacement with a regime of free and
equal citizens, one in which religious affiliation was not politically relevant. As
the first prefect of the Department of the Saare, Joseph Bexon d’Ormechville, put
it at the end of 1801, “all distinctions between citizens on account of the religion
they profess” were “absolutely contrary to the principles of the government.”1? In
theory—although the practice, especially as interpreted by state officials at the
local level, did not always turn out quite so positively—the old regime restriction
on Jews’ occupations, on their residence, on their relations with Christians, and
the special taxes Jews had to pay, were to disappear.

The redefinition of political belonging that accompanied the new, revolutionary



concept of citizenship went along with a new, revolutionary understanding of the
nation, as a body of free and equal citizens, as the source of sovereignty. There
was no room in such a concept for the old regime Jewish nation, a separate
corporate body of the society of orders. Exactly what the end of this old regime
nation would mean for Jews was not always clear and remained in dispute for
much of the nineteenth century. For the Jews of Trier, it was the emperor Napoleon
who offered the first answer to this question. Jews in his realm would have to
conform to cultural norms of the society in which they lived: abandon their laws
of ritual purity when they served in the armed forces, take family names rather
than referring to themselves by their patronymic, organize their religious practice
in a system of consistories based on the Protestants of his realm. Most
controversially, in 1808, Napoleon issued his “infamous decree,” which required
Jewish businessmen to obtain a “certificate of morality,” with the authorities
testifying to the legitimacy of their business practices, particularly that they lent
money in honest and above-board fashion, in order to engage in commerce. This
decree strongly encouraged Jews to bring up their children to work in more
“useful” and “productive” occupations than lending money or acting as
middlemen.

The emperor’s conditions for joining the French nation were difficult and
controversial, leading to a split in Jewish ranks. Jews living in the countryside
rejected the idea, clinging to their long-established religious practices and way of
life. In Trier itself, by contrast, particularly among the Jewish community’s
leading families, Napoleon’s demands found a more favorable hearing. Trier’s
rabbi, Samuel Marx—son of Marx Lewy, the family choosing to take Marx as a
surname, which is why Karl Marx’s paternal ancestors were not named Marx—
was a delegate to the Sanhedrin, the 1806 gathering of Jewish notables from
across Napoleon’s empire that created the new system of Jewish consistories.
Under Samuel Marx’s leadership, the Trier Consistory called on the Jews of the
Saare Department to be loyal citizens of the nation, to serve their emperor in the
armed forces, to avoid usury and questionable business practices, and to bring
their sons up to learn a craft. An important ally of Samuel in this task was his
younger brother Heinrich, who was the Consistory’s secretary.

Heinrich found his job difficult and frustrating. He was responsible for
collecting the assessments on the Jewish population of the Saare Department, not
only for the work of the consistory and the salary of his brother the rabbi but also
for the debts that the old regime Jewry of the Electorate of Trier had accumulated
to make their annual tribute payments to the Elector. Jews living in the rural areas,



not very well off to start with, not particularly sympathetic to the consistory’s
aspirations, and facing a threat to their livelihood from Napoleon’s infamous
decree, refused to pay. At the same time, the central consistory in Paris delivered
a constant stream of orders and requests for information and for funds,
complaining about the inability of the Jews in the province to follow their orders.
The central consistory was particularly hard on Heinrich, their officials asserting
that he lacked the capability with the French language to carry out his task as Trier
Consistory secretary.'!

Difficult as the Napoleonic administration and the differences among the Jewish
population were for Heinrich and the members of the consistory, the attitudes of
the Christian inhabitants of Trier and its vicinity were an even greater problem.
As the consistory complained to the prefect in 1811, Christians were unwilling to
accept Jews as equal: “to be named a Jew is all that is needed to be rejected
everywhere.”12 The Jews’ identification with the new regime, which for all its
problematic features promised an improvement in their condition, meant that
opposition to Napoleonic rule would be focused on the Jews.

The year 1809 had been a difficult one for the emperor. Many of his soldiers
were bogged down fighting a guerrilla war in Spain, and the Austrians had once
again gone to war with him. Caught short of troops, he was forced to increase the
draft call sharply, a broadly unpopular move. While there were draft riots in rural
areas, disturbances in Trier, where gendarmes and soldiers were stationed, never
came to pass—until August 15, as the Jews were decorating their synagogue in
celebration of Napoleon’s birthday. That day and evening, hostile crowds
gathered in the streets, beating up the Jews and smashing the synagogue windows
with stones. The police were nowhere to be seen, evidently content to let hostility
to the regime be deflected onto the Jews.!3

Just how much these difficulties and evident hostility played a role in Heinrich
Marx’s decision to leave Trier around 1811 is unclear. But it does seem likely that
the frustrations of his position, and its low salary—about that of a primary
schoolteacher, a notoriously badly paid occupation, even assuming he was paid
regularly, which he probably was not—played a role in his move to the
Westphalian city of Osnabriick, at the northern end of Napoleon’s empire. He
worked there as a court translator, and had plans to obtain a position as a notary—
an important position, then as today, in Roman Law countries, where notaries do
much of the work of drawing up contracts and wills performed by attorneys in
Common Law jurisdictions. But leaving Trier did not mean leaving hostility to the
Jews behind. The municipality of Osnabriick refused to grant Heinrich permission



to establish a permanent domicile, a necessity if he wished to be a notary.!* At the
beginning of 1813 he moved again, returning to the Rhineland to study at the
School of Law in Koblenz, which the French had set up to train practitioners in the
new legal system they had created. If he followed the standard curriculum, in his
ten months of studies he would have taken classes on Roman Law, an introduction
to criminal and civil law, and a course on civil and criminal procedure. At the
conclusion of his studies, he was granted a “certificate of capacity”—the lowest
level of course completion offered at the school, taken only by a small number of
its students, primarily older ones from a more modest background who could not
afford a full three- or four-year course of study.!”

For Heinrich Marx, the French Revolution and its aftermath offered an
opportunity to escape the narrowly circumscribed social and political position of
Jews in the society of orders. He would no longer be a member of the Jewish
nation but a French citizen of the Jewish religion, no longer a moneylender or
middleman but a productive citizen, practicing a legal profession—one of the
many barred to Jews before 1789. His path to that end was hard for him to follow:
most of his fellow Jews rejected his redefinition of Jewishness; the Christian
inhabitants of Trier and Osnabriick did not seem ready to welcome him into the
ranks of free and equal citizens. His aspirations to study law—marked by almost
certainly false claims to have studied at the School of Law in Koblenz before he
was enrolled there, and to have studied law in Berlin before the University of
Berlin was actually founded—were greater than his ability to do so.'®

In November 1813, he seemed close to having reached his goal, only to see it
dissolve in the fortunes of great power warfare. In the ten months Heinrich Marx
was peacefully studying law in Koblenz, Napoleon’s empire, which had provided
the entire legal framework for the new possibilities Jews might have, was
collapsing. The emperor’s hubristic decision to invade Russia in 1812 met its
nemesis in the winter of 1812-13 when his invading Grande Armée was
destroyed. Although he raised new armies in the spring and summer of 1813, at the
famous Battle of the Nations in Leipzig that October the allied European powers
completely defeated the emperor’s forces and forced them to retreat westward
toward the French borders. Heinrich Marx was the very last student to complete a
course of study at the School of Law in Koblenz; just six weeks later, Prussian
troops reached and crossed the Rhine River, bringing Napoleon’s rule in western
Germany to an end.!”



THE CONGRESS OF VIENNA of 1814-15 that reorganized Europe following
Napoleon’s defeat granted Trier and most of Germany west of the Rhine to the
Prussian kingdom. The initial decades of Prussian rule would prove
extraordinarily unpopular in Trier. While the French may have been godless
subversives, they were, at least, Catholic godless subversives. The Prussian
ruling house and its leading officials and generals were Protestants, a religion
most inhabitants of deeply Catholic Trier viewed with suspicion and hostility. The
first three decades of Prussian rule were marked by large incidents and small, in
which the officials of the Protestant kingdom insulted the sensibilities of their
Catholic subjects.

More profane reasons complemented spiritual ones in inciting hostility to
Prussian domination. The Prussians actually increased taxes over their already
high Napoleonic levels. Property taxes doubled, which led to especially bad
feelings, since the property of large, noble landowners in the eastern provinces of
the Prussian monarchy was exempt from taxation. An excise tax on food entering
the city walls increased the cost of basic essentials. Following the initiation of the
Prussian-sponsored all-German tariff union of 1834, the Zollverein, Moselle
Valley wines faced strong competition from climatically more favorable
viticultural regions in southern Germany, leading to a collapse in wine prices. The
tax on wine, though, did not decline as prices did. While the defeat of Napoleon
meant a long period of peace in Europe, the Prussians continued the French
practice of military conscription, only their policy was actually rather more
onerous since, unlike the French, they did not allow draftees to purchase a
substitute to serve in their stead.

Prussian rule in Trier was colonial in nature, the oppressive domination of an
alien government, backed up by a heavily armed garrison, engaging in economic
exploitation for the benefit of the inhabitants of Prussia’s eastern, core provinces.
The reckoning with such a regime would come in the Revolution of 1848, when
Trier’s inhabitants would smash the insignia of Prussian authority, drive off the tax
collectors, assault government officials, openly and vociferously demand that
Trier secede from Prussia, and engage in a series of brawls with soldiers from the
garrison, ultimately escalating into a full-blown insurrection. It was only
suppressed when the general commanding the fortress turned his artillery on the
town and threatened to blow it up.!8

Understanding some of the problems they would face in incorporating the
Rhineland into their kingdom, the Prussians proved surprisingly conciliatory about
employing officials of the former Napoleonic regime. Johann Heinrich



Whyttenbach, the sympathizer with the revolutionary republican government of the
1790s, had spent most of the Napoleonic era as principal of the College de
Treves, Trier’s secondary school, as the French called it. Following 1815, he
became the director of the renamed secondary school: the Friedrich-Wilhelm
Gymnasium. This policy of taking over into Prussian service former Napoleonic
officials was particularly pronounced in the judiciary.!®

Such a policy offered Heinrich Marx his chance. In 1814, he moved back to
Trier and set himself up as an attorney, quickly being admitted to practice before
the court of appeals. The Prussians transferred the court of appeals from Trier to
Cologne, but they created a midlevel court in its place, a Landgericht, and
Heinrich Marx continued his practice with it. Like other graduates of the Koblenz
School of Law, Marx strove to reconcile the Napoleonic judicial past with the
present reality of Prussian rule, sending a memorandum to the Prussian authorities
calling for the retention of the Napoleonic Code as the basis of the legal system in
Prussia’s new Rhine Province. This was a hotly debated question for a number of
decades; but in the end, the Napoleonic Code of Civil Law remained in force in
Prussia’s Rhenish possessions until the introduction of the All-German Code of
Civil Law in 1900.%°

There was just one problem with Heinrich Marx’s plans: his religion. Ironically,
this problem emerged from measures the Prussian government had taken to
improve the status of Jews under its rule. In 1812, the reforming Prussian
chancellor Prince von Hardenberg had issued an Edict of Emancipation for the
Jews of the Prussian kingdom, granting them freedom of residence and occupation,
and the right to serve in the armed forces. The edict had reserved for future
decision the question of whether Jews would be allowed to work as government
officials. By the end of the decade of the 1810s, the Prussian government had
decided that they would not, including attorneys in private practice such as
Heinrich Marx in the category of government officials.?!

Marx hoped that an exception would be made in his case, and the Prussian
commissioner in charge of reorganization of the judiciary in the Rhineland did
recommend that Marx and the two other Jews working in legal occupations be
allowed to continue; but the authorities refused to reconsider, part of an
increasingly conservative turn in Prussian government policy. In these
circumstances, Heinrich Marx took the decision to change his religion: at some
time in the late 1810s or early 1820s, most probably toward the end of 1819, he
converted to Protestantism.??

Historians have sometimes made a lot of this decision, some suggesting that



Karl Marx deeply despised his father as an unprincipled sellout because of it, and
seeing this contempt for his father as integral to Marx’s future radicalism.?> Even
if we ignore very convincing evidence of Karl’s filial devotion, this whole line of
reasoning involves projecting twentieth-century identity politics back into a
previous era. Conversion was a common option for central European Jews
interested in engaging in public life during the first half of the nineteenth century.
There were numerous examples on the left and center of the political spectrum,
and even some on the right. Friedrich Julius Stahl, one of the most important
figures among Prussia’s conservatives, both a political and a parliamentary
leader, and a constitutional theorist, an important intellectual influence on
Bismarck, was a converted Jew. In Trier itself, most of the members of the leading
families of the eighteenth-century Jewish community had converted to Christianity
by the 1830s.%4

In August and September 1819, the Hep Hep riots broke out in central Europe,
in which mobs attacked Jews, their businesses and their homes. Particularly
pronounced in the cities of Wiirzburg, Frankfurt, and Hamburg, although occurring
elsewhere, anti-Semitic assaults centered on retail establishments that Jews had
not been privileged to run before 1789, and on expelling Jews from public spaces
previously reserved for Christians. In other words, the rioters intended to thrust
Jews back into their subordinate condition of the society of orders. Although there
were no disturbances in the vicinity of Trier and little in the Rhineland more
generally, the riots were major news, discussed and portrayed in detail in the
press, and there can be no doubt that Heinrich Marx would have known about
them. For someone whose life over the previous decade had been one long effort
to escape the limited circumstances of the society of orders, to enjoy new
possibilities for his occupation and his citizenship, the prospect of being forced to
return to old regime conditions must have been the final impetus in making his
decision to become a Christian.?

Heinrich Marx could have stuck with his Judaism and renounced practicing law,
although that would have meant grave economic difficulties for himself and his
newly started family. There was a younger contemporary who took such a step, the
Hamburg jurist Gabriel Riesser, the leading advocate of Jewish emancipation in
Germany during the first half of the nineteenth century. After receiving his law
degree from the University of Heidelberg in 1826, Riesser was barred from
practicing law because of his religion. Instead, he published a periodical, Der
Jude (The Jew), devoted to demanding equal rights for Jews in central Europe.
Riesser, though, came from a much more affluent and better-connected family than



Marx did, and could afford not to practice his profession. He also lived in the
city-state of Hamburg, a relatively liberal polity, where his magazine could
appear, not in the strictly governed, highly censored Prussian kingdom.?®

A more interesting question is why Heinrich Marx, in converting to Christianity,
chose to become a Protestant rather than a Catholic. The other members of Trier’s
onetime leading Jewish families who converted all chose Catholicism, as did
Heinrich’s brother Cerf (or Hirsch).?” Going from Judaism to Protestantism in
deeply Catholic Trier meant exchanging one form of minority existence for
another.

The answer to this question brings us to the heart of Heinrich Marx’s views on
the world that helped shape the outlook of his son. As might be expected from
someone who had accepted the principles of the French Revolution in their
Napoleonic form, Heinrich was a strong adherent of the Enlightenment. Karl
Marx’s youngest daughter, Eleanor, reported after her father’s death that Heinrich
had read Voltaire aloud to the young Karl Marx. We can take this secondhand
reminiscence as we wish, but we also find Heinrich writing to Karl when he was
at the university, praising the Deist beliefs of Leibnitz, Locke, and Newton—a
veritable Enlightenment trinity. After Heinrich Marx died, a notary meticulously
inventoried his private library. The list contained mostly law books, but also a
copy of Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man.?®

In early nineteenth-century Germany, Protestantism would have been the religion
of choice for a supporter of rationalist, Enlightened ideas. By no means all
Protestant theologians, to say nothing of ordinary pastors or laypeople, supported
the Enlightenment, and by the early nineteenth century there was a strong
countertendency in the making: “the Awakening” (contemporaries also described
it using the older term “Pietism”), a central European version of born-again
Christianity. Still, particularly among the Protestant intellectual middle class, the
wish to reconcile the rationalism and empiricism of the Enlightenment with the
tenets of revealed religion was very widespread. There certainly were
Enlightened Catholics, such as Trier’s first bishop under Prussian rule, Joseph von
Hommer, but opponents of Enlightenment rationalism were gathering strength and
influence in the Catholic Church. Heinrich Marx witnessed firsthand one of their
first public demonstrations, the pilgrimage to the Holy Shroud of Trier in 1810. Its
repetition in 1844 would spur an angry and massive reaction among Germany’s
rationalist and Enlightened intellectuals.?

This connection between Protestantism and Enlightenment was already evident
in Heinrich Marx’s thinking some years before his conversion. In 1815, he wrote a



memorandum to the new Prussian authorities in the Rhineland, calling on them to
abolish Napoleon’s infamous decree against the Jews. In the course of that essay
he noted that “the mild spirit of Christianity could often be darkened by
fanaticism, and the pure morality of the Gospels polluted by ignorant priests.”3°
Both the sentiments and, particularly, the language in which they were expressed
—“fanaticism,” “pure morality of the Gospels,” “ignorant priests”—reinterpreted
Protestant criticisms of Catholicism in Enlightened terms, pointing toward a
liberal and Enlightened Protestantism, not entirely separate from Deism, that
would become Heinrich Marx’s Christianity of choice.

Trier’s Protestants were ready to welcome the new convert. The Protestant
Prussian officials, many of them thinking along Enlightened lines, ruling a
disaffected Catholic Rhineland, needed all the allies they could get, and took them
in the form of Enlightened Catholics, such as Trier’s bishop, or the attorney with a
Napoleonic past willing to renounce his formal allegiance to Judaism. Continuing
in this vein would require that the connections between Enlightened and rationalist
ways of thinking, the Protestant Church, and the Prussian state be preserved. Even
in Heinrich Marx’s lifetime, this connection would prove increasingly strained; in
the life and times of his son, it would collapse completely.

A NECESSARY PRECONDITION TO setting himself up as a practicing attorney was
another step Heinrich Marx took in 1814: he got married. His bride, Henriette
Presburg, eleven years his junior, was from Nijmegen, in the Netherlands, member
of a Jewish family which, as the name shows, was originally from Hungary (the
city of Pressburg, today’s Slovak capital of Bratislava), who had settled in the
Netherlands during the eighteenth century and had been quite successful in their
mercantile ventures. Henriette’s younger sister, Sophie, married the businessman
Lion Philips, who handled his sister-in-law’s finances after her husband’s death,
and became a friend and confidant of the adult Karl Marx. Sophie and Lion’s
grandsons were the founders of the electrical equipment and electronics
multinational that bears the family name.3!

It is not at all clear how Heinrich and Henriette met. Most likely, it was through
his mother Ewa, whose second marriage, five years after the death of her first
husband Samuel Levi, was to the rabbi of the German-language congregation in
Amsterdam, Moses Lowenstamm. If so, then Heinrich and Henriette had an
arranged marriage, a common practice among the Jewish middle class in central

Europe through the beginning of the twentieth century.>?



Henriette brought to this marriage a necessary foundation for Heinrich’s practice
of law in Trier: a substantial dowry. It included cash, 8,100 guilders, or about
4,500 Prussian talers—quite a bit of money, considering that a day laborer or poor
artisan would have earned about 100 talers per year. Along with the money went
the household furnishings, which included, decades later, at the time of Heinrich’s
death, 68 bedsheets, 69 decorated tablecloths, 200 napkins, and 118 towels. It
was only with the assets of his bride that Heinrich was able to establish his own
household and practice his profession—a very common state of affairs in the
nineteenth-century German middle class. In his own private life, Karl Marx would
reject this approach and take a very different path, paved with financial insecurity
for himself, his wife, and his family.>>

Henriette Marx née Presburg has not had a good press from historians and
biographers. They have taken their cues from Karl Marx himself, who was very
much his father’s son. Years after his death, his daughter Eleanor reported that her
father was deeply devoted to his own father’s memory and never tired of speaking
of him. He always carried around with him a daguerreotype of Heinrich, which
the family placed with Karl Marx in his grave.?* There was no mention of Karl
keeping a picture of his mother with him. Quite the opposite; he got along badly
with her, seeing her as a philistine, with no interest in intellectual questions,
quarreling constantly with her over his inheritance, and showing little emotion at
the news of her death.

Marx’s mother is usually described as an uncultured woman, who could neither
speak nor write proper German, someone completely devoted to her home,
obsessed with the health of her family members—“modest, even primitive,” “one
of those Dutch housewives who live entirely for their family,” or even a
“yiddische Mama.”® Her surviving correspondence reveals a very broken
German, but considering that Dutch was her native language and she only began to
learn German when she got married at the age of twenty-six, this lack of facility is
not particularly surprising. Her efforts at writing in a foreign language, as poorly
as they may have turned out, testify to her above average literacy, especially for a
woman of the time. Her concern for the health of family members—the chief topic
of her letters to Karl when he was at the university—is understandable when we
realize that her husband and four of their children died of tuberculosis.® If
Henriette was taken up with her household, and all its bedsheets, tablecloths, and
napkins, and if she persistently refused Karl an advance on his inheritance, this
was all about preserving her dowry, a central element of her commitment to her
marriage and family.



Henriette Marx was a person caught up in the middle of a social transformation:
from the Jewish nation of the society of orders, spread across the borders of pre-
1789 European states, to the emerging nineteenth-century world of nation-states, in
which Jews aspired to be citizens. Heinrich Marx’s father, Marx Lewy, had come
all the way from Bohemia to be a rabbi in Saarlouis and Trier, without anyone
seeing it as peculiar. But then, Jews were largely limited in their public life and
sociability to themselves. Heinrich Marx wanted a career and a public life in
Prussia, a German state; his Dutch wife, despite her impressive dowry, did not fit
very well in such a social world. When the attitudes of the Prussian government
made it necessary for Heinrich to become a Christian, Henriette’s devotion to her
household, and the very household-oriented version of female Jewish piety that
accompanied it, was also a poor match for these new circumstances. Henriette
was evidently reluctant to convert, and held out on the conversion of her children
as well. Karl Marx was only baptized in 1824, five years after his father;
Henriette finally accepted her baptism the following year.3”

Whatever the degree of social compatibility, religious tension, or romantic
involvement between Heinrich and Henriette Marx, their marriage was very
fruitful. Their first son, Mauritz David, was born at the end of October 1815, a
little more than a year after his parents’ nuptials. He died three and a half years
later, their only child to pass away before reaching adolescence—an impressive
result for the time, and one that Karl Marx, founding a family under much less
favorable circumstances than his father had, would not be able to match. In
November 1816, Heinrich and Henriette’s daughter Sophia was born; in May
1818, their son Karl. August 1819 saw the birth of their son Hermann, October
1820 the birth of their daughter Henriette; Louise was born in November 1821,
Emilie in October 1822, Caroline in July 1824, and their last child, Eduard, in
April 1826, at which point Henriette Marx was a few months short of her thirty-
eighth birthday. The Marxes had nine children in less than eleven years. This very
rapid pace of reproduction excluded any possibility of practicing contraception,
which was basically unknown in central Europe at the time. It also rather suggests
that Henriette employed a wet-nurse to feed her infants, for if she had breast-fed
them herself, her lactation would have reduced her fertility.3

Heinrich could support his large and rapidly growing family because his law
practice was flourishing—a success in middle age, after a long and difficult
period in his youth. In 1820, he was appointed an Advokat-Anwalt, enabling him
to represent clients in lucrative civil cases and not just the less remunerative
criminal ones. His clients included the peasants of a number of villages in the



vicinity of Trier and the municipal government of Trier itself. The family’s
finances reflected the success of his legal work. A special levy on the city’s
propertied citizens, imposed to fund measures taken against the cholera epidemic
of 1831 (Heinrich Marx represented one affluent inhabitant of Trier who sued the
city because she thought she was over-assessed), shows that Heinrich had a yearly
income of 1,500 talers, not in the same league as Trier’s wealthiest merchants,
bankers, and landed property owners, but still placing the household in the top 5
percent of the city. Heinrich put the family’s assets, stemming from his wife’s
dowry and a later inheritance, into different forms of property: a house in Trier, a
vineyard overlooking the city, loans to Trier businessmen and to nearby villagers,
and 540 talers’ worth of 5 percent Russian government bonds.?”

The family enjoyed esteem as well as affluence. In 1831, Heinrich Marx
received from the Prussian government the title of Justizrat, judicial councilor, a
highly desired honorific, awarded by the authorities, following careful
investigation, to well-regarded attorneys. He was a member of the Casino, Trier’s
exclusive social club. We might leave the final word on Heinrich Marx’s position
in Trier society to Karl Marx’s younger sister Louise. Married to a Dutchman who
owned a publishing house for Protestant literature in Capetown, South Africa, and
extremely embarrassed to have a communist leader for a brother, she would
always emphasize to anyone who would listen her antecedents in “a respected and
well-loved Trier attorney’s family.”*’

We do not know much about the place of the young Karl Marx in a prosperous
but fast-growing and increasingly crowded household. Perhaps his mother’s
constant succession of pregnancies made it difficult for Karl to develop a strong
emotional relationship to her, foreshadowing their later estrangement—although
the property disputes between them after Heinrich Marx’s death would have been
cause enough. Marx’s daughter Eleanor related after her father’s death that her
aunts had told her Karl as a boy had been a “terrible tyrant,” always ordering his
sisters around.*! Since one of Eleanor’s sources would have been the same Aunt
Louise who disapproved of her brother’s communist life, we might want to take
that assertion with a grain of salt—or several. It seems likely that Karl did not
attend elementary school, but received private lessons at home. At the very least,
a Trier book dealer, Eduard Montigny, instructed him in writing.*?

The young Karl Marx really only emerges into any sort of light in 1830, when he
began his course of studies at the Trier Gymnasium. This university-preparatory
secondary school, the crown jewel of education in Germany from the early
nineteenth century to the present day, was, in its initial phases, characterized by a



very heavy emphasis on the classics, with most hours of instruction devoted to the
study of Latin and Greek.** It was not an entirely appealing curriculum for the
adolescents subjected to it (exclusively young men, until the beginning of the
twentieth century), and generations of sensitive German intellectuals have penned
lengthy complaints about a youth wasted in tedious memorization of meaningless
texts, classes led by pedantic and authoritarian teachers and populated by dim-
witted and careerist pupils. Concisely summing up a rich and evocative literature
of complaint are the remarks of the dramatist and theatrical critic Alfred Kerr:
“Three things—the relationship with the teachers, the relationship with the other
pupils, and the smell in the lavatories—can be summarized in one word:
abominable.”#

We will never know what Marx thought about the lavatories—outhouses, then—
but all his writings, throughout his life, loaded as they are with Greek and Latin
phrases and allusions to the classics, suggest that his school experience was more
positive than that of complaining memoirists. Marx’s appreciation of the classics
and understanding of their modern relevance appeared in his private as well as his
public life. February 1861 was a particularly difficult time for Marx. His income
was threatened by the loss of his lucrative position as a European correspondent
for the New York Tribune; his family life was still shaken by the near death of his
wife from smallpox; and his political future remained undecided between
returning to Germany and resuming political agitation there, or staying as an exile
in London. In this period of personal stress, he relaxed by reading Appian’s book
on the Roman civil wars in the original Greek text, and making comparisons
between the leading personalities of ancient Rome and his FEuropean
contemporaries. The form of Marx’s instruction made every bit as much of an
impression as the content. Wilhelm Liebknecht, one of the founders of the Social
Democratic Party in Germany, and a close political ally and friend, recalled how
in 1850, Marx had taught a class on political economy to the German Workers’
Educational Association in London:

Marx proceeded methodically. He put forth a proposition—as short as
possible—and explained it in a longer exposition, in the course of which he
took the greatest care to avoid all expressions that the workers would not
understand. Then he demanded of his listeners that they pose him questions. If
they did not, then he began to examine them, and did it with such pedagogical
skill that no gap, no misunderstanding evaded him.*



It is easy to see Marx here making use of the teaching style he had encountered in
the Gymnasium.

The secondary education Marx enjoyed was just for a small portion of the
population; his graduating class of 1835 counted all of thirty-two pupils, from
Trier itself as well as towns and villages in the vicinity. His classmates were
divided into two groups, largely by religion. Most of the Catholics were from
modest backgrounds, typically intending to go on to the Trier Theological
Seminary and become priests. By contrast, the seven Protestants in the class were
from families of government officials, professionals, or army officers: they were
heading for the university to study law, medicine, or public administration. Forty
years later, Marx would remember the Catholic pupils in his class as a bunch of
“peasant dolts,” probably reflecting the opinion their Protestant classmates from
more affluent and better-educated families had of them. Marx himself was a good
but not superb pupil, receiving high grades on his German and Latin exams but
doing poorly in math.

For his third foreign language, after Latin and Greek, Marx chose French rather
than Hebrew. This choice reflected the wishes of Heinrich Marx that his son
prepare for a legal rather than a theological career. An aspiring Protestant pastor
would have learned the language of the Old Testament, but an attorney who was to
practice in the Rhineland would need to know the language of the Napoleonic
Code that was still, as Heinrich had advocated, the basis of the legal system.
Although Karl’s plans would veer off in a quite different direction from his
father’s wishes, his capabilities in the French language, and his knowledge of
French culture and history—both sharpened by lengthy stays in Paris and Brussels
—would be a central fixture of his intellectual world.*®

There was another more political aspect to Marx’s educational experience. The
Gymnasium director, Johann Heinrich Wyttenbach, no longer expressed the
youthful radical enthusiasm he felt in the 1790s, when he had worked closely with
the revolutionary French occupiers (Napoleonic rule had been, for him, a sobering
experience), but the Prussian authorities were convinced that his basic political
sympathies had not changed, and that he was unwilling to keep the younger
teachers in line. A number of these teachers advocated subversive causes—the
union of the different central European monarchies into a German nation-state, the
introduction of a constitution in the Prussian kingdom, perhaps even a democratic
and republican government—or advocated freethinking points of view, like the
science teacher who was accused of emphasizing differences between geological
findings and biblical revelation. The authorities suspected that the teachers were



indoctrinating their pupils with such subversive ideas. Their suspicions were not
entirely unjustified. A number of the Gymnasium graduates became leftists,
including the director’s son, Friedrich Anton Wyttenbach, who was imprisoned in
a fortress for his radical ideas and activities. Ludwig Simon, son of one of the
politically questionable teachers, became a fiery opponent of Prussian rule and
represented the city of Trier in the German National Assembly during the
Revolution of 1848 as a prominent member of the Assembly’s extreme left. Viktor
Valdenaire, from the nearby town of Saarburg, was another left-wing activist in
the midcentury revolution.*’

School was not the only place that the young Karl Marx would have been
exposed to politically questionable ideas. There was another source, a good deal
closer to home. On January 25, 1834, his father Heinrich was involved in a
notorious episode at the Trier Casino. Following the founders’ day dinner, a group
of fifteen members sitting around the table began to sing revolutionary songs: the
Polish national anthem and the Parisienne, anthem of the 1830 Revolution in
France, when an authoritarian conservative monarch, not entirely unlike Prussia’s
king, was overthrown and replaced by a liberal regime. The outburst culminated
in repeated renditions of the Marseillaise, accompanied by shouting, pounding on
the table, and waving around a tricolor handkerchief containing scenes of the July
1830 barricade fighting in Paris. A Prussian army officer who had witnessed the
scene denounced the group to the government, creating a scandal. There was an
investigation and charges of revolutionary subversion were brought against some
of the participants, although they were all ultimately acquitted by a jury. The
Casino itself was dissolved, and replaced with two social clubs. One of them had
a membership mostly consisting of army officers and government officials; the
other counted among its founders (including Heinrich Marx) the more affluent and
esteemed burghers of Trier.

In the course of the investigation, the accused all claimed to have left before the
most subversive aspects of the singing. It was also reported that the singers had
consumed rather more wine than was good for them. If there was ever a scene to
which the Latin motto, In vino veritas, applies, it was this one. Those who joined
in the singing included affluent merchants, attorneys, a notary, physicians, a
teacher at the Gymnasium, and even a few lower-ranking state officials—the sorts
of people on whom the Prussian authorities relied to work with them in their
colonial regime in western Germany, ruling over a discontented lower-class
Catholic population. Yet even the Prussians’ allies, once their inhibitions were
lowered, despised them. For Karl Marx, who was fifteen at the time, and would



have known about and understood the event and its ramifications, it must have
been a revelation, about both the Prussian government and his father. The
Protestant, the good Prussian, proud bearer of the title of Justizrat and respected
and prosperous attorney, was, at least for a brief alcoholic interlude, a
sympathizer with ideas diametrically opposed to Prussia’s authoritarian regime.*

About a year and a half after the founders’ day outburst, Marx completed his
courses and sat for the graduation exam, the Abitur. The essays he wrote for his
religion class and for his German class are his very first writings to be preserved.
As might be expected from a seventeen-year-old writing his graduation exam, they
largely reflected the ideas of his teachers and of the adults around him. But they
also contain initial glimmerings of Marx’s own ideas and aspirations.

The essay on religion had as assigned topic, “The Union of the Faithful with
Christ, According to John, 15:1-14.” Marx began his essay by considering the
pre-Christian peoples of antiquity, and concluded that in spite of their cultural,
artistic, and scientific progress, they could never “throw off the fetters of
superstition, develop true and dignified concepts of either themselves or of
Divinity,” and that even their ethics and morality were never free of “alien
admixtures of ignoble limitations. . . .” And the ancients were aware of this:
“Even the greatest sage of antiquity, the divine Plato, speaks in more than one
place of a deep yearning for a higher being, whose appearance the unsatisfied
aspiration to truth and light fulfills.” These aspirations, Marx suggested, could be
fulfilled only by the union with Christ, without which humans are “condemned by
God,” a condition “from which only He is capable of redeeming us.” The union
with Christ takes the form of passionate love for Him, which also makes humans
virtuous, causing them to love their brothers. The result is virtuous behavior, a
virtue that stems from “love of Christ, from love of a divine being, and when
virtue arises from this pure source, it appears liberated from everything worldly
and truly divine . . . it is simultaneously milder and more human.”*’

The idea of Christ’s love liberating mankind from its sinful condition was a
classic piece of Christian doctrine, but Marx’s interpretation of it makes clear that
he was taught an Enlightened version of Christianity. One of the burdens of the
pre-Christian world that Christ’s love could lift was superstition—a major enemy
of Enlightened thinking. Plato’s yearning for “truth and light,” a yearning that only
Christ could fulfill, was another clue, since those terms, “light” in particular, were
code words used by central Europe’s Enlightened Protestants. While Marx did
mention human sinfulness and depravity that could only be redeemed by Christ, he
did not dwell on it. Nor did he emphasize the transforming experience of Christ’s



redemption, the believer being born again, an experience that Germany’s Pietists
found every bit as central to their religion as their American counterparts did.
These sentiments are redolent of the intellectual influence of Heinrich Marx, of the
Gymnasium’s director Johann Heinrich Wyttenbach, a lifelong adherent of Kantian
ideas, and of Johann Ludwig von Westphalen, privy councilor of the Prussian
district administration and a family friend. By contrast, the ideas of Marx’s actual
religion teacher, a Protestant pastor who was skeptical of the Enlightenment and
had some modest sympathies for the Awakening, seem less prevalent in his pupil’s
essay.>”

The theme of Marx’s essay for his German class was “Observation of a Young
Man on the Choice of Profession.” He began by suggesting that young men should
base their choice on their most profound inclinations: “the deepest conviction, the
innermost voice of the heart . . . for the Divinity never leaves the mortal
completely without a guide. . . .” He then introduced two groups of qualifications.
One concerned the validity of an individual’s inward voice. Perhaps his
inclination toward an occupation was just a temporary enthusiasm. Young men
could consider the advice of their more knowledgeable elders, such as their
parents—a suggestion Marx blew through in one sentence and to which he never
returned. Most of all, they must trust to their own experience, to see if their
inclination is a permanent one.

Marx then pointed out another problem for following one’s heart: “our
relationships in society.” We might want to see the future socialist here, but the
example he used was choosing an occupation for which an individual lacked
physical capacity or talent. This inability to perform one’s chosen occupation
would be shaming, proof of a person’s cosmic and social uselessness, leading to
self-contempt, “a snake that, eternally undermining, gnaws at the breast, sucks the
lifeblood from the heart and mixes it with the poison of hatred of humanity and
despair.”

Yet, and this was the main point of the essay, it did not suffice to follow an
occupation for which one had both the inclination and the ability. Rather, the
chosen occupation should be one that “grants us the greatest dignity, that is
founded on ideas, about whose truth we are convinced, that offers the greatest
field, in which to act for humanity, and even to approach the universal goal,
completeness and perfection. Every occupation is just a means to that goal.” Marx
suggested that such completeness and perfection occurs at the intersection of the
fulfillment of individual inclinations and abilities, and the improvement of the
human condition:



The main consideration that must steer us in our choice of occupation is the
welfare of humanity, our own completion. One should not delude oneself to
imagine that these two interests could be in hostile conflict, that one must
annihilate the other. Rather, the nature of man is so arranged that he can only
reach his perfection when he acts on behalf of completion, for the welfare of
the world around him. If he just creates for himself, he can certainly be a
famous scholar, a great sage, an excellent poet, but never a completed truly
great man. . . . When we have chosen the profession in which we can do the
most for humanity, then burdens can never press us down for they are
sacrifices on behalf of all. Then we will not enjoy a poor, limited egoistical
joy, but our good fortune will belong to millions, our deeds will live on
silently but their effects will be eternal and our ashes will be moistened by
the glowing tears of noble men.”!

In this essay, we can see, besides an excessive use of mixed metaphors, once
again the influence of Johann Heinrich Wyttenbach and the Kantian ideas he
professed. Another important influence was the Olympian German literary figure
of the day, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, whose poetry, novels, plays, and
collected personal conversations all articulated the ideals of completion and
perfection as goals of human striving. Known to virtually every educated speaker
of German, Goethe’s works were required reading for the students in the Trier
Gymnasium. The principal Wyttenbach was a personal acquaintance of the
celebrated poet.

One feature of this essay was Marx’s choice of examples for individual
accomplishment: a scholar, sage, and poet. He did not mention being a soldier,
administrator, businessman, or lawyer—all fields of accomplishment to which
young men of his social class in Prussia might aspire. The last was his father’s
choice, and at this time Marx’s own, for his career. The intellectual and artistic
pursuits he mentioned instead reflected the influence of Wyttenbach, who was all
those things, and whose presence loomed large on the modest stage of Trier, even
though it was not of any great import in the broader central European cultural
world. The pursuit of intellectual investigation as a means to the betterment of the
condition of humanity was a theme that would recur throughout Marx’s life—one
need only think of his constant insistence that communist politics and communist
aspirations for humanity had to be based on Wissenschaft, systematic scholarship
—and found its first naive, adolescent expression in this essay.

If the two graduation exam essays showed aspects of Marx’s formal, intellectual



education, another feature of the graduation suggests something of his informal,
political one. In this same year the Prussian authorities, tired of what they saw as
Whyttenbach’s inability or unwillingness to counter subversive political currents,
installed a classics teacher with reliably conservative ideas, a man named Vitus
Loers, as co-director of the school. This move was both a personal affront and a
political gesture. Marx responded in kind. He snubbed the new co-director,
refusing to pay a farewell visit to Loers, one of only two members of his
graduating class who behaved this way. Shortly after Marx left Trier for his
university studies in November 1835, there was a banquet in Loers’s honor.
Heinrich Marx was present, and saw that the right-wing teacher was visibly angry
about his son’s behavior. Heinrich attempted to pacify Loers by telling him that
Karl had paid him a visit but found him out of the office. At the banquet, Heinrich
also met Wyttenbach, visibly depressed by the affront of Loers’s appointment.
Heinrich tried to pacify him as well, informing him of Karl’s admiration and
devotion to him, remarks that evidently cheered him up.>?

Heinrich Marx’s two actions at the banquet might sum up much of his son’s early
life. Karl Marx was born into and grew up in a family seeking to leave the
constrained and cramped environment of the Jewish “nation” in a Europe of the
society of orders. In its place, family members would put a life based on the
doctrines of the Enlightenment: a rationalist approach to the world, a Deist
religion and belief in human equality and basic rights, an aspiration toward being
a productive citizen in a community of such citizens. As Heinrich’s own
experiences had shown, the path to such a life was tortuous and difficult, filled
with compromises, and affected by the vicissitudes of war and revolution over
which the inhabitants of the small, marginal city of Trier had little control.

In following this path, Heinrich had become first a Frenchman and a supporter
of the emperor Napoleon, and then a Prussian and Protestant, both distancing him
from the social environment of deeply Catholic Trier. He had obtained a modest
affluence and social respectability. But there were incidents, like the singing in the
Casino or his son’s snubbing of Vitus Loers, that brought into sharp relief the
difficulties encountered in being both a good Prussian and a supporter of the
doctrines of the Enlightenment. It is perhaps characteristic of the differences
between Heinrich and Karl, or maybe just of the contrast between a cautious and
reticent middle-aged paterfamilias and a brash adolescent, that the former made
his doubts about Prussian rule known when he was drunk, the latter when he was
sober.

Karl was certainly rasher than his father in 1835; but one might wonder if he



was politically more radical, if he was willing to oppose the Prussian monarchy
consistently and fundamentally, rather than just at specific times and on particular
issues. The answer is probably not yet, and we might see that by comparison to
another student and future revolutionary at the Trier Gymnasium, Ludwig Simon.
Simon was a year behind Marx, and the German essay assignment for his Abitur in
1836 was to write about love of the fatherland. In his essay, Simon insisted that
only Germany could be his fatherland, but never Prussia—a radical repudiation of
the monarchy that fit the dominant attitude in Catholic Trier. Neither Heinrich nor
Karl was quite ready to take that step.

