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for non-English primary sources I have tried to cite both the original 
and an English translation. As I have made my own translations, they do not 
necessarily correspond to the cited English text. I have kept original spelling in 
citations and titles of works. For Marx and Engels’s works, I cite both the Marx 
Engels Gesamtausgabe (MEGA) and the Marx Engels Collected Works (MECW). 
For the diminishing number of texts not yet published in the MEGA, I revert to 
the older standard German edition, the Marx Engels Werke (MEW). I have sepa-
rated references to the original text (e.g., MEGA or MEW) and the translation 
(e.g., MECW) by a forward slash. Parts of the MEGA are freely available at 
https:/​/megadigital​.bbaw​.de; the entire MECW can be accessed at https:​//​
lwbooks​.co​.uk​/marx​-engels​-collected​-works​/read​-and​-search​-online, and 
digital copies of the MEW can be freely borrowed from archive​.org.

For volume 1 of Marx’s Das Kapital (Capital), I cite the final German version 
Marx brought to publication, the 1872–73 second edition (MEGA II.6), noting 
when it differs significantly from the 1867 first German edition (MEGA II.5), 
the 1872–75 French translation supervised by Marx (MEGA II.7) or the 1883 
third (MEGA II.8) and 1890 fourth (MEGA II.10) German editions produced 
by Engels. For the text once known as Marx and Engels’s Die deutsche Ideologie 
(The German Ideology), I cite the individual manuscripts from which that work 
was editorially constructed. This reflects the recent consensus (embodied in 
the MEGA I.5 edition) that these unpublished 1845–47 writings were intended 
as articles for a quarterly journal project rather than a single coherent book.

I have tried to keep as much reference information in the footnotes as possible, 
so that readers are not forced to flip back and forth between the text and a bibli-
ography. For a few frequently cited texts, I use the following abbreviations:

BdK. Bund der Kommunisten: Dokumente und Materialien. 3 volumes. Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 
1970–84.

Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter. Arnold Ruge, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter aus den Jahren 
1825–1880. Edited by Paul Nerrlich. 2 volumes. Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1886.

English Republic. The English Republic. Edited by William James Linton, 4 volumes. London: 
J. Watson, volumes 1–2, 1851–53, and Brantwood: Linton, volumes 3–4, 1854–55.

https://megadigital.bbaw.de
https://lwbooks.co.uk/marx-engels-collected-works/read-and-search-online
https://lwbooks.co.uk/marx-engels-collected-works/read-and-search-online
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don: Lawrence and Wishart; Moscow: Progress Publishers; New York: International Pub-
lishers, 1975–2005.

MEGA. References are to (section and volu me of) Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Gesamtaus-
gabe. 70 volumes completed to date. Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 1975–98; Akademie Verlag, 1998–. 
The MEGA is divided into Section I: Works, Articles and Drafts; Section II: Capital and 
Preliminary Works; Section III: Letters to and from Marx and Engels; and Section IV: Ex-
cerpts, Notes and Marginalia.

MEGA digital. References are to the relevant entry in the megadigital.bbaw.de database. The 
outstanding volumes from Section III (letters from January 1866 onward) and Section IV 
are (sadly) published solely in this online database rather than as printed volumes.

MEGA①. References are to (section and volume of) Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Historische-
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I have been thinking and writing about Marx and republicanism for a 
long time—much longer than I ever anticipated I would. Again and again, I 
thought I was finished, only to find another letter, a further Marx critique, yet 
more republican contemporaries, that had to be included. Republicanism, as 
I learned and hope to convince the reader, touched upon and influenced so 
many aspects of Marx that it was difficult to know when or where to end. As 
deadlines sailed by, I was kept going by the conviction that trying to come to 
grips with Marx and republicanism said something important about his 
thought and political life: that republican freedom suffused Marx’s critique of 
the social domination of capitalism and that he believed that this domination 
could only be overcome through democratic republican political institutions. 
Rarely is it adequately appreciated that by making the latter integral to the goal 
of collective ownership, Marx distinguished his republican communism from 
the antipolitical socialism and anticommunist republicanism of his day. By 
placing Marx’s thought in the context of these competitors, I hope this book 
provides a clearer sense of his commitment to politics, democracy, and free-
dom. Those commitments are unsurprisingly denied in the many caricatures 
of Marx’s ideas but are also frequently obscured by commentators on Marx 
who should know better. Though this is a historical study, I have been drawn 
to Marx and republicanism because I believe that his republican commitments 
are still central to the political and social struggles of our day.

It is hard to know when a book is ready and, contrary to Mark Twain, had 
I taken more time I would probably have simply written a longer one. But 
I believe it is comprehensive enough that I am now happy, and more than a 
little relieved, to lay it before the reader. Bringing it to completion gives me an 
opportunity to thank the very many people who helped me along the way. I want 
to begin by expressing my deep gratitude to David Leopold. When as a student 
I first opened his book on the young Marx, I had only intended to check a few 
pages, but I soon realized that it would be impossible not to read it all. It 
opened my eyes to the possibility that through careful analytic and contextual 
study, Marx’s sometimes opaque writings could be clarified and understood 
as political interventions in the debates of his times. One of the foremost 
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academic privileges that I have enjoyed was being subsequently supervised by 
David for the doctoral thesis that eventually became this book. Since then, 
whenever I have been too quick to assume influence or have overstated some 
claim, I am fondly reminded of him peering over his glasses and suggesting 
that it might be a bit more complicated than that. While I have an increasingly 
forlorn hope that our colleagues and students might one day be able tell our 
names apart, their confusion always leaves me feeling a little flattered.

This project has had to pass through many academic hoops and I’m grateful 
to those who’ve helped the book make it to publication. Two reviewers, who 
subsequently identified themselves as William Clare Roberts and Terrell 
Carver, provided incredibly generous comments on the manuscript. Their in-
sightful reading helped sharpen the book’s contribution, and I felt very privi-
leged to be supported by scholars whose political and contextual approach to 
Marx I so admire. Lea Ypi and Jonathan Wolff provided similar support at an 
earlier stage in the project, and their advice was instrumental in the transition 
from thesis to book. John Filling supervised the very earliest incarnation of this 
project; his powerful lectures first spurred my interest in Marx, and he deserves 
the credit (or blame!) for starting me on the path that led to this book. Matt 
Rohal has been a model editor, deftly shepherding the book from proposal to 
proofs, while providing unfailingly helpful advice from the smallest publication 
questions to the bigger picture of the book’s central arguments. I am further-
more very grateful to the excellent team at Princeton University Press, Natalie 
Baan, Elizabeth Blazejewski, Alena Chekanov, Anne Cherry, Susan Clark, Jess 
Massabrook, Terri O’Prey, William Pagdatoon, Karl Spurzem, Steve Stillman, 
and Erin Suydam, for their hard work in bringing the book to publication.

Academic work would be a very lonely world without the friendship and 
advice of the colleagues and comrades who populate it. Pascale Siegrist is 
owed special thanks for patiently (or mostly patiently) allowing me to repeat-
edly interrupt her work in our various shared offices over the years and answer-
ing what must amount to several thousand historical questions. With her 
encyclopaedic knowledge and linguistic gifts, she has generously helped a 
self-taught historian become a little less amateurish. Mirjam Müller has been 
an endless source of support and guidance ever since we started on our aca-
demic careers. Her socialist-feminist criticisms reminded me when to discuss 
Marx’s own emancipatory limitations. Jan Kandiyali read most of the book and 
provided annoyingly insightful comments, forcing several rewrites; I am very 
grateful to him for this and for our conversations at LSE and beyond. Stuart 
White and Karma Nabulsi, my fellow radical republicans, showed me that 
republicanism was not just a theory but a political movement of republicans 
who lived and died for their ideals. Anne Phillips was an outstanding mentor 
at LSE and went above and beyond to offer counsel and support. Samuel 
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Hayat helped organize a short but productive stay at Sciences Po, Paris. James 
Muldoon has never stopped encouraging me to think and write (faster!) about 
republican socialism. Udit Bhatia has been a continual guide on democracy 
and democratic theory. Max Krahé offered much-appreciated insight on ques-
tions of capitalism and political economy. Without Avram (Avi) Alpert’s sage 
advice to write a good enough, not perfect, book, I might never have been able 
to send off the manuscript.

Several institutions have assisted me with research materials, including the 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, the Boston Public Library, the British Library, 
the Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preußischer Kulturbesitz, the Internationaal Instituut 
voor Sociale Geschiedenis, the Universitätsbibliothek Basel, the Russian State 
Archive of Socio-Political History, and the Beinecke Library at Yale University; 
I am especially grateful to Julie Herrada for her help with a visit to the Karl 
Heinzen Papers at the University of Michigan Library. A fellowship at The New 
Institute provided an ideal institutional home to complete the book, and I am 
very thankful to its wonderful fellows and staff: Christiane Müller and Britta 
Neumann helped track down several obscure sources; Tom Bodensteiner, Ina 
Krug, and Jannic Welte created an incomparably congenial environment. I have 
been awed by the generosity of scholars willing to answer questions about their 
specialties, and I am indebted in this regard to Frederick C. Beiser, Elias Buchet-
mann, Patrick Carey, Jürgen Herres, Stephen Houlgate, Philip Schofield, and 
Diana Siclovan. I would also like to express a special thanks to the LSE students 
who attended my course on The Idea of Freedom and whose probing questions 
helped me to think more carefully about the nature of freedom.

The friendship, at times virtual and socially distanced, of Yas Alttahir, Johannes 
Gerling, Leona Leipold, Marion Lieutaud, James Muldoon, and Mirjam Müller 
carried me through lockdowns and the more joyful times since. My sister Lele, 
Zelda co-adventurer, has been an irreplaceable source of love and support and 
has done her best to keep me alive both in and outside of Hyrule. Similarly, 
friends in and beyond political theory have ensured that my various academic 
stops from Frankfurt to Florence, London to Hamburg, have felt like home; my 
heartfelt thanks to Signy Gutnick Allen, Paul Apostolidis, David Axelsen, Anthea 
Behm, Gabrielle Bieser, Christine Braun, Julia Costet, Puneet Dhaliwal, Richard 
James Elliott, Akwugo Emejulu, Roop Gill, Alice Gustson, Ariane Haase, Fred-
eric Hanusch, Vincent Harting, Ronan Kaczynski, Hwa Young Kim, Jens van ’t 
Kloster, Johannes Kniess, Shiru Lim, Xufan (Nadia) Ma, Sabrina Martin, Tobias 
Müller, Marius Ostrowski, Liban Parker, Tom Parr, Tomás Quesada-Alpízar, 
Minna Salami, Kai Spiekermann, Tania Shew, Andreas Sorger, Lukas Slothuus, 
Rahel Süß, Stephanie Wanga, Felix Westerén, and Tim Wihl. My siblings, Tara, 
Maya, Nikhil, Brendan and Sean Jackson; and my parents, Steve Jackson, Rosa-
lind Reeve and Gerd Leipold, have provided the unconditional love that has 
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sustained me when I needed it most. Additional thanks to my father for his 
help deciphering some of the more difficult nineteenth-century German 
handwriting. Marion Lieutaud first won my heart with her Marx comics and 
kept it with her fierce loyalty, intellect, and courage. She has had a first-row 
seat for all the tribulations of writing and her belief that I could, would, and 
should finish gave me the strength to do so. Her conviction that academic 
work should have an emancipatory purpose beyond the comforting confines 
of the university continues to inspire me.

In the first draft of these acknowledgments, I had dedicated the book solely 
to my German and Irish and English grandparents, Emma and Leo Leipold 
and Rosemary and Gordon Bull. They played an outsized role in our upbringing 
and created for us two homes away from home. Their untiring willingness to 
listen to my precocious enthusiasms might have prepared me badly for aca-
demic peer review, but without it I might never have developed the confidence 
to do any of this. I miss them hugely.

While reviewing the final edits to the manuscript my aunt Brigitte Leipold 
passed away. She showed me that socialism was not only an ideal to work and 
fight for, but a way to live one’s life and treat one another. She brought joy to 
every room she entered, effortlessly reciting everything from Brecht to Bom-
badil and the Bandiera Rossa. She experienced firsthand a system that had 
betrayed most of its socialist ideals yet managed to never lose hope dass der 
Mensch eines Tages fliegen wird.
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1

Introduction

Cit[izen] Engels said . . . ​Before our ideas could be carried into practice, we 
must have the Republic . . . ​the republic gave a fair field for the working classes 
to agitate.

Cit[izen] Marx was convinced that no Republican movement could become 
serious without becoming social. The wire pullers of the present move[ment] 
of course intended no such thing.

—m i n u t es of t h e ge n er a l cou nci l of  
t h e i n t er nat iona l wor k i ng-m e n ’s a ssoci at ion (i w m a)1

in november 1850 the Chartist newspaper The Red Republican published 
the first English translation of the Manifest der Kommunistischen Partei under the 
modified title “German Communism: Manifesto of the German Communist 
Party.” Using the standard form of address among nineteenth-century radicals, 
the editor named “Citizens Charles Marx and Frederic Engels” for the first time 
as the authors of the revolutionary document that had appeared on the eve 
of the revolutions that swept across Europe two years earlier.2 The transla-
tion was carried out by Helen Macfarlane, a Scottish feminist and socialist 
republican, who had authored several of her own articles in The Red Republi-
can under the male pseudonym Howard Morton and was acquainted with 
Marx and Engels through the radical exile community in London. Her trans-
lation was subsequently supplanted in English-language discussions by the 

1. “Meeting of the General Council March 28, 1871,” MEGA I.22: 526 / MECW 22: 587.
2. “German Communism: Manifesto of the German Communist Party,” The Red Republican, 

no. 21 (9 November 1850): 161. “Citizen” originated in the French Revolution as an egalitarian 
replacement for aristocratic titles. It was only toward the end of the century that it was super-
seded by “Comrade”; see Jonathan Sperber, Karl Marx: A Nineteenth-Century Life (New York: 
Liveright Publishing, 2013), 535.
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now-standard 1888 edition carried out by Samuel Moore and supervised by 
Engels. Yet Macfarlane’s translation retains much of value for modern readers, 
not least because of her attempt to render a new social and political vocabulary 
into English. “Proletarians” was used interchangeably with “wage-slaves,” the 
“lumpenproletariat” became the “Mob,” and the “petty bourgeoisie” was re-
ferred to by the appealing coinage “shopocrats.” The achievements of the Mac-
farlane translation have, however, been unfortunately overshadowed by its 
peculiar rendition of the manifesto’s striking opening line, “Ein Gespenst geht 
um in Europa—das Gespenst des Kommunismus.” While the 1888 translation 
rendered it “A spectre is haunting Europe—the spectre of Communism,” Mac-
farlane’s version read, “A frightful hobgoblin stalks throughout Europe. We are 
haunted by a ghost, the ghost of Communism.”

Marx and Engels’s choice of The Red Republican for the translation of their 
manifesto was a natural one, not only because of their deep respect for the 
Chartist movement but because the paper embodied an emerging fusion of 
socialist criticism with the political demands of republicanism. As Helen Mac-
farlane and editor George Julian Harney made clear in the paper’s opening 
pages, social and political reform were inextricable. Macfarlane defended 
what she called “the new—and yet old—religion of Socialist-democracy,” 
which insisted “that political reform must precede all attempts to improve the 
condition of the people,” and she chided the antipolitical socialist move-
ments of British Owenists and French Saint-Simonians whose abstention 
from politics meant that “they have never yet been able to put their Social 
Theories into practice.”3 Harney, for his part, argued that democratic political 
institutions would always be under threat from the “aggressions of the prop-
ertied classes . . . ​who will conspire to subvert popular Suffrage, the moment 
an attempt may be made to make the ballot-box an instrument for the protec-
tion of the poor.” Thus “representative institutions, universal sufferage [sic], 
freedom of the press, trial by jury . . . ​are all utterly valueless, unless associated 
with such social changes” that would enable the “actual sovereignty of society.” 
Harney consequently concluded that “Political freedom is incompatible with 
social slavery.”4

3. Howard Morton [Helen Macfarlane], “Chartism in 1850,” The Red Republican, no. 1 
(22 June 1850): 2–3. On Macfarlane, see David Black, Helen Macfarlane: A Feminist, Revolutionary 
Journalist, and Philosopher in Mid-Nineteenth Century England (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2004); 
David Leopold, “Macfarlane, Helen,” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, online ed. (Oxford 
University Press, 2018), https://doi​.org​/10​.1093​/odnb​/9780198614128​.013​.100743.

4. L’Ami du Peuple [George Julian Harney], “The Charter and Something More!,” The Red 
Republican, no. 1 (22 June 1850): 1–2. On Harney, see Albert Schoyen, The Chartist Challenge: 
A Portrait of George Julian Harney (London: Heinemann, 1958).

https://doi.org/10.1093/odnb/9780198614128.013.100743
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The title of the Red Republican encapsulated this bold new fused social and 
political program. Harney mused that adding “this new-fangled ‘Red’ ” to the 
already dangerous “Republican,” would mean that a jury, “on being informed of 
the title of your publication, would at once convict you” and “[e]ven the Liber-
als would say ‘hanging is too good for such a fellow.’ ”5 The title did indeed prove 
too bold. Booksellers refused to stock the paper, and Harney was worried 
enough about official prosecution that he eventually changed the name to the 
less directly confrontational Friend of the People (inspired by Jean-Paul Marat’s 
French revolutionary paper, L’ami du peuple). When the final issue of The Red 
Republican appeared on 30 November 1850, its closing article happened to be 
the final section of the “Manifesto of the German Communist Party,” so that 
the paper’s last words read, “Let the Proletarians of all countries unite!” 
(a slightly less captivating, but more accurate, version than the better-known 
translation: “WORKING MEN OF ALL COUNTRIES, UNITE!”).6 But this 
was not the only appeal to the working class made in the final issue of the Red 
Republican. Serialized alongside the “Manifesto” was a set of articles, entitled 
“Republican Principles,” which just a few pages before Marx and Engels’s more 
famous appeal had concluded with the call “WORKING-MEN! I appeal to 
you . . . ​[to] join me to begin the foundation of our English Republic!”7

The author of “Republican Principles” was William James Linton, a Chartist 
and artisan engraver, who had become known in London’s radical circles 
through his friendship and political association with Giuseppe Mazzini, at the 
time Europe’s most prominent republican. It was Linton who designed and 
engraved the dramatic masthead of The Red Republican, which depicted the 
republican symbols of the liberty cap, the spear, and the fasces, sitting on top 
of the revolutionary motto “EQUALITY, LIBERTY, FRATERNITY” (see 
figure 1). Linton’s intellectual contribution to The Red Republican was intended 
as an extended explication of the principles articulated in the manifesto of the 
European Central Democratic Committee, an organization set up by Mazzini 
to coordinate the activities of the European republicans exiled in London after 
the failed revolutions.8 In the introduction to “Republican Principles,” Linton 

5. [George Julian Harney], “Our Name and Principles,” The Red Republican, no.  1 
(22 June 1850): 4.

6. Marx and Engels, “Manifesto of the German Communist Party,” The Red Republican, 
no. 24 (30 November 1850): 190. The original German reads, “Proletarier aller Länder, vereinigt 
euch!”

7. W. J. Linton, “Republican Principles,” The Red Republican, no. 24 (30 November 
1850): 187.

8. “Aux Peuples! Organisation de le démocratie,” Le Proscrit: Journal de la république univer-
selle, no. 2 (August  1850): 3-13 / “To the Peoples, Organization of Democracy,” The Red 



figure 1. German Communism: “Manifesto of the German Communist Party,” 
The Red Republican (9 November 1850). Courtesy of Senate House Library, 
University of London.
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addressed himself to “the countrymen of Milton and Cromwell” and declared 
that through his articles he hoped to “establish the basis of a really republican 
party, by rendering republican principles plain and easy of comprehension.” 
Marx and Engels had similarly opened their “Manifesto” with the declaration 
that “It is time for the Communists to lay before the world an account of their 
aims and tendencies, and to oppose these silly fables about the bugbear of 
Communism, by a manifesto of the Communist Party.”9

Linton’s “Republican Principles” and Marx and Engels’s “Manifesto of the 
German Communist Party” thus provided a literally side-by-side attempt to 
set out the principles of republicanism and communism. Reading their two 
manifestos together showcases several key differences between the two tradi-
tions. Linton opened with an explication of the meaning of the trinity of 
“Equality—Liberty—Humanity” (a term he thought was more inclusive than 
“Fraternity”) that formed the “battle-cry of the Republican”; Marx and En-
gels’s began with a portrayal of the rise of the bourgeoisie and their unrelenting 
“need of an ever-increasing market for their produce, [which] drives the Bour-
geoisie over the whole globe.”10 Where “Republican Principles” condemned 
any political system in which “a caste rules . . . ​[with] tyrants on one side, and 
slaves upon the other,” the “Manifesto of the German Communist Party” 
railed against the “modern slavery of Labour under Capital” in which proletar-
ians were subject to a “despotism” where they were “not only the slaves of the 
whole middle-class (as a body) . . . ​they are daily and hourly slaves . . . ​of each 
individual manufacturing Bourgeois.”11 While Linton argued that emancipa-
tion would only be achieved through “the regular association of all classes, the 
organized association of the people,” Marx and Engels identified the new 
class of proletarians as “the only truly revolutionary Class amongst the pre
sent enemies of the Bourgeoisie.”12 Finally, where “Republican Principles” 
defended a system of “free Nations” united in a “universal FEDERATION OF 
REPUBLICS,” the “Manifesto of the German Communist Party” declared 
that “[t]he Proletarian has no Fatherland” and predicted the “obliteration” of 
“National divisions and antagonisms.”13

Yet these seemingly stark differences can distract us from some of the mani-
festos’ commonalities. As much as Marx and Engels were focused on the social 

Republican, no. 12 (7 September 1850): 94–95. For the ECDC, see Christine Lattek, Revolution-
ary Refugees: German Socialism in Britain, 1840–1860 (London: Routledge, 2006), 88–94.

9. Linton, “Republican Principles,” 110; Marx and Engels, “Manifesto,” 161.
10. Linton, “Republican Principles,” 110–11; Marx and Engels, “Manifesto,” 162.
11. Linton, “Republican Principles,” 172; Marx and Engels, “Manifesto,” 171.
12. Linton, “Republican Principles,” 125; Marx and Engels, “Manifesto,” 171.
13. Linton, “Republican Principles,” 187; Marx and Engels, “Manifesto,” 182.
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dependency of workers, they also believed that workers were “the slaves . . . ​of 
the Bourgeois political regime” and defended a strategy where “the first step 
in the proletarian revolution, will be the conquest of Democracy,” criticizing 
forms of socialism that “oppose all political movements in the Proletariat.” 
Linton, for his part, did not restrict himself to political criticism, but also con-
demned the domination of the “wages slave” and the “factory slave,” and 
insisted that it was the “business of Government” to end their dependency.14 
Their respective social programs were also not as far apart as we might assume. 
Linton defended three core social policies in “Republican Principles”: free 
access to the land through nationalization, free state education, and the provi-
sion of free credit. The “Manifesto of the German Communist Party” included 
a ten-point list of demands that similarly called for the “[t]he national appro-
priation of the land,” “[c]entralisation of credit in the hands of the State,” and 
“[t]he public and gratuitous education of all children.”15

Where these social programs did come apart was the defining issue of pri-
vate property. Linton opposed the communist demand for the abolition of 
private property, as “we do not believe that ‘the institution’ of private property 
is inevitably a nuisance. Our complaint is . . . ​not that the few have, but the 
many have not.” Marx and Engels, on the other hand, insisted that it was not 
simply a question of abolishing private property as such but specifically the 
“abolition of Bourgeois property,” private property based on the exploitation of 
wage-labor, and in this specified sense they were unapologetic that “the Com-
munists might resume their whole Theory in that single expression—The aboli-
tion of private property.”16 Linton and his fellow republicans believed that 
people had a right to the private property they had worked to create, but also 
that it was the state’s duty to be “the Nation’s Banker, to furnish each individual 
with the material means—the capital—for work.” Providing free credit and 
free land would mean that workers could acquire the means to work indepen
dently and break free from the “mischievous middle-men called capitalists.” 
For Marx and Engels, such schemes were a desperate attempt to save “the prop-
erty of the small shopkeeper, small tradesman, [and] small peasant” which the 
“progress of industrial development is daily destroying.” They insisted that try-
ing to restore an economy of independent artisans and peasants was hopeless 
in the face of the productive and competitive advantages of large-scale capital
ist industry. Such attempts were “even reactionary, for they attempt to turn 
backwards the chariot wheels of History.” Rather than try to restore individual 

14. Linton, “Republican Principles,” 156; Marx and Engels, “Manifesto,” 171, 183, 190.
15. Linton, “Republican Principles,” 156, 164; Marx and Engels, “Manifesto,” 183.
16. Linton, “Republican Principles,” 147; Marx and Engels, “Manifesto,” 181.
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property, communism would build on the achievements of capitalism and its 
“mass of productive power” by collectivizing the “instruments of production 
in the hands of the State.”17 They believed that only collective ownership of 
the means of production (which Marx would later think could be carried out 
through worker cooperatives rather than simply state ownership)18 could ad-
equately address the social dependency of the proletariat and destroy the 
power of capital. Republicanism and Marx and Engels’s communism were thus 
divided as to whether the private property of small-scale independent produc-
ers should be universalized, or capitalist private property abolished and re-
placed by common ownership.

Over the course of the nineteenth century, these competing social and 
political visions repeatedly came into conflict, but also opened opportunities 
for mutual engagement, political alliances, and intellectual fusion. The publica-
tion of the “Manifesto of the German Communist Party” and “Republican 
Principles” in The Red Republican was just one example of the broader struggle 
of republicans and communists to define the goals of the radical movement 
and secure the support of the working class. As we will see, it was also just one 
of many instances of how republicanism was central to the formation of Marx’s 
social and political thought.

Marx and Republicanism
In 1913, Lenin provided one of the most enduring portraits of Marx’s intellectual 
formation, depicting him as having inherited and synthetized three national 
traditions: “German philosophy, English political economy and French 
socialism.”19 This triadic account is memorable but problematic. As David 

17. Linton, “Republican Principles,” 156; Marx and Engels, “Manifesto,” 171, 182–83. Of 
course, Marx and Engels were not directly responding to Linton’s articles (which postdate their 
original publication). But, as is shown in chapters 4 and 5, these arguments were directed at 
republican interlocutors like Karl Heinzen.

18. Marx, “Address of the International Working Men’s Association (Inaugural Address),” 
MEGA I.20: 10 / MECW 20: 11; Das Kapital, vol. 1, MEGA II.6: 328n / MECW 35: 336n; Das 
Kapital, vol. 3, MEGA II.15: 431 / MECW 37: 438.

19. Vladimir Lenin, “The Three Sources and Three Component Parts of Marxism,” in Lenin 
Collected Works, vol. 19 (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1963), 23–24. For a defense, see G. A. 
Cohen, “The Three Sources and Component Parts of Marxism,” in Marxism, Mysticism and Mod-
ern Theory, ed. Suke Wolton (London: Macmillan, 1996), 1–6. Such triadic accounts have their 
origin in Moses Hess’s Die europäische Triarchie (Leipzig: Otto Wigand, 1841). For Marx and En-
gels’s use of this triadic image (though with French socialism interestingly replaced by French 
“politics,” which better captures socialism’s republican heritage), see Engels, “Progress of Social 
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Leopold argues, apart from demoting the influence of Belgium, where Marx 
spent an oft-forgotten exile from 1845–48, it simplifies the contribution of any 
of these countries to a single discipline, suggesting, for instance, that the English 
(more accurately British, and particularly Scottish) influence on Marx only ex-
tended to political economy rather than, say, Britain’s own tradition of social-
ism.20 From the perspective of this book, the triadic account also falls short 
because if we want to understand the influences on Marx’s thought we have to 
understand the formative role played by European republicanism.21

The complex influence of republicanism on Marx’s thought, however, re-
sists easy reduction to wholesale adoption or rejection (encapsulated by the 
contrasting points raised by Citizen Engels and Citizen Marx about republi-
canism in the meeting of the IWMA cited in this chapter’s epigraph). Influence 
should be understood as not only the causal tracing of an affinity, when Marx’s 
ideas can be shown to have been inherited from republicanism, but also nega-
tive influence, when Marx formed his ideas in opposition to republicanism.22 
Marx both incorporated republican commitments into his communism to 
critique antipolitical socialisms and positioned this republican communism 
to supplant anticommunist republicanism. Republicanism thus formed a body 
of ideas and political movement out of which and against which Marx shaped 
and defined his own communism.

Complicating the picture further is that Marx’s relationship to republican-
ism changed over the course of his life. The overarching argument of this book, 
and what gives it its organizing structure, is that his relationship proceeds in 
three principal periods.23 To give an initial snapshot: first, Marx began his 
political career in 1842 as a republican committed to overcoming the arbitrary 
power of despotic regimes through a democratic republic in which the people 
held active popular sovereignty through public administration by citizens and 

Reform on the Continent,” MEGA I.3: 495 / MECW 3: 392–93; Marx, “Kritische Randglossen zu 
dem Artikel: “Der König von Preußen und die Socialreform: Von einem Preußen,” MEGA I.2: 
459 / MECW 3: 202; Marx, Entwurf über Friedrich List, MEGA I.4: 579 / MECW 4: 281.

20. David Leopold, “Karl Marx and ‘English Socialism,’ ” Nineteenth-Century Prose 49, no. 1 
(2022): 6–7, 20–21.

21. That is not to say that republicanism is only a European phenomenon (as is often sug-
gested in orientalist and Western-centric accounts of the tradition), only that it is the form of 
republicanism that most influenced Marx.

22. For this general distinction (and for the idea of affinity without causally traceable influ-
ence), see Leopold, “Karl Marx and ‘English Socialism,’ ” 11–12.

23. These correspond to the three parts of the book, whose titles are loosely based on Marx’s 
classification of republics into “democratic,” “bourgeois,” and “social” in Der achtzehnte Bru-
maire, MEGA I.11: 103–4, 174–75 / MECW 11: 109–10, 181–82.
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the control of representatives through binding mandates, a position from 
which, over the course of 1843–44, he progressively transitioned to commu-
nism (chapters 1–3). Second, from this new communist standpoint, in the 
years leading up to the 1848 Revolutions and its aftermath, Marx both criti-
cized republicanism and also incorporated the republican opposition to arbi-
trary power into his social critique of capitalism and the commitment to a 
democratic republic into his politics, though his more radical ideas of a polity 
with far-reaching political participation receded into the background (chap-
ters 4–6). Third, spurred by the Paris Commune of 1871, those ideas eventually 
reemerged later in Marx’s life, when he came to see extensive popular control 
and participation in legislation and public administration as essential to the 
realization of communism (chapter 7). Marx thus came to a fuller synthesis of 
his early republicanism and his later communism.

Chapter 1 opens with an account of Marx’s early republican journalism. In 
Marx’s first definitive statement of his politics, in early 1842, he criticized not 
just Prussia’s absolute monarchy but the liberal goal of a reformed constitu-
tional monarchy, while expressing his frustration at the difficulty of realizing 
a modern “Res publica” in Germany.24 Strict official censorship meant that in 
his public journalism Marx avoided frontal attacks on the Prussian regime and 
instead concentrated on particular instances of its arbitrary power. He criti-
cized Prussia’s feudal estate assemblies for their exclusion of the people and 
consequent failure to represent the common good and attacked press censor-
ship for making journalists and editors dependent on the character of indi-
vidual censors. Underlying these criticisms lay a commitment to a republican 
conception of freedom as the absence of arbitrary power, where freedom is 
secured by laws made collectively by the citizenry. Marx argued that there was 
a fundamental opposition between “arbitrariness and freedom,” so that a citi-
zen was only free when ruled by law, warning that “I do not at all believe that 
persons can be a guarantee against laws; on the contrary, I believe that laws 
must be a guarantee against persons.”25 But Marx also insisted that freedom 
required not only the rule of law, but for that law to be collectively made by 
the people, so that “law is the conscious expression of the popular will, in that 
it originates with it and is created by it.”26 Censorship made it difficult to elabo-
rate that democratic, and dangerous, idea in anything more than isolated 
glimpses, with Marx only hinting at the necessity of “transforming the 

24. Marx to Arnold Ruge, 5 March 1842, MEGA III.1: 22 / MECW 1: 382–83.
25. Marx, “Debatten über Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I.1: 153 / MECW 1: 165; “Debatten über das 

Holzdiebstahlgesetz,” MEGA I.1: 217 / MECW 1: 243.
26. Marx, “Der Ehescheidungsgesetzenentwurf,” MEGA I.1: 289 / MECW 1: 309.
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mysterious, priestly nature of the state into a clear-cut entity of the ordinary 
people, accessible to all and belonging to all, making the state the flesh and 
blood of its citizens.”27

When Prussia banned his newspaper, Marx was freed to turn to a founda-
tional critique of Hegel’s defense of constitutional monarchy, as is recounted 
in chapter 2. In his critique, Marx defended popular sovereignty against Hegel’s 
embrace of monarchical sovereignty, attacked the central role Hegel had at-
tributed to the elite bureaucracy at the expense of popular participation in 
politics and administration, and criticized Hegel’s views on representation and 
instead defended popular delegacy. Marx condemned Hegel’s supposedly 
constitutional monarch for being “the hallowed, sanctified embodiment of 
arbitrariness” and whose monopolization of sovereignty meant that “all 
others are excluded from this sovereignty, from personality and from political 
consciousness.”28 Hegel’s bureaucracy, that was supposed to be a neutral arbi-
ter of the general interest, in fact “protect[ed] the imaginary generality of 
[its] . . . ​particular interest,” was insulated from effective “guarantee[s] against 
the arbitrariness of the bureaucracy,” and excluded the people from public 
administration which should in fact “belong . . . ​to the whole people.”29 
Against Hegel’s defense of a legislature elected on a narrow franchise and with-
out binding mandates, Marx argued for “the extension and greatest possible 
generalization of election, both of active and passive suffrage” and insisted that 
without binding instructions the “deputies of civil society form a society 
which is not linked with those who commission them.”30 In place of Hegel’s 
constitutional monarchy, Marx defended a “true democracy” in which “the 
constitution is . . . ​the self-determination of the people . . . ​the people’s 
own work . . . ​[and] the free product of man.”31 Alongside this democratic vision, 
Marx expressed his republican skepticism of the emerging theories of social-
ism and communism. He attacked “actually existing communism” for its 
single-minded pursuit of the “[a]bolition of private property” and failure to 
see the necessity of “partisan participation in politics.” “The critic,” Marx 
insisted, “not only can but must engage in these political questions (which 
according to the views of the crass socialists are beneath their dignity).”32

27. Marx, “Replik auf den Angriff eines ‘gemäßigten’ Blattes,” MEGA I.1: 333 / MECW 1: 318.
28. Marx, Zur Kritik der Hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie, MEGA I.2: 27, 38 / MECW 3: 26, 36.
29. Ibid., 50, 56, 58 / 46, 53–54.
30. Ibid., 130, 133 / 120, 123.
31. Ibid., 31–32 / 29–30.
32. Marx to Arnold Ruge, September  1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 

487–88 / MECW 3: 143–44.
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Nevertheless, within a few short months of writing these lines Marx had 
overcome his opposition to the abolition of private property and made his 
own transition to communism, which forms the subject of chapter 3. While 
that transition involved a political distancing from republicanism it was not a 
transition to “actually existing communism,” but the fashioning of a new form 
of communism that integrated much of his prior republicanism. His shift from 
republicanism was driven by a growing disillusionment with the ability of 
political emancipation, through a democratic republic, to establish truly 
human emancipation, and by a realization that the proletariat, through its dis-
possession from property, was uniquely positioned to do so. The former was 
driven by an assessment that the American and French Revolutions had cre-
ated republics in which the (laudable) establishment of freedom in the political 
sphere had been paired with a transference of unfreedom into the social sphere. 
Marx consequently concluded “that the state can be a free state without man 
being a free man.”33 That critiqued and amended an old republican argument 
that it is “only possible to be free in a free state.”34 Freedom, Marx insisted, 
required not just a free state but a free society. But as much as Marx may have 
sometimes wished to condemn republicanism as such with this argument, it 
was only an indictment of a kind of bourgeois (or liberal) republicanism that 
had little popular appeal. The republicanism that galvanized broad working-
class support across the nineteenth century recognized the social dimensions 
of freedom long before Marx. Of almost greater consequence for Marx’s transi-
tion away from republicanism was in fact his identification with the proletarian 
working class as the agent of future social and political revolution, rather than 
with the independent artisan worker idealized by republicans.