We can take this comparison a little further. Simon was a revolutionary in 1848
and remained true to his revolutionary views in French and Swiss exile, where he
lived until his death in 1872. But Simon’s revolutionary ideals were very much
those of the Jacobins of the French Revolution of 1789—nationalist, republican,
and democratic, perhaps given to social reform, but certainly not an opponent of
capitalism or private property. While in exile, Simon worked as a banker.>? Karl
Marx would be a revolutionary as well, one who would share many of Simon’s
Jacobin tendencies, a point often lost in discussions of Marx’s revolutionary ideas
and aspirations; but his version of revolution would involve the demand for
changes in economic structure and property relations. The path to combining
Jacobin politics and communist economics would go through a distinctly Prussian
form of intellectual life that Marx encountered in his university studies. In the fall
of 1835, this encounter still lay in the future.



2

The Student
..;,;HE;..

AS KARL MARX TRAVELED down the Moselle from Trier to Koblenz, and then by
steamboat north along the Rhine to Bonn to begin his university studies in October
1835, he could have seen Halley’s Comet, high in the night sky. In mystical
thinking, comets are portents of great deeds, although an ever rationalist Marx
would have rejected any connection between astral signs and his own destiny. The
realities of university study in central Europe during the 1830s supported such
perceptions, suggesting not great deeds ahead of the new student but a long and
tortuous career path, with an uncertain outcome. A young man in Prussia beginning
a legal career faced years of university study, an unpaid apprenticeship, and two
state exams, before there was even the possibility of an appointment as a state’s
attorney, judge, or lawyer in private practice. For a decade or more, the student
and aspiring jurist would be without any income and dependent on his family for
support. Other career paths for students, including those leading to a position at a
Gymnasium or a university, were just as long, difficult, and stressful.!

While secondary and higher education had expanded substantially in the German
states during the first decades of the nineteenth century, funding of government
positions to employ the growing number of graduates had not kept pace. Between
about 1820 and 1840, the number of law graduates in Prussia holding unpaid
positions tripled, but salaried state judicial posts increased by only 20 percent.
This mismatch has been a chronic problem in central Europe, recurring at regular
intervals over the last two centuries, but the difficulties created by the disjuncture
between graduates and state-funded positions for them were probably worse in the
1830s and 1840s than at any other time. Slow economic growth in the German
states meant that governments lacked the tax revenues to expand the number of
public service positions available for graduates, but also that the private sector,
struggling with hard times, could not provide adequate alternatives.?

Karl Marx’s legal studies required a long-term family financial commitment to



him. Women were not admitted to German universities until the beginning of the
twentieth century, so that Karl’s sisters would receive a different kind of
commitment, albeit also financially substantial—a prospect, Heinrich Marx,
asserted, that “made his hair stand on end”—namely, a dowry enabling them to
make a good marriage. Karl’s younger brother Hermann, “a deeply good heart”
but “not much in his head,” as Heinrich described him, did not attend a university
but was instead sent to Brussels and apprenticed to a merchant.>

The years 1835 to 1842, which marked Marx’s transition from adolescence to
adulthood, were dominated by the difficulties of his projected career and the long-
term financial dependence on his family it implied. The prospect of dependence
itself was difficult enough for a self-assertive young man like Karl, and conflicts
with his family seemed inevitable. Within a year of leaving home, the difficulties
of this path and the conflicts with his family expanded, almost to the
breaking point.

As a good Prussian subject, Heinrich sent his son to the university in Bonn. The
Prussian government had founded it in 1818 in this little Rhenish town—then as
today in the shadow of its much larger northern neighbor Cologne—as an act of
political integration and reconciliation. Young men from the middle and upper
classes of the Rhineland, suspicious of and potentially hostile to their new
overlords, would be transformed into future members of a loyal provincial elite
by spending their formative years with students, many Protestant noblemen, from
the kingdom’s core eastern provinces. In practice, this combination of Rhenish
students—often with liberal, democratic, or Catholic conservative but anti-
Prussian political sympathies—and young Prussian noblemen led more to conflict
and exacerbation than to the creation of Prussian loyalties.

Such conflicts shaped Marx’s first year at the University of Bonn. He attended
lectures “industriously,” as his professors attested, and took part in the League of
Poets, a group of young men (including some future revolutionary leaders) who
met to discuss literary and aesthetic questions, and to try their hand at writing
poetry. But Marx’s chief activity was his extracurricular association with an
informal circle of students from Trier and other cities in the southwestern part of
the Rhineland, whose members spent their time in Bonn’s taverns, drinking
heavily, and then brawling with other students. It was among these students that
Marx acquired his nickname, “The Moor,” from his swarthy complexion, by which
he would be known to friends and family for the rest of his life.*

Drinking, brawling, comic nicknames—it all sounds like the recreation of an
apolitical late adolescent; but the actions had a political edge, since the fighting



was between the students from Trier and those from Prussia’s eastern provinces.
In a period of political repression, brawling with such individuals was how many
Rhinelanders, not just university students, expressed their discontent with Prussian
rule. Marx was elected one of the leaders of the group of Trier students, and his
role in the physical disputes culminated, during the summer of 1836, in his
participation in a duel with sabers—an old German university tradition, still
occasionally practiced today—defending the honor of the middle-class
Rhinelanders against the eastern aristocrats.”

Karl’s bad behavior evoked his father’s disapproval for the way he was veering
off course. Heinrich had sarcastic words about the dueling; he repeated warnings
about excessive frequentation of taverns; he reminded Karl of the family’s
expectations for him, “the hope that you might, one day, be a support for your
brothers and sisters.” He also criticized Karl’s way with the family’s money—not,
as many accounts suggest, that Karl was spending too much of it, but that his
manner of accounting for it was chaotic and disorganized:

Your accounts, dear Karl, are a la Carl, disjointed and without result. Briefer
and more consequential, just put the figures regularly into columns, and the
operation would have been very simple. One demands order of a scholar,
especially of a practical jurist.®

Heinrich’s conclusion was that a change of university was necessary. As he
wrote at the end of the 1835-36 academic year, making the statement official, “I
do not just grant my son Carl Marx permission to do so, but it is my will that he
enroll at the University of Berlin to continue his studies of law and public
administration that he has begun in Bonn.”” Moving to Berlin would mark a major
change in Karl’s life. He would be much further off from his family, a four-day
trip by stagecoach, since there were no rail connections between the Prussian
capital and its western provinces until the end of the 1840s. Berlin, with its
300,000 inhabitants, about twenty times that of Bonn, was a different world from
the little Rhenish university town. Residing in Berlin was Marx’s first experience
in big city living that would become the rule rather than the exception for the rest
of his life.

Berlin was not quite yet the center of industry, commerce, and finance it would
become within a few decades. Steam-powered factories and an industrial
workforce, to the extent that they existed, were overshadowed by the many
artisans, toiling in small craft workshops, and the ubiquitous Eckensteher, day



laborers licensed by the government to stand on street corners and wait for work.
Above all, the city was a royal residence and the seat of government of one of
Europe’s great powers. It possessed a lively cultural and artistic life: theaters,
operas, and ballet beckoned; art enthusiasts could visit its excellent new art
museum; music lovers could attend concerts at the Singakadamie, the city’s
renowned choral society, or hear the virtuoso pianist Franz Liszt perform.
Sarcastic musical and theatrical critics, and a growing group of sardonic
humorists, dissected the artistic aspirations and flayed the pretensions of their
creators and consumers. The city’s intellectual life was varied and diverse, but
centered on its university. Like Bonn University, the University of Berlin was an
eminently Prussian institution, but it was known for its intellectual quality and for
its sober, serious, and scholarly atmosphere. These attracted curious students from
all over Europe, including Jakob Burckhardt and Sgren Kierkegaard. It was the
presence of the court and the state bureaucracy that made such an intellectual and
cultural efflorescence possible, but that also created a distinct tension between a
largely authoritarian regime and a group of artists and thinkers who had their own
distinct ideas.

Heinrich Marx, in sending his son to the university in the Prussian capital, was
banking on the sober and serious side of the university’s and the city’s intellectual
life. Once there, Karl could put his wild year behind him, and resume a systematic
and orderly path toward his goal. Of course, the distance from his family and
many features of big city life could combine to thwart Heinrich’s aspirations for
his son, by creating a very different kind of distraction than the drinking, brawling,
dueling, and disorderly finances in Bonn.

Detours in and obstacles to the young Karl Marx’s path from Gymnasium pupil
to successful jurist, from adolescence to manhood, lurked everywhere—even
unexpectedly in Trier itself, from Marx family friends, the Westphalens. Johann
Ludwig von Westphalen was a senior Prussian state bureaucrat, a councilor of the
Trier district government. He and Heinrich Marx knew each other; they shared
similar, liberal, constitutional monarchist yet pro-Prussian political views, and
Enlightened Protestant religious ones; they frequented the same social circles—
both were members of Trier’s Casino—and probably had professional relations
as well, since Johann Ludwig was the official of the district in charge of prisons
and Heinrich an attorney whose practice included criminal defense. Their children
were playmates: Johann Ludwig’s daughter Jenny with Karl’s older sister Sophie,
and Johann Ludwig’s son Edgar with Karl. As the boys grew up, they attended the
Gymnasium together.



At some point in Karl’s adolescence, his attentions turned to his playmate’s
sister, and he began to court her. The transition from family friend to lover was far
from smooth or simple. Karl was the passionate, importuning suitor, and Jenny the
reluctant object of his attentions. She responded to his declarations of love by
stating that she was fond of him—in German, a play on words, “I’'m fond of you,”
expressed Ich habe dich lieb, as opposed to “I love you,” or Ich liebe dich. Jenny
later conceded that Karl’s impetuous bearing and his stormy declarations of love
frightened her. She feared giving in to him, admitting to herself that her feelings
were reciprocal, becoming lost in her love for him, and then seeing his passions
cool in the course of a relationship, leaving her loving a man who was “cold and
withdrawn.”® Yet by the summer of 1836, when Karl at eighteen was at home from
Bonn before leaving for Berlin, she yielded to his importuning and the two
became engaged.

This engagement, the beginning of a lifelong mutual commitment, has been
repeatedly portrayed as a fairy-tale romance, linking a beautiful young woman,
“the prettiest girl in Trier,” the “queen of the ball,” an “enchanted princess,”
daughter of a high Prussian official, from a distinguished aristocratic family, with
a hairy, swarthy commoner, of suspiciously Semitic antecedents—a remarkable
triumph of love and affection over prejudice and social differences. Such an
account was beginning to make the rounds in Marx’s own lifetime. On his wife’s
death in 1881, an obituary of her, written by Marx’s son-in-law Charles Longuet in
the French newspaper Justice, stated: “We might guess that her marriage with
Karl Marx, son of a Trier attorney, was not made without difficulty. There were
many prejudices to vanquish, most of all that of race. We know that the illustrious
socialist is of Israelite origins.” Sending the notice on to his and Jenny’s daughter,
Marx snorted, “The entire story is simply made up; there were no prejudices to
vanquish,” and added some cutting remarks about what a nitwit his son-in-law
was.?

Marx’s sarcastic observation deserves attention. The social differences between
the Westphalen and Marx families were less than might appear at first glance, and
Jenny’s acceptance of Karl’s proposal is more understandable when we take her
own prospects into account. There were aspects of the relationship between Karl
and Jenny that were unusual, even downright subversive in their rebellion against
accepted ideas of manhood and of proper relations between men and women.
These led to skepticism and opposition to the engagement in both families, but
were grounded less in Karl’s Semitic past than in his uncertain future.

Johann Ludwig von Westphalen, was a senior Prussian bureaucrat and also a



governmentally recognized aristocrat, having secured his registration in the
official list of noblemen living in Prussia’s Rhenish possessions. Yet, examined
more closely, this picture of a Prussian aristocrat and high government official
begins to blur and dissolve.!°

In the initial decades of the nineteenth century, as the society of orders began to
be abolished in Germany, the nobility, enjoying the most special privileges and
rights in this society, responded to changes threatening its position with a
regrouping and reorientation. The most blue-blooded aristocrats, those who could
trace their genealogy back across centuries, began to refer to themselves as the
“primeval nobility” (in German, Uradel), rejecting any association with and
sometimes personally insulting the “nobility of letters patent” (in German,
Briefadel) or the “nobility of [state] service” (in German, Dienstadel), whose
nobility was of more recent vintage and bureaucratic origin.!! Johann Ludwig von
Westphalen was precisely such a second-rank nobleman, his father having
received a title of nobility in 1764, six years before Johann Ludwig’s birth, for his
services as privy secretary to the Duke of Braunschweig.

Not only was Westphalen’s noble status suspiciously second rate, his personal
past was suspiciously Napoleonic. He began his bureaucratic career, like his
father, in the Duchy of Braunschweig, but when that duchy, along with a big chunk
of Prussian territory, was incorporated into the Kingdom of Westphalia—a
German state Napoleon had created in 1807, and handed over to his brother
Jérome to rule—Westphalen became a French-style bureaucrat, from 1809 to 1813
subprefect in the town of Salzwedel. Following the collapse of Napoleon’s rule in
central Europe, like other Napoleonic officials he was taken over into Prussian
state service, first in Salzwedel itself and then in Trier, where he never advanced
beyond the rank of councilor in the Prussian district administration. There were
many reasons for this truncated career, but one was certainly his political
position: like many survivals of the Napoleonic era, including Heinrich Marx,
Johann Ludwig was sympathetic to liberal political doctrines, including the idea
of a constitutional monarchy—an attitude that did not help his bureaucratic career
prospects.

Finally, Johann Ludwig von Westphalen was married twice, to two very
different women. His first wife, Lisette von Veltheim, from an old Prussian noble
family of the sort beginning to call themselves the primeval nobility, died as a
result of complications from childbirth in 1807. Five years later, Ludwig married
Caroline Heubel, from a middle-class family, whose father was a retired Prussian
military horse-care expert, a “master of the stalls.” The children of the first



marriage, growing up under the influence of Ludwig’s devout mother and his
aristocratic in-laws, all became adherents of the Awakening, and politically
conservative; while Caroline’s children, Jenny and her younger brother Edgar,
following their parents, were religious rationalists and politically to the left. The
distinction between the children was greatest in Lisette von Veltheim’s oldest son,
Ferdinand, who combined the religious inclinations of his relatives with a distinct
animosity toward his stepmother. In the decade of the 1850s, following the
suppression of the Revolution of 1848-49, Jenny would be living with Karl and
their children as political refugees in London, while her half brother Ferdinand
was the Prussian minister of the interior, known as the strongman of the
government ministry in the age of reaction.

In view of these features of Johann Ludwig von Westphalen’s life, friendly
relations between his family and that of Heinrich Marx during the 1820s and
1830s do not seem quite so unusual, although the descriptions of their actual
nature come not from contemporary accounts but from Karl Marx’s brief
reminiscences, told in old age, to his faithful daughter Eleanor. (Eleanor ensured
that there would be few contemporary accounts by burning most of her parents’
love letters after their death; just a few fragments survive.) Karl frequently related
how Johann Ludwig had taken him under his wing as a boy and teenager, strolling
together, and introducing him to the works of Shakespeare, the beginning of a
lifelong passion. This admiration for his future father-in-law is often mentioned;
less frequently noted is that Jenny von Westphalen knew, liked, and admired
Heinrich Marx. Indeed, one of the more interesting emotional contours of Karl and
Jenny’s relationship was their respect and affection for each other’s fathers. As in
many other aspects of Karl’s emotional life, his mother was left out. Heinrich’s
awkward and foreign wife Henriette did not get along with the Westphalens, and
they did not care for her either.!?

In spite of the developing feelings between him and Jenny, throughout the
engagement Karl remained the anxious, insecure lover, voicing repeated doubts
about Jenny’s fidelity, almost getting into a duel over aspersions cast on it, and
complaining that she did not write to him. The writing was important because in
the five years following their engagement, from the summer of 1836, before Karl
went off to the University of Berlin, to the summer of 1841, when he returned to
the Rhineland after receiving his doctorate, the young lovers were physically
together in the same city exactly once—and during that meeting they had a terrible
fight and nearly broke up. Their relationship was almost entirely epistolary, and at
times not even that, existing only in their imaginations.!3



Yet Jenny stuck with Karl throughout the entire seven years of their engagement.
It is commonly asserted that her devotion to a questionable individual in spite of
her widely recognized desirability—five years before Karl’s proposal, she had
even been briefly engaged to a Prussian lieutenant—can only be attributable to
true love. This, too, is part of the fairy-tale story, and is about as accurate as that
of the Westphalens’ social superiority to the Marxes. The assertions that Jenny
was the prettiest girl in the city and queen of the ball, to say nothing of an
enchanted princess, came from her husband, thirty years after the fact, when he
was trying to cheer her up after a scary episode of smallpox that had brought her
close to death and left her face scarred. Jenny was certainly an attractive young
woman, known for her vivacity and social graces, although in Karl’s company she
tended to fall into an awkward silence.'

One feature of Jenny’s situation is usually overlooked in most accounts of her
relationship to Karl; it is documented in a single line of her father’s state
confidential personnel dossier, maintained on him, as on all Prussian state
officials: “[He has] no fortune.” Johann Ludwig von Westphalen had run through
his entire share of his family’s money in the first decade of the nineteenth century,
trying, unsuccessfully, to be an estate owner, gentleman farmer, and real estate
speculator. After that debacle, he and his family were entirely dependent on his
salary as a state official, and following his retirement in 1834 on a modest
pension—a sum only three quarters of Heinrich Marx’s yearly earnings. Jenny
would not have had a substantial dowry and so would not have been able to make
a brilliant match. Out of the question was a young man even from the elite, such as
it was, of Trier—a city she despised as petty, backward, and clerical, the “site of
complaint, the old nest of those rotten priests, with its miniature humanity.” There
was the option of her previous fiancé, from the very lowest rank of the officer
corps, and apparently also rather a bore.!°

Karl Marx was a questionable choice, with problematic future prospects, but he
did have an exciting side, one that pointed to adventurous prospects beyond
narrow and provincial Trier, and so might not have looked so bad compared to
other possibilities. Such a calculating attitude might seem incompatible with the
strong romantic feelings the young lovers articulated, but Jenny herself, “entirely a
person of reason and understanding” as she was, “frequently remind[ed] you
[Karl] of external things, of life in reality, instead . . . of forgetting all else in the
world of love and finding consolation and blessedness in it.” 1%

These practical matters were very much on the minds of the two lovers’ parents,
and their reactions point to the truly unusual, strongly rebellious feature of the



young couple’s relationship. Karl was just eighteen at the time. He had no means
of supporting his future bride—and would be facing a good decade without any
income before he might even begin to be in a position to do so. Contemporaries
strongly believed that young men from middle-class families should not even think
of getting married until they had a position enabling them to support a family.
There was nothing peculiar about women from backgrounds similar to Jenny’s
getting married at a young age, but they were expected to marry an older man, with
better and more settled prospects. Karl’s and Jenny’s parents certainly fit that
pattern, as Heinrich Marx and Johann Ludwig von Westphalen each had a good
decade on their spouses. A man marrying a woman older than him—Karl was four
years younger than Jenny—was scandalous; it violated accepted norms of
masculinity and of relations between the sexes. Long before he formulated his
communist theories, or absorbed the radical, atheist ideas of the Young Hegelians,
Karl Marx’s marriage proposal was his first rebellion against nineteenth century
bourgeois society.!”

Like many rebellions, this one had its moments of hesitation. Karl himself was
painfully aware of the unusual difference in ages; his insecurity in the relationship
and fears of Jenny’s infidelity stemmed from the suspicion that Jenny, using the
reason and understanding she eminently possessed, would perceive his
unsuitability—in spite of the romantic storm of feelings he could express, and, on
good days, conjure up in her. The ever practical Jenny understood the difficulties
Karl’s prospects posed for their engagement. A letter from her reminding him of
this, unfortunately not preserved, made a strong impression on Karl, leaving him
close to a nervous breakdown.

At first, only Karl’s parents knew of the engagement. Heinrich was supportive
of the young couple, even acting as a go-between while his son was in Berlin.
Henriette, if not actually opposing the relationship, seems to have been more
skeptical. These attitudes were, perhaps, a reflection of their own practical,
arranged marriage, with Heinrich regretting the absence, in his own life, of his
son’s youthful impetuousness and romantic attitude, and Henriette rather less
impressed, especially as they involved a connection to a family that did not much
care for her. Jenny was reluctant to let her parents in on the news, but that
reluctance was uncalled for. Once informed, they were delighted; her father, in
particular, was very enthusiastic about her choice of his protégé, claiming he was
“unspeakably happy” over her engagement to “such an excellent, noble and
extraordinary” young man.

For all his enthusiasm, Johann Heinrich saw Karl’s marriage with Jenny as



taking place years in the future, when his prospective son-in-law had acquired a
steady position and could support his daughter in the style to which she had
become accustomed. He made all these observations about Marx in a letter to
Jenny’s half brother Ferdinand, who, along with other relatives of her father’s first
wife, was far from unspeakably happy about her unconventional choice of a
younger man with at best unclear career prospects. It is often speculated that
Karl’s Jewish background played a role in this skepticism, but conservative
German Evangelicals were by no means opposed to Jews who, like Karl, had
converted to Christianity. One of their main leaders, Friedrich Julius Stahl, was
just such a converted Jew. But the relatives’ continuous opposition would make

Jenny’s life difficult throughout the course of the engagement.®

WHEN KARL BEGAN HIS studies at the University of Berlin in the fall of 1836, his
engagement only intensified the difficulties already inherent in his choice of a
career. If he really were to marry Jenny, he would need a secure position as soon
as possible. His father did not let him forget the circumstances, reminding him that
“for the man [there is] no more sacred duty than the one he has taken up toward the
weaker sex,” that “The certainty must proceed out from you that in spite of your
youth, you are a man who deserves the esteem of the world, who will conquer that
esteem by charging ahead. . . .” Heinrich’s letters to his son always posed the
dilemmas raised by Karl and Jenny’s engagement as a question of Karl’s
manhood. !

Karl’s actions, though, showed little in the way of manly charging ahead, or
even proceeding at a plodding pace toward a legal career. While the carousing
and brawling that filled much of his year in Bonn were gone, as his father had
hoped, Marx found other diversions from the juridical straight and narrow.
Distracted by Berlin’s lively cultural scene, he developed strong literary interests,
spending a substantial portion of his first semester at the university writing a
“Book of Love,” a collection of romantic poetry, which he sent off to Jenny. He
attempted to write a play and a satirical novel, then theatrical criticism, and made
some—not very successful—efforts to start the publication of a yearbook on that
topic. Of these youthful writings, at least the ones that have been preserved (Karl
burned a number of them in well-justified dissatisfaction), the less said the better.
One useful point could be made: that the poems dedicated to Jenny were not just
romantic but Romantic—characterized by strong individualized expressions of
longing and passion, and a deep communion with nature. For most of his life,



Marx despised Romanticism, both for political and aesthetic reasons. He would
later write off his Romantic poetry as a youthful embarrassment, but it does show
how much his love for Jenny had affected his view of the world.?’

The greatest diversion from the path to a legal career was Marx’s encounter
with the ideas of the philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel—in its own
way as intoxicating as the beer Marx consumed in Bonn and as emotionally
stimulating as his love for Jenny von Westphalen. Hegel’s ideas are notoriously
complex and convoluted; an adequate account would require (at least) a whole
book, so readers will forgive the summary sketch that follows, picking up on those
aspects of the philosopher’s thought that would set the stage for Marx’s
own ideas.?!

The starting point for Hegel’s philosophy was his criticism of and expansion on
the ideas of the eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant. These two
greatest figures of German idealism were both lifelong bachelors, married as it
were to the ethereal world of philosophy. They were personally quite different,
Kant withdrawn and austere, Hegel active and sociable. Hegel had difficulty in
1806 concluding his Phenomenology of Spirit because of the impending birth of
an illegitimate child he had fathered on a barmaid. Intellectually as well, Kant’s
austere and stringent reasoning contrasted with Hegel’s complex and baroque
philosophical formulations.

Enormously impressed with the Enlightenment epistemology of empiricism, the
intellectual understanding that valid knowledge about the world can only be
obtained through sense perception, Kant wondered what guarantee there was that
our sensory perceptions offered a valid knowledge of the objects of these
perceptions, the “things in themselves,” as he said. He concluded that there was
no guarantee, that we could not know things in themselves, but that we could
investigate the nature and shaping of our perceptual apparatus and thus obtain a
certain form of knowledge about it, separate from perceptions, the celebrated
synthetic a priori judgments.

Hegel certainly agreed with Kant’s observations on the limits of empiricism, but
felt that they did not go far enough. Why assume that there was only one, static
form of perceptual shaping, and that such a shaping was independent of the object
of our perceptions? Rather, Hegel understood the shaping of perceptions and the
object of perceptions as interactive or “dialectical”’—a word Marx himself would
employ to characterize his own views, although less frequently than his followers
did. In Hegel’s way of thinking, the perceiving subject would interact with the
object of perception so as eventually to undermine the shape and frame of the



subject’s perceptions, usually because the interaction would lead to a self-
contradiction in the framework of perception. This self-contradiction would bring
forth a new frame, and then this interactive process would repeat all over again,
resulting in yet another perceptual framework. The result of this process of
repeated interaction between a thinking subject’s frame of perceptions and object
of perceptions, Hegel asserted, was that the subject would eventually come to
recognize the object of its perceptions, which had formerly been seen as alien and
other—as “externalized” or “alienated” from itself (Hegelian concepts that would
play a large role in Marx’s thinking)—as a part of, in fact, a product of itself. A
subject’s consciousness of objects outside itself would ultimately be transformed
into an expanded version of self-consciousness. Another, integrally related result
of this process was that the individual perceiving subject would come to
understand its self-consciousness as part of a cosmic, collective subject,
developing throughout human history, and also coming to self-consciousness,
which Hegel called Absolute Spirit or Mind.

There are two ramifications of this philosophical theory relevant to
understanding its use by Hegel’s successors, including Marx. One is that Hegel
saw philosophy as an imperialist branch of knowledge, incorporating all others,
its methods and conclusions being reproduced in these other forms of knowledge
and also affirming them. The intellectual process of the development of forms of
perception, from initial, unreflective perceptions to Absolute Knowledge, the self-
knowledge of the Absolute Spirit, occurred within human history. Forms of logical
development were paralleled in a similar way in the physics of the natural world,
or in the understanding of law, politics, and government. Wherever Hegel looked
at a systematic, organized body of knowledge, what the Germans -call
Wissenschaft, he saw his philosophical theory. In this understanding, he was
remarkably successful and influential. In the period of Hegel’s greatest influence,
the second quarter of the nineteenth century, a substantial proportion of German
scholarship—not just in philosophy but in history, legal and political theory, art
history, linguistics, Orientalism, and, perhaps especially, theology—used
Hegelian forms of reasoning,

A second point, following from the previous one, was Hegel’s understanding of
his philosophical system as self-proving. If Hegel could represent his philosophy
as the culmination of the systematic development throughout history of the highest
forms of human intellect in philosophical reasoning, then this proved that his
philosophy was the culmination of all previous philosophical reasoning. Self-
consciousness became the highest form of proof for Hegel and his followers.



Although this whole line of reasoning may seem today arcane, vague, and
terribly abstract, to contemporaries it packed a powerful punch. Not only
guidelines for academic research and writing, Hegel’s ideas became almost a
religious cult. Young men from a rationalist background in particular, for whom
the doctrines of organized religion had lost their emotional impact, were strongly
attracted to Hegel’s ideas, undergoing a conversion experience, almost
ecstatically rejoicing in their self-understanding as part of Absolute Spirit. One of
Hegel’s students, Wilhelm Vatke, wrote to his brother about his embrace of
Hegel’s ideas: “You will think I am insane when I tell you that I see God face to
face, but it is true. The transcendent has become immanent, man himself is a point
of light in the infinite light and like recognizes like. . . . Oh, if I could only
describe to you how blessed I am.”??

Such effusions were not Marx’s style, but the letter he wrote his father in
November 1837, the only one preserved from his time at the University of Berlin,
shows him as another worshipper of the cult of Hegel.?? It began with a blast of
Hegelian rhetoric:

There are moments in life placed like boundary markers in front of an era that
has run out, but simultaneously point definitively in a new direction.

In such a transitional point, we feel ourselves compelled to observe the
past and present with the eagle eye of thought and so to obtain consciousness
of our genuine position. Indeed, world history itself loves such
retrospectives and perceives itself, which often stamps it with the semblance
of retrogression and stagnation, while it is actually just throwing itself into an
armchair to comprehend itself, to work through and encompass spiritually its
own deed, the deed of Spirit.

Already, in this introduction, Marx, in good Hegelian fashion, identified himself
with the world-historical deed of Spirit achieving consciousness of itself. More
practically, he informed his father of his intellectual development, during his first
year at the University of Berlin, and of his efforts to write a philosophy of law
based on the ideas of Kant. But, Marx explained, reiterating Hegel’s critique of
Kant, his efforts failed, because they assumed that perception and analysis were
independent of the object, “where the subject runs around the object . . . [posing]
arbitrary categorizations,” whereas, as Hegel would find appropriate, “the reason
of the thing itself must as self-contradictory move onwards and find its unity in
itself.” Marx then described his introduction to Hegelianism: “A curtain had



fallen, my most sacred [sic] had been torn apart, and new gods had to be inserted.
. . .” Becoming acquainted with Hegel “from beginning to end . . . ever more
firmly, I chained myself to the current world philosophy. . . .” After receiving this
inspiration, Marx “ran like mad in the garden on the filthy water of the Spree . . .
ran to Berlin and wanted to embrace every day laborer standing on street
corners.” He ended his letter, in exalted literary fashion, by explaining that he had
been writing for hours, it was 4 a.m., and his candle had burnt down to the end.

Having bared his soul to his father, Karl was probably not expecting the savage
and hostile response he received to this letter, which initiated a period of crisis in
his life. Heinrich was in no mood when he sat down on December 9, to let his son
know what he thought of his new Hegelian beliefs. What angered him was not his
son’s interest in philosophy or literature in place of jurisprudence, or the hints that
a scholarly rather than a juridical career might be in the offing. Karl, in his long
letter to his father, had been careful to preserve his options, and remained, for all
his years at the University of Berlin, formally enrolled in the faculty of law. Nor
was Heinrich averse to a possible change in his son’s career. He had welcomed
Karl’s literary interests, wondering if they might enable him to advance more
quickly than other aspiring jurists (as he would need to, in view of his engagement
to Jenny), suggesting that Karl write an ode in honor of Prussia for the anniversary
of the Battle of Waterloo. Heinrich had even been open to the idea of his son
aspiring to an academic position.?*

Rather, it was the touchy issue of his son’s lack of progress toward an
appropriate manhood that put his father into a rage. Karl had “taken on an
obligation possibly beyond his years, but for that reason all the more sacred to
sacrifice himself for the well-being of a girl who . . . had made a great sacrifice . .
. of her prospects . . . chained herself to the destiny of a younger man.” Yet what
had he done? In Bonn, he had been the “wild ringleader of wild lads,” but his
record in Berlin was worse. “Disorderliness, dull floating around in all areas of
knowledge, dull meditation in front of a darkling oil lamp; running wild in the
scholars’ night-gown and with uncombed hair, instead of running wild with
glasses of beer. . . . And here, in this workshop of senseless and purposeless
learnedness, this is where the crop will ripen, that will nourish you and your
beloved, the harvest will be gathered that will serve to fulfill your sacred
obligations?”

In this letter, for the first time, Heinrich sharply criticized Karl’s financial
acumen, condemning him not just for poor bookkeeping but for excessive
spending. Yet even here, the criticism was not so much for Karl’s wasting money



as for his lack of order and progress:

As if we were little men made of gold, the Herr son, against all agreements,
against all custom, disposes of 700 talers in one year, while the richest
cannot even spend 500. And why? I’ll be fair; he’s no wastrel, no spendthrift.
But how can a man who every week or two invents new [philosophical]
systems, and must tear up the old, laboriously created works, how can he
descend to petty matters? How can he subordinate himself to petty order?
Everyone has his hand in his pocket, and everyone cheats him . . . but a new
money order is once again soon written.

Finally, Heinrich formulated his indictment: his son was squandering his talents,
deploying his intellect in useless ways rather than forwarding his career. “My
clever, talented Karl” was busy spending sleepless nights in his room, inventing
and rejecting philosophical theories, “hunt[ing] up the shadow of learnedness.”
He was not attending lectures or sitting for exams. Nor was he following his
father’s advice to pay visits to influential, well-connected individuals who would
help him in his career. In short, Karl was wasting the family’s commitment to him,
wasting its resources, failing to take the proper path to manhood. Heinrich
concluded by ordering his son to come home for the Easter vacation in 1838, in
effect demanding that he would then have to put matters in order. Heinrich had
admitted at the start of his letter that his bad mood was in part the product of a
constant and unshakable cough, with which he had been plagued for nearly a year.
That summer he had been to Bad Ems, to take the waters, but they brought him no
relief. Neither Heinrich nor his doctors, who thought his cough came from gout,
knew it, but the tuberculosis that would kill him had reached its final stages. A
month after writing this letter, he had to take to his bed, which he would never
leave.?

Karl did travel to Trier during the Easter recess in 1838, the one time in his four
years at the University of Berlin that he returned home. While deeply Catholic
Trier was celebrating Christ’s tormented death and glorious resurrection, the Marx
family was stuck in the phase of torment. The visit must have been very difficult
for Karl, verging on the nightmarish. The father whom he loved and respected, for
all their differing views, lay on his deathbed. Meeting Jenny, after a year and a
half of separation brought no relief, but instead made Karl’s emotional situation
worse. Under the pressure, Karl and Jenny had an angry fight, in the course of
which he called her a “crude, common girl,” and threatened to denounce her to her
brother Edgar, then Karl’s fellow student in Berlin. Realizing that he was about to



destroy the ties to the woman he loved, and whose emotional support he needed
even more now, Karl apologized in time to avoid the worst. But his angry outburst
nourished Jenny’s fears of what might happen if his passionate attachment to her
were to grow cold, and left the future of their relationship in doubt. After this
disastrous visit, Karl left Trier on May 7, 1838; his father died three days later.
Only after Karl was back in Berlin did he receive the news of his father’s death,
which affected him deeply, as Edgar von Westphalen reported in a letter to
Henriette Marx.?®

A number of Marx’s biographers have suggested that Marx himself was ill with
tuberculosis at the time, citing the result of an 1841 draft physical that found him
unfit for military service because of “repeated spitting of blood.” 27 If this were
so, he would not have lived another four decades. The spitting of blood might
have been the result of a bad case of pneumonia or bronchitis—or might not have
existed at all. Both Heinrich and Henriette had arranged for a private physician’s
report for the Prussian military authorities, for the purpose of emphasizing their
son’s physical ailments. This desire to shield a son from the army was not at all
uncommon among the German upper middle class of the time; the newer ideal of
serving as a young man’s patriotic duty was still making slow headway,
particularly among the reluctant Rhenish subjects of Prussia’s monarchy. Writing
an ode in honor of Prussia’s military glory, as Heinrich suggested Karl do, was
one thing; actually contributing to it was rather another.??

If Karl’s physical health was not affected by his father’s death, his future plans
and aspirations certainly were. All of the careers he envisaged presupposed a
healthy father with a substantial income, a good portion of which he could expend
supporting his son for years. Now the possibility of that support was gone. The
Marx family still enjoyed a reasonable affluence from the property it owned,
primarily from Henriette’s dowry and inheritance. A decade after her husband’s
death, and after outfitting three daughters with dowries, Henriette still received
the eminently respectable income of 1,200 talers a year.”? But this sum would not
support Henriette and her other children and simultaneously keep Karl in the
fashion to which he had become accustomed. As a result, Karl’s thoughts turned
toward his inheritance, his share in his father’s estate.

Karl was still a minor when his father died, but the Napoleonic Code (to the
considerable anger of later nineteenth-century feminists) did not recognize
widows as the guardians of their own children. So Karl received a court-
appointed guardian, one of Heinrich Marx’s colleagues, the Trier attorney Johann
Heinrich Schlink. He had the difficult task of mediating between the son, pressing



for his inheritance, and the widow, reluctant to make expenditures. Schlink was an
admirable guardian, even traveling to Berlin to meet Karl personally and hear his
complaints. It was very likely Schlink’s mediation that brought about an interim
settlement. Karl received from Henriette 160 talers in 1838, supposedly to cover
the costs of his obtaining his doctorate, and she lent him a further 950 talers
against his share of his father’s estate and as an advance against his share of her
estate, upon her eventual death.?°

There was nothing particularly unusual about disagreements between widows
and their children over an estate, or about the interim settlement Henriette reached
with Karl. Both were features of nineteenth-century family property arrangements
under the Napoleonic Code. But in this particular case, the circumstances of
Marx’s engagement and the relationship between the Marx and Westphalen
families brought an additional element of emotion and rancor into the situation. As
an argument for the interim settlement, Karl let his mother know, via his guardian,
that without the necessary funds he would be unable to finish his studies, and
Jenny would have no choice but to reject him. Lending money to her son meant that
Henriette had to continue her connection with the Westphalens, who had quite
pointedly snubbed her after her husband’s death, refusing to pay a condolence call,
and not receiving Karl Marx’s brother Hermann, when he came to pay a call on
them: “. . . you will never make the moral sacrifice for my family as we have all
made for you . . . you can never replace what we have all tolerated and suffered
for you,” Henriette told Karl.3!

Karl did succeed in obtaining enough money to pay for the rest of his Berlin
studies, albeit at the cost of increasing tension with his mother. Although his
circumstances were more straitened after his father’s death, his previous
disorganized and careless life continued. On several different occasions between
1838 and 1840, he ran up a tab with a tailor, a dry-goods merchant, and a book
dealer, and was unable or unwilling to settle. The frustrated creditors were still
trying to collect via the university’s student disciplinary system after Marx had
left Berlin.>

All these measures were interim solutions to his financial problems, predicated
on the assumption that he would eventually have a secure, well-paying position.
Partly as a result of general economic trends, but mostly because of Marx’s
intellectual and political radicalism, this position would never materialize, so that
the interim measures of the years 1838 to 1841 became the rule over the following
quarter century. He would continue to try to make up for his lack of income by
borrowing money from his mother or her family; he quarreled with them over his



inheritance; he filled in the gaps with an irregular income from writing, and
miscellaneous funds from anyone who would lend him the money, or give it to him
outright.

Naturally, in 1838 Karl could not foresee these long-term consequences. In the
shorter term, though, he went through a period of personal realignment and drift,
as he came to terms with the emotional and economic impact of his father’s death.
He stopped attending lectures in the faculty of law and gradually gave up plans for
a juridical career. For at least part of 1839, he was preoccupied with defending
his and Jenny’s honor, preparing for a duel with a Berlin acquaintance, possibly
Werner von Weltheim, Jenny’s stepcousin, who had taunted Karl about Jenny’s
brief first engagement. It took the combined efforts of Jenny, her brother Edgar,
and Eduard von Krosigk, the cousin of Weltheim’s fiancée, to call it off before the
two young men met with pistols at twenty paces.>

Gradually, Marx managed to place his life on a new footing. Thinking of an
academic career, he started to work, at first in somewhat desultory fashion, on
preparing a doctoral dissertation that would apply Hegel’s methods to the study of
ancient philosophy. As he immersed himself in the writings of ancient Greek
philosophers, the ecstatic and awe-inspiring feelings that the system of Hegel’s
thought had imbued in him began to fade against the much more difficult task of
choosing a dissertation topic and applying to scattered texts Hegel’s concepts of
philosophical development. Strongly influencing these efforts were the individuals
who introduced him to Hegelian philosophy.

Unlike some of his slightly older contemporaries, Marx could not experience
Hegel personally, because the philosopher had died in the cholera epidemic of
1831. But in the thirteen years before his death when he taught at the University of
Berlin, Hegel had founded a school and recruited a body of disciples, particularly
numerous in Berlin itself, but in other parts of Germany as well. It was these
disciples who initiated Marx into the mysteries of the master’s ideas.

One important, and generally somewhat underrated, influence on Marx was a
Berlin professor of legal history, Eduard Gans. With a personal background
containing similarities to Heinrich Marx—he had converted from Judaism to
Protestantism to be eligible for a professorship—Gans was a riveting public
speaker, who filled the university lecture halls not just with students but with
educated members of the general public. He reinterpreted Hegel’s views of legal
and political developments a bit to the left, openly espousing constitutionally
guaranteed civil liberties and parliamentary government, points about which the
master himself had been studiedly vague. Unlike most central FEuropean



intellectuals, Gans had good personal and intellectual connections in France,
including a friendship with Alexis de Tocqueville, the celebrated liberal
intellectual, best known today for his penetrating analysis of the practice of
democracy in the young North American Republic. Gans was also one of the first
Germans to take note of the Saint-Simonians, the early French socialists, who
developed the ideas of collective instead of private ownership of industry and
economic planning in place of the free market. He shared their concerns about the
conditions of artisans and the nascent working class, although he rejected both
their socialist ideas and Hegel’s notions about reviving the guild system,
advocating instead workers’ production cooperatives.

Marx attended Gans’s lectures, and the professor noted the industriousness with
which he did so. The ideas expressed there clearly made an impression on the
young Marx, and a number of passages in the Communist Manifesto would be
taken, almost verbatim, from Gans’s writing. Gans was a mentor and adviser in
the making; had he not died of a stroke in 1839 at the age of forty-two, Marx’s life
might have taken a quite different path.3*

Instead, the major intellectual influence on Marx as well as the personal
connections that would shape his post-university plans came from a loosely knit
group of philosophers, theologians, and freelance intellectuals, contemporaries
called the Young Hegelians.®® In part connected to the university, but also a
substantial element of the broader cultural scene in Berlin, these Young Hegelians
combined deeply earnest intellectual speculation with a raucous and bohemian
lifestyle, in a way that proved very attractive to Marx, and one that would draw
him into a radical political stance. The youth of these Young Hegelians was at
least as much a political and ideological reference as a chronological one. The
term “Young” came into the European political vocabulary following the French
Revolution of 1830, and it referred to a generational transition, as political
radicalism and the individuals who supported it went from nostalgic
reminiscences of the great days of the French Revolution of 1789 to forward-
looking aspirations for change. The pioneering example of this transition was the
secret society “Young Italy,” founded by the Italian revolutionary Giuseppe
Mazzini, the most prominent leader of democratic and republican radicalism, not
just on the Italian Peninsula but across the entire Continent. Closer to home in
central Europe was the literary movement “Young Germany,” whose best-known
member was the poet Heinrich Heine (both Heine and Mazzini would play roles
in Marx’s life), and whose socially critical literature was officially prohibited in
1835 by the new German Confederation. This central European league of states



was created by the Congress of Vienna in 1815, ending the wars of Napoleon, and
destroyed in 1866 as a result of the wars of German unification, ultimately
resulting in a Prussian-dominated German Empire.3®

The radicalism of the Young Hegelians emerged from Hegel’s program of
applying the methods and conclusions of his philosophy to every Wissenschdft,
when they did so for a Wissenschaft central to German academic life: Protestant
theology. Hegel had begun this enterprise, but with ambivalent results. Hegelian
theology could be seen as a version of religious orthodoxy. The stage of
development in which spirit perceived the object as its other could be related to
the Old Testament God separate and distinct from humanity, while spirit
perceiving its object as a form of self-consciousness and itself as part of Absolute
Spirit would correspond to the Christian idea of the Trinity. There were other
aspects of Hegel’s thought that were rather more heterodox. His assertion that
humanity’s consciousness of God was God’s self-consciousness, or his contention
that God was nothing without His creation, sounded suspiciously pantheistic,
going against the understanding, particularly important to Germany’s born-again
Protestants, of a personal God. Hegel’s integration of theology into philosophy
also raised Pietists’ suspicions, when Hegel stated that philosophy asserted the
conceptually grasped truth of what in religion was belief and representation. For
Christians, to whom a personally felt belief was central to their faith, and
certainly more important than human reason, this was another potentially
subversive idea.

The Young Hegelians actualized the subversive potential of Hegelian theology
by synthesizing rationalist ideas that had been developing among German
Protestants since the eighteenth century, particularly the scholarly investigations
today called the Higher Criticism of the Bible: the investigation of the Old and
New Testaments as historical documents, and the attempt to ascertain in them
which is an empirically correct representation of events and lives in ancient
Palestine, and which is a later accretion or mythological account. The first Young
Hegelian to make theological waves was David Friedrich Strauss, from the
University of Tiibingen, a onetime Protestant pastor, who had gone to Berlin to
further his theological studies by taking classes from Hegel and his students.
Strauss’s Life of Jesus Theologically Examined (1835) asserted that the Gospel
stories of Jesus’s life and death were not empirical accounts but mythical
projections of the hopes, beliefs, and expectations of Jews in Roman Palestine, an
externalization and alienation of their group self-consciousness. This academic
tome went off like the proverbial bombshell in the life of the educated public,



provoking angry denunciations from the orthodox, and fervent accolades from its
enthusiasts.>”

Strauss’s initial insights were, in eminently Hegelian fashion, developed further
and also contradicted by a University of Berlin lecturer in theology, Bruno Bauer.
In his Critique of the Gospel of St. John (1840) and his Critique of the Synoptic
Gospels (1841), Bauer asserted that Strauss’s description of Christian scriptures
as the externalization, in mythical form, of group consciousness overlooked the
importance of religious self-consciousness. The authors of the Gospel accounts
took up and transformed myth into an expression of human self-consciousness. The
final Young Hegelian salvo came from the Bavarian philosopher and theologian
Ludwig Feuerbach, whose Essence of Christianity (1841) generalized Strauss’s
and Bauer’s insights. For Feuerbach, all religions, and Christianity in particular,
were expressions of the alienated human self-consciousness of itself as a species.
The characteristics of a transcendent Divinity, His infinite love, justice, and
mercy, for instance, were, according to Feuerbach, the best elements of humanity
as a species, attributed—in Hegelian terms externalized and alienated—to a
mythical supreme being.

In the space of less than a decade, from the mid-1830s to the mid-1840s, the
Young Hegelians were swept along by a wave of intellectual speculation,
theological controversy, and political contention that turned them from insiders to
outsiders, moderates to radicals, believers to atheists. Marx was just one of many
of the Young Hegelian intellectuals caught up in this wave, and it shaped his
thought, his actions, and his personal life.

As they began their studies of religion, the Young Hegelians, like the theologians
who first developed Higher Criticism, were trying to reinforce and purify their
belief, in good Protestant fashion sorting out the originally and authentically
Christian text in the biblical message from later additions. The unintended result
of their scholarship and its literary expression was to undermine faith altogether,
so that by the early 1840s many of the Young Hegelians had become outright and
explicit atheists. Yet their atheism usually had a religious edge, since it involved
transferring the sense of the transcendent from God to humanity. Ludwig
Feuerbach’s description of his ideals as “anthropotheism,” or his statement that
“My religion is no religion,” exemplify the piety of the Young Hegelians’
godlessness.®

The Young Hegelians’ political path paralleled their religious one. Not only did
they originally see their ideas as reinforcing Protestant piety, but also, at least for
the Prussians among them, as supporting the monarchy, and articulating its best



traditions and ideals. Arnold Ruge, a University of Halle lecturer in education,
who was the organizational mastermind of the Young Hegelians and editor of their
journal, the Halle Yearbooks, stated that “Prussia is the Protestant state and its
principle is light and scholarship.”3?

This connection between Prussia, Protestantism, religious rationalism, and the
Enlightenment is reminiscent of the intellectual nexus surrounding Heinrich Marx’s
conversion to Protestantism, and the spirit in which the young Karl Marx was
raised. Like Heinrich, the Young Hegelians had good reasons for affirming the
connection. While assertions that Hegelianism was the official philosophy of the
Prussian state are rather exaggerated, it is true that Prussia’s longtime minister of
religious and educational affairs, Karl von Altenstein, was impressed with
Hegelian ideas and a bureaucratic patron of those who asserted them. In many
ways a hangover from the era of liberal reforms in Prussia at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, Altenstein’s influence had been waning in the 1830s, and any
protection he could offer the Young Hegelians ceased with his death in 1840. That
was also the year that the new monarch, Friedrich Wilhelm IV, a strong supporter
of the Awakening, came to the throne. As a result, the Prussian government’s
educational and cultural policies turned steadily against the ideas of Hegel and
their proponents. The Young Hegelians responded by moving to the left,
collaborating with the liberal opposition in Prussia, and increasingly advocating
democratic and republican ideas.*

Both political and religious developments converged in changing, much for the
worse, the prospects of the Young Hegelians. They aspired to professorships at
German universities, and a number of them—including Ruge, Bauer, and
Feuerbach—had taken the first step on the academic ladder, obtaining positions as
lecturers. The concurrent radicalization of their thinking and the increasing
conservatism of government policy doomed their aspirations: there was no place
in mid-nineteenth-century German universities for atheists or democrats. Not a
single Young Hegelian would obtain a university position; they would be forced
into careers as freelance writers, journalists, and other financially uncertain
occupations. Some found their way into artistic and bohemian circles; others
became left-wing political activists, and, following the failure of the 1848
Revolution, spent the rest of their lives in exile. The Young Hegelians, and Marx
in his own unique way among them, became a lost generation of German
intellectual life.!

The Young Hegelian usually seen as the most important influence on Karl Marx
is Ludwig Feuerbach. Even people with only the vaguest knowledge of Marx’s



life and ideas have heard of his “Theses on Feuerbach,” especially the celebrated
eleventh and final thesis: “Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world;
the point is to change it.” These theses were part of the enormous mass of notes
and comments that Marx made on his many different readings. During his lifetime,
he never attempted to publish the theses, or make them known to a wider public.
They only appeared in print after his death, when Friedrich Engels, acting as
Marx’s literary executor, found them among his very extensive papers. Although
Marx certainly had read and appreciated the writings of Feuerbach, the two men
never met personally or collaborated on any intellectual or political projects.
Indeed, Feuerbach explicitly rejected Marx’s efforts to initiate a collaboration.*?

A more important but often neglected influence on Marx was another of the
Young Hegelians, Bruno Bauer. This is not completely surprising because, in
contrast to the saintly Feuerbach, Bauer was an unsavory character.
Contemporaries saw him as an intellectual opportunist. He began his intellectual
and scholarly career as a conservative Hegelian, a vehement critic of David
Friedrich Strauss and the author of a book on the Old Testament asserting the
reconciliation of Hegelian philosophy and religious orthodoxy. Within a few
years, Bauer had swung far to the left, turning into the most radical of the Young
Hegelians, an open atheist and advocate of republicanism. Bauer also had the
reputation of being a nasty individual—Strauss never forgave his initial, very
hostile polemics, even after Bauer had come around to his point of view—and
arrogant and self-centered to boot. His intellectual and political development after
the end of the Hegelian era has done little to enhance his reputation: in the 1850s
and 1860s, he became a conservative and an increasingly vehement anti-Semite,
one of the founders of racial anti-Semitism in central Europe.*3

There is a lot of dispute about the exact extent of Bauer’s intellectual influence
on Marx, but the close personal relations between the two, and Bauer’s role in
bringing Marx into the social network of the Young Hegelians, is beyond doubt.
Marx first encountered the Young Hegelians during the summer of 1837, when he
became a member of the Doctors’ Club, a group of Berlin Hegelians whose
leading member was, as Marx informed his father, the “lecturer Dr. Bauer.”
Marx’s partner in his proposed yearbook of theatrical criticism was Bauer’s
brother-in-law, Adolf Rutenberg. At social events of the group, Marx and Bauer
were often seen off to one side, discussing philosophical questions. Marx was a
frequent visitor at the home of Bauer and his brother Edgar, another member of the
group of Berlin Young Hegelians; and one of only two classes Marx took at the
University of Berlin after he gave up his legal studies was a course Bauer offered



on the Hebrew prophet Isaiah.

One of the last official acts in favor of the Young Hegelians by the friendly
minister of religious and educational affairs von Altenstein was to offer Bauer in
1839 a position as lecturer in Protestant theology at the University of Bonn, an
institution where Bauer’s prospects for a professorship seemed better than in
Berlin. After Bauer left for Bonn, he and Marx engaged in an extended
correspondence. (Unfortunately, Marx’s side of the correspondence has not
survived.) Bauer began making plans for Marx to come and join him in Bonn,
encouraging him to finish his dissertation, informing him of the Bonn University
regulations concerning eligibility for a lectureship, even suggesting some classes
that Marx could teach. Contemporaries saw Marx as Bauer’s protégé, which he
was.

But before Marx could join Bauer in Bonn, he would have to conclude work on
his doctoral dissertation. The thesis he wrote—placed in today’s academic
cubbyholes, it would belong to the history of philosophy—was a comparison of
the theories of nature found in the writings of the Greek philosophers Democritus
and Epicurus.* Without going into a lengthy exposition of the dissertation, we can
see in it the state of Marx’s personal and intellectual development at the end of his
university studies.

One aspect of the thesis was decidedly academic. Marx’s dissertation was
revisionist; in it, he attempted to develop a new and different interpretation, and to
overturn long-established scholarly opinions, certainly the attitude expected from
an iconoclastic Young Hegelian. Scholarly opinion had argued that the post-
Aristotelian Greek philosophers were epigones, disciples with little of
significance to say, and that the atomistic theories of Epicurus were just an
inferior restatement of the original ideas of the earlier philosopher Democritus.
Marx set out to prove the opposite, to show that Epicurus’ atomism was original,
and more significant and profound than the initial work of Democritus.

His procedure was eminently Hegelian. Arguing that the ideas of Epicurus
represented an advance in the process of human intellectual development and
human self-consciousness, Marx concluded:

For Epicurus, atomism is thus, with all its contradictions, the natural science
of a self-consciousness that, in the form of abstract individuality, is absolute
principle. This science is implemented and perfected to its highest
consequence, which is its dissolution and conscious contrast to the universal.
For Democritus, by contrast, the atom is only the universal objective



expression of empirical research into nature. The atom remains for him thus a
pure and abstract category, a hypothesis that is the result of experience and
not an energetic principle, and so thus both remains without realization and
does not further determine the course of empirical natural research.*

The Hegelian point Marx was making (the unclear and awkward language,
apparent in the original German, is Hegelian too) involved perceiving the
philosophical form of the dialectical development of human self-consciousness in
past intellectual trends. Epicurus’ ideas, for Marx, were a higher stage of thought,
since they were closer to the Hegelian understanding of a dialectical movement of
self-consciousness, leading to its own contradiction, against Democritus’
undialectical conceptions, in which the concepts of the thinking and perceiving
subject were used to categorize the object of its perception but had no intrinsic
connection to it. This contrast between the two ancient Greek thinkers was not
unlike Hegel’s critique of Kant, Marx showing himself to be a dutiful pupil of the
Hegelian master. More precisely, Marx showed himself to be a true Young
Hegelian, a pupil of Hegel as reinterpreted by Marx’s teacher and mentor Bruno
Bauer, since what evolved in Marx’s conclusion was not spirit, as Hegel would
have asserted, but human self-consciousness, as Bruno Bauer suggested. It was
Bauer, as well, who had described the Greek philosophers of the Hellenistic era
as a high point in the dialectical progress of self-consciousness.*’

Quite another aspect of Marx’s situation comes to light in the dedication of the
thesis to Marx’s “dear paternal friend, Ludwig von Westphalen.” This dedication
contained a number of flattering passages: “to give you [Westphalen] a small
proof of my love”; “to admire an elderly man who possesses the strength of
youth”; “a living argumentum ad oculus that idealism is no illusion but a truth.” It
is hard to know what in those remarks was aimed at reinforcing Westphalen’s
agreement to let Marx marry his daughter, and what reflected Marx’s strong
admiration for his boyhood mentor—although there is no reason to think that the
two motives were in conflict.

The dedication also contained a political and religious/philosophical polemic.
Following in the footsteps of Bruno Bauer, Marx praised the way Westphalen
“greets every progress of the age with the enthusiasm and sobriety of the truth . . .
never draws back from the threatening shadows of the retrograde ghosts, from the
often dark and clouded heaven of the times. . . .” “Progress” and “dark” (in
German, finster; it has the connotation of sinister as well) were code words used
by Germany’s freethinkers to describe their ideals and the attitudes of their devout



enemies. By employing them, Marx was proclaiming his adherence to the
freethinkers’ ranks, as the Young Hegelians in general did.

In the preface to his thesis, Marx carried his support of freethinking further,
articulating it in sharper and more drastic fashion. He asserted that the “confession
of philosophy” is the “confession of Prometheus.” He cited Prometheus’ statement
in the original Greek (which, of course, would have been no bar to any educated
German’s understanding of it), but its translation is “with a word, I hate each and
every god.” This confession, he reiterated, is also philosophy’s, “its own saying
against all heavenly and earthly gods, that do not recognize human self-
consciousness as the highest divinity. There shall be no god besides it.”*® Here as
well, Marx was following Bauer to an increasing radicalization of Young
Hegelian thought, from an attempt to purify and justify Protestant theology to a
parody of it, as the ironic reference to the Ten Commandments’ assertion of
monotheism makes clear, from freethinking to atheism.

Having completed his dissertation, Marx needed to submit it. After the death of
Eduard Gans and the departure of Bruno Bauer, the University of Berlin had
become steadily more hostile to Hegelian thought, especially its freethinking and
atheistic Young Hegelian variant. In any event, by the time Marx finished his
thesis, he was no longer a student at Berlin: his studies had exceeded the statutory
maximum of four years, and he had not applied for an extension, so he was
dropped from the university’s rolls. Marx chose instead to submit his dissertation
to the University of Jena; it was the only German university that required neither a
residence period nor a formal defense at which the degree candidate appeared in
person, for the acceptance and approval of a dissertation. For those reasons, its
fees for granting a doctorate were the lowest.* Hostile commentators have
sometimes described Marx’s doctorate as a mail-order diploma, but this seems
rather unfair. Jena was a reputable university, not a diploma mill, to use modern
parlance, and the doctoral dissertation that its faculty approved was a work of
considerable erudition and scholarship, written by someone with serious
aspirations to an academic career. The University of Jena formally granted Marx
his doctorate on April 15, 1841.

Doctorate in hand, Marx returned to the Rhineland in June 1841. He had
personal business in Germany’s western fringes, his long-term engagement to
Jenny; family business, the final settlement of Heinrich Marx’s estate; and
professional and occupational business as well: following Bruno Bauer to the
University of Bonn, where he was planning to start his career, once again in
Bauer’s footsteps, as a philosopher/theologian, or, more precisely, a



philosopher/anti-theologian. It would take just a few months of residence in Trier
and Bonn for all these plans to be disrupted. Marx’s life would take an unexpected
turn, leading him forever out of the arena of scholarship and esoteric intellectual
inquiry and into a quite different world of polemical journalism and political
controversy.
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MARX’S RETURN TO HIS native region in 1841, at the age of twenty-three, marked the
beginning of his adult life. Personal circumstances and political trends converged
in a combination of aspirations denied and hopes fulfilled to make that beginning
difficult and precarious. Right after his return, the prospect of an inheritance
dissolved, leaving him without assets or income. Just as Marx was trying to gain a
toehold in academia, the connection between Hegelian philosophy and the
Prussian state was coming to an end, a termination signaled by the dismissal of
Bruno Bauer, Marx’s mentor, political ally, and close friend, from his post as
lecturer at the University of Bonn in March 1842—terminating not just Bauer’s
academic career but his protégé’s as well. Meanwhile, the renewal of personal
contact between Marx and his fiancée, after a three-year absence, took a quite
propitious turn, only Karl’s lack of assets and gainful employment made it difficult
to see how he and Jenny could ever get married. Marx did find a way out of this
difficult situation: by moving, as most Young Hegelians were, from philosophy to
political action, from aspirations for a state-sponsored career to aspirations
toward subversion of the Prussian state.

MEMBERS OF THE FAMILY met with a notary in Trier, on June 23, 1841, to draw up a
division of Heinrich Marx’s estate, an act spelling the end of Karl’s expectations
of an inheritance. After carefully totaling up Heinrich’s assets, subtracting from
them Henriette’s dowry and inheritances from her family, and dividing what
remained, the “marital community of property” between the widow and her
children, each of the surviving children was entitled to a grand sum of 362 talers.
Since Marx had already borrowed over 950 talers from his mother, he was not
entitled to anything from his father’s estate—even assuming that the other costs of
his university education were not to be deducted from his share of the



inheritance.l

Marx described this division of the family’s property in bitter terms. “My
family, in spite of its affluence, poses difficulties for me, which expose me to the
most wretched conditions,” he wrote to one fellow Young Hegelian, Arnold Ruge.
He would not explain more precisely what these “private crude and disgusting
actions” were, but in a subsequent letter to Ruge, he stated that “I have had . . . a
falling out with my family, and, as long as my mother lives, I have no right to my
fortune.”? Legally speaking, Marx’s grievances had no foundation, and since he
had taken a class in inheritance law at the University of Berlin, he would have
known that. The division of Heinrich Marx’s estate between his widow and their
children followed very carefully the provisions of the Napoleonic Code, and
Karl’s debts outweighed his share of the inheritance. Karl continued to suspect his
mother of hiding assets from him, but his sense of grievance, as the second letter
to Ruge suggests, was mostly due to his mother’s refusal to offer him an advance
on the inheritance he would receive after her death. Karl’s suspicions and
grievances, paired with his mother’s determination to hold fast to her dowry and
inheritances, and to dole them out to her children in what she saw as equitable
fashion, would permanently poison his relations with his mother and his surviving
siblings.? In 1841, the initial result of the division of Heinrich Marx’s estate was
that Karl would continue to be dependent on his mother’s largesse for support
until he could obtain gainful employment.

The path to employment seemed to run through Bruno Bauer and the University
of Bonn, and for most of the year following Marx’s return to the Rhineland, he
lived in that university town and worked on his academic career, preparing his
habilitation, the postdoctoral dissertation, required as a prerequisite to a
professorship, and designing a lecture course on logic. Bauer was planning to start
a new philosophical journal, an Archives of Atheism, with Marx as co-editor.
Plans were well advanced, contacts with potential publishers initiated, and Young
Hegelian circles abuzz with the news of this audacious project. The journal never
did get off the ground, but another of Bauer’s projects did, a satirical pamphlet
entitted The Trumpet Blast of the Last Judgment Against Hegel the Atheist and
Anti-Christ. Adopting the pose of a born-again Christian, Bauer denounced the
great philosopher himself as the source of the Young Hegelians’ subversive,
godless ideas. Marx was suspected, incorrectly, of being the co-author of the
pamphlet. He did work on a sequel Bauer was planning to publish, concerning
Hegel and Christian art, a work probably designed as an attack on German
Romanticism, which was suffused with admiration for the pious Middle Ages.*



This aggressive godlessness was calculated to create a scandal, a favorite
intellectual and political tactic of the Young Hegelians.” One does have to wonder,
as contemporaries did, whether Marx and Bauer’s provocations were entirely
compatible with their scholarly career plans, whether editing an Archives of
Atheism was quite the right course of action for an aspiring professor of Protestant
theology.® Well aware of these issues, Bauer counseled Marx to take a cautious
stand. When Marx was still in Berlin finishing his thesis, Bauer told his young
supporter to call on top Prussian government officials to plead his case. He
warned Marx that he should be careful whom he spoke to in private in Bonn and
what he said. Finally, he advised Marx to formulate his dissertation in exclusively
scholarly terms, leaving out the aggressively atheistic preface, for it would just
give “weapons [to those] who would like to keep you from a professorship for a
long time. . . . Just not now! Later, when you have a chair . . . you can say what you
want in whatever form you want.””

Bauer, though, proved unwilling to heed his own advice. Even as Marx was
returning to the Rhineland to work with him at the university, he was burning the
bridges connecting him to the Prussian government. Behind Bauer’s decision was
the change in state policy resulting from the deaths of the long-term minister of
education and religious affairs Karl von Altenstein and the monarch, Friedrich
Wilhelm III, in 1840. The old king had been willing to tolerate Hegelians at
Prussian universities and in Prussian state service, but he had been deeply
conservative and authoritarian. At first, the attitudes of his successor, Friedrich
Wilhelm IV, were unclear to the public. It seemed possible that he might be more
liberal than his predecessor; even the cynical Bauer was willing to suspend
judgment. Soon enough, it became clear that Prussia’s new ruler was an adherent
of the Awakening, a supporter of Romantic cultural ideals, and an enthusiast for
the pre-1789 society of orders; none of these attitudes would do followers of
Hegel any good. The new minister of religious and educational affairs, Johann
Eichhorn, loyally implemented the ideas of his royal master.?

This rightward and anti-Hegelian turn of official policy only encouraged Bauer
to ratchet up his provocations. He rejected the compromise solutions Eichhorn
proposed, such as returning to Berlin to do research in ecclesiastical history on a
state stipend, accepting a transfer from the faculty of theology to the philosophical
faculty, or even applying for a position as professor of ecclesiastical history.
Instead, he sent the minister his history of the Synoptic Gospels with the request
that he be appointed a professor of theology. As he wrote to Arnold Ruge, he
would only be satisfied “when I have been authorized, as a professor, to preach



the system of atheism publicly.” Bauer was seeking martyrdom, albeit of an
atheistic nature, which he received from the Prussian government when it finally
dismissed him from his lectureship in March 1842, although not until the
competing bureaucratic and academic memoranda on his case had been leaked to
the press, creating an enormous scandal among Germany’s educated classes.’ As a
parting shot, Bauer enlisted Marx for a public, atheist provocation. Right around
Easter time in 1842, the two went to the nearby village of Godesberg, a favorite
excursion site from Bonn, rented donkeys, and galloped through the village on
them parodying Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem—an incident spread by word of
mouth in the vicinity of Bonn, and emphasized a few years later in a book Bauer
published about his personal and political struggles.!?

Bauer then returned to Berlin to press an appeal in his case. His chances of
prevailing were slim indeed, but he still seemed to think that he had a legitimate
claim on a university position, a viewpoint the authorities found immensely
annoying, as Marx was told by Ferdinand von Westphalen, now well launched on
his bureaucratic career.!! The whole long, difficult, and problematic relationship
between the Prussian monarchy and Enlightened ideas—a relationship central to
Heinrich Marx’s career and to his son’s aspirations—had come to an end. A
radicalized, Young Hegelian, atheistic version of Enlightenment and a Prussian
state controlled by devout conservatives with a hankering for the society of orders
could not exist harmoniously, but only as sworn enemies.

With Bauer’s dismissal and departure for Berlin, Marx was left alone and
friendless in Bonn. Finding life there unbearable, he planned a move to nearby
Cologne, the Rhineland’s largest city, but gave up his plans, ostensibly “because
life there is too noisy for me, and one does not get to better philosophy for all the
good friends.”? Yet Marx had spent four and a half years in Berlin, which was
four times as large as Cologne, without noise or good friends being a problem.
Other motives were probably at play: the higher cost of living in Cologne and
Marx’s very limited funds. His private dilemmas and broader political trends had
converged in an unpleasant fashion.

AFTER FIVE YEARS OF an epistolary relationship during which Karl and Jenny
existed for each other largely in their respective imaginations, the two lovers
were reunited in person during 1841-42. They were by no means always together,
since most of the time after his return from Berlin Karl was living in Bonn, a two-
day journey by steamboat from Trier. Still, he was present for the first six weeks



of his return from Berlin and again for six weeks in the winter and spring of 1842,
when Jenny’s father was dying, as well as for a brief visit that summer. The two
had also met earlier in the summer of 1841, when Jenny herself made the trip
down the Rhine to visit family friends in Neul, to the north of Cologne. In a letter
Jenny wrote to Karl at the time, she told him that her mother had forbidden her to
see him unless she was chaperoned by her brother Edgar, “to preserve outward
and inward propriety”:

Oh, my little heart, how that fell heavily on my soul, like a hundredweight!
Outward and inward propriety!!'—oh, my Karl, my sweet only Karl!

And yet, Karl, I can, I feel no regret, I shut my eyes, firmly, firmly and I see
then your blessedly laughing eye—you see, Karl, then, in that thought, I am
blessed—to have been everything to you and now nothing more to others. Oh,
Karl, I know very well what I have done, and how I would be despised
before all the world, I know that all and yet I am joyful and blessed and
would not give up the memory of those hours for any treasure in the world.
That is the most precious to me, and shall remain so forever. It is only when I
think that I must still live separately from you for so long, once again so

totally surrounded by wretchedness and misery, then I shake uncontrollably.!

It may be churlish for the historian to wish to uncover a maiden’s secrets, but it
is difficult to read this passage as anything other than as a description—modest,
reticent, full of euphemisms, written, like Karl’s poetry, in the Romantic cultural
idiom—of the young couple having engaged in sexual relations. There are no
details on time and place, and we may suspect that it was a onetime event, or at
best repeated very infrequently, since the couple did not have many unchaperoned
moments, and Jenny did not become pregnant.

It was still a remarkable step for her to take. Premarital sexual relations were
far from unusual in early nineteenth-century Germany, and, in fact, probably on the
increase, as the demographic evidence of rising illegitimacy rates and ever more
frequent bridal pregnancies implies. But these practices were characteristic of the
working class and the rural population, and perhaps in very rarified circles of
bohemian artists and intellectuals (some Young Hegelians among them) in Berlin.
It was virtually inconceivable behavior for the very proper daughter of a high
Prussian state official from a straitlaced provincial city.!#

If Jenny did violate every canon of respectable female chastity—“despised
before all the world”—she surely did so as a sign of her love for and commitment



to Karl—“everything to you and now nothing more to others”—after all the long
years of their distant, almost virtual engagement. Had Karl been a cad of
nineteenth-century melodrama, or, more prosaically, like defendants in nineteenth-
century paternity suits, he would have walked away from Jenny, perhaps with a
few choice words about how he could no longer associate with an unchaste
woman. Karl, though, was already committed to Jenny, and had been since their
engagement. Physical intimacy would not change that commitment but reinforced
his dilemma of not having a job enabling him to marry the woman he so loved. As
Jenny pointed out in her revealing letter, it was torment for her to have to “still
live separately from you for so long,” but the pair could only be together once
Karl had found gainful employment. With Bruno Bauer’s dismissal and the end of
Karl’s own academic prospects, that separation seemed to stretch indefinitely into
the future.

MARX’S SOLUTION WAS THE one other Young Hegelians were pursuing at the time:
renouncing a career as an academic in the service of the Prussian state, he would
become a freelance writer in opposition to that very state. During the first half of
1842, he proposed a number of articles to Arnold Ruge, in part based on the work
Marx had been doing with Bruno Bauer in the previous six months. Ruge, whose
Halle Yearbooks had been suppressed by the Prussian authorities, had set up shop
under the new title of the German Yearbooks in Dresden, in the Kingdom of
Saxony, not under Prussian jurisdiction. In what would become an uncomfortably
familiar pattern in Marx’s life, only one of the promised articles actually arrived,
and it was quite late in doing so. Ruge, whose entire publishing schedule was
disrupted by Marx’s dilatoriness, was strikingly tolerant with him, his patience a
sign of recognition of Marx’s talents and abilities as somebody whose writing was
worth waiting for. Marx excused himself, pleading family difficulties, but also
admitted that his time had been absorbed by another, closer outlet for his writing,
a recently founded newspaper in Cologne, the Rhineland News.!°

Marx’s involvement with this newspaper was a nodal point in his intellectual,
personal, and political development, a bridge between his past life and his future
endeavors. His affiliation with the journal transformed him from a scholar into an
activist—or, more precisely, from a scholar with an activist bent into an activist
with a scholarly tendency. It brought him into contact with communist ideas and
set the framework for his self-designation as a communist. Marx’s work with the
Rhineland News, particularly the four stormy months when he served as its
informal editor, from mid-October 1842 to mid-February 1843, was a period of



intense and productive effort that would make him known, in impressive fashion,
to three very different audiences. The first was the Young Hegelians, and, more
broadly, radical intellectuals throughout central Europe. To them, Marx would
cease to be just the protégé of Bruno Bauer, and become an author and polemicist
in his own right. A second audience was the Prussian authorities, for whom Marx
would become a subversive troublemaker and appropriate subject for persecution
and oppression. Marx and the Prussian kingdom became mutual enemies, and
remained so until his death. Finally, Marx would gain a strong recognition among
the influential inhabitants of Cologne, the Rhenish metropolis—not just the city’s
nascent communists or its radical republicans, but its moderate liberals as well,
and not just its marginalized, bohemian intellectuals, but its professionals,
merchants, bankers, and members of the chamber of commerce.

All this recognition, even the negative, hostile kind, was powerfully affirmative
for Marx, after years of difficulties making his way in the world. He visibly
enjoyed being a polemical journalist and a crusading newspaper editor. For the
following two decades, both his efforts at earning a living and his plans for
political engagement centered on journalistic projects. Avocation, occupation,
aspiration to improve the public welfare—journalism fulfilled the preconditions
for choosing a career that Marx had articulated in his Abitur essay of 1835, albeit
in a more bitter and contentious way than he had described in the Kantian idealism
borrowed from his father and his teachers.

THE RHINELAND NEWS CAME into existence as the result of several opportunities.
First was the journalistic one, opposition to the newspaper monopoly in the
Rhineland’s largest city of the Cologne News, a position it had gained in 1837 by
purchasing its chief competitor. Attempts in 1840 to start a competing newspaper,
the Rhineland General News, although granted a license to publish by the
Prussian authorities, had gone poorly. The potential competitor was dull, limited,
and, above all, underfinanced. Its editors, reaching the end of their funds, wanted a
new, better-financed try, and they proposed to do so by using a new business
institution, raising money for their project by the sale of stock shares.!®

In mid-1841, they approached a young Cologne jurist from an affluent family,
Robert Jung, with their plan. A supporter of the Young Hegelians, Jung elicited the
assistance of another youthful radical intellectual, the son of an affluent Jewish
merchant and sugar refiner, Moses Hess. Like Jung, Hess found this idea of a
newspaper funded with shares of stock intriguing; it also fit his personal interest
in a journalistic career. Hess, a critic of the anti-clerical and godless attitudes of



the Young Hegelians, was a socialist or communist (contemporaries frequently
used the two words interchangeably), one of the first Germans to become an
adherent of the ideas of the French followers of Henri de Saint-Simon and Charles
Fourier, who envisaged a society in which private property had been abolished
and replaced by collective ownership. It may seem odd today for a communist to
be an opponent of atheism, but early communism was suffused with a religious
aura—albeit generally in the form of an unconventional spirituality. This was
certainly true of Hess, who had rejected the dour Orthodox Judaism of his father,
and developed an appreciation for Christian doctrines without actually converting
to Christianity. Communists involved with corporations may seem even odder, but
in the 1840s it was not at all unusual for socialists to perceive this form of
business enterprise as a step away from individual and family ownership toward
collectivism.!”

Jung and Hess eagerly seized on the proposal and went about the business of
gathering investors. There were legal difficulties in establishing a corporation, so
they settled on a related business form, a Kommanditgesellschaft, similar to a
Common Law limited partnership, in which the liability of most investors was
limited to their investment, while a few general partners had a broader exposure
to risk. The three general partners were Jung; the Cologne banker Dagobert
Oppenheim; and the newspaper’s publisher, the book dealer Engelbert Renard.'®

The identity of the investors reflects the second consideration behind the
founding of the newspaper: differences within Cologne’s elite. Many of the
investors were affluent outsiders in Cologne, migrants to the city, entrepreneurial
innovators who were shaking up the established ways of the Rhenish metropolis.
These investors tended to view the Cologne News as the voice of Cologne’s
insiders, a group they saw as a clique with questionable and self-interested
connections to the municipal government. There was even a special word in the
Cologne dialect for this group, Kliingel, a term still in use today. A number of the
outsiders, such as the industrialist’s son Gustav Mevissen, or the banker and
chamber of commerce president Ludolf Camphausen, were Protestants, and so
outsiders in another way, in one of Germany’s most Catholic major cities. This
confessional dynamic helped shape the attitudes of the Prussian government
toward the emerging Rhineland News. The authorities were not at all unhappy
about a potential competitor undermining the Cologne News, because it had the
reputation of being sympathetic to pro-Catholic and anti-Prussian viewpoints. The
Prussian district governor of Cologne was actually one of the initial investors in
the new project.!”



Finally, there were the politics of the proposed newspaper. The capitalists
behind the Rhineland News were political liberals, who wanted an end to the
legally unrestrained, authoritarian rule of the Prussian monarch and his state
bureaucracy. Also in their sights were the special privileges of the nobility, a
remnant of the pre-1789 society of orders. In place of these, they envisaged a
constitutional monarchy, whose fundamental document would guarantee basic
civil liberties, proclaim equal rights under the law, and establish a legislature
elected by (male) property owners. The early 1840s were a period in which
liberals throughout the Prussian kingdom—but especially in the Rhineland, one of
their strongholds—intensified their campaign for a constitution. Such liberal
capitalists were not at all interested in seeing the newspaper that would be a
vehicle for their political views promote the abolition of private property, so they
rejected Hess’s aspirations to be its editor. Hess’s personal eccentricities—he
was given to having visions and was notoriously querulous to boot—did not
improve his prospects. Instead, the stockholders turned to one of Germany’s most
eminent economists, and a prominent liberal political figure, Friedrich List; but he
was recovering from a broken leg and unable to take up the offer. Instead, the
position went to an economically versed journalist, one Gustav Hofken.

Hofken proved to be an inept editor, but the problems he had went beyond his
modest journalistic skills to the mismatch of his ideology with that of the
newspaper’s backers. Cologne was a financial center and a river port, a
commercial city whose economy centered on its position as a midpoint between
products coming from Germany and those from the Atlantic world. In contrast to
other parts of western Germany, it had relatively little industry. Free trade was
considerably more popular to the city’s businessmen than were the protectionist
ideas that List espoused and that his protégé Hotken wanted to make the center of
editorial policy. In doing so, he put himself at odds with both the stockholders and
the general partners, so that he lasted as editor just a few weeks from the start of
publication in January 1842.%°

The issue over which Hofken announced his resignation was his unwillingness
to accept an article written by Bruno Bauer. His departure paved the way for the
Young Hegelians, led by the general partner Robert Jung, to take over the paper.
Hofken’s successor as editor was Adolf Rutenberg, the Berlin Young Hegelian
who was Bruno Bauer’s brother-in-law. Bauer, whom Jung described as “our
most admirable co-worker,” was tremendously excited by the change in editorial
policy, and hoped that the paper would be a vehicle for his atheistic ideas. Arnold
Ruge, as well as other supporters of radical Hegelian views, also began to write



for the newspaper, including a number of members of the Doctors’ Club who had
introduced Marx to Hegelianism as a student in Berlin.?!

IT WAS THESE CLOSE connections that enabled Marx to write for the Rhineland
News. Two long essays of his appeared in the spring and summer of 1842, Marx’s
first foray into the public sphere. They showed the influence of his classical
education at the Gymnasium and the Hegelian reasoning he had learned at the
university in Berlin. At least as impressive as the content of these essays was their
style—angry, sarcastic, and polemical, not features of Marx’s previous writings.
This change reflected the influence of the Young Hegelians in general, and Bauer
in particular, as they came into increasing conflict with the Prussian monarchy.
Marx gave the Young Hegelian style his own distinct personal twist, characterized
by the use of nastily amusing analogies and a practical, anti-idealistic, almost
cynical take on politics, two characteristics that would become a permanent
feature of his political writing,

The first, and longer, of the two essays, and the one that made the greatest
impression, dealt with freedom of the press. Marx blasted its enemies, linking
their arguments to an archaic society of orders, to an authoritarian Prussian state
trying to prop up this society, and to intellectual trends defending it. Unlike some
of the Young Hegelians, particularly Bauer, who reveled in criticism and
negativity, Marx’s piece was also affirmative, praising freedom of the press as
part of a broader encomium of freedom, articulated in opposition to the nature of
the Prussian monarchy.?? Not just Marx’s criticisms but his affirmations as well
were posed in anti-Prussian terms: once again typical of the Young Hegelians, but
also reflecting his upbringing in the city of Trier.

Marx began by blasting the Prussian government, portraying the arguments of the
official newspaper, the Prussian State News, as representing childish intellectual
capacities—counting, smelling, and believing in ghosts. (The passage about ghosts
is significant because it would appear, in somewhat altered form, in the
Communist Manifesto). Having disposed of the Prussian authorities, Marx turned
his attention to the debates on freedom of the press in the recently concluded
Rhenish Provincial Diet, the main topic of his essay. The very nature of the Diet
provided additional ammunition for Marx. Powerless, provincial pseudo-
legislatures created by the Prussian government in the 1820s, the Diets were
elected, deliberated, and voted along the lines of the society of orders, with
deputies representing the province’s higher nobility, its lower nobility, its town



burghers, and its peasants. This arrangement was quite unpopular in the
Rhineland, where two decades of French rule between 1794 and 1814 had
eliminated legal distinctions between different social groups. Until the 1840s, the
Diets deliberated in secret, which vitiated their representative character, since the
voters quite literally did not know what the deputies they elected had said in
debates or how they had voted on questions under discussion. The very existence
of the Diets was a parody of the liberals’ aspirations to a constitutional
parliament.?3

Marx brought together liberal aspirations for an effective legislature, and for a
constitution guaranteeing basic rights, such as freedom of the press, and liberal
hostility to the society of orders, in discussing a speaker representing the lower
nobility who had asserted that the question of publication of proceedings had been
placed by the government in the “hands of the Diet.” According to Marx, this was
taking a basic right—freedom of the press—and transforming it into a privilege of
a constituted body of the society of orders, the Provincial Diet. “The citizen does
not want to perceive his rights as a privilege. Can he regard it as right to add new
privileged groups to old ones?” Following up on this, he added sarcastically,
“According to the speaker . . . the province should regard the prerogatives of the
provincial diet as its own rights; why not also the prerogatives of some class of
state officials, of the nobility or the priests?”?* Here, Marx was defining freedom
of the press as one of the universal human rights articulated in the French
Revolution, and denouncing its opponents as lackeys of the Prussian state and
advocates of an obsolete society of orders.

Marx then placed the ideas of opposition to the press in an intellectual context,
presenting these ideas as examples of political thought influenced by artistic
Romanticism, and its nostalgia for the Middle Ages:

When our speaker from the order of the knights with almost comic
seriousness, with almost melancholy dignity and nearly religious pathos,
developed the postulate of the high wisdom of the Provincial Diet and of its
medieval freedom and independence, the uninitiated will be surprised to see
him take a different position on the question of freedom of the press. There,
he sinks from the high wisdom of the Diet to the thorough lack of wisdom of
the human race, from the independence and freedom of the privileged orders
he recommends above to the principled unfreedom and dependence of human
nature. We are not surprised to encounter one of the many forms apparent
today of the Christian knightly, modern feudal, in short, of the Romantic



principle.?

Continuing in a Hegelian vein, he denounced Romantic thinkers for their
perception of freedom as a particular privilege of individual social orders, rather
than being “tied to the essence of humanity, to reason, thus common to all
individuals.” This was a version of the universal human rights of the French
Revolution inflected by Hegel’s philosophy.

Marx also used this assertion of freedom of the press as a universal human right
to criticize the supporters of press freedom in the Rhenish Diet, in particular its
chief proponent, the Cologne banker Heinrich Merkens. Merkens had defended
freedom of the press by describing it as a byproduct of freedom of occupation—
the freedom to start a newspaper being like the freedom to open a tailor’s
workshop, in spite of guild restrictions. Marx praised the practical nature of
Merkens’s ideas, contrasting them favorably with the impractical projects of many
German intellectuals that produced changes in the realm of ideas but none in
social and political reality. This self-consciously hardheaded stance would be
central to Marx’s future writing; but his invidious comparisons between the
practical banker and the impractical intellectuals was no endorsement of
Merkens’s assertions.