As is argued in chapter 4, Marx’s criticism of the emancipatory limits of 
the republic eventually hardened into an assessment that the modern repub-
lic, as was briefly established in France after the 1848 Revolution, was in fact 
a “bourgeois republic . . . ​the state whose admitted object it is to perpetuate the 
rule of capital, the slavery of labor.”35 Marx condemned the bourgeois republic 
as a regime in which the bourgeoisie held political power, the economy was 
structured in its class interests, and even its constitution was designed to up-
hold this political and economic rule. But this criticism did not lead Marx to 
dismiss the republic as an unworthy political goal. He insisted that the bourgeois 
republic was “the terrain for the fight for its [the proletariat’s] revolutionary 

33. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 147 / MECW 3: 152.
34. Quentin Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1998), 60.
35. Marx, Die Klassenkämpfe in Frankreich, MEGA I.10: 139 / MECW 10: 69.
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emancipation,” even though it was “by no means this emancipation itself.” 36 That 
position is easily taken for granted but represented a break with the sharply 
antithetical attitudes to politics and democratic republican institutions that 
dominated early socialism (chapter 4 consequently devotes extensive space to 
these antipolitical socialists and Marx and Engels’s response to them). While 
Charles Fourier and Robert Owen hoped to bypass politics through the peaceful 
spread of communitarian experiments supported by the benevolence of the rich 
and powerful, Henri Saint-Simon dreamed up technocratic schemes in which 
popular rule was supplanted by an administration of industrialists and scientific 
and technical experts. Those attitudes continued to inform the next generation 
of socialists and communists, who advocated for workers to abstain from politics 
and focus on raising consciousness through peaceful propaganda and education. 
In a common complaint, these socialists asked, “Will the republic pay our debts? 
Will it redeem our pawned goods? Will it clothe and feed us?,” and as supposedly 
“no political institutions are capable of abolishing” these social problems, they 
urged workers to “not at any time take part in political revolutions.” 37 They confi-
dently insisted that “  ‘today’s republicans’ and their ‘notions of “electoral reform”, 
“democracy”, “revolution”, “Cahiers” are outdated and discounted.’ ” 38

When Marx (and especially Engels) initially and independently converted 
to communism, they briefly shared some sympathy for these antipolitical 
ideas.39 But, in part through their growing collaboration, they soon embraced 
the label of “Democratic Communists,” in which the “democratic reconstruction 
of the Constitution” was taken to be an essential element whereby the working 
class would be able to come to political power and be in a position to bring about 
communism.40 That in essence would remain their central political commitment 
throughout their lives. Marx and Engels were convinced that civic freedoms and 
universal (manhood) suffrage were essential tools to expand working-class 
power and challenge capitalist rule. Marx was confident that “universal suffrage” 
put the working class and its allies in “possession of the political power” and 

36. Ibid., 125 / 54.
37. Herman Semmig, Sächsische Zustände: Nebst Randglossen und Leuchtkugeln (Hamburg: 

C. F. Vogel, 1846), 9, 63.
38. Karl Grün, “Politik und Sozialismus,” Rheinische Jahrbücher für gesellschaftlichen Reform, 

vol. 1, ed. Hermann Püttmann (Darmstadt: C. W. Leske, 1845), 136. Cahiers were the documents 
of complaints and instructions carried by representatives to the 1789 Estates General.

39. This moment is documented in chapter 3. In Marx’s case it is brief and textually thin, 
making it difficult to come to very clear or firm conclusions about his political (or antipolitical) 
views at the time, especially if we compare it with the more fulsome embrace by Engels (whose 
independent relationship to republicanism deserves its own study).

40. Marx and Engels, “Address of the German Democratic Communists of Brussels to 
Mr. Feargus O’Connor,” MEW 4: 24-26 / MECW 6: 58–60.
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“forces the political rule of the bourgeoisie into democratic conditions, which 
at every moment help the hostile classes to victory and jeopardize the very foun-
dations of bourgeois society.”41 This position led to a lifelong opposition to 
forms of socialism that denied the necessity of democratic institutions and 
political struggle. In the Manifest der Kommunistischen Partei they repeatedly 
condemned antipolitical forms of socialism, which Marx and Engels attacked 
for opposing republican movements campaigning for political reform and 
for playing into the hands of reactionary forces by “hurling the traditional 
anathemas . . . ​against representative government” (a charge that, as we will see, 
had in fact already been made by republicans against socialism and which Marx 
and Engels adopted and redirected).42 In the IWMA, Marx and Engels contin-
ued to associate themselves with the idea that “The social emancipation of the 
workmen is inseparable from their political emancipation.”43 As Marx put it in 
a retrospective detailing the history of antipolitics in socialism, one of the most 
persistent errors that had dogged socialists was “preaching indifference in 
matters of politics.”44 Marx thus incorporated into his communism the same 
insistence on the need for politics that the early republican Marx had once criti-
cized “actually existing communism” for ignoring. The communism that he and 
Engels forged and defended in the years before and after the 1848 Revolutions 
was consequently in an important sense a “republican communism.”45

While Marx and Engels thus incorporated republican political commit-
ments into their communism, their communism was still distinguished from 
republicanism by their differing social visions and account of the appropriate 
response to capitalism, as is charted in chapter 5.46 At the time in which Marx 

41. Marx, Die Klassenkämpfe in Frankreich, MEGA I.10: 148 / MECW 10: 79. Here as else-
where Marx (like most of his contemporaries) refers to manhood suffrage as universal suffrage. 
In order to capture both their language and its exclusions, I refer to universal (manhood) suf-
frage throughout the book.

42. Marx and Engels, Manifest der Kommunistischen Partei, MEW 4: 487, 490, 492 / MECW 
6: 511, 515, 517.

43. Marx and Engels, “Resolutions of the Conference of Delegates of the International 
Working Men’s Association, assembled at London from 17th to 23rd September 1871,” MEGA 
I.22: 342 / MECW 22: 426.

44. Marx, “L’indifferenza in materia politica,” MEGA I.24: 109 / MECW 23: 397. A neglected 
essay (published in 1873 in the Italian journal Almanacco Repubblicano) that deserves wider 
notice.

45. Engels cites the use of this label in “Das Fest der Nationen in London (Zur Feier der 
Errichtung der französischen Republik, 22. Sept. 1792),” MEGA I.4: 705 / MECW 6: 13.

46. Marx rarely used the term “capitalism” (though not never, as it has sometimes been 
claimed). I use it in this book as a shorthand for Marx’s more common terminology, including 
“capitalist mode of production” and “capitalist society.”
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and Engels formulated their communism, capitalist social relations were far 
from dominant, with proletarians—whose dispossession from the means of 
production meant having to work for wages for a capitalist employer—still a 
minority of the European working classes. Outside of Britain and a few strips of 
large-scale steam-powered industrial development on the continent, the over-
whelming majority of workers were still artisans who were highly skilled, 
owned their own tools, and labored by themselves or in small workshops.47 
While Marx and Engels seized on the proletarian pockets as the harbingers of 
the future, republicans celebrated artisans’ independence and freedom and 
tried to stem the growing proletarianization of the working class (and the de-
cline of the even larger population of free peasant proprietors). Republicans 
consequently argued for an expansive set of social measures, from free credit to 
land reform, that they believed would reaffirm that independence. They 
thereby developed a distinct nonsocialist alternative to the unfreedom of capi-
talism. Marx and Engels’s response to this republican social alternative focused 
not on its relative moral strengths, but on its historical and economic possibili-
ties. While they agreed with parts of the republican social program, they re-
jected the idea that it was possible to universalize independence through an 
economy of small property holders, arguing that it was being steadily and ir-
reversibly destroyed by the advance of capitalist industry. In Marx’s initial 
responses to republicanism, he repeatedly dismissed the republican social 
ideal as a petty bourgeois fantasy. In his mature writings he provided a more 
sympathetic portrait of the lost independence of artisans and peasants, even 
as he continued to insist that the competitive pressures of capitalist industry 
made that world irretrievable.

Though Marx thus rejected the republican social ideal, his own social 
writings made extensive use of republican ideas to attack the unfreedom and 
domination of capitalism, as is discussed at the end of chapter 3 on his early 
economic writings and in chapter 6, which focuses on his later writings, espe-
cially Das Kapital. The same arguments he had raised as a young republican 
against the arbitrary power of monarchs and Prussian officials were brought 
to bear on the despots inside the factory. Being forced to work for a capitalist 
employer made workers “unfree” since they labored “in the service, under the 
domination, the coercion, and the yoke of another man.”48 The capitalist 

47. Jonathan Sperber, The European Revolutions, 1848–1851, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 12–20; William H. Sewell Jr., “Artisans, Factory Workers, and the For-
mation of the French Working Class, 1789–1848,” in Working-Class Formation: Nineteenth-
Century Patterns in Western Europe and the United States, ed. Ira Katznelson and Aristide R. 
Zolberg (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 45–70.

48. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 372 / MECW 3: 278–79.
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despot faced few if any checks or controls on their arbitrary power in the work-
place, and so “capital formulates its autocracy over its workers, like a private 
legislator and as an emanation of its own will.”49 Marx insisted that the proletar-
ian’s wage-slavery (as he and all his radical contemporaries called it) did not end 
with their personal domination by their individual capitalist employer. While 
they enjoyed the formal freedom to sell their labor power, their dispossession 
from the means of production meant that though they did not have to work for 
any particular capitalist, they did have to work for a capitalist. They were thus 
also structurally dominated by the capitalist class. That had the ideological ad-
vantage of obscuring their unfreedom: “The Roman slave was held by chains; 
the wage-laborer is bound to his owner by invisible threads. The appearance of 
independence is maintained by a constant change in the person of the indi-
vidual employer.”50 Marx held that the maintenance and expansion of these 
forms of the capitalist’s domination were critical to the operation of capitalism 
because of how they facilitated the exploitation of workers. But he was also keen 
to stress that the exploitative drive of capitalism involved a form of impersonal 
domination that subjected all of society, workers and capitalists, to the rule of 
market imperatives. Marx argued that “the immanent laws of the capitalist 
mode of production, which through competition dominate the individual cap
italist as external coercive laws, force him to continuously expand his capital in 
order to keep it.”51 That incessant competitive drive prevented society from 
freely deciding how to make use of the immense gains of productivity. Freedom, 
for Marx, would consequently necessitate not only overcoming the domination 
of the capitalist and the capitalist class, but the domination of the market.

Marx’s conversion to communism thus involved a complex mixture of 
incorporation and rejection of republican social and political commitments. 
While he opposed the republican social ideal of independent property hold-
ers, his own social critique of capitalism continued to be deeply suffused with 
a republican vocabulary. Politically, his critique of the emancipatory limits of 
a republic was matched by an equally strong commitment to its necessity for 
achieving socialism and his fervent opposition to antipolitical socialisms that 
denied it. But as critical as Marx’s political incorporation of republicanism 
was to the formation of his communism, it was thinner than it might have 
been. While Marx integrated the importance of political struggle and a demo
cratic republic into his communism, his early republican ideas emphasizing 
the need for far-reaching popular control and participation largely receded 

49. Marx, Das Kapital, vol. 1, MEGA II.6: 411 / MECW 35: 427.
50. Ibid., 529–30 / 573.
51. Ibid., 543 / 588.
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from view. His comments on representation suggest that the institution of 
universal (manhood) suffrage, without further controls on representatives, 
would be sufficient to eventually bring the working class to power. His views 
on bureaucracy remained as stridently critical as in his early republican account, 
but they were unaccompanied by his vision of a polity wherein that bureau-
cracy would be replaced by popular public administration. Marx thought that 
the institution of democracy was critical to communism, but he did not go 
significantly beyond the restricted conception of what was entailed by “de-
mocracy” in a bourgeois republic. He thought at this time that it would be 
sufficient to come to power within the bourgeois republic and utilize its 
political structures for social ends, rather than communism requiring the 
transformation of those political structures themselves.

As is shown chapter 7, that position was shaken in March 1871, when the 
Parisian working class took control of their city and demanded a social republic. 
The radical democratic experiment of the Paris Commune forced Marx to re-
consider the political institutions necessary for socialism. He now realized that 
the “working class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made State machinery, 
and wield it for its own purposes.”52 He recognized that the political form of 
bourgeois society, the bourgeois republic, was an insufficient political form for 
bringing about communism: “The political instrument of their [the working-
class’s] enslavement cannot serve as the political instrument of their 
emancipation.”53 That meant that in place of a bourgeoise republic what was 
needed was “a ‘Social Republic,’ that is, a Republic which . . . ​guarantees . . . ​
social transformation by the Communal organisation.”54 That social republic 
would radically democratize representation and public administration through 
the tight control of its delegates and the deprofessionalization of the bureau-
cracy so that it was carried out by the citizens themselves. Legislative control 
and the election of public officials (with the power to recall) would transform 
the state’s bureaucrats from “a trained caste . . . ​[and] haughteous masters of the 
people into its always removable servants.”55 Binding instructions, representa-
tive recall, and frequent elections would similarly ensure that “[i]nstead of 
deciding once in three or six years which member of the ruling class was to 
misrepresent the people in Parliament, universal suffrage was to serve the 
people.”56 The resultant transformation of the state through popular control 

52. Marx, The Civil War in France, MEGA I.22: 137 / MECW 22: 328.
53. Marx, The Civil War in France (Second Draft), MEGA I.22: 100 / MECW 22: 533.
54. Marx, The Civil War in France (First Draft), MEGA I.22: 64 / MECW 22: 497.
55. Ibid., 57 / 488.
56. Marx, The Civil War in France, MEGA I.22: 141 / MECW 22: 333.
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and participation would provide “the Republic with the basis of really democratic 
institutions” and be an important component of realizing freedom, as “freedom 
consists in transforming the state from an organ superimposed upon society into 
one completely subordinate to it.”57 Thus the political institutions that had once 
inspired the young republican reemerged as central components of the polity that 
Marx thought was necessary for the realization of social emancipation. Republi-
canism thereby formed an integral element of his communism.

The potential influence of republicanism on Marx’s thought has not gone 
unnoticed. In studies of republicanism, affinities to Marx have been noted in 
passing in the foundational works that unearthed the buried history of the 
tradition and established it as the thriving field of study that exists today.58 
Most of the work examining his relationship to republicanism has concen-
trated on his early thought where an impressive literature has charted the im-
portance of republicanism to his critique of Hegel and the broader Young 
Hegelian movement (though much less attention has been paid to his repub-
lican journalism).59 Far fewer studies have gone beyond this early period and 
investigated aspects of republicanism’s influence on Marx’s later commu-
nism.60 There have, however, been no accounts that comprehensively examine 

57. Marx, The Civil War in France, MEGA I.22: 142 / MECW 22: 334; “Kritik des Gothaer 
Programms,” MEGA I.25: 21 / MECW 24: 94.
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Republican Tradition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975), 461, 505; Philip Pettit, Re-
publicanism: A Theory of Freedom and Government (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 141; 
Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism, xn3. See also Quentin Skinner, “Liberty before Liberalism 
and All That,” 3:AM Magazine, 18 February 2013, http://www​.3ammagazine​.com​/3am​/liberty​
-before​-liberalism​-all​-that​/.
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Moment, trans. Max Blechman and Martin Breaugh (Cambridge: Polity, 2011); Warren Breck-
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), chapter 7; David Leopold, The Young Karl 
Marx: German Philosophy, Modern Politics, and Human Flourishing (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), chapter 4; Gareth Stedman Jones, ‘Introduction,” in The Communist 
Manifesto (London: Penguin, 2002), chapter 8.

60. For republicanism and parts of Marx’s political thought, see Jeffrey C. Isaac, “The Lion’s 
Skin of Politics: Marx on Republicanism,” Polity 23, no. 3 (1990): 461–88; Alan Gilbert, Marx’s 
Politics: Communists and Citizens (Oxford: Martin Robertson, 1981); and Norman Arthur 
Fischer, Marxist Ethics within Western Political Theory: A Dialogue with Republicanism, Commu-
nitarianism, and Liberalism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). For the influence on his 
social thought, see William Clare Roberts, Marx’s Inferno: The Political Theory of Capital 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017); and Michael J. Thompson, “The Radical 

http://www.3ammagazine.com/3am/liberty-before-liberalism-all-that/
http://www.3ammagazine.com/3am/liberty-before-liberalism-all-that/


18  I n t r o du ct i o n

the enduring influence of republicanism on Marx’s social and political thought 
across his writings.

Given the enormous quantities of ink that have been and continue to be 
devoted to Marx, that absence is more than surprising.61 Part of the explana-
tion has to lie in the continued invisibility of republicanism as a living political 
movement in the nineteenth century. The histories that have so powerfully 
revived the tradition have rarely ventured into the long century after 1776 and 
1789. In Alex Gourevitch’s corrective study of nineteenth-century American 
labor republicans, he observes that the “prevailing historical scholarship” gives 
“the strong impression that nothing conceptually meaningful happened in the 
republican tradition after the American Revolution.”62 Melvin L. Rogers, in 
his rehabilitation of nineteenth-century African American republicans, simi-
larly notes how their exclusion has helped sustain the “troublesome interpreta-
tive claim . . . ​that by the nineteenth century, republicanism was in retreat or 
already eclipsed.”63 The consequence of this interpretive assumption has been 
that when republicanism is considered in relation to Marx’s thought, it has 
often been reduced simply to support for a nonmonarchical political regime 
or as a dead political language from the Classical or Renaissance world. Re-
publicanism’s status as an active ideological and political competitor is rarely 
properly appreciated.64 That means that republicanism has often not been 
given its due, even in studies that have otherwise provided an enviably careful 
and comprehensive reconstruction of Marx’s thought.65

My hope is that by considering Marx in the light of republicanism, we 
might be able to move further past a number of interpretative commonplaces 

Republican Structure of Marx’s Critique of Capitalist Society,” Critique: Journal of Socialist 
Theory 47, no. 3 (2019): 391–409.
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64. Roberts’s contextual study of Marx’s Das Kapital is a laudable exception; see Marx’s In-
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and Hal Draper, Karl Marx’s Theory of Revolution, 5 vols. (New York: Monthly Review Press, 
1977–2005).



I n t r o du ct i o n   19

that, despite the efforts of these more careful interpreters, continue to dog 
assessments of Marx’s thought, particularly the idea that he was not commit-
ted to politics, democracy, or freedom. Marx has often filled a convenient posi-
tion in narratives that criticize the decline of politics in socialist or more 
broadly modern political thought. Hannah Arendt provided an influential 
portrait of Marx when she condemned him for his supposed “repugnance to 
the public realm,” his “obsession with the social question and his unwillingness 
to pay serious attention to the questions of state and government.”66 Sheldon 
Wolin similarly presented Marx as part of a century of thought that “was nearly 
unanimous in its contempt for politics.”67 More recently, Axel Honneth has 
squeezed Marx into a single monolithic socialist tradition that “simply ignored 
the entire sphere of political deliberation,” failed to appreciate the value of 
“democratic popular rule,” and was thus left with an “inadequate understand-
ing of politics.”68 The irony of many of these judgments is that they would 
function better as a description of the antipolitical forms of socialism that Marx 
tried to displace. A study of Marx and republicanism helps show that one of 
Marx’s great contributions was to place politics (and especially democratic 
politics) at the heart of socialism. I also hope that it reveals Marx to have been 
more interested in political and constitutional questions than the usual cari-
cature of his work would suggest. I do not, of course, pretend that this study 
alone could dislodge the Cold War–inflected picture of Marx as a totalitarian 
antidemocrat. But I do hope that it will be harder to maintain that “Marx was 
not committed to democracy at all.”69

Finally, it is still not adequately appreciated that Marx’s principal political 
value was freedom, rather than, say, equality or community. As a young journal-
ist, he keenly observed that “Freedom is so much the essence of man, that even 
its enemies implement it while combating its reality. . . . ​No man combats free-
dom; at most he combats the freedom of others.”70 That commitment to free-
dom, and antipathy to those who would deny it to others, motivated his social 
and political thought and activism throughout his life. Where Marx’s commit-
ment to freedom is acknowledged, it is usually reduced to an endorsement of 
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some conception of positive freedom as self-realization or fulfilment.71 I do 
not mean to deny that such conceptions evidently played a role in Marx’s 
thought (Marx, like most people, had more than one conception of freedom). 
But I do think that the role played by republican freedom has been neglected.72 
A concern expressed across his writings was that people were unfree when they 
were dominated—subjected to arbitrary power that they did not control—an 
unfreedom that Marx believed capitalism and its imitation of democracy in-
flicted upon the immense majority.

In order to bring these contributions and republican commitments to the 
fore, I have tried to reconstruct what republicanism meant at the time of 
Marx’s political engagement. As was discussed above, this period barely 
features, if at all, in histories of republicanism, or its existence is even actively 
denied. Accounts often begin with either the ancient Greek or Roman Repub-
lics, then skip over nearly a thousand years to the renaissance Italian city-states, 
then jump to the English commonwealth of the seventeenth century, and fi
nally conclude with the American Revolution in the late eighteenth century 
(with lip service sometimes paid to the French Revolution).73 That narrative 
timeline already problematically excludes, for instance, the way in which re-
publicanism was appropriated and reshaped in the Haitian Revolution.74 
Moreover, that narrative is frequently accompanied by claims that republican-
ism disappeared in the nineteenth century, having supposedly “been largely 
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overtaken by liberalism.”75 Yet, as Rachel Hammersley writes in her excep-
tional recent history of republicanism, that narrative is simply “false,” and she 
urges a greater focus on nineteenth-century republicanism, since the tradition 
was “transformed during this period from a doctrine primarily articulated by 
political elites to one that appealed to artisans, workers, and, by the 1870s, even 
women and newly enfranchised former slaves.”76 By examining the republican-
ism of nineteenth-century Europe in relation to Marx, this book has the sub-
sidiary aim of helping to resurrect its overlooked place in the larger history of 
the republican tradition.77

Republicanism in Nineteenth-Century Europe
In 1831, Félicité de Lamennais, the onetime ultramontane priest turned liberal 
Catholic, observed that “the word republic . . . ​by its vague meaning, is marvel-
lously suitable to incite the most opposed passions.” Yet he maintained that 
a general definition of a republic was possible as a regime that “excludes the 
absolute authority of one person, and places the right of legislation in 
the whole people, or in a part of the people.” Following a categorization going 
back to Montesquieu, Lamennais labeled the former regime a “democratic 
republic” and the latter an “aristocratic republic.” Under this definition, 
Lamennais concluded that France’s recently established liberal July Monarchy 
was actually a republic, since, though it had a king, “ultimate authority” rested 
in the legislature and hence the people who controlled it.78 Implicit but left 
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unsaid in Lamennais’s argument was that the July Monarchy was consequently 
an aristocratic republic, as only a tiny part of the people, men who met the 
requisite property threshold (less than 0.5% of the population), could vote in 
national elections. Lamennais’s intervention was partly directed at more con-
servative liberals (he pushed for extending the franchise to all men except 
those who “have a dependent position”),79 as well as republicans still smarting 
from their failure to institute a republic in the 1830 Revolution. Lamennais’s 
more encompassing definition of a republic was deliberately meant to run 
against the increasing conflation of a republic with a democratic regime with 
universal (manhood) suffrage.80 While republics—and republicanism—had 
in previous centuries often been associated with various mixed forms of gov-
ernment (combining monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy), republicanism 
in nineteenth-century Europe was firmly democratic.81

Republicanism and democracy were so tightly associated in the nineteenth 
century that the labels “republican” and “democrat” were used largely inter-
changeably. Republicans often preferred to refer to themselves as “democrats,” 
or “radicals,” the other popular synonym, which avoided the dangers of a direct 
attack on royal authority.82 (One reason perhaps for the continued invisibility 
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of the tradition in the nineteenth century). Nineteenth-century republicans did 
tend to be “republicans” in the narrow sense of antimonarchism, but they insisted 
that it was not a core or even a necessary component of their republicanism. In 
1819, Richard Carlile (while imprisoned for publishing the works of Thomas 
Paine) defended changing the title of his magazine to The Republican, because 
the “etymology and meaning of the word Republican” showed that “it really 
means nothing more when applied to government, than a government which 
consults the public interest—the interest of the whole people.” While it was true 
that “in almost all instances where governments have been denominated Repub-
lican, monarchy has been practically abolished; yet it does not argue the necessity 
of abolishing monarchy to establish a Republican government.” What mattered 
to Carlile was being ruled by a parliament “possessing a Democratic ascendancy, 
renewed every year,” and the extension of “the suffrage of representation to every 
man.” A “real Republican government” would then be free to decide whether it 
wanted to keep “the present system of hereditary monarchy.”83

Republicans’ commitment to democracy flowed from one of their most 
central values: popular sovereignty. The 1843 opening editorial of La Réforme, 
which would become one of France’s two main republican newspapers, ad-
dressed itself to “all friends of progress and liberty” and declared that “Our 
goal is to demand and pursue, until satisfaction, the full and genuine implemen-
tation of the principle of the Sovereignty of the People.”84 The opening 1848 
editorial of the English Chartist journal The Republican (subtitled A Magazine 
Advocating the Sovereignty of the People) similarly argued that “the foundation 
of all Liberty” rested on the principle “That the voice of the People is the only 
legitimate source of supreme authority: in a word, we desire to see acknowl-
edged everywhere, the Sovereignty of the People.”85 A few months later, the 
election platform of German republicans for the 1848 Frankfurt National 
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Assembly promised to “establish freedom” through new institutions “which will 
preserve sovereignty with the people for all time.”86

“Universal suffrage” was republicanism’s core institutional demand for the 
realization of popular sovereignty. For most republicans, universal suffrage actu-
ally meant “manhood suffrage,” the expansion of the franchise to all adult men 
through the removal of property and educational qualifications.87 Republicans 
rarely included women in this ideal of expanded political suffrage. As Whitney 
Walton has shown, that was also true of some of the most prominent French 
republican women, such as George Sand and Marie d’Agoult. While they chal-
lenged patriarchal ideals of republican motherhood, where women’s only 
political role was to rear male citizens in the home, and though they advocated 
radical reforms to marriage, divorce, education, and employment to promote 
women’s social and civil equality, they stopped short of endorsing women’s 
political enfranchisement.88 Yet a few republicans did take the “universal” in 
universal suffrage seriously and defended women’s inclusion in the franchise. 
Amalie Struve, after being imprisoned and forced to flee into exile for her role 
in trying to bring about a German democratic republic in the 1848 Revolutions, 
subsequently chastised her fellow republicans for “excluding women from uni-
versal suffrage,” demanding “on what grounds can man, who has put liberty, 
equality and fraternity on his banner, make women more unfree than the most 
unfree subject of some prince?”89

86. [Arnold Ruge], Motivirtes Manifest der Radical-democratischen Partei in der constituir: 
Nationalversammlung zu Frankfurt am Main ([1848]), 2 [n.p.].

87. A perspective missing in Pierre Rosanvallon, “The Republic of Universal Suffrage,” in 
The Invention of the Modern Republic, ed. Biancamaria Fontana (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1994), 192–205. See, in contrast, Siân Reynolds, “Marianne’s Citizens? Women, 
the Republic and Universal Suffrage in France,” in Women, State and Revolution: Essays on Power 
and Gender in Europe since 1789, ed. Siân Reynolds (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
1987), 102–22.

88. Whitney Walton, Eve’s Proud Descendants: Four Women Writers and Republican Politics in 
Nineteenth-Century France (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), chapters 5–7, esp. 
pp. 227–33.

89. Amalie Struve, “Die Stellung der Frauen im Leben,” Deutscher Zuschauer, no. 25 (31 De-
cember 1851): 198–99, reproduced in Frauenrechte sind Menschenrechte! Schriften der Lehrerin, 
Revolutionärin und Literarin Amalie Struve, ed. Monica Marcello-Müller (Herbolzheim: Cen-
taurus Verlag, 2002), 68–69. See further Marion Freund, “Amalie Struve (1824–1862): Revolu-
tionärin und Schriftstellerin—ihr doppelter Kampf um Freiheits- und Frauenrechte,” in Akteure 
eines Umbruchs: Männer und Frauen der Revolution von 1848/49, vol. 2 (Berlin: Fides, 2007), 
689–732. Amalie Struve’s feminist republicanism can be contrasted with Emma Herwegh’s con-
temporaneous republicanism that was largely uninterested in women’s emancipation; see Mar-
ion Freund, “Emma Herwegh (1817–1904): Ein Leben für die Freiheit ‘als das Einzige, was des 
Kampfes wert ist,’ ” in Akteure eines Umbruchs, 3: 278–79.



I n t r o du ct i o n   25

Few republicans, however, believed that extension of the franchise (whether 
male or female) was sufficient for real democracy and popular sovereignty. 
Their reading of Rousseau (who continued to be nineteenth-century republi-
cans’ principal intellectual influence) left them suspicious of representatives. 
They consequently understood representation as a kind of delegation, where 
representatives (or delegates) were to be closely watched and controlled by the 
citizens who elected them. Concretely that might involve annual elections (as 
with Carlile and the Chartists who followed him), binding instructions for 
delegates (known as an imperative mandate), and/or the power to recall del-
egates. An 1845 manifesto of the republicans associated with La Réforme, for 
instance, maintained that “Those who govern, in a well-constituted democracy, 
are only the mandatories of the people, they therefore must be responsible and 
revocable.”90

Some further believed (again drawing on an understanding of Rousseau, as 
well as the unrealized 1793 Jacobin constitution) that such delegates would 
need to be paired with institutions realizing “the direct sovereignty of the 
people,” in which citizens gathered in primary assemblies would play a role in 
the formation and/or ratification of laws.91 The necessity for democracy and 
civic participation was also, for some republicans, not limited to legislation but 
extended to public administration. Johann Georg Wirth proposed making “all 
public officials elected by all and from all the citizens of the state, directly ac-
countable to the people and dismissible by the same,” with the result that the 
functions of professional state officials would be “passed to citizens, who per-
form this service alternating in turns.” 92 The 1847 Offenburger program, which 
helped seal the divide between German republicans and liberals ahead of the 
impending revolution, demanded, alongside a call for democratic representa
tion, “a popular state administration,” in which “The over-government of 
officials is replaced by the self-administration of the people.’ 93 Few republicans 

90. “Aux démocrates,” La Réforme (15 July 1845): 1.
91. Julius Fröbel, Grundzüge zu einer RepublikanischenVerfassung für Deutschland (Mannheim: 

Heinrich Hoff, 1848), 7–8; [Alexandre] Ledru-Rollin, Plus de président, plus de représantants 
(Paris: Bureau de la Voix du Proscrit, 1851); [W. J. Linton], “Direct Sovereignty of the People,” 
The English Republic (1851), 1: 233–42. See further Anne-Sophie Chombost, “Socialist Visions of 
Direct Democracy: The Mid-Century Crisis of Popular Sovereignty and the Constitutional 
Legacy of the Jacobins,” in The 1848 Revolutions and European Political Thought, ed. Douglas Mog-
gach and Gareth Stedman Jones (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 94–119.

92. J. G. A. Wirth, Die Rechte des deutschen Volkes: Eine Vertheidigungsrede vor den Assisen zu 
Landau (Nancy, 1833), 47, 57–58.

93. “Die Forderungen des Volkes” (1848), Article 12, reproduced in Menschenrechte und Ge-
schichte: Die 13 Offenburger Forderungen des Volkes von 1847, eds. Sylvia Schraut, et al. (Stuttgart: 
Landeszentrale für politische Bildung Baden-Württemberg, 2015), 12–13 / “Offenburg Programme 
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of the nineteenth century would thus have been satisfied with what passes for 
“democracy” today.

Next to popular sovereignty and democracy, core concepts of nineteenth-
century republicanism were the trinity of values inherited from the French 
Revolution: liberty, equality, and fraternity. In republican thought this cluster 
of concepts was closely interwoven and justified in terms of each other, as is 
particularly clear from the above cited 1845 manifesto in La Réforme, which 
argued that “A democratic government is one which has the sovereignty of the 
people as its principle, universal suffrage as its origin and as its goal the realiza-
tion of the formula: liberty, equality, fraternity.”94 Liberty has long been rightly 
recognized as a core concept of republicanism, but nineteenth-century repub-
licanism was also distinguished by its inclusion of equality and fraternity.95 
Equality, for instance, meant that liberty had to be universalized and not 
the exclusive privilege of small set of citizens, a feature that nineteenth-century 
European republicans believed blighted not only the monarchies they op-
posed but aristocratic and slave-based republics. As Linton argued, in Athens 
“[t]here was liberty, but not equality,” and in the American republic, “Freedom 
is not universal; equality does not exist.”96 Equality was understood to ground 
not only civic and political rights for all (including the extension of suffrage),97 
but to include the requisite material equality to avoid dependency (without 
thereby, they argued, going over to “the equal condition of all men—as 
dreamed of by some of the Socialists”).98

of South-West German Democrats, 10 September 1847,” in John Breuilly, Austria, Prussia and the 
Making of Germany 1806–1871, 2nd ed. (Abingdon: Routledge, 2011), Document 29, pp. 138–39.

94. “Aux démocrates,” La Réforme (15 July 1845): 1. For the general importance of under-
standing ideologies in terms of the organization of concepts, see Michael Freeden, Ideologies 
and Political Theory: A Conceptual Approach (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 85–87.

95. Sudhir Hazareesingh, Intellectual Founders of the Republic: Five Studies in Nineteenth-
Century French Republican Political Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 19–20. See 
also Sudhir Hazareesingh, Political Traditions in Modern France (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1994), 80.

96. [W. J. Linton], “Democracy and Republicanism,” The English Republic (1854), 4: 65; see 
also “Liberty and Equality,” The English Republic (1854), 3: 121–32. For the emergence of equality 
in modern republican thought and its complex inclusion (and exclusion) in American republi-
canism, see Gourevitch, From Slavery to the Cooperative Commonwealth, chapter 1.

97. See, for instance, the linking of equality to universal suffrage in Bronterre O’Brien’s edito-
rial note in Buonarroti’s History of Babeuf’s Conspiracy for Equality (London: H. Heatherington, 
1836), 214n.

98. Linton, “Republican Principles,” 110; see also [W. J. Linton], “A Republican Catechism,” 
The English Republic (1851), 1: 145–49.
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Now attached to an ideal of equality, liberty continued to be a core concept 
of republicanism in the nineteenth century. As was suggested in the republican 
defenses of popular sovereignty cited above, republicans understood freedom 
to be essentially connected with democracy. In an 1834 essay, “De l’absolutisme 
et de la liberté,” Félicité de Lamennais (by now alienated from both the Catho-
lic Church and the liberal July Monarchy and on his way to being probably the 
most widely read and translated republican of the 1830s and 1840s)99 gave the 
following definition: “Personal liberty, or the right to live and act freely, implies 
the absence of any will, of any power which would impose arbitrary limits on 
this same liberty, that is to say, it implies the cooperation of each member of 
society in the law that governs society.”100 Freedom for Lamennais was thus the 
absence of arbitrary power, where that meant not being subjected to the will of 
another and instead having democratic control over the laws to which one was 
subject. This was a view of freedom that Lamennais repeatedly defended. A few 
months later, in his Paroles d’un croyant (Words of a Believer), which Christopher 
Clark aptly describes as “a global literary sensation,”101 Lamennais rejected the 
liberal pretensions to freedom of the July Monarchy, demanding of his readers, 
“Are you the one who has chosen those who govern you, who command you 
to do this and not to do that . . . ? And if it is not you, how are you free?”102

The unearthing of the distinctiveness (and critical potential) of this repub-
lican conception of liberty has been one of the central contributions of the 
modern revival of republicanism.103 Republican liberty differs from a number 
of influential alternative conceptions of freedom. It can be contrasted with 
so-called positive views of freedom, where freedom consists in mastering one’s 
internal irrational desires. It is also crucially distinguished from freedom as 

99. For Lamennais’s three-part political journey, see Sylvain Milbach, “Introduction,” in 
Lamennais: A Believer’s Revolutionary Politics, 2–12.

100. F. de la Mennais, “De l’absolutisme et de la liberté: Dialoghetti,” Reveu des deux mondes, 
vol. 3 (1 August 1834): 302. See the translations, Absolutismus und Freiheit: Dialoghetti (Bern: J. J. 
Burgdorfer, 1834); Dell’assolutismo e della libertà: Dialoghetti (Italia: 1834), n.p.; “Del absolutismo 
y de la libertad,” in Palabras de un creyente (Paris: Rosa, 1834), 277–335; “Absolutism and Liberty,” 
[trans. Orestes Brownson], The Boston Reformer, vol. 3, no. 71 (13 September 1836): 1; and El 
absolutismo y la Libertad (Barcelona: F. Sanchez, 1843).

101. Christopher Clark, Revolutionary Spring: Fighting for a New World, 1848–1849 (London: 
Penguin, 2023), 132.

102. Lamennais, Paroles d’un croyant (Paris: Eugène Renduel, 1834), 104–5 / Words of a Believer 
(New York: Charles de Behr, 1834), 96; and Lamennais: A Believer’s Revolutionary Politics, 150.

103. Thanks especially to the foundational work by Phillip Pettit and Quentin Skinner, in, for 
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noninterference (often referred to as negative freedom), under which someone 
is considered free insofar as they are not interfered with. Republican freedom 
as the absence of arbitrary power (or as it is also known, freedom as nondomina-
tion) requires more than this. Under republican liberty, you are unfree even 
when no one actually interferes with you, if a master retains the arbitrary ca-
pacity to interfere with you (arbitrary in the sense that that they can interfere 
according to their own pleasure rather than according to rules that you 
control). It is thus domination and not interference that compromises liberty 
for republicans. Domination matters for republicans, because of how arbitrary 
power forces those subject to it to contort themselves and their character in 
order to please or placate their dominator. That remains a concern even when a 
particular master is well disposed and rarely if ever interferes with those they 
dominate. For republicans, the servant, slave, or subject of a benevolent master 
is as unfree as someone who lives under a cruel or despotic one. What matters is 
not the character, the good or bad will, of the dominator but that they are, regard-
less of their individual disposition, in a position of domination over someone. 
Arbitrary power thus cannot be addressed through better or kinder masters and 
rulers, but has to be rendered nonarbitrary through rules that are controlled by 
those subjected to that power.