Quite the opposite. Marx had a sarcastic retort to them, perhaps an observation
left over from his unfinished work on Christian art: “Rembrandt painted the
Mother of God as a Dutch peasant, why shouldn’t our speaker paint freedom in a
form that is known and familiar to him?”?% Freedom of occupation and freedom of
the press, Marx went on, were all examples of a broader generic freedom; but “is
it not totally erroneous, in this unity to forget diversity and even to make a species
into a norm, into the sphere of the other species? It is intolerance on the part of
one species of freedom, which is only willing to tolerate others, when they fall
away from themselves and declare themselves that species’ vassals.”?” More
generally, Marx concluded, the defenders of freedom of the press at the Provincial
Diet, in this respect like the opponents of freedom of the press, did not understand
that freedom of the press was one example of broader universal human rights, and
could only see it in a limited, narrow context.

Having strongly criticized limitations on freedom of the press, Marx accentuated
the positive, combining Hegelian argumentation, colorful analogies, and ironic
asides to offer an encomium of a free press:

The free press is the everywhere-open eye of the people’s spirit, the



embodied confidence of a people in itself, the speaking ribbon that connects
the individual with the state and the world, culture made corporeal, which
transforms material struggles into spiritual ones and idealizes their crude
material form. It is the uninhibited confession of a people to itself and, as is
well known, the strength of confession leads to redemption. It is the spiritual
mirror in which a people contemplates itself, and self-contemplation is the
first precondition of knowledge. It is the spirit of the state that can be sold by
peddlers in every cottage, more cheaply than material gas. It is all-sided,
omnipresent, omniscient. It is the ideal world that is constantly spilling out of
the actual one, and, as an ever-richer spirit, newly animating, flowing back
into it.?8

The argument described, in Hegelian fashion, a free press as the objectification of
the people’s spirit—and not an objectification alienated from its spirit, but one
that knew itself as such. The radicalized version of Hegel’s ideas was also
deployed in Marx’s ironic yet serious description of a free press as all-sided,
omnipresent and omniscient, attributes of divinity, or of Hegel’s philosophical
version of divinity, Absolute Spirit. And since the free press was the objectified
spirit of the people, Marx was placing the people in the same transcendent
position Hegel reserved for Absolute Spirit: Marx’s encomium of the press
became a praise of democracy, the rule of the people, and an even stronger attack
on a very authoritarian Prussian state.”

It is no surprise that the article was well received by fellow Young Hegelians
such as Jung and Ruge, but it attracted a wider following. Ludolf Camphausen
received a letter from his brother, Otto, then at the beginning of a distinguished
career in the Prussian state service, inquiring, “Who is the author of the admirable
article on the proceedings [concerning freedom of the press] of the Rhenish
Provincial Diet? What do the deputies from Cologne say about it?” The Prussian
minister of the interior was also impressed, albeit in a negative way, condemning
the piece as a subversive attack on the state.?

The second, rather shorter essay Marx wrote for the Rhineland News was
couched in a more defensive tone, and dealt with the touchy issue of the atheism of
the Young Hegelians.3! The occasion was a lead article in the Cologne News that
had denounced its competitor for publishing such material and had called on the
censors to prohibit these offenses to religious sensibility. Cleverly, the Cologne
News presented its advocacy of censorship as a defense of freedom of the press,
asserting that the anti-religious excesses of the Young Hegelians were discrediting



the cause of press freedom. This assertion made a reply trickier than in the essay
on freedom of the press. Marx could not just attack a Prussian government
unpopular among Cologne’s and the Rhineland’s Catholics; he also had to mollify
those Catholics’ religious sensibilities. He himself was keenly aware of this
problem. Right after finishing his article, he wrote to Arnold Ruge, “On the Rhine,
the religious element is the most dangerous. The opposition has in recent times
become too accustomed to carrying out its opposition in the church.”3?

Marx asserted that “hatred of Protestant theology against philosophers” was the
reason Prussian authorities opposed Strauss and Feuerbach for daring to “regard
Catholic dogmas as Christian ones.” In other words, not atheism, but a pro-
Catholic attitude was the problem the Prussian government and its theological
spokesmen had with the Young Hegelians. After appealing to St. Augustine, and
pointing out that the Pope had refused to join the Holy Alliance, the
counterrevolutionary league of European states emerging following the defeat of
Napoleon—and so suggesting that Catholics were by no means required to support
conservative governments for religious reasons—Marx went on to describe the
“Christian state,” a favorite phrase of conservatives in Germany, as one favoring a
particular Christian confession, like in Ireland. He was portraying the Catholics of
the Rhineland as being oppressed by a Protestant Prussian government, just as the
Irish Catholics were oppressed by the Protestant government of England, a
popular analogy among Rhenish Catholics of the time. As soon as a state granted
different religious confessions equal rights, Marx suggested, it was no longer
Christian but philosophical, a “realization of reasoned freedom . . . a work that
philosophy completes.”33

Marx was attempting to rework and redefine his political and philosophical
principles to appeal to a potentially hostile audience. Downplaying the atheism of
the Young Hegelians, he emphasized instead their opposition to a conservative—
and also Protestant—Prussia for his audience of Rhenish Catholics, and impugned
the motives of the Young Hegelians’ opponents for that audience as well. It was an
eminently political performance implying a change of course for the Young
Hegelian radicals. Another way to put it would be that the essay reflected the
thinking of someone in charge of a larger political enterprise—a newspaper
editor, for example.

IT WAS BECOMING INCREASINGLY clear by the summer of 1842 that the Rhineland
News was going to need a better editor. The venture in oppositional publishing



was running into steadily mounting hostility from the Prussian government. The
news that Rutenberg, a notorious Young Hegelian already under police
surveillance in Berlin, was to become the new editor, infuriated the minister of the
interior, and he insisted that under no circumstances could Rutenberg be allowed
to work for the paper. So, officially, the editor remained the newspaper’s
publisher, but Rutenberg worked informally. By May 1842, the interior minister
was demanding the immediate suppression of the Rhineland News for
“propagating French-liberal ideas” and for being a “decisive organ of Young
Hegelian propaganda . . . [that] professes the non-belief of the Halle Yearbooks
and the opinion that contemporary philosophy will replace Christianity.” The
Cologne district governor and the Rhenish provincial governor both spoke out
against such a drastic measure, fearing it would make a bad impression on the
educated public, even those members who did not share the paper’s views. They
suggested that the affluent investors would moderate the editorial policy, or
perhaps grow tired of funding the deficit and let the Rhineland News go out of
existence. Eventually, the Prussian central government agreed to wait until
December to see if the editorial tone would change or if the newspaper would
cease altogether.3*

These official calculations were not without justification. Readership of the
Rhineland News had been growing steadily since its appearance; postal
subscriptions, the chief way to purchase the newspaper, almost quadrupled from
264 in the first quarter of 1842 to 1,027 by the end of the third quarter. This was a
respectable record, but badly overshadowed by the Cologne News, whose press
run of 8,500 far exceeded its upstart competitor; the difference was particularly
noticeable in Cologne itself, where most of the investors resided. They were
beginning to wonder about their money, since within six months of the founding of
the Rhineland News about three quarters of their investment had been spent, but
the newspaper was still far from a breakeven point of 2,500 subscriptions.?

The usual account of the situation puts the blame on Adolf Rutenberg, described
as an incompetent alcoholic. Most of these negative opinions came from Marx
himself, who, as Rutenberg’s successor, was not an entirely objective witness.®
Rutenberg did have a reputation as a heavy drinker and was said to have lost a
position as geography teacher at the Royal Prussian Military Academy as a result.
But he had his accomplishments. Circulation was rising; Rutenberg was going
about the business of recruiting correspondents, and was an able copyeditor. What
he did not provide, though, was strong intellectual guidance to the newspaper. He
never wrote a single article himself, and editorial policy was set primarily by



Robert Jung and Moses Hess, who had dropped his legal action and returned to
the newspaper following the resignation of Hofken.”

Both Hess and Jung were proponents of Marx. Hess’s opinion of Marx was high
indeed. The two men became acquainted in Bonn in the summer of 1841, after
Marx’s return to the Rhineland. After their meeting, Hess described Marx as “my
idol . . . he combines the deepest philosophical seriousness with the most cutting
wit; imagine Rousseau, Voltaire, Holbach, Lessing, Heine and Hegel united in one
person . . . then you have Dr. Marx.” Jung’s praise was less rhapsodic—how
could it not be—but he passed on to Marx his endorsement of a letter he had
received from Eduard Meyen, one of the Berlin Young Hegelians, encouraging
Marx to work for the Rhineland News: “Will not Marx soon come forth and show
what he really has in him?”38

It seems likely that Hess and Jung were behind Marx’s hiring by the Rhineland
News in mid-October 1842. Marx did not replace Rutenberg as the editor, as
biographies often assert. While he did receive an employment contract—which
must have been personally very welcome, in view of his need to find work in
order to marry Jenny—Engelbert Renard remained the official editor, and
Rutenberg continued to work for the paper as copyeditor and translator of articles
from the French press. Hess and Jung brought Marx on board to reinforce their
editorial role; he would use the talents he had shown in his articles on freedom of
the press to present a more vigorous and active editorial policy, to help continue
the circulation increase and to convince the investors to refinance the newspaper.

Marx certainly did take energetic action when he joined the editorial staff, but
not what Jung or especially Hess, had in mind. His editorial plans were already
expressed in a letter, reading very much like a job application, sent to Dagobert
Oppenheim in August or September 1842. Marx planned to tone down the
newspaper. Young Hegelian “general theoretical considerations on the constitution
of the state” would be eliminated, since Young Hegelian political radicalism, and
the atheistic ideas to which it was integrally linked, were alienating “the largest
portion of free-thinking practical men, who have undertaken the laborious task of
fighting for freedom step by step, within constitutional limits”—in other words,
Cologne’s and the Rhineland’s bourgeois liberals who were financing the
newspaper, and whose further support would be needed to keep it in business. A
moderation of tone would be necessary for the Prussian authorities as well, to
avoid the danger of “a tightening of the censorship or even the suppression of the
newspaper,” a fate, Marx noted, that had befallen earlier radical opposition
journals. To enforce these tasks, a strong editorial hand would be needed that



would direct the journalists working for the newspaper, and not leave the tone of
articles up to their authors.

Once appointed to the editorial staff, Marx moved to implement his plan. He
assiduously courted liberal members of the bourgeoisie, getting chamber of
commerce president Ludolf Camphausen to produce articles criticizing the
Prussian government’s handling of the financing of railroad construction, and the
physician Heinrich Claessen, a prominent Cologne liberal, to write a series on the
reform of municipal government. Marx worked closely with one of the journalists
Rutenberg had recruited, Karl Heinrich Briiggemann, a onetime student radical,
who was tending toward more moderate politics. In collaboration with Marx,
Briiggemann wrote a number of pieces strongly advocating free trade and
denouncing protectionism, producing a clear position for the Rhineland News on
this point in contrast to the vacillation and temporization that had characterized its
past stances. This support for free trade was the most important social and
economic cause that the Rhineland News advocated while Marx was involved in
its editorial work, and it left a strong impression on Marx.*’ Even after he became
a communist, he would continue to be an adherent of free trade.

Marx’s efforts to tone down the Young Hegelianism of the Rhineland News led
to a clash with his university friends and his patron Bruno Bauer over the
existence—or reputed existence—in Berlin of a “Society of Free Men,” a Young
Hegelian group advocating atheism and calling on supporters to leave the
Christian churches. The group’s attitudes, and their practice of demonstrating them
in alcoholic fashion in Berlin’s taverns, had already been an embarrassment for
the Rhineland News in the summer of 1842, and in November of that year the
Young Hegelians’ chief organizer, Arnold Ruge, accused the Free Men of being
dilettantes and lacking the moral seriousness needed to bring about political
change in Germany. Marx, who thoroughly agreed, proceeded to publish a letter
attacking, in similar vein, the Berlin Young Hegelians’ “revolutionary
romanticism, their addiction to their own genius, their dubious seeking of fame. . .
1 Both Marx and Ruge had hoped that their criticisms would spare Bruno Bauer,
whom they regarded as too sensible to take part in such antics; but Bauer
identified with the Free Men and wrote a sharp and offended reply to Marx.
Future attempts by Marx and Ruge to work with Bauer proved ultimately
unsuccessful, and less than two years after the blowup, Marx would refer to Bauer
as “my long-term friend, who is now estranged. . . .”%

Certainly, issues of individual personalities were involved in this break: Bauer,
Ruge, and Marx were all touchy and easily offended. But controversy over the



Free Men pointed to a broader, fundamental difference of opinion within the ranks
of the Young Hegelians over the question of what it meant to be a radical. For the
Free Men, radicalism was about lifestyles and the rejection of social conventions,
both exemplified by their public avowal of atheism. For Marx and Ruge, on the
other hand, radicalism was about political change; and without denying the Young
Hegelians’ criticism of religious orthodoxy, they sought to downplay it in public,
and to move toward a criticism of the social and political circumstances that
encouraged and enforced this orthodoxy. The differences were not insurmountable
and it was clearly possible to move between the two camps—Marx’s future friend
and collaborator Friedrich Engels was one of the Free Men—but the development
of two separate and distinct paths of radicalism was clear.*?

The trickiest editorial task for Marx, at which he was least successful, was
dealing with the Prussian government. Even the moderate course he was trying to
take offended the authorities. As part of the new pro—free trade editorial policy,
the newspaper published an attack on Russia’s economic protectionism, pointing
out how it harmed Prussian interests. The government perceived the articles as an
attack on the czar, the king of Prussia’s friend and ally.** This official
unwillingness to meet the Rhineland News halfway only encouraged Marx’s
tendency not to restrain himself. His two articles on the debates in the Provincial
Diet concerning a law against wood theft were so hostile to the institution of the
Diet that the infuriated provincial governor demanded the subversive editor be
fired; only, unaware of Marx’s new editorial position, he blamed Rutenberg, who
duly lost his job.*

Marx also made it a practice to bait the official Prussian censors, often midlevel
bureaucrats without a university education, who had a hard time understanding the
articles in the Rhineland News. They would strike quite innocent pieces and
allow more subversive ones to appear in print, putting the government in the odd
position of denouncing the newspaper for publishing material that had passed its
own censorship. Well aware of this problem, Marx worked captiously to
emphasize it. With feigned innocence he asked the resident censor at the paper,
Police Councilor Laurenz Dolleschall, a man whose intellectual capacities were
not remotely in Marx’s league, who could conceivably have written the article
attacking the Provincial Diet—a snarky remark that was quickly retailed around in
Cologne. In a more public move, he refused to submit the page proofs to
Dolleschall one day, forcing the latter to leave the Provincial Governor’s Ball late
in the evening and come to Marx’s apartment asking for them. Marx bellowed out
the window that there were no proofs, because the newspaper was not publishing



the next day, publicly humiliating the censor.*®

Marx continued this baiting at a higher level, taking on the provincial governor.
Writing in the name of Renard, the official editor of the Rhineland News, he
responded to the governor’s condemnation of the newspaper’s new policy by
presenting it as a pro-Prussian enterprise, “help[ing] to pave the path to progress
on which Prussia is leading the rest of Germany. . . .” Far from spreading pro-
French ideas, the newspaper was bringing forth a “German liberalism that can
certainly not be unpleasant to the government of Friedrich Wilhelm the Fourth.”
Indeed, Marx continued, his newspaper was the first “to bring the north German
spirit, the Protestant spirit, into the Rhineland and southern Germany. . . .” Rather
than being irreligious, the Rhineland News was following in the footsteps of
Martin Luther in opposing “church dogmas.” These remarks drew on ideas the
Young Hegelians had espoused in the mid-1830s about the progressive role of the
Prussian state and its close connections to Hegelian philosophy. By the following
decade, when the born-again new monarch had denounced both progress and
Hegel, and the Young Hegelians had become republicans and atheists, the remarks
were a provocation—as contemporaries understood very well.*

The new editorial policy Marx implemented proved eminently successful. The
upward trend in circulation accelerated, reaching 3,300 subscribers by early
1843, well past the breakeven point. Encouraged by the good news on circulation
and attracted by the new content of the paper, the investors proved willing to put
in additional funds.*® Whether Marx’s sarcastic and provocative attitude would
mollify the Prussian authorities—a central element of his plans for the newspaper
—was another matter.

BY MARX’S OWN TESTIMONY, it was during his editorial tenure at the Rhineland
News that he first came into contact with the “social question,” the debate of the
condition of the lower classes, that led to the genesis of his communist ideas.*® In
some ways, it is hard to argue with Marx’s own reminiscences on that point.
While Marx had some earlier exposure to the theories of Henri de Saint-Simon
from Eduard Gans, and even Johann Ludwig von Westphalen, he first studied
socialist ideas intensively when he was living in Cologne in the fall of 1842. It
was there that he published his first observations on socialism and communism. In
his two article series on the debates in the Rhineland Provincial Diet concerning a
new law about wood theft and on the difficult economic conditions in his native
Moselle Valley, Marx dealt publicly with economic and social issues for the first



time. Drawing a straight line between these early investigations and writings and
Marx’s later communist theories, though, would be quite misleading.

While this point is lost in most biographies, Marx also mentioned in his
reminiscences that the debates about free trade and protectionism were an
important impetus for his growing concern about economics. The pro—free market
stance he took on this debate as editor of the Rhineland News also colored his
discussion of the travails of the Moselle Valley winegrowers and other members
of the rural lower classes in western Germany. Marx largely placed the blame for
their condition on the policies of the Prussian government and the actions of its
officials—not on capitalists or the market economy. His initial public
pronouncements on the topic of communism were hardly favorable; if anything,
they were distinctly anti-communist. Indeed, the version of communism that Marx
would adopt was shaped by his opposition to many of the aspects of it that he
learned about in 1842.

Moses Hess had been running a weekly discussion circle and reading group in
Cologne on communism and the social question since the summer of that year. Its
members were an oddly mixed bunch. There were Young Hegelians, such as
Robert Jung, and future communist activists, including the physician Karl d’Ester
and the Prussian artillery officer Friedrich (Fritz) Anneke, both of whom would
work with Marx during the 1848 Revolution. But other participants were not so
far to the left: the industrialist’s son and future liberal political leader Gustav
Mevissen, a friend of Jung’s at the time, also courting Jung’s sister; the pro—free
trade journalist Karl Heinrich Briiggemann (who would become editor of the
Cologne News in 1845, when it switched to a liberal political stance); or the
attorney Gustav Compes, another future Cologne liberal politician. Chamber of
commerce president Ludolf Camphausen may have been an occasional
participant.°® When Marx moved to Cologne in October 1842 to take up his
editorial position on the Rhineland News, he joined the discussion group. Their
precise readings are unknown, but they may have included some of the
contemporary French socialists, such as Victor Considérant, Pierre Leroux, and
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon.®!

Marx’s first detailed encounter with communist ideas left a decidedly negative
impression. He perceived advocacy of communism as part of the Berlin Young
Hegelians’ lifestyle-based radicalism that he rejected. Marx’s acid description of
the articles they published in the Rhineland News before he became editor makes
the point: “beer suds pregnant with global upheaval but empty of thought in a
slovenly style, permeated with some atheism and communism (which the



gentlemen have never studied). . . .” Once he became editor, he made it clear that
he would no longer accept such pieces:

I declared [to the Berlin Young Hegelians] that I regarded the smuggling of
communist and socialist dogmas, a new world view, into occasional pieces
of theatrical criticism as inappropriate, even as immoral and demanded a
completely different and more thorough discussion of communism, if it has to
be discussed. I desired then that religion be criticized more in the criticism
of political conditions than political conditions be criticized in religion . . .
that when philosophy was discussed there be less peddling of products
produced by the firm of “atheism” . . . than that the content of philosophy be

brought to the people.>

This skeptical attitude, a rebuke to Marx’s ally Moses Hess, who had also been
trying to smuggle communist ideas into the newspaper, characterized Marx’s
initial public appraisal of these ideas in an article in the Rhineland News of
October 16, 1842. It was his very first piece to appear after taking his editorial
position.>® The piece was a polemic, denouncing the Augsburg General News,
Germany’s leading newspaper, which had accused the Rhineland News of
publishing two articles advocating communism. One of those articles dealt with
the poverty of workers living in large apartment houses (still an unusual feature in
the 1840s social landscape) in Berlin, and called for an end to private property as
a way to deal with their plight. The other reported on a scholarly conference in
Strasbourg, at which one speaker had asserted: “Today the middle class is where
the nobility was in 1789; then the middle class laid claim to the privileges of the
nobility and obtained them; today the social order that possesses nothing demands
to participate in the riches of the middle class, which is now at the helm.”

The themes of both these pieces—that the workers’ condition could only be
improved by abolishing private property and that a workers’ revolution against the
bourgeoisie would be a logical successor to the bourgeois revolution against the
nobility—were central to Marx’s future theories. At the time, he had a different
response, or more precisely, a triple response, all of which reveals a certain
embarrassment in having to defend the results of a past editorial policy he was in
the process of revising. One response was to focus on the conditions revealed in
the two articles, and to drop any discussion of their remedies. Marx pointed out
that the middle class was in charge in most Western European countries, as even
Prussian conservatives admitted, and that workers in England and France were



making demands on that middle class. He also noted that economic conditions in
Germany were difficult, although the examples used to make that point—*“that
Germany is poor in people who are economically independent, that %), of
educated young men must beg the state for bread for their future, that our rivers are
neglected, that shipping is in wretched condition, that our once blossoming
commercial cities are no longer flourishing . . . that the surplus of our population
helplessly wanders around, going under as Germans in foreign nationalities”—
were from the arsenal of liberal criticism of conditions in Germany during the
1840s, rather than expressing communist or radical ideas.

A second response was to turn the accusations back on the accuser. The
Augsburg General News’s Paris correspondent, Marx asserted, had proposed
socialist ideas. Reactionaries—unfairly comparing the moderate Bavarian
newspaper to the extreme right—supported the restoration of the guilds, a
communistic notion. They also opposed the division of landed property, endorsing
the ideas of the French communist Charles Fourier. This tu quoque argument
seems by far the least convincing of Marx’s assertions.

Most interesting and unexpected is the third argument. The Rhineland News,
Marx argued, would not concede communism any “theoretical reality,” much less
any effort at “practical realization.” He found the theory much more ominous than
the practice. The “intellectual implementation” of communist ideas would be the
“genuine danger,” for such ideas could “defeat our intelligence, conquer our
sentiments. . . .” To meet that danger, he proposed a careful study of the works of
prominent communists, for the purpose of engaging in a “fundamental criticism” of
their ideas. By contrast, “practical attempts [to introduce communism], even
attempts en masse, can be answered with cannons. . . .” The man who would write
the Communist Manifesto just five years later was advocating the use of the army
to suppress a communist workers’ uprising!

Marx’s 1842 rejection of communism emerges into clearer focus when we
consider the approach he took to social and economic questions at the time: a
Hegelian diagnosis of the problems coupled with an anti-Prussian prescription of
the solution. Marx’s diagnosis appeared, above all, in the two articles he wrote on
the Rhenish Provincial Diet’s debate on a new law directed against wood theft.>*

Concerns about the theft of wood, and the appropriation of forest products by
non-owners of forest lands, were very widespread in Germany during the 1840s.
One, more conservative response to the situation was to understand it as a crime
wave, an indication of the moral decay of the lower classes and their increasingly
criminal tendencies. Another, less common but distinctly more left-wing response



was to blame the problem on the cruel and inhumane attitude of the state forest
administration. Ludwig Simon, a fellow student of Marx’s at the Trier
Gymnasium, by the mid-1840s a practicing attorney in Trier, made a name for
himself and launched a dramatic political career by fervently advancing this line
of argument in court, defending violators of the forest laws.>>

Marx’s take was different, and reflected his personal experiences and
intellectual influences. Following closely in the footsteps of his Berlin teacher,
Eduard Gans, he understood the theft of wood as a result of the transformation of
the legal nature of property. In the era of the society of orders, the privileged
orders had their particular written rights, but the poor exercised their unwritten
“customary right” to gather certain kinds of wood, particularly windfall—
branches and limbs that had fallen from trees and were lying in the forest. This
was possible because in that society property had a “vacillating character,” partly
private, partly communal, partly governed by civil laws, partly by public law, “as
we encounter in all institutions of the middle ages.” The French Revolution had
changed the nature of law. It was now written, codified, and universally
applicable. Individuals’ property rights were therefore unitary and fully
guaranteed. But unwritten, customary rights, such as the right of the poor to gather
windfall on other people’s forest property, were no longer valid. This
understanding of changes in property rights probably also reflected Marx’s
knowledge of his father’s legal efforts. Among Heinrich Marx’s clients were the
villagers of Thalfang, near Trier, whom he represented in an unsuccessful attempt
to retain their customary usage rights.>®

Marx portrayed these changes through Hegel’s representation of human history
as the progressive realization of reason. The old regime’s law was based on
“understanding,” a conceptually inferior form of categorization, stemming from the
empirical perception of individual objects, conceived in isolation from each
other. By contrast, the new legal system was based on “reason,” Hegel’s totalizing
system of cognition. “Rights no longer depend on the coincidence of custom being
according to reason, but custom itself is now based on reason, because rights are
based on the [written and codified] law, because custom has become the custom of
the state.”>’

But such a positive development left the poor out in the cold (literally, since the
wood gathered was often used for winter heating). Marx offered a useful analogy,
pointing out that in the process of the revolution the property of the monasteries
had been seized and sold off, transformed into private property—and the
revolutionaries “were right to do so.” The monks received compensation for the



loss of their property; but the poor, who had the customary right to receive charity
from the monks, received no such compensation. “A new boundary line was
drawn up and they were cut off from their old rights.”>

How were the poor to be helped in this situation? Marx’s essay actually
provided no clear answer. He waxed sarcastic about suggestions in the Diet to
turn this unauthorized gathering of windfall into a felony, and had scathing remarks
about how forest owners were becoming “monopolists,” who would prohibit poor
children from gathering and selling berries. His proposal that the owners of forest
lands could sue the peasants gathering wood on their property was only slightly
less sarcastic, since, as he admitted, the wood gatherers were very poor, and
would not be able to pay any civil judgment. Marx’s Hegelian analysis of the
plight of the poor was separated from any solution to their problems.

Insofar as Marx had an answer to the question of poverty during the time he was
editing the Rhineland News, it appeared in the article series he wrote at the
beginning of 1843 on the poverty of the winegrowers in the Moselle Valley. This
was Marx’s native region, where his family owned a small vineyard, so he was
personally well informed about the topic. The winegrowers were facing a very
steep decline in the price of their wines, a result that both contemporaries and
later historians attribute to Prussia’s creation of the Zollverein, or all-German
tariff union of 1834, which opened the Prussian wine market to competition from
vintners in southern Germany.*®

Marx in his first article certainly accepted this view, but he noted how
differently the government and the population presented the causes. For the
government, it was the result of the winegrowers enjoying a pre-1834 protected
market, where unprecedentedly high prices had made it possible for them to live
in a “luxury they had never known before.” With declining wine prices, there
would have to a market shakeout, and the poorer vintners would lose their
previous luxury as well as their land. By contrast, the Association for the
Encouragement of Viticulture along the Moselle and Saar rivers, whose members
were mostly Trier notables, presented the situation as the result of the energy and
initiative of the winegrowers, who had invested in their lands and increased their
output, only to be done in by the policies of the Prussian government that exposed
them to foreign competition and did not decrease the high tax burden weighing on
them when market conditions became less favorable. It was not just the small
vintners who were suffering, the association’s members asserted, but all growers
of wine, large and small.

Marx’s commentary on this situation was to note that government officials saw



themselves as representing the general good, the common interest of the
inhabitants of the Prussian state. They rejected the contrary opinions of the
winegrowers, because the latter were just asserting their special, private interests.
Marx was following Hegel here, in the latter’s observation that state officials
were the “universal order,” the group that understood the needs of all of society.
Marx did not entirely disagree with this viewpoint, but he did modify it by
observing that the officials identified themselves with the public good they
claimed to represent. Criticism of their judgments about the public good became
personal criticism. The official “believes the question of whether his area is in
good condition, is a question of whether he is administering it well.” Not only
would officials react with considerable hostility to criticism; they would see their
critics as being in the wrong: their administrative measures were correct, and the
problem lay with the inhabitants of the region, who were unable to change. In
these observations lay the seeds of Marx’s future concept of ideology: that social
conditions shaped individuals’ ideas so as to further the interest of the social
group to which they belonged.

His account of the Prussian bureaucracy’s worldview was also a criticism of it
as only seeming to represent the general good, but being unable to do so, because
of its group self-interest. What measures Marx himself would have proposed to
deal with the growing impoverishment of the vintners is unknown, since his
proposals were reserved for the last of a five-part series, and the Prussian
authorities prohibited the series after the first two articles. The second article did
explain how a solution could appear: via a free press. This, according to Marx,
would be the third element between the bureaucracy and special interests,
“political without being governmental and official . . . civic and bourgeois without
being mixed up in private interests and their needs. . . . In the area of the press, the
[state] administration and the administered can in equal measure criticize their
basic assumptions and their demands . . . in equal validity as citizens, no longer as
persons but as intellectual powers.”%

Although certainly Hegelian in nature, this argument about the power of the
press against a self-assured bureaucracy resistant to public criticism also came
from the arsenal of 1840s liberal criticism of central European conditions. In
particular, Marx cited the writings of David Hansemann, a wool wholesaler from
the Rhenish city of Aachen, a prominent Rhineland liberal and a close associate of
the liberal Ludolf Camphausen.®! In this respect, as in most others, Marx’s initial
forays into the social question show someone skeptical of communist notions, and
still thinking about social and economic questions along the lines of a pro-



capitalist and pro—free market nineteenth-century liberalism, if perhaps with more
sympathies for the poor than many free market liberals. There is no mistaking the
animosity toward authoritarian Prussian rule that colored his accounts of social
and economic issues.

MARX’S OBSERVATION THAT PRUSSIAN bureaucrats took criticism of them personally
was all too prescient. The provincial governor of the Rhineland, Justus von
Schaper, the one government official willing to tolerate the Rhineland News, had
previously been the district governor in Trier. He was outraged by Marx’s
suggestion in his article on the Moselle winegrowers that Prussian officials were
responsible for their plight. His alienation meant that there was no one left to fend
off the demands that the newspaper be prohibited. In a decree published on
January 21, 1843, the Prussian authorities announced that the Rhineland News
would cease publication at the beginning of April.%?

Its supporters were not willing to let it go without a fight; they gathered a
petition with 1,000 signatures, mostly from the upper classes of Cologne, calling
on the authorities to reverse their decree. Admittedly, members of the Kliingel, the
well-connected local insiders, withheld their names, as did Cologne’s most
devout Catholics, unimpressed by Marx’s attempts to conciliate their religious
feelings. But the substantial support from most of Cologne’s elite was a sign of
their endorsement of Marx’s policies of opposition to authoritarian Prussian
rule.%3

Feelings ran high at an extraordinary stockholders’ meeting held on February 12,
1843, at which the investors debated how to proceed. Debates centered on Marx
himself and the opposition to Prussia he represented. The general partners, Jung
and Oppenheim, supported by a few other speakers, pressed for endorsing Marx’s
course: better to let the newspaper go under than to moderate its tone in the hope
of conciliating the Prussian government. Most investors reluctantly followed the
opposite path: dismiss the controversial editor and hope this would get the
government to change its mind. Ironically, this was a strategy Marx himself had
already tried, when he banished atheism and communism from the pages of the
Rhineland News and sacrificed Adolf Rutenberg to the authorities. But this
reiteration of Marx’s strategy was even less successful than the original effort.
Neither the promised change of editors, the large petition from Cologne, a special
petition of the stockholders to the king directly, nor a delegation sent by the
stockholders to Berlin, had any effect, and the newspaper came to an end.®



Marx was present at the stockholders’ meeting, but had little to say in his own
defense. This meeting was the first occasion at which one of his personal
weaknesses would be revealed: he was no great orator. In intimate personal
conversations, he could make a powerful and positive impression—and not just
on close adherents, like Jung and Hess. Saint Paul, the intellectually sophisticated
last Prussian censor of the Rhineland News, was every bit as impressed with
Marx’s ideas and personality. Speaking with a lisp and in a pronounced Rhineland
accent, Marx could not generate the same favorable impressions in front of a large
audience.®

The loss of his editorial position was yet another frustration in his career and
his personal life since Marx finished his studies at the University of Berlin. The
Prussian government had suppressed his newspaper; his supporters among the
investors in the Rhineland News had abandoned him; and he was once again,
frustratingly for his relations with Jenny, unemployed. But Marx’s brief and stormy
tenure as de facto editor of the Rhineland News had revealed both journalistic and
editorial skills—his polemical talents, inspiring his friends and infuriating his
enemies, and his capability at recruiting an impressive group of co-workers.

To a good deal of the wider public, these abilities remained unknown, due to the
peculiar legal nature of the editorial arrangements of the newspaper. The Prussian
officials who decided to suppress the Rhineland News attributed its subversive
nature to the Young Hegelians in general, and Adolf Rutenberg in particular.
Ironically, only by reading newspaper reports of their decision did they learn that
Marx had been behind the acid attacks on the Prussian authorities.®® Among
Cologne’s notables, though, Marx had made a big impression. They chipped in to
offer him financial support in the difficult years following the suppression of the
Rhineland News. Wilhelm Weitling, a tailor and future rival of Marx for
leadership of the nascent communist movement in Germany, would later derisively
say of him, “He owes his influence to other people. Rich men made him a
newspaper editor, that’s all.”®” We could strip Weitling’s observation of its sting
and observe that it was correct: although not all precisely rich, the members of
Cologne’s middle and upper classes—in short, that bourgeois stratum of society
Marx would later attack—impressed by his vivid and vigorous journalism and his
forthright political stance, would continue to endorse his actions throughout the
decade of the 1840s.

They decisively demonstrated this opinion five years later, during the
Revolution of 1848, the political maelstrom of mid-nineteenth-century Europe. In
April of that year, Ludolf Camphausen was appointed by the king as Prussia’s first



—and last—Iliberal prime minister. He promptly offered a position on his staff to
the vigorous young man he had met as editor of the Rhineland News.®® By that
time, Marx had broken with the liberalism he had endorsed in his first major foray
into journalism. In support of far more radical goals, he began a second, much
larger journalistic venture, the New Rhineland News, whose financial backing
came from those Cologne notables who had seen Marx at work in the metropolis
half a decade earlier.

The years 1842-52 were Marx’s Cologne decade. From his appointment to an
editorial position on the Rhineland News at the start to the arrest, indictment, and
conviction of his followers in the Cologne Communist Trial at its end, the city
remained a source of support and potential base of operations for him. With the
exception of about six months in 1842-43 and fifteen months during the
revolutionary period in 1848-49, Marx did not live in Cologne itself, in the
Rhineland, in Prussia, or even in one of the states of the German Confederation.
He lived abroad, an émigré and an exile. In those years of banishment, both self-
imposed and ordered by the authorities, his intellectual horizons would expand,
his political, social, and economic views would be steadily radicalized, and the
social milieux of his personal and political associates would be drastically
transformed. But in the course of all this, Marx never lost touch with Cologne and
continued to move further along the path that he first began there.



4
The Emigré
..;,;HE;..

THE LESSON MARX DREW from his experiences at the Rhineland News was that
moderation would not work with the Prussian monarchy. Efforts to placate the
authorities just led to frustration. He wrote to Arnold Ruge, “It is bad to perform a
servant’s duties, even for the cause of freedom, and to fight with one hand tied
behind your back. I have gotten tired of the hypocrisy, the stupidity of crude
authority, and our flattering, bending, turning our backs and searching for just the
right words.”! Marx wanted to say what he thought, to express the radical,
democratic, and republican ideas common among the Young Hegelians. As was
always the case with him, expressions of radicalism meant study and analysis of
the causes of radicalism and of its consequences—a process that would lead to
still more radical formulations. This was impossible in Prussia and, more
broadly, within the boundaries of the German Confederation.

Following the example of many left-wing contemporaries, Marx resolved to be
an émigré, to move where he could say what he thought without fear of the censor
or the censorious reader. As his tenure at the Rhineland News was coming to an
end, he began inquiring about a position in a foreign country. An initial possibility
in Zurich did not work out, but in January 1843, Arnold Ruge’s German
Yearbooks were prohibited by the Kingdom of Saxony, acting under pressure from
the Prussian government. Ruge proposed to move his publication abroad, and to
employ Marx as a co-editor. After negotiations running through the spring of 1843,
Ruge, with Marx’s enthusiastic support, decided on a somewhat different
enterprise, the founding of the Franco-German Yearbooks, a journal that would
promote a collaboration of French- and German-speaking radicals. Marx wanted
the journal to appear in Strasbourg, but Ruge insisted on Paris. The magazine
would be published and distributed from Zurich by a German émigré radical,
Julius Frobel, a prominent mid-nineteenth-century figure, today best known for his
uncle Friedrich, the inventor of the kindergarten. Marx would receive a



respectable if not luxurious salary of 550 talers a year, plus honoraria for any
articles he wrote.?

What this meant personally for Marx is evident from another letter he sent to
Ruge in March 1843, as the two were negotiating the publishing venture. “As soon
as we have concluded a contract, I will travel to Kreuznach and get married. . . .”
The issue that had been haunting the engagement for seven long years had finally
been resolved. Marx had a position with which he could support his bride. The
new job was not an unalloyed blessing: Jenny, in particular, was reluctant to leave
the country, but for her as well, the chance to get married was worth all the
potential difficulties.>

In his letter to Ruge, Marx indicated that he would not be traveling to Trier for
his wedding, but to the spa town of Kreuznach, at the junction of the Nahe and
Rhine rivers, to the northeast of Trier, where Jenny and her mother had been living
since the death of her father. A week before the nuptials, Karl and Jenny signed a
notarized marriage contract, a brief one-page document containing three clauses.
The first, establishing a marital community of property, reiterated the standard
arrangements of the Napoleonic Code. By contrast, the second clause modified
these arrangements, stating that future inheritances would become part of the
marital community of property, instead of remaining the separate property of the
inheriting spouse. This was a concession to Jenny, since Karl had the expectation
of an inheritance from his mother, while Jenny could not look forward to any such
future bequests. The final clause stated that debts contracted by either of the two
future spouses before their marriage were their separate responsibility and would
not become debits charged against the marital community of property. This was
another concession of Karl’s, as he had been accumulating debts ever since his
father died five years earlier. Jenny, while presumably head over heels in love
with Karl, was clearly also thinking soberly and practically about their future life
together—as she had done since the beginning of the engagement. With property
relations clarified in advance, as was typically the case in bourgeois marriages,
the wedding could take place: on June 19, 1843, there was first a civil ceremony,
as required by the Napoleonic Code, and then a religious one, in the Protestant
church in Kreuznach.*

The newly married couple departed for a brief honeymoon, up the Rhine River
to the far southwestern end of the German states and Switzerland. In two weeks,
they ran through all their cash, a present from Jenny’s mother, that was intended to
last until Karl began his new job. Supposedly they left the money out in their hotel
rooms, allowing friends and acquaintances to take it and not pay it back. This



story, reiterated by biographers, is based on a third-hand account told thirty years
after the fact by Karl and Jenny’s oldest daughter to Karl’s friend, the gynecologist
Dr. Ludwig Kugelmann, who passed it on to his daughter Franziska, who wrote it
down. In the retelling, the story has become an ominous portent of future money
troubles that would continuously plague the marriage as a result of the couple’s
lax attitudes toward their finances. Stripping the account of the accretions it
gained over the years in its continued retelling reveals something rather different:
the inability of Jenny’s mother to provide her daughter with an appropriate dowry,
a substantial capital that would yield a continuous income to the young couple, as
would be expected of any respectable marriage at the time. Jenny did receive the
household furnishings a respectable bride normally brought into her marriage—
linens, furniture, table silver—but most of the silver was poor quality, outdated or
simply worn out.”

After the honeymoon, the couple returned to Kreuznach, lodging with Jenny’s
mother and brother Edgar, until their departure for Paris in mid-October. The
close proximity to family members did not prevent the newlyweds from
conceiving their first child. Jenny was pregnant by early August 1843. The initial
months of the marriage also gave Marx the leisure to do some intellectual work he
had been preparing since he moved to Bonn from Berlin. One aspect of this work
would become a feature of Marx’s way of absorbing information: reading texts
and making elaborate excerpts. Of course, in the days before scanners,
photocopiers, microfilm, much less typewriters, extensive excerpting was the only
way to procure and store information; but Marx always took unusually extensive
notes, generally much more than was necessary for the project at hand. The spa
town of Kreuznach had a surprisingly good municipal library, created by the city
fathers for the use of the many affluent and well-educated visitors who came to
take the waters. Marx made good use of these facilities, taking notes on the
histories of the major European countries and the United States, as well as going
over some classics of political theory, including works by Montesquieu,
Machiavelli, and Rousseau.®

Besides reading, Marx was also writing, preparing an essay for the Franco-
German Yearbooks, a critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law. For well over a
year, Marx had been considering writing a criticism of the master’s main work on
politics.” The manuscript, although ultimately never finished like so many of
Marx’s larger intellectual efforts, was his first theoretical venture, showing the
state of his thought after editing the Rhineland News but before his departure for
Paris and intellectual and political encounters in continental Europe’s great



metropolis. The Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law consisted primarily of
Hegelian reflections, particularly influenced by the philosopher Ludwig
Feuerbach, on the political issues Marx had discussed when editing the Rhineland
News.