The importance of that insight had long been recognized in the republican 
tradition and continued to be defended in the nineteenth century—often by 
reference to those older examples. As Linton argued in his 1854 essay on “Slav-
ery and Freedom”:

Hear what that truest freeman and noble servant of his country even unto 
death,—hear what Algernon Sidney said of Slavery: “The weight of chains, 
number of stripes, hardness of labour, and other effects of a master’s cruelty, 
may make one servitude more miserable than another; but he is a slave who 
serves the best and gentlest man in the world, as well as he who serves the 
worst, if he must obey his commands and depend upon his will.”104

Algernon Sidney’s classic seventeenth-century depiction of the nature of 
freedom and slavery was one of the most influential statements of the 

104. [W. J. Linton], “Slavery and Freedom,” The English Republic (1854), 3: 90 (see also, however, 
Linton’s attempt to combine this with a positive conception of liberty [ibid., 83]). Linton’s citation 
slightly alters the final line, which in the original reads “. . . ​and he does serve him if he must obey 
his commands and depend upon his will”: Algernon Sidney, Discourses Concerning Government, 
ed. Thomas G. West (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, [1698]1990), ch. III.21. Linton used the same 
extract from Sidney as the epigraph to “Republican Measures,” The English Republic (1851), 1: 121 
and as a standalone definition of “Slavery” in The National: A Library for the People, ed. W. J. Linton 
(London: J. Watson, 1839), 214. See also the discussion in Stuart White, “The Republican Critique 
of Capitalism,” Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy 14, no. 5 (2011): 566.
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republican complaint against arbitrary power.105 Sidney also provided one of 
the quintessential definitions of republican freedom, arguing that “liberty 
solely consists in an independency upon the will of another, and by the name 
of slave we understand a man, who can neither dispose of his person nor 
goods, but enjoys all at the will of his master,” and he insisted that this required 
a person to be “governed only by laws of their own making.”106 For Sidney, this 
idea grounded a critique of absolute monarchy for making the people slaves 
of an arbitrary ruler, but where “the people” was understood as an independent, 
propertied male elite.107 When Linton employed Sidney’s definition, a hun-
dred fifty years later, it served not only a more democratic political purpose 
(Linton argued that the “[w]orking men of England, for whom but not by 
whom the laws are made . . . ​are slaves”), but also as an indictment of the so-
cial dependency of women, as marriage forced them to “surrender the natural 
right of sovereignty and stoop to be the property and possession of their lords,” 
and of workers, as the “arbitrary threats of hunger” meant that they were 
“under the power of another class of men who dispose of them as they think 
fit.”108 As Alex Gourevitch has shown, American labor republicans continued 
to use Sidney—against Sidney’s own elitist intentions—to make this social 
critique into the late nineteenth century.109

Much of Linton’s argument was reliant on that made by Lamennais in his 
hugely popular 1839 pamphlet De l’esclavage Moderne (On Modern Slavery), 
which Linton translated into English.110 Lamennais made the established 
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republican point that the French people were “politically enslaved” since they 
lived “under the domination . . . ​[of ] their lords and masters who pay 200 
francs in taxes, [who] alone are invested with the right to participate in the 
making of laws, disposing of them, their persons, their freedom, and their 
goods, according to their own caprices.”111 But what made Lamennais’s pam-
phlet so explosive was the social extension he made to this argument. In one 
of the earliest definitions of “proletarians” as “those who, possessing nothing, 
live uniquely by their labor,” Lamennais argued that their reliance on wages to 
survive made proletarians “dependent on the capitalist, irresistibly his subject, 
for in the purse of one is the life of the other.” This dependency meant that 
between “the capitalist and the proletarian, therefore, almost the same actual 
relations exist as between the master and the slave in ancient societies.” 
Though proletarians enjoyed the freedom to sell their labor, which Lamennais 
considered “an immense advantage over the ancient slave,” the proletarian’s 
dependency on a capitalist meant that “this freedom is only fictitious.”112 (No-
where in Lamennais’s discussion of the “modern slavery” of wage-labor does 
he acknowledge that “ancient” chattel slavery was still very much in existence, 
including in France’s colonies).113

For Lamennais the answer to the proletarian’s political and social slavery 
was unequivocal: it required the extension of both the franchise and property 
to all, as “liberty depends on two linked, inseparable conditions, property and 
participation in government.” At the same time, Lamennais insisted that the 
socialist and communist alternative of abolishing private property through 
state-ownership would not result not in “universal liberty” but in the “universal 
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I n t ro du ct i o n   31

slavery” of a dominating state power.114 The republican conception of freedom 
thus grounded the republican’s defense of political democracy and their (non-
socialist) alternative to capitalism.

The republican conception of freedom also implied a special understanding 
of the relationship of liberty to law. Under a freedom as noninterference view, 
coercive laws by definition limit freedom (even if they might increase the overall 
amount of liberty). But if liberty means the absence of arbitrary interference, 
then interference that is not arbitrary does not undermine freedom. That implies 
the possibility that being subjected to a law might not necessarily make one 
unfree but in fact constitute one’s freedom.115 As Lamennais argued, “far from 
destroying or altering primitive liberty, the law is merely the exercise of this 
liberty.” But critical to this argument, for Lamennais and republicans generally, 
was that it was only law of a particular kind that did not infringe liberty, that is, 
when “the general will . . . ​the will of the people . . . ​constitutes the law.” In clear 
debt to Rousseau, Lamennais argued that it was possible to maintain our indi-
vidual liberty in society through the creation of a “collective sovereignty of all 
or the sovereignty of the people,” in which the laws which govern the people are 
“rules which they impose on themselves.”116 With that democratic condition in 
place, and only then, does the law not undermine freedom. As Karl Heinzen 
argued, “Law is only law when it is the rightful expression of those who are 
subjected to it. Law is the general guideline of the expressed will of free citizens, 
who voluntarily obey it.”117 Freedom as the absence of arbitrary power, as it was 
understood by republicans, meant not simply being subject to the rule of law 
but that the law had to be democratically controlled by the people.118
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Republicans’ inclusion of democracy in their conception of freedom marked 
a clear divide with liberals. Arnold Ruge argued that “liberalism . . . ​[was] com-
pletely mistaken about the concept of freedom,” which required that the “laws 
of free beings had to be their own product.”119 While liberals and republicans 
overlapped in some regards, including an opposition to arbitrary feudal institu-
tions and the introduction of civic freedoms, democracy was the Rubicon that 
liberals were unwilling to cross.120 Nineteenth-century liberals believed in the 
importance of representative government, but rejected extending the suffrage to 
all, maintaining that political participation should be limited to the capable 
through property and educational qualifications on the vote.121 As one influen-
tial 1840 encyclopedia entry on liberalism put it, the “true essence of freedom” 
did not require “unmediated rule of the people,” and insisted that the “reasonable 
liberal does not at all demand that affairs of state are decided by unmediated 
universal suffrage,” as this would be “destructive, constantly leading back to the 
original state of civil society.”122

The importance of democracy to delineating these political formations can 
also be seen in the three main competing political regimes of nineteenth-century 
Europe: absolute monarchy, constitutional monarchy, and a democratic re-
public (see figure 2).123 (This tripartite classification, as we will see, plays an 
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figure 2. Unknown artist, Die Zeitungs-Politiker (The Newspaper Politicians) 
(1850). Courtesy of Herzog August Bibliothek Wolfenbüttel: Graph. C: 215. The 
illustration depicts the three main political factions at the time: “The Radical/
Republican,” “The Liberal/Constitutionalist,” and “The Conservative/Absolute 
Monarchist.” Compare this with a contemporaneous view from Britain, which 
appeared in the Morning Chronicle ( July 1851): “It is seen that, within 40 years, the 
Royalists have fallen before the Liberals—the Liberals before the Republicans,—
and now the Republicans tremble before the Socialists.” This newspaper extract 
was appended as an epigraph to an English translation of one of Marx’s articles 
on the June Days uprising; see Dr. Marx, “June 29, 1848,” Notes to the People, 
no. 16 (16 August 1851), 312.

underappreciated role in Marx’s constitutional thought.) Before the transfor-
mations brought about by the 1848 Revolutions, conservatives could look to 
the absolute monarchies in Prussia, Austria, and Russia; liberals took inspira-
tion from the constitutional regimes in Britain, France, and various southern 
German states, while republicans were left with the memory of the First 
French Republic and the ambiguous example of the American Republic.124 At 

124. The nineteenth-century Latin American and Caribbean republics played less of a role 
in the European republican imagination (though the question would deserve greater study). 
For an interesting account of the influence in the 1820s of the Haitian republic on British 
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the two extremes, absolute monarchy meant individual rule by the sovereign 
unconstrained by a constitution or an effective legislature, while a democratic 
republic implied not simply the removal of the monarch but a constitution 
that enshrined equal civic rights and democratic popular sovereignty. Consti-
tutional monarchy, on the other hand, was considered (by its supporters and 
detractors) to be a compromise or halfway house, in which the monarch’s 
power was checked by a constitution, civic rights were introduced but heavily 
circumscribed, and popular rule was avoided through a property franchise on 
elections to a lower house and the balancing power of an (often unelected) 
upper house of notables.125 (Constitutional monarchy in the nineteenth 
century thus differed from its usual contemporary connotation of a represen-
tative democracy that happens to have a hereditary monarch as the ceremonial 
head of state.) Republicans and liberals could thus form a limited alliance 
when it came to opposing absolute monarchy, but they disagreed on the re-
gime that should replace it. Understanding the liberal antipathy to democracy 
in the nineteenth century is critical to understanding republicanism as a 
distinct political movement and not simply subsuming it under the liberal 
umbrella—an interpretive commonplace that has contributed to the erasure 
of nineteenth-century republicanism.

Republicanism in nineteenth-century Europe was thus centrally a political 
movement dedicated to the introduction of democracy and popular sovereignty. 
That meant not only a franchise free from property qualifications but extensive 
participation and popular control in representative government and public ad-
ministration. Underlying and uniting those institutional aims was a distinctive 
conception of liberty, understood as the absence of arbitrary power or domina-
tion, where citizens had to collectively control the laws to which they were sub-
ject. That conception of liberty was not limited to the political sphere but also 
grounded republicans’ social objection to the dependency of capitalist wage-
labor. For the more radical and popular republicans, this arbitrary power had to 
be overcome by measures that universalized small-scale property ownership and 
secured the independence of self-employed artisans and peasants.126

republicans like Richard Carlile, see James Forde, The Early Haitian State and the Question of 
Political Legitimacy: American and British Representations of Haiti, 1804–1824 (Cham: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2020), 147–49, 173–82.

125. For a sense of these restrictions on civic rights, including press freedom and freedom of 
association, see Pamela Pilbeam, The Constitutional Monarchy in France, 1814–1848 (Harlow: 
Longman, 2000), 55–56, 60–65.

126. I provide some discussion of the liberal or bourgeois strains of republicanism in chap-
ters 4 and 5 but focus less on them as they were not as distinct from liberalism and represented 
less of a competing threat to working class support for Marx’s communism. For discussion of 
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Marx in (and beyond) the Nineteenth Century
This book is written in the spirit that there is much to be gained from studying 
Marx’s thought in its historical context. That means that the book devotes sig-
nificant attention to reconstructing the social and political thought of Marx’s 
contemporaries, through a close reading of their articles, speeches, and works, 
in order to bring to light the kind of political intervention Marx was trying to 
make with his work. While I do not think that this is the only way one can fruit-
fully engage with Marx’s work, I do think it is a curiously underutilized approach 
(especially when compared with treatments of other canonized figures).127 It is 
an especially important approach for the central question of this book, because 
it allows for the recovery of both republicans and antipolitical socialists as living 
competitors to Marx’s communism. The vitality and the nature of their thought 
is easily occluded if one restricts oneself solely to Marx’s own writings. Marx was 
never the most generous guide to the views he attempted to displace; nor did 
he, understandably, always explicitly signpost the views he was criticizing.

Reading the work of republicans is also critical to avoid simply transposing 
into the nineteenth century a conception of republicanism that has been shaped 
by twenty-first-century academic requirements or a reading of republicanism 
formed only by the Renaissance or Classical worlds.128 Nineteenth-century re-
publicanism is more interesting, varied, and surprising than such a transposition 
would allow for. I have thus tried to reconstruct republicanism as they saw it 
(without thereby limiting myself to their own assessment of their ideas). That 
has involved a study of the works of leading republican figures (such as Mazzini 
or Lamennais), as well as the manifestos, newspapers, and journals that built the 
wider movement and are critical to the reconstruction of any tradition of 
thought. Interspersed in the book are several in-depth intellectual and biograph-
ical portraits of republicans, including Karl Heinzen, William James Linton, and 
Arnold Ruge, whom I have chosen not only for their proximity to Marx (in the 

moderate and radical republicanism, see Samuel Hayat, Quand la République était révolution-
naire: Citoyenneté et représentation en 1848 (Paris: Seuil 2014); for a lively portrait of Marie 
d’Agoult’s moderate republicanism, see Jonathan Beecher, Writers and Revolution: Intellectuals 
and the French Revolution of 1848 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), chapter 4.

127. For a recent example of a noncontextual but highly stimulating reading of Marx, see Jan 
Kandiyali, “The Importance of Others: Marx on Unalienated Production,” Ethics 130 (2020): 
555–87. For a defense of contextualist approaches to Marx, see Terrell Carver, “Marx and the 
Politics of Sarcasm,” Socialism and Democracy 24, no. 3 (2010): 102–18.

128. For the importance of this point in a different republican context, see Leigh Jenco, 
“What Is ‘Republican’ about Republican Chinese Thought (1895–1949)?,” in Republicanism in 
Northeast Asia, ed. Jun-Hyeok Kwak and Leigh Jenco (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), 85–108.
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case of Heinzen and Ruge) or attempt to spell out a comprehensive republican 
political philosophy (as with Linton), but also to give a sense of how republican-
ism and the struggle for its ideals shaped the lives of its adherents.129

Given the value of studying Marx in his historical context, it is a shame that 
two of the most prominent recent biographies of Marx have given the impres-
sion that contextualizing Marx in the nineteenth century entails consigning him 
to it. Jonathan Sperber’s and Gareth Stedman Jones’s widely noted biographies 
have genuine merits, but they are motivated by that unfortunate assumption, 
having seemingly forgotten “that to historicize a subject is not to bury it.”130 In 
Stedman Jones’s account, context often overshadows the focus on clarifying 
Marx’s actual ideas and serves to suggest their seeming irrelevance to the mod-
ern world.131 In Sperber’s account this is explicit; he maintains that a contextual 
approach reveals Marx to be a “figure of a past historical epoch, one increasingly 
distant from our own . . . ​what Marx meant by ‘capitalism’ was not the con
temporary version of it,” and he claims that attempts to make his ideas relevant 
through contemporary ideas and theories are “singularly useless pastimes.”132 
I share neither of these convictions. I think that concepts drawn from con
temporary analytic political theory, for instance, can not only provide for produc-
tive modern reinterpretations of Marx but also, when applied carefully, help 
illuminate historical context by clarifying the nature of different political posi-
tions.133 I have found the contemporary theoretical literature on freedom and 
domination especially helpful in this regard. I am, moreover, not convinced that 
the problems of the nineteenth century are as distant as Sperber assumes. Much 
has, of course, changed, but it is also “easy to be seduced by historical distance.”134 

129. For a sense of the risks and sacrifices made by republicans for their ideals, see, for instance, 
the revolutionary memoirs of [Emma Herwegh], Zur Geschichte der deutschen demokratischen 
Legion aus Paris: Von einer Hochverräterin (Grünberg: W. Levyson 1849); and Amalie Struve, Erin-
nerungen aus den badischen Freiheitskämpfen (Hamburg: Hoffmann & Campe, 1850).

130. Peter Ghosh, “Constructing Marx in the History of Ideas,” Global Intellectual History 2, 
no. 2 (2017): 150. See similarly the criticism in David Harvey, Marx, Capital and the Madness of 
Economic Reason (London: Profile Books, 2017), xiii; Sven-Eric Liedman, A World to Win: The 
Life and Works of Karl Marx (London: Verso Books, 2018), x–xii.

131. See, for instance, Gareth Stedman Jones, Karl Marx: Greatness and Illusion (London: 
Allen Lane, 2016), 135, 202–3, 234–35, 271, 429–30, 537–38. For critique, see David Leopold, 
“More Greatness than Illusion: Stedman Jones on Marx,” European Journal of Political Theory 
18, no. 1 (2019): 128–37.

132. Sperber, Karl Marx, xiii–xviii.
133. For a particularly successful combination of analytic and contextual methods, see Leo-

pold, Young Karl Marx.
134. Gourevitch, From Slavery to the Cooperative Commonwealth, 174.
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Tenacious struggle has in some places managed to ameliorate aspects of the social 
domination of capitalism that Marx critiqued. But it has neither disappeared nor 
have its essential contours been overcome.135 If I thought that Marx had nothing 
to say about this, I would not have written this book.

To that end, I am attracted to a conception of contextualism that sees its task 
as the unearthing of the past in order to reevaluate present assumptions and 
refocus our future politics. In an appealing account of the contribution that intel-
lectual history can make, Quentin Skinner depicts the historian of political 
thought as a “kind of archaeologist, bringing buried intellectual treasure back to 
the surface, dusting it down and enabling us to reconsider what we think of it.”136 
Such an intellectual archaeology allows us to see that our current assumptions 
were not the only possibilities but rather one set among several possible paths 
that were not taken.137 Deciding whether and how that intellectual treasure 
should inspire us to strike out on a new path is a further and necessary task. But 
by showing us the alternatives that existed behind us, the history of political 
thought can challenge us to see that they could also lie ahead. In the closing 
pages of the book, I suggest two such resources that might be drawn from the 
study of Marx and republicanism: first, reclaiming the idea that freedom lies at 
the heart of a social critique of capitalist domination and, second, that popular 
democratic institutions are essential to overcoming that domination. While 
I offer these possibilities, and aim to develop them in future work, I also hope 
that by placing Marx in his unfamiliar historical context, I can provide readers 
with an opportunity to draw out their own resources.

135. See for instance, Alex Gourevitch, “Bernie Sanders Was Right to Talk about Wage Slav-
ery. We Should Talk About It, Too,” Jacobin, 24 January 2020, https://jacobin​.com​/2020​/01​
/wage​-slavery​-bernie​-sanders​-labor.

136. Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism, 112.
137. Ibid., 116–17.
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1
A German Res Publica

m a r x ’s  e a r ly  r e p u b l ic a n  
jou r n a l i s m ,  1 8 4 2 –43

Attitudes were changing, almost unconsciously, in accordance with the 
changing times. The compass needle swinging over its dial has its equivalent 
in men’s souls. Everyone was preparing for a forward step. Royalists were 
becoming liberal, liberals were becoming democrats.

—v ictor hugo on pa r is in 18301

I am by the necessity of my nature a republican, and perhaps already in 
this moment a citizen of a republic. I can no longer live in states, without 
wilfully damning myself to continued hypocrisy, where even censorship 
has stopped being true [to itself], proved by the daily confiscation of already 
censored books.

— georg h erw egh to k ing fr e der ick  
w i lli a m i v, 6 dece m ber 18422

marx’s earliest writing on republicanism (that we know of) was an essay 
he wrote in 1835 as a seventeen-year-old for the Latin component of his Abitur, 
the exam that qualifies German secondary school graduates for university. He 
approached the exam question, concerning what had been the happiest period 

1. Victor Hugo, Les Misérables, trans. Norman Denny (Penguin, 2012 [1862]), 555.
2. Reproduced in Studien zur Rheinischen Zeitung und zu ihrer Forderung nach Handelsfreiheit 

und Grundrechten im Deutschen Bund, ed. Götz Langkau and Hans Pelger (Trier: Karl-Marx-
Haus, 2003), 226. Herwegh’s letter followed an audience with the king to discuss the censorship 
of his poetry and writings. The letter’s unauthorized publication in the Leipziger Allgemeine 
Zeitung led to Herwegh’s swift expulsion from Prussia.
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in Roman history, by contrasting the Republic with the rule of Augustus. Marx 
praised the Republic as a time of simple morals and the striving for greatness 
and the common good by public officials and the citizenry—achievements 
that he argued were marred, however, by the neglect of rhetoric and learning 
and the recurrent struggle between patricians and plebeians. In contrast, Au-
gustus’s reign was marked by an artistic and literary flourishing and an end to 
social strife, though Marx cautioned that these successes came at the cost of 
“all freedom, even all appearance of freedom,” since law was now exclusively 
made by the sovereign and the principal magistracies were concentrated “in 
the hands of one man.” Yet, because of Augustus’s mild and benevolent rule, 
Marx observed that the Roman people did not believe that they had been 
deprived of their freedom, to the extent that they could “doubt who is the 
sovereign and whether they themselves rule or are ruled over.” Rather than 
straightforwardly declare for one period or the other, Marx insisted that each 
regime was the most suitable for the particular historical conditions it faced. 
While the Republic had in its time stimulated its citizens to strive for great-
ness, Marx concluded that the expansion of the empire and the disappearance 
of virtue and morals among the people meant that by the time of Augustus it 
had become the case that “a ruler is more capable than a free republic of giving 
freedom to the people.”3

Predictably, some commentators have been unable to resist the temptation 
to seize on this essay as an early expression of Marx’s supposed lifelong com-
mitment to “dictatorship.”4 But the teenaged Marx’s nuanced and qualified 
defense of Augustus’s absolutism was more likely a reflection of the need to 
meet the expectations of his conservative Latin teacher,5 who was an exception 
in the otherwise enlightened and liberal education that Marx received at 
the Trier Gymnasium. The school embodied the more advanced political at-
titudes and conditions in Marx’s native Rhineland, which, despite being ruled 
from afar by the reactionary and absolutist Prussia, had experienced some of 
the liberating aspects of the French Revolution while being annexed to France 
from 1797 to 1814. That included Jewish emancipation, allowing Marx’s father 
to briefly study and practice law, before that opportunity was snatched from 
him by the conservative turn in Prussian politics, which forced him to convert 

3. Marx, “An principatus Augusti merito inter feliciores reipublicae aetates numeretor?,” 
MEGA I.1: 466–69 / MECW 1: 639–42.

4. Robert Payne, Marx (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1968), 38.
5. The political positions in the essay match those of Marx’s fellow students and likely repro-

duced the material taught in class. See MEGA I.1: 1207; and Michael Heinrich, Karl Marx und 
die Geburt der modernen Gesellschaft, vol. 1 (Stuttgart: Schmetterling Verlag, 2018), 114–16.
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to Protestantism and largely suppress his enlightenment liberal leanings.6 With 
little direct evidence, it is this liberal upbringing and education in the midst of 
an authoritarian regime that provides the most likely rough guide to the very 
young Marx’s political views.

When Marx took his first steps into the public realm as a journalist in early 
1842, we begin to get a clearer sense of his own emerging republican politics. 
Marx had turned to journalism after an academic career had been closed to him 
by the Prussian crackdown on Young Hegelian thought. He started to write for 
the newly founded Cologne newspaper, the Rheinische Zeitung, and was swiftly 
appointed its editor-in-chief. Privately, he expressed his frustration with Prus
sian despotism and even a reformed liberal constitutional monarchy, while com-
mitting himself to the cause of a German “res publica.”7 But Marx was opposed 
to calling openly for this radical demand (as some fellow Young Hegelians in-
sisted on doing), which he argued would only provoke the Prussian government 
into harsher censorship and hamper efforts to build a broad oppositional coali
tion with liberals. His journalism and editorial strategy consequently avoided 
explicit overarching constitutional criticism of Prussia and concentrated on 
attacking particular institutions of arbitrary power, such as press censorship and 
feudal estate assemblies, which formed an overlapping target for Vormärz liber-
als and republicans. His own republican sympathies came to the fore through 
the more forthright and popular arguments he advanced for reform than many 
liberals were willing to offer, as well as a few scattered hints of a more radical 
constitutional position. In spite of Marx’s best attempts to thereby stay within 
the boundaries of officially tolerated criticism, the popularity of the paper’s in-
formed critical coverage posed too much of a threat to the Prussian government, 
and it ordered the paper to cease publication by the end of March 1843. Marx’s 
first foray into journalism thus lasted for just over a year. Elucidating the nature 
of its republicanism forms the subject of this chapter.

I begin with the political and intellectual context of Marx’s early journalism, 
focusing on the radicalization of his fellow Left Hegelians in response to the 
growing authoritarianism of the Prussian state in the early 1840s. I then turn 
to this journalism, first setting out Marx’s defense of the freedom of the press 
and the rule of law against arbitrary power. Second, I explore Marx’s under
lying conception of republican freedom, where people are free when they are 
not subjected to arbitrary power, a freedom understood as being ruled by laws 

6. On the influence of Heinrich Marx and the Rhenish context on (Karl) Marx, see ibid., 
1:41–79, 88–96; and Jonathan Sperber, Karl Marx: A Nineteenth-Century Life (New York: Liver-
ight Publishing, 2013), chapter 1.

7. Marx to Arnold Ruge, 5 March 1842, MEGA III.1: 22 / MECW 1: 382–83.
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that are the collective product of the people. Finally, I examine Marx’s criti-
cisms of feudal representative assemblies and his suggestive account of a more 
expansive and popular form of representation closely tied to the common 
good of the people. Throughout, I show how these republican positions both 
overlapped with and subtly went beyond those offered by Marx’s con
temporary liberals, in contrast to interpretations that have seen his journalism 
as simply an expression of liberalism.8

Left Hegelianism and Prussian  
Authoritarianism in Vormärz Germany

Frederick William IV’s accession to the Prussian throne in June 1840 was met 
by widespread hopes that he would usher in a new era of liberalizing reform and 
finally realize the promise made by his father in 1815 to issue a constitution. 
Various other German states had succumbed to popular pressure and become 
constitutional monarchies in the two Verfassungswellen (constitutional waves) 
that followed the creation of the German Confederation (e.g., Baden, Bavaria, 
and Württemberg in 1818–19) and the outbreak of the July Revolution in France 
(e.g. Saxony, Hesse-Kassel, Brunswick, and Hanover in 1831–33).9 But Prussia 
under Frederick William III stubbornly resisted any reform efforts beyond the 
consolidation of its bureaucratic apparatus. In 1840 it remained a semifeudal, 
absolutist state, where sovereignty and authority rested with the king, executive 
power was exercised by his appointed ministers and a powerful hierarchical bu-
reaucracy, political and civic rights were severely curtailed or nonexistent, the 
press was tightly monitored and censored, and political participation was re-
stricted to consultative Landtage organized along and elected by social estates. 
In this suffocating political atmosphere, it is not surprising that many hoped 
a new king would mean that a breath of fresh air was finally about to blow 
across Prussia. The Young Hegelian Edgard Bauer reported from Berlin to his 

8. See, for instance, Werner Blumenberg, Karl Marx: An Illustrated Biography, trans. Douglas 
Scott (London: Verso, 2000 [1962]), chapter 4; Jon Elster, An Introduction to Karl Marx (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 6; Rolf Hosfeld, Karl Marx: An Intellectual Biogra-
phy, trans. Bernard Heise (New York: Berghahn, 2013), 13–20; Norman Levine, Marx’s Discourse 
with Hegel (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 142–79; Peter Singer, Marx: A Very Short 
Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 24–25; Paul Thomas, Karl Marx (Lon-
don: Reaktion, 2012), 41–44.

9. See Dieter Grimm, Deutsche Verfassungsgeschichte 1776–1866: Vom Beginn des modernen 
Verfassungsstaats bis zur Auflösung des Deutschen Bundes (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1988), 
chapter 5.
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better-known brother, Bruno, that “Most cherish the greatest expectations of 
the new government, the King will hold himself above the parties.”10

A few early moves by Frederick William IV—pardoning political convicts, 
rehabilitating dismissed professors, relaxing press censorship—seemed to con-
firm these hopes. However, it quickly emerged that these were not the product 
of a modernizing liberal impulse but confused expressions of the king’s roman-
tic and patriarchal conception of his rule (confirming Arnold Ruge’s more 
sober prediction that the impending accession of the crown prince and his 
coterie of “gentlemen romantics” actually meant that the “reaction [was] 
flowering”).11 The new king soon rebuffed petitions for constitutional reform 
and set about building his vision of a Christian state that could withstand the 
revolutionary pressures of the age.12 There was little space in this state for what 
the king had condemned as the “dragon-seed of Hegelian pantheism.”13 Having 
previously enjoyed a measure of toleration, the Young Hegelians began to feel 
the consequences of official state hostility. The new education and religious 
affairs minister, Friedrich Eichhorn, opened an investigation into Bruno Bauer’s 
religious unorthodoxy in August 1841 that culminated in his dismissal from the 
University of Bonn in March 1842. The closing of academic careers to Young 
Hegelians (a move of particular consequence for the aspiring young Marx) was 
accompanied by a crackdown on their journalistic and literary output. In the 
spring of 1841 Prussia demanded that Ruge submit his Hallische Jahrbücher, 
which had emerged as the primary organ of Left Hegelianism, to its stricter 
censorship rather than that of the more liberal Saxon government (the journal 
had up to that point been edited in Prussian Halle but was published in Saxon 
Leipzig).14 Ruge responded by shifting the journal’s editorial office across the 
border to Dresden and changing the name to the Deutsche Jahrbücher in 
July 1841, a ploy that temporarily succeeded until the Saxon government (under 
sustained Prussian diplomatic pressure) banned the journal in January 1843.

10. Edgar Bauer to Bruno Bauer, 13 June 1840, Briefwechsel zwischen Bruno Bauer und Edgar 
Bauer während der Jahre 1839–1842 aus Bonn und Berlin (Charlottenburg: Verlag von Egbert 
Bauer, 1844), 86.

11. Ruge to Adolph Stahr, 5 May 1840, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter, 1: 205.
12. David E. Barclay, Frederick William IV and the Prussian Monarchy, 1840–1861 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1995), chapters 3–4; James J. Sheehan, German History: 1770–1866 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1989), 621–25.

13. Frederick William (IV) to Christian Karl Josias von Bunsen, 21 March 1840, Geheimes 
Staatsarchiv Preußischer Kulturbesitz, BPH, Rep. 50 J. 244a. Bl. 34v.

14. Matthew Bunn, “ ‘Censorship Is Official Critique’: Contesting the Limits of Scholarship 
in the Censorship of the Hallische Jahrbücher,” Central European History 47, no. 2 (2014): 
375–401.
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These authoritarian actions accelerated the already ongoing radicalization 
of a section of the Young Hegelians, drawing them further to the left of the 
political spectrum.15 While some of them had already begun at the close of 
the previous decade to express open frustration at the lack of political reform 
in Prussia,16 these critiques of absolutism remained broadly within the bounds 
of the liberal constitutionalism set out by Hegel. Hegel had maintained that 
“the state (which in this case means constitutional monarchy) . . . ​must be re-
garded as a great architectonic edifice, a hieroglyph of reason which becomes 
manifest in actuality” and dismissed the “republic or more specifically democ-
racy” as requiring “no further discussion . . . ​in face of the developed Idea [of 
the state].”17 Hegel’s colleague, friend, and editor of the first posthumous edi-
tion of Hegel’s Philosophie des Rechts (Philosophy of Right), Eduard Gans, showed 
greater openness to republican institutions than did Hegel.18 But Gans (who 
taught Marx criminal and Prussian law in Berlin) still characterized his own 
political beliefs, at least in public, as adhering to a “representative monarchy” 
that would be a “true Aristotelian . . . ​middle” between “medieval regressions” 
and “anarchist conditions.”19 Were it not for his untimely death in 1839, Gans 

15. This process is discussed in extensive detail in Ingrid Pepperle, Junghegelianische Geschichts
philosophie und Kunsttheorie (Berlin: Akademie, 1978), 49–88, esp. 78–81. See also David McLel-
lan, The Young Hegelians and Karl Marx (London: Macmillan, 1969), 22–31; and John Edward 
Toews, Hegelianism: The Path toward Dialectical Humanism, 1805–1841 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1980), 356–69. For the importance of differentiating between Left Hegelianism 
and the broader Young Hegelian movement, see Lars Lambrecht, “Wer waren die Junghege-
lianer?,” in “Umstürzende Gedanken”:Radikale Theorie im Vorfeld der 1848er Revolution, ed. Lars 
Lambrecht (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2013), 175–90.

16. [Arnold Ruge], “Karl Streckfuß und das Preußenthum,” Hallische Jahrbücher, no. 262 
(1 November 1839): 2100–2102; [Karl Friedrich] Koeppen, “Über Schubarths Unvereinbarkeit 
der Hegelschen Lehre mit dem Preußischen Staate,” Telegraph für Deutschland, no.  58 
(April 1839): 458.

17. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §279, §279Z.
18. For comparison of Hegels’s and Gans’s constitutional thought, see Hans-Christian Lucas, 

“Bemerkungen zur Historisierung und Liberalisierung von Hegels Rechts- und Staatsbegriff 
durch Eduard Gans,” in Eduard Gans (1797–1839): Politischer Professor zwischen Restauration und 
Vormärz, ed. Reinhard Blänkner, Gerhard Göhler, and Norbert Waszek (Leipzig: Leipziger 
Universitätsverlag, 2002), 124–29; Wolfgang Schild, “Erbmonarch oder Wahlpräsident: Eine 
Differenz zwischen Hegel und den Hegelschülern Gans und Michelet,” in Philosophie der Repub-
lik, ed. Pirmin Stekeler-Weithofer and Benno Zabel (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2018), 208–15.

19. Gans’s 1835 summary of his politics was intended for an encyclopaedia entry, but was only 
published after his death in [Moritz Kind], “Ueber Eduard Gans,” Hallische Jahrbücher, no. 113 
(11 May 1840): 903; see, further, Norbert Waszek, “War Eduard Gans (1797–1839) der erste Links—
oder Junghegelianer?,” in Die linken Hegelianer: Studien zum Verhältnis von Religion und Politik im 
Vormärz, ed. Michael Quante and Amir Mohseni (Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink, 2015), 33–34.
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would have witnessed, and may even have participated in, the Left Hegelians’ 
outright abandonment of this moderate position.

As the authoritarian direction of the new Prussian regime crystallized, Left 
Hegelians lost what remaining faith they had in the idea that it was amenable 
to liberal reform, and they consequently turned to more radical answers. Similar 
to the radicalization process outlined by Victor Hugo in Paris ahead of the 1830 
Revolution, over the course of 1841–42 the leading figures of the movement, Ar-
nold Ruge, Bruno Bauer, and Ludwig Feuerbach, came to the conclusion that 
a constitutional monarchy was an insufficient and unstable compromise 
that was surpassed, in constitutional design and historical development, by a 
republic.20 As one moderate Hegelian lamented, in less than two years the 
Hallische and Deutsche Jahrbücher had “left the theory of constitutional mon-
archy and gone over to republicanism.”21

The programmatic summation of this radical transition was provided by Ruge 
in his “Eine Selbstkritik des Liberalismus” (“A Self-Criticism of Liberalism”), 
which opened the Deutsche Jahrbücher’s first issue of 1843. With the journal’s 
prohibition imminent, Ruge launched an all-out assault on liberalism’s (and by 
extension his own former) principles and preferred constitutional setup, in what 
effectively amounted, in the words of one contemporary observer, to openly 
“calling for the German republic.”22 Ruge argued that the German constitutional 
states celebrated by liberals were in fact doubly unfree. Externally, they were sub-
jected to the wills of the large states in the German Confederation, Prussia, and 
Austria, so that all their constitutional guarantees and civil rights existed only 
insofar as they were “tolerated” by these powers, which meant that their “freedom 
is therefore a freedom that exists in fantasy, because it is gifted.” Domestically, the 
states’ constitutions and laws were, similarly, “gifted” by their sovereign and hence 
the rights they conferred on their subjects were only a “self-limitation” on his 
power rather than being the outcome of the “general and sovereign people’s 
spirit.” Liberals, Ruge charged, might thus be formally committed to freedom but 

20. Bruno Bauer, Die gute Sache der Freiheit und meine eigene Angelegenheit (Zürich und Win-
terthur: Verlag des literarischen Comptoirs 1842), 119; Ludwig Feuerbach, Grundsätze der Phi-
losophie: Notwendigkeit einer Veränderung (c. late 1841), in Entwürfe zu einer Neuen Philosophie, 
ed. Walter Jaeschke and Werner Schuffenhauer (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1996), 133; Arnold 
Ruge to Karl Rosenkranz, April 1842, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter, 1: 271–72. Notably, David 
Friedrich Strauß, arguably the founding figure of Young Hegelianism, never made the transition 
to republicanism and broke with the Left Hegelians over their radicalization. He would go on 
to be a strident liberal critic of the republic during the 1848 Revolutions; see Frederick C. Beiser, 
David Friedrich Strauß, Father of Unbelief: An Intellectual Biography (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2020), 14–15, 180–212.

21. Karl Rosenkranz to Arnold Ruge, 8 April 1842, Redaktionsbriefwechsel, 1027.
22. Hermann Ewerbeck to Wilhelm Weitling, 31 January 1843, BdK, 1: 157.
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were actually “completely mistaken about the concept of freedom,” which in fact 
demanded that the “laws of free beings had to be their own product.”23 Instead 
of liberalism’s apolitical superficiality, where “political life existed only as sham 
and shadow,” what was needed was widespread participation in public life, an 
armed populace, and mass popular education, so that the “educated and orga-
nized people rules itself.” Ruge forcefully concluded with the rallying call for 
“the dissolution of liberalism into democratism.”24

The process by which the Left Hegelians differentiated themselves from the 
liberal opposition was part of a larger development of a distinct radical move-
ment in Vormärz Germany, culminating in separate democratic and liberal 
factions in the Frankfurt Parliament of 1848.25 Ruge acted as a bridge figure 
between Left Hegelians and the wider German republican movement, of 
whom some of the most prominent were Robert Blum, Friedrich Hecker, Ju-
lius Fröbel, Gustav (von) Struve, and Johann Georg Wirth.26 The contribu-
tions of women to Vormärz republicanism has tended to be overlooked, but it 
is being slowly recognized with a recent focus on figures such as Mathilde 
Franziska Anneke, Louise Aston, Louise Ditmar, Emma Herwegh, Henriette 
Obermüller-Veneday, Louise Otto-Peters, and Amalie (von) Struve.27 Left 
Hegelians shared the wider republican movement’s political commitment to 
popular sovereignty and a republic, but their republicanism was also marked 
by an ethical ideal of citizens acting for the common good and realizing their 
universal nature over particular private concerns, a strand particularly exem-
plified in the writings of Bruno Bauer.28 This Hegelian ethical legacy preceded 

23. Arnold Ruge, “Vorwort. Eine Selbstkritik des Liberalismus,” Deutsche Jahrbücher, 
no. 1 (2 January 1843): 4/“A Self-Critique of Liberalism,” The Young Hegelians: An Anthology, 
ed. Lawrence S. Stepelevich (Amherst: Humanity, 1983), 244-45.

24. Ibid., 11-12/257-59.
25. Wolfgang J. Mommsen, “German Liberalism in the Nineteenth Century,” in The Cam-

bridge History of Nineteenth-Century Political Thought, ed. Gareth Stedman Jones and Gregory 
Claeys (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 416–21.

26. Hartwig Brandt, “Republikanismus in Vormärz: Eine Skizze,” in 175 Jahre Wartburgfest 
18. Oktober 1817–18. Oktober 1992, ed. Klaus Malettke (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1992), 121–52; 
Peter Wende, Radikalismus im Vormärz: Untersuchungen zur politischen Theorie der frühen 
deutschen Demokratie (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1975), 31–47.

27. See the respective entries in Frank-Walter Steinmeier, ed., Wegbereiter der deutschen De-
mokratie: 30 mutige Frauen und Männer (Munich: C. H. Beck, 2021); and in the invaluable col-
lection Helmut Bleiber, Walter Schidt, Susanne Schölz, & Rudolph Zewell, eds., Akteure eines 
Umbruchs: Männer und Frauen der Revolution von 1848 / 49, 6 vols (Berlin: Fides, 2003–2020).

28. Warren Breckman, “Arnold Ruge and the Machiavellian Moment,” in Die linken Hege-
lianer: Studien zum Verhältnis von Religion und Politik im Vormärz, ed. Michael Quante and Amir 
Mohseni (Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink, 2015), 127; Gareth Stedman Jones, “The Young Hegelians, 
Marx and Engels,” in The Cambridge History of Nineteenth-Century Political Thought, ed. Gareth 
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the Left Hegelians’ political endorsement of a republic. At the beginning of 
1841, when Ruge was still distancing himself from the “abstractions of repub-
licanism,” he simultaneously insisted on the importance of public spiritedness 
and maintained that the “state is not a res privata, but a res publica.”29 The 
subsequent Left Hegelian abandonment of constitutional monarchy reflected 
a growing belief that only a republican state with extensive political participa-
tion would realize their ethical principles.

The Left Hegelians’ rejection of constitutional monarchy was key to their 
break with contemporary liberalism. As Dieter Langewische writes in his 
seminal study, German liberals were committed to replacing absolutism with 
“constitutional monarchy, not the republic. This was the central difference 
between liberals and democrats, who had since the [18]30s and increasingly 
in the pre-revolutionary decade differentiated themselves from each other.”30 
The Left Hegelian critique characterized constitutional monarchy as an un-
stable and undesirable compromise between an absolute monarchy and a 
republic. In an article in Deutsche Jahrbücher in February 1842, Edgar Bauer 
argued that “constitutionalism is everywhere nothing but the transition to 
republicanism . . . ​[E]ither monarchy or republic. What lies between, is pre-
cisely only an in-between thing (Mittelding), hermaphroditic (zwitterhaft) and 
wavering, which is good for nothing more than preparing the transition from 
the former to the latter.”31

Bauer’s portrayal of constitutional monarchy as an objectionable hybrid 
(Zwitter carries a pejorative connotation of hermaphroditism, offensively so 
from a modern perspective) was a standard one in Left Hegelian circles.32 For 
example, Moses Hess condemned liberal constitutional thought as a “hybrid 

Stedman Jones and Gregory Claeys (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 565. For 
Bauer’s republicanism, see Douglas Moggach, “Introduction: Hegelianism, Republicanism, and 
Modernity”; “Republican Rigorism and the Emancipation of Bruno Bauer,” in The New Hege-
lians: Politics and Philosophy in the Hegelian School, ed. Douglas Moggach (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2006), 1–23, 114–35; and Douglas Moggach, The Philosophy and Politics 
of Bruno Bauer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).

29. Ruge, “Vorwort,” Hallische Jahrbücher, no. 1 (1 January 1841): 3.
30. Dieter Langewiesche, Liberalismus in Deutschland (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 

1988), 21.
31. Edgar Bauer, “[Review:] Vom Geist: Schwert und Handschlag für Franz Baader . . . ​von 

Moritz Carriere,” Deutsche Jahrbücher, no. 37, (14 February 1842): 148. For Edgar Bauer’s repub-
licanism, see Charles Barbour, “ ‘The True Practice Is Theory’: Edgar Bauer, Republicanism, and 
the Young Hegelians,” International Critical Thought 12, no. 4 (2022): 640–60. See also Erik 
Gamby, Edgar Bauer: Junghegelianer, Publizist und Polizeiagent (Trier: Karl-Marx-Haus, 1985).

32. Gustav Mayer, “Die Anfänge des politischen Radikalismus im vormärzlichen Preußen,” 
Zeitschrift für Politik 6 (1913): 60, 67.
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theory (Zwittertheorie),” while Karl Nauwerck presented liberal reformists as 
a “a kind of hermaphrodite (Zwitter),” which necessarily ends with the “trans-
formation of reformists into radicals.”33 Left Hegelians were thereby echoing 
arguments made by an earlier generation of German republicans at the 1832 
Hambach Festival (a key moment in the history of Vormärz Germany). One 
of its central participants, Johann Georg Wirth, had proclaimed that “Every 
constitutional monarchy, as an unnatural and artificial hybrid (Zwitterding), 
carries within itself the germ of its own destruction and dissolves itself into a 
free state (Freistaat).”34

We find strikingly similar language in Marx’s first definitive statement of his 
own political views.35 In a letter from March 1842, Marx offered Ruge a pro-
spective article for the Deutsche Jahrbücher that would critique Hegel’s consti-
tutional thought, where “the core [point] is the struggle against constitutional 
monarchy as a through and through self-contradictory and self-abolishing hy-
brid (Zwitterdings). Res publica is not even translatable into German.”36 With 
this, Marx was clearly declaring his intellectual allegiance to the Left Hegelian 

33. [Moses Hess], “Das Rätsel des 19. Jahrhundert, Rheinische Zeitung, no. 109 (19 April 1842); 
K.[arl] Nauwerck, “Conservatismus und Radicalismus,” Deutsche Jahrbücher, no. 197 (19 Au-
gust 1842): 788. See also [Moses Hess], “Socialismus und Communismus,” in Einundzwanig 
Bogen aus der Schweiz, ed. Georg Herwegh, vol. 1 (Zurich & Winterthur: Literarischen Comp-
toirs), 87 / “Socialism and Communism,” in The Holy History of Mankind and Other Writing, ed. 
and trans. Shlomo Avineri (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 111.

34. Johann Georg Wirth, Die politische Reform Deutschlands (Strasburg, 1832), 32. See also 
the description of constitutional monarchy as a “Zwitterding” and an “unnatural thing (Unding)” 
in the defense speeches of Wirth’s associate Philipp Jakob Siebenpfeiffer, in Zwei gerichtliche 
Vertheidigungsreden von Siebenpfeiffer (Bern: Literarisches Comptoir, 1834), 10, and Der Unpart-
heiische: Ein Encyclopadisches Zeitblatt für Deutschland, no. 122 (20 August 1833): 486. See further, 
Wolfgang Mager, “Republik,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon Zur Politisch-
Sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, 
vol. 5 (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1984), 627–29.

35. Marx’s doctoral dissertation (completed in March 1841) contains a brief elliptical critique 
of the “liberal party” but also maintains that it “achieves real progress,” see Differenz der demokri-
tischen und epikureischen Naturphilosophie, MEGA I.1: 69 / MECW 1: 86. See further Heinrich, 
Karl Marx, 1:352–59. For differing assessments of whether the indirect evidence of Marx’s early 
politics should lead us to describing him as a liberal monarchist before he became a republican, 
see Richard N. Hunt, The Political Ideas of Marx and Engels, vol. 1 (Pittsburgh: University of Pitts-
burgh Press, 1974), 26–27; Warren Breckman, Marx, the Young Hegelians, and the Origins of Radical 
Social Theory: Dethroning the Self (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 272–73.

36. Marx to Arnold Ruge, 5 March 1842, MEGA III.1: 22 / MECW 1: 382–83. The following 
year, Marx excerpted Chateaubriand’s conservative condemnation of France’s 1830 constitu-
tional monarchy as “an amphibious political form with the head of a king and the tail of a 
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project, spearheaded by Ruge, of critiquing their inherited Hegelian commit-
ment to constitutional monarchy.37 But his more ambiguous stance on trans-
lating the Latin “Res publica” (literally “public thing,” but can variously mean 
“state,” “political community,” “public life,” or “republic”) contrasts with the 
more full-throated declarations for the republic made in Bauer’s and Wirth’s 
comparable statements. His likely meaning was to convey to Ruge his frustra-
tion with the political backwardness of German politics and philosophy, espe-
cially as represented by Hegel, and the inability to envision or realize a more 
radical polity. Richard Hunt also plausibly suggests that Marx had been making 
a literal complaint that “censorship prevent[ed] the translation of res publica 
into Republik.”38 (Ruge had indeed been forced to remove a positive reference 
to the “republic” by the censor just two months before Marx’s letter.)39 Marx 
was thus indicating his intellectual dissatisfaction with the liberal goal of con-
stitutional monarchy and consequent support for a republic, while also show-
ing an awareness of the present political limits of openly calling for or acting 
on that commitment.

people,” see François-René de Chateaubriand, De la restauration et de la monarchie élective (Paris: 
Normant Fils, 1831), 27; Marx, “Exzerpte aus Chateaubriand,” MEGA IV.2: 153.

37. See, however, the idiosyncratic reading that Marx actually thought that it was the struggle 
against constitutional monarchy, and not constitutional monarchy itself, that was contradictory, 
and so the passage in fact “disavow[s] any republican intentions on Marx’s part,” in Levine, 
Marx’s Discourse with Hegel, 146. That relies on an unlikely grammatical reading of the passage 
(as is clearer in the original German wording) and ignoring the context and purpose of the 
letter. Marx was pitching an article to Ruge, whose personal and editorial shift to republicanism 
had by then become apparent. For his part, Ruge had taken Marx to already be a republican in 
September 1841 (when Ruge was still hesitant about his own position), describing Marx as being 
committed to the “philosophical republic” and the “montagne” (the radicals of the French Revo-
lution); see Arnold Ruge to Adolf Stahr, 8 September 1841, Redaktionsbriefwechsel, 826 (see also 
the report on Marx’s politics as a “confused revolutionary,” in Georg Jung to Arnold Ruge, 
18 October 1841, MEGA①, I.1, Halbband 2: 261–62). Ruge’s later correspondence treats Marx as 
a collaborator who shares the same political position; see Arnold Ruge to Robert Prutz, 8 Janu-
ary 1842, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter, 1: 259, Redaktionsbriefwechsel, 931; and Arnold Ruge 
to Marx, 25 February 1842, MEGA III.1: 370, Redaktionsbriefwechsel, 979–80. In Marx’s own 
subsequent correspondence with Ruge, he poked fun at the inaction and hypocrisy of Saxon 
liberal parliamentarians in the face of state censorship; see Marx to Arnold Ruge, 9 July 1842, 
MEGA III.1: 30 / MECW 1: 391.

38. Hunt, Political Ideas of Marx and Engels, 1:31.
39. Arnold Ruge to Robert Prutz, 8 January 1842, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter, 1: 259. 

Ruge attributed the growing censorship of the Deutsche Jahrbücher to the government’s reaction 
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22 April 1842, Redaktionsbriefwechsel, 1038.
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This recognition would lead to a significant difference with some Left 
Hegelians when Marx embarked on his journalistic and editorial career with 
the Rheinische Zeitung. The newspaper had begun publishing on 1 January 1842, 
and had been founded by a group of liberal Rhenish financiers and industrial-
ists hoping to take advantage of Prussia’s seeming liberalization. But under its 
chaotic first editors it published a series of radical theological and political 
provocations. Edgar Bauer was, for instance, allowed to restate his arguments 
from the Deutsche Jahrbücher in a bombastic and widely circulated broadside 
against liberal half-measures and the “hybrid creature (Zwittergeschöpf )” of 
constitutional monarchy.40 Marx thought this was wholly irresponsible. In a 
letter to one of the newspaper’s owners, he warned that though Bauer’s argu-
ments had a place in scientific journals (like the Deutsche Jahrbücher), printing 
them in popular newspapers would only serve to alienate liberal allies and lead 
to sharpened censorship and possible suppression of the newspaper. Marx 
cautioned that this was exactly the fate that had befallen Wirth’s Deutsche Tri-
bune ten years before. He instead insisted that the proper role of the Rheinische 
Zeitung was to work with those committed to “winning freedom step by step, 
within the constitutional framework” and to leave “general theoretical argu-
ments about the state political system,” such as his promised article “against 
Hegel’s theory of constitutional monarchy,” to journals where they were less 
likely to incite the government.41

When Marx was appointed editor in mid-October 1842, he swiftly put into 
practice this more disciplined editorial strategy of stridently pressing for lib-
eral reforms while reining in overtly radical commentary.42 He closed the 
newspaper’s pages to contributions from Die Freien (The Free), a loose group-
ing of Left Hegelians in Berlin marked by their ultraradical propagandizing 
and with which Edgar Bauer, for instance, was associated.43 Marx further 

40. [Edgar Bauer], “Das Juste milieu,” Rheinische Zeitung, no. 156 (5 June 1842), Beiblatt.
41. Marx to Dagobert Oppenheim, ca. mid-August–late September 1842, MEGA III.1: 

31–32 / MECW 1: 392–93.
42. As Michael Evans rightly stresses, this more disciplined strategy is obscured by the fre-

quent suggestion that Marx’s editorial takeover led to the radicalization of the paper; see Marx 
and the Rheinische Zeitung (Manchester: Department of Government, University of Manchester, 
1995), 17.

43. Key figures normally associated with the Freien include Eduard Meyen, Ludwig Buhl, 
Max Stirner, and the Bauer brothers. See Olaf Briese, “Vormärzlicher Anarchismus: Das Beispiel 
der Berliner Junghegelianer und ‘Freien,’ ” in Findbuch archivalischer Quellen zum frühen Anar-
chismus: Beiträge zur Erschließung von Akten aus Berliner Archiven über die ‘Freien’ (1837–1853), 
ed. Wolfgang Eckhardt (Bodenburg: Verlag Edition AV, 2021), 19; Ernst Schulte-Holtey, “Die 
Freien [Berlin],” in Handbuch literarischkultureller Vereine, Gruppen und Bünde 1825–1933, 
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publicly sided with Ruge and Georg Herwegh in their falling out with the 
Freien, sparked in part by Herwegh’s sensational audience with the Prussian 
king.44 (They in turn responded by accusing Marx—to his irritation—of fail-
ing to confront the government and the censor, branding him guilty of 
“conservatism”).45 As part of his editorial strategy, Marx presented the Rhein-
ische Zeitung to Prussian government officials as a critical but loyal paper of 
“German liberalism,” whose only aim was to strengthen Prussia’s position.46 
With this more defined and disciplined political positioning, combined with 
its popular exposés of the social and political conditions in the Rhineland, 
subscriptions soon soared to nearly four times their previous level.47

In Marx’s own articles, as we will see in the coming sections, he focused on 
demands around which liberals and radicals could form a common front, the 
rule of law, freedom of the press and modern representative assemblies.48 In a 
strategy common to Vormärz radicalism,49 Marx was careful to present himself 
as an internal critic of liberalism, committed to defending “true liberalism” 
against “half-hearted liberalism.”50 His arguments were pitched at pushing the 
edges of liberalism in a more popular direction. That provided hints and flashes 
of a more radical polity with extensive popular participation. He described his 
political ideal, for instance, as “transforming the mysterious, priestly nature of 
the state into a clear-cut entity of the ordinary people (Laienwesen), accessible 
to all and belonging to all, making the state the flesh and blood of its citizens.”51 
But he avoided explicitly naming what such a state would be. The most direct 

ed. Wulf Wülfing, Karin Bruns, and Rolf Parr (Stuttgart & Weimar: J. B. Metzler, 1998), 108. 
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46. Marx to Justus Wilhelm Eduard von Scheper, ca. 12–17 November 1842, MEGA, III.1: 34.
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48. Wende, Radikalismus im Vormärz, 49.
49. Ibid.
50. Marx, “Debatten über Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I: 1: 168 / MECW 1: 180; “Die ‘liberale Op-

position’ in Hannover,” MEGA I: 1: 250 / MECW 1: 265.
51. Marx, “Replik auf den Angriff eines ‘gemäßigten’ Blattes,” MEGA I.1: 333 / MECW 1: 318.
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constitutional criticism that Marx allowed himself was in an editorial footnote 
on the liberal opposition in Hanover. He here observed that “true liberalism” 
would demand neither a return to the Hanoverian absolutist state of 1819 or the 
recently retracted 1833 liberal constitution, but a “completely new state form 
corresponding to a deeper, more thoroughly matured and freer popular 
consciousness.”52 Readers of the Rheinische Zeitung could reasonably infer that 
if absolutist and liberal constitutional states were ruled out, Marx thought 
Hanover should become a democratic republic.53 But making such a demand 
explicit or about Prussia itself would have been anathema to Marx’s political 
strategy.54 In 1842, Marx was therefore a convinced republican, but one who 
believed that the prevailing political conditions made it impossible to call im-
mediately and openly for a republic and instead necessitated working with and 
within the broader liberal oppositional movement.55

Despite Marx’s laborious attempts to navigate the limits of officially toler-
ated opposition, by early 1843 the Prussian government had had enough. The 
Rheinische Zeitung’s stinging critical investigations of Rhenish conditions and 
its rapidly growing circulation posed even more of threat to the regime than 
the “empty radicalism of the Freien.”56 When the Russian government angrily 
complained about an anti-Czarist article (penned by Marx), the Prussian gov-
ernment required little convincing, and in January 1843 it ordered publication 
to cease before 1 April 1843.57 Marx tried to defend the newspaper against the 
official charge that the newspaper was committed to “undermining the mo-
narchical principle,” claiming that the Rheinische Zeitung was not in favor of a 
“particular state form,” only an “ethical and rational political community (Ge-
meinwesen)” that could be realized in “every state form.”58 Such a nuanced de-
fense of its politics was unlikely to sway a government that had come to the 
firm conclusion that, in the words of one senior Prussian official, “Dr. Marx” 
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55. It is therefore not quite accurate to say that at this point Marx had “arrived at openly 

declared republicanism”; see Breckman, Marx, the Young Hegelians, and the Origins of Radical 
Social Theory, 273.

56. Evans, Marx and the Rheinische Zeitung, 17–18.
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held “ultra-democratic convictions” that were in “complete contradiction with 
the principle of the Prussian state.”59

Freedom of the Press and the Rule of Law
Marx’s first ever article to appear in print was, appropriately enough, a defense 
of the free press.60 Freedom of the press was also the subject of the article that 
would have been Marx’s first publication, but which, ironically enough, Ruge 
thought wouldn’t get past the Deutsche Jahrbücher’s censor. It had to wait 
another year to see the light of day in a collection Ruge published in the less 
restrictive Switzerland.61 This first brush with censorship was typical of the 
constraints, and the corresponding editorial rigmarole, imposed by the repres-
sive Carlsbad Decrees of 1819. These mandated the prepublication censorship 
of all publications under twenty printer’s sheets (i.e., 320 pages) across the Ger-
man states and longer publications subjected to possible postpublication cen-
sorship.62 Marx bitterly complained that being subject to this censorship regime 
meant that the censor of the Rheinische Zeitung “every day, mercilessly shreds 
the paper, so that it often can barely appear.”63 By targeting this regime in his 
articles Marx was taking on what was widely seen as the defining political issue 
of the day.64 His intervention was spurred by a set of debates on press free-
dom in the Rhenish Landtag in the summer of 1841 and a Prussian ministerial 

59. See the marginal note of Regierungsrat Ernst Wilhelm Bitter to the 18 March 1843 report 
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and Winterthur: Literarischen Comptoirs, 1843), 56–88.
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und Informationskontrolle in Europa, ed. Gabriele B. Clemens (Tübingen: Jan Thorbecke Verlag, 
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people,” Marx to Arnold Ruge, 13 March 1843, MEGA III.1: 44 / MECW 1: 398.

63. Marx to Arnold Ruge, 30 November 1842, MEGA III.1: 37 / MECW 1: 393.
64. See, for instance, [Heinrich Karl] Jaup, “Preßfreiheit,” Staats-Lexikon oder Encylopädie 
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instruction from 24 December 1841 that directed censors to take a more le-
nient approach to the existing censorship laws. While some Prussian liberals 
welcomed the ministerial instruction as a “pleasant Christmas present” that 
demonstrated the “liberal and broad-minded (freisinnige) intentions of the 
government,”65 Marx insisted that the instruction was actually a “pseudo-
liberal” gesture that tried to shift attention from the institution of censorship 
to the actions of individual censors.66

Marx argued that a close reading of the ministerial instruction showed that, 
in reality, the directive entrenched the paternalism and arbitrariness of the 
existing censorship regime. He documented how, again and again, the ministe-
rial instruction avoided clearly defined, objective legal standards in favor of 
subjective personal judgment and disposition, with the result that “all objective 
standards are abandoned” and thus the instruction “introduces arbitrariness in 
the place of law.”67 This included the vague definitions of defamation and perni-
cious political tendencies and even the seemingly benign direction to censors 
to allow for “serious and modest investigations of the truth.” Marx argued that 
these vague definitions made journalists “dependent on the temperament of the 
censor” who decided how to interpret those ambiguous terms.68 Similarly, 
Marx noted that the supposedly positive instruction to censors that they should 
allow for the discussion of internal political matters in fact stipulated only that 
the “censor can [allow this], but he does not have to, there is no necessity.”69

Marx concluded that the instruction thus continued to place censors in a 
position of arbitrary power over the editors and writers they monitored, a sys-
tem he describes as one where the censor “is accuser, defender and judge in a 
single person” and “unaccountable” to the public.70 Marx claimed that this “unifi-
cation” of power in one person “contradicts all the laws of psychology” and 
reflected the “arrogant imaginary idea that the police state has of its officials,” 
where induction into its service is supposedly sufficient to “convert a weak 
mortal . . . ​into a saint.”71 Marx charged the state with thereby distrusting the 
ability of citizens to freely and responsibly express their opinions, while, in the 
same breath, arrogantly demanding that citizens should place “unlimited trust 

65. Julius Eduard Hitzig, “Einige Worte über die Bedeutung des Ministerial-Circulars vom 
24. December v. J. in Bezug auf die Handhabung der Censur,” Berlinische Nachrichten von Staats-
 und gelehrten Sachen, no. 24 (29 January 1842): 3.

66. Marx, “Bermerkungen über die neueste preußische Censurinstruction,” MEGA I.1: 
98 / MECW 1: 110.

67. Ibid., 109, 117 / 122, 129.
68. Ibid., 101, 107, 110 / 113, 119–20, 123.
69. Ibid., 103 / 115.
70. Ibid., 118 / 130
71. Ibid., 110, 118 / 122, 130.
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in the estate of officials” to “act quite impersonally, without animosity, passion, 
narrow-mindedness or human weakness.”72 The consequence was that “the of-
ficial is raised above the laws of psychology, while the general public remains 
under them.”73 For Marx, censorship thus placed an unreasonable faith in an 
individual’s ability to fairly exercise their unconstrained power over others, when 
the experience of human psychology shows that such power has to be account-
able and limited by objective legal norms. Marx believed that the unsurprising 
result of handing arbitrary power to the censor was to create a servile press, eager 
to please the censor and the authorities, a press characterized by “its hypocrisy, 
its lack of character, its eunuch’s language, its dog-like tail-wagging.”74

Marx’s criticism of the arbitrariness of censorship was a standard complaint 
in liberal arguments for a free press.75 A further common liberal defense of a free 
press—and one we do not find in Marx’s writings—was that it was a necessary 
accompaniment to representative government and replacement for direct de-
mocracy. As one of the most prominent Vörmarz liberals, Carl Theodor Welcker, 
argued, since the “daily, unmediated democratic assemblies . . . ​of all citizens” that 
existed in ancient states had become impossible in large modern states, a free 
press provided all citizens with the ability to participate politically by giving 
them the opportunity to read reports of the legislature’s activities and respond 
through public debate. Welcker thought this was a superior form of partici-
pation to “unmediated democratic cogoverning (Mitregieren),” since it presented 
citizens with a “more mature discussion” than that of “democratic popular 
speakers” in a direct assembly.76 This kind of liberal argument for a free press 
saw it as a vital component in sustaining what they thought was the right kind 
of “public opinion . . . ​grounded in the moral judgment of the better and more 
intelligent” citizens on which representative government relied and where the 
press “enlightened the people about its own interests.”77

Marx certainly shared the idea that an important justification of the free 
press was that it allowed citizens to be kept abreast of and to debate political 
matters. He described the press as a “speaking ribbon that connects the 

72. Ibid., 110 / 122.
73. Ibid., 118 / 130.
74. Marx, “Debatten über Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I.1: 146 / MECW 1: 158.
75. See, for instance, Jaup, “Preßfreiheit,” 342. For the administrative background to this 

arbitrariness, see Holtz, “Zensur und Zensoren im preußischen Vormärz,” 113–15.
76. C[arl] Th[eodor] Welcker, Die vollkommene und ganze Preßfreiheit (Freiburg: Univer-

stitäts Buchhandlung der Grebrüder Groos, 1830), 7–10. See further, Roland Gehrke, “Reflex-
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in Karl von Rotteck und Karl Theodor Welcker: Liberale Professoren, Politiker und Publizisten, 
ed. Hans-Peter Becht and Ewald Grothe (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2018), 109–24.

77. Jaup, “Preßfreiheit,” 341.
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individual with the state” and as “the spirit of the state, which can be spread to 
every cottage, cheaper than coal gas.”78 But he never argued that a free press 
acts as a substitute for democracy and was unlikely to have been sympathetic 
to the idea. For one, his defense of the free press exhibits much greater sym-
pathy for ancient democracies and their faith in the capacity of all citizens to 
exercise political judgment. Marx wrote that states “like ancient Athens” 
which trusted in the “people’s common sense (Volksvernunft)” were states of 
“independence and self-reliance.”79 He also noted that while the Athenian 
democratic leader Pericles could rightly boast of “knowing the needs of the 
state,” Prussian legislators laughably considered themselves to be the “heredi-
tary leaseholders of political intelligence.”80 Marx further characterized Peri-
cles’s time as the period of “Greece’s greatest internal flourishing.”81

These comments do not necessarily imply that Marx favored simply reviving 
ancient direct democracy (his subsequent comments, explored later in the chap-
ter, show an awareness of the need for some form of representation). But they 
do suggest skepticism toward the idea that political wisdom was the preserve of 
elites, whether political, administrative, or cultural. In this vein, Marx also ar-
gued that not only is a “cobbler” and a “day-laborer” just as, or even more, knowl-
edgeable than a “lawyer” or a “theologian” about their particular professional 
spheres and the issues that affect them, but they should all, as citizens, have the 
right to “write about the most general, about the state.”82 Marx’s conception of 
the free press also differs from the liberal account, in that he presented the press 
not as an external body that educates and enlightens the people, but as some-
thing that is part of and belongs to the people, describing it as the “embodiment 
of a people’s faith in itself . . . ​the ruthless confession of a people to itself . . . ​[and] 
the spiritual mirror in which a people can see itself.”83 That reflected Marx’s 

78. Marx, “Debatten über Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I.1: 153 / MECW 1: 165.
79. Ibid., 126 / 137.
80. Ibid., 169 / 181.
81. Marx, “Der leitende Artikel in Nr. 179 der ‘Kölnischen Zeitung,’ ” MEGA I.1: 177 / MECW 

1: 189.
82. Marx, “Debatten über Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I.1: 164 / MECW 1: 176. Marx’s argument has 
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83. Marx, “Debatten über Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I.1: 153 / MECW 1: 165.
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diverging conception of the relationship between citizens, society, and the state, 
where citizens are not “educated from above” but instead the “state . . . ​[is] an 
association of free human beings who educate one another.”84

We have seen how a key component of Marx’s critique of press censorship 
was that it unjustifiably exposed writers to arbitrary power. That is a complaint 
that Marx made again and again in his early journalism. In a subsequent article 
on a draft law on wood theft, he criticized how it would put poor peasants at 
an even greater mercy of the private power of forest owners and wardens. Marx 
specifically picked out the proposal to remove forest wardens’ life appoint-
ment (wardens were semi-public officials, privately employed by forest owners 
but with certain state guarantees and duties, such as determining the value of 
stolen wood). Marx argued that removing their security of employment would 
make it even harder for the forest warden to “behave impartially toward the 
accused when he is the unconditional servant of . . . ​[the forest owners’] arbi-
trary power.”85 Similarly to his analysis of the state’s attitude toward its censors 
and bureaucrats, Marx condemned the “romantic conception of the forest 
owners” that their own “personal excellence” would be a sufficient guarantee 
for them to fairly exercise their power over those accused of wood theft. In 
fact, Marx added, what the forest owners really want is to have the “freedom 
to deal with the infringer of forest regulations as [they] see fit . . . ​[and] at 
[their] discretion” so that they had “plein pouvoir” (full power) over them.86 
The general principle at stake here was the importance of an empire of laws in 
limiting the arbitrary power of men, with Marx telling the readers of the Rhein
ische Zeitung that “I do not at all believe that persons can be a guarantee against 
laws; on the contrary, I believe that laws must be a guarantee against persons.”87 
Marx ended his discussion with a spirited endorsement of the rule of law, in-
sisting that “no one, not even the most excellent legislator, can be allowed to 
put himself above the law he has made.”88

84. Marx, “Der leitende Artikel in Nr. 179 der ‘Kölnischen Zeitung,’ ” MEGA I.1: 181/ MECW 
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legal analysis of the text, see Jörg Arnold, “Karl Marx und das Holzdiebstahlsgesetz,” in Menschen-
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Republican Freedom, Arbitrary Power,  
and Democratic Self-Rule

Freedom was the central moral and political value that Marx appealed to in his 
early journalism. He maintained that the desire for freedom has a preeminent 
position in human nature. Opponents of a free press were led to the absurd con-
clusion that “freedom is not part of man’s essence” when “freedom [is] after all 
the species-being (Gattungswesen) of all spiritual existence.”89 Because of free-
dom’s importance to our nature, Marx argued that “freedom can never cease to 
be of value to mankind and “unfreedom is the real mortal danger for mankind.”90 
In a Kantian turn of phrase, Marx criticized the “feudal . . . ​romantic . . . ​gentle-
men” who opposed freedom of the press because they “regard freedom not as 
the natural gift of the universal sunlight of reason, but as the supernatural gift of 
a specially favorable constellation of the stars,” and so believed freedom to be 
“merely an individual property of certain persons and social estates.”91 Such op-
ponents of a free press thus did not, according to Marx, oppose freedom of the 
press as such; they simply opposed giving freedom of the press to the population 
at large rather than to a restricted segment of society. Marx expanded on this idea 
to make one of the most insightful points of his early journalism: that freedom 
is universally valued by all but not always valued universally for all. As he put it,

Freedom is so much the essence of man, that even its enemies implement it 
while combating its reality; they want to appropriate for themselves as a most 
precious ornament what they have rejected as an ornament of human 
nature.

No man combats freedom; at most he combats the freedom of others. 
Hence every kind of freedom has always existed, only at one time as a spe-
cial privilege, at another as a universal right.92

Marx thus accorded freedom a central position in his political and historical 
analysis—but what did he mean by freedom? Marx interestingly clarified his 
understanding of freedom in the course of responding to an argument made by 
an aristocratic deputy in the Rhennish Landtag. Maximilian von Loe had ar-
gued against a proposed press law because it might have equally arbitrary out-
comes to the existing censorship.93 In response, Marx provided an impassioned 

89. Marx, “Debatten über Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I.1: 146 / MECW 1: 158.
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93. Sitzungs-Protokolle des sechsten Rheinischen Provinzial-Landtags (Coblenz: 1841), 113-15. For 

identification of the Landtag speakers in the anonymized transcripts, see MEGA I.1: 999–1001.



A  G e r m a n  R e s  P u b l ic a   61

defense of the rule of law as constitutive of freedom and nonarbitrary rule. He 
argued that though censorship is formally enshrined in law it is not a “real law,” 
because its essential nature is to subject writers to the arbitrary power of an 
individual (the censor), whereas a press law brings the operation of the press 
into the proper sphere of legal regulation and thus, Marx claimed, under “the 
rule of freedom itself.”94 Marx consequently dismissed the deputy’s argument, 
insisting that “censorship and press law are as different as arbitrariness and 
freedom.”95 Freedom is therefore, by Marx’s account, the opposite or absence 
of arbitrary power.

This conception of freedom entails a particular connection to law, that 
Marx elaborates in a celebratory passage on the law:

Laws are not repressive measures against freedom, any more than the law 
of gravity is a repressive measure against motion . . . ​Laws are rather the 
positive, clear, universal norms in which freedom has acquired an imper-
sonal, theoretical existence independent of the arbitrariness of the indi-
vidual. A statute-book is a people’s bible of freedom.96

Marx’s claim that laws do not restrict a person’s freedom might have an initially 
counter-intuitive aspect to it, especially to modern eyes. It stands in stark op-
position to the view, particularly associated with Jeremy Bentham, that 
“[e]very law is an evil, for every law is an infraction of liberty.”97 That is 
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arguably, today, the more widely accepted view of law’s relationship to free-
dom.98 But, as we saw in the introduction, that view of the law in fact depends 
upon a particular conception of freedom. That is freedom understood as the 
simple absence of interference, an understanding of freedom that Bentham 
played a significant historical role in propagating.99 Under freedom as nonin-
terference, all laws (or at least coercive laws) inherently involve some reduc-
tion in freedom. It thus creates a justificatory hurdle to any legal and state 
intervention. By contrast, under the republican conception of freedom that 
Marx advances, laws do not inherently inhibit a person’s freedom. If laws are 
nonarbitrary then the interference that they sanction is not arbitrary interfer-
ence, and they thus do not constrain someone’s freedom.100

Why did Marx think that law has a nonarbitrary character? He provided 
something of an answer when he considered Maximilian von Loe’s position 
that arbitrariness was unavoidable in “imperfect . . . ​human institutions” as 
arbitrariness simply meant “acting according to one’s individual views,” and 
so “arbitrariness is . . . ​as inseparable from a press law as censorship.”101 For 
Marx, this amounted to an argument that since law must be administered by 
“imperfect . . . ​human” judges acting according to their own views, one may as 
well “submit yourself to the goodwill” of a censor. Marx replied that there was 
a categorical “difference between a judge and a censor,” because while a censor 
is subordinated to other bureaucrats, a judge “has no superiors but the law,” 
which means that a judge applies a “general” law “as he understands it after con-
scious examination . . . ​to a particular case,” while a censor decides particular 
cases in line with how the law is “officially interpreted for him” and whether the 

Bentham is not until 1845). The influence of Bentham’s legal thought in Vormärz Germany was 
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ism, 83n54.
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case aligns with the “opinion of the censor and his superiors.” Moreover, Marx 
noted that the “dependent censor is himself a government organ,” whereas an 
“independent judge belongs neither to me nor to the government.” Marx also 
favorably contrasted the “open act” of subjecting oneself to the judgment of a 
court with a censorship regime that keeps its decision-making “hidden” and 
“shuns the light of day.”102 Marx’s comments thus suggest that the law, and the 
surrounding legal system, is nonarbitrary, because its rules and procedures are 
characterized by generality, neutrality, transparency, and independence from 
the government.103

In addition to these formal and procedural characteristics, several sugges-
tive remarks from Marx indicate a thicker, democratic conception of what 
makes law nonarbitrary.104 Following his above-cited description of law as the 
“positive, clear, universal norms in which freedom has acquired an impersonal, 
theoretical existence,” Marx went on to argue that,

Laws . . . ​cannot prevent a man’s actions, for they are indeed the inner laws 
of life of his action itself, the conscious mirror reflections of his life. The 
law thus steps back in the face of man’s life as a life of freedom, and only 
when his actual behavior has shown that he has ceased to obey the natural 
law of freedom does law in the form of state law force him to be free . . . ​105

Here the same point that law does not constrain one’s freedom is supported 
by a seemingly different argumentation from that explored above: Marx sug-
gests that law does not constrain one’s freedom because it in some way cor-
responds to one’s own life. But that idea, again somewhat counterintuitive, is 
not given further explanation or defense by Marx in the text.