Feuerbach was one of the Young Hegelian philosopher-theologians, along with
David Friedrich Strauss and Bruno Bauer, who had argued that human
understandings of divinity involved the projection—by a process of
externalization, emptying out, and alienation—of collective human characteristics
onto an imaginary supreme being. Both Feuerbach and Bauer had extended this
critique of religion to Hegel’s ideas themselves, understanding Hegel’s concept of
an Absolute Spirit that was the motive force of nature and human history as
precisely the same kind of projection of collective human characteristics onto an
imaginary entity the Young Hegelians had perceived in religion. Where Feuerbach
differed from Bauer and the other Young Hegelians was in his conception of what
was being alienated in both religious ideas of a deity and Hegel’s concept of
Absolute Spirit: not exclusively consciousness or self-consciousness, but the
human race or species in its natural, material—or, as Feuerbach liked to say,
“sensuous”—existence. Feuerbach, in other words, was a materialist, who
propounded a distinctly biological version of materialism, since he saw human
species existence as constituted above all in sexual relations.?

Marx, even at the height of his enthusiasm for Feuerbach, was skeptical of this
naturalist materialism, stating that Feuerbach “references nature too much and
politics too little.”® But he found Feuerbach’s criticism of Hegel’s ontology a
promising way to criticize Hegel’s politics. Feuerbach asserted that Hegel had
confused subject and predicate: Absolute Spirit as subject of history had
characteristics or predicates of humanity as a species, while it was really
humanity as a species that was providing the characteristics of Absolute Spirit.
Marx’s critique made a parallel point: Hegel described the Absolute Idea as the
subject and state and society as its predicates, while in reality the determinations
were reversed.

This line of reasoning may seem both abstruse and abstract, but Marx was using
his philosophical argument to make a political point. He showed how Hegel’s
derivation of the forms and functions of government from the development of the
Idea exalted the powers of the monarch, enhanced the social and political position
of the landed nobility, and reinforced the authority of state officials. Marx had
sarcastic words for the way Hegel made “the governing power [into] the
emanation of the prince,” because the prince represented the bodily existence of



the “subject of the Absolute Idea,” rather than the prince being the constitutionally
designated head of the executive, the governing power. He went on at some length
about how Hegel derived, from the “natural principle of the family,” the nobility’s
entailed estates, and their right to special parliamentary representation in a House
of Lords. There was similar sarcasm for Hegel’s philosophical derivation of the
privileged position of the state bureaucracy.™

Such arguments were intellectually more elaborate versions of the polemics
Marx had written while editing the Rhineland News, and demonstrated, by the
choice of political targets, his republican and democratic sympathies. The
absence, though, of the major topics of his future thought is certainly striking. The
Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law had nothing in it about political economy,
the working class, or socialism.

There was only the faintest hint of Marx’s future views in a lengthy passage in
which he discussed the nature of democracy. Such a regime of popular sovereignty
would exist as a republic, but a republic, as opposed to a monarchy, was just “the
abstract form of the state.” Rather, Marx stated, democracy was a form of
government whose “existence, whose reality, in its genuine basis, can always be
traced back to the authentic man to the authentic people and is posited as the
product of that people.” Establishing a democratic government would not just be a
matter of the proper constitution but also of the relationship of state and society. In
both the monarchy and the republic, he observed, there was a contrast between
individuals as private parties, concerned with their own interests—“property,
contract, marriage, civil society”—and the state. The latter was the “organizing
form” of these private lives, propagating universally valid laws regulating them,
but lacking the same content these private lives had, and establishing a contrast
between the particular, private interests of individuals’ lives and the abstract,
universal law-giving of the state. A genuine democracy would be the “true unity of
the universal and particular,” where the state would be a “particular form of the
people’s existence.” Recent French writers had suggested that in such a regime,
the state—as a form standing for the universal, common interest against private
particular interests—would “perish.” This perishing was not a literal
disappearance, in the mode of anarchism, but the creation of circumstances in
which the state “no longer count[s] as the totality,” that is, was no longer opposed
to the private interests of civil society.

Marx was unclear as to what social changes would be needed to produce such a
democratic state, although there was a hint in one comment he made: “Property,
etc., in short the entire content of law and the state is, with few modifications, the



same in North America as in Prussia.”!! Bringing this comparison into conjunction
with Marx’s remark that a republic was the abstract form of the state and lacked
the necessary content of democracy, it appears that his vision of democracy
required some modification—albeit as yet quite unspecified—of existing property
arrangements.

There were at least three rather different intellectual impulses behind this very
particular invocation of democracy. One was clearly Hegelian; the unification of
the universal and the particular was integral to the concept of Absolute Spirit. But
it was a version of Hegel as modified by the Young Hegelians’ critique of
religion. Just as, Marx argued, politicizing Feuerbach, that divinity was the
externalized and alienated representation of the essence of humanity, so
government was the alienated and externalized form of humanity. Feuerbach’s
atheist religion called for re-inscribing humanity with its characteristics
previously ascribed to a deity. Similarly, in Marx’s version of democracy, public
interest, the universal common good, would no longer be the exclusive property of
a state standing against and opposed to society. Instead, there would be a regime
in which the particular, private concerns of civil society would simultaneously
articulate the universal common good, since both would be manifestations of the
people, the basis of democracy.

Marx attributed this regime, in which the state would “perish,” to “recent
Frenchmen,” possibly making an oblique reference to the French socialists he had
been studying in Cologne.!? There was probably another French source of Marx’s
ideas, the eighteenth-century thinker Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Thick black lines in
the margin of Marx’s excerpts from Rousseau’s Social Contract emphasized the
latter’s description of the union of private interests in the general will.!®> Marx’s
idea of the unity of the particular with the universal, of the private interests of
civil society with the general interests of the state in a democratic regime, were
not dissimilar to Rousseau’s concepts, if expressed in Hegelian form.

Most of the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law consisted of a reiteration, in
more intellectual language and philosophical form, of themes Marx had already
expressed in his articles for the Rhineland News. Those few passages in the
manuscript that went further, toward a new arrangement of state and society for
which Marx had as yet no new designation and simply called “democracy,” drew
on an eclectic group of intellectual sources. The combination of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, Ludwig Feuerbach, and perhaps the 1840s French socialist Victor
Considérant certainly deserves to be called eclectic, and it remained vague and
imprecise, lacking content, detail, or any idea of how the new social and political



order would come into existence. All of this would only emerge during the year
and a half that Marx would spend in Paris.

Arnold Ruge, accompanied by Moses Hess, went on to Paris in August 1843,
two months ahead of Marx, to take the initial steps in organizing their periodical.
Ruge’s later description of the hopes he placed in his move elucidates the
magnetic attraction of the French capital for émigré German radicals: “At the end
of our journey, we find the great valley of Paris, the cradle of the new Europe, the
broad magic kettle in which world history is steaming, and out of which it ever
and again bubbles forth anew.” Marx might not have used such exalted language,
but he too would have felt the attraction and challenge of the Continent’s great
metropolis.

The city was enormous. Ruge recalled standing at its highest point, at the top of
Montmartre, and seeing before him an infinite urban panorama: “We could not
encompass it in one view, the extent of the city ran around us, it made a semi-
circle, whose end, on both sides was beyond our view. . . . What we have before
us, as far as the eye can see is all Paris. . . .” Its population surging toward the
million mark, Paris was a couple of orders of magnitude larger than provincial
German cities such as Trier or Cologne, and well above the 300,000 inhabitants
Berlin had counted during Marx’s student days.

Beyond just the absolute number of inhabitants, no central European city could
compete with the richness and diversity of the cultural and intellectual life in the
great French metropolis. Every kind of literature abounded, from the classics
portrayed by the Comédie Francaise, to the Romantic writings of Victor Hugo or
Jules Michelet, to the realism of Honoré de Balzac, whom Marx admired greatly,
to the popular forms of literature in the boulevard theaters and the enormously
successful works of the sentimental novelist Eugene Sue, whom Marx deeply
despised. The art world was no less varied, from the old masters at the Louvre to
the avant-garde realists, such as Courbet, to the intensely politicized satirical
cartoons and lampoons of Daumier.

Daumier’s work pointed to the major reason for Marx and Ruge’s relocation to
Paris: the city’s role as the capital of what was, in spite of its defeats in the
Napoleonic Wars, still the Continent’s wealthiest, most powerful, and most
influential country. The so-called July Monarchy, installed in France after the
revolutionary Parisian street fighting of July 1830, was a liberal constitutional
regime, containing the sorts of guarantees of basic civil liberties that Marx, in the
Rhineland News, had advocated in vain for Prussia. Although by the 1840s the
French government was following a somewhat more conservative course and had



placed some restrictions on the free expression of political ideas, even this more
limited setting for political debate was a sharp change from the censorship and
authoritarian bureaucracy in Prussia. The entire left-right political spectrum—not
to mention groups claiming to be in another political dimension altogether—was
vigorously present in Paris, from conservatives to pro- and anti-government
liberals, to radical democrats and republicans, to pacifist Fourierist socialists, to
revolutionary communists. Supporters of all these views articulated their opinions
forthrightly in the periodical press, parliamentary debates, legal and clandestine
associations, public and private gatherings. Not only were the vigor and forums of
political debate in Paris greater than in Prussia, so were the social circles in
which it was expressed. Marx had previously been involved with a small group of
Young Hegelian intellectuals, and then, while editing the Rhineland News, with
the more numerous but eminently bourgeois notables of Cologne. In Paris he met
working-class political activists, and spent time in taverns both with artisans
belonging to illegal, secret societies and with members of legal mutual benefit
associations.

Paris was the capital of the entire Continent. Political exiles from across Europe
flocked to the city, where they could express their ideas freely and even hope to
influence public policy in ways that would reverberate back home. Leftists and
liberals from the Iberian Peninsula and Italy, Poland and Russia, even the
Danubian principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, core of the future Romania,
were all a part of the Parisian political scene. Marx’s contacts with the Russians,
in particular, are well documented.™

Living in Paris brought Marx into close proximity with radicals from other
countries, but becoming an émigré meant new and often quite different contacts
with Germans. They were the largest group of foreigners in Paris, some 60,000
strong by the mid-1840s, or about one Parisian in seventeen. Many dissident
German intellectuals were living in the French capital, including Young Hegelians
and other radicals Marx had met in Berlin and Cologne, but also a host of new
acquaintances. Two well-known examples were the celebrated poet and man of
letters Heinrich Heine, whose political attitudes vacillated between liberal and
more radical perspectives; and August Ludwig von Rochau, onetime student
radical and later unconventional liberal, who would coin the famous term
Realpolitik. Paris’s German intellectuals included some historically more obscure
figures, veteran leftists who had been active for years in radical secret societies,
such as Jacob Venedey, German Miurer, and August Hermann Ewerbeck.'® Marx
would move in their circles as well.



These long-term leftists did socialize with their fellow intellectuals, even of
other political persuasions, but they also shared a social scene with members of a
quite different milieu: the substantial majority of Paris’s German inhabitants, who
were journeymen artisans come to France because they were unable to find work
in central Europe. About one third of the tailors, shoemakers, and cabinetmakers
—the three most numerous but also worst paid crafts—in Paris at the time were
Germans.!” These artisans made up the bulk of the membership in the secret
societies led by intellectuals such as Ewerbeck or Venedey; like their fellow
craftsmen all across the Continent, they joined mutual benefit societies to guard
against the dangers of their proletarian existence, particularly unemployment-
generating illness. And like their French counterparts, they were experimenting, in
eclectic and unsystematic fashion, with socialist and communist ideas, mixing
vaguely understood notions about collective workshops, often drawn from
memories of the guild system, with biblically based, if theologically dubious,
understandings of justice and equity.!8

The elements of Marx’s intellectual evolution between the fall of 1843 and the
end of the following year—in particular, his redefinition of the future ideal regime
as communist; his investigation of the works of the major economists of the day
and incorporation of their findings into his new worldview; his identification of
the working class as the vehicle for political transformation; and his restatement
of Feuerbach’s version of Young Hegelianism, to put an emphasis on the labor
process—were all conceptually distinct from his personal experiences in
Europe’s leading metropolis. Marx by no means accepted everything or everyone
he met in Paris. Older and more experienced, with more responsibilities than
when he was a young and enthusiastic student in Berlin, Marx was far more
discerning in assessing the new intellectual and political currents he encountered
in Paris, and deciding which he preferred to reject, than he had been in 1837 when
he embraced the doctrines of the Young Hegelians. Yet it is hard to avoid the
impression that life in Paris played a major role in shaping Marx’s future.

KARL AND JENNY ARRIVED on October 11 or 12, 1843. During their sixteen-month
stay, they resided at several different addresses on the rue Vanneau, in the
fashionable Faubourg Saint-Germain.'® At first, they lodged with Arnold Ruge, the
radical poet Georg Herwegh, and their spouses. Some writers have, rather
naively, seen this living arrangement as a socialist commune, misled by Ruge’s
ironic description of it as “a bit of communism.” Ruge’s plans, which included a



cook and housekeeper for the common apartment, and delivery of all foodstuffs,
thus making shopping unnecessary, were designed primarily to enable the émigrés
“to live more cheaply,” no small point in such an expensive city. Disagreements
among the wives brought the common household to a quick end, and the Marxes
moved out, but just to another apartment down the block.?

Shortly after the Marxes’ arrival, Ruge fell ill, so Marx had to take over
responsibility for editing the Franco-German Yearbooks. He threw himself into
the task with the same energy he had shown in editing the Rhineland News, but
with much less success. The French part of the Yearbooks fell away, because Ruge
and Marx were unable to get any French contributors, in spite of making rounds of
the many left-wing circles in Paris. Although they, like all educated Europeans of
the time, could read French with some facility, their spoken French was poor and
they had trouble making themselves understood.

Language problems were not the only issue, since they had the help of Moses
Hess, who spoke better French from a previous stay in Paris, as a translator.
There were also political and intellectual differences that made cooperation
difficult. Most of the French socialists the German editors met rejected political
action as a means to bring about their new society, counting instead on the
voluntary formation of communes, without the need for subversive activities or
revolutionary struggles. These socialists also understood their social and
economic plans in religious terms: communism was the authentic realization of the
ideals of Christianity. The radical, atheist German intellectuals, subversives in
trouble with the Prussian authorities, were not at all congenial to these French
socialists. Realizing some of these difficulties, the editors shifted their attention to
the leaders of the non-socialist radical opposition to the July Monarchy, men like
the poet Alphonse Lamartine, or the attorney Alexandre Ledru-Rollin, both of
whom would play leading roles during the Revolution of 1848. But they had no
more success in eliciting their cooperation. There was a group on the French left
that probably would have been sympathetic to the émigré radicals: the overt
revolutionaries, who combined an appeal to the heritage of Jacobinism, including
its anti-clericalism, with a growing interest in socialist doctrines. Only these men,
such as Armand Barbes, or Louis-Auguste Blanqui, France’s leading
revolutionary conspirator, were in jail for their attempts to foment uprisings, and
so unavailable for collaboration.?!

If efforts to recruit French authors for the Yearbooks failed, Marx was able to
pull together enough German contributors to bring out a double issue at the end of
February 1844. It was the first and last issue. Ruge had hoped, following the



example of the Rhineland News, to create a corporation to publish the magazine,
but found no investors. The Franco-German Yearbooks, financially a partnership
between Ruge and Frobel (Marx was asked to join, but had no funds to put into the
venture), was seriously undercapitalized.””> One setback would destroy the
enterprise, and when the Prussian authorities confiscated copies as they came into
Germany, Julius Frébel gave up on the magazine, and Marx and Ruge were unable
to find anyone to replace him. As the publishing venture failed, quarrels among its
leading figures broke out. Ruge and Hess got into a vicious fight over a small sum
the former had given the latter as an advance on an article never delivered. Ruge
paid Marx, at least in part, not in cash but with copies of the Yearbooks—an
object lesson in economics, which Marx did not fail to comprehend. Marx and
Ruge then quarreled bitterly, and broke off relations with each other. Ostensibly,
the issue between them was the extramarital affairs of Georg Herwegh, another
member of the Yearbooks’ inner circle (he was consorting with Franz Liszt’s ex-
mistress), Ruge denouncing Herwegh’s immorality, Marx contending that
Herwegh’s questionable personal life should not impede political collaboration
with him.?3

This turn of affairs was particularly painful to Marx, since it occurred as the
number of his dependents was growing. Jenny gave birth to a daughter on May 1,
1844. Her parents named the child Jenny, and she quickly came to be known in the
family as Jennychen, “little Jenny.” Jenny took the infant, at the age of six weeks,
to visit her mother, who had moved back to Trier from Kreuznach. When mother
and daughter arrived in Trier, the little girl was half-dead, probably because she
was not nursing but receiving some dreadful gruel, a prime source of infant
mortality at the time. The family physician decided the baby needed a wet-nurse,
so the daughter of an old family retainer was hired. Jenny would bring the wet-
nurse, who could do double duty as household help and even spoke a little French,
back with her to Paris.

Dressed in the latest Parisian fashions, “for once more elegant than everybody”
in Trier, showing off her daughter, Jenny was a big success and was soon
receiving regular visits from all her past acquaintances. She herself took the
“difficult walk” and went to see her mother-in-law. But the meeting with Henriette
Marx, to her surprise, went extremely well. Pleased at the news of her son’s
position, Henriette was accepting and loving to her daughter-in-law, a noticeable
change from past experiences. Jenny remarked in a letter to Karl on “What success
does, or, for us, rather the semblance of success that I have been able to maintain

with the finest tactics.”24



Much to her and Karl’s delight, they were rescued by Karl’s supporters in
Cologne, who raised the substantial sum of 1,000 talers and sent it to him,
“personally to compensate you for the sacrifices you have made for our common
cause.” Heinrich Claessen, the Cologne liberal who directed the efforts,
compared Marx to Daniel O’Connell, the celebrated Irish nationalist leader,
whose followers collected a “national subscription” for him so that he could
devote himself full time to politics. So Marx’s studies, leading him toward
communism, were financed by Cologne’s bourgeoisie, yet more evidence of the
powerful impression Marx had made when editing the Rhineland News, and of the
local celebrity that he had achieved.?

IF THE FRANCO-GERMAN YEARBOOKS failed both as a business venture and a political
intervention, the two articles Marx wrote for the double issue represented
important steps in the development of his worldview. One of these articles,
“Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law,” argued that the Young
Hegelians’ critique of religion should not be an end in itself, but lead toward a
criticism of social and political conditions. In doing so, Marx, for the first time,
began to develop a theory of how the political and social changes he envisaged
would come to pass. The second article, “On the Jewish Question,” formulated as
a review of Bruno Bauer’s book by the same name, was both a critique of the
Young Hegelians and the first public formulation of Marx’s communist ideals.?
Marx’s connection of economic criticism to his discussion of the legal and social
standing of the Jews in that piece has led to persistent charges that he was an anti-
Semite—charges involving an anachronistic conception of both anti-Semitism and
Jews.

The “Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law” began by
confirming the Young Hegelians’ idea of religion as an alienated expression of
collective humanity. But humanity, Marx went on, was “the human world, state,
society. This state, this society produces religion, an upside-down consciousness
of the world, because the world itself is upside down.” Religion, as the
expression of an alienated human existence, was simultaneously a protest against
this existence and consolation for it, in Marx’s famous phrase—borrowed from
Bruno Bauer—the “opium of the people.”?” Consequently, Marx asserted, the
philosophical criticism of religion, or the attempts of the Free Men in Berlin to
develop an atheist lifestyle, did not suffice; needed was a criticism of the social
and political circumstances that were articulated in alienated form by religion. If



philosophy had previously “exposed the holy form of human self-alienation,” it
was now necessary “to expose self-alienation in its unholy form. The critique of
heaven is thus transformed into a critique of the earth, the criticism of religion into
a criticism of law, the criticism of theology into a criticism of politics.”

Such criticism would perceive current conditions in Germany—the absolutist
state, the society of orders, the Romantic intellectuals and enthusiasts for the
ancient Germanic tribes or the Middle Ages, and the jurists of the Historical
School of Law, who justified these conditions—as similar to those in France
before the Revolution of 1789. Since then, France, England, and other countries of
Western Europe had become constitutional monarchies, characterized by basic
civil rights, equality under the law, and a strong elected parliament, so the further
continuation of pre-1789 circumstances in the German states was an archaic and
anachronistic parody of its predecessor. When editing the Rhineland News, Marx
had envisaged peaceful and gradual ways to change these circumstances; now he
concluded that their removal, as had been the case in France, would require a
revolution, or as Marx put it, in one of the many pithy phrases he used in the essay,
“the weapon of criticism cannot replace the criticism of weapons.”

A rerun of 1789 in Germany, Marx continued, would only result in
circumstances like those in the post-revolutionary France of the 1840s. Ever since
his arrival in Paris, Marx had been intellectually and personally in contact with
enemies of this post-revolutionary order, who had pointed out its many social,
economic, and political defects. A German revolution, he suggested, would have
to go further, not just to raise Germany “to the official level of the modern nations,
but to the human heights, which are the near future of these nations.” This need to
exceed past revolutions, in effect to have Germany take the lead in nineteenth-
century revolutions, as France had done in the previous century, does sound like a
moral imperative, intermingled with a bit of national pride. But the final turn in
Marx’s argument, dealing with how this German revolution was to come about,
eliminated the moral imperative and also underscored the vanguard position of
Germany, paradoxically by emphasizing its retrograde character.

Marx asserted that a “radical revolution,” leading to “universal human
emancipation,” was not a “utopian dream” for Germany; rather, it was the more
modest alternative of a “political revolution,” that is, one modeled on the French
revolutions of 1789 and 1830. The reason for this assertion was the first public
example of Marx’s theory of social classes. In Marx’s view, a political revolution
required a class of civil society to identify its particular emancipation with the
universal emancipation of civil society. For the French Revolution of 1789, he



ascribed this revolutionary role to the bourgeoisie—an ascription derived from
the French socialist authors he had been reading—but denied that its contemporary
German counterpart could carry out the same role. The German bourgeoisie
refused to represent the universal interests of civil society, but was just one of a
large number of social and political groups, including the state bureaucracy, the
nobility, and the monarchy, all of whom were competing with each other to
advance their own particular interests. This was criticism strongly reminiscent of
Marx’s article for the Rhineland News concerning the debates on freedom of the
press, when he denounced the different groups in the Rhenish Diet for seeing press
freedom as a particular interest, rather than one example of a universal
articulation of civil liberties.

In his articles on wood theft in the Rhineland News, Marx had not been able to
identify any revolutionary class. Now he derived its chief criterion: a class whose
burdens were so great, whose conditions were so difficult, whose possibilities for
action within the existing socioeconomic and political system were so restricted,
that it could only achieve its emancipation by a total reversal of all existing
conditions. This would occur through

The formation of a class with radical chains, a class of civil society which. .
. possesses a universal character through its universal suffering and raises no
claims to a particular right, because no particular injustice but injustice pure
and simple is done to it . . . which does not stand in a one-sided antagonism
to the consequences of the German state system, but in an all-sided
antagonism to its presuppositions, a sphere, finally, which cannot emancipate
itself without emancipating all other spheres of society, which, in a word, is
the complete loss of man, thus can only regain itself through the complete
regaining of man. This dissolution of society as a particular [social] order is

the proletariat.?®

In this paragraph, the working class appears as the moving force behind, and the
subject of, history. It is the successor to Hegel’s Absolute Spirit, Bauer’s human
self-consciousness, and Feuerbach’s human species essence. Marx, one could say,
invented the working class for political reasons: to realize the aspirations
emerging from his frustrating encounters with authoritarian Prussian rule. His
political reasons were shaped by the Young Hegelians’ philosophical efforts to
find a human and material version of Hegel’s cosmic unity of the development of
Absolute Spirit, and by French radicals’ and socialists’ criticism of the post-
revolutionary order in their country. Marx’s personal acquaintance with the actual



working class, with its own suffering, actions, aspirations, and ideas, was barely
beginning when he placed his revolutionary hopes in it.

The essay concluded with an express articulation of Marx’s portrayal of the link
between his philosophical-political aspirations and the working class: “The
emancipation of the German is the emancipation of man. The head of this
emancipation is philosophy, its heart is the proletariat. Philosophy cannot realize
itself without the abolition of the proletariat and the proletariat cannot abolish
itself without the realization of philosophy.” The final word was an articulation of
the project of the Franco-German Yearbooks: “the day of the Germans’
resurrection will be announced by the crowing of the Gallic rooster.” A
forthcoming radical revolution in France would lead to an insurrection in
Germany; or perhaps, as one might imagine from a native of Trier, a new
revolutionary war by a revolutionary French government, along the lines of the
one in the 1790s, would bring revolutionary changes to Germany.

The goal of this even more radical revolution, the “universal human
emancipation” it would bring in its wake, remained vague. The other essay of
Marx’s published in the Franco-German Yearbooks, “On the Jewish Question,”
began to elucidate this point, articulating for the first time Marx’s understanding of
human emancipation as involving an end to capitalism. In doing so, he identified
capitalism with the Jews, in derogatory fashion, so that his critics frequently
charge him with being an anti-Semite. The charges have been awkward for Marx’s
defenders, who have tiptoed around the essay in embarrassed fashion.?® The
problem with the whole debate on the essay is the almost irresistible temptation to
read it in the light of twentieth-century German history, and the Nazis’ “Final
Solution to the Jewish Question.” Understanding what Marx had in mind when
writing the piece means removing it from the twentieth century’s totalitarian
regimes, mass murders, and racial anti-Semitism, and putting it back into its
original context of the 1840s—in particular, the debate over the “emancipation” or
granting of legal equality to the Jews, and the linked ideas of liberal Protestant
theologians and Young Hegelian philosophers on the topic.

The essay Marx wrote was a critical review of, and commentary on, two works
by Bruno Bauer, both written in 1843, in which he had opposed the emancipation
of the Jews. These had stirred up a large controversy, and Marx’s comments were
one small piece of a much wider debate, which Marx himself followed closely.*
Bauer’s own position, at least at first glance, seemed out of place in the question
of Jewish emancipation. Much of the opposition to this emancipation in central
Europe had come from political and religious conservatives, who saw both the



individual German states and a broader German nationality as deeply permeated
with the divinely revealed principles of Christianity, making it impossible for
Jews, who rejected such principles, to be citizens or subjects with rights equal to
those of Christians, or even to belong to the German nation at all. One might have
expected the Young Hegelians, who perceived both divine Christian revelation
and the Christian divinity it revealed as the alienated expression of humanity’s
self-consciousness, to support Jewish emancipation.

Bauer, though, employing his Hegelian interpretation of religion, took the
opposite position. Christianity, he asserted, demonstrated human self-alienation in
its highest form, since its divinity, its externalized and alienated human species
self-consciousness, was Jesus Christ, a human being. Theological reflection on the
fact that Christianity understood “man, a consciousness, as the essence of all
things” led ultimately to the Enlightenment, and to the emancipatory, Hegelian
critique of human self-alienation in religion. By contrast, Bauer continued, in
religion the Jew “was much too concerned” with “satisfaction of natural needs . . .
washings, purifications, his religious selection and purification of daily foods, that
he could even think about what man is, altogether.” Jews were a particular, self-
absorbed group. Their Sabbath observance was solely for them, and they found
nothing wrong with letting “Christian servants or neighbors” do their work on the
Sabbath, or Christian employees perform business deals. Bauer worked himself
into a rage on this point, describing Jewish religious attitudes as “the mere
cleverness of sensual egoism,” as “crude and repulsive,” as “hypocrisy.”3!

This particularist, self-centered religious attitude, Bauer contended, made Jews
unfit for potential citizenship. Even actions by Jews demonstrating a different
perspective—and Bauer referred explicitly to the argument of Gabriel Riesser that
Jews had participated in the German nationalist uprising against Napoleonic rule
—did not serve to qualify them, since these actions involved an arbitrary
dispensation from the Jewish laws of ritual purity, and were therefore in
themselves hypocritical. As Bauer put it, the Jew “is and remains a Jew, in spite
of his being a citizen and living in universal human relations: his Jewish and
limited essence always wins out over his human and political obligations.”>?

For Bauer, Christianity, even if it was an expression of human self-alienation,
was at least a step on the road to human emancipation. Judaism, on the other hand,
was a historical dead end, not even potentially compatible with human
emancipation. This conclusion was the Hegelianized and radicalized version of an
argument against emancipation frequently articulated by liberal Protestant
theologians, the intellectual milieu from which the Young Hegelians had emerged.



Such liberal theologians could not argue that Judaism was an inferior religion
because Jews did not accept the divinity of Jesus, since these liberal theologians
did not accept the divinity of Jesus either. Rather, they described Judaism as
ethically inferior to Christianity. It was particularist, limited to a Chosen People,
instead of being universally available. It was focused on the performance of ritual
practices rather than on the examination of conscience and moral decision making.
Germany’s liberal Protestant theologians would repeat this invidious comparison
well into the twentieth century. During the mid-nineteenth-century debate on
Jewish emancipation, their theological position was politicized. It was used to
condemn Jewish economic practices as self-interested, immoral, and exploitative,
and to assert that individuals tied to a self-centered and particularist faith could
not act as citizens of a wider polity, along with people not sharing their religion.
Both criteria led to a liberal opposition to Jewish emancipation.®® This attitude
was one response to the question with which Heinrich Marx had wrestled for a
substantial portion of his life: what would be the place of the Jews, a “nation” of
the society of orders, after that society had come to an end?

While this was a difficult question for Heinrich, his son, who had learned
liberal Protestant theology both in its original form and in its secularized Young
Hegelian version, had no difficulty in accepting its perception of Judaism as a
historically backward and ethically inferior religion. He wrote to Arnold Ruge in
1843, specifically in reference to Bauer’s attitudes, that the “Israelite faith is
repulsive to me.” But the political consequences Marx drew from this view were
the opposite of the attitudes of Bauer and liberal opponents of emancipation,
namely, an explicit endorsement of equal rights for Jews.3* In his essay on the
Jewish Question, Marx suggested that the very same reasoning granting Jews
equal rights led to the demand that society be transformed in a communist
direction. This may seem like a puzzling conclusion, but it was a result of the
combination of Marx’s study of contemporary history and society done in
Kreuznach, his attitude toward religion expressed in his other essay in the
Franco-German Yearbooks, and his efforts to envisage a future social and
political order in a space beyond the world created by the French Revolution.

To make his point about Jewish emancipation, Marx turned to an unexpected
source, the writings of Alexis de Tocqueville about the United States.®® In that
country, as the French traveler had observed, a multitude of religions flourished,
all of which were separated from a secular state. This “emancipation of the state
from Judaism from Christianity, from religion altogether,” Marx asserted, was the
“political emancipation of the Jew, the Christian, of the religious person in



general.” In contrast to Bauer, who understood emancipation in terms of religions’
similarity to modern, Enlightened, public-spirited, atheist ideals, Marx saw the
realization of atheism in the secularization of the government. By making it
possible for adherents of all religious confessions to be citizens, Marx asserted,
the government was annulling religion in regard to politics and public life, just as
(again explicitly referencing the United States) by introducing universal manhood
suffrage, it was annulling the role of property in politics.3®

Marx was not, of course, asserting that the United States of the 1840s was a
communist country, any more than it was an atheist one. Just the opposite, he
noted, faithfully following Tocqueville, in private life both religion and property
had a very vigorous existence. His point was to contrast the particular existences
of civil society—different religions, different social classes, with different
amounts and kinds of property—to the universal position of a democratic state,
where all citizens were equal under the law, and all had the right to vote. If Marx
had stopped there, arguing that emancipation of the Jews was part of the creation
of a democratic state, and an important step in the direction of such a state, no one
could have accused him of anti-Semitism. Marx, though, was not content with the
contrast between a state, even a democratic and republican one, representing the
universal public interest, and a civil society, where different individuals and
groups, including social classes with very different amounts of property and
personal possibilities, pursued their own particular interests. Rather, such
circumstances, as Marx had explained in his published and unpublished accounts
of Hegel’s philosophy of law, were a form of human alienation he was seeking to
overcome.

This was where Marx introduced the distinction between “political
emancipation” and “human emancipation.” The latter form, abolishing human self-
alienation within civil society, going beyond even the radical ideas of the French
Revolution, was the “emancipation of humanity from Judaism.” Using Feuerbach’s
language, Marx stated that he was concerned not so much with Judaism as a
religion but with the “genuine Jew” in his practical life. Reiterating Bauer’s
hostile opinions, Marx described the “worldly basis” of the Jews as “practical
need, self-interest.” The “worldly cult” of the Jew was “haggling and bargaining,”
the “worldly God” was money. “The emancipation from haggling and from money,
thus from the practical, real Jewry would be the self-emancipation of our time.”

Having identified Jews with capitalism, Marx conversely identified capitalism
with the Jews. If egoism and practical need were principles of Judaism, they were
also principles of civil society. These principles were articulated as money,



“which is the essence of man’s labor and his being that has been alienated from
him. That alienated being dominates him and he worships it.” This alienated
world of the Jews “reaches its high point with the completion and perfection of
civil society, but civil society is first perfected in the Christian world. . . . It is
thus not only in the Pentateuch or the Talmud that we find the essence of today’s
Jew but in contemporary society . . . not only as the narrow, limited existence of
the Jew, but as the Jewish narrow, limited existence of society.” The end to this
state of affairs, Marx suggested, would occur when society succeeded in
abolishing “the empirical essence of Jewry, haggling and its presuppositions,”
when the “conflict of individual-sensual existence with the species existence of
humanity is abolished.” The very last sentence of the piece reads: “The societal
emancipation of the Jew is the emancipation of society from Jewry.”3’

In this essay, Marx explicitly endorsed the view of Judaism as an ethically
inferior religion, and the practical consequences of this religion for everyday life
articulated by liberal Protestant theologians and their Young Hegelian interpreters.
Unlike them, he did not see these ostensible moral failures as a reason to deny
Jews civic rights. Instead, Marx understood the emancipation of the Jews as the
implementation of universal human rights developed in the eighteenth-century
French and American revolutions, interpreting these rights, as he interpreted most
aspects of politics, society, and economics, in Hegelian terms.

Marx did use this negative picture of the Jews as a way to attack capitalism. He
did not, as would be the case with most anti-Semites, identify capitalism or the
worst aspects of capitalism with the Jews; but he did perceive capitalism as
arising out of Jewish economic practices. This perception appeared in other
writings of his from the time, including his first essays on economics, the so-
called Paris manuscripts. There, Marx denounced capitalists for constantly
seeking to invent new products in order to get money from their customers. For the
capitalist, he wrote, “every product is a bait to lure the essence of the other, his
money . . . every genuine or possible need is a weaknesses which leads flies to the
flypaper.” The capitalist “incites pathological desires [in his customer], ferrets
out every weakness in him,” in order to receive money for the sale of his products.
While today we might think of this condemnation in terms of advertising and
consumer capitalism, in mid-nineteenth-century central Europe, well before the
consumer era, such attacks were frequently levied against Jewish peddlers and
moneylenders, who were accused of exploiting their peasant customers in just this
way, by “outfitting them . . . with every possible, superfluous, useless and
defective need. . . .”38



This view of capitalism as a Jewish creation, but one not limited to Jews,
reaching its high point when Christians took over “Jewish” capitalist attitudes,
was common to a number of Marx’s contemporaries. Moses Hess had submitted
an essay on money to the Franco-German Yearbooks, making points about Jews,
money, and capitalism very similar to those Marx used in his piece. Hess’s work
was not published in the Yearbooks, but Marx had read it before writing his essay
on the Jewish Question. Hess had also told Arnold Ruge that following the
abolition of capitalism and the creation of a new communist society, it would be
necessary to guillotine “just a few . . . property owners, stubborn bankers, Jews,
capitalists, landowners and landlords”—a drastic identification of Jews with a
capitalist social order. Another of Marx’s Parisian acquaintances, Heinrich Heine,
had described Hamburg, Germany’s preeminent commercial center, as a “city of
hagglers” inhabited by “baptized and un-baptized Jews (I call all Hamburg’s
inhabitants Jews). . . .”3°

Marx, Hess, and Heine all came from a Jewish background, although they had
all distanced themselves from the Jewish religion. Marx is often described as a
self-hating Jew, but it would be difficult to say the same of Hess or Heine, since
the latter had an ironic, detached attitude toward Jewishness, and the former
became a proponent of a proto-Zionism.*? It would be more appropriate to say
that in the 1840s all three were living in an era when being Jewish was
understood primarily in terms of religious affiliation or as membership in a
“nation” of the society of orders. Later on in the century, with the rise of Darwinist
ideas, conceptions of Jews as a biologically distinct group of common descent, a
“race,” whose membership was involuntary, would become the rule; but it would
be incorrect to apply the intellectual paradigms of the 1880s and 1890s to the
period four or five decades earlier. By mid-nineteenth-century standards of
Jewishness, Marx was the least Jewish of the three. He had been baptized as a
child, and received a Protestant religious education. Heine, by contrast, was not
baptized until adulthood, and Hess, although breaking with his family’s Orthodox
Judaism, never became a Christian.

Marx’s identification of Jews with capitalism certainly provided ammunition for
later anti-Semitic attitudes within the labor and socialist movement, but there is
another aspect of his thought, more important for Marx’s own political aspirations,
that the essay on the Jewish Question reveals. Marx believed that Jews should
have equality of rights as citizens. Their emancipation was a goal worth fighting
for, and an important indicator of a democratic political order. He also believed
that the movement from a democratic and republican order to a communist one



would involve eliminating from society those obnoxious Jewish characteristics
that enemies of Jewish emancipation were using to disqualify Jews from
citizenship in the first place. There was a certain disjunction between Marx’s
initial, democratic and republican political goals and his further communist ones.
The disjunction was not limited to the Jewish Question, but would run through
Marx’s political aspirations as articulated in the Communist Manifesto, and
would dog his efforts at political change, from the Revolution of 1848 to the Paris
Commune of 1871.

FOLLOWING HIS BREAK WITH Arnold Ruge, Marx was politically on his own in
Paris. A few months later, he was personally on his own as well, when his wife,
taking little Jenny with her, went to Trier for an extended visit to her mother. Jenny
had some anxieties about leaving her husband alone in a city that had a well-
developed reputation for sexual licentiousness, but there was no need for her to
worry.*! In her absence Karl continued his political activities, read economists
voraciously, and developed his communist ideas. His one important personal
encounter was not with a chorus girl but with Friedrich Engels.

Marx moved in the same circles after the collapse of the Yearbooks that he had
before. He continued to associate with German intellectuals in Paris, having some
success in getting them, especially their leading figure Heine, on his side in his
feud with Ruge.*> Marx also pursued contacts with both French socialists and
radical émigrés from other countries. It was at this time that he first encountered
the Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin. Some decades later, the two would
become bitter enemies, a hostility perhaps encouraged by memories of their
earlier friendship.

Marx also intensified his connections to the secret societies of German artisans.
He reported to Ludwig Feuerbach in August 1844 that the leaders of these groups
had been reading out loud to their followers excerpts from Feuerbach’s Essence
of Christianity twice a week, during the summer. Although Marx would certainly
have endorsed spreading atheist notions among the radical artisans, it is not clear
if the initiative to do so came from him, since Hermann Ewerbeck, one of the
secret society leaders, was a great Feuerbach enthusiast, who eventually
published a French translation of the Essence of Christianity. Nonetheless,
Marx’s knowledge of the secret meetings of secret societies suggests a growing
involvement with them.*3

At the beginning of 1844, a biweekly German-language journal, Forwards!,



began publication in Paris. The original founders were a dubious duo, an
eccentric theatrical director and a Prussian police spy; but in the spring of 1844,
secret society leaders and other leftist intellectuals, including Marx, gained
greater influence on its editorial policy. Hoping that the small publication could,
at least in part, replace the Franco-German Yearbooks, Marx pushed for it to
adopt a socialist editorial policy. To that end, he published an essay in Forwards!
on the uprising of the Silesian weavers, the first example of a working-class
insurgency in central Europe, using the occasion to reiterate his views on the
proletariat as the vehicle for political change.**

It was a couple of weeks after Marx’s essay on the Silesian weavers appeared,
on August 23, 1844, that Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels met in person for the
first time. Out of this meeting would come a lifelong political and personal
collaboration, seeming in retrospect so close that the two men are invariably
described together: Marx & Engelstm, so to speak. In part, this representation
points to the odd closeness of two such dissimilar people: one tall and fair, the
other short and dark; one practical, businesslike, and good at earning money, the
other moving in a realm of abstract ideas and chronically having trouble making
ends meet; son of a businessman and son of a lawyer; one of Protestant, the other
of Jewish background, or, as emphasized in a past era of racial thinking, one of
Nordic and one of Semitic descent. The way these differences, these contradictory
personal characteristics, could be overcome in a common cause was, one might
say, almost dialectical. The common cause was cemented by an intimate
friendship, making them the Damon and Pythias of communism.*

Like so many well-known features of Marx’s life, this portrayal of the two
men’s lifelong ties as inevitable from the first meeting is a half-truth, ironing out
personal and political differences, and projecting the relationship of later years
onto the early period of their acquaintance. The information about Marx and
Engels’s initial encounter is on the scanty side—just three paragraph-long
retrospectives by the protagonists, perhaps surprising for the significance of the
event, although neither of the two was much given to writing memoirs. Other
evidence has been suppressed: after Marx’s death, his daughters Eleanor and
Laura destroyed letters he wrote critical of Engels. Still other letters were kept
hidden for decades, and only published at the end of the twentieth century in the
new MEGA.*® Looking more closely, it does seem that the initial meeting of the
two men launched a period of intellectual and political cooperation, but one that
did not always go smoothly. In the years after their first encounter, the two went
their separate ways for longer periods of time, and contemporaries saw Marx’s



closest collaborators in his friends in Cologne.*” The relationship between Marx
and Engels only became truly unbreakable in the early 1850s, when they were
both political refugees in England. It was also then that certain of their contrasting
personal characteristics became fully developed, particularly Engels as the
practical moneymaker and Marx as the impecunious theorist. So, rather than
understanding this first meeting as the almost miraculous unity of opposites
leading inevitably to a permanent collaboration, it might be more helpful to see
what impulses brought the two men together.