One possibility is that he has in mind something like the Hegelian idea that 
the laws do not inhibit freedom as one comes to recognize that they reflect 
the requirements of reason and the institutional conditions for one’s own 

102. Marx, “Debatten über Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I.1: 153–54 / MECW 1: 165–66.
103. Ibid. Marx acknowledges that it may not be possible for “all arbitrariness [to be] abso-

lutely excluded” and that judges can err, but insists that this is the consequence of the “unreli-
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self-realization.106 While that may be part of Marx’s meaning, it would not make 
sense of the essay’s extensive engagement with the idea of arbitrary power nor 
explain Marx’s specific use in the above paragraph of the phrase that law “force[s] 
him to be free.” The latter is a fairly transparent reference to Rousseau’s notori-
ous claim that “whoever refuses to obey the general will . . . ​shall be forced to be 
free.”107 (Marx copied out this passage in his notes on Rousseau the following 
year.108) Rousseau justified that claim through the hugely influential argument 
that law does not undermine one’s freedom when one has had an equal part in 
the shaping of it, when law is therefore self-imposed or self-made law: “obedi-
ence to the law one has prescribed to oneself is freedom.”109 Obeying self-made 
law has this freedom-preserving character, for Rousseau, partly because it is the 
“condition which . . . ​guarantees him against all personal dependence.”110

Marx’s nod to Rousseau’s “forced to be free” suggests he was trying to con-
vey to his readers the idea that if laws were to preserve freedom, they had to 
not only satisfy the formal procedural criteria he had outlined but be demo
cratically made by the people. Spelling out that idea more explicitly in the 
article would, however, have risked an intervention by the Rheinische Zeitung’s 
censor. That dangerous Rousseauian idea is also buried in an aside in a subse-
quent article on divorce law, where Marx argued that we avoid “making arbi-
trariness the law” when “law is the conscious expression of the popular will 
(Volkswillens), in that it originates with it and is created by it.”111 Marx thus 
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108. Marx, “Exzerpte aus Rousseau,” MEGA IV.2: 92.
109. Rousseau, Du contrat social, bk. I. ch. 8.
110. Ibid., bk. I. ch. 7. On this point, see Frederick Neuhouser, ‘Freedom, Dependence, and 

the General Will,” The Philosophical Review 102, no. 3 (1993): 369–73.
111. Marx, “Der Ehescheidungsgesetzenentwurf,” MEGA I.1: 288–89 / MECW 1: 308–9.
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held that law upholds our freedom as the absence of arbitrary power when it 
is collectively made by the people, and we are therefore ruled not by a foreign 
(and hence arbitrary) will, but by our own.112 That means that, for Marx, the 
rule of law is not by itself sufficient for upholding our freedom as the absence 
of arbitrary power; it has to also be law made by the popular will.

This combined view distinguishes Marx’s conception of freedom from the 
liberal view defended by Karl von Rotteck in his influential entry on “Freiheit” 
in the Staats-Lexikon (the political encyclopedia he co-edited, often described 
as “the Bible” of Vormärz liberalism).113 On the one hand, von Rotteck ar-
gued that freedom meant being “independent of any alien will or alien power” 
and that “law (Recht) is nothing else than the rational ordering . . . ​of external 
freedom.”114 He was even willing to draw on the Rousseauian idea that when 
one enters a “social contract . . . ​[and] submits to a general will,” obeying this 
authority “does not conflict with legal freedom.”115 Rotteck’s view thereby 
departed from the strict freedom as noninterference view of law, as defended 
by Bentham. But Rotteck also rejected any democratic interpretation of his 
view of freedom where “political freedom is assigned to the people as a whole” 
since “unlimited democracies mostly transform into wild despotism. Political 
Freedom or the power of the collective easily devours or suppresses all partic
ular rights of the individual.”116 Only state authority circumscribed to a limited 
sphere and hemmed in by the protection of the rights of the individual, includ-
ing “freedom of thought and conscience, freedom of speech and the press, free-
dom of occupation and trade,” would preserve freedom.117

112. While this Rousseauian view might be thought to diverge from Pettit’s conception of 
freedom, it is, in fact, not far from Pettit’s claim that the law does not infringe freedom as non-
domination when “the people collectively control the formation of law”; see Pettit, “Law and Lib-
erty,” 53. The more relevant distinction seems to be what institutions are required to realize the 
idea of nonarbitrary power as democratic collective control, with Marx and Rousseau willing 
to countenance more popular institutions than Pettit. See further Robin Celikates, “Freedom 
as Non-arbitrariness or as Democratic Self-rule? A Critique of Contemporary Republicanism,” 
in To Be Unfree: Republicanism and Unfreedom in History, Literature, and Philosophy, ed. Christian 
Dahl and Andersen Nexø Tue (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2014), 44–48.

113. Mommsen, “German Liberalism in the Nineteenth Century,” 413. For the importance 
of Rottek’s definition, see Annelien De Dijn, Freedom: An Unruly History (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2020), 260–63.

114. [Carl von] Rotteck, “Freiheit,” Staats-Lexikon oder Encylopädie der Staatswissenschaften, 
ed. Carl von Rotteck and Carl Welcker, vol. 6 (Altona: Hammerich, 1838), 61, 66.

115. Ibid., 68–69.
116. Ibid., 70–71.
117. Ibid., 69.
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Marx’s own discussion of the law and freedom clearly shows a similar con-
cern for the protection of rights such as the freedom of the press and the guar-
antee of an independent judiciary. But he departed from liberals like Rotteck 
by also tying law and freedom to the collective will of the people. Marx’s view 
matches that of Ruge, who, as discussed above, had argued that liberals were 
“completely mistaken about the concept of freedom” because the “laws of free 
beings had to be their own product.”118 (Ruge also praised Rousseau’s Du 
contrat social as the “gospel of freedom.”119) The dividing line between liberals 
and republicans (at least in this historical instance) was thus not necessarily 
between liberals supporting freedom as the absence of interference and repub-
licans supporting freedom as the absence of arbitrary power (as in some his-
toriography of freedom).120 The divide instead manifested itself in different 
understandings of what nonarbitrary power consists of, with liberals equating 
it with the rule of law and the protection of individual rights, while republicans 
insisted that these had to be supplemented by democracy.

Feudal, Liberal, and Radical Representation
Vormärz Prussia had no national representative body, and representation was 
limited to Provinziallandtage (provincial assemblies). These were purely con-
sultative bodies, without the ability to advance legislation, convened at irregular 
intervals by the king and elected according to estates (Stände) and a franchise 
that excluded women, Jews, and those below the requisite property require-
ments. The Rhenish Provinziallandtag, for instance, which in the summer of 
1841 held only its sixth session since 1826, was made up of four or five princes 
and twenty-five deputies apiece from the noble, urban, and rural estates, so that 
estates consisting, respectively, of 470, 490,000, and 1,680,000 people were as-
signed the same number of representatives, and the various franchise restric-
tions reduced the voting population to less than 100,000 (about 4.5% of the total 
population).121 This form of feudal estate representation was anathema to liber-
als and radicals alike who wanted it replaced with a modern, national represen-
tative assembly, though liberals had no objection to the continuation of a 
property-based franchise and envisioned representatives holding a relatively 

118. Ruge, “Selbstkritik des Liberalismus,” 4/244-45.
119. Arnold Ruge to Adolf Stahr, 7 November 1841, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter, 1: 247; 

Redaktionsbriefwechsel, 864
120. Pettit, Republicanism, chapter 1; Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism.
121. These are the figures for 1828; see Joachim Stephan, Der Rheinische Provinziallandtag 

1826–1840: Eine Studie zur Repräsentation im frühen Vormärz (Köln: Rheinland-Verlag, 1991), 
100–101.
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free mandate, whereas radicals wanted such assemblies to be tightly controlled 
by citizens, elected by universal manhood suffrage, and supplemented by other 
participatory mechanisms.122 Marx’s criticism of the Rhenish Provinziallandtag 
exhibits both an unequivocal rejection of estate representation and a more 
veiled critique of the liberal model of representation.

Marx’s central charge against estate representation was that it prioritized 
the particular interests of the estate representatives over not only the particular 
interests of those excluded from the assembly but also the general interests of 
the people as a whole. Due to their “specific composition,” the Provinzialland-
tage were “nothing but an association of particular interests which have the 
privilege to assert their particular limits against the state” and “must treat all 
general interests and even particular interests different from itself as things 
extraneous and alien.”123 Nothing demonstrated this more clearly for Marx 
than the Provinziallandtag’s debates on wood theft. The assembly’s deputies 
systematically sided with the interests of the forest owner over “the poor, po
litically and socially propertyless many” who relied on their customary rights 
to the forest for survival.124 This was an unsurprising outcome when the as-
sembly included the “law-giving forest owner” who “confused . . . ​his two 
roles, that of legislator and that of forest owner,” and whose attitude toward 
the state was that it was “an instrument of the forest owner and his interest” 
and simply “his business manager.”125 Marx thought this a grave failing of the 
assembly deputies who had a duty to represent not only particular interests 
but the general interests of the Rhine province, and “in case of conflict there 
should not be a moment’s delay in sacrificing the representation of particular 
interest to representation of the interests of the province.”126 (The debates on 
the wood theft law in the Provinziallandtag might be thought a good example 
of why Marx thought law had to be democratically made in order to be non-
arbitrary, since the expected result of excluding the mass of citizens meant that 
their interests were not taken into account in the formation of law.)

To this charge sheet Marx added that the assembly had refused to publish 
its proceedings in full. He argued that the assembly would not “be under its 

122. Uwe Backes, Liberalismus und Demokratie—Antinomie und Synthese: Zum Wechselver-
hältnis zweier politischer Strömungen im Vormärz (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2000), 369–74.

123. Marx, “Über die ständischen Ausschüsse in Preußen,” MEGA I.1: 284-85 / MECW 1: 305.
124. Marx, “Debatten über das Holzdiebstahlgesetz,” MEGA I.1: 204 / MECW 1: 230.
125. Ibid. 219, 225–56 / 245, 251–52. An interesting foreshadowing of Marx and Engels’s more 

famous description that the “executive of the modern State is but a committee for managing the 
common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie”; see Manifest der Kommunistischen Partei, MEW 4: 
464 / MECW 6: 486.

126. Marx, “Debatten über das Holzdiebstahlgesetz,” MEGA I.1: 235 / MECW 1: 262.
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[the province’s] control” until the publishing of their debates was “no longer 
left to the arbitrariness of its [the assembly’s] wisdom but has become a legal 
necessity.”127 Citizens had a right to know what their representatives said and 
debated in the assembly and exert public pressure on them—it could not sim-
ply be up to the discretion of the deputies to decide what the public should 
hear.128 An assembly, Marx claimed, “flourishes only under the great protection 
of the public spirit, just as living things flourish only the open air.”129 Ensuring 
this kind of public control and scrutiny was critical, because “A representation 
which is divorced from the consciousness of those whom it represents is no 
representation.”130

Liberals would have been amenable to some of these arguments, including 
that representatives should represent the general interests of the nation and 
that the assembly should be a site of public political discussion, as well as the 
rejection of estate representation. They would, however, have been less sym-
pathetic to Marx’s idea that representation is not real representation when 
representatives are not forced to represent the “consciousness of those whom 
[they] represent,” given their support for the Burkean idea that representatives 
should be independent from their constituents. They may also have objected 
to Marx’s complete opposition to estates, since at least some liberals were 
willing to strategically countenance various compromise solutions.131

Where Marx stood on the crucial liberal-radical dividing line of manhood 
suffrage and property qualifications is hard to definitely establish on the basis of 
his early journalism. It has been argued that Marx was rejecting “equal voting 
rights”132 when he argued that “[w]e demand not that in the representation 
of the people that actually existing differences should be ignored,” only that 
they should be based on the “actual differences” and not the outdated estate 
categories.133 While that could indicate support for some limits on extending 
the franchise based on differences in property, Marx’s subsequent discussion 
suggests he was in fact referring to differing geographic interests. Indirect evi-
dence for Marx’s opposition to property qualifications might be found in his 
critical remarks on the influence of the particular interests of estates over the 
state, which he at points also extends to the influence of private property more 

127. Marx, “Debatten über Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I.1: 134 / MECW 1: 145.
128. Ibid., 134 / 146.
129. Ibid., 139 / 151.
130. Ibid., 136 / 148.
131. Backes, Liberalismus und Demokratie, 358, 369.
132. Heinz Boberach, Wahlrechtsfragen im Vormärz: Die Wahlrechtsanschauung im Rheinland 

1815–1849 und die Entstehung des Dreiklassenwahlrechts (Düsseldorf: Druste, 1959), 78.
133. Marx, “Über die ständischen Auschüsse in Preußen,” MEGA I.1: 276 / MECW 1: 296.
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broadly, saying that it results in “the complete degradation of the state.”134 That 
could suggest an opposition to suffrage limits based on property since such lim-
its would bias the state in favor of the particular interests of the propertied. More 
definitive evidence is provided by a set of international comparisons that Marx 
makes. Marx first favorably contrasted the “French and English deputies [who] 
are elected . . . ​as representatives of the people” with the system in Prussia, where 
the deputies are only “representatives of landownership.”135 Marx thereby indicated 
a preference for the liberal systems of representation in France and Britain over 
the system in Prussia. But when Marx then compared the residual feudal prop-
erty requirements in Prussia with the more modern British and French property 
qualifications, he added as an aside that those “systems, by the way, we by no 
means agree with.”136 At the time of Marx’s article, property qualifications 
limited the national voting population to about 2–3% of adult men in France and 
15–20% in Britain.137 By distancing himself from these models, Marx seems to 
have been signaling his support for a more extensive franchise. Expressing him-
self more openly, however, would have been anathema to his strategy of not 
unnecessarily opening a breach with the wider liberal movement.

Having rejected Prussian estate representation and (subtly) criticized the 
limits of the liberal models in France and Britain, Marx did not provide much 
detail on his most preferred system of representation. But some interesting 
clues are provided in a cryptic ensuing passage:

In general, to be represented is something passive; only what is material, 
spiritless, dependent, imperiled, requires representation; but no element 
of the state is allowed to be material, spiritless, dependent, imperiled. 
Representation must not be conceived as the representation of something 
that is not the people itself, but only as its self-representation (Selbstvertre-
tung), as a state action that is not its sole, exceptional state action, [and] is 
distinguished from other expressions of its state life merely by the univer-
sality of its content. Representation must not be regarded as a concession 
to defenseless weakness, to impotence, but rather as the self-reliant vitality 
of the supreme force.138

134. Marx, “Debatten über das Holzdiebstahlgesetz,” MEGA I.1: 215/ MECW 1: 241.
135. Marx, “Über die ständischen Auschüsse in Preußen,” MEGA I.1: 282/ MECW 1: 302–3.
136. Ibid. England’s (or more accurately Britain’s) system of representation, particularly as 

described by Montesquieu, was an important model for German liberals; see Backes, Liberalismus 
und Demokratie, 332–33.

137. Alan S. Kahan, Liberalism in Nineteenth-Century Europe: The Political Culture of Limited 
Suffrage (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 37.

138. Marx, “Über die ständischen Ausschüsse in Preußen,” MEGA I.1: 285 / MECW 1: 306.
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While some have been eager to interpret the passage as a demonstration of 
Marx’s supposed “larger objection to representation,” that is a misleading sim-
plification.139 Marx is certainly objecting to forms of representation that leave 
citizens as “passive” observers of the political process, and he claims that this 
is true of most forms of representation. But he is also defending a kind of 
representation where representation is the self-representation of the people 
and in which representation is not the people’s “sole, exceptional” form of 
involvement in political life (what this participation might involve remains 
unelaborated). Self-representation, Marx argues, does not see representation 
as a necessity because of the people’s “weakness” or “impotence,” but as part 
of a political system where the people form the “supreme force” in the state. 
Marx’s radical view thus combines a critique of liberal representation where it 
completely displaces the people’s political participation with an acknowl
edgment that representation should still play some (if unspecified) role in 
what he calls a “true state.”140

Coda
Marx’s early journalism was defined by the tortuous task of continuously 
pushing for progressive political reform without provoking the Prussian gov-
ernment into outright suppression of the Rheinische Zeitung through overt 
radicalism. Within those parameters, he defended a free press and the rule of 
law, and condemned the arbitrary power of censors, forest owners, and feudal 
legislators, while only covertly hinting at more radical ideas on representation 
and the expansive political role he wanted citizens to play in the state. Under
lying Marx’s critiques of arbitrary power was his central commitment to free-
dom. His republican conception of freedom (which has not been sufficiently 
appreciated) required not only the rule of law, but that laws be democratically 
made by the people. That view subtly distinguished him from the nondemo
cratic view of liberty defended by contemporary liberals. Yet Marx still insisted 
on the need for a broad front with liberals in order to more effectively chal-
lenge Prussian absolutism, and he consequently opposed the ultraradical 
provocations of the Left Hegelian Freien. Balancing such conflicting pressures, 
while doing his utmost to push against the limits of political and social trans-
formation, was, as we will see, a recurrent feature of Marx’s political life.

139. Gareth Stedman Jones, Karl Marx: Greatness and Illusion (London: Allen Lane, 2016), 112.
140. Marx, “Über die ständischen Ausschüsse in Preußen,” MEGA I.1: 285/ MECW 1: 306.
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2
True Democracy

m a r x ’s  r e p u b l ic a n  c r i t iqu e  
of  t h e  mode r n  s ta t e ,  1 8 43

The development of the state to constitutional monarchy is the achievement 
of the modern world.

— georg w i lh e l m fr i e dr ich h ege l1

Is not the feudal state overcome through its consequence, the absolute 
monarchy; this itself not overcome by its consequence the revolution and 
the restoration and constitutional monarchy; this itself through their 
consequence, the republic?

—bru no bau er2

“one day,” soon after the 1830 July Revolution “Hegel was a guest at the 
crown prince’s table. ‘It is a scandal,’ said the royal host, ‘that Professor [Edu-
ard] Gans is making republicans out of all of our students. His lectures on your 
philosophy of right, Professor, are always attended by hundreds and it is well 
known that he gives your account a completely liberal, even republican color-
ing. Why don’t you yourself give the lectures?’ ”3 Stung by the crown prince’s 
criticism, Hegel replied (at least in Arnold Ruge’s secondhand telling) that 
he was not aware of Gans’s transgressions and promised to restart the lecture 
course. Whether or not that was in fact the motivating cause, Hegel did take 

1. Hegel, Philosphie des Rechts, §273A.
2. Bruno Bauer, Die gute Sache der Freiheit und meine eigene Angelegenheiten (Zurich & Win-

terthur: Literarischen Comptoirs, 1842), 119.
3. Arnold Ruge, Aus früherer Zeit, vol. 4 (Berlin: Franz Duncker, 1867), 431.
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up lecturing again on the philosophy of right in the autumn of 1831—a task 
that he had been happy to delegate to Gans since 1827. However, Gans and 
Hegel were now in direct competition, both lecturing on the same topic in the 
same term. The students’ clear preference for Gans’s lecture led to a bout of 
jealousy on the part of the aging Hegel, to the loyal Gans’s considerable mor-
tification. The old friends were able to reconcile two days later—but only on 
Hegel’s deathbed. Hegel had become suddenly ill (attributed, but potentially 
mistakenly, to cholera) and he died on 14 November 1831, having delivered 
only the first of his proposed political philosophy lectures.4

The future Frederick William IV’s accusation that Gans was turning his 
students (which later included Marx) into republicans was certainly an exag-
gerated fear.5 But Gans did provide a more forthright defense of liberal con-
stitutionalism in his lectures than Hegel’s characteristically cautious approach 
(despite his undoubted commitment to a constitutional monarchy). Gans also 
signaled to his students a degree of openness to the future possibility of some 
republican institutions (compared to Hegel’s outright dismissal).6 The crown 
prince was therefore not entirely wrong to worry that Gans was giving Hegel’s 
political philosophy a “completely liberal, even republican coloring.”7 But, as 
the crown prince’s reaction shows, too open an advocacy of liberal and espe-
cially radical ideas was a hazardous endeavour in Vormärz Prussia, forcing 
writers into much more coded and careful statements of their ideas.

4. Terry Pinkard, Hegel: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 
655–59; Johann Braun, Judentum, Jurisprudenz und Philosophie: Bilder aus dem leben des Juristen 
Eduard Gans (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 1997), 85–86, 185–87.

5. Marx studied criminal law with Gans in 1836–37 and Prussian law in 1838, but he did not 
formally attend Gans’s philosophy of right lectures (titled Natural Law and Universal Legal 
History). See Michael Heinrich, Karl Marx und die Geburt der modernen Gesellschaft, vol. 1 (Stutt-
gart: Schmetterling Verlag, 2018), 193–94. Whether Marx may have informally attended or 
indirectly known of their contents is speculative. For the (quite limited) evidence of Gans’s 
influence on Marx, see Norbert Waszek, Eduard Gans (1797–1839): Hegelianer—Jude—Europäer: 
Texte und Dokumente (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1991), 37–41.

6. Gans argued, in contrast to Hegel, that both a king and a president could conceivably be 
head of state, and he speculated that America’s republican practice might one day arrive in 
Europe. Gans also endorsed a more inclusive set of representative institutions than Hegel, but 
at the same time argued in favor of British-style property qualifications on voting. His openness 
to aspects of “republicanism” thus did not extend to democracy. See Eduard Gans, Naturrecht 
und Universalrechtsgeschichte: Vorlesungen nach G. W. F. Hegel, ed. Johann Braun (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 213–14, 228–29. Gans can thus be seen as a bridge figure between the more 
cautious (or conservative) liberalism of Hegel and the radicalism of the Left Hegelians.

7. As is argued by Johann Braun, “Einleitung,” in Gans, Naturrecht und Universalrechtsge-
schichte, xxi–xxv.
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It was this necessity that had grated so deeply on Marx during his editorial 
career at the Rheinische Zeitung. He told Ruge that he was tired of fighting “for 
freedom” with “pinpricks rather than clubs” and the unedifying “bowing and 
scraping” that censorship necessitated. He quipped that by banning the Rhein-
ische Zeitung the “government has given me back my freedom.”8 Marx used this 
newfound freedom to engage in an assault on both Prussian absolutism and 
Hegel’s constitutional monarchism. Marx retreated to the Rhenish spa town of 
Kreuznach, where he married his longtime fiancée, Jenny von Westphalen. In 
Kreuznach he planned his future editorial collaboration with Ruge (who vis-
ited Marx in July), eventually settling on Paris as their base of operations to 
publish the Deutsche-Französische Jahrbücher and moving there in Octo-
ber 1843.9 The intervening four or five months spent in Kreuznach were some 
of the most intellectually formative of Marx’s life. He extracted a copious set of 
notes from an enormous reading list; contributed to a programmatic set 
of letters that were edited by Ruge and printed in the Deutsche-Französische 
Jahrbücher; and finally found the time for his long-planned critique of Hegel’s 
account of the modern state.

In his letters, Marx condemned the despotic treatment of subjects and the 
exclusion of the mass of citizens from political participation that resulted from 
the arbitrary rule of absolute monarchs. In his critique of Hegel, Marx rejected 
his constitutional model of monarchy, which Marx argued only fractionally 
extended participation to the king’s ministers, his bureaucrats, and the prop-
ertied elite. Marx expressed a preference for a republic over a constitutional 
monarchy, but also criticized the American model of a republic, where the 
people were still estranged from the political sphere and consigned to particu-
larism of civil society. Marx thereby provided a republican critique of the three 
main competing models of the modern state.

But in perhaps the Kritik’s most surprising and unique move, Marx did not 
end his constitutional critique with these three models, as, for instance, in the 
typical analysis of Bruno Bauer, where the republic appears as the final tran-
scendent constitutional form that supersedes constitutional and absolute 
monarchy. Instead, Marx added and endorsed a fourth constitutional category, 

8. Marx to Arnold Ruge, 25 January 1843, MEGA III.1: 43 / MECW 1: 397. Marx similarly 
said that it had become “impossible for me to write under Prussian censorship or to live 
in the Prussian atmosphere,” Marx to Arnold Ruge, 13 March 1843, MEGA III.1: 45 / MECW 
1: 400.

9. Helmut Elsner, “Karl Marx in Kreuznach 1842 / 43: Daten-Personen-Kreuznacher Exz-
erpte,” in Studien zu Marx’ erstem Paris-Aufenthalt und zur Entstehung der Deutschen Ideologie 
(Trier: Karl-Marx-Haus, 1990), 117–18.
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a “true democracy (wahren Demokratie).”10 In this as yet unrealized constitu-
tional form, Marx argued that the people would hold active sovereign power 
through the popular public administration of general interests (rather than by 
professional civil servants) and the tight control over representatives through 
binding instructions. The people’s alienation from general interests in the 
modern state would be overcome and they would act for the common good 
in their daily lives. In this democracy “the constitution is . . . ​established as the 
people’s own work . . . ​as a free product of man” and would realize the desire 
“of all to be real (active) members of the state . . . ​to give themselves a political 
being.”11 “Democracy,” Marx consequently insisted, “is the solved riddle of all 
constitutions.”12

I begin the chapter with a more detailed account of Marx’s intellectual ac-
tivities during his time in Kreuznach and the account of the modern state he 
developed there. I then analyze Marx’s critique of each of the three modern 
state forms, absolutist, constitutional, and republican, followed by an outline 
of Marx’s account of a future democratic regime that is supposed to supersede 
the modern state. I criticize interpretations that see Marx’s endorsement of a 
democracy and his critique of the particularism of the modern republic as evi-
dence of Marx’s having transitioned to a democratic position that is distinct 
from republicanism or of his having already transitioned from republicanism 
to communism. I end with an outline of Marx’s early republican criticism of 
existing communisms.

Kreuznach and the Study of the Modern State
Over a lightning two-month period, from July through August 1843, Marx 
made his way through twenty-three books that were themselves frequently 
multivolume works, filling five notebooks with excerpts.13 These Kreuznacher 
Hefte (Kreuznach Notebooks), as they are often called, consisted, on the one 
hand, of histories and contemporary observational accounts of various mod-
ern and historical states, with a particular emphasis on France and the French 

10. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 32 / MECW 3: 30. Though I have used “true democracy” as the 
title of this chapter, Marx uses the term only once in the Kritik, and it is not clear that he invests 
much weight in the term, as compared to his use of “democracy” simpliciter.

11. Ibid., 31, 128 / 29, 118.
12. Ibid., 31 / 29.
13. I follow the dating of the Kreuznacher Hefte given by the editors in MEGA IV.2: 609. But 

it has sometimes been argued that they were in fact composed over a longer period, from 
May 1842 to August 1843; see Hans-Peter Jaeck, “Marx’ ‘Kreuznacher Exzerpte,’ ” Jahrbuch für 
Geschichte, 1982, 73–110.
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Revolution, as well as America, England, Germany, Sweden, and the Venetian 
Republic. On the other, Marx read three classic works of constitutional and 
political theory: Machiavelli’s Discorsi sopra la prima deca di Tito Livio (Dis-
courses on the First Decade of Titus Livius) (1531), Montesquieu’s De l’esprit des 
lois (The Spirit of the Laws) (1748) and Rousseau’s Du contrat social (The Social 
Contract) (1762). All three authors had made appearances in Marx’s journal-
ism, suggesting that Marx already possessed at least a passing knowledge of 
their thought and that his Kreuznach reading was meant to deepen or refresh 
this understanding.14 In his journalism, he had credited Machiavelli, Montes-
quieu, and Rousseau as being among those (alongside Campanella, Hobbes, 
Spinoza, Grotius, Fichte, and Hegel) who “began to regard the state through 
human eyes and to deduce its natural laws from reason and experience, and 
not from theology.”15

Of the three, Marx’s most extensive notes are on Montesquieu, with a 
particular focus on the first eleven books of De l’esprit des lois, often consid-
ered to be the sections of most interest, including the discussions of the 
principles of different governmental forms and the separation of powers 
(though Marx’s notes also include a sprinkling of extracts from the final 
twenty books). Marx’s extracts from Du contrat social are from the first three 
books of the text, covering Rousseau’s central ideas on sovereignty, general 
will, and representation, and break off at the neglected final fourth book (and 
so Marx’s notes do not cover, for instance, the sections on Roman political 
institutions and civic religion). Marx’s Machiavelli notes are the shortest of 
the trio, essentially covering only the first third of the Discorsi. Marx read 
Machiavelli in a German translation, extracting some of the key ideas around 
the antagonistic relations between the nobles and the people in a republic.

While critical attention has naturally been drawn to these three classic 
works, the most consequential of Marx’s readings that summer might actually 
have been a now almost completely forgotten travelogue, Men and Manners of 
America (1833), by the Scottish army officer Thomas Hamilton. As I argue 
below, Hamilton’s account of America played a decisive role in Marx’s account 
of a modern republic. The Kreuznacher Hefte primarily takes the form of cop-
ied out direct quotes with only a very sparse number of comments, making it 
difficult to discern Marx’s opinions of his readings aside from his general 

14. Marx, “Debatten über Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I.1: 149 / MECW 1: 161; “Debatten über das 
Holzdiebstahlsgesetz,” MEGA I.1: 202/ MECW 1: 227.

15. Marx, “Der leitende Artikel,” MEGA I.1: 188-89 / MECW 1: 201. Montesquieu is not ini-
tially listed with the others, but a subsequent positive mention in the next paragraph suggests 
Marx also thought this applied to him.
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interest in the topic.16 His overall intentions in engaging in this enormous 
reading are not entirely clear, but it seems likely that it was undertaken with 
the aim of supporting Marx’s primary intellectual pursuit at the time—his 
critique of Hegel’s constitutional monarchy.

From roughly March to September 1843 (though the exact date is un-
known), Marx finally managed to set down this long-planned critique, produc-
ing a hundred-page untitled manuscript, now usually known as Zur Kritik der 
Hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie (Contribution to a Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of 
Right) (hereafter Kritik).17 Marx’s Kritik takes the form of a paragraph-by-
paragraph commentary on the final part of Hegel’s Grundlinien der Philosophe 
des Rechts (Elements of the Philosophy of Right) (1820), which deals with the 
state and its internal constitutional makeup.18 This section of Hegel’s great 
work is often considered to be the least interesting and least convincing part 
of the book, even by otherwise sympathetic Hegel scholars, with one sum-
marizing it as “a very turgid project” justifying a “ramshackle constitutional 
structure.”19 Marx’s choice to focus on this section, rather than what, for in-
stance, Hegel had to say about property or civil society, is sometimes seen as 

16. A less restrained interpretative approach to these extracts is, in contrast, taken in Norman 
Arthur Fischer, Marxist Ethics within Western Political Theory: A Dialogue with Republicanism, 
Communitarianism, and Liberalism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 23–40.

17. Charles Barbour has recently challenged the traditional dating of the Kritik. He argues 
that while the surviving Kritik manuscript certainly postdates March 1843, the first half of it was 
likely copied by Marx from an earlier nonextant version he had begun in early 1842. Barbour 
argues that Marx then likely turned to the research embodied in the Kreuznacher Hefte in order 
to write the second half of the Kritik manuscript. Barbour maintains (rightly, in my view) that 
because of the positions defended in the first half of the Kritik, this dating would support read-
ing Marx’s 1842 journalism in a republican, rather than liberal, light. See Charles Barbour, “The 
Kreuznach Myth: Marx, Feuerbach and the ‘Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law,’ ” History of 
Political Thought 44, no. 2 (2023): 390–414.

18. Marx’s comments cover a slightly reduced number of paragraphs (§261–§313) from 
Hegel’s subsection on the internal constitution. The first sheet of the original manuscript is 
missing, and it is probable that this contained Marx’s comments on §257–60. The loss is regret-
table not least because it would have covered Hegel’s critique in §258A of Rousseau’s social 
contract. Marx broke off the manuscript at §313 and did not comment on the remaining para-
graphs in the subsection or the closing subsections on the relations between states (§330–40) 
and world history (§341–60).

19. Dudley Knowles, Hegel and the Philosophy of Right (London: Routledge, 2002), 326–27. 
For a convincing defense of focusing on exactly these institutional specifics of Hegel, see Elias 
Buchetmann, Hegel and the Representative Constitution (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2023), 3, 18–19.



T rue  D e m o cr ac y   77

an inexplicable “oddity.”20 But Marx seems to have been drawn to it precisely 
because it provided him with a relatively detailed portrayal and philosophical 
justification of the lineaments of a modern constitutional monarchy.21

Marx’s working approach in the Kritik was to laboriously copy out Hegel’s 
paragraphs and subject them to individual lengthy critique. He claimed that 
Hegel would thereby be “translated into prose” and plain “German.”22 But the 
result is a text that is often less approachable than the hardly reader-friendly 
original. Marx never published the Kritik (it only finally appeared in 1927), and 
its clunky paragraph format suggests that Marx intended it as a self-clarificatory 
groundwork for an eventual public critique of Hegel’s political philosophy,23 
a project that Marx continued to pursue for at least another year.24 Despite 
being one of Marx’s most extensive pieces of writing from the period (and 
certainly his most extensive discussion of politics), the Kritik has traditionally 
received less attention that Marx’s other early writings (especially compared 
to the Ökonomisch-Philosophische Manuskripte from 1844). That relative ne-
glect has begun to be remedied in more recent accounts of the young Marx’s 
thought, which have also (in contrast to earlier interpretations) tended to 
stress the democratic and republican dimensions of the Kritik.25

20. Andrew Vincent, Theories of the State (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1987), 156.
21. Marx’s interest in that subject at the time might also be gleaned from his notes on Mon-

tesquieu, where he copied out Montesquieu’s well-known judgment that Britain was “a nation 
where the republic hides under the form of monarchy” and added (in a rare supplement of his 
own words) that this was a “constitutional monarchy.” See Montesquieu, De l’esprit des lois, in 
Oeuvres complètes, vol. 2 (Paris: Gallimard, 1951), bk. V, ch. 19 / The Spirit of the Laws, ed. Anne M. 
Cohler, Basia Carolyn Miller and Harold Samuel Stone (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), bk. V, ch. 19; Marx, “Exzerpte aus Montesquieu,” MEGA IV.2: 109.

22. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 7, 17 / MECW 3: 7, 16.
23. Twenty years later, Arnold Ruge used a similar but more polished format for his critique 

of the same section of Hegel in his Aus früherer Zeit, 4: 381–419. Ruge makes many of the same 
republican criticisms of Hegel as Marx, and his text might be thought of as an approximation 
of what Marx’s Kritik would have looked like had he brought it to publication.

24. This should not be confused with Marx’s “Kritik der Hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie: 
Einleitung” (1844), published in the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher (dealt with in chapter 3). 
Though Marx intended his longer critique of Hegel to form the continuation of that article had 
the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher not been discontinued, see MEGA I.2: 581. For the first 
published version of the Kritik, see MEGA①, I.1, Halbband 1: 403–553.

25. Miguel Abensour, Democracy Against the State: Marx and the Machiavellian Moment, 
trans. Max Blechman and Martin Breaugh (Cambridge: Polity, 2011); Étienne Balibar and Gé-
rard Raulet, eds., Marx démocrate: Le Manuscrit de 1843 (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 
2001); Alexandros Chrysis, “True Democracy” as a Prelude to Communism: The Marx of Democ-
racy (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), chapters 3–4; David Leopold, The Young Karl Marx: 
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While the Kritik has the inherent interpretive drawbacks of an unpublished 
text not meant for public consumption (though also the advantage of not 
being subject to censorship), we do have one public source of Marx’s political 
views at the time, namely Marx’s contributions to “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843” 
(“A Letter-Exchange from 1843”). This text formed part of the Deutsch-
Französische Jahrbücher’s opening programmatic statement (alongside Ruge’s 
introductory “Plan”) and consisted of eight edited letters between Ruge, on 
the one hand, and Mikhail Bakunin, Ludwig Feuerbach, and Marx, on the 
other. Three letters from Marx were included in this exchange, dated March, 
May, and September 1843, which provide some insight into Marx’s political 
views at the time. That includes his suggestive statement on the need for 
“Human beings, that is thinking beings, free men, republicans.”26

Interpretive difficulties arise, however, because none of original letters have 
survived, and we know that Ruge heavily edited the exchange by inserting 
phrases and rearranging and combining letters so that they formed a coherent 
conversation.27 The exact contents of the “Marx” letters thus cannot be 
straightforwardly attributed to Marx.28 We therefore should not put too much 
weight on individual statements in the letters, such as the above “free men, 
republicans,” which may well have been inserted by Ruge. At the same time, 
it would be a mistake simply to dismiss the contents of the letters as exclu-
sively corresponding to Ruge’s views.29 For one, Ruge himself noted that the 
final September letter was authentically Marx’s.30 Moreover, even if the lan-
guage of parts of the letters seems to originate with Ruge, many of the 

German Philosophy, Modern Politics, and Human Flourishing (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007), 254, 260.

26. Marx to Ruge, May 1843, “Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 475 / MECW 3: 134.
27. Ruge characterized his editing process as “writing several letters on the basis of originals 

from Bacun[in], Feuerb[ach], Marx and myself,” Ruge to Julius Fröbel, 19 December 1843, Re-
daktionsbriefwechsel, 1331. We do not know enough about the editing process to know if Marx 
was in a position to oversee the final contents of the letters. For some description, see Ruge to 
Catharina Sophia Ruge, 28 March 1844, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter, 341.

28. Engels later claimed that “Marx told me more than once that his part of it had been 
tinkered with by Ruge who had inserted all manner of nonsense,” Engels to Wilhelm Lieb-
knecht, 18 December 1890, MEW 37: 527; MECW 49: 93–94.

29. As in Allan Megill, Karl Marx: The Burden of Reason (Why Marx Rejected Politics and the 
Market) (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002), 99–100.

30. Ruge wrote that all the letters in fact had “one author,” with the exception of Feuerbach’s 
and Marx’s September letter; see Ruge to Jakob Veneday, 7 March 1844, Redaktionsbriefwechsel, 
1339. Ruge also left out Marx’s September letter when he later reprinted all the other contribu-
tions to the “Briefwechsel von 1843” in his Sämmtliche Werke, 2nd ed., vol. 9 (Mannheim: J. P. 
Grohe, 1848), 113–42.
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substantive positions defended by Marx in the letters overlap with those in his 
other contemporary writings.31 We should therefore treat the letters (even 
those from March and May) as being potentially indicative of Marx’s views 
(if not necessarily his own language) and check whether they align with his 
contemporaneous views for further support.