The initiative for the meeting lay with Engels. Born in 1820 in the city of
Barmen in the Wupper Valley about thirty-five miles to the east of Cologne, across
the Rhine River, he was the son of Friedrich Engels, Sr., a prominent textile
manufacturer in a region that was a central European pioneer of
industrialization.® Then as today, the Wupper Valley was home to several
varieties of particularly intense Protestantism, and Engels’s father was a
prominent lay proponent of the Awakening, the German version of revivalism,
directed against both the Enlightened, rationalist religion Marx was taught and
also the Calvinist orthodoxy prevalent in the area. Sent as a young man, after his
years at the Gymnasium, to be a commercial apprentice in the North German port
city of Bremen, Engels had a crisis of faith, intensified by reading the works of the
Young Hegelians. The many notes he took on David Friedrich Strauss’s Life of
Jesus, complete with sarcastic observations about biblical literalism and German
revivalists, have been preserved and testify to his movement from piety to non-
belief.*® In contrast to Marx, for whom the transition from a rationalist,
Enlightened religion to Young Hegelian atheism may have been intellectually
stormy but was personally smooth, for Engels it meant a painful break with his
family background, especially his father.

Engels’s conservative and pious family had none of the reservations of the
Marxes about their son serving in the Prussian army, and Engels did his military
service in 1842, as an officer candidate in the artillery, stationed in Berlin. Being
a soldier agreed with him, and he was a lifelong armchair strategist. In later years,
his nickname in Marx’s circle would be “The General.” While in Berlin, Engels
was a regular member of the Free Men, and wrote several pieces for the
Rhineland News, continuing the practice of occasional freelance journalism that
he had begun while living in Bremen.* After the end of his one-year army service,
he returned to the Wupper Valley and, on a visit to Cologne, met Moses Hess, who
convinced him of the virtues of communism.

Engels’s father sent him to England for further commercial training with the



family’s business partners in Manchester, and also to keep him away from his
subversive and atheistic German friends. The paternal plan backfired badly: the
stay in Manchester only reinforced the young Engels’s radical and communist
sympathies. Manchester was, as contemporaries said, “Cottonopolis,” the global
symbol and global center of the industrial revolution. As many people lived in this
English provincial manufacturing town as in the Prussian capital, but in place of
Berlin’s intellectual and cultural attractions—the royal palace, the university and
Academy of Sciences, the Opera House and the Singakademie—Manchester
featured hundreds of steam-powered textile mills, whose emissions blanketed the
city in a dense cloud of smoke and coal dust. This vast manufacturing
establishment generated enormous amounts of wealth, but also massive misery.
The contrast between the suburban villas of the manufacturers, bankers, and cotton
wholesalers and the factory workers’ slum neighborhoods—narrow streets, filthy,
permeated with raw sewage, and shrouded in a perpetual gloom of pollution—
made it clear just which groups received the wealth and which the misery.
Manchester was as much the city of working-class struggle as of working-class
suffering, where the English radicals, the Chartists, denounced the plutocratic
government and demanded universal manhood suffrage. Trade unionists strove, in
everyday effort, to improve wages and working conditions; socialists proposed
sweeping changes to all of society. A year before Engels’s arrival, in the Plug
Riots—a combination general strike, insurrection, and outburst of rage at
working-class existence—the city’s factory proletariat had risen up and only been
suppressed with a large deployment of armed force.

Associating after business hours with the city’s many political opponents of the
existing order, Engels also found an informal entrée into working-class life
through his mistress and future companion, an Irish immigrant named Mary Burns,
a factory worker and domestic servant. He decided to write a book about his
experiences, emphasizing the contrast between rich and poor, outlining the misery
and exploitation of the industrial workers who produced the capitalists’ wealth:
The Condition of the Working Class in England (published in German in 1845).
While in Manchester, Engels continued to send in pieces to the Rhineland News.
As a result of this connection, he wrote an article on political economy for the
Franco-German Yearbooks.”! On his way home from Manchester, he stopped in
Paris to meet the editor of the newspaper and magazine that had published his
writing.

The meeting went far more successfully than expected. Engels stayed with Marx
for ten days. They laid plans to co-author a book criticizing Bruno Bauer and his



lifestyle-oriented radicalism. But their collaboration was not purely intellectual.
Engels, the bachelor, and Marx, leading a bachelor existence while his wife and
daughter were in Trier, went out each night to a café on the Quai Voltaire. The
entertainment had a political edge, since they met with émigré radicals from
Germany and other European countries. One of the participants in the get-togethers
was Mikhail Bakunin, who took Engels to a meeting of a secret society of French
communist workers.>?

Marx and Engels got along so well because of issues and conditions specific to
each of them. For Marx, Engels was a quite different kind of collaborator from his
previous ones. Up to that point, Marx, who had started his university studies at a
very youthful age, had largely worked with older, more experienced men,
including Gans, Bauer, Hess, Jung, Claessen, Camphausen, and Heine, who
provided him with intellectual and professional opportunities. The most recent
example of such a patron, Arnold Ruge, made no secret of the fact that he regarded
Marx as his protégé. Following their personal and political conflict, Ruge also
made no secret of his disappointment and, increasingly, disgust at what he saw as
his former protégé’s ungrateful behavior.>3

With Engels, the relationship was reversed. He was two years younger than
Marx, less experienced and less well connected, and had sought out the notorious
editor of the Rhineland News by letter and in person—another example of the
impact Marx had made during the few months he held that position. Engels became
Marx’s protégé and Marx enjoyed the new opportunity to be a mentor, a role that
would expand over the following years. Another of Marx’s long-term political
associates, Wilhelm Liebknecht, 1848 revolutionary and one of the founders of the
German labor movement, remembered how, in London exile during the 1850s,
Marx, “in possession of his advantage of 5 or 6 years over us ‘young lads’ was
conscious of the entire superiority of his mature manhood. . . .”>*

The collaboration with Marx gave Engels the chance to escape from an
escalating existential dilemma: a communist in training to be an eminently
capitalist textile merchant and manufacturer, an atheist living in a household of
born-again Christians. His letters to Marx from Barmen after their initial meeting
are eloquent testimony to this dilemma. There were triumphant reports of the
progress of communism in the Wupper Valley and in Cologne. But Engels’s own
personal life was wretched. After a few days working “in the factory of my old
man . . . it is just too dreadful not only to remain a bourgeois, but, still more, to be
a manufacturer, a bourgeois actively opposing the proletariat.” Engels’s pro-
communist attitudes had “reawakened all the religious fanaticism of my old man.”



Engels Senior and all of the relatives went around with a “divinely blessed face
of misery” in response to the insubordinate young man’s radical ideas. “You have
no clue,” Engels wrote Marx, “of the malice of this Christian hunt, complete with
its beaters, on my soul.”> The personal and the political converged in the young
Friedrich Engels’s life, as his communist and atheist allegiances exacerbated the
difficult relationship with his authoritarian father, and the prospect of pursuing
these allegiances with the assistance of the older and more experienced Marx
offered a way out of increasingly intolerable domestic circumstances.

A VERY CONSIDERABLE PORTION of Marx’s efforts and energy during the nine to ten
months between the failure of the Franco-German Yearbooks and his expulsion
from France was devoted to writings on economic and philosophical questions.
These “Paris manuscripts,” or “Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of
1844,” remained unpublished in Marx’s lifetime and, in fact, for fifty years after
his death. After the Second World War, when excerpts were widely translated,
they became the center of an extensive scholarly dispute. One camp saw the
manuscripts as examples of a “young Marx,” concerned with broad existential and
philosophical issues, contrasted to a more dogmatic and positivist older Marx, for
whom these initial interests had been overlaid or replaced with more narrowly
economic questions and the advocacy of an unflinching class struggle. Others did
not disagree with this chronology, but saw the older Marx as the genuine Marx,
whose theoretical insights marked a break with his fuzzier, excessively Hegelian
and existentialist earlier thinking.”®

In retrospect, this whole debate, fueled by strongly differing opinions about the
(ostensibly) communist regimes of the Eastern bloc, and by 1960s-era searches
for alternative lifestyles, is not very enlightening for Marx’s own ideas. Creating
distinctions between a young and an old Marx overlooks the persistence of
Hegelian concepts in his intellectual efforts. The idea that the Paris manuscripts
were concerned with an existentially understood alienation can only be supported
by a very partial reading of these manuscripts, ignoring their extensive discussions
of economic questions—admittedly, parts that were generally left out of the
published excerpts so popular in the 1960s. Rather, a comprehensive
consideration of the manuscripts demonstrates Marx’s incorporation of his
readings of prominent economists of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries into his critiques of civil society, and his advocacy of its communist
transformation.



The manuscripts dealt with a rich variety of topics, not always closely
connected, including materialist speculations on the creation of the human race, a
discussion of Shakespeare’s ideas about money, and a lengthy materialist-
Feuerbachian critique of Hegel’s philosophical writings.>’ The heart of the
manuscripts, though, stemmed from Marx’s reading in Paris, for the first time, of
the classics of political economy by Adam Smith, James Mill, David Ricardo, and
Jean-Baptiste Say (the Englishmen in French translations). Although Marx did
look at the works of a few early socialist critics of economic orthodoxy, such as
Eugene Buret, the vast majority of his notes, and of the corresponding citations in
his manuscripts, came from mainstream, pro-capitalist economists.®® The
conclusions Marx drew from them were deeply pessimistic for the condition of
the proletariat.

Comparing the classical economists’ three sources of income—wages of labor,
profit of capital, and rent of land—Marx concluded that wages were the least
likely to increase, and would usually be reduced to subsistence level. He
explained this development in a number of different ways: in terms of the tendency
of food prices to change with wages, keeping their purchasing power constant; in
capitalists shifting their investments to the greatest source of profits, while
workers were generally stuck in one particular occupation and threatened with
unemployment; and in the capitalists’ ability to place the burden of net payments to
the agricultural sector on the workers. Marx followed up this static analysis with a
dynamic one, quoting Adam Smith that when “the wealth of society is in decline . .
. no one suffers more cruelly from its decline than the workers.”>® Marx admitted
that when social wealth was increasing, and capitalists were competing for
workers, wages could rise, but hours of labor would increase, wearing out the
workers and shortening their lives. He also noted that social wealth increased via
mechanization and the rise of factory employment, a growing division of labor,
and a concentration of capital, so that the number of capitalists would shrink,
while former capitalists would themselves become workers, all of which would
reverse the favorable effects for the workers of, as we might say today, a growing
gross domestic product. Once more quoting Adam Smith, Marx noted that
economic growth would eventually come to an end in a stationary state, when
wages and profits were low, most income flowed to landowners, workers would
be reduced to a subsistence minimum, and an excess population would die off.
“Thus in a declining condition of society progressive misery of the worker, in
progressing condition, complicated misery, in completed final condition,
stationary misery.”®



The prognoses Marx drew from the work of the leading political economists of
his day did involve an emphasis on the negative side of their findings, but they
were not fundamentally different from the conclusions reached by Smith or
Ricardo themselves. Unlike many of today’s perennially optimistic economists,
who so often envisage a future of economic growth and rising prosperity (at least,
if no one interferes in the operation of free markets), political economy of the
early and mid-nineteenth century was the “dismal science” that foresaw a
declining, or, at best, a stationary future—especially for the lower classes—which
the maximum productivity and efficiency generated by free markets could delay
but not avert. In these respects, Marx, with his pessimistic views about the decline
of wages to subsistence levels, the increasing concentration of capital combined
with declining profits and rates of interest, and the increasing claims of
landowners on national income, was no dissident from the political economy of
his day, but expressed the dominant, orthodox viewpoint.®!

Marx’s pessimistic prognosis appears in his attitudes toward a less orthodox
contemporary, whose writings helped shape his view of industrialization. This
was the German radical Wilhelm Schulz, a friend of Ruge and Frobel, whose
Movement of Production—even the title sounds like Marx’s version of economics
—published in 1843, was quite influential in the Paris manuscripts, arguably more
so than Engels’s essay on economics that appeared in the Franco-German
Yearbooks. Decades later, in writing Capital, Marx would continue to praise
Schulz’s work.%? Schulz explained, in powerful and evocative detail, how the
progress of manufacturing in Great Britain, and the parallel expansion of national
production, went along with the impoverishment and even physical deformation of
the working class as a result of factory labor, condemning as sophists those who
attempted to prove statistically that the workers were becoming better off. He
asserted (with considerable impact on Marx) that even if workers’ real wages
were rising, their relative poverty was increasing; that is, the workers’ share of
national income was declining.%?

Where Marx did not follow Schulz, though, was in the latter’s contention that
mechanization was decreasing the amount of difficult physical labor workers
would have to perform. Nor did he consider Schulz’s suggestion that founding
workers’ cooperatives might help mitigate their condition. Marx certainly did not
agree with Schulz’s attacks on the Young Hegelians’ atheism and his call for
religiously inspired social and political reforms.®* In his selective reading of
Schulz’s book, singling out the darkest passages that made up a relatively small
part of the work, Marx was demonstrating his fundamental agreement with the



views of mainstream political economists—both their skepticism of reforms that
interfered with the operations of the free market and their dark portrait of the
ultimate end of free market economic activity.

Marx criticized mainstream economists for having devised “laws” of economic
development, but not “conceptualiz[ing] these laws, i.e., they did not follow out
how they proceeded from the essence of private property.” Both conceptualizing
and proceeding from an essence were fundamental to the Hegelian project of
understanding intellectual disciplines as part of a philosophical system. This is
what Marx undertook, albeit using his own version of Feuerbach’s materialist
reformulation of Hegel, in the philosophical part of his economic and
philosophical manuscripts.

Marx observed that political economy had shown that “The worker becomes all
the poorer, the more wealth he produces, the more his production increases in
extent and strength. . . . With the valuation of the world of things, the devaluation
of the world of man increases in direct proportion. Labor does not just produce
commodities; it produces itself and the worker as a commodity. . . .”% Marx
interpreted philosophically this interrelated process of society’s enrichment and
the proletariat’s impoverishment as a threefold alienation.

One form of alienation was the emptying out (Entdusserung) of workers into the
product of their labor, commodities and capital, which became alien to workers
and possessed power over them. This process in economics was “just as in
religion,” Marx noted, reiterating the Young Hegelians’ critique of religion as
humanity alienating its essence in an imaginary divinity and subjecting itself to that
divinity: “the more objects the worker produces, the less he can possess and the
more he comes under the domination of his product, of capital.”

Workers were not just alienated from the product of their labor; the process of
labor itself had become alienated. There is a distinct twentieth- and twenty-first-
century tendency to understand this “alienated labor” as referring to mechanical,
repetitive, monotonous work, of the sort performed on assembly lines. Of course,
there were no assembly lines in the 1840s, and Marx had no personal
acquaintance with earlier forms of repetitive labor, such as textile workers
tending a mule jenny, since the workers with whom he associated in Paris were
skilled craftsmen, who toiled in small workshops lacking steam-powered
machinery.®® Rather, Marx asserted that the process of labor was alienated and
externalized because its product was alienated and externalized: labor was the
“activity of externalization.” He continued: “The activity of the worker is not his
self-activity. It belongs to another, it is the loss of his self.” Marx even criticized



Charles Fourier for his denunciation of “leveled out, parcelized and thus unfree
labor” as just a rejection of a “particular form” rather than of all forms of labor in
a capitalist society. Fourier’s concept seems similar to a contemporary
understanding of alienated labor as boring, unskilled, repetitive work, but Marx
specifically rejected this concept as an inadequate understanding of the alienation
of the labor process.®”

The third version of alienation Marx diagnosed from the conclusions of political
economy was the alienation of human “species being” or “species essence” (in
German, Gattungswesen). This was a rather more mysterious notion than the
alienation of the product of labor or the alienation of the labor process. It was, as
so often in Marx’s work in this period, a concept stemming from the Young
Hegelian critique of religion, Ludwig Feuerbach’s idea of what was being
alienated and externalized both in terms of human notions of a divinity and
Hegel’s concept of Absolute Spirit. Marx reinterpreted Feuerbach’s concept,
writing Feuerbach in August 1844, as the work on the Paris manuscripts was well
advanced, to say that Feuerbach’s work provided the “philosophical basis of
socialism” and that the “concept of the human species . . . is the concept of
society.”58

“Alienated labor,” Marx stated, “alienates man from the species; it makes his
species life into the means of his individual life . . . life activity, productive life
appears only as a means for the satisfaction of needs, the need for the preservation
of physical existence.”®® This was the further development of a point Marx had
made a year earlier, when he had contrasted, in his critique of Hegel’s philosophy
of law, the particular purposes of individuals and families in civil society with the
universal purposes of the state. In a capitalist system, individual labor was
alienated from the interests of human species understood as society; it did not
express these human species interests. Alienated labor, Marx continued, alienated
“man from man”; it was labor separated from human society.

In drawing this revised distinction between the particular and the universal,
Marx was also revising Feuerbach’s conception of human species essence or
species being as incorporated in physical, reproductive love, to one in which
species essence consisted of productive labor: “It is precisely in the manipulation
and transformation of the objective world that man proves himself to be genuinely
a species being. This production is his working species existence.” As Marx put it
at a later point in the manuscript, “We see how the history of industry and the
objective existence of the development of industry is the open book of human
essential powers. . . .” Marx developed the idea that the basis of human existence



in society was collective and cooperative labor, transforming products of nature
from notions put forth by Moses Hess as reinterpreted in the light of the works of
classical political economy. First articulated in the Paris manuscripts, this concept
would remain central to his philosophical, historical, and economic analysis for
the rest of his life.”

Communism, as Marx understood it in the Paris manuscripts, was the abolition
of the threefold alienation of labor stemming from private property. In discussing
the consequences of the abolition of private property, Marx was careful to
distance himself from “crude communism” and the “animalistic form” of
communism, the community of women. (The accusation that communists wanted to
make women into men’s collective property was a common form of conservative
attack on communism, in the 1840s and later.) Rather, his communism had more
Hegelian, philosophical elements:

positive abolition of private property as human self alienation and thus as the
genuine appropriation of human essence by and for man. . . . This communism
is . . . the true dissolution of the clash between man and nature, and between
man and man, the true dissolution of the clash between existence and essence,
between objectification and self-confirmation, between freedom and
necessity, between individual and species. It is the solution to the riddle of
history and knows itself as this solution.”!

Marx’s communism was the materialist form of Hegel’s Absolute Spirit. It was
also the new version, inflected by Marx’s reading of political economy, of the
“democratic” state he had described as a political ideal in his critique of Hegel.
Marx had even referred to this democratic state as the “solution to the riddle of all
constitutions,” just as he described communism as the solution to the riddle of
history. In communism, as in the earlier description of a democratic ideal, the
distinction between particular private activities and universal human activities
would be abolished.

Marx’s understanding of society and social existence had been influenced by his
experiences with radicalized Parisian workers. In a telling passage, he described
how meetings of communist workers presaged a future communist society:

When communist artisans unite, at first doctrine, propaganda, etc. is the
purpose of their meetings. But as they meet, they appropriate a new need, the
need for society, and what appeared as a means now becomes an end. One
can observe this practical movement in its most shining results, when one



sees a meeting of socialist French workers. Smoking, drinking, eating, etc.
are no longer there as means of connection and as connecting means. Society,
the association, the conversation, which, in turn, has society as its goal,
suffices for them. The brotherhood of man is no phrase, but a truth to them
and the nobility of humanity shines out at us from figures hardened by labor.”?

This distinctly romanticized description of the meeting of a secret society
marked a new stage in Marx’s invention of the working class. Not just the
necessary instrument of revolutionary political change, as he described the
workers in the “Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law,” they
were now the group whose social practices were articulations of the future social
and political order Marx envisaged. Both these steps in his evolving perception of
the nature and historical significance of the proletariat reflected his Parisian
experiences: his encounters with socialist workers and his intense reading
of political economists.

THE PROCESS OF WRITING the economic and philosophical manuscripts clarified
Marx’s ideas and gave him an intellectual agenda. In an introduction to the
manuscripts composed toward the end of his reflections, rather than at the
beginning, he announced his intention of writing a series of short pieces,
criticizing in Feuerbach’s version of Hegelian philosophy “justice, morality,
politics, etc.” He would begin this critical series with a short work on political
economy. In early 1845, Marx signed a contract with the left-wing Darmstadt
publisher Karl Julius Leske, to write such a book, A Critique of Politics and
Economics. There was considerable interest among Marx’s Cologne
acquaintances, and among German-speaking socialists throughout Europe, in the
proposed work.”?

This plan to publish critiques of different aspects of the bourgeois and capitalist
society in mid-nineteenth-century Europe, beginning with economics, remained a
project Marx would pursue for the rest of his life. It was a difficult task for an
author who had trouble completing any work he began, and who was frequently
distracted from his long-term goals. Marx never got beyond the initial critique of
political economy. His research and writing on economics of the 1850s and 1860s
culminated in the enormous and ultimately unfinished Capital, whose subtitle was
“A Critique of Political Economy,” which represented the first stage of the
original critical project.

If the project got off to a slow start in 1845, it was not just Marx’s work habits



that were to blame. Rather, it was the long arm of the Prussian monarchy, reaching
out to harass its enemies, outside of Prussian jurisdiction. The Prussians
threatened Marx’s publisher (who resided in Hessen outside Prussian territory)
and forced him to insist that Marx tone down the political implications of his
book, and ultimately to cancel the contract altogether. This action was directed
against Marx personally; much more difficult was the result of an action by Count
Arnim, the Prussian ambassador in Paris, aimed at German radicals there more
generally. Arnim wanted the French government to expel a group of them who had
published anti-Prussian writings. Francois Guizot, the moderate-liberal French
prime minister, may not have wanted to give in to the demands of a conservative
government and endorse its attitude about freedom of the press, but as an enemy of
the French radicals and socialists, he was not altogether happy about having
foreigners of similar opinions circulating in the capital. After lengthy negotiations,
he agreed to issue expulsion orders for five Germans: the founders and current
editor of Forwards! as well as Marx and Ruge, editors of the defunct but distinctly
anti-Prussian Franco-German Yearbooks. The French Ministry of the Interior did
not actually know where Marx resided to serve him with the expulsion order, so
Marx voluntarily turned himself in to the police after hearing about the orders
from the other dissidents. Well ensconced in Paris, pursuing his studies of history
and political economy, working on the left-wing German-language newspaper, and
trusting that the French liberal government would hardly give in to its reactionary
Prussian counterpart, Marx did not take the expulsion order seriously. Then, to his
dismay, he found that he had one week to leave the country.”*

At the end of January 1845, Marx left France for Belgium, accompanied by one
of his Cologne admirers, Heinrich Biirgers, who had been visiting Marx in Paris.
As the two rode the postal coach through northern France, Biirgers thought it
necessary to start singing, “in order to dispel the thoughtful and depressed mood”
that Marx “sought in vain to master.”” If Karl was depressed at his expulsion, his
wife, left behind to wind up the family business in Paris, was stressed and
infuriated. Just at the beginning of her second pregnancy, with little Jenny in tow,
Jenny dashed around the city, trying in vain to get back the deposit on their rented
apartment, hoping, apparently with equally little success, to arrange auctioning off
the family’s furniture. “These are the wonderful consequences of this
governmental, guizotian infamy,” she complained to Karl.”

Jenny’s anger, like Karl’s depression, is easy to understand, but the targeting of
her husband by the Prussian government was evidence of his increased political
stature. Unlike the suppression of the Rhineland News, when the Prussian



authorities were not quite clear who was responsible for the editorial policy of
the newspaper, they now had Marx in their sights as an enemy of the state. There
were standing orders to arrest him, should he set foot on Prussian territory.”” Not
content with that, the Prussian government, as the demands of its ambassador in
Paris show, was determined to harass and undermine Marx’s position, even if he
was outside its immediate grasp.

Marx could no longer live peacefully as an émigré. If he wished to remain on
the Continent and continue his intellectual and political activities, he would have
to fight back against the Prussian government, aiming at its overthrow. How such
an anti-Prussian commitment would accompany the pro-communist one he had
developed during his sixteen months in Paris was a question that would dominate
the four and a half years of Marx’s life that followed his expulsion from France,
the period of his most direct and intense revolutionary activity.



5

The Revolutionary
..;,;HE;..

THE LIVELY NIGHTTIME ENTERTAINMENT Marx and Engels had enjoyed after their
meeting in Paris was not to be had in Brussels. Contemporary observers noted
how the Belgian capital became “quiet, very early in the evening.”! Entertainment
aside, the enforced move from Paris to Brussels seemed to have thrust Marx into
the margins, from the political and intellectual center of the Continent to the
capital of a small, newly founded country, whose continued independence was
chronically in doubt. But Brussels offered more possibilities than appeared at first
glance. The Belgian capital became Marx’s home for three years, his longest
continued period of residence in any one place between leaving the University of
Berlin in 1842 and his arrival as a refugee in London in 1849. The time in
Brussels was Marx’s revolutionary apprenticeship, preparing him
organizationally, intellectually, and politically for his role in the turbulent politics
of the Revolution of 1848-49. Like all apprenticeships, this one had its share of
false steps, difficult lessons, and wrong turnings. But as Marx learned his
revolutionary craft and political circumstances turned more favorable, the value of
the apprenticeship would become clear.

IF NOT QUITE ON Paris’s scale, the quarter million inhabitants of Brussels during
the 1840s created an urban world that was nothing less than substantial. Rather
like the French capital, there was a German colony, consisting of some émigré
intellectuals and a larger group of craftsmen. Also like Paris, radical and liberal
political refugees from across the Continent had found their way to Brussels. The
excellent royal library was convenient for Marx’s studies of philosophy and
political economy. Brussels’s location, with easy access to Cologne, Paris, and
London, the three foci of Marx’s political activity, was a decided advantage.
Admittedly, the Parisian socialist scene was lacking. As one contemporary noted,



“one has to search for socialists with a lantern” in Brussels.? But in Belgium,
whose independence in 1830 from the Netherlands had come simultaneously with
the drafting of a constitution fully guaranteeing civil liberties, Catholic
conservatives, liberals, and radicals all publicly and energetically propagated
their views.>

In Brussels, Marx continued and expanded the activities he had begun in Paris.
One theme was to enhance ties with a radical secret society of German artisans.
Marx also worked persistently on publishing projects designed to recreate an
émigré political journal along the lines of the Franco-German Yearbooks. His
intellectual efforts, including the projected work on political economy, and the
unfinished political and philosophical commentaries on trends in German
radicalism co-authored with Engels and Moses Hess, which has come to be
known as The German Ideology, were closely connected to these publishing
ventures. Marx would also meet and associate with political radicals from other
countries, both refugees and Belgians, leading to the high point of his pre-
revolutionary activity, his involvement in the Brussels Democratic Association,
formed toward the end of 1847.

Although similar to his previous efforts in Paris, Marx’s activities in Brussels
proved more intense and conflict-laden. As he endeavored to shape the political
program and revolutionary orientation of the chief German émigré secret society,
he clashed with other prospective leaders of the nascent labor movement. Marx’s
theoretical development emerged out of his angry and sarcastic critiques of Young
Hegelian and socialist intellectuals. When these criticisms became public, they
heightened personal and political antagonisms, arousing controversy, and creating
both more loyal followers and more embittered enemies. These growing
controversies intersected with Marx’s family life, particularly in the ever
sensitive area of his finances, so that it became even harder to raise money and to
make ends meet. His persistent financial difficulties, sharpened by the economic
crisis Europe experienced in the years 1845-47, increased Marx’s personal
irascibility, heightening the polemical in his political and intellectual endeavors,
which in turn created yet more problems for him. By 1847, both the broader
European political situation and Marx’s personal circumstances were in crisis
mode.

IN THE SUMMER OF 1845, Marx, along with Engels, who had joined him in
Brussels, took a trip to England, while Jenny, pregnant with a second child,



visited her mother in Trier.* The journey was primarily to do research for the
planned critique of political economy, and most of it was spent in Manchester.
Which aspects of the bourgeois dreams and capitalist nightmares of the city Engels
showed his friend is unknown. What we do know is that both men sat together in
Manchester’s public libraries, studying the works of English political economists.
Marx’s wide reading included seventeenth-century pioneers of political economy,
William Petty and Charles Davenant, but also his own contemporaries, such as
John Stuart Mill, whose assertions about international trade Marx described in his
notes as “beautiful nonsense.”

On the way back to Brussels, the two men stopped for a couple of weeks in
London, where Engels introduced Marx to English and German radicals he had
met during the year he was working in Manchester. The Germans were members
of the League of the Just, the main exile German secret society, composed of
several hundred radical journeymen artisans and a few more intellectual leaders.
The members, both working-class and more educated, veered between a Jacobin
radicalism akin to the ideals of Robespierre and variations on the socialism
prevalent in Paris. Marx had associated with this group while he was in Paris, but
its most resolute leaders and activists had been implicated in the attempted French
republican uprising of 1839 and had fled the country, settling in London, where
they enjoyed the very liberal British policy on granting political asylum. In
London, the radical leaders organized a new branch of the secret society, which
by the mid-1840s had become its largest and most active, and harbored the
group’s European-wide central committee. They also created, to facilitate its
activities and recruit new members, a German Workers’ Educational Association.
In contrast to the secret society, the association was an open public group, a
flourishing enterprise that had seven hundred members at its peak, offering them
opportunities for socializing, recreation, adult education, and a mutual benefits
fund to help support them during periods of ill health or unemployment.®

These artisan associations were run by a troika of German leaders. Two were
themselves craftsmen, the shoemaker Heinrich Bauer and the watchmaker Joseph
Moll, a Cologne native. The third, dominant figure among them was Karl
Schapper, an example of a quite different social type that had come into existence
in Europe during the first half of the nineteenth century: the professional
revolutionary. First involved in radical politics as a student at the University of
Giessen at the beginning of the 1830s, Schapper participated in three different
failed conspiracies and revolutionary putsches in Germany, Switzerland, and
France between 1833 and 1839, the last of which brought him into London exile.



Tall and powerfully built, with a prominent dark mustache, Schapper looked the
part of a man of action. He lived for his political agitation, spending hours in pubs
with artisans calling for revolution, and, when legally possible, using his
accomplished oratory in public meetings to demand the same.”

Countless twentieth-century Marxist activists, including Lenin, eagerly adopted
the hallmarks of the professional revolutionary, continuous single-minded
conspiracy and agitation, but Marx never did. Neither Marx’s professorial
demeanor, nor his scholarly interests, nor his family commitments and the
financial demands they made upon him fit these requirements. His encounter with
such a revolutionary, though, would provide him with a crucial link to the social
group he had designated as central to his political aspirations.

Schapper’s political connections went well beyond the ranks of German
artisans. He had ties to Giuseppe Mazzini, Europe’s leading democratic radical
and tireless organizer of clandestine subversive groups. Schapper also worked
closely with émigré French radicals. The membership of the Workers’ Educational
Association he led, while mostly German, had a scattering of other nationalities,
including Scandinavians, Dutch, Swiss, Italians, and a “genuine Turk,” a Muslim
from one of the Bulgarian provinces of the Ottoman Empire. Perhaps the most
important connections were with English radicals, the Chartists, who combined
the demand for a democratic government in Britain, to be guaranteed by a
“people’s charter,” with labor agitation containing at least some socialist
elements. Either directly through Schapper, or via Engels, Marx met a number of
these radicals in London, including Ernest Jones, who would become a long-term
political ally.

The English radicals were interested in uniting the leftists of different European
countries, or at least the émigré leftists from different countries residing in
London, an idea Karl Schapper strongly endorsed. During their stay in London,
Marx and Engels were part of the preliminary preparations, although the actual
founding of the “Fraternal Democrats” only occurred in September 1845, after
they had returned to Belgium. Marx’s political activities would focus on the
German radicals of the League of the Just and the English radicals leading the

Fraternal Democrats in the two years after his trip to England.®

SOMETIME EARLY IN 1846, Marx and Engels decided to create a network of
communists across FEurope, by founding a Communist Committee of
Correspondence. From the group’s central office in Brussels, they would send out



circulars and reports on communist theory and political economy, while their
correspondents in the German states and elsewhere on the Continent would send
them information about activities in their localities. If their network contained
primarily German-speaking communists, they also made efforts to internationalize
it, calling on their English connections and attempting to recruit Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon, one of Paris’s most prominent socialist thinkers, and a personal
acquaintance of Marx.

The whole endeavor was for the purpose of preparing a congress, at which
delegates could meet and devise a political program. Sometimes the proposed
congress was described as a communist one, and at other times as democratic—
not necessarily a distinction, since Engels publicly proclaimed communism to be
the contemporary form of democracy. It was not entirely clear if the congress
participants would be just Germans, or if it would include representatives from
different European nations. As the Fraternal Democrats were drawn into the plan
and began to provide its organizational backbone, which was certainly the case by
1847, the congress became more explicitly international and democratic in
orientation.”

The organizing attempts of the Committee of Correspondence were
unsuccessful; its efforts never reached beyond the circle of Marx’s personal
acquaintances. There was occasional correspondence with communists in
Germany, but the general tenor of their reports was discouraging: supporters were
scarce; they lacked money to support the enterprise; and they found it poorly
designed and badly implemented. As for the circulars to be issued from Brussels
dealing with theoretical and economic questions, only one ever appeared: an
attack on Hermann Kriege, an émigré German communist living in New York. The
tone of denunciation in the circular was so vehement that Marx and Engels’s
correspondents, who agreed with the political point they were making, found their
way of doing so positively offputting in its extreme hostility.°

For all the problems with Marx and Engel’s organizing efforts, interest in
socialism and communism was growing in Germany, particularly in the western
provinces of the Prussian monarchy, where a number of periodicals devoted to
communist ideas appeared in the mid-1840s: in their native Rhine Province, the
Mirror of Society and the Rhenish Yearbooks of Social Reform; in the
neighboring province of Westphalia, the more colorfully named Westphalian
Steamboat. Both Marx and Engels wrote occasional pieces for these journals, but
they aspired to have their own, under their individual control, and, like the
Franco-German Yearbooks, published abroad, outside the reach of press



censorship. They envisaged this journal as just one product of a publishing
company that would also bring out a library of German translations of the works
of French and English socialists.!!

These plans were not solely the work of Marx and Engels. Behind them was a
third, Moses Hess, who had moved to Brussels in the fall of 1845 with his female
companion, and lodged next door to the Marxes. Each of the trio had associations
with the other two directly. Engels, for instance, had met Hess a good year before
his encounter with Marx in Paris; the Mirror of Society had begun as a
collaboration between Engels and Hess, without Marx’s involvement. “The
triumvirate, Marx, Hess and Engels,” as the anti-communist German democrat
Karl Heinzen described them, formed a working group of three equal partners.
Letters from German radicals such as Hermann Ewerbeck and Karl Ludwig
Bernays in Paris, or Wilhelm Weitling and Georg Weerth in England, were
addressed to them jointly, perceiving them as part of a common enterprise.
Ewerbeck noted in one letter that “I always write for all of you.”!?

Hess was crucial to the publishing plans because he was quite accomplished at
getting journals started and works published. Both Rhenish socialist periodicals
were originally his doing. It was Hess who negotiated with two pro-communist
Westphalian capitalists, Julius Meyer, owner of an iron forge, and Rudolph
Rempel, a linen wholesaler, both of whom had supported the Westphalian
Steamboat, about financing the proposed new publications. An agreement seemed
to have been reached, but the whole enterprise collapsed in June 1846. It is hard
to know exactly what happened, but Hess’s own account noted that the crucial
agreements between him and Meyer and Rempel were purely verbal, so it is likely
that all the parties were hearing what they wanted—and, given Hess’s tendency to
conflate his aspirations with reality, the outcome was no surprise.!?

Marx could not contain his anger when the project collapsed. His Cologne
friends attributed what was probably a severe case of bronchitis to his agitation
and frustration. Rising from his sickbed, Marx wrote an outraged letter to Meyer
and Rempel, denouncing them for violating their contractual obligations—taking at
face value Hess’s assertions. The two Westphalians replied in equally angry
terms, and the story of the falling out, which quickly became known in leftist
circles, reflected poorly on Marx, alienating some of his friends and associates.
Explaining the attitudes of German radicals in Paris, Hermann Ewerbeck informed
Marx: “The ‘party’ is kaput in the esteem of the people.”1*

Marx continued to look for a publisher, but the printers he approached were
either afraid of the Prussian authorities or skeptical of the series as a business



venture, two often related issues. By 1847, he was pursuing another project: a
journal of political economy, to be funded by selling shares of stock, along the
lines of the Rhineland News. Marx was still courting potential investors when the
outbreak of the 1848 Revolution gave him the opportunity for more direct forms of
political action.

In view of the effort Marx put into these publishing projects, and the anger he
showed when they were thwarted, he must have attached a good deal of
importance to them. These potential publications, quite unlike his association with
the radical émigré artisans of the League of the Just, were directed toward an
educated and affluent audience. Even before he moved to Brussels, Marx had
perceived the proletariat as the social group that would be the key to his
increasingly revolutionary aspirations. The centrality of the working class and its
importance for his theories would only increase and be more elaborately justified
during his time in Brussels. Yet for all his commitment to the working class, he
continued to pursue his associations with the bourgeoisie. Both of these trends
would be very apparent in the major theoretical works Marx authored or co-
authored in the years 1845-47.

THREE SUBSTANTIAL WORKS OF philosophy and social and economic theory are
associated with Marx’s time in Brussels: The Holy Family, The German
Ideology, and The Poverty of Philosophy. Commentaries on them tend to portray
a straight path, leading directly from Marx’s initial and tentative attempts at
articulating communist ideas in Paris to the Brussels works and on to the well-
formulated and trenchantly expressed positions of the Communist Manifesto. A
straight line certainly can be drawn through Marx’s Brussels writings, but only by
neglecting a substantial majority of their actual content, which encompassed a
meandering mass of polemics, denouncing with a wide variety of sharp arguments
ranging from trenchant to dubious the Young Hegelian intellectuals and other
communist thinkers. All too often, the polemics became an end in themselves; at
other points, they were a form of veiled self-criticism, in which Marx furthered
his own theoretical development by denouncing other people’s expressions of
ideas that he himself had previously held.

The first of the three works was in fact written in Paris, and in the hands of the
publisher by December 1844, but appeared in print shortly after Marx’s arrival in
Brussels. Officially jointly authored with Engels, Marx had written all but the first

few chapters.'® The book’s witty yet ponderous title, The Holy Family. Or, the



Critique of Critical Criticism: Against Bruno Bauer and His Associates,
indicated its main thrust against those Young Hegelians who supported a lifestyle-
based radicalism, emphasizing the criticism of revealed religion. The work took
the form of hostile commentaries on articles appearing in the General Literary
News, a journal Bauer and his supporters had established in Berlin that lasted
about a year until its suppression by the Prussian authorities.

Marx and Engels certainly found a lot to criticize in the articles, making derisive
remarks about the authors’ inability to translate English or French phrases into
German correctly, their excessive use of modifiers, their misunderstandings of the
eighteenth-century French materialists or the political dynamics of the French
Revolution. The widely varied polemics went on at some length, with Marx, to
take just one example, denouncing Bauer’s writings on the Jewish Question three
different times, without saying substantially more than he had in his own article on
the topic in the Franco-German Yearbooks. The impression of scattershot
criticism and excessive, at times obsessive, detail was one that Marx’s own
friends had on reading the work.!”

The book was widely reviewed in German literary journals; the reviewers
agreed that the authors were followers of Ludwig Feuerbach. They generally did
not pick up on the nuances: that Marx was projecting his politicized, labor-
oriented version of Feuerbach’s ideas. The Holy Family contained a few passages
on labor in capitalism as an example of human self-alienation that summed up,
very briefly, themes discussed at great length in the unpublished Paris
manuscripts. Marx, describing himself as an advocate of Feuerbach’s “real
humanism,” denounced Bauer’s “speculative idealism,” his understanding of
political, social, or economic conditions, as representing the development of the
idea, or human self-consciousness, rather than seeing human material conditions
expressed in political struggles and social and economic structures. After making
this point in referring to the French Revolution and socialism, Marx expanded it.
Following Feuerbach’s critique of Hegel’s Absolute Spirit as a version of
religious self-alienation, Marx described Bauer’s attribution of the driving force
in human history to self-consciousness as a version of religion—or, as he
sarcastically remarked, “The religious savior of the world is finally realized in
the critical savior of the world, Herr Bauer.”18

This was meant to sting, since Bauer was proud of his atheism. Marx heightened
the criticism by denouncing Bauer’s ideas as “Christian-Germanic,” putting Bauer
in the same camp as the born-again Christian conservatives of Prussia’s Friedrich
Wilhelm IV and his followers—the very people who had torpedoed Bauer’s



academic career. To describe Bauer’s ideas as fundamentally similar to theirs
was an unfair criticism, made with the intent of tarring someone politically on the
left—albeit in ways with which Marx strongly, and not unjustifiably, disagreed—
with doctrines of conservatism. In his polemics of the period, Marx repeatedly
made use of this tactic.

The Holy Family, reflecting its Parisian origins, was strikingly francophile. The
portrayal of the French Revolution as a triumph of the bourgeoisie over the
nobility and the onset of a capitalist social and economic system—an idea that
French socialists and radicals and even liberals and moderates had repeatedly
brought forward—was central to Marx’s view of politics and to his criticism of
the Young Hegelians. Marx’s invidious comparison of the Young Hegelians’
speculative juggling of economic concepts with the French socialists’
investigations of the nature of property, value, and wage labor pointed to his
preference for French theorizing. Marx even described Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s
What Is Property?, with its celebrated assertion that “Property is theft,” as the
contemporary equivalent of the abbé Sieyes’s What Is the Third Estate?, one of
the seminal documents of the French Revolution of 1789." This comparison was
an early version of one of Marx’s fundamental political concepts: the parallels
between a future socialist revolution, in which workers would overthrow the
reign of the bourgeoisie, and the French Revolution, when the bourgeoisie ended
the rule of the feudal nobility.