The combined thematic focus of the Kritik, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” 
and the excerpts in the Kreuznacher Hefte can be summarized as an investiga-
tion into the “emergence, character and the (future) replacement of the 
modern state.”32 The most important finding that Marx derived from this 
investigation was that the central differentiating characteristic of modern 
states was that they were what Marx called “abstract” or “political states,” by 
which he meant states wherein the political sphere and civil society had be-
come split apart.33 Marx argued that no such division could be found in previ-
ous historical state forms. In medieval states a person’s political position and 
privileges were directly tied to their socio-economic status. Their socio-
economic status as serfs, merchants, or lords, for instance, determined their 
political rights.34 There was thus no separation between the two spheres, 
since “the estates of civil society as such and the estates in the political senses were 
identical.”35 Marx argued that a similar unity existed in ancient states, where 
a slave’s socio-economic position meant that they had their “political exis-
tence destroyed.”36 But ancient unity also had more positive sides, and Marx 
judged the ancient Greek city-states to have had a unified character because 
the widespread political participation of its citizens meant that “the res pu-
blica is the real private affair of the citizens.”37 Ancient and medieval states 
were thus characterized by the absence of the political/civil society distinc-
tion that marks modern states. Marx identified the French Revolution as the 
key historical moment in the emergence of the modern state, since it “com-
pleted the transformation of the political into social estates” so that “social 
differences . . . ​are without significance in political life. The separation of 
political life and civil society was thereby completed.”38

31. Inge Taubert, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843. In: Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher. Zur 
Authentizität des Textes,” Beiträge zur Marx-Engels-Forschung 1 (1977): 29–45.

32. I take this apt summary from Leopold, who uses it describe Marx’s early political thought 
as a whole; see Leopold, Young Karl Marx, 11.

33. Lucio Colletti, “Introduction,” in Early Writings, by Karl Marx (London: Penguin, 1975), 
33–34; Leopold, Young Karl Marx, 66–67.

34. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 33 / MECW 3: 32.
35. Ibid., 78 / 72.
36. Ibid., 120 / 110.
37. Ibid., 34 / 32.
38. Ibid., 89 / 80.
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Marx associated the separation of civil and political spheres in modern ab-
stract states with the emergence of a distinct set of interests and characteristics. 
Civil society was the realm of particular interests and was marked by “private 
egoism,” “individualism,” and “atomism.”39 In contrast, the political sphere was 
supposed to be the realm of general or universal interests (allgemeine Interes-
sen), which corresponds to humanity’s “species-content (Gattungsinhalt).” But 
Marx argued that because the modern state only provided a limited and nar-
row form of political engagement, “the true actuality of universal interests is 
merely formal.”40 Marx furthermore repeatedly characterized the political 
sphere in the modern state as remote from the everyday life of the citizen, 
calling it a “distant state . . . ​which does not touch him or his independent 
reality,” and depicting political life in the modern state as “life in the airy re-
gions”; and he contrasted the “heaven of its [the state’s] generality” with the 
“earthly existence of its [civil society’s] existence.”41 The modern state is thus 
characterized by citizens spending their daily lives in civil society pursuing 
particular and egoistic interests, with only very limited opportunities for act-
ing on general matters in a remote political sphere. That feature of modern 
states corresponds to a further sense of what Marx means by “abstract” or 
“political” states—that in modern states the people are detached or alienated 
from the state. Whereas in ancient states there was a “substantial unity be-
tween people and state,” the “otherworldly nature of the . . . ​[modern] political 
state” is the “affirmation of their estrangement.”42

Marx credited Hegel with being the “only” philosopher to have recognized 
the cleavage between the political sphere and civil society as the defining char-
acteristic of the modern state.43 Hegel had argued that this cleavage gave the 
modern state a complexity that premodern states lacked, making previous 
staples of constitutional analysis outdated. He insisted that the “old classifica-
tion of constitutions into monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy presupposes a 
still undivided and substantial unity.” Thus, while this classification was “true 
and correct” for the ancient world, where states lack “depth and concrete rational-
ity,” it did not apply to modern states that did exhibit those characteristics.44 
Marx concurred with Hegel that the ancient tripartite division of constitutions 
was unsuitable to the modern world. As Marx put it, in “unmediated monar-
chy, democracy and aristocracy there is as yet no political constitution as 

39. Ibid., 45, 88, 90 / 42, 79, 81.
40. Ibid., 33, 68 / 31, 63.
41. Ibid., 32–33, 87-88 / 31, 77–78.
42. Ibid. 32–33 / 31.
43. Ibid., 78 / 72.
44. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §273A.
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distinct from the actual, material state or the other content of the life of 
the people.”45 But where Marx parted ways with Hegel is that he believed that 
the split between the state and civil society was a partly regrettable feature 
of the modern world, which would be transcended in a future democracy 
that (as we will see) both draws from and supersedes the ancient model of 
“unmediated . . . ​democracy.”

(Prussian) Absolute Monarchy
Absolute monarchy receives short shrift in the Kritik—unsurprising given the 
text’s primary focus on Hegel’s constitutional model and, perhaps, because 
Marx did not think it merited serious theoretical consideration. Marx’s only 
explicit mention of absolutism is to note that while the French Revolution 
confirmed the division between civil society and the political sphere, this 
process had already been under way “in the absolute monarchy” that preceded 
it.46 But the fight against absolutism and the corresponding frustration with 
the political backwardness of Germany is the central theme of all the letters, 
including Marx’s, in “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843.” That theme is aptly summa-
rized by the call, in Bakunin’s letter, for a “German 1789.”47

In Marx’s first letter, dated soon after the Prussian censorship of the Rheinische 
Zeitung, he reported to Ruge that the regime’s “glorious mantle of liberalism” 
had been exposed for the sham it was and now its “disgusting despotism in all 
its nakedness is disclosed to the eyes of the whole world.”48 Marx ominously 
predicted that the Prussian Hohenzollern’s “comedy of despotism” would end 
the same way that it had for the “Stuarts and the Bourbons.”49 In his reply, 
Ruge (affecting a political stance that he did not share in order to heighten the 
exchange’s conversational nature) expressed greater skepticism about Ger-
many’s readiness for revolution, but maintained that he still hoped for a revo-
lution because it would mean the “transformation of all hearts and the raising 
of hands in the name of the honor of free men, for the free state, that belongs 
to no lord, but to the public spirit (öffentliche Wesen), which only belongs to 
itself.”50 Bakunin, in turn, gently chided Ruge for giving up on the Germans 

45. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 33 / MECW 3: 32.
46. Ibid., 89 / 79. The inclusion of absolute monarchies within the category of modern states 

is also implied by Marx’s aside about “modern, including constitutional, monarchies”; see ibid.,  
65 / 60.

47. Bakunin to Ruge, May 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 480.
48. Marx to Ruge, March 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 471 / MECW 3: 133.
49. Ibid., 471-72 / 134.
50. Ruge to Marx, March 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 473.
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too easily, even if he accepted that a political revolution was not imminent. 
Bakunin wrote his letter on the Île de St.-Pierre in Switzerland, where Rous-
seau had spent an idyllic six weeks in 1765 while seeking refuge from the 
political persecution following the 1762 publication of Du contrat social and 
Émile.51 Bakunin reported to Ruge that “my belief in the victory of humanity 
over priests and tyrants, is the same belief that the great exile [Rousseau] 
poured into millions of hearts.”52 After comparing the Germans to the ancient 
Greeks, Bakunin ended his letter from “Rousseau’s Island” with an orientalist 
call for Germans to once more fight for the “downfall of the Persians.”53

Marx’s withering assessment of Prussian despotism in “Ein Briefwechsel 
von 1843” suggests four criticisms of absolute monarchs: their attitude toward 
and treatment of their subjects, their effect on wider society, their monopoliza-
tion of political life, and the arbitrary nature of their rule. Though we cannot 
rule out that parts of these criticisms may stem from Ruge, the contents of the 
arguments are not out of character with Marx’s other writings at the time.54 
Marx first argued that despots viewed their own subjects with contempt and 
treat them accordingly. Marx recalled an infamous episode from the Battle of 
Berezina, part of Napoleon’s disastrous retreat from Russia, where the em-
peror’s alleged response to the sight of his own soldiers drowning in the river 
was to joke, “Voyez ces crapauds!” (“Look at those toads!”).55 Marx maintained 
that the episode was symptomatic of the attitude and behavior of all despots, 
whether a world-historical figure like Napoleon or the “wholly ordinary” king 

51. On his stay, see Maurice Cranston, The Solitary Self: Jean-Jacques Rousseau in Exile and 
Adversity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 133–40.

52. Bakunin to Ruge, May 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 480–81.
53. Ibid., 482. For Bakunin’s stay on the island, see E. H. Carr, Michael Bakunin (London: 

Macmillan, 1975), 17–18. For the recurrent use of the Orient as republicanism’s despotic “other,” 
see Patricia Springborg, Western Republicanism and the Oriental Prince (Oxford: Polity Press, 
1992).

54. These criticisms are also not drawn from the two sections of Marx’s letters that the 
MEGA editors conclude are especially likely to spring from Ruge; see MEGA I.2: 943, 945.

55. Marx to Ruge, May 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 476 / MECW 3: 138. 
Though Marx cautions that the story is probably fictional (it was a staple of German anti-
Napoleonic propaganda), there does seem to be some contemporary basis for it; see Joseph de 
Maistre to M. le Comte de Front, 17 (29) December 1812, Oeuvres complètes de J. de Maistre, 
vol. 12 (Lyon: Vitte et Perrussell, 1886), 337; Joseph de Maistre et Blacas: Leur correspondance in-
édite et l’histoire de leur amitié, ed. Ernest Daudet (Paris: Plon, 1908), 214. It is also not the only 
instance of Napoleon expressing such views about his soldiers; he once told Metternich that 
“a man such as I am does not give a fuck about the lives of a million men,” cited in Wolfram 
Siemann, Metternich: Strategist and Visionary, trans. Daniel Steuer (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 
2019), 351.
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of Prussia. A “despot always sees people as degraded. They drown before his 
eyes and for his sake in the mud of ordinary life” as “the sole idea of despotism 
is contempt for man, the dehumanized man.”56 Marx concluded that “for des-
potism brutality is a necessity and humanity an impossibility.”57

Marx further argued that despotic rule corrupted all members of society, 
both in their character and in relations with each other. In a vivid image, Marx 
said that the Prussian king was “lord of the world, of course, only because he 
fills it with his society as maggots do a corpse.”58 The king maintained a soci-
ety of masters and servants, where the former know that the “world belongs 
to them” and the latter have learned that they are “the property of their mas-
ters” and that their “function is to be obedient, devoted and attentive” to their 
masters.” This “philistine world” was a result of the “[c]enturies of barbarism 
[that] engendered and shaped it” and it was only the “French Revolution 
which once more restored human beings.”59 Marx claimed that a king could 
never turn “his subjects into free, real human beings” because the “monarch is 
always only the king of the philistines.”60

Marx also charged absolute monarchs with hoarding political power and 
denying their people their human nature as political beings. Marx remarked 
that in Prussia the “only political person” was the king, while his subjects, who 
are in fact “political animals,” were reduced to just a “breed of slaves or horses.”61 
That Aristotelian thought is subsequently made explicit, when Marx quips in 
response to Aristotle’s claim that “man is by nature a political animal (zoon poli-
tikon)” that German society was so depoliticized that “the German Aristotle 
who wished to derive his Politics from our conditions, would write at the top 
of it: ‘Man is a social, but wholly apolitical, animal.’ ”62

Finally, Marx attacked the arbitrary nature of absolute monarchy. Rule by 
an absolute monarch meant being “guided exclusively by his whims” so that 

56. Marx to Ruge, May 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 477 / MECW 3: 138.
57. Ibid., 479 / 141.
58. Ibid., 475 / 134.
59. Ibid., 476 / 137.
60. Ibid., 478 / 139.
61. Ibid., 476, 477 / 137, 139.
62. Ibid. See Aristotle, Politics, in The Politics and the Constitution of Athens, ed. Stephen 

Everson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), bk. I, ch. 2, 1253a3–4 and bk. III, 
ch. 6, 1278b19. Marx may have intended to allude to the well-known description of Hegel as the 
“German Aristotle” by his student K. F. Bachmann in his “System der Wissenschaft, von G. W. 
Fr. Hegel,” Heidelbergische Jahrbücher der Literatur, Abt. 1, Heft 4 (1810), 146. If so, Marx’s critique 
of a depoliticized German society and its citizens can also be read as a pointed dig at Hegel’s 
political philosophy.
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“his personality determines the system” and “[w]hat he does . . . ​what he 
thinks . . . ​that is what in Prussia the state thinks or does.” The unsurprising 
result of this uncontrolled power was a series of “ridiculous and embarrassing 
situations” and “fickle, headless and contemptible” decisions, which would not 
end as “long as whim retains its place.” Marx lamented that little more could 
be expected of a ruler in a country where the “people have never known any 
other law but the arbitrary will of its kings.”63

Marx claimed that these criticisms were true not only of absolute monarchy 
but could be expected to characterize any monarchical system. He made this 
point through a discussion of Montesquieu’s division of constitutions in De 
l’esprit des lois, parts of which Marx had also extracted during his reading of the 
text that summer.64 Montesquieu distinguished between three main types of 
government: (1) republican, (2) monarchical, and (3) despotic.65 Montesquieu 
argued that in both monarchical and despotic government sovereignty rested in 
one person, but these were differentiated from each other by the fact that mon-
archies were ruled in accordance with law, while despotisms were ruled by per-
sonal will. Montesquieu further divided republican forms of government into 
(a) democratic and (b) aristocratic types, depending on whether the people as 
a whole or only part of the people held sovereign power.66 Montesquieu main-
tained that each of these forms of government has an associated “principle,” the 
underlying human passion which drives that form of government. For despotic 
governments it was fear; for monarchical governments honor; for aristocratic 
ones, moderation; and for democratic ones, virtue67 (see figure 3).

In response, Marx objected to Montesquieu’s attempt to differentiate be-
tween monarchy and despotism. He argued that these were really “names for 
a single concept,” or at best slightly varying instantiations of the same under
lying principle. Marx insisted that Montesquieu was wrong to claim that the 
principle of monarchy is honor, when it was actually “the despised, the despi-
cable, the dehumanized man.” Wherever the “monarchical principle has a ma-
jority behind it, human beings constitute the minority,” and where it is not 
even questioned, “there are no human beings at all.”68 The implication would 

63. Marx to Ruge, May 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 477 / MECW 3: 
138–39.

64. Marx, “Exzerpte aus Montesquieu,” MEGA IV.2: 106–7.
65. Montesquieu, De l’esprit des lois, bk. II, ch. 1.
66. Ibid., bk. II, ch. 2.
67. Ibid., bk. III, chs. 1–8. Hegel discusses Montesquieu’s three regime types and their under

lying principles in Philosophie des Rechts §273A, which suggests the possibility that Marx may 
have turned to Montesquieu while addressing that section of Hegel in the Kritik.

68. Marx to Ruge, May 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 477 / MECW 3: 138.
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figure 3. Montesquieu’s constitutional typology. Governmental types are in 
bold, subtypes are underlined, and associated principles are in parentheses.

seem to be that attempts to constitutionalize an absolute monarchy would still 
leave a regime that was fundamentally opposed to the rule of the people. Marx 
thus provided a republican critique of absolute monarchy for its arbitrary and 
politically exclusive nature, while expressing skepticism that a constitutional 
monarchy would do much better. That thought was properly developed by 
Marx in his republican critique of Hegel’s model of constitutional monarchy, 
to which I now turn.

(Hegel’s) Constitutional Monarchy
It might once have been considered controversial to examine Hegel under the 
rubric of constitutional monarchy. A long interpretative tradition has con-
demned him as an “apologist for Prussian absolutism.”69 That understanding 
was influential for parts of the twentieth century, driven by the slapdash schol-
arship of Karl Popper, but also has its predecessors in the some of the early 
Vormärz liberal reaction to Hegel, including influential critical entries in Rot-
teck and Welcker’s Staats-Lexikon.70 Despite the longevity of this interpretive 

69. Karl Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies: New One-Volume Edition (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2013[1945]), 249.

70. Karl Hermann Sheidler, “Hegel’sche Philosophie und Schule,” Staats-Lexikon, ed. Carl 
von Rotteck and Carl Welcker, vol. 7 (Altona: Hammerich, 1839), 607–46; and “Hegel 
(Neuhegelianer),” Staats-Lexikon, ed. Carl von Rotteck and Carl Welcker, 2nd ed., vol. 6 (Al-
tona: Hammerich 1847), 629–64. See further Charles Barbour, “A Liberal before Liberalism: 
Karl Hermann Scheidler and the New Hegelians,” Modern Intellectual History 18, no. 3 (2021): 
658–80.
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tradition, there is little to say for it and it is dismissed by nearly all modern 
scholars of Hegel.71 Quite simply, the political institutions that Hegel defends 
in the Philosophie des Rechts do not correspond to the Prussia of 1820.72 Hegel 
endorses a constitutional monarch, equality before the law, freedom of the 
press, trial by jury, Jewish emancipation, a national legislative assembly, and a 
civil service appointed solely on merit (rather than noble birth).

That is not to say that Hegel did not provide ammunition to his critics 
through the somewhat accommodationist gloss in the preface to his work 
or that Prussia had no influence over his thought. But it is more accurate to say 
that Hegel’s rational state “resemble[s] Prussia not as it ever was, but Prussia 
as it was to have become” if Stein and Hardenberg’s liberal reform movement 
had not been defeated in 1819.73 More recent scholarship has also emphasized 
the diversity of German constitutional influences on Hegel’s thought, includ-
ing that of his native Württemberg and the various German states he worked 
in before moving to Prussia in 1818 for the final thirteen years of his life.74 
While Hegel was certainly no radical, he was opposed to reactionary absolut-
ism and was committed to moderation and liberal reforms. In the apt summa-
tion of the French liberal Victor Cousin: “He was profoundly liberal without 
being the least republican.”75

71. See, for instance, Shlomo Avineri, Hegel’s Theory of the Modern State (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1972), 115–17; Michael O. Hardimon, Hegel’s Social Philosophy: The Proj
ect of Reconciliation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 24–37; Stephen Houlgate, 
“Introduction,” in Outlines of the Philosophy of Right, by G. W. F Hegel, trans. T. M. Knox (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2008), vii–viii; T. M. Knox, “Hegel and Prussianism,” Philosophy 
15, no. 57 (1940): 51–63.

72. The following account is heavily indebted to the succinct discussion in Leopold, Young 
Karl Marx, 57–61.

73. Allen W. Wood, “Editor’s Introduction,” in Elements of the Philosophy of Right, by G. W. F. 
Hegel, trans. H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), x. For some impor
tant differences, however, between Hegel and the reform movement, see Daniel Lee, “The 
Legacy of Medieval Constitutionalism in the Philosophy of Right: Hegel and the Prussian Re-
form Movement,” History of Political Thought 29, no. 4 (2008): 628–29.

74. Elias Buchetmann, “Hegel’s Intervention in Württemberg’s Constitutional Conflict,” 
History of European Ideas 46, no. 2 (2020): 157–74; Buchetmann, Hegel and the Representative 
Constitution, 38–39.

75. Victor Cousin, “Souvenirs d’Allemagne: Bataille de Lützen.—M. Fries.—M. Sulpice 
Boisserée.—M. Creuzer.—H. Hegel.,” Revue des deux mondes, vol. 64, no. 3 (August 1866): 616. 
I do not aim to take a stand on the debate about whether Hegel was a liberal (as against, say, 
being a communitarian)—I only maintain that his institutional prescriptions largely match 
those of nineteenth-century liberalism.
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While the “Prussian interpretation” of Hegel has been nearly universally 
discredited, it lives a curious afterlife in the still quite widespread assumption 
that Marx subscribed to it. Versions of the claim can be found, perhaps excus-
ably, in various general studies on Marx or the modern state,76 as well as in 
Hegel scholarship keen to shield Hegel from the Prussian misreading.77 But, 
remarkably, the claim even makes its way into scholarship focused on Marx’s 
Kritik.78 Convincing textual evidence is rarely supplied for these claims, if it is 
supplied at all.79 There is in fact no reason to think that Marx changed his mind 
about the nature of Hegel’s state from his 1842 judgment that it was a “consti-
tutional monarchy” and as such a “through and through self-contradictory and 
self-abolishing hybrid.”80 Indeed, in the Kritik Marx explicitly judges Hegel to 
have “deduced not a patriarchal, but a modern constitutional king.”81

This does not mean that Marx thought Hegel’s ideas had no affinity with 
the Prussian state.82 As discussed below, Marx makes a particular connection 
between Hegel’s civil service and the Prussian bureaucracy. But, insofar as 

76. Sidney Hook, From Hegel to Marx: Studies in the Intellectual Development of Karl Marx 
(New York: Reynal & Hitchcock, 1936), 19–20; Duncan Kelly, “Karl Marx and Historical Sociol-
ogy,” in Handbook of Historical Sociology, ed. Gerard Deranty, Engin F. Isin, and Margaret R. 
Somers (London: Sage, 2003), 16; Michael Rosen, “Karl Marx,” in Routledge Encyclopaedia of 
Philosophy, ed. Edward Craig, vol. 4 (London: Routledge, 1998), 118; Martin Shaw, Theory of the 
Global State: Globality as Unfinished Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 35; Vincent, Theories of the State, 156–57.

77. Thom Brooks, “No Rubber Stamp: Hegel’s Constitutional Monarch,” History of Political 
Thought 28, no. 1 (2007): 92n4; Andrew Buchwalter, Dialectics, Politics, and the Contemporary 
Value of Hegel’s Practical Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 2012), 41; Karl-Heinz Ilting, “Hegels 
Begriff des Staates und die Kritik des jungen Marx,” Rivista di filosofia 7–8–9 (1977): 144; Ber-
nard Yack, “The Rationality of Hegel’s Concept of Monarchy,” The American Political Science 
Review 74, no. 3 (1980): 709.

78. Lloyd D. Easton and Kurt H. Guddat, “Introduction,” in Writings of the Young Marx on 
Philosophy and Society, by Karl Marx (Indianapolis: Hacket, 1997 [1976]), 12; M. W. Jackson, 
“Marx’s ‘Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right,’ ” History of European Ideas 12, no. 6 (1990): 800, 
808; Joseph O’Malley, “Editor’s Introduction,” in Critique of Hegel’s “Philosophy of Right,” by Karl 
Marx, trans. Annette Jollin and Joseph O’Malley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1970), li.

79. One commentator simply cites the one passage where Marx mentions absolute monar-
chy in the Kritik, seemingly unaware that Marx is referring to neither Hegel nor Prussia. See 
Thom Brooks, Hegel’s Political Philosophy: A Systematic Reading of the Philosophy of Right (Ed-
inburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 162n2.

80. Marx to Arnold Ruge, 5 March 1842, MEGA III.1: 22 / MECW 1: 382–83.
81. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 104 / MECW 3: 94.
82. Leopold, The Young Karl Marx, 61.
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Marx can be said to criticise Hegel for philosophically reproducing and justify-
ing the status quo, it is not primarily the Prussian status quo that Marx has in 
mind but that of the two model constitutional states of Europe: Britain and 
especially France. These states play as prominent a role in the Kritik as Prussia 
does, and it is these states that Marx has in mind when he accuses Hegel of 
“converting all the attributes of the constitutional monarch in today’s Europe 
into the absolute self-determinations of the will.”83 There is thus as little basis 
for attributing a Prussian absolutist reading of Hegel to Marx as there is to 
Hegel himself. Indeed, many years after the Kritik, when Engels wrote to Marx 
to condemn recent attempts to paint Hegel “as the discoverer (!) and glorifier 
(!!) of the royal Prussian idea of the state (!!!),” Marx readily replied that any-
one who wished to “repeat the old Rotteck-Welcker muck” about Hegel would 
do better to “keep his mouth shut.”84

Having hopefully cleared the ground of misconceptions about Hegel (and 
Marx’s view of Hegel), we can now turn to the substance of Hegel’s state 
(and Marx’s critique thereof). Hegel presents his rational state as composed 
of three elements: (1) the monarchical or princely power (2) the executive 
power, and (3) the legislative power (figure 4 is an attempt to depict the insti-
tutional details of these three elements).85 Hegel considered this a superior 
tripartite conceptualization of the modern constitutional state to Montes-
quieu’s separation of executive, judicial, and legislative powers, which Hegel 
believed set up the powers in competition with each other rather than as ele
ments of an organic whole.86 Since Marx’s Kritik closely follows Hegel’s own 
sequence of presentation, his critique of Hegel’s state can be profitably divided 

83. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 26 /MECW 3: 25. France was only a partially constitutional 
monarchy when Hegel published the Philosophie des Rechts in 1820. Marx treats France’s subse-
quent 1830 July Monarchy as a truer instantiation of the “principle of constitutional monarchy” 
than that which “Hegel [had] tried to develop” and Britain as a constitutional monarchy con-
temporaneous to Hegel whose “empirical political existence Hegel has in mind.” See Marx, 
Kritik, MEGA I.2: 122–23 / MECW 3: 113.

84. Engels to Marx, 8 May 1870, and Marx to Engels, 10 May 1870, MEW 32: 501, 503; MECW 
43: 509, 511.

85. This presentation is indebted to the version in Kenneth Westphal, “The Basic Context 
and Structure of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hegel, ed. Freder-
ick C. Beiser (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 269. For the complicated and 
counterintuitive positioning of the judiciary and public authority, see Hardimon, Hegel’s Social 
Philosophy, 206–9.

86. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §273, §272A, §273A. For further discussion of these ele
ments and their evolution from Hegel’s earlier lectures, see Ludwig Siep, “Hegels Theorie der 
Gewaltenteilung,” in Hegels Rechtsphilosophie im Zusammenhang der europaischen Verfassungs
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figure 4. Hegel’s constitutional structure

into his objections to each of the three elements, and the following discussion 
is structured accordingly. Underlying Marx’s republican critique of all three 
elements is that Hegel had removed the people from effective political power 
and participation and that therefore his “constitutional monarchy is compat-
ible only with the people en miniature.”87

Hegel’s monarchical or princely power (fürstliche Gewalt) is made of the 
monarch and his ministers. The king (Hegel prefers a male monarch) has a 
seemingly circumscribed role in the constitutional structure. The monarch can-
not “act arbitrarily” because he is bound by the advice of his ministers who sub-
mit laws and decisions to him for approval, and Hegel assures us that the king 
“often has nothing more to do than to sign his name,” is simply “someone to say 
‘yes’ and to dot the ‘i,’ ” and therefore the “particular character of [the throne’s] 
occupant is of no significance.”88 On the other hand, Hegel reserved to the mon-
arch the right to pardon criminals and, importantly, the right to appoint and 
dismiss ministers. He also insisted that the monarch must be hereditary (rather 
than elected) and that the state’s sovereignty rests in him in alone, making him 

geschichte, ed. Hans-Christian Lucas and Otto Pöggeler (Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog, 1986), 
400–404.

87. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 93 / MECW 3: 84.
88. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §279A, §280Z, §283. See §166Z for Hegel’s suggestion that 

women are unsuitable to lead the state. See further Brooks, “No Rubber Stamp: Hegel’s Con-
stitutional Monarch,” 104–5.
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the final, decisive figure in legislative and constitutional matters.89 Hegel’s king 
is thus a constitutional monarch but one who, depending on the features one 
chooses to emphasize, has a more or less muscular constitutional role.90

Hegel’s constitutional monarch has been judged “[p]erhaps the greatest in-
ternal weakness” within the broader structure of his constitutional monarchy 
and “[v]irtually no one today finds Hegel’s arguments for . . . ​[the monarch] to 
be compelling.”91 Marx was no exception, and he especially hammered Hegel 
for his attempt to justify the monarch through the Hegelian method of specula-
tive logic: turning ordinary, empirical features of existing constitutional mon-
archs into the necessary demands of the Idea.92 Hegel, for instance, insisted that 
the hereditary nature of monarch was justified not by base considerations of 
avoiding factional strife, but by the fact that the monarch provides the element 
of individuality in the state and the “natural birth” of an individual is “inherent 
to its very concept.”93 Marx dismissed this dizzying argument as proving nothing 
beyond the platitude that the monarch has to be born. He thus retorted, “That 
man becomes a monarch by birth can no more be made into a metaphysical 
truth than the immaculate conception of the mother Mary.”94 Hegel further 
embarrassed himself, according to Marx, with his insistence that the monarch 
should have an “unrestricted choice” of their ministers, to which Marx replied, 
“[i]n the same way the ‘unrestricted choice’ of the monarch’s valet can be derived 
from the absolute Idea.”95 Marx had no more sympathy for Hegel’s defense of 
the monarch’s right to pardon. In a reappearance of his familiar objection to 
arbitrary power, Marx argued that this power amounted to a “prerogative of 
mercy” and “[m]ercy is the highest expression of haphazard arbitrariness (zufäl-
ligen Willkühr).”96 Thus, for all of Hegel’s constitutional niceties, Marx main-
tained that arbitrariness remained “the essential attribute of the monarch,” so 
that “one individual is the hallowed, sanctified embodiment of arbitrariness 

89. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §279, §282–283, §300.
90. Knowles helpfully distinguishes between a “hard” and “soft” reading of the monarch’s 

power. See Hegel and the Philosophy of Right, 329–30; as well as Brooks, “No Rubber Stamp: 
Hegel’s Constitutional Monarch.”

91. Respectively, Westphal, “The Basic Context and Structure of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right,” 
262; Hardimon, Hegel’s Social Philosophy, 215.

92. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 26 / MECW 3: 25. Ruge had made the same complaint in his 
“Die Hegelsche Rechtsphilosophie und die Politik unsrer Zeit,” Deutsche Jahrbücher, no. 191 (12 
August 1842): 763.

93. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §280, §281A.
94. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 34 / MECW 3: 33.
95. Ibid., 38 / 36.
96. Ibid., 37 / 35.
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(Willkühr),” with the result that “The constitution of the constitutional monarch 
is irresponsibility (Unverantwortlichkeit).”97

In addition to Marx’s objections to the individual arbitrary powers that 
Hegel assigned to the monarch, Marx also rejected Hegel’s attempt to assign 
him sovereignty. Hegel had argued that sovereignty must rest in in “one indi-
vidual, the monarch,” justified by the need for a single individual to have the 
final, decisive say.98 Hegel was willing to grant a limited legitimacy to the idea 
of Volkssouveränität if that was understood as either external national indepen-
dence or the idea that internal sovereignty rested with the state as a whole.99 
“But,” Hegel continued,

the usual sense in which the term popular sovereignty (Volkssouveränität) 
has begun to be used in recent times is to denote the opposite of that sover-
eignty which exists in the monarch. In this oppositional sense, popular sover-
eignty is one of those confused thoughts which are based on a garbled notion 
of the people. Without its monarch . . . ​the people is a formless mass.100

Marx was wholly unimpressed by this argumentation. He replied that the only 
thoughts that were “confused” or “garbled” were “exclusively Hegel’s.”101 Even 
if sovereignty must reside in a single individual, Hegel had not shown that this 
individual must be a monarch.102 To the two limited uses that Hegel allowed 
to Volkssouveränität, Marx first responded that if a monarch enjoyed external 
sovereignty in his own right there would be no need to refer to the people (the 
Volk in Volkssouveränität), thus implying that the monarch in fact only enjoyed 
sovereignty because he was the representative of the people. Second, Marx 

97. Ibid., 37–39 / 35–37.
98. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §278–79.
99. Since Volk can mean both “nation” and “people,” the German Volkssouveränität lacks the 

linguistic differentiation available in English and French between national sovereignty (souver-
aineté nationale) and popular sovereignty (souveraineté populaire). See Duncan Kelly, “Popular 
Sovereignty as State Theory in the Nineteenth Century,” in Popular Sovereignty in Historical 
Perspective, ed. Richard Bourke and Quentin Skinner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016), 273–74.

100. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §279A.
101. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 29 / MECW 3: 28.
102. Ibid., 27 / 25. Gans had made a similar point in his lectures, since “though in republics 

some activity is carried out by assemblies, only one individual makes the crucial decision” and 
so there is “no difference between a monarch and a president.” Gans consequently subtly re-
named Hegel’s monarchical/princely power (fürstliche Gewalt) the state power (Staatsgewalt), 
and argued it could be either republican or monarchical; see Gans, Naturrecht und Universal-
rechtsgeschichte, 213–14.
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thought it typical of Hegel to be prepared to grant sovereignty to an “abstract” 
thing like the state, while denying it to a “concrete . . . ​living” thing like the 
people.103 Marx further disputed the suggestion (though it is unclear if this is 
Hegel’s reasoning) that popular sovereignty is confused because it posits the 
people’s sovereignty against the monarch’s sovereignty, when in fact sover-
eignty, by definition, can have only one ultimate power. Marx argued that 
Hegel has dodged the central political debate because insisting that the sover-
eignty of the people is the opposite of the monarch’s sovereignty does not 
mean that they are two opposed aspects of one sovereign, but that they are 
“two entirely contradictory concepts of sovereignty.” The choice then is over which 
of these is the correct idea of sovereignty. As Marx put it (switching to English 
to emphasize the allusion to Hamlet), “Sovereignty of the monarch or sover-
eignty of the people, that is the question.”104

Within that question, Marx sided definitively against the “illusion” of monar-
chical sovereignty, which he thought had the consequence that “all others [apart 
from the monarch] are excluded from this sovereignty, from personality and 
from political consciousness.”105 Marx’s concomitant endorsement of popular 
sovereignty interpreted the idea in a particularly active form, where popular 
authority and involvement were not limited to a singular founding moment but 
were a continuous feature of the political system.106 He argued that in a democ-
racy “not merely implicitly and in essence but existing in reality, the constitution 
is constantly brought back to its actual basis, the actual human being, the actual 
people, and established as the people’s own work. The constitution appears as 
what it is, the free product of man.”107 This active popular sovereignty included, 
for Marx, a people’s continuous right to renew or replace their constitution: 
“Has the people the right to give itself a new constitution? The answer must be 
an unqualified ‘Yes,’ because once it has ceased to be an actual expression of the 
will of the people the constitution has become a practical illusion.”108 In sum-
mary, Marx rejected the arbitrary power that Hegel granted to his supposedly 
constitutional monarch as well as Hegel’s attempt to assign sovereignty to the 
monarch. Instead, Marx endorsed an active conception of popular sovereignty, 
where the people play an ongoing role in the running of their polity.

103. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 27 / MECW 3: 25.
104. Ibid., 29–30 / 28.
105. Ibid., 27 / 26.
106. For the idea of active popular sovereignty, see Stuart White, “Rousseau and the Meaning 

of Popular Sovereignty,” in Ideas That Matter: Democracy, Justice, Rights, ed. Debra Satz and An-
nabelle Lever (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 67–88.

107. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 31 / MECW 3: 29.
108. Ibid., 61 / 57.
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The core of Hegel’s second constitutional element, the executive power 
(Regierungsgewalt), is the professional civil service.109 The civil service is the 
“universal estate (allgemeine Stand)” tasked with providing a universal perspec-
tive in contrast with the particularism of civil society.110 It implements and en-
forces the decisions of the monarchical power and advises on legislation. The 
impartiality and integrity of civil servants is guaranteed, according to Hegel, by 
their independent salary, training, and professional ethic, as well as their supervi-
sion from above by the king and more senior bureaucrats and from below by the 
civil society corporations.111 While aspects of Hegel’s civil service are clearly 
inspired by Prussian practice, he also insisted that all positions must be filled on 
the basis of merit rather than noble birth (as was the case in Prussia), so that 
“every citizen [has] the possibility of joining the universal estate.”112 Commenta-
tors normally judge the executive to be the “real seat of power” in Hegel’s con-
stitution so that neither “the prince nor . . . ​the people, but . . . ​an educated class 
of professional civil servants” are the real driving force in the state.113

For Marx, Hegel’s civil service was in fact a “bureaucracy,” an unaccountable 
and elite body which served its own interest and excluded the people from 
public administration.114 Marx argued that Hegel’s confidence in the civil 
service’s ability to act in the general interest was severely misguided. Individual 
civil servants were instead motivated by the “hunt for higher posts, the making 
of a career” so that “the state objective turns into his private objective” and, on 
the collective level, “department objectives [are transformed] into objectives 
of the state.” Rather than being the universal estate of Hegel’s imagining, the 
bureaucracy was thus in fact a “particular, closed society within the state” that 
“protect[s] the imaginary generality of [its] . . . ​particular interest” and conse-
quently the bureaucracy takes the state in its “possession, its private property.”115 
The end result is that the supposed “matters of general concern” decided upon 
by the bureaucracy fail to match the “actual concerns of the people.”116

109. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §287. The executive also includes what Hegel calls the 
Polizei (usually translated as the public authority) and, somewhat unusually, the judiciary, both 
of which Hegel introduces earlier in Philosophie des Rechts. It is not immediately apparent how 
the civil service differs from the public authority (Polizei) discussed in §231–49, which regulates 
and administers the needs of civil society. It is possible that the civil service is a superior body 
dealing with more general matters.

110. Ibid., §205, §291, §303.
111. Ibid., §294–294A, §295, §296.
112. Ibid., §291.
113. Respectively, Hardimon, Hegel’s Social Philosophy, 215; Wood, “Editor’s Introduction,” xxiv.
114. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 48 / MECW 3: 44.
115. Ibid., 50–51 / 46–47.
116. Ibid., 66 / 62.
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The bureaucracy’s delusional belief in its defense of the general interest was, 
Marx argued, accompanied by a haughty and insular attitude that views 
political consciousness among the people as a threat to its authority. For Marx, 
“The general spirit of the bureaucracy is the secret, the mystery, preserved 
within itself by the hierarchy and against the outside world by being a closed 
corporation. Avowed political spirit, as also political mindedness, therefore 
appear to the bureaucracy as treason against its mystery.”117 Marx was further-
more unimpressed by the accountability mechanisms Hegel had put in place 
against abuses of power. He argued that relying on supervision by superiors 
forgets not only that a bureaucratic hierarchy protects its own but that supe-
riors are in fact the “chief” abusers.118 Moreover, relying on a civil servant’s 
education fails to take into account how easily this is overruled by the everyday 
experience of the job that provides the civil servant with his “bread.” Similar 
to his earlier journalistic attacks on the unconstrained power of censors and 
forest owners, Marx concluded that it is not enough to rely on the “man within 
the official” to stop official abuse. Hegel had consequently not provided suf-
ficient “guarantee against the arbitrariness of “executive civil servants.’ ”119

While Marx ridiculed Hegel for “literally” lifting part of his description of 
the civil servant’s responsibilities from “the Prussian Civil Code,” Marx did 
recognize that Hegel’s account was a mixture of the civil service’s current real
ity and what Hegel thought it should become.120 Yet for Marx Hegel’s reforms 
did not go nearly far enough. He compared Hegel’s specification that every 
citizen has the opportunity to be a civil servant to the idea that “[e]very Catho-
lic has the opportunity to become a priest.” That is, it is an opportunity that 
inherently only a minority can take advantage of and one that does not stop the 
church from confronting the ordinary Catholic as an “otherworldly power.”121 
Marx further argued that by making citizens move to “another sphere” in order 
to engage in general matters, Hegel has tacitly shown that citizens of his state 
have no such ability in their “own sphere.”122 The vast majority of Hegel’s citi-
zens were thus excluded from engaging in general matters in their everyday 
existence. Marx found this to be intolerable situation and one that would be 
remedied in his preferred state: “In the true state (wahren Staat) it is not a 
question of the opportunity of every citizen to devote himself to the universal 

117. Ibid., 51 / 47.
118. Ibid., 56 / 52.
119. Ibid., 57 / 53.
120. Ibid., 48–49 / 44–45.
121. Ibid., 54 / 50. This is not the only anti-Catholic comparison Marx makes with the bu-

reaucracy, also referring to the latter as “state-Jesuits, state-theologians”; ibid. 50 / 46.
122. Ibid., 54 / 50.
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as one particular estate, but the capacity of the universal estate (allgemeinen 
Standes) to be really universal—that is, to be the estate of every citizen.”123 
Marx here provided a suggestive account of an alternative to the public admin-
istration of general concerns, one where all citizens—and not just the select 
elite in Hegel’s civil service—have the actual capacity to participate. Marx tied 
the importance of having this actual capacity to the realization of a central part 
of one’s nature. Responding to Hegel’s insistence on the need for examinations 
to enter the civil service, Marx argued that no one should be subjected to an 
exam to qualify as a “good citizen” because having the “necessary ‘political 
knowledge’ is a condition without which a person in the state lives outside the 
state, cut off from himself, from the air.”124 Restricting citizenship to an exam 
is, Marx continued, “nothing but a Masonic rite, the legal recognition of a 
knowledge of citizenship as a privilege.”125 Marx thus considered participation 
in public administration, and the knowledge one gains through it, to be essen-
tial, intrinsic aspects of our being (without it one is “cut off from . . . ​the air”) 
and thus something all must have real access to. In summary, Marx rejected 
Hegel’s attempt to make the civil service the exclusive and privileged admin-
istrator of general interests and instead envisaged a state where the “executive 
power . . . ​belongs . . . ​to the whole people.”126

The third element of Hegel’s constitution, the legislative power (gesetzge-
bende Gewalt), contains the final institutional piece of his state structure: a 
bicameral Estates Assembly made up of an Upper and a Lower House. These 
correspond to the two estates in Hegel’s account of civil society: (1) the agri-
cultural estate and (2) the industrial and commercial estate. The Upper House 
is reserved for the landed aristocracy, who Hegel argued were “entitled to such 
a career by birth, without the contingency of an election,” because their in-
alienable, inherited property insulated them from the fluctuations of com-
merce and industry as well as guaranteed their independence from both the 
executive and the people.127 Hegel’s Lower House is made up of deputies from 
the second estate, who are not elected by individuals organized in geographic 
constituencies (as in modern constitutional practice), but by the memberships 
of corporations.128 Hegel insisted that this was necessary to guard against in-
dividualism and social atomism and to ensure that the deputies were tied to 

123. Ibid.
124. Ibid., 55 / 51.
125. Ibid.
126. Ibid., 58 / 54.
127. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §305–7.
128. Ibid. §308–11. Corporations are, in Hegel’s thought, essentially guild-like trade associa-

tions for each significant area of the economy.
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the concrete interests of all the major branches of civil society.129 Hegel speci-
fied that the deputies must be propertied and have previously held positions 
of authority in the state or in corporations. They must also be free from bind-
ing instructions, since being “commissioned or mandated agents” would limit 
their ability to form an assembly that freely deliberates on matters of universal 
concern—matters that the deputies have a “better understanding of ” than 
those “who elect them . . . ​themselves possess.”130 Finally, Hegel limited the 
power of the Estates Assembly by giving the executive a role in overseeing and 
advising on legislation and the monarchical power the right to propose and make 
the final decision on legislation.131

The consequence of Hegel’s legislative scheme is a severe curtailment of 
political participation by the masses. Aside from the exclusion of all women 
and children (Hegel says this is “obvious”), his rational state denies the right 
to vote to small farmers and peasants, as well as day laborers and the unem-
ployed, since they are not members of corporations.132 Citizens lucky enough 
to be corporation members are still denied the right to stand for elections if 
they lack sufficient property or prior state experience. This institutional exclu-
sion of the mass of citizens is by design—the deliberate outcome of Hegel’s 
very low estimation of the people’s political capacities. The people, he claimed, 
is “elemental, irrational, barbarous, and terrifying” and does not “know best 
what is in their own best interest” as this requires “profound cognition and 
insight, and this is the very thing which ‘the people’ lack.”133 Thus, while 
Hegel can be seen to have a certain “philosophical affinity” with elements of 

129. Ibid., §308, §311A.
130. Ibid. §309, §310–310A. While Gans diverged from Hegel’s corporation model of repre

sentation by defending a more modern, individual form of representation (as found in Britain), 
Gans endorsed Hegel’s opposition to instructions, arguing that deputies must defend the gen-
eral interest and not the particular interests of constituencies, and so the deputy “must be a free 
man to act for the [general] interests of his voters”; see Gans, Naturrecht und Universalrechtsge-
schicht, 229.

131. Ibid., §300. The power to propose legislation is not clearly assigned in the Philosophie 
des Rechts, but is explicitly given to the monarchical power in the 1817–18 lectures that preceded 
the text; see Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Philosophie des Rechts: Nachschriften zu den Kollegien 
1817 / 18, 1818 / 19 und 1819 / 20, in Hegel, Gesammelte Werke, vol. 26.1 (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 
2014), 192 / Lectures on Natural Right and Political Science: The First Philosophy of Right, trans. 
J. Michael Stewart and Peter C. Hodgson (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 275.

132. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §301A. See Knowles, Hegel and the Philosophy of Right, 
360. For Hegel’s political exclusion of women, see Buchetmann, Hegel and the Representative 
Constitution, 180–85.

133. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §301A, §303A.



T rue  D e m o cr ac y   97

republicanism, such as an emphasis on the common good, the fact that he is 
“considerably less enthusiastic about active political participation for ordinary 
citizens” is perhaps the aspect that most distances him from the tradition.134

Given its stringent limits on popular participation, it is no surprise to find 
that Marx was as little enamored of Hegel’s legislature as he is of the other two 
elements of Hegel’s constitution. But here the nature of Marx’s criticism 
undergoes an important shift. While he took Hegel to have successfully (if 
objectionably) outlined a modern constitutional state for the first two ele
ments, Marx charged Hegel with having abandoned this ambition with the 
legislature. By giving the landed aristocracy the hereditary right to sit in the 
Upper House and making the Lower House a body of corporations, Marx 
argued that Hegel had failed to realize the core principle of modern states: the 
separation between state and civil society. Thereby, Marx insisted, “Hegel has 
completely sunk back to the medieval standpoint and has entirely given up his 
‘abstraction of the political state.’ ”135

Marx’s contrasted Hegel’s Upper House with the Chamber of Peers (Cham-
bre des pairs), France’s second chamber established after the Restoration. Marx 
noted that the French chamber represented an “advance” in history because its 
members were appointed rather than being hereditary office holders. It thus 
severed the automatic link between the peers’ aristocratic status in civil society 
and their political rights. Marx argued that the Chamber of Peers was thus a truer 
instantiation of the “principle of constitutional monarchy” that “Hegel tried to 
develop” than Hegel’s own legislative institutions and should be seen as the “real 
creation of the constitutional monarchy.” Marx further chastised Hegel with hav-
ing learned the wrong lesson from British constitutional history. Marx insisted 
that the lesson was not that the hereditary House of Lords should be emulated 
but that we should recognize the “progress” realized through the growth of rela-
tive power of the House of Commons.136 A hereditary Upper House was, for 
Marx, an affront to political equality. It made “participation in the legislature . . . ​
an innate human right” for the landed aristocracy, the same aristocrats who have 
“mocked . . . ​innate human rights” and now hypocritically demand the “right 
of a particular race of men to be entrusted with the highest dignity of the 

134. Alan Patten, Hegel’s Idea of Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 39.
135. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 123 / MECW 3: 114. While Marx points to real inconsistencies 

in Hegel’s account, Hegel was not simply offering a return to the old estate-based representation, 
but a middle ground between it and the competing theories of national representation. See 
Buchetmann, “Hegel’s Intervention in Württemberg’s Constitutional Conflict”; Lee, “Legacy 
of Medieval Constitutionalism in the Philosophy of Right,” 624.

136. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 122–23 / MECW 3: 113.
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legislature.”137 Marx attacked Hegel for opposing elections to the Upper House 
for being supposedly “contingent” when Hegel was happy to assign political 
power on the basis of the “physical accident of birth.” In fact, Marx maintains, 
elections are the “conscious product of civil confidence.”138

Finally, Marx objected to Hegel’s argument that the landed aristocracy’s 
property guarantees their independence. Marx argued that the implication of 
this is that “political independence does not flow ex proprio sinu [from its own 
bosom] of the political state” but from the “incidental” ownership of private 
property. Instead, Marx seems to imply, independence should be the “gift of 
the political state to its members” and the state’s “animating spirit.”139 More-
over, Marx thought that by allocating the aristocracy’s landed property a 
central place in the constitution, Hegel has inverted the proper relationship 
between state and private property: “Hegel makes citizenship, political exis-
tence and political conviction attributes of private property, instead of making 
private property an attribute of citizenship.” Rather than making private prop-
erty subordinated to the state’s regulation, Hegel has created a state where “at 
the highest summits therefore the state appears as private property.”140

Turning to the Lower House, Marx chided Hegel for designing a chamber 
whose ideal composition would be deputies with prior experience of state 
administration and thus in essence a “chamber of civil service pensioners.”141 
Marx further criticized Hegel’s Lower House for containing a central contra-
diction: Hegel wanted the assembly to both deliberate on matters of universal 
concern and have deputies linked to the interests of the corporations of civil 
society. The predictable result would be that deputies “commissioned as rep-
resentatives (Repräsentanten) of universal concerns . . . ​actually represent [the] 
particular concerns” of their corporation. Hegel also undermined his own 
aims by ruling out instructions for deputies, which results in the “deputies of 
civil society form[ing] a society which is not linked with those who commis-
sion them.” Deputies without instructions, Marx insists, means that “Formally 
they are commissioned, but once they are actually commissioned they are no 

137. Ibid., 114 / 105. It is noteworthy that Marx’s criticism of Hegel concerns Hegel’s denial of 
political rights to all and not the view normally imputed to Marx that he thought all rights were 
“illusory,” as suggested in Dean Moyar, “Hegelian Conscience as Reflective Equilibrium and the 
Organic Justification of Sittlichkeit,” in Hegel’s Elements of the Philosophy of Right: A Critical 
Guide, ed. David James (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 94.

138. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 114 / MECW 3: 105.
139. Ibid., 116 / 107.
140. Ibid., 120 / 111.
141. Ibid., 134 / 124.
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longer mandatories. They are supposed to be deputies (Abgeordnete), and they 
are not.”142

Marx also criticized Hegel for his rejection of a democratic franchise for the 
Lower House. Hegel had argued that the “idea that all individuals ought to 
participate in deliberations and decisions on the universal concerns of the 
state . . . ​seeks to implant in the organism of the state a democratic element 
devoid of rational form.”143 In response, Marx first defended the legitimacy of the 
desire to take part directly in the legislature. That desire reflected a genuine need 
“of all to be real (active) members of the state . . . ​to give themselves a political 
being . . . ​to demonstrate and give effect to their being as something political.”144 
A “member of the state” who is denied the chance to properly participate in 
the decisions and deliberations of their state “would be an animal.”145 Political 
participation was thus, Marx again implies, an important aspect of our human 
nature.

But, as Patricia Springborg has rightly noted, Marx thought that this need and 
desire for participation did not have to be realized through direct participation 
in the legislature.146 In fact, Marx argued that Hegel had wrongly interpreted 
the aims of the democratic struggles in France and Britain in this regard. The 
“real point of the dispute” in these countries was “not whether civil society 
shall exercise the legislative power through representatives or by all individu-
ally” but in fact over “the extension and greatest possible generalization of 
election, both of active and passive suffrage” (i.e., the right to vote and stand in 
election).147 The goal of modern democratic struggle was thus, on Marx’s ac-
count, not direct participation but the extension of the right to vote and stand 
for office. Marx in fact thought that there were good reasons to fight for demo
cratic representation rather than direct participation. He argued that making 
use of representatives in legislative matters was justified both by the large num-
bers of citizens in modern states (“the best reason that can be advanced against 
the direct participation of all”) and the need for a certain division of labor 
between citizens (otherwise the “individual would have to do everything at 
once; whereas society both lets him act for others and others for him”).148 
Marx thus thought that direct participation in the legislature was not necessary, 

142. Ibid., 132–33 / 122–23.
143. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §308A.
144. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 128 / MECW 3: 118.
145. Ibid., 127 / 118.
146. Patricia Springborg, “Karl Marx on Democracy, Participation, Voting and Equality,” 

Political Theory 12, no. 4 (1984): 537–56.
147. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 130 / MECW 3: 120.
148. Ibid., 126, 127 / 116, 118.
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and the demand for political inclusion could (at least partially) be realized 
through having the right to stand for office and electing representatives with 
an extended democratic franchise. Whether Marx thought this extended fran-
chise should also include women is unclear from the text. As he does not take 
the opportunity to comment on Hegel’s political exclusion of women, his si-
lence suggests he has no disagreement with Hegel on this front.

Marx’s openness to representation should not, however, be misunderstood 
as an endorsement of the kind of representation that we are familiar with today, 
where representatives are not formally constrained by the wishes of their con-
stituents.149 As we saw above, Marx criticized Hegel for ruling out the practice 
of citizens instructing their deputies. Marx would thus seem to have a form of 
representation in mind where citizens exercise control over their representa-
tives by giving them binding instructions on how they should act in the legis-
lature. This would help avoid a problem Marx identified with Hegel’s system 
where political participation (for those who are granted it) is reduced to only 
taking part in elections, making the people’s “political act, a single and tempo-
rary one” and reducing participation to just “a sensational act . . . ​a moment of 
ecstasy.”150 This was the same complaint Marx had made in his journalism that 
representation is unacceptable where this is construed as the people’s “sole, 
exceptional state action” that they engage in.151

Marx’s language bears a certain resemblance to what is undoubtably the 
most famous critique of representation, and Marx had recently been reminded 
of it in his Kreuznach readings. In Du contrat social, Rousseau argued that “Sov-
ereignty cannot be represented. . . . ​The English people thinks it is free; it is 
greatly mistaken, it is free only during the election of Members of Parliament; 
as soon as they are elected, it is enslaved, it is nothing.”152 This enormously 
influential statement on representation unsurprisingly produced the lasting 
impression that Rousseau thought liberty was only realizable through direct 
democracy in small states where representation was unnecessary. But in his 
later Considérations sur le gouvernement de Pologne (Considerations on the Gov-
ernment of Poland) (1772) Rousseau nuanced this view. Here he argued that 

149. For the definitive account of the centrality of this aspect to modern representative 
states, see Bernard Manin, The Principles of Representative Government (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 163–67.

150. Ibid., 121 / 112.
151. Marx, ‘Über die ständischen Ausschüsse in Preußen,” MEGA I.1: 285 / MECW 1: 306.
152. Rousseau, Du contrat social, in Oeuvres complètes, vol. 3 (Paris: Gallimard, 1964), bk. III, 

ch. 15 / The Social Contract, in The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings, ed. Victor 
Gourevitch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), bk. III. ch. 15. Marx excerpted the 
first part of the passage in “Exzerpte aus Rousseau,” MEGA IV.2: 100–1.
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liberty was in fact possible in large modern states if legislators were subjected 
to frequent elections and forced to “adhere exactly to their instructions.”153 
Marx thus defended, in the course of his critique of Hegel, a very similar view 
of representation to the one taken by Rousseau154—namely, that where the 
size of states makes representation necessary this must be a form of represen
tation where deputies are tightly controlled by the people through fixed in-
structions (often referred to as representatives having an mandat impératif, or 
imperative mandate).155

In addition to Marx’s rejection of Hegel’s account of representation, Marx 
also argued that the stark dichotomy Hegel has set up between representation 
and direct participation was one still stuck in the separation between state and 
civil society. That is, it “presupposes the separation of real life from the life of 
the state.”156 In a democracy that division no longer exists so that all citizens’ 
ability to act on universal matters is “realized in their living reality” and not 
only “through deputies.”157 Marx provided nearly no concrete detail on what 
this more extensive account of participation would involve, except to gesture 
toward the vision of popular public administration he described in contrast to 
Hegel’s bureaucracy. He goes so far as to argue that the “executive power should 
be the goal of popular desire, much more than the legislative power, the meta-
physical state function.”158 Political participation for the common good is thus, 

153. Rousseau, Considérations sur le gouvernment de Pologne, in Oeuvres complètes, 3: 
979 / Considerations on the Government of Poland in The Social Contract and Other Later Political 
Writings, 201.

154. It is not clear whether this similarity is intentional or incidental. Marx shows subsequent 
awareness of Rousseau’s Considérations in a (dismissive) comment in his 1847 “Die moralisier-
ende Kritik,” MEW 4: 353 / MECW 6: 334. Marx’s view on representation in the Kritik is closer 
to Rousseau’s considered position than, for instance, Edgar Bauer. Bauer cited Rousseau’s fa-
mous critique of representation in support of a complete rejection of any form of representation 
in “Das Juste-Milieu,” Rheinische Zeitung, no. 233 (21 August 1842), Beiblatt.

155. Marx’s 1843 extracts include several references to the imperative mandate, particularly 
its contested status in the constitutional debates of the French Revolution; see Marx, “Exzerpte 
aus Wachsmuth,” MEGA IV.2: 172, 174, and “Exzerpte aus Ranke,” MEGA IV.2: 186. For this 
history, see Michael P. Fitzsimmons, The Remaking of France: The National Assembly and the 
Constitution of 1791 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 46–50, and Rachel Ham-
mersley, French Revolutionaries and English Republicans: The Cordeliers Club, 1790–1794 (Wood-
bridge: Boydell Press, 2005), chapter 1, and pp. 142–44.

156. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 125 / MECW 3: 115.
157. Ibid., 129 / 119.
158. Ibid., 129 / 119. Marx also argues that is even more important that the executive power 
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on Marx’s account, realized not only through the election and instruction of 
delegates to the legislature but through the everyday administration of public 
affairs by citizens.

That fragmentary democratic republican vision stands in stark contrast to 
the state envisaged by Hegel, where political participation and acting for the 
common good is severely restricted to a tiny minority, consisting of the mon-
arch, professional bureaucrats, hereditary aristocrats, and propertied corpo-
ration representatives. In the Kritik, Marx thus provided a comprehensive 
republican critique of Hegel’s constitutional monarchy and the way in which 
its monarchical, executive, and legislative elements exercised arbitrary power 
and excluded the people.

The (Modern) Republic
Marx’s critical attitude to absolute and constitutional monarchy is something 
we would expect to find in any republican text of the time. One of the most 
surprising and original features of the Kritik was that Marx did not then simply 
outline a democratic republic as the third kind of constitution and defend it 
against the first two. This tripartite account of constitutions was entirely stan-
dard in constitutional analysis at the time and one that Marx had in fact used 
the year before in his journalism, where he had argued that “Christians live in 
states with different political constitutions, some in a republic, others in an 
absolute monarchy, and others still in a constitutional monarchy.”159 Rather 
than simply reproduce these three options in the Kritik, Marx instead intro-
duced a fourth constitutional category, “democracy,” and distinguished this 
from a “republic.” He argued:

In democracy the abstract state has ceased to be the dominant element. The 
struggle between monarchy and republic is itself a struggle within the ab-
stract state. The political republic is democracy within the abstract state 

revolutions,” such as the French Revolution, because it is the “representative of the people, the 
will of the species.” The executive in comparison has been responsible for the “small revolutions, 
the retrograde revolutions, the reactions,” because it is the “representative of the particular will, 
of subjective arbitrariness”; ibid., 61 / 57. These seemingly contradictory views on the legislature 
and the executive might be explained by Marx’s differing assessment of their role in current and 
historical constitutional struggles compared to their ideal role in a future society.

159. Marx, “Der leitende Artikel,” MEGA I.1: 187–88 / MECW 1: 200. The same tripartite 
division of constitutions still appears thirty years later in Marx, Le Capital, vol. 1, MEGA II.7: 
671 / MECW 35: 742 (passage added in French edition and integrated in 3rd German edition; 
see Das Kapital, vol. 1, MEGA II.8: 705).
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form. The abstract state form of democracy is therefore the republic; but it 
here ceases to be the merely political constitution.160

Marx thus defined a democracy as a state in which the modern divide between 
the political sphere and civil society has been overcome, while he categorized the 
republic as falling within the category of modern abstract/political states that 
also includes absolutist and constitutional monarchical states. (He similarly 
argued that “[i]n monarchy . . . ​and in the republic . . . ​political man” is divided 
from “unpolitical man, private man”).161 At the same time, the above passage 
also indicates that Marx thought that of the modern abstract/political states, 
the republic was the regime closest to a democracy (“The political republic is 
democracy within the abstract state form”).162 Marx thus expressed a prefer-
ence for a republic over both constitutional and absolutist monarchy, while also 
considering democracy to be the most preferable constitutional type of all.

It is important to recognize how unique this distinction between a republic 
and a democracy is for the time in which Marx wrote the Kritik. Ruge treated 
them as essentially inseparable (if not completely synonymous), arguing that 
the “constitution of the state is, if it is a real one, always a republic, and the 
republic is never a real one, when it is not a democracy” and, similarly, after 
summarizing the aims of his journal, claimed, “This is the republic, this is the 
democracy of the [Deutsche] Jahrbucher.”163 That conflation is also evident in 
other parts of the political spectrum. Ernst von Bülow-Cummerow’s 1842 trea-
tise on the Prussian constitution (which Marx had repeatedly critiqued in his 
journalism) tried to argue that there were only two kinds of constitution: mon-
archy and “a republic (a pure democratic constitution).”164 Even in Marx’s own 

160. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 32 / MECW 3: 31.
161. Ibid., 31 / 30.
162. Marx elsewhere says that a “constitutional monarch” is “the idea of the constitutional 

state in its sharpest abstraction”; ibid., 119 / 109.
163. Arnold Ruge to Karl Rosenkranz, mid-April 1842, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter, 
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Unterdrückung,” Revue des Auslandes, vol. 2, no. 4 (Leipzig: Otto Wigand, April 1843): 20; Re-
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writing, see, for instance, Karl Nauwerck, “[Review:] Rede zur Feier des Aller. Geburtsfestes . . . ​,” 
Deutsche Jahrbücher, no. 6 (7 January 1843): 24; and, more generally in the Vormärz, see Wolf-
gang Mager, “Republik,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon Zur Politisch-
Sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, vol. 5 
(Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1984), 618–19.

164. [Ernst von] Bülow-Cummerow, Preußen, seiner Verfassung, seine Verwaltung, sein Verhält-
nis zu Deutschland (Berlin: Veit und Comp., 1842), 40. For Marx’s criticism of Bülow-Cummerow, 
see “Der Kommunismus und die Augsburger ‘Allgemeine Zeitung,’ ” MEGA I.1: 238 / MECW 1: 
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public writing contemporaneous to the Kritik, he made no obvious differentia-
tion between democracy and republic, treating both regimes as the goal of 
those who want an “organization of free human beings.”165

Marx’s desire to distance his democracy from a republic in the Kritik is 
therefore both curious and requires explanation. Part of the explanation may 
lie in the differentiation in the original passage in Hegel which Marx was com-
menting on. Here Hegel had said that he refers to “a republic or more specifi-
cally democracy” because the term “republic covers many other empirical 
mixtures (Vermischungen).”166 Hegel thus seemed to separate a republic from 
a democracy, in order to distinguish his criticism of a democratic republican 
regime from the older possible understanding of a republic as a mixed consti-
tution made up of monarchical, aristocratic, and democratic elements.167 
Marx might consequently have been employing the same distinction in order 
to differentiate his understanding of democracy from a republic understood 
as a mixed constitution. This may have formed a part of Marx’s intention (es-
pecially when considered in light of some of Marx’s indirect references to Ar-
istotle’s idea of the mixed constitution, discussed below). But the primary clue 
to Marx’s meaning comes from the sole example of a modern republic that 
he names in the Kritik: the American republic. In the Kritik, Marx makes the 
surprising claim that “Property, etc., in short, the entire content of the law and 
of the state is, with few modifications, the same in North America as in Prussia. 
The republic there is thus a mere state form, as is the monarchy here. The con-
tent of the state lies outside these constitutions.”168

The simple equation Marx seems to make here between the American and 
Prussian states has been the subject of harsh criticism. Gareth Stedman Jones 
damns Marx’s judgment that the differences between the two states are suppos-
edly “secondary and inessential” as the final nail in a “rigid and impoverished” 

216; “Replik auf die Denunziation eines ‘benachbarten’ Blattes,” MEGA I.1: 336 / MECW 1: 321; 
Randglossen zu den Anklagen des Ministerialreskripts, MEGA I.1: 353/ MECW 1: 365; and Karl 
Marx to Arnold Rüge, 20 March 1842, MEGA III.1: 24 / MECW 1: 384–85.

165. Marx to Ruge, May 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 478 / MECW 3: 
139–40.

166. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §279.
167. Hegel subsequently suggests that the three elements of his constitutional monarchy 

could be understood as a mixed constitution where the “monarch is one; several participate in 
the executive power, and the many at large participate in the legislative power.” But ultimately 
he argues that this is a “superficial” and misleading understanding because while the “demo
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aristocratic character”; ibid., §273A.

168. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 32 / MECW 3: 31.
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analysis of the modern state.169 Certainly, Marx’s comparison is such a pro-
vocative exaggeration—and in seeming contradiction with much of Marx’s 
own criticisms of Prussia—one wonders whether Marx would have expressed 
himself more carefully had the text been brought to publication. But, rather 
than dismiss it out of hand, we should first try to understand how and why 
Marx came to this judgment.

The most likely source for Marx’s opinion on the American republic was 
his contemporaneous reading of Thomas Hamilton’s two-volume Men and 
Manners in America (1833).170 Hamilton’s travelogue, published two years be-
fore the first volume of Tocqueville’s De la démocratie en Amérique (Democracy 
in America), was part of a burgeoning literature in the 1830s of Europeans trav-
eling to America for insights into the rise of democracy in their own coun-
try.171 Hamilton’s contribution to this literature was dismissed by John Stuart 
Mill for displaying all the “incompetency and presumption of the travelling 
Tory. ”172 While his observations were certainly less theoretically accom-
plished than Tocqueville, Hamilton still had a keen eye for describing the 
political, social, legal, and cultural institutions and conventions of the young 
republic and its citizens. He observed a relatively wide cross-section of Ameri-
can society, from New York workers to Louisiana slaves, and was given access 

169. Gareth Stedman Jones, Karl Marx: Greatness and Illusion (London: Allen Lane, 
2016), 135.

170. Since we cannot date the Kritik or the Kreuznacher Hefte with complete confidence, we 
cannot completely rule out the possibility that Marx had not read Hamilton when he made his 
remark about America in the Kritik. We know that Marx must have read Hamilton before he 
wrote “Zur Judenfrage” (ca. mid-October to mid-December 1843), as he cites Hamilton several 
times in that article. It is thus possible that Marx read Hamilton after writing the Kritik (ca. 
mid-March to end of September 1843) and before writing “Zur Judenfrage.” If that was the case, 
the provenance of his judgment on the American republic in the Kritik would, however, remain 
something of a mystery. In “Zur Judenfrage,” Marx mentions two other authors on America, 
Tocqueville and his traveling companion Gustave de Beaumont, and he quotes the latter’s 
Marie, ou l’esclavage aux etats unis (Paris, 1835) several times. But, similarly to Hamilton, we do 
not know when Marx studied these authors (or even if he properly read Tocqueville), and there 
are no surviving Marx extracts for either Tocqueville or Beaumont.

171. For the British discussion, see Elizabeth J. Deis and Lowell T. Frye, “British Travelers 
and the ‘Condition-of-America Question’ ”: Defining America in the 1830s,” in Nineteenth-
Century British Travelers in the New World, ed. Christine DeVine (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 
121–50; on Hamilton, see 135–37, 140–42.

172. John Stuart Mill, “State of Society in America” (1836), in Collected Works of John Stuart 
Mill, vol. 18 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1977), 97. While Hamilton’s work has been 
largely forgotten, there have been at least two reissues, in 1968 (New York: Russell & Russell) 
and in 2009 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).
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to past, present, and future presidents (respectively, James Monroe, Andrew 
Jackson, and Martin van Buren). As a Tory opponent of the 1832 Reform Act, 
Hamilton was resolutely opposed to America’s experiment in democracy and 
extended suffrage (at least for white men),173 especially as a model to be emu-
lated by Britain (his explicit motivation for publishing the book). But he also 
perceptively analyzed the racial discrimination he witnessed in the North (he 
argued that “grinding and humiliating . . . ​universal and unconquerable preju-
dice” meant that a supposedly “free” Black man was in fact “a masterless slave”), 
as well as being outraged by the institution of chattel slavery, which he presciently 
predicted could only be overthrown by a “great and terrible convulsion”.174

Marx read Hamilton in a (rather loose) German translation from 1834 and 
extracted an extensive set of notes, which focused particularly on America’s 
nascent labor movement, materialistic culture and constitutional structures. 
Despite Marx’s repeated citations of Hamilton in his subsequent article “Zur 
Judenfrage” (“On the Jewish Question”), the significance of Hamilton on 
Marx’s political evolution has, with a few important exceptions, been underap-
preciated.175 As has recently been argued, Hamilton was Marx’s earliest intro-
duction to a working-class movement—the American “Workies”—operating 
within conditions of a relatively broad suffrage that extended to waged 
workers.176

But the most immediate effect of reading Hamilton on Marx was the un-
edifying picture it painted of America’s social structure and culture, in spite of 
its republican political institutions. Reflecting on America’s self-conception as 
the “land of freedom and equality,” Hamilton argued that this may be true 
when understood as there being no legally privileged estate, but “in any 
wider acceptation it is mere nonsense. There is quite as much practical 
equality in Liverpool as New York. The magnates of the Exchange do not strut 

173. At the time of Hamilton’s visit, free Black men could vote in a few (mostly northern) 
states, though the trend was for the removal of property qualifications to be accompanied by 
growing racial exclusion from the suffrage. See Donald Ratcliffe, “The Right to Vote and the Rise 
of Democracy, 1787–1828,” Journal of the Early American Republic 33, no. 2 (2013): 246–47.

174. Hamilton, Men and Manners in America, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: William Blackwood, 1833), 
1: iv, 90–100, 2: 228.

175. Lewis S. Feuer, “The North American Origin of Marx’s Socialism,” The Western Political 
Quarterly 16, no. 1 (1963): 53–67; August H. Nimtz Jr., Marx, Tocqueville, and Race in America: 
The “Absolute Democracy” or “Defiled Republic” (Lanham: Lexington, 2003), 9-13; Maximilien 
Rubel, “Notes on Marx’s Conception of Democracy,” New Politics (Winter 1962): 83–85.

176. See the excellent analysis in Sean F. Monahan, “The American Workingmen’s Parties, 
Universal Suffrage, and Marx’s Democratic Communism,” Modern Intellectual History 18, no. 2 
(2021): 379–402.
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less proudly in the latter city than in the former.”177 Marx extracted this com-
parison between America and Hamilton’s monarchical home state, and there 
is a noticeable affinity to Marx’s own comparison of America to his monarchi-
cal Prussia. Marx was also particularly taken by Hamilton’s horror at the mate-
rialism and money-grubbing nature of American society. In a long passage, 
extracted by Marx and approvingly reproduced in full in Marx’s “Zur Juden-
frage,” Hamilton presented the “pious and politically free” New Englander, in 
the following terms: “Mammon is their idol, they worship him not only with 
their lips but with all the energies of their body and soul. The earth is in their 
eyes nothing else but a stock market and they are convinced that as mortals in 
the here below they have no other purpose than becoming richer than their 
neighbors.”178

In other words, Marx found in Hamilton’s description of America the same 
egotistical behaviour in the sphere of civil society and disregard of the pursuit 
of universal matters that repelled him in the monarchies of Europe. Thus, what 
Marx meant when he said that Prussia and America are all “mere state 
form[s] . . . ​the content of the state lies outside of the constitution” is that in 
both states the particularistic ethos of civil society dominated over the political 
sphere and the limited availability the latter provides for acting for “the truly 
universal.” Marx recognized that, of course, the degree of political exclusion 
and alienation from universal matters varied between these states. (He noted 
that “Monarchy is the perfect expression of this estrangement. The republic is 
the negation of this estrangement within its own sphere.”) But, in Marx’s eyes, 
the American republic fundamentally remained a state where the political 
sphere still had an “otherworldly nature” and the citizens are consigned to the 
“earthly existence” of private and egoistic pursuits in civil society.179

Thus, by differentiating a republic from a democracy, Marx was trying to 
distance his vision of a democratic state from what he had recently read about 
the most prominent example of a modern republic (at a moment when the 
American republic was increasingly being described as a democracy).180 That 

177. Hamilton, Men and Manners, 1: 109; Marx, “Exzerpte aus Hamilton,” MEGA IV.2: 267.
178. Here (and where indicated below) I retranslate the subtly differing German version that 

Marx encountered. See Hamilton, Die Menschen und die Sitten in den vereinigten Staaten von 
Nordamerika, trans. L. Hout (Mannheim: Heinrich Hoff, 1834), 1: 109 (compare with Hamilton, 
Men and Manners, 1: 213 and similar descriptions in 1: 115). The description of New Englanders 
as “pious and politically free” is Marx’s own addition; see “Exzerpte aus Hamilton,” MEGA IV.2: 
267; “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 165 / MECW 3: 170–71.

179. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 33 / MECW 3: 31.
180. As is seen in Hamilton, for instance, Men and Manners, vol. 1: 19, 49, 215, 217, 287, 298–99, 

vol. 2: 4, 57. See also Bülow-Cummerow, Preußen, seiner Verfassung, 41.
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undoubtably involved a degree of flattening the differences between republi-
can America and monarchical Prussia. But it also reflected a more realistic and 
informed opinion of America than some of Marx’s Hegelian republican con-
temporaries. A year before the Kritik, Bruno Bauer fancifully described Amer
ica as “the true form of the modern republic, the true rebirth, i.e., the higher 
reproduction of the Greek state form.”181

Given Marx’s preference for a democracy over a republic, one might natu-
rally wonder whether he should in fact be thought of in this period as 
a democrat rather than a republican.182 One could do so if one were to give a 
stipulative definition of one ranged against the other. But that would make 
little contextual sense in 1843, since the terms democrat and republican were used 
virtually interchangeably and there was certainly no differentiable political 
faction of democrats as against republicans. Perhaps more importantly, aside 
from his unusual differentiation between democracy and republic,183 there is 
little in Marx’s substantial criticism of the republic and his contrasting account 
of a democracy that his fellow contemporary republicans would have dis-
agreed with.

Take, for instance, Johann Georg Wirth’s celebrated marathon seven- to 
eight-hour defense speech at his trial for attempted overthrow of the govern-
ment for his part in the Hambach Festival, delivered a decade before Marx’s 
Kritik.184 In his speech, which contributed to his sensational acquittal by the 
jury, Wirth provided an unapologetic defense of a democratic republic. But he 
also warned that the “transformation of an absolute monarchy into a limited 

181. [Bruno Bauer], “[Review:] Deutschlands Beruf in der Gegenwart und Zukunft von 
Theodor Rohmer,” Rheinische Zeitung, no. 158 (7 June 1842), Beiblatt. Even the more sober 
Ruge thought that “[t]he Greeks, these through and through political people . . . ​were as free as 
the North Americans”; see “Die Hegelsche Rechtsphilosophie und die Politik unsrer Zeit,” 
Deutsche Jahrbücher, no. 189 (10 August 1842), 756. In general, however, German republicans 
tended to look more to the French republican example and left the American republic to the 
admiration of German liberals; see Charlotte A. Lerg, Amerika als Argument: Die deutsche 
Amerika-Forschung im Vormärz und ihre politische Deutung in der Revolution von 1848 / 49 (Bielefeld: 
Transcript, 2011), 197–98, 213.