Marx’s second major theoretical effort during his time in Brussels is commonly
known as The German Ideology, although, as the researchers on the new MEGA
have painstakingly demonstrated, such a work does not and never did exist.?’ The
German Ideology as book title appears only once in a letter to the editor Marx
wrote in 1847 announcing that one volume of a two-volume work would not be
appearing in print. In the surviving manuscripts, the line “Ideology in General, and
the German Ideology in Particular” designates a chapter.

This dissection of a title may seem picky and pedantic. But it is important,
because the manuscripts of what is known as The German Ideology were not one
intellectually consistent enterprise. They evolved in erratic fashion, acquiring and
shedding co-authors, and differing in argument and proposed method of
publication, between their origination in late 1845—early 1846 and their final
abandonment by mid-1847. The work began as a collaboration between Marx,
Engels, and Hess; it was to contain critiques of the Young Hegelian radicals along
the lines of The Holy Family that were to appear as a series of articles to be
published in the proposed revival of the Franco-German Yearbooks. Parts of this



original emphasis continued throughout the project; in particular, criticism of one
of the Young Hegelians reached enormous length.

As the manuscript expanded, Marx began to think of it as a book, and,
increasingly, a two-volume work. The first volume would be a biting critique of
the Young Hegelians; the second, an equally savage attack on the “True
Socialists,” a group of German intellectuals professing socialist ideas. Moses
Hess was, in many ways, the intellectual leader of the True Socialists, so that a
project beginning as a collaboration among Marx, Engels, and Hess ended up as
an assault on Hess’s own ideas. Since Hess had introduced Marx to socialism,
and strongly influenced his initial concepts of it, the denunciation of the True
Socialists was a form of veiled self-criticism. A manuscript of the two proposed
volumes circulated in 1846 and 1847, but Marx was unable to find a publisher for
it. A small excerpt from the second volume, an attack on the True Socialist Karl
Griin, published in the Westphalian Steamboat in 1847, was the only portion of
the work to appear in print during Marx’s lifetime.

The initial stages of the book, composed in the fall of 1845, were a continuation
of the materialist, Feuerbachian polemics of The Holy Family, describing a
church meeting, the “Council of Leipzig,” at which “Saint Bruno” (i.e., Bruno
Bauer) denounced the schismatic Ludwig Feuerbach, the heretical authors of The
Holy Family, and their fellow heretic Moses Hess. The chapter title was an inside
joke: there really had been a church council in Leipzig in 1845, a meeting of
dissident, mostly Unitarian, German Protestants of generally leftist political
sympathies.”! As this example suggests, The German Ideology began as a work
written for a small circle of intellectuals, well acquainted with each other and in
the know, underscoring Marx’s commitment to this group even after he established
connections with Karl Schapper and the communist German artisans in London.

The work then took an odd turn, in late 1845 and the first part of 1846. Marx and
Engels focused ever more on the ideas of a member of Bauer’s circle, one Johann
Schmidt—generally known by his pen name, Max Stirner—who had made a
reputation for himself as a particularly acerbic critic of religion and a proponent
of a lifestyle-oriented radicalism. His marriage ceremony to the feminist Marie
Déahnhardt had been deliberately designed as a scandalous spectacle rejecting the
connection between marriage and religion. The ceremony was held in Stirner’s
Berlin apartment rather than a church, and the officiating clergyman was
confounded by the guests, who acted as if they were at a tea party, or paid no
attention to the proceedings. Stirner followed up his provocative marriage with an
equally provocative book, The Unique Individual and His Property, generally



known in English by the looser translation, The Ego and Its Own. Infuriating
communists as well as the more politically oriented Young Hegelians, the author
asserted that egoism should be the highest ethical principle; that individuals’
intellectual and physical capabilities were equivalent to property ownership; and
that revolution was useless, because true social and political change was only
possible through the transformation of individual consciousness.?

Marx and Engels became obsessed with Stirner, and the portion of the book
devoted to him, originally just a small part of the “Council of Leipzig,” got
completely out of hand. They blasted his ignorance, denounced his capitalist
sympathies, and made fun of his speaking in Berlin dialect, but at increasingly
bizarre length. Most of the extant manuscript of The German Ideology deals with
Stirner—about 65 percent of the 517 pages in the German-language collected
works, an obsessive attention paid to a distinctly minor figure who died soon
afterward in obscurity. Published editions of The German Ideology tend to omit
the criticism of Stirner almost entirely, and the judgment of Franz Mehring, Marx’s
first major biographer, that these writings were a “super-polemic . . . [that] . . .
soon degenerates into hair splitting and quibbling, some of it of a rather puerile
character,” has been widely shared ever since.??

One feature of Stirner’s work that did reverberate strongly, if briefly, among the
Young Hegelians was his criticism of Feuerbach’s concept of human species
essence. If Feuerbach had asserted that divinity was the projection of species
essence onto an imaginary being, Stirner retorted that Feuerbach’s species
essence, and the concept of humanity in general, was the projection of human
individuals onto another imaginary being. Marx and Engels rejected Stirner’s
assertions, but even as they criticized them, they realized that there were
weaknesses in Feuerbach’s concepts. Increasingly, the chapter on Stirner came to
include long passages criticizing Feuerbach. Finally, in the spring of 1846, Marx
and Engels decided that the material on Feuerbach should become a separate
chapter, with the subtitle “The German Ideology,” which has become the public
face of their unpublished work. It was in this chapter that Marx made the
distinctions between his ideas and Feuerbach’s (which had previously been
briefly and vaguely articulated) clear and apparent.?*

Marx and Engels described the essential characteristic of humanity in terms of
economic activity: “One can distinguish humans from animals by consciousness,
religion, or in any way you want. Humans themselves begin to distinguish
themselves from animals, as soon as they begin to produce their means of
subsistence. . . . By producing their means of subsistence, humans produce,



indirectly, their material life.”?> The idea that what made human beings human
was their collective production, their working together to procure their
subsistence from nature, had already appeared in the Paris manuscripts. Marx and
Engels now fleshed it out by emphasizing three elements of production: productive
forces, that is, technology and economic organization; the division of labor; and
forms of property. Combined, these three elements of production generated social
classes.

This material production, according to Marx and Engels, determined ideas,
culture, forms of law, and politics—all united under the concept of ideology.
Their explication followed along the lines of previous criticisms of the Young
Hegelians for making ideas, rather than economic conditions, the moving force in
history. But, as was the case with the notion of humans as producers, it was
formulated more specifically and with much greater clarity:

The production of ideas, representations of consciousness, is, as a first point,
immediately woven up with the material activity and the material intercourse
of humans, the speech of genuine life. . . . The same is true of intellectual
production, as it is represented in the language of politics of the laws, of
morality, of religion, metaphysics, etc., of a people. . . . Morality, religion,
metaphysics and other ideology and the corresponding forms of
consciousness thus no longer retain a semblance of independence. . . . It is
not consciousness that determines life, but life that determines
consciousness.®

Economic activity, the “production of the material conditions of life,” was the
descendant of Hegel’s Absolute Idea, Bauer’s infinite self-consciousness, and
Feuerbach’s human species essence as the moving force in history, from which all
other aspects of history appeared in alienated and disguised form.

A good portion of the chapter was a recounting of human history—mostly
European history, from classical antiquity through the Middle Ages and the early
modern era, then the French Revolution and on to the mid-nineteenth century—in
terms of the changes in the productive forces, the division of labor, and property.
Marx and Engels concluded that the course of history led to situations in which
productive forces had developed to such an extent that further development “just
produces perdition.” The very same historical development also produced a
social class “that must bear all the burdens of society,” which as a result of its
social position developed a consciousness of the necessity of revolution, and



eventually rose up against the dominant class and overthrew it.%’

Marx and Engels saw this process as happening in their own time, leading to the
creation of a communist society. Communism, they insisted, was not an ideology:
“Communism is for us not a condition that can be created, an ideal, to which
reality will have to conform. We call communism the genuine movement that
abolishes the existing state of affairs.”?® In terms of the three elements of
production, communism would, of course, involve the replacement of private
property with communal ownership. In this chapter, Marx and Engels also
introduced the idea, stemming from French socialist thinkers such as Saint-Simon,
and articulated by Moses Hess (very likely the source of Marx’s own thinking on
this point), that a communist society was only possible following the growth of
industrialization and of a capitalist world market. Communism, in other words,
had not been an option throughout human history (an idea popular with a number
of Marx’s contemporaries) but emerged out of the progress of the productive
forces.?

A particularly striking aspect of Marx and Engels’s outline of communist society
was their assertion that communism would involve the abolition of the division of
labor. In a celebrated passage, they made this point in vigorous and witty
language:

As soon as labor begins to be divided then each person has a determined
exclusive sphere of activity that is forced upon him, from which he cannot
depart; he is a hunter, a fisherman, a shepherd or a critical critic and must
remain so, if he does not wish to lose the means to maintain his subsistence.
In a communist society, on the other hand, where each person does not have
an exclusive circle of activity, but can learn and be trained in any branch he
pleases, where society regulates general production and in that way makes it
possible for me to do one thing today, another tomorrow, to hunt in the
morning, to fish in the afternoon, to herd cattle in the evening, and, after
dinner, to criticize, just as I please, without ever becoming hunter, fisher,
herdsman or critic.?

This assertion, probably taken from Charles Fourier, who envisaged a society in
which individuals would enjoy their labor and would work on tasks that most
appealed to them, has frequently drawn skeptical commentary. It seems difficult to
reconcile with the specialization required in an industrial society, and contains
evident internal difficulties as well: might not society’s regulation of general



production be at odds with individuals’ wishes to do as they please? Marx and
Engels themselves introduced an element of irony in their assertions, given that
their future communist included among his occupations being a critical critic, an
activity they repeatedly described in their manuscript as producing worthless
nonsense.

The discussion of the division of labor in the chapter on Feuerbach was
complicated and multifaceted, a reflection of the incomplete nature of the
surviving manuscripts. In some passages, Marx and Engels linked the division of
labor to class differences between workers and capitalists, so that the abolition of
the division of labor would correspond to the creation of a communist society
without social classes. At another point, the authors noted that the division of
labor led to a product of labor standing independent from and against those who
created it. The contrast between particular individuals and their joint product led
to the desire for a common interest, in the form of the state, an “illusory
commonality,” hiding the existence of different and conflicting class interests.3!
This assertion was a continuation of a train of thought begun with the new social
and political order described in Marx’s Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law,
where the particular interests of individuals in civil society and the general
interest as represented by the state would coincide. Abolishing the division of
labor and, with it, different social classes and private property, was Marx’s new
iteration of this aspiration, informed by his study of political economy and by the
controversy over Max Stirner’s attacks on Feuerbach’s conception of humanity.

In this Feuerbach chapter, Marx and Engels certainly criticized Feuerbach’s
conception of an ahistorical human species essence; but their development of a
positive alternative to it outweighed their criticism, which lacked the vehemence,
anger, and sarcasm of their other forays against the Young Hegelians. As their
manuscript evolved, a new critical target emerged, the True Socialists, the group
of pro-communist German intellectuals, part of a more explicitly political turn to
the project that included a section (not preserved) criticizing liberalism in
Germany.>?

Marx and Engels’s denunciation of the True Socialists ran in parallel with their
attacks on the Young Hegelians: that both groups placed intellectual movements
rather than the political struggles resulting from social and economic conditions at
the center of the historical process, rendering their ideas, for Marx and Engels, yet
another example of ideology.®® Their chief target, Karl Griin, was accused of
regarding religion and politics as the “essence of man,” and of being ignorant of
“genuine production”—that is, the structures of the economy and of production.



Griin and other True Socialists were denounced for seeing the goal of the socialist
movement as the liberation of “man,” and the redemption of “men” from their
alienated condition, following in the footsteps of Feuerbach’s theories of religion
as human alienation.3*

What provoked the greatest ire for Marx and Engels was the True Socialists’
insistence that German Wissenschaft was required to transform the doctrines of
communism and socialism expounded in France and England into philosophically
authentic and correct theories. This appeared to them as downright perverse,
taking the English and French criticisms of economy and society and their
proposed political remedies and transforming them into questions of conceptual
development. True Socialism was “nothing but the distortion of proletarian
communism and the more or less related parties and sects of France and England
into the heaven of the German spirit and . . . German sentimentality.”3°

Following the invidious comparisons of the Young German authors between
dreamy Teutons and the vigorous practicality of Germany’s neighbors, Marx and
Engels quoted Heine on how Britannia ruled the waves, Russia and France held
the land, but Germany had undisputed dominion over the “airy realm of dreams.”
Not surprisinglyy, Marx and Engels linked this German tendency toward
impractical philosophy with economic, social, and political backwardness, with a
country lacking modern industry, modern political institutions, well-developed
social classes, and sharper class antagonisms. German society was not yet
divided into bourgeois and proletarians, as was the case in England or France;
most Germans were Kleinbiirger, petit bourgeois. The use of this phrase in the
discussion of the True Socialists marked the beginning of its long career as a
Marxist political epithet.3

Yet Marx’s own previous thought was strikingly similar to the ideas condemned
in The German Ideology as petit bourgeois. In the Paris manuscripts, Marx had
described communism as the recovery of human essence from its alienated
existence. In “The Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law,” he
had stated that the heart of the future communist revolution was the proletariat, but
its head was philosophy, and he had also spoken about the advantages of German
philosophy for the development of communism. In The Holy Family, Marx and
Engels had designated their standpoint as “real humanism,” a Feuerbachian phrase
the True Socialists employed.?’

The biting criticisms of the True Socialists were a form of externalization and
objectification not unlike the processes of alienation explained in Hegelian
philosophy. Marx took his own previous ideas and projected them onto other



thinkers, where he could then reject them without having to criticize himself. He
would repeat this process in future works, particularly The Eighteenth Brumaire
of Louis Bonaparte. It was the only form of self-criticism that his personality
would allow, and one that enabled him to maintain his position as the person
articulating the direction of human history.

Composing these lengthy manuscripts criticizing the Young Hegelians and True
Socialists required Marx to put off his planned critique of political economy. As
he told his long-suffering publisher, Karl Leske, “it seemed to me very important
to send out in advance of my positive development a polemical piece against
German philosophy and against German socialism as it has hitherto existed . . . to
prepare the public . . . for . . . my economics. . . .”3® At the beginning of 1847,
Marx returned to economics, once again in the form of a critical attack on a
contemporary, in this case Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, in The Poverty of Philosophy.

One of the leading French socialist theorists of the 1840s (today, Proudhon is
generally regarded as an anarchist, but contemporaries placed him along with
other socialists), Proudhon’s famous assertion that “Property is theft” had made
him a figure known, admired, and hated throughout Europe. Moving from bon mots
to a system, Proudhon’s magnum opus, The System of Economic Contradictions,
Or: The Philosophy of Poverty, applied Hegel’s philosophy to the principles of
political economy in order to demonstrate the latter’s internal contradictions.
Marx’s response, ironically retitling Proudhon’s work, was to ridicule these
findings of contradictions, to show that Proudhon had not understood political
economy, particularly as propounded by David Ricardo—Adam’s Smith’s chief
disciple, and the leading figure of pro-capitalist economics—and also to assert
that the Frenchman had not understood Hegel either.

Proudhon, for instance, had maintained that there was a contradiction between
the use of a commodity and its market value: the larger the harvest, the more food
there was, the more useful for humanity, but the lower the price of food would be.
Marx’s sharp retort was to point out that Proudhon’s contradiction was really no
contradiction at all, since price was formed by the working of supply and demand,
and Proudhon had just discussed supply but had nothing to say about demand. If
demand increased sharply, then prices could go up, in spite of a rise in supply.>
Marx proceeded to analyze other basic concepts, thrashing Proudhon’s account of
the paradoxes in the labor theory of value, the division of labor and the use of
machinery, the rise of ground rent, as opposed to the decline of interest, or the
potentially inflationary effects of union organizing and strikes. In each of these
instances, Marx carefully demonstrated his mastery of basic Ricardian concepts—



the determination of goods’ value by the amount of labor expended in producing
them, or rent on land as the difference in return between the most and the least
fertile property.*

If Marx had little patience with his target’s understanding of Ricardo, his
patience with Proudhon’s understanding of Hegel was even shorter. In a derisive
passage, Marx caricatured Proudhon’s philosophical development of economic
concepts:

. . . impersonal reason . . . is forced . . . to pose, oppose and compose itself
—position, opposition, composition. To speak Greek, we have thesis,

antithesis, synthesis . . . Hegel’s . . . sacramental formula: affirmation,
negation, negation of the negation. . . . Apply this method to the categories of
political economy, and . . . you will have translated economic categories,

known by everyone, into a little known language, in which they look as
though they had emerged, newly formed, from a head of pure reason. . . . !

It is one of the more peculiar features of the history of Marxism that thesis,
antithesis, synthesis—the phrase Marx used to mock Proudhon’s misunderstanding
of Hegel—would come to be regarded as the quintessence of Marx’s
methodology.

Rather, this assertion of Proudhon’s misunderstanding of Hegel brought up the
central theme of the entire work. Marx, employing the ideas he and Engels had
worked out in their manuscript about Feuerbach but never published, accused
Proudhon of granting abstract philosophical concepts priority in understanding
economics over the actual material conditions of production. Proudhon’s work
was in “the old Hegelian manner . . . not a profane history, a history of men. . . a
sacred history, a history of ideas . . . man is nothing but an instrument, which the
idea or eternal reason exploits in order to develop itself. . . . If you pull the curtain
of this mystical language, it comes to be said that M. Proudhon gives you the order
in which economic categories are arranged in his head.”*? Admittedly, Marx
thought that Proudhon did a much poorer job of arranging these mental categories
than Hegel ever had, but disdain for Proudhon’s mental untidiness was
subordinate to criticism of his placing abstract concepts ahead of concrete
material production in understanding economics.

As with Marx’s assertions in The German Ideology, the criticism of Proudhon
was an externalized form of self-criticism. Marx had persistently described
himself as an admirer of Proudhon’s ideas from his time as editor of the



Rhineland News through the publication of The Holy Family, and had tried to
recruit Proudhon to his communist committee of correspondence. Proudhon’s
project of providing a Hegelian critique of political economy was very similar to
what Marx was trying to do in the Paris manuscripts.

Although The Poverty of Philosophy was not the critique of political economy
that Marx had been promising since 1845, it was the first time that basic concepts
of Marxist economics, such as use value, exchange value, and modes of
production, made their appearance. Just as The Holy Family provided short,
published summaries of Marx’s longer and more complex theorizing in the
unpublished Paris manuscripts, The Poverty of Philosophy included briefer,
published versions of a number of ideas in the unpublished chapter on Feuerbach
in The Germany Ideology.

One aspect of The Poverty of Philosophy distinguished it from all of Marx’s
previous works: Marx wrote the book in French. He saw the intellectual
significance of the circles of Parisian socialists and radicals he had encountered
before his expulsion from the French capital as so great that he needed to
intervene directly in it, writing a book in French (while all German intellectuals
could read French, the opposite was not the case), soliciting assistance in
perfecting his French style, and paying the costs of publication himself. Marx’s
aim was never fulfilled, because the book never reached its intended destinations;
the publishers took Marx’s money but did not send any free publicity copies to
Parisian socialist leaders as he requested. A few copies circulated hand to hand
among German émigré intellectuals in Paris.*3

Marx had revised and expanded the materialist critique of Hegel and the post-
Hegelian vision of a communist society he had developed in the years in
Kreuznach and Paris. He had replaced Feuerbach’s human species essence with a
conception of humans as collective producers, working in distinct forms of social
and economic organization with associated levels of technology. In turn, these
features interacted to produce a society partitioned by the division of labor into
different and antagonistic social classes. A communist future and a working class
that would bring it about in revolutionary fashion had been tied much more closely
to the history of the French Revolution of 1789 and to the doctrines of political
economy—and not so much to the socialist critics of these doctrines as to their
orthodox defenders, particularly the English economist David Ricardo. Marx had
reached these results through a series of increasingly bitter criticisms of his
contemporaries, criticisms that were implicitly directed at his own, earlier views,
suggesting they were not tough-minded and practical enough. Yet his efforts to



bring his increasing theoretical clarity to the attention of a public consisting
primarily of radical German intellectuals and their French counterparts had been
largely unsuccessful, partly as a result of the difficulties in publishing, but also a
consequence of his own problems in formulating consistent accounts of his ideas,
and of his penchant for launching vehement polemics—witty and cutting, but also
lengthy and obsessed—that could become an end in itself. This polemical edge
would also appear in the personal and political conflicts in which he became
involved over the course of 1846.

MARX’S EFFORTS TO RALLY support through his projected communist committee of
correspondence and his connections with the London communists also led to
breaking off contacts with former political associates. Favorable observers have
described these breaks as necessary steps toward theoretical clarity and unity of
action; more hostile ones attribute them to Marx’s dictatorial tendencies and his
desire to turn allies into subordinates. There were certainly elements of both
motives, but they primarily reflected Marx’s attempt to carve out a position for
himself among émigré German radicals who were on their own in foreign
countries, generally in difficult personal and financial circumstances, all the while
facing the constant pressure of hostile Prussian and Austrian governments. Since
these émigré radicals were, at best, very loosely organized, political action
occurred in informal personal relations, so that political conflicts were invariably
personalized. Three substantial clashes accompanied Marx’s political course in
1846 and 1847: with Friedrich Engels and Moses Hess, with Wilhelm Weitling,
and finally, with Karl Griin.

The first of these, a little-known episode that took place around the beginning of
1846, began with a personal slight, Jenny von Westphalen’s disparaging remarks
about Engels’s mistress, the Manchester factory girl Mary Burns. Jenny’s hostility
toward Burns, whom she described to Karl as an “intriguing, ambitious woman, a
Lady Macbeth,” was pronounced; two years later, well after Marx and Engels had
reconciled, she insisted on sitting on the opposite side of the room from Mary at
public events. By contrast, Jenny was quite friendly with Hess’s female
companion, Sybille Pesch, also from a working-class background, who spent a lot
of time with the family during the months that she and Moses lived in Brussels.
Among other things, she helped to take care of the Marx children. But Pesch was a
figure with a dubious past; the rumor was that Hess had met her when he was a
customer at a brothel in Cologne where she worked. Hess, well aware of these
issues in view of his own companion’s background and the stories told about her,



saw Jenny’s attitude toward Mary Burns as upper-class contempt for a worker
who did not know her proper place. Both Hess and Engels blamed Marx for the
situation, asserting that Karl was not acting like a proper male head of the
household, but was letting his wife’s prejudices determine his opinions.

The conflict quickly developed political ramifications. Marx let his friends in
Cologne know that Engels lacked the intellectual ability to carry out the necessary
theoretical work and philosophical criticism in which they were engaged. This
judgment was accompanied by sarcastic remarks about Engels as the “friend of the
proletarians,” his mistress in particular, and a “tall lad.” This last was a sarcastic
denunciation of Engels as a Prussian, since the “tall lads” were the six-foot-tall
soldiers that the eighteenth-century Prussian king Friedrich Wilhelm I had
recruited for his army. Marx had nothing better to say about Hess, whom he
described as a “sponge,” a dreamer and spiritualist incapable of practical
political activity. It was Marx’s Cologne friends Heinrich Biirgers and Roland
Daniels who asserted that Hess “carries around the ballast of so much nonsense in
his head,” and that he aspired to be the “high priest” of communism; but their
comments were undoubtedly reflections of Marx’s own attitudes.**

Marx and Engels were able to reconcile, probably by working on the
enormously lengthy chapter on Max Stirner for The German Ideology. By
criticizing “Saint Max,” Engels could break with his own past—both his own
friendship with Stirner, as fellow members of the Free Men, and his previous
enthusiasm for Stirner’s work that Engels had perceived (somewhat oddly) as
providing a theoretical basis for communism—and prove his philosophical
capabilities to Marx’s satisfaction.*> The chapter on Stirner, enormously out of
scale when compared to the rest of the manuscripts comprising The German
Ideology, makes more sense if it served the purpose of restoring the two men’s
friendship.

Hess, by contrast, was not reconciled with Marx. He prepared to leave
Brussels, which he did at the end of March 1846, to devote himself to socialist
periodicals in the Rhineland, soon to be prohibited by the Prussian government.
The break with Hess was by no means total. Hess’s behavior for the next few
months—and, indeed, for the rest of his life—would oscillate between
cooperation and being appalled by Marx. But the close working connection that
marked the relationship in late 1845 and early 1846 was irrevocably gone, and the
brief time in which the triumvirate of Marx, Hess, and Engels had held sway was
permanently over.

Marx’s second major clash, with the working-class socialist Wilhelm Weitling,



is better known. A journeyman tailor, Weitling was one of the German artisans
living abroad, belonging to radical secret societies, who had developed vaguely
socialist ideas of unorthodox Christian inspiration. Unlike most of his fellow
artisans, Weitling put his thoughts down on paper, writing two books
—~Guarantees of Freedom and Harmony and The Gospel of a Poor Sinner—that
made him a well-known and influential figure among German émigrés. His
imprisonment in Switzerland for advocating socialist ideas added a nimbus of
martyrdom to his reputation.

After being active with the League of the Just in Paris and London, Weitling
came to Brussels in 1846 to work with Marx, who had previously written warmly
about him. Their collaboration quickly collapsed, during one of the very first
meetings of the Communist Committee of Correspondence, at the end of March
1846. Pavel Annenkov, a Russian émigré who was present, described how Marx,
sitting at the head of the table, began to question Weitling sharply, and in steadily
more critical fashion, about how he could justify his ideas. Weitling defended
himself, insisting that his agitation was giving the workers hope in their misery
and oppression. But Marx cut Weitling off and retorted that spreading confused
ideas and dubious hopes among the workers, promoting concepts lacking in
Wissenschaft, was “an empty and unconscionable toying with preaching sermons,”
which would just lead to the ruination of the oppressed. The two men argued and
Marx, growing steadily angrier, pounded on the table with his fist, stood up, and
shouted, “Ignorance has never yet helped anyone!”4®

This episode is often reported as an example of Marx’s contempt for the
workers he supposedly wanted to liberate and his anti-democratic, dictatorial
tendencies. These accusations were first raised by Weitling himself, who let
everyone know that Marx was planning to eliminate workers from the leadership
of the communist movement and replace them with bourgeois intellectuals,
because the workers were untrustworthy. Moses Hess, who was not present at the
meeting, but received a letter about it from Weitling, described Marx’s treatment
of Weitling as “nauseating,” and announced he would have nothing more to do
politically with Marx. Characteristically, he changed his mind within a few
months and began attempting a political reconciliation.*”

What does not appear in Annenkov’s reminiscence is why Weitling and Marx
were shouting at each other in the first place. Weitling, in his letter to Hess,
explained their differences: Marx had insisted that “at the moment there can be no
talk of the realization of communism; the bourgeoisie must first take control.” This
was an issue that Marx was considering in his theoretical writings at the time,



linking the onset of communism to the development of capitalist industry, in
contrast to Weitling’s idea that communism had always been possible throughout
human history. It was also an issue that had been debated among the London
communists, who had roundly renounced Weitling’s view. Weitling’s trip to
Brussels to work with Marx and Engels was designed to find a new field for his
political activity, since his former supporters in the League of the Just had rejected
his ideas and claims to leadership.*®

Weitling himself was in a difficult position at the time. He was broke, had
sought to borrow money from Marx and was dependent on him for his meals. Even
after the confrontation at the Committee of Correspondence, Weitling stayed in
Brussels and continued to try to work with Marx and Engels. When this proved
impossible, he needed money from them to leave. The funds were procured by
Moses Hess from Marx’s friends in Cologne.*

The dispute between Marx and Weitling reflected the insecure position of
émigrés, lacking material support and an organized following, while striving for a
dominant position in a radical political movement. Hess’s motives were quite
similar. While he claimed to be appalled by Marx’s insistence on creating an
approved doctrine and rejecting other points of view, just a few months earlier
when he and Marx had been getting along quite well, he was very enthusiastic
about the idea of establishing a definitive communist political program.>®

Such striving for a dominant position in the nascent communist movement was
most apparent in the third of these confrontations, with the True Socialist Karl
Griin. Although relatively neglected by historians, it was the most extensive, the
most public, and the most controversial of Marx’s clashes at the time. Personal
antipathy, political and intellectual differences, and personal rivalry were mixed
together. While there was a strong element of petty nastiness in the confrontation,
the issues raised would recur in major ways during the turbulent politics of the
1848 Revolution.>!

The controversy began shortly after Marx moved to Brussels, when he read a
copy of Griin’s book on the socialist and communist movement in France and
Belgium, designed as an introduction for educated German readers. Marx began
making dismissive remarks about Griin, describing him as a dilettante and a hack
writer rather than a serious author. Hess, who actually tended to agree with Marx
on this point, nonetheless told Griin about these negative opinions. Marx was not
content with merely muttering; he prepared a written attack on Griin that was
integrated into the section on the True Socialists in The German Ideology, and
ultimately became the only portion of the work to appear in print.



The confrontation with Griin was woven deeply into the fabric of the additional
communist committees of correspondence Marx was trying to set up. The letter to
Proudhon in May 1846, inviting him to be Marx’s Paris correspondent, contained
a postscript denouncing Griin as a “knight of the literary industry, a kind of
charlatan who makes a business of dealing in modern ideas. . . . Watch out for this
parasite.”® Following up on this initiative, Engels was dispatched to Paris in
August 1846, ostensibly to set up the Paris bureau of the Communist
Correspondence Committee, in fact to do battle with Griin among the German
artisans in the secret societies there.

Griin, though, was not hapless like Weitling or dreamy and indecisive like Hess.
He was an able writer and supple politician, ready and willing to fight back.
Present in Paris, not exiled to Brussels, he was able to win the contest for access
to Proudhon, in part by rank personal flattery. Proudhon roundly rejected Marx’s
warnings about Griin, and let Marx know he would only cooperate with him in his
proposed communist network if Marx would help Griin bring out a German
translation of Proudhon’s Philosophy of Poverty.>® Rather than agree to
Proudhon’s terms, Marx attacked him as well by writing The Poverty of
Philosophy, a decision that naturally angered the French socialist. He annotated
his personal copy of Marx’s book with the words: “a tissue of vulgarity, of
calumny of falsification and of plagiarism,” and moved closer to Griin, who
steadily developed his reputation as Proudhon’s adviser and interpreter for the
German-speaking world. Griin moved to fortify his position with the radical
German artisans in Paris by, among other things, taking them on tours of the
Louvre. Engels’s repeated assertions of his success in driving out Griin’s influence
and his supporters were followed by frustrated observations of their recurrence.
Engels’s heavy-handed manner, which included at one point a fistfight with a
politically opposed artisan, cannot have helped his and Marx’s cause any.>*

Griin went over to the offensive in the pages of the Trier News, a German
newspaper propounding socialist doctrines, and in Marx’s old adversary, the
Cologne News. He denounced Marx as an “intellectual customs agent and border
guard, appointed on his own authority,” who would only let socialist ideas pass if
he approved them, and would otherwise try to confiscate them and keep them out
of circulation.®® Responding to Marx’s charges that his work on French socialism
was superficial and popularizing, Griin scornfully noted that he at least had
published a book, and a widely read one at that, while Marx had been unable to
finish any major work. In a short story in the Cologne News, Griin described a
simultaneously sinister and pathetic “Dr. Ludwig” (a thinly disguised Marx) as an



unkempt, ungroomed fanatic unable to support his family, and whose revolutionary
dogmas led honest German artisans to perdition.

What, exactly, did Marx have against Griin politically? The essay published in
the Westphalian Steamboat treated Griin’s ideas as one of a piece with the Young
Hegelians and the True Socialists, whose politics were based on idealized
conceptions of humanity rather than concrete conditions of material production.
Another political theme gradually emerged, articulated by both Marx and Engels
in public writings and private correspondence. This was the idea that Proudhon
and Griin sought to introduce socialism without a revolution that would abolish
capitalism, by creating workers’ cooperatives funded by a state bank. Griin
himself sometimes posed the controversy similarly, contrasting his and Proudhon’s
plans for peaceful reform with Marx’s demands for violent revolution.”® Whether
Proudhon’s and Griin’s plans to abolish a market economy via state-supported
producers’ cooperatives fit under the heading of reform is another matter, but their
idea was not without similarities to the Young Hegelians’ understanding of
radicalism as a change in lifestyle: both involved dramatic change outside the
political arena, a possibility Marx regarded as problematic at best.

Ideological differences do not entirely explain the vigor of Marx’s attacks on
Griin, since there was a lot in Griin’s work on French and Belgian socialism that
was congenial to Marx. Griin denounced the liberal regime in Belgium as
facilitating capitalist exploitation of the workers, under the guise of protecting
civil rights; he spoke of the concentration of capital and the impoverishment of the
proletariat; he was critical of the efforts of Fourier and his followers to get
wealthy individuals to finance his socialist schemes. Griin called for the abolition
of wage labor, and for the proletariat to assume political power; he expressly
associated his socialism with atheism.>” There was certainly much else in the
book Marx rejected, but Marx had no trouble adopting and praising the ideas of
Wilhelm Schulz, whose concept of Christian social reform was considerably
further from Marx’s ideas than Griin’s Feuerbachian socialism. Marx could also
cooperate with other men politically in spite of ideological differences, as he was
doing with Hermann Ewerbeck in Paris and Karl Schapper in London at the very
same time that he was leading his campaign against Griin.

It is hard to avoid noticing the strong element of personal antipathy in Marx’s
attitude, which was considerably more pronounced than in his relations with other
rivals of the time. Marx meant literally his condemnation of Griin as a fraud and
opportunist. The chief point of his published attack on Griin’s book was to
denounce him as a plagiarist. After he broke with the two Westphalian capitalists



Meyer and Rempel, following the collapse of the publishing project, Marx angrily
returned the money they had collected on his behalf with the remark that he was no
Karl Griin—implying that Griin was a self-interested opportunist who used funds
collected for political purposes to his personal advantage. Marx was not alone in
feeling this way; several of his correspondents reported similar stories, and it
seems that Griin, at least in some circles, had a reputation for less than scrupulous
use of money.>

There is a further element that defined their tempestuous relationship: their very
considerable similarities. Friends when they had attended the University of Bonn,
they had both later moved from Bonn to Berlin. Like Marx, Griin was an academic
manqué, although his interests ran to art history rather than philosophy. Marx had
attempted to hire Griin when he was editing the Rhineland News. The newspaper
had been suppressed before this was possible, but Griin then made a name for
himself editing the Mannheim Evening News, another prominent left-wing
newspaper. Like Marx, he had been dismissed from his position due to
government pressure. Following Marx’s path, Griin became an émigré in Paris,
where the two men had moved, amiably, in the same circles, so that Griin was
later astonished to hear that Marx was attacking him. Griin’s idea of writing a
book that would introduce French socialist ideas to the German educated public
overlapped substantially with the project that Marx, Hess, and Engels were
pursuing at the same time, that of editing German translations of French socialist
authors. The similarities hardly stopped there. Like Marx, Griin was not
particularly neat, clean, or fastidious; also like Marx, he had difficulties
supporting a family. The conflict between the two men arose precisely because
they were so similar, because they were both seeking to occupy the same niche in
the German socialist movement: that of the theorist who could provide the missing
link between French ideas and German social conditions. Contemporaries, even
Marx’s supporters, understood that personal differences were integrally linked
with the political disputes in which Marx had become involved. Marx’s personal
circumstances in Brussels also were becoming increasingly difficult; all this
certainly encouraged the irascible side of his personality, and his tendency to
create sharp alternatives and then insist on one to the exclusion of the other.

HAVING BEEN EXPELLED FROM Paris at the urging of the Prussian government, Marx
was by no means secure in Brussels. He gave the Belgian authorities written
assurances that he would not engage in any political activity, offering the
Prussians no pretext to demand his extradition. But the report that the Prussian



government was planning to do just that led Marx, six months after he arrived in
Brussels, to renounce his Prussian citizenship and to inform the Prussian
authorities that he was planning to emigrate to the United States. His hope was that
the authorities would be only too happy to see him go and would not trouble
themselves about him further.>®

Marx did not leave for the States, as he had no plans to. The possibility of a new
extradition request continued to hang over his head for the rest of his residence in
Brussels. Yet these threats, severe as they may have been, took a backseat to his
steadily increasing economic difficulties. While in Brussels, his family
responsibilities continued to grow. Marx and Jenny’s second daughter, Laura, was
born on October 26, 1845; their son, the ill-fated Edgar, on February 2, 1847. In
order to economize, Marx gave up his apartment in May 1846 and moved his
family into a hotel with furnished rooms, which meant employing fewer servants.
Then, and through the rest of his life, Marx’s poverty would always be a genteel
poverty; except on one disastrous occasion, he never proposed that Jenny keep
house for him, and her frequent pregnancies and bouts of ill health would have
made that a difficult prospect. Karl and Jenny were very fortunate in regard to
their household help. The young woman from Trier who had accompanied Jenny to
Paris did not make the move to Brussels, so Jenny’s mother found a replacement
from another one of the Westphalen family retainers, Helene (Lenchen) Demuth,
who would remain with the couple for the rest of their lives.%

Nonetheless, Lenchen was yet another mouth to feed. The failure of the potato
crop in 1845 and the dire grain harvest the next year had doubled food prices,
increasing the cost of everything else—not a small problem when Marx’s income
was far from keeping pace.®! There was an additional and perhaps unexpected
source of expenses for Marx: his role as aspiring political leader. Potential and
current followers and associates expected financial support. Marx funded Weitling
even while shouting at him, and received requests for money from Karl Ludwig
Bernays and Hermann Ewerbeck in Paris. Visits from new adherents, such as the
former artillery officer Joseph Weydemeyer or the Silesian Wilhelm Wolff, were
encouraging signs and generally led to carousing, but Marx had to put up his
guests.5?

As Marx’s expenses grew, his income shrank inversely. At the beginning of his
stay in Brussels, his friends and supporters in Cologne and the vicinity continued
to send him money, as they had done when he was living in Paris. But Marx’s
increasing turn toward a militantly anti-bourgeois communism made him ever
more reluctant to depend on them for funds. As he wrote to Joseph Weydemeyer,



“There still exist in Cologne several bourgeois who would probably advance me
money for a fixed term. Only these people have for some time turned to a direction
opposed in principle [to mine], so I would just as soon not be obligated to them in
any way.”% Like many radical intellectuals of the era, Marx tried to support
himself as a freelance author, but press censorship in Germany made it almost
impossible for him to get published. What little he earned that way was more than
consumed by the expense of self-publishing The Poverty of Philosophy. Marx did
receive some money from his mother, and he continued to press, unsuccessfully,
for an advance against his share of her estate.%*

His circumstances became increasingly straitened. In May 1846, he had pawned
the last of the family’s gold and silver, and most of the linens, yet another reason
to move into furnished rooms. The following winter, he received a visit from the
journeyman typesetter Stephan Born, one of the radical German artisans living
abroad, who would be an important labor leader during the Revolution of 1848.
Many years later, Born remembered seeing Marx’s “highly modest little
apartment, furnished, one can well say, in impoverished fashion, in a [working-
class] suburb of Brussels.” About the time of this visit, Marx was trying to keep
his head above water by writing some very dubious IOUs. Engels, Marx’s future
savior in financial matters, was in equally difficult circumstances, dependent on a
monthly check from his father. When it did not arrive, Engels too had recourse to
the pawnshop, or to sending Marx COD letters from Paris. Marx’s other leftist
associates were doing no better. He wrote Weydemeyer, “You see poverty and
misery all around! At the moment, I do not know what to do to help myself out.”%

Although Marx himself denied it, it is hard to believe that his “private misery,”
as Moses Hess put it in regard to the break with Weitling, was not directly tied to
the political “party strife.”% Certainly, Marx’s friends and supporters rebuked him
for his antagonistic attitudes, and his tendency to personalize political differences.
Joseph Weydemeyer was appalled by Marx’s treatment of the two Westphalian
capitalists after they refused to support his publishing project, accusing him of
wanting “to make out of these conflicts a question of party, conflicts that are quite
personal and have no connection with questions of principles. . . .” Weydemeyer
went on to emphasize the background of Marx’s personal economic difficulties,
noting that Marx had rejected the money the capitalists sent him, refusing to engage
in “begging,” as he said. Instead, Weydemeyer pointed out, the money was support
for “party authors who have gotten into financial difficulties” because political
censorship prevented them from earning a living with their pens. Hermann
Ewerbeck was no less critical of “this break with the bourgeois, who at least have



a noble will and money” needed for the crucial “publication of your writings.”%”

The severity of the clash with Karl Griin seemed even less comprehensible.
Hermann Ewerbeck rebuked Marx’s “grudge against and hatred of Griin,” seeing
this personal basis for political antagonism as unworthy of someone he regarded
as the “Aristotle of the nineteenth century.” Heinrich Liining, editor of the
Westphalian Steamboat, was unhappy with the “too bitter and offensive tone” of
the attacks on Griin. Admitting that both Griin’s ideas and his personality were
dubious, Liining pointed out that he was nonetheless on the same side as other
socialists: “what’s the purpose of beating someone with a club, when they are
working at least halfway in the same direction?”®

Marx’s friends tended to place the blame for the many personal conflicts in
which he was involved on Engels’s “dictatorial demands and his overbearing
tone,” his “arrogance and vanity.”% It was true that Engels’s interventions often
did make matters worse, and his letters to Marx were filled with contemptuous
and condescending remarks about other political activists. But Engels did not
cause Marx’s conflicts so much as he reinforced Marx’s inclination to bring
together the personal and the political, an inclination exacerbated by the difficult
condition of the family finances and Marx’s politically precarious position as an
émigré and apprentice revolutionary.

Drawing a balance of Marx’s activities toward the end of 1846 after almost two
years in Brussels, the negatives would rather outweigh the positives. Trying to
rally and organize the German-speaking communists across Europe had produced
just a handful of followers and a lot of personal antagonisms. The publishing plans
and the attempts to bring Marx’s theoretical insights to the left-wing German-
speaking intellectuals had largely been foiled. Ties to the workers, in whose name
he spoke, were generally made through other intellectual leaders with whom Marx
did not always see eye-to-eye.

Engels himself articulated these discouraging perspectives in a letter he wrote
to Marx from Paris in November or December 1846. He recounted his frustrations
with the supporters of Griin among the German artisans in Paris. There was still
no “organ,” no publication with which Marx could articulate his ideas to the
public, so that he and Engels remained dependent on the London communists, who
had let Marx’s communist correspondence “go to sleep in the Lord.” After relating
differences with the communist German artisans in London, Engels noted that
openly asserting them would be useless. “These lads would declare themselves to
be the ‘people’ the ‘proletariat’ against us, and we could only appeal to a
communist proletariat that in Germany has yet to be formed.””°



Such experiences were typical of the frustrations radical émigrés felt across all
of Europe. Trying to be a revolutionary in a situation where the authorities were
firmly in command was hard enough, and trying to do so from a foreign country
was even harder. Energies were dissipated in fruitless quarrels, and personal
antagonisms would embitter political controversies and divert them into largely
useless channels. The situation would change rapidly in 1847, as the pillars of
political order began to shake and totter. New opportunities for political action
would open up for Marx, and he would gain the chance to formulate and circulate
his ideas in a number of different public forums. The outbreak of revolution at the
beginning of 1848 would increase all these possibilities exponentially and make
clear that the painful revolutionary apprenticeship in Brussels, for all its
difficulties, had been a worthwhile period of preparation.



PART II

Struggle
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The Insurgent
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BEFORE THE STORM ARRIVES, the wind picks up and the skies darken. Animals seek
shelter and people sense, uneasily, the declining air pressure. The year 1847 was
filled with signs of an approaching revolutionary storm—not just apparent in
retrospect, but evident to contemporaries. A commercial, financial, and industrial
crisis—today, we would say a severe recession—following on the harvest
failures of the two previous years, drastically shook public confidence in the
existing systems of government. As trust in the political status quo of Europe
waned, its many and varied opponents, what contemporaries called the “party of
movement,” accelerated and redoubled their oppositional activity. Paris, the
Continental center, was the scene of political mass meetings, lightly disguised, for
legal reasons, as enormous banquets. In this “banquet campaign,” leaders of the
opposition spoke in favor of a democratic franchise.

The form of meetings spread throughout urban France, and speeches calling for
reform were increasingly mixed with invocations of the heroic revolutionary days
of 1789 and 1793. In Southern and Eastern Europe, where absolutist governments
still reigned, it was a radical step to call for the very same constitutional
monarchy that the French opposition was criticizing. The Prussian king, Friedrich
Wilhelm IV, summoned his Provincial Diets to meet together in Berlin, only to
discover that this “United Diet” was dominated by liberals, who demanded that he
grant a constitution. Similar widely known, public confrontations between an
absolutist monarch and some form of representative institution controlled by a
liberal opposition were features of 1847 in Rome, where the Consultative
Assembly of the Papal States called for a constitution, and in Budapest, where the
Hungarian Diet squared off against the Austrian Empire. These and many other
portents of imminent political change acted as galvanizing shocks, prompting
organizing efforts and the formulation of political platforms. In the German states,
the radicals articulated theirs in Offenburg and the liberals in Heppenheim, in



September and October 1847, respectively.

For Marx, this surge of political activity was a welcome reprieve from the
doldrums in which his efforts had been stranded by late 1846. He became deeply
involved in two different organizing efforts: the transformation of the London-
based League of the Just into the Communist League; and the creation of an
international democratic association in Brussels. Both these new organizations
offered him the opportunity to articulate to a broader public the theories he had
been developing: for the Brussels democrats, Marx’s thoughts on free trade and its
relation to the development of capitalism and of a revolutionary proletariat; for
the Communist League, his famous manifesto.

All of Marx’s efforts were directed toward the planned international democratic
congress, whose realization was ever more likely in the climate of rapid political
change. But the change came even more rapidly and drastically than Marx
expected. The initial sign was in Switzerland, today the very epitome of
conservatism and tranquility, but in the mid-nineteenth century a turbulent and
troubled land, also Europe’s most left-wing country. The victory of the radicals in
the Swiss Civil War of 1847, a result of the inability of the great powers,
especially the Austrian Empire, to intervene on behalf of the outnumbered Swiss
conservatives, was the first portent of looming revolution in Europe. There
followed uprisings in southern Italy at the beginning of 1848 and then the decisive
stroke: the overthrow of the monarchy in France and the proclamation of the
republic in Paris at the end of February. Waves of insurrection rolled out of Paris
across the Continent, reaching the German states in mid-March.

Using his influential position within the newly reorganized Communist League
and his long-term contacts in Cologne, Marx took scant time to join the
revolutionary fray. For a little over a year, from the spring of 1848 through the
spring of 1849, Marx was, for the first and last time in his life, an insurgent
revolutionary: editing in brash, subversive style the New Rhineland News;
becoming a leader of the radical democrats of the city of Cologne and of the
Prussian Rhineland; trying to organize the working class in Cologne and across
Germany; and repeatedly encouraging and fomenting insurrection. In all of these
activities, Marx persistently promoted the revolutionary strategy he had first
envisaged in his essay on the Jewish Question, and would present in scintillating
language in the Communist Manifesto. He pressed for a democratic revolution to
destroy the authoritarian Prussian monarchy. At the same time he aspired to
organize the working class to carry out a communist uprising against a capitalist
regime he expected such a democratic revolution to establish. In effect, Marx was



proposing a double recurrence of the French Revolution: a repetition of its 1789-
94 phase in mid-nineteenth-century Prussia, and also a workers’ seizure of power
at the end of the 1840s modeled on the bourgeois seizure of power at the end of
the 1780s. These two efforts, as Marx would discover in his interactions with the
workers, democratic radicals, and True Socialists of Cologne, would prove
noticeably more difficult to implement simultaneously in practice than in theory.

IN FEBRUARY 1847, THE London communists dispatched Joseph Moll to Brussels, to
negotiate with Marx and Engels about a reorganization of the League of the Just.
The latter agreed to support these plans, and, at a congress held in London in June
of that year, the group was renamed the Communist League. Marx himself did not
attend; his interests were represented by Engels, as delegate of the Paris branch,
and Wilhelm Wolff, his Silesian supporter, as the Brussels delegate. Marx claimed
that he was too short of funds to go himself. Since he had found the money for
other projects at that time, such as the publication of The Poverty of Philosophy,
Marx may have assigned a lower priority to developing a closer connection with
the London communists, or was waiting to see how the planned reorganization
turned out.!

Despite his absence, he approved the results. The League’s emphasis was
shifted from revolutionary conspiracy to open propaganda; the organization
prepared to bring out its own journal. The former slogan, “All Men are Brothers,”
was replaced with a new one, devised by Karl Schapper: “Proletarians of all
countries [or “Workers of the world,” as it is usually translated into English]
unite!”—a sentence that has become indissolubly linked to Marx. New statutes
announced the community of goods as the organization’s aim. A “Communist
Confession of Faith,” written by Engels, a very distant first draft of the
Communist Manifesto, became the group’s political program. The League even
took Marx’s side in his dispute with Karl Griin, denouncing the latter as “a literary
knight of industry and exploiter of the workers.”?

Marx formally joined the League, probably after the congress, and became
president of the Brussels “Congregation,” as the new statutes called the League’s
local affiliates. Following the practice of the London communists, their Brussels
counterparts founded a Workers’ Educational Association, which enrolled roughly
seventy to one hundred German artisans in the Belgian capital by the fall of 1847.
At about the same time as Marx was firming up his associations with the London
communists, he was obtaining a publishing outlet for his views. This was a small



German-language newspaper, the German-Brussels News, much like the Parisian
Forwards! and in fact published by Adalbert von Bornstedt, one of the publishers
of Forwards! Bornstedt was a controversial choice, since he had previously been
a Prussian spy, as was well known in émigré and radical circles. But Marx felt the
opportunity of access—finally—to an uncensored German-language newspaper
outweighed any reservations radicals had about Bornstedt’s past. As he wrote to
Georg Herwegh, “The opposition in all its nuances found it more pleasant to take
offense at Bornstedt’s name. . . . Will these people ever lack for excuses not to do
anything?” It is hard to miss the desire for action in that statement.>

Neither Bornstedt nor the newspaper he published were completely on Marx’s
side. The anti-communist German democrat Karl Heinzen, for instance, denounced
Marx and Engels in the pages of the German-Brussels News. Their responses
would flow into the Communist Manifesto. At the end of September, Bornstedt
and other German radicals living in Brussels joined with Belgian democrats and
émigrés to plan a public meeting that would found an international democratic
society, along the lines of the London Fraternal Democrats. When the meeting was
announced, Marx was out of town, negotiating with his mother’s Dutch relatives
about the possibility of receiving an advance on his inheritance. Engels, holding
the fort in his absence, was convinced that the entire plan was a plot by Bornstedt
and his sympathizers to undermine Marx’s leadership of the German Workers’
Educational Association.

Given his chronic hostility toward fellow leftists, Engels may have been
exaggerating the planners’ motives, but the success of his response to political
dangers, real and imagined, showed the effectiveness of the Brussels branch of the
Communist League and its affiliated Workers’ Educational Association. With only
twenty-four hours notice, he and other leaders of the group mobilized thirty
members of the workers’ association to attend the meeting. As agreed beforehand,
they proposed that Engels should be one of the vice presidents of the newly
founded democratic association—an honor Engels had at first rejected, “because I
look so dreadfully young,” but finally agreed to accept. On Marx’s return to
Brussels, Engels, moving back to Paris to continue his campaign against Karl
Griin, resigned his position in favor of Marx.*

The newly founded organization’s ponderous name, “Democratic Association
Having as Goal the Union and Fraternity of All Peoples,” belied its suppleness
and energy. With at least two hundred members, the association sponsored large,
regular public meetings, both on domestic themes, such as the need for a more
democratic franchise in Belgium, and on international ones, like the recreation of



an independent Poland. By late 1847 and early 1848, as political tensions in
Europe ratcheted steadily higher, these meetings attracted as many as 1,000
attendees. Marx was the principal speaker at a meeting in January 1848 devoted to
free trade and protectionism. His hour-long talk, in French, was greeted (as the
minutes record) with “lively applause,” and with the decision to fund its
publication as a pamphlet, which appeared a few weeks later.”

Marx’s dual position in Brussels, presiding over the German Workers’
Educational Association, and as vice president of the international Democratic
Assocation, proved advantageous in his dealing with the German communists and
English radicals in London. The London-based Central Authority of the new
Communist League, not entirely happy about the echo of its reorganizational
congress among its European affiliates, decided to hold a second congress in
November 1847. The German communists in Brussels, the one Continental
congregation to support unreservedly the new course of the League, were crucial
to the plans, and the League’s leadership insisted that Marx personally attend this
meeting. He made the trip, although his finances were more desperate than ever.
Jenny and the children, left behind in Brussels, were all ill; Jenny was “truly
harassed by creditors and finds herself in a totally wretched financial
embarrassment.” Marx’s attempt to deal with the situation revealed his own
embarrassment. From London, he sent a letter asking his Russian acquaintance
Pavel Annenkov for a loan of 200 francs to help out his family. Annenkov should
send the money to Jenny without informing her of Marx’s involvement, and Marx
would pay the loan back when he received the advance on his inheritance.

The political situation in London and Brussels had developed noticeably more
favorably than the family finances since the First Congress of the League the
previous June. Marx seized the opportunity, and the outcome of the League’s
Second Congress marked another step in his growing influence over its program
and policy. Newly adopted statutes redefined the League’s purposes as the
overthrow of the bourgeoisie; the rule of the proletariat; and the end to class
society and to private property—explicitly communist goals articulated in Marx’s
own terms. The congress commissioned Marx to write a programmatic document
for the League, which would become the Communist Manifesto. While in London,
Marx, in his capacity as representative of the Brussels Democratic Association,
negotiated with the Fraternal Democrats about the planned international left-wing
congress. Definitive arrangements were made to summon such a congress to
Brussels at the end of September 1848, with a follow-up meeting scheduled for

London in 1849.%



In contrast to the previous year, 1847 had proven very successful for Marx’s
political activity. He had overcome his previous isolation and failures, and was
now affiliated with groups that offered multiple possibilities for political action,
and in which he held key positions. Brussels and London were well covered,
between the Central Authority of the Communist League, the Fraternal Democrats,
and the Brussels Democratic Association and German Workers’ Association. In
Paris, Engels was a leading figure in the local Communist League, and in Cologne
two congregations of the League existed, one led by Marx’s long-term confidants
Roland Daniels and Heinrich Biirgers, the other by friends and associates of
Moses Hess, who was now reaffiliated with Marx. The German-Brussels News
provided an outlet for Marx’s writings; plans for a journal of political economy
were moving ahead; and the Communist League itself was planning to bring out its
own journal, starting at the beginning of 1848 with Wilhelm Wolff as its editor.”

The International Democratic Congress, well on its way to fruition, would be
the culmination of all these political efforts, and set the stage for future,
revolutionary political actions, just as the initiatives of the “party of movement”
were shaking the European political order. These multifaceted affiliations offered
Marx the opportunity to set down in print the ideas on economic development,
social conflict, and political strategies he had been developing since he moved to
Brussels, and the entrancing prospects of revolutionary action provided the
context in which he formulated these ideas.

In February 1848, as the revolutionary wave in Europe was gathering force but
still far from its peak, two pamphlets written by Marx appeared in print, published
by the Brussels Democratic Association and the Communist League, respectively.
Both reflected his years of study and the formulation and reformulation of his
ideas, but also the imperative demands of a rapidly radicalizing political
situation. One of the pamphlets, the printed version of his speech on free trade, is
quite obscure; the other, the Communist Manifesto, has become the most
renowned of Marx’s writings. A consideration of their content reveals Marx’s
thinking and planning on the eve of a continentwide revolution in which he would
be a determined participant.

On September 16-18, 1847, an international congress of economists met in
Brussels, at which leaders of the English Anti—Corn Law League, fresh from their
victory in repealing tariffs on imported grain, joined their Continental counterparts
to call for global free trade. Their views prevailed over the few adherents of
protectionism who attended the congress. Marx was a registered participant, but
was unable to gain the floor to give his prepared speech, which then formed the



basis of his remarks in January 1848 to the Brussels Democratic Association. The
speech was a striking example of Marx’s transformation of free market economic
orthodoxy into a call for communist revolution.®

Proponents of the 1846 Corn Law had argued that its abolition of tariffs on
imported grain would lower food prices, thus improving the workers’ standard of
living. Marx responded by citing David Ricardo, “the apostle of English free-
traders, the most distinguished economist of our century,” that over the course of
the business cycle such a reduction in food prices would lead to cuts in wages,
wiping out any gains in purchasing power. Proponents of free trade also argued
that declines in food prices would stimulate consumption and increase demand,
resulting in expanded production, more employment, and higher wages. Marx
retorted that industry would grow by accumulating capital, that is, by introducing
machinery and extending the division of labor—which would tend to lower
employment and reduce wages. This had occurred, he pointed out, over the
previous quarter century in Manchester. The number of textile workers had
decreased, and their wages had declined, but they produced much more cotton.
Mechanized English competition had destroyed handloom weaving and spinning in
India: “the muslin of Dacca, renowned in all the world for its beauty and firmness
of texture, is equally eclipsed by the competition of English machines.”

Arguing that free trade impoverishes the working class and entire
underdeveloped countries, while enriching a small group of capitalists, hardly
makes the policy sound very attractive. Yet Marx denounced free trade’s opposite,
protectionism, as “conservative,” as a feature of the “old regime,” and praised
free trade as “destructive.” “It dissolves the old nationalities and pushes to the
extreme the antagonism between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. In a word, the
system of commercial liberty hastens the social revolution. It is solely in that
revolutionary sense, gentlemen, that I vote in favor of free trade.” One can only
imagine what an uproar this speech would have caused had Marx gained the floor
at the economists’ congress.

It is easy to imagine a socialist supporting protectionism as a rejection of the
primacy of the capitalist free market. Karl Griin, for instance, had described
protective tariffs as “socialism in the midst of politics.”® Marx himself was not
opposed to interference in free markets per se. He strongly supported trade unions
and strikes, denouncing Proudhon for his rejection of them. Marx, though,
remained loyal to free trade, a doctrine he had strongly endorsed in his pre-
communist days as editor of the Rhineland News in 1842—43. Five years later his
support of free trade continued, but as the path to an imminent communist, or—as



Marx put it for the Brussels democrats—*“social” revolution. The imminence of
such a revolution was the main theme of the Communist Manifesto.

In 1847, a number of different proposals for a new program for the Communist
League were in circulation. Moses Hess, residing at the time in Paris, had
submitted his own draft program, but Engels, as he wrote delightedly to Marx,
“played a devilish trick on Mosi” by getting Hess’s draft discussed without the
latter’s knowledge, and Engels’s revision was sent on to London with the
endorsement of the Parisian communists. “Naturally, no devil may know of this, or
we’ll all be kicked out and there will be a huge scandal.”!°

Engels entitled his own new draft “Fundamentals of Communism.” Like the first
version, it was written as a catechism. Making use of religious forms for political
agitation was a common practice at the time for documents designed to appeal to a
wider audience; the Lord’s Prayer or the Apostle’s Creed were also popular for
this purpose. Engels’s document had twenty-five questions, each with its
distinctive answer, but already by question four the answers were very lengthy,
and not at all catechismlike. As he worked on the program, Engels became
dissatisfied and told Marx on the eve of their departure for the congress in
London, “I think that we would do best if we abandoned the catechism form and
entitled the thing Communist Manifesto.”'!

The November 1847 League Congress then assigned Marx the task of writing the
organization’s revised political platform. As was so often the case, he had trouble
meeting his deadlines, and the League’s Central Authority had to send him a
threatening letter at the end of January 1848 insisting on delivery of the document
within a week.!? It was just as well that Marx took his time, for the result was a
literary masterpiece: compact, pithy, elegant, powerful, and sarcastically amusing
all at once. Employing the structure and arguments of Engels’s “Fundamentals of
Communism,” Marx reworked it in light of his own life history. The resulting
manifesto, although purporting to speak in the name of an objective historical
process, relentlessly leading to its revolutionary conclusion, was a deeply
personal expression of Marx’s own experiences and intellectual development.!3

The piece began with the famed assertion of the specter of communism haunting
Europe, and the consequent need for communists to explain their ideas. The next
step was not, as one might expect, a description of communist ideas, but a sketch
of human history based on the division of society into classes and the struggles
between these classes. Dealing primarily with recent history, the development of
capitalism and the rise of a capitalist bourgeoisie, the account turned to the
economic, social, political, and cultural consequences of this development,



described in memorable language: “the idiocy of rural life,” the disdain for the
“lumpenproletariat . . . bribed tool of reactionary intrigue,” or the assertion that
the bourgeoisie “produces above all its own gravedigger. Its decline and the
victory of the proletariat are both equally inevitable.” That last pronouncement
provided a climactic conclusion. An increasingly crisis-ridden capitalism had
created an ever larger, ever more impoverished proletariat, whose class struggles
pushed it in the direction of a revolutionary overthrow of capitalist society, just as
the bourgeoisie had previously overthrown the old regime society of orders. This
entire section was a representation in dramatic and polished form of the ideas first
developed in the chapter on Feuerbach in The German Ideology.

Only after this historical review did Marx proceed to a section about
communism, but it said little about a future communist society. Instead, this section
was an exposition of the Feuerbach chapter’s account of ideology. Attacks on
communism as contradicting justice or morality were met with the sharp retort that
“the ruling ideas of an age are the ideas of its ruling class.” Moral values were
ideological, based on existing systems of production, so that communism was not
an offense against justice and morality, but just against capitalist justice and
morality. Also following the Feuerbach chapter, Marx insisted that the advocacy
of communism was not itself ideological, but the “universal expressions of the
actual relationships of an existing class struggle. . . .”

The analysis of history under the sign of class struggle and attacks on the
denunciation of communism formed the familiar, often-cited portions of the
Communist Manifesto. Although based on Marx’s understanding of the
socioeconomic and political circumstances of the 1840s, they read and have been
read as universal historical and sociopolitical commentary. The remaining 35
percent of the pamphlet was much more specific to the time and place, and so less
often considered. But it is crucial to understanding Marx’s actions in the
Revolution of 1848 and for seeing the development of his political polemics. The
section on communism concluded with a ten-point program for a future communist
government. There followed an analysis of other theorists of socialism and
communism, giving Marx another opportunity to attack the True Socialists and to
emphasize the differences in his understanding of socialism compared to his
contemporaries. A very brief concluding segment offered an overview of political
conditions in Europe and North America, highlighting the communists’
relationship to the “party of movement.” The work ended on a celebrated note of
revolutionary bravado: “May the ruling classes tremble at the thought of a
communist revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose in that revolution but



their chains. They have a world to win”; and then, appearing in public, printed
form for the first time, Karl Schapper’s motto: “Proletarians of all countries,
unite!” A detailed commentary on the Manifesto would entail a book in itself, so I
will just try to show some of the ways that Marx poured his own past experiences
and intellectual development into a political program.

The trumpet blast of the introductory paragraph announced the “specter [or
ghost] of communism” haunting Europe, invidiously comparing this childish “fairy
tale” of ghosts with the reality of communist ideas. Marx had used precisely this
comparison in his May 1842 article on freedom of the press in the Rhineland
News. Then, it was the conservative Prussian government that had a childish
belief in ghosts, seeing the demand for freedom of the press as a “French specter.”
Marx had posed the comparison philosophically, contrasting the Prussian
government’s naive and childlike belief in unreflected sensory perception with
human rights as developed in the philosophically more advanced and mature
Hegelian political spirit. In the Manifesto, the same contrast emerged in political
terms, as the “powers of old Europe” perceived the specter of communism naively
and in childish form. Contrasted to this childish understanding, this “fairy tale of a
specter of communism,” were the actual “viewpoints, goals and tendencies” of the
communists themselves that the Manifesto would provide.

In this dramatic introduction, Marx asserted that conservative European
governments denounced political opposition as communistic—a fair enough
observation. But he went on to make another, stranger suggestion, that radical
political oppositionists denounced their conservative opponents as communistic.
That was hardly typical of radical opposition in 1840s Europe, but it was
something Marx himself had done. As editor of the Rhineland News, he had
responded to the Augsburg General News’s condemnation of his editorial policies
as communistic by denouncing conservative thinkers, ostensibly supported by the
Augsburg newspapers, as the real communists.'®

A particular target of Marx’s ire as a Young Hegelian and editor of the
Rhineland News was the government of Friedrich Wilhelm IV of Prussia, and its
Romantic, born-again Christian conservative supporters, with their strong
sympathies for the pre-1789 society of orders. One feature of the Manifesto’s
discussion of the consequences of capitalism that is important but invariably
overlooked was an assertion of the anachronistic and doomed nature of the
Prussian government and its proponents. As observers have often noted, the
Manifesto included an encomium for the bourgeoisie. Praising its “highly
revolutionary role,” Marx admired the brutal energy of the bourgeoisie in tearing



down existing social, economic, and intellectual systems to build its own,
characterized by ceaseless change. The encomium culminated in a celebrated
sentence; to quote the standard translation: “All that is solid melts into air, all that
is holy is profaned and man is at last compelled to face, with sober senses, his
real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.”16 An entire literature of
cultural criticism has been built around this assertion of ceaseless, kaleidoscopic
change, relating it to the modernist and post-modernist cultural scene, and to the
seemingly endless, ever more accelerated innovations of late-twentieth and early
twenty-first-century capitalism. This interpretation has helped preserve Marx’s
reputation as a prophet, when some of his other predictions, such as the
impoverishment of the working masses, have not quite worked out as planned.!’

But such an interpretation is based on a mistranslation of the original German.
The famed sentence, beginning in the original “Das stehende und das stédndische
verdampft,” would be more accurately, if not quite so elegantly, rendered in
English: “Everything that firmly exists and all the elements of the society of orders
evaporate, everything sacred is deconsecrated and men are finally compelled to
regard their position in life and their mutual relations with sober eyes.” The
bourgeoisie, in other words, would defeat the Prussian conservatives Marx had
battled while editing the Rhineland News. Economic power deriving from the
capitalists’ steam engines (“to evaporate” in German is verdampfen, containing
within it Dampf or “steam”) would terminate the anachronistic society of orders
that Friedrich Wilhelm IV and his supporters idealized. Following Marx’s theory
of ideology, the intellectual and artistic correlates of that society, particularly
Romantic glorification of the devout Middle Ages, would also end. Its place
would be taken by the secularized worldview and the cool, detached perceptions
of artistic realism, already circulating among the authors of Young Germany, most
prominently Marx’s Paris friend Heinrich Heine.

Marx’s confrontation with Prussian conservatives was included in another of the
Manifesto’s observations about the cultural characteristics of capitalism: the
imminent end of nations and nationalism. “National distinctiveness and conflicts
between nations disappear more and more with the development of the
bourgeoisie, with free trade, the world market, the uniformity of industrial
production and the relations of life corresponding to them.”!® This passage was
one of Marx’s least successful predictions, in view of the ever greater importance
of nationalism in pre-1914 Europe, beginning with the revolutionary outbursts of
1848, and reaching a tortured, nightmarish climax during the First World War. Yet
if we remember Marx’s own organizational efforts and experiences in the months



immediately before writing the Manifesto—attending the International Congress
of free trade economists in Brussels, or working with the London Fraternal
Democrats and the Brussels Democratic Association, both of which were based
on the cooperation of radicals of different nationalities—then we can see how
such an argument might have originated.

In this respect, Marx’s attitude would have been hardly atypical for radicals in
1840s Europe, who imagined different nationalist movements cooperating against
undemocratic, monarchical rule. Marx though, and Engels as well, had a
noticeably negative view of some versions of 1840s German nationalism. They
poured scorn on nationalists who derived national qualities from the ancient
Teutonic forests, or the Germanic Middle Ages, and talked about a “Christian-
Germanic” nation. Friedrich Wilhelm IV and his conservative supporters
sometimes liked to patronize this kind of German nationalism and oppose it to a
godless and revolutionary France. Such nationalism, tied to conservatives with a
hankering for the society of orders, was for Marx yet another past relic that
capitalism was eliminating.'”

In these passages, Marx was recycling the earlier arguments he had devised as a
Young Hegelian newspaper editor and democratic opponent of authoritarian
Prussian rule for communist revolutionary purposes. He was also reinterpreting
his own Young Hegelian past, making the causes he espoused examples of the
brutal yet triumphant forward progress of a capitalist bourgeoisie in central
Europe. Reaching even further back into his life, he pressed into service the ideas
of his Berlin teacher, Eduard Gans, to evoke human history as the history of class
struggles. Comparing Gans’s memoirs with the Manifesto highlights Marx’s use of
his teacher’s text.

Free man and slave, patrician and plebian, baron and serf, guild-master
and journeyman, in short oppressor and oppressed, stand in constant
conflict to one another. . . . In ancient Rome, we have patricians, kings,
plebians, slaves; in the Middle Ages, feudal lords, vassals, guild masters,
journeymen and serfs. . . . [In] Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie. .
. . The entire society divides ever more into two great hostile camps, in
two great classes, standing directly against each other: bourgeoisie and
proletariat.

(Marx and Engels, Communist Manifesto)

Hegelian themes were also present in two aspects of Marx’s very scanty



discussion of communism. Marx used Hegelian reasoning to escape a self-
reflexive theoretical dilemma: how could he and Engels, good bourgeois both,
possibly be communists, since their theories tied ideas and political allegiances to
class standing and tied communism to the opposition of the proletariat to the
bourgeoisie? The answer Marx gave was by an analogy to the origins of the
French Revolution, when some nobles had joined the cause of the bourgeoisie. He
was referring to the revolutionary episode at the meeting of the Estates General in
June 1789, at which some of the noble and clerical deputies of the first two
Estates joined with the Third Estate, to create the National Assembly. Evidence of
an impending proletarian revolution, analogous to the bourgeois French
Revolution, was that some bourgeois had gone over to the proletariat: “a part of
the bourgeois ideologues who have worked their way up to a theoretical
understanding of the entire historical movement.” This was, of course, a reference
to Marx and Engels themselves. It was also a tribute to Hegel’s philosophical
notion of self-consciousness as the highest form of proof, and that to understand a
process was to transcend it and leave it behind. Because they could understand
their relationship to their social class and to the place of that class in history,
Marx and Engels could go beyond the bourgeois forms of thought to which their
theories of ideology would otherwise consign them and affiliate with the
proletariat: a distinctly Hegelian and idealist element in a self-consciously
materialist theory of socioeconomic and political conflict.

Just as once, master and slave, later patrician and plebian, then feudal
lord and vassal stood against each other, so now the idle man and the
worker. If one visits the factories of England, one will find hundreds of
men and women, hungry and impoverished, in the service of just one
individual sacrificing their health, their enjoyment of life, just for their
continued impoverished existence.

(Gans, Memoirs)?®

The sole description of a communist society in the Manifesto was the assertion
that it would be “an association in which the free development of each is the
condition for the free development of all.” This was the latest version of the ideal
of a social organization reconciling the particular interests of individuals and the
general interests of state and society, first evoked in Marx’s unfinished 1843 essay
on Hegel’s Philosophy of Law. There described in explicitly Hegelian terms as
the reconciliation of the universal and the particular, this ideal persisted through



Marx’s affiliation with Feuerbach’s materialist humanism, his initial,
Feuerbachian version of communism, into the more hard-edged, agitational,
rhetorically distinctly un-Hegelian Communist Manifesto.

If the Manifesto had little to say about the future communist order, it was quite
explicit on how such an order would be reached, presenting a ten-point program
for a future communist government, taken almost verbatim from Engels’s draft
program of the Communist League. The measures proposed included ideas
common to the radical left of the 1840s, and by no means exclusively communist,
such as a progressive income tax, as well as others proposed by the French
socialists, like abolition of inheritance or the creation of a state bank, with a
monopoly on credit.

The state bank was a signature idea of Proudhon, whom Marx had fiercely
attacked. It might seem unfair of Marx to denounce Proudhon while adopting his
ideas, but for Marx the crucial feature of socialist measures was their political
context. Proudhon had envisaged such a bank as coming into existence within a
legally, constitutionally, and economically regularly functioning capitalist society,
rather than as part of a revolutionary upheaval. The ten-point program in the
Manifesto was designed specifically for a revolutionary government, one
modeled on the radical, Jacobin phrase of the French Revolution of 1789.

This was evident in the program’s fourth point, the “confiscation of the property
of emigrants and rebels,” a measure the Jacobins had practiced with considerable
success. The model of the French Revolution was still more apparent in Engels’s
draft, which called for the expropriation of the property of large landowners,
industrialists, and owners of railroads and shipyards, offering them compensation
in assignats, the paper currency of the French Revolution.’! Even more to the
point was the assumption that there would be emigrants and rebels in the first
place. The action program of the Manifesto was a plan for revolution and civil
war, based on the previous experiences of the Reign of Terror, the most radical
phase of the French Revolution in the years 1793-94. Marx had studied this
period extensively when he was in Paris, at one point even planning to write a
history of the Convention, the revolutionary parliament of the period. Here too,
Marx was reflecting a common radical perception of the 1840s that perceived
future revolutions in terms of the great past model of revolutionary action.

The transition from capitalism to communism was to occur through just such a
revolutionary upheaval. Before listing the ten-point program, the Manifesto
explained its basic idea: “despotic impositions into property rights and into
bourgeois relations of production, through measures that appear economically



insufficient and unsupportable but in the course of the movement go on beyond
themselves. . . .” Seen in the light of the history of the radical phase of the French
Revolution, Marx and Engels were proposing to take measures such as seizing
some capitalists’ property. This would lead to unrest—those “emigrants and
rebels”—but also to other capitalists refusing to cooperate with the communist
government, creating an economic crisis, which in turn would allow the
government to take still more drastic measures—precisely how things worked in
France between 1792 and 1794.

This version of communism, in which the emphasis was placed on the violent,
revolutionary process of creating a communist regime, rather than on the post-
capitalist society itself, was one that Marx and Engels sharply differentiated from
competing forms of socialism. They denounced “reactionary” socialism, by which
they meant conservative critiques of capitalism. A few of these were circulating in
Prussia at the time, particularly in the Rhenish Observer, a government-supported
newspaper in Cologne that Marx had vigorously attacked in the pages of the
German-Brussels News.?> Marx and Engels made short shrift of “bourgeois”
socialism—what we would today call social reform—the amelioration of the
condition of the working class within the existing capitalist society. There was
also a discussion of “critical-utopian” socialism, practiced by the followers of
Charles Fourier in France and Robert Owen in England, who proposed to start
communist experiments within a capitalist society. Marx’s and Engels’s
skepticism of the possible success of such measures was widely shared by
contemporaries; even their béte noire, Karl Griin, had strong doubts about the
viability of these schemes.?>

These critiques of other versions of socialism were taken from Engels’s
“Fundamentals of Communism,” but Marx inserted an additional version not in
Engels’s draft. This was True Socialism, the only socialism or communism known
in Germany on the eve of the 1848 Revolution. Marx continued his previous
attacks on the True Socialists for replacing French socialist criticisms of the
capitalist economy with Hegelian language, such as “the externalization and
emptying out of human essence,” concepts Marx himself had used in his True
Socialist phase. The True Socialists were also denounced as philistine German
petit bourgeois, another familiar motif. But the Manifesto introduced a new reason
to attack this group, namely, as tacit or open supporters of the absolutist German
governments.

Marx asserted that the problem with the True Socialists’ attack on capitalism
was that it extended to the political aspects of capitalist society: the rule of law, a



constitutional and representative government, and guarantees of civil liberties. It
was fine to denounce these as adjuncts to capitalist exploitation of the workers in
countries like France and England that already had liberal political institutions. In
the German states, such as Prussia, where the liberal opposition was vigorously
demanding a constitution by 1847, attacks on liberal institutions just “served the
German absolutist governments, with their retinue of rotten priests, school
teachers, backwoods noble landlords and bureaucrats, as a welcome scarecrow
against the threatening upward aspirations of the bourgeoisie.” This scathing
invective was taken from a similar, if less colorful description, in Engels’s draft,
but there it was used to describe the beneficiaries of governmental, conservative
socialism.?*

Denouncing the True Socialists as lackeys of Germany’s conservative
governments was a new theme in Marx’s contest with other central European
communist intellectuals that had not appeared previously in his published or
unpublished writings. The accusation had first been raised by the anti-communist
democrat Karl Heinzen. He had applied it to all of Germany’s communists,
including Marx and Engels, whose differences with other communists were only
known to a small group of insiders. Both Marx and Engels, outraged by Heinzen’s
comments, had responded vigorously in the fall of 1847 in the pages of the
German-Brussels News.>> While Marx evidently felt that Heinzen’s contentions
did not apply to him, he was willing to make use of them against the other German
socialists, once again demonstrating the anti-communist roots of his communism,
or at least the way that Marx appropriated anti-communist themes to attack other
versions of communism.

As Marx’s first biographer, Franz Mehring, pointed out a century ago, this
accusation was profoundly unfair: the True Socialists were not
counterrevolutionary supporters of the Prussian government, and during the
Revolution of 1848 they were strong proponents of a democratic Germany.?® The
Communist Manifesto’s newly invented reason to condemn the True Socialists
reveals Marx’s political stance on the eve of the 1848 Revolution. Following the
reasoning he had first propounded in his essay on the Jewish Question, Marx
wanted to have both an anti-Prussian and a communist revolution, a double
recurrence, as it were, of the French Revolution of 1789. The result of the anti-
Prussian revolution was to be a liberal constitutional state, with the full panoply
of civil liberties and the rule of law.

This was, as Marx had made clear in the Manifesto, precisely the sort of
capitalist regime whose pernicious character he was exposing and whose



overthrow he was advocating. Why bother, then, fighting for such a regime—or, to
pose the question in terms of political strategy—was the organization of a nascent
working class in central Europe for a communist future compatible with the
organization of an anti-Prussian, democratic revolution? At the time he was
writing the Manifesto, Marx saw the forthcoming revolution as occurring in a
close but not immediate future. First, there would be an international democratic
congress to bring together radicals from Europe and North America, to draft a
political program and outline a political strategy, all of which would have helped
to deal with this question. Instead, no sooner had the Communist Manifesto left
the printers, in February 1848, than Marx found the revolution he had foreseen
breaking out all around him.

IT IS DIFFICULT TO appreciate today the electrifying impact of the barricade fighting
that gripped Paris for three days at the end of February 1848, ending with the
overthrow of the monarchy and the proclamation of the republic. Republics are the
default form of governmental organization at the beginning of the twenty-first
century; in the United States, the conservative political party even calls itself
Republican. But in the middle of the nineteenth century, republics were new and
daring kinds of government; in Europe, at least, the political aspiration of
adherents of the extreme left. The last time a French Republic had been
proclaimed in Paris was in 1792: the results were the Reign of Terror and a
decades-long, European-wide war. Whether there would be a new revolutionary
war, or a wave of revolutionary repercussions across Europe, was unclear, but the
proclamation of the republic made all previous political plans obsolete, and for
the adherents of radical revolution, such as Marx, the result was an enormous
acceleration of political activity.

It is possible that Marx dashed off to London to discuss the new situation with
the leaders of the Communist League. Arguing in favor of such a trip was the
decision of the League’s Central Authority to move its seat from London to
Brussels. League leaders in London, including the troika of Schapper, Bauer, and
Moll, prepared to head for the Continent where the revolutionary action was
taking place; in the meantime, the central direction of the League was placed in
Marx’s hands. But neither Marx nor the League leadership could remain in
Brussels.

The proclamation of the republic in Paris was perceived as a threat to the status
quo in Belgium, bringing up the prospect of an invasion by a French revolutionary
army, an uprising by Belgian radicals imitating their French counterparts, or both



at once. The Belgian government viewed with extreme suspicion the rapidly
growing Brussels Democratic Association, which had already created a large and
active affiliated group in Ghent, and was threatening to become the nucleus of a
republican insurrection. As a vice president of the association, a politically active
foreigner who would provide a good scapegoat for unrest, Marx was already in
the authorities’ sights. His mother’s unpolitical decision at this point to grant him
an advance on his inheritance in the amount of 6,000 French francs (about 1,250
Prussian talers) only magnified the authorities’ suspicions. The money arrived in
Brussels just at the end of February, and the Belgian police were convinced that it
was actually sent for the purpose of purchasing weapons for an insurrection.?’

As a result, Marx was summarily instructed on March 3, 1848, that he had
twenty-four hours to leave the country. Not bothering to wait for the deadline to
expire, the police burst into his apartment that afternoon, and carried him off to
jail. When a visibly distraught Jenny, in the company of the leading Belgian
members of the Brussels Democratic Association, went to speak to her husband,
she was arrested as well, “locked up,” as an angered Karl explained, “in a dark
room with common streetwalkers.” Both Jenny and Karl were released the next
day, but they had to leave Belgium with their children immediately, abandoning all
their furnishings and possessions. Their belongings, packed into six crates
weighing a total of 405 kilos, only caught up with them eight months later, after a
lengthy bureaucratic odyssey.??

While personally very disruptive, the expulsion was a political opportunity for
Marx to return to Paris, now more than ever the seat of a European-wide
revolutionary movement. The provisional government of the French Republic was
dominated by the former radical opposition, whose leaders Marx and Engels had
assiduously cultivated. A few days before Marx’s expulsion, as storm clouds were
gathering around him, Ferdinand Flocon, minister in the provisional government
and a particular object of Engels’s attention in 1847, issued an invitation to “brave
and loyal Marx” to return to the French Republic, the “field of asylum for all
friends of liberty.” Marx was only too pleased to accept. By mid-March, almost
all the leading figures of the Communist League were in Paris, and the Central
Authority could reconstitute itself there.?® Just a week later, the revolution reached
the two German great powers. Following fighting on the barricades in Berlin and
Vienna, the chastened monarchs were forced to appoint liberal governments,
making it possible for exiled German radicals to return to the political fray in their
home country.

A large group of the Parisian German exiles, led by Adalbert von Bornstedst, the



publisher of the German-Brussels News, and Georg Herwegh, proposed to arm
the German artisans residing in Paris, most of them unemployed as a result of the
economic crisis in 1846-47, and march them back into Germany as a
revolutionary legion, to fight for a German republic. Demonstrating a sober view
of the political situation that he would maintain throughout the midcentury
revolution, Marx denounced this proposal as foolish adventurism, which would
culminate in disaster. He was quite right about the outcome of the march of the
German Legion, whose largely unarmed and badly provisioned members barely
staggered to the Franco-German border. After crossing the Rhine, they were
promptly dispersed, arrested, or forced back into exile. Marx succeeded in getting
the Communist League to oppose the proposal and most members of the League to
stay clear of the dubious adventure.°

In line with previous League considerations, and of one mind on this topic with
Schapper, Marx proposed that the artisan members of the League should
peacefully return to Germany. Marx’s friends in the provisional government of the
French Republic would help with their travel expenses. Marx wanted League
members, once back in Germany, to found workers’ associations in different
cities, now that the new, liberal governments of the German states had guaranteed
the freedom of association. Ultimately, he was aiming at a national netwo