182. As is suggested by Chrysis’s thesis that Marx’s Kritik represents an intermediary demo
cratic stage between Marx’s republican journalism and his subsequent communism; see Chry-
sis, “True Democracy” as a Prelude to Communism, 101, 103–4, 213.

183. It is worth noting that Marx qualifies his criticisms of the republic as a critique of the 
“political republic,” Kritik, MEGA I.2 32 / MECW 3: 31, suggesting that his concern is with ab-
stract forms of the republic, not republics per se.

184. See further Elisabeth Hüls, Johann Georg August Wirth (1798–1848): Ein politisches Leben 
im Vormärz (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2004), 326–42.
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or constitutional one, yes even the transformation of both into the pure demo
cratic governmental form, the republic” would not be a true reorganization of 
the state if reform only touched the “outer form” of the state and not its “inner” 
organization.185 If reform was restricted only to the political sphere and did 
not penetrate society then such states would be only “formal states (Formsta-
aten)” where “everyone always only thinks of providing for himself, and un-
concerned for the universal only pushes himself above others”—a fate that 
Wirth predicted threatened the American republic.186 Alongside a range of 
social measures, Wirth insisted that the internal political organization of the 
“republican state form” and the “resolute implementation of the principle of 
popular sovereignty” had to involve public administration by the people, 
where the functions of professional state officials would be “passed to citizens, 
who perform this service alternating in turns”—a vision realized by making 
“all public officials elected by all and from all the citizens of the state, directly 
accountable to the people and dismissible by the same.”187

Wirth thus rejected an egoistic, purely formal republic unconcerned for the 
social sphere (like the American republic) and contrasted it with a republic 
where all citizens would be actively engaged in public administration for the 
common good. The core elements of Marx’s democracy and his critique of a 
superficial republic were thus hardly unique to the Kritik but a central feature 
of one of the more prominent statements of Vörmarz republicanism. It would 
consequently be misleading to think of the Kritik as a democratic critique of 
republicanism. Rather the Kritik is more usefully thought of as containing a 
republican critique of a certain form of the modern republic.188

A (Future) Democracy
Having set out how and why Marx distinguished a modern republic from a 
democracy, we can turn to Marx’s conception of the latter. While critiquing 
Hegel’s constitutional monarchy was the near exclusive preoccupation of the 
Kritik, the text also contains a fragmentary positive account of this democratic 
regime. Angered by Hegel’s dismissal of a “republic or more specifically democ-
racy” as requiring “no further discussion . . . ​in face of the developed Idea [of 

185. J. G. A. Wirth, Die Rechte des deutschen Volkes: Eine Vertheidigungsrede vor den Assisen zu 
Landau (Nancy, 1833), 24.

186. Ibid., 31–32, 36.
187. Ibid., 47, 57–58.
188. Jeffrey C. Isaac’s interpretation that “Marx’s critique [in the Kritik] of political republi-

canism itself bears the traces of republicanism” is thus closer to the mark; see “The Lion’s Skin 
of Politics: Marx on Republicanism,” Polity 23, no. 3 (1990): 472.
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the state],”189 Marx launched into a furious set of rather obscure and chiastic 
contrasts in defense of democracy:

Democracy is the truth of monarchy; monarchy is not the truth of democ-
racy. Monarchy is necessarily democracy inconsistent with itself; the mo-
narchical element is not an inconsistency in democracy. Monarchy cannot 
be understood in its own terms; democracy can . . . ​Democracy is the genus 
constitution. Monarchy is one species, and a poor one at that. Democracy 
is content and form. Monarchy is supposed to be only a form, but it falsifies 
the content. . . . ​In monarchy we have the people of the constitution, in 
democracy the constitution of the people. Democracy is the solved riddle 
of all constitutions.190

While the meaning of some of these contrasts is not immediately apparent, 
the central difference between the two state forms that Marx is trying to propose 
is relatively easy to discern. He thought that monarchies were abstract/political 
states where the state and civil society were differentiated from each other, while 
a democracy is a state where that alienating division has been overcome. “In 
monarchy,” Marx explained, “political man has his particular mode of being 
alongside unpolitical man, the private man”; and as one of the “abstract state 
forms,” civil society in a monarchy exists as “particular mode . . . ​of existence 
alongside the political state.” “In democracy,” by comparison, “the formal prin-
ciple is at the same time the material principle,” i.e., acting for universal interests 
is not restricted to only a limited and formal realization in the political sphere 
but extends across all of the state and civil society, and so democracy “is the true 
unity of universal and particular.”191 This difference between monarchy and de-
mocracy is relatively straightforward to grasp in the abstract (if the reader will 
excuse the pun). But what it means concretely in terms of alternative institutions 
and social structures remains initially opaque. We have already seen that Marx 
was unimpressed by the modern American republic as a model for democracy. 
By comparison, he was much more enthusiastic about the historical model of 
the ancient Greek city-states and especially democratic Athens.

Given Marx’s previous praise of Athens in his journalism and the generally 
high regard for the classical Greek world in Left Hegelian thought, it is no 
surprise to find that the Kritik contains a positive appraisal of several aspects 
of the ancient city-states. Marx believed that the Greek city-states did not dis-
play the alienating distinction between state and civil society of modern 

189. Hegel, Philosophie des Rechts, §279.
190. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 30-31 / MECW 3: 29.
191. Ibid., 31 / 30.
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abstract states, arguing that “in Greece, the res publica is the real private affair 
of the citizens, their real content,” so that there was a “substantial unity be-
tween people and state.”192 Marx also archly praised the example set by “Greek 
and Roman statesmen,” whose achievements he notes were carried out with-
out ever having to pass Hegel’s civil service examinations.193 Indeed, insofar 
as Marx’s critique of Hegel’s elite bureaucracy is inspired by an alternative 
model of public administration, it would seem to be the example set by Ath-
ens. Democratic Athens dispensed with a professional bureaucracy, instead 
filling nearly all public offices through lottery and limiting them to one-year, 
usually nonrepeatable terms. Consequently, one estimate concludes that in 
addition to the celebrated Assembly that was open to the entire citizenry (at 
its height some 40,000 citizens, with some 6,000 in regular attendance), over 
the course of a decade a quarter to a third of the total Athenian citizenry would 
have served in the Council of Five Hundred, thousands more would have 
taken part in citizen juries, and at any one time hundreds of citizens would 
have filled the huge range of lottery-selected public offices.194 Richard Hunt 
thus plausibly argues that, with its mass, rotating involvement of citizens in 
nearly all administrative posts rather than a permanent, professional bureau-
cracy, “no other political structure in the Western tradition so closely resem-
bles Marx’s ideal as Periclean Athens.”195

In addition to Marx’s positive remarks on ancient Greece, his defense of 
democracy involves an oblique criticism of one of democratic Athens’s great-
est internal critics: Aristotle.196 That is revealed if we delve further into one of 
the initially obscure comparisons Marx makes between democracy and mon-
archy. Marx claims that “Democracy is the genus constitution (Verfassungsgat-
tung). Monarchy is one species, and a poor one at that” and that “Democracy 
stands to the other constitutions as the genus stands to its species; except that 
here the genus itself appears as an existent, and therefore as one particular 
species.”197 From the text alone it is not clear what point Marx was trying to 
make by unusually describing democracy as both a particular species of 

192. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 34 / MECW 3: 32.
193. Ibid., 55 / 51.
194. M. I. Finley, Politics in the Ancient World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1983), 71–74.
195. Richard N. Hunt, The Political Ideas of Marx and Engels, vol. 1 (Pittsburgh: University of 

Pittsburgh Press, 1974), 83–84.
196. For the importance of understanding Aristotle and other key classical thinkers as 

antidemocratic opposition within Athens, see Josiah Ober, Political Dissent in Democratic Ath-
ens: Intellectual Critics of Popular Rule (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998).

197. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 30-31 / MECW 3: 29–30.
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constitution and the genus constitution. But it is explicable as soon as we 
understand it as a response to Aristotle’s hugely influential classification of 
constitutions in book 3 of the Politics.

Aristotle here classified constitutions based on two criteria: who ruled (the 
one, the few, or the many) and to what end they ruled (for the common good 
or the particular good of the ruler or ruling class). This produced a sixfold 
classification, with three “correct” constitutions that rule for the common 
good and three corresponding “deviant” constitutions that rule in the sectional 
interest (see figure 5). Aristotle called the constitution ruled by the one for the 
common good kingship and its deviant partner tyranny. A constitution ruled 
by the few for the common good was an aristocracy, while rule by the few for 
their own interest was an oligarchy. For the constitutions ruled by the many, 
Aristotle labeled the deviant constitution democracy. So far, so expectedly elit-
ist. But when Aristotle came to the final constitution—rule by the many for 
the common good—he did something odd, he called this constitution by the 
same term, politeia (πολιτεία, “constitution”), that he had been using for dis-
cussing constitutions as such.198 Aristotle thus used the same term to describe 
constitutions in general and a particular example of a constitution. This pre
sents what can be called “a “genus-species” ambiguity, where the same word 
is used to mean now a genus and now one of the species of that genus.199 To 
avoid this ambiguity some translations of Aristotle’s Politics distinguish the 
species from the genus by calling the species of correct constitution ruled by 
the many a polity. But this conceals that Aristotle intentionally used the same 
word for both genus and species.200

Aristotle’s general purpose in conflating genus and species across his works 
was to highlight what was “the most fully developed species within the genus,” 
and thus by using the genus term for the species of politeia, Aristotle seems to 
have been signaling that it was the constitution most developed in advancing the 
good associated with living in a political community.201 Aristotle subsequently 

198. Aristotle, Politics, bk. III, ch.7, 1279a–b. By comparison, in Plato’s very similar classifica-
tion that influenced Aristotle, democracy is used as the term for both the law-abiding and law-
breaking constitutions ruled by the many; see Plato, Statesman, ed. Julia Annas and trans. Robin 
Waterfield (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 291d–292a, 302b–e. For an insight-
ful critical discussion, see Mogens Herman Hansen, “Aristotle’s Alternative to the Sixfold Model 
of Constitutions,” in Aristotle et Athènes, ed. Marcel Piérart (Paris: Boccard, 1993), 91–101.

199. Richard Robinson, Aristotle Politics Books III and IV (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1995), 23.

200. Ibid., 24.
201. Kevin M. Cherry, “The Problem of Polity: Political Participation and Aristotle’s Best 

Regime,” The Journal of Politics 71, no. 04 (2009): 1407, 1411–13.
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figure 5. Aristotle’s constitutional typology

defined the politeia as a mixture of oligarchy and democracy that avoided the 
pitfalls of those two deviant constitutions.202 It also seems to be the same re-
gime that Aristotle later calls the “middle constitution,” which he maintains is 
the best realizable constitution because of the stability it achieves by concen-
trating power in the middle citizens (Aristotle regards kingship and aristocracy 
as, in some regards, the best constitutions, but too prone to devolving into 
tyranny and oligarchy, the worst forms of constitutions).203 As the best con-
stitution, the “middle constitution” provides the standard by which the other 
constitutions, including the various types of democracies and oligarchies, are 
to be ranked in accordance with their distance from it.204

Returning from Aristotle’s Politics to Marx’s Kritik, we can see that Marx 
was effectively reversing Aristotle’s classification. By describing democracy as 
both the genus and a species of constitution, Marx was making democracy 
rather than Aristotle’s politeia the genus constitution. By implication it is de-
mocracy, and not a politeia, that is the correct constitution where the many 
rules for the common good. Making democracy the genus served the same 
purpose for Marx as for Aristotle: to designate the most fully developed or 

202. Aristotle, Politics, bk. IV, chs. 8–9, 1293b–1294b.
203. Ibid. bk. IV, ch. 11, 1295a–1296b. For the reasons why the “middle constitution” should 

be treated as the same constitutional form as the “constitution (politeia),” see Robinson, Aris-
totle Politics Books III and IV, 100–101. For an opposing view, see Curtis Johnson, “Aristotle’s 
Polity: Mixed or Middle Constitution?,” History of Political Thought 9, no. 2 (1988): 197–99.

204. Aristotle, Politics, bk. IV, ch. 11, 1296b1–7.
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best form of constitution that is the standard against which all other constitu-
tions should be measured.205 Marx argued that “all forms of state have democ-
racy for their truth and that they are therefore untrue insofar as they are not 
democracy.”206 Given the evident similarity between Marx’s and Aristotle’s 
discussion, as well as Marx’s well-established familiarity with and respect for 
Aristotle’s thought, it seems quite likely that Marx’s description of democracy 
as the genus constitution was a deliberate response to Aristotle.207 Though we 
should not overburden the point given the indirect nature of the evidence, this 
gives some grounds for thinking that Marx subtly intended his democracy to 
be contrasted with Aristotle’s politeia, where politiea is understood as a mixed 
constitution that tempers the rule of the many through the rule of the few. That 
interpretation would also be supported by the long tradition of equating Ar-
istotle’s politeia with a “republic” and Marx’s critique of that constitution.208

Marx’s implied criticism of Aristotle on democracy provides further support 
to the idea that Marx’s understanding of democracy takes some inspiration 
from Athens and the Greek city-states. We have already examined Marx’s ex-
pressed admiration for the ancient city-states for their unity of public and pri-
vate life and the extensive participation of citizens in public affairs. It also clear 
that Marx envisaged his democracy as reviving certain aspects of the ancient 
world. As he wrote to Ruge in May 1843: “The self-confidence of the human 
being, freedom, has first of all to be aroused again in the hearts of these [Ger-
man] people. Only this feeling, which vanished from the world with the 
Greeks . . . ​can again transform society into a community of human beings 
united for their highest aims, into a democratic state.”209

205. For a further use of genus and species categories in Marx’s writing, see “Debatten über 
Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I.1: 161 / MECW 1: 173.

206. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2 32 / MECW 3: 30.
207. This link between Marx and Aristotle goes unnoticed in Norman Levine, Marx’s Resur-

rection of Aristotle (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021); and even in David J. Depew, “The Polis 
Transfigured: Aristotle’s Politics and Marx’s Critique of Hegel’s “Philosophy of Right” in Marx and 
Aristotle: Nineteenth-Century German Social Theory and Classical Antiquity, ed. George E. Mc-
Carthy (Savage, MA: Rowman & Littlefield, 1992), 37–73. Though see the interesting remarks 
on the similarity between Marx’s social thought and Aristotle’s justification of the mixed con-
stitution in G. E. M. de Ste. Croix, The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World: From the Archaic 
Age to the Arab Conquests (London: Duckworth, 1981), 74–76.

208. For instance, in Gans’s lectures he lists Aristotle’s three correct constitutions as 
“monarchy . . . ​aristocracy . . . ​[and] politeia or republic”; see Gans, Naturrecht und Universal-
rechtsgeschichte: Vorlesungen nach G.W.F. Hegel, ed. Johann Braun (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 
2005), 21; Eduard Gans, Naturrecht und Universalrechtsgeschichte, ed. Manfried Reidel (Stuttgart: 
Klett-Cotta, 1981), 36.

209. Marx to Ruge, May 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 475–76 / MECW 3: 137.
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But despite these positive appraisals, it is just as crucial to recognize that 
Marx’s democracy was not a simple return to the ancient world. Two features 
in particular distinguish Marx’s account of democracy from the previous an-
cient example of what he calls “unmediated . . . ​democracy (unmittelbaren . . . ​
Demokratie).”210 These suggest that Marx thought his preferred regime had not 
been fully realized in any historical or existing examples of states. The first 
difference with Athenian democracy is evident in Marx’s denial of the feasibil-
ity and necessity of citizens directly participating in the legislature. We saw 
how in his critique of Hegel Marx argued that the size of modern states and 
the legitimacy of a degree of division of labor justify a certain form of repre
sentation or delegation in the legislative assembly. Marx’s democracy thus 
contains a clear institutional difference to ancient democratic Athens and its 
celebrated Assembly (ekklēsia), where all citizens had the opportunity to di-
rectly participate in law-making.211 It is thus misleading to describe Marx as 
advocating “direct democracy,” given the term’s association with the Athenian 
direct participation in the legislature.212 At the same time, Marx does not make 
the well-established argumentative move, whereby accepting that large modern 
populations make direct democracy infeasible is then paired with an insistence 
that the only feasible alternative is representative democracy, understood as a 
system where representatives are not formally constrained by their constitu-
ents once elected. As we saw in his critique of Hegel, Marx advocated, under 
the possible influence of Rousseau, for legislative deputies to be constrained 
by the formal instructions given to them by constituents. Marx thus supported 
neither direct participation in the legislature nor unconstrained representa
tion, but a system whereby deputies are instructed by the people and bound 
to those instructions. Marx’s democracy therefore presents a third way be-
tween Athenian direct democracy and modern representative democracy—a 
system for which there is no settled name in the literature, but which David 
Leopold helpfully labels “popular delegacy.”213

(Given that Marx’s democracy includes a form of representation, his dis-
tinction between republic and democracy does not track James Madison’s 
famous definition that the “difference between a Democracy and a Republic” 

210. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 33 / MECW 3: 32.
211. For the ways in which Athens’s directly democratic Assembly actually made extensive 

use of supplemental lottery-based institutions, see Manin, Principles of Representative Govern-
ment, chapter 1.

212. As is done in Depew, “The Polis Transfigured,” 61; and Z. A. Pelczynski, “Nation, Civil 
Society, State: Hegelian Sources of the Marxian Non-Theory of Nationality,” in The State and 
Civil Society: Studies in Hegel’s Political Philosophy, ed. Z. A. Pelczynski (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984), 268.

213. Leopold, Young Karl Marx, 254.
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is that in a democracy the people “assemble and administer the Government 
in person” whereas in a republic “the scheme of representation takes place.”214 
As we saw in the above section, Marx’s differentiation between the two re-
gimes is not based on whether representation takes place, but on the differing 
relationships between the state and civil society.)

The second feature that distinguishes Marx’s democracy from ancient de-
mocracy is that he values some of the individual rights and freedoms associ-
ated with modern states, and at several points he suggests that there was an 
improper unity between state and civil society achieved in ancient and medi-
eval states. Throughout the Kritik Marx expresses opposition to any person’s 
political status being privileged or restricted by their status in civil society. 
That includes the landed aristocracy who had “mocked . . . ​innate human 
rights” but demanded the “innate human right” to sit in the legislature for 
themselves or, most starkly, the practice of ancient slavery, which had the con-
sequence that slaves’ “political existence was destroyed.”215 Furthermore, 
Marx’s praise of the way in which the ancient Greeks treated “the res publica 
as the real private affair” is tempered by the less flattering description that in 
Greece “the private individual is a slave” and that “Among the Greeks civil 
society was the slave of political society.”216 These (metaphorical) comparisons 
to slavery suggest that while Marx thinks that the relationship between state 
and civil society in ancient states was superior to that of modern abstract 
states, ancient states had not achieved a fully admirable unity either. Marx’s 
language suggests that he agrees with Hegel’s analysis that ancient states had 
not given sufficient weight to the individuality of civil society, that civil society 
had been too fully subordinated to political society. Marx’s rejection of a false 
kind of unity is even more evident in his account of medieval states. Marx says 
that these exhibited a unity between political and civil society spheres but a 
unity that was based on “unfree man.” They were thus what Marx twice calls 
the “democracy of unfreedom,” because they achieved a kind of unity (hence 
“democracy”) but an unenviable one because it did not include the freedoms 
associated with the modern state (hence “unfreedom”).217 Marx also stressed 
that as objectionable as the social divisions in modern civil society are, they 
are still “an advance in history” over the political divisions in the medieval 

214. James Madison, “The Federalist No. 10,” in The Federalist, with Letters of “Brutus,” ed. 
Terence Ball (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 43–44.

215. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 114, 120 / MECW 3: 105, 110.
216. Ibid., 34, 79 / 32, 73. For Arnold Ruge’s similar critique that Plato and Aristotle gave 

insufficient space to civil society, see Aus früherer Zeit, IV: 83–84.
217. Marx, Kritik, MEGA 1.2: 33 / MECW 3: 32.
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system of estates; and he similarly maintained that a “representative constitu-
tion is a great advance” over an estate constitution.218

According to Marx, then, both ancient and (especially) medieval states 
failed to achieve the right kind of unity between their civil society and political 
spheres, because of their failure to provide sufficient space for individuality in 
civil society and the freedom and rights of modern states to all citizens. Only a 
future democracy, on Marx’s account, achieves the right kind of unity. There 
are thus traces of a certain Hegelian dialectical structure in Marx’s view—that 
ancient and medieval states exhibited an undifferentiated unity between their 
political and civil society spheres, modern states exhibit a differentiated dis-
unity, and a future democracy will contain a differentiated unity.219 That is also 
suggested by what seems to be a three-part contrast by Marx: “In the states of 
antiquity the political state makes up the content of the state to the exclusion of 
the other spheres; the modern state is a compromise between the political and 
the unpolitical state. In democracy the abstract state has ceased to be the domi-
nant factor.”220

This suggestive account of a historical progression of constitutional forms 
culminating in a future democracy that both returns to and supersedes earlier 
states is fragmentary to say the least. But Marx’s assorted comments on the 
various constitutional forms across history lend themselves to a typological 
reconstruction. Marx mentions the following constitutional forms: for the 
ancient and medieval world, monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy;221 for 
the modern world, absolute monarchy, constitutional monarchy, and republic; 
and, finally, the future democracy. A constitutional typology for these various 
regimes is attempted in figure 6, which assembles Marx’s account into a more 
coherent structure than is in fact found in the Kritik, with the aim that this 
might aid in the understanding of the text and potentially correspond to what 
Marx might have argued in a more polished published work (without thereby 
claiming that it definitely corresponds to what Marx might have produced). 

218. Ibid., 85, 89 / 75, 79.
219. For this dialectical structure in Hegel’s thought and applied to Marx’s views on labor, 

see G. A. Cohen, “Marx’s Dialectic of Labor,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 3, no. 3 (1974): 
235–61.

220. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 32 / MECW 3: 31, emphasis added. However, it is not entirely 
clear if Marx intends the comment on democracy as a contrast to both ancient and modern 
states.

221. Recall that Marx says that in premodern “unmediated monarchy, democracy and aris-
tocracy there is as yet no political constitution as distinct from the actual, material state”; ibid., 
33 / 32. Marx gives less attention to different medieval political forms but does refer to the me-
dieval “democracy of unfreedom” and the “feudal monarchy”; ibid., 63, 119 / 59, 109.
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Democracy
(Future)
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Democracy
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(Modern)

Constitutional Monarchy
(Modern)

Absolute Monarchy
(Modern)

figure 6. Reconstruction of Marx’s constitutional typology and historical 
progression.

The reconstruction tracks Marx’s explicit distinction between abstract (modern) 
states and nonabstract (ancient, medieval, and future) states. Following Marx’s 
own language elsewhere in the Kritik, we can label these nonabstract states as 
concrete states.222 Figure 6 also includes a second comparative dimension, be-
tween freer and less free states, that tries to capture Marx’s various comments on 
how ancient and medieval states exhibit a defective unity because of their failure 
to provide freedoms to all citizens (most obviously his description of the medi-
eval world as the “democracy of unfreedom”). That dimension also tracks the order 
of preference Marx holds for the modern state forms, with constitutional mon-
archy an advance over absolute monarchy and a republic an advance over both. 
The mirrored positioning of a (future) democracy and a (modern) republic re-
flects Marx’s characterization of the republic as “democracy within the abstract 
state form.” Finally, the two categorical dimensions (abstract and concrete; free 
and unfree) combine to produce a constitutional typology that also reflects the 
historical progression suggested by Marx’s account, whereby the future democ-
racy both restores the concrete nature of the premodern world and supersedes 
it by maintaining the freedoms of the modern world.223

222. Marx says that “The state is an abstraction. The people alone is what is concrete,” and 
“The political state is the mirror of truth for the various elements of the concrete state”; ibid., 29, 
117 / 28, 107.

223. As such, the reconstruction of Marx’s account also reflects a Hegelian picture of history 
and constitutional change as a progressive dialectical process, one common to Left Hegelian 
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A Republican Critique of Communism
Marx’s Kritik provided a republican critique of the modern state, primarily in 
the form of Hegel’s constitutional monarchy but also as a republic in the Ameri-
can model. That critique exists on a continuum with the arguments that sub-
sequently led him to communism the following year, as is explored in chapter 3. 
But a widespread interpretation holds that the Kritik already represents Marx’s 
conversion to communism. Shlomo Avineri provocatively argues that,

The Critique contains ample material to show that Marx envisages in 1843 
a society based on the abolition of private property and on the disappear-
ance of the state. Briefly, the Communist Manifesto is immanent in the Cri-
tique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right . . . ​[It is thus] impossible to construe his 
Critique as a radical democratic or republican tract.224

Avineri’s position has been influential in subsequent commentary on the Kri-
tik.225 But, despite the popularity of this interpretation, there is in fact remark-
ably little textual evidence for the underlying set of claims (that Marx believes 
in the abolition of the state and private property), which supposedly justifies 
seeing the Kritik as Marx’s abandonment of republicanism for communism.

thought. Bruno Bauer’s depiction, cited in the epigraph, of each state form being “overcome 
by its consequence” so that there is a progression from the feudal state to absolute monarchy, 
then to constitutional monarchy and finally to a republic, is a typical example; see Bauer, Die 
gute Sache der Freiheit, 119. This Hegelian progressive view of history might be interestingly 
contrasted with an older republican view that sees history as a cyclical process, as in Polybius’s 
influential application of Aristotle’s constitutional schema, whereby each correct constitution 
necessarily transforms into its deviant counterpart, which is then in turn replaced by the next 
correct constitution that then also eventually decays, leading to a continuous cycle of constitu-
tions (a cycle only temporarily arrested by a mixed constitution). On the role of this Polybian 
idea in republican thought, see J. G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political 
Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975), 
76–80.

224. Shlomo Avineri, The Social and Political Thought of Karl Marx (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1968), 34, 38.

225. Avineri’s position is endorsed by both Hunt, Political Ideas of Marx and Engels, 1:50, and 
Warren Breckman, Marx, the Young Hegelians, and the Origins of Radical Social Theory: Dethron-
ing the Self (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 283–84. Similar views can also be 
found in Colletti and McLellan, who argue respectively that “the conclusion of Marx’s argument 
in the Critique: [is] the suppression of politics and the extinction of the state” and that “repub-
licanism is not adequate to this new form of society, which involves the disappearance of the 
state.” See Colletti, “Introduction” to Marx, Early Writings, 44; and David McLellan, Marx before 
Marxism (London: Macmillan, 1970), 115.
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Avineri cannot point to any direct statement in the Kritik of Marx’s supposed 
belief in the abolition of private property (since none can be found in the text). 
Avineri instead supplies a circuitous argument based on Marx’s belief that the 
people should take the place of Hegel’s bureaucracy as the “universal class.” He 
argues that since “a class cannot be truly universal unless it is everybody’s class, 
or—to put it otherwise—unless class differences disappear,” and since “class is 
based on property, and property is by nature differential,” then Marx’s supposed 
belief in the end of class is also a belief in the “disappearance of property.”226 
Each of these argumentative steps is itself questionable and unsupported by 
textual evidence. It remains unclear why we should understand Marx’s remarks 
that the “universal estate” (a better translation than “class” in this case) should 
be the “estate of every citizen” as a belief in the abolition of class and property, 
when his meaning is quite plainly that every citizen should share in the public 
administration of universal interests rather than those tasks being reserved to 
Hegel’s bureaucracy.227 There is nothing to suggest that Marx thought this 
popular administration required that property distinctions between citizens be 
abolished (especially if Athens is taken to be the reference model, where popular 
self-administration coexisted with property and class distinctions). Insofar as 
Marx criticized private property in the Kritik, we have already seen that this was 
in fact directed at private property having an improper relation to the political 
sphere, particularly through Hegel’s defense of giving the aristocracy legislative 
power because of their landed property ownership. Marx’s position in the Kritik 
is not that private property should be abolished, but that it should be suitably 
constrained and subordinated to the political sphere.

A slightly stronger claim could be made for Marx’s supposed belief in the end 
of the state, with two remarks in the Kritik lending themselves to this interpreta-
tion. First, having argued that “in democracy the state” becomes “truly general,” 
Marx then continues: “The latest French [writers] have understood this to mean 
that in true democracy (wahren Demokratie) the political state disappears 
(untergehe). This is correct insofar as the political state qua political state, as con-
stitution, no longer passes for the whole.”228 Second, Marx argues that “Electoral 
reform within the abstract political state is therefore the demand (Forderung) for 
its dissolution (Auflösung), but also for the dissolution of civil society.”229

Understandably, these remarks have given the impression that Marx be-
lieves in the end of the state. But David Leopold has convincingly shown that 

226. Avineri, Social and Political Thought of Karl Marx, 37.
227. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 54 / MECW 3: 50.
228. Ibid., 32 / 30.
229. Ibid., 131 / 121.
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a careful reading overturns that initial impression.230 In both remarks, Marx 
in fact only discusses the abstract, political state and not the state as such (even 
specifying that he means the “political state qua political state”). That implies 
that Marx believes that it is only those objectionable features of modern ab-
stract states that disappear (that is, their divide between political and civil 
society spheres, and the distance between the state and the people), and not 
that all the features that we associate with states disappear (such as binding 
decisions on issues of common concern in a given territory). Both remarks 
also display a degree of distancing on Marx’s part from the claims in question; 
in the first, Marx says he is discussing the claims made by the “latest French” 
writers, and in the second, the “demand (Forderung)” for electoral reform 
rather than electoral reform itself. The latter suggests that Marx means that the 
demand for electoral reform in the modern state reveals a desire for political 
participation that the modern state cannot satisfy, but which a future demo
cratic state would. In addition, at various points of the Kritik, Marx seems 
happy to describe this future political association as a state, calling it a “true 
state (wahren Staat)” and a “rational state (vernünftigen Staat).”231 Leopold 
therefore concludes that Marx’s position is “not that the state as such ceases 
to exist, but only that the political community no longer takes an “abstract” 
form.”232 The abstraction of the modern state is accordingly overcome through 
what Leopold aptly calls Marx’s three “quasi-institutional threads” (extensive 
political participation for the common good, public administration by the 
people, and popular delegacy rather than representative democracy), drawn 
from the “civic republican tradition,” which “function to bridge the gap be-
tween individuals and the political community.”233 Thus the overcoming of 
the modern split between state and civil society, which Marx envisages will 
occur in a future democracy, occurs through changes in the political constitu-
tion and not through social reform to property.234

A careful sifting of the evidence shows that Marx did not advocate for the 
end of the state and private property in the Kritik. But one final piece of textual 

230. Leopold, Young Karl Marx, 254–62. See also Richard Nordahl, “Marx and Utopia: A 
Critique of the ‘Orthodox’ View,” Canadian Journal of Political Science 20, no. 4 (1987): 
763–65.

231. Marx, Kritik, MEGA I.2: 54–55 / MECW 3: 50–51.
232. Leopold, Young Karl Marx, 260.
233. Ibid.
234. Ruge subsequently outlined a very similar idea, arguing that “the abolition of the split 

between state life (Staatsleben) and human life is the politicization of all people—everyone 
forms the polis”; see Zwei Jahre in Paris: Studien und Erinnerungen, vol. 2 (Leipzig: Wilhelm 
Jurany, 1846), 63.
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evidence from the text might suggest a conversion to communism.235 Marx 
argues that the “atomism” of modern civil society can be traced to “the com-
munity, the communist being (das Gemeinwesen, das communistische Wesen), 
in which the individual resides, is civil society separated from the state.”236 But 
this reference to communism hardly signals a wholesale ideological conver-
sion. Marx is using “communist” in the thin sense of our communal and other-
regarding nature, a feature of our human nature that he thinks is inadequately 
realized in modern states. Such uses of “communism” can be found also in 
Feuerbach’s writings and those of other republican figures at the time.237 In 
the same summer as the Kritik, Julius Fröbel argued that while republicans 
were “decidedly opposed” to the communist “abolition of property,” they were 
in one “sense . . . ​decidedly communistic” because they believed that a “spirit of 
community” should imbue all of society and were opposed to the “egoism that 
poisons public life.”238

The Kritik therefore does not mark Marx’s supposed conversion to com-
munism.239 That is even more obvious if we examine Marx’s explicit public 
criticisms of communism and socialism at the same time as the Kritik. These 
appear in his September letter in the “Briefwechsel von 1843,” written in 
Kreuznach a few weeks before his move to Paris (the letter for which we also 
happen to have the most confidence of Marx’s authorship). Marx here expressed 
a degree of sympathy with communism as a “particular manifestation . . . ​of 
the humanistic principle” and even admits that there may be “some imagi-
nary and possible communism” to which his critique may not apply. But Marx 
calls the “actually existing communism” of “[Étienne] Cabet, [Théodore] 

235. As pointed to in Avineri, Social and Political Thought of Karl Marx, 34.
236. Marx, Kritik, 88 / 79.
237. Leopold, Young Karl Marx, 215. Bakunin (at this point not yet an anarchist or commu-

nist) argued that while he rejected the communist label, he did believe in a “true communism,” 
understood as a “community of free people”; see his “Der Kommunismus,” Schweizerischer Re-
publikaner, no. 44 (2 June 1843): 204–5, and no. 45 (6 June 1843): 212.

238. [ Julius Fröbel], “Programm des Republikaners,” Schweizerischer Republikaner, no. 47 
(13 June 1843): 222. Marx wrote to Fröbel a few months later complaining of the “pseudo-
republicans” in the Swiss government who were hindering Fröbel’s work on the Deutsch-
Französische Jahrbücher; see Marx to Julius Fröbel, 21 November 1843, MEGA III.1: 62 / MECW 
3: 353.

239. Added to this, a year after the original Kritik Marx claimed he was reworking it into a 
“new examination” of the topic. Marx to Feuerbach, 11 August 1844, MEGA III.1: 63 / MECW 3: 
354. According to Ruge, at least, Marx’s new critique would this time “communistically criticize 
Hegel’s natural law.” Arnold Ruge to Max Duncker, 29 August 1844, Studien zur Marxs Paris 
Aufenthalt, 211.
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Dézamy [and Wilhelm] Weitling” a “dogmatic abstraction” and argues that it 
is the task of critics, like Ruge and himself, to clarify its dogmatic propositions 
to its proponents.240

Marx directed an array of criticisms against these “actually existing” com-
munists.241 He first rejected their complete opposition to private property, 
which he thought was a “one-sided realization of the socialist principal,” when 
in fact—in a provocative twist—“[a]bolition of private property and com-
munism are not at all identical.”242 Marx continued that this one-sided emphasis 
was evident also in communism’s crude materialism, which focuses only on 
the “one side . . . ​the reality” of man’s existence at the expense of his “other 
side . . . ​[his] theoretical existence” (a set of criticisms that could have been 
directed at Dézamy’s strict egalitarian distribution of property).243 Next, Marx 
attacked the communist tendency toward utopian system-building rather than 
engaging in immanent critique of existing society. He singled out Voyage en 
Icarie (1840), Cabet’s detailed literary depiction of a fictional communist so-
ciety, as a mistaken attempt to confront people with a “ready-made system” 
rather than work from their existing concerns.244 The critic, Marx insists, “does 
not dogmatically anticipate the world, but finds the new world through criti-
cism of the old one.”245

Finally, and most extensively, Marx criticized existing communists for their 
indifference to politics. Marx insisted that while communists had dismissed 
discussion of state forms and political institutions for their supposed social ir-
relevance, these political questions were, in fact, intimately related to social 
ones. “The political state,” Marx claims, “expresses within its form sub specie 
reipublicae [as a particular form of state] all social struggles, needs and truths.”246 

240. Marx to Ruge, September 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 487 / MECW 
3: 142-43. Ruge evinces a similar attitude to socialists and communists in his contemporaneous 
preface to Louis Blanc, Geschichte der zehn Jahre von 1830 bis 1840, trans. Gottlob Fink (Zürich 
und Winterthur: Verlag des literarischen Comptoirs, 1843), v–vi.

241. In contrast to these communists, Marx says he is more positive about the “socialist 
teachings” of Charles Fourier and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. But we should resist the impulse to 
see this as a differentiation between socialism and communism, because Marx’s subsequent 
usage in the letter equates the two.

242. Marx to Ruge, September 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2 487 / MECW 
3: 143.

243. See Théodore Dézamy, Code de la communauté (Paris, 1842), 264–65.
244. Marx to Ruge, September 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 487 / MECW 

3: 143.
245. Ibid., 486 / 142.
246. Ibid., 488 / 143.
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He gave the example of the political struggle between a system of estates and 
a modern representative system (the question he had himself addressed in his 
journalism). Marx maintained that these contrasting systems must be the ob-
ject of critique because they “only express in a political way the difference be-
tween the rule of man and the rule of private property.” Thus even “the most 
specialized political question” cannot be beyond the target of the critic. More-
over, Marx argued that engaging in these questions is how a broad political 
coalition could be formed, since by taking up the interests that already moved 
the wider population, such as the fight between estate and representative sys-
tems, one could build a “large party.” Marx concluded that there was a neces-
sity for “partisan participation in politics” and that “The critic not only can but 
must engage in these political questions (which according to the views of the 
crass socialists are beneath their dignity).”247

Marx’s strident view on the necessity of engaging with political questions can 
be contrasted (and was possibly directed against) the position taken by Weitling. 
While Weitling rejected the old estate system of inherited political privilege, he 
had little time for the demand for representation.248 The “boring, donkey-like, 
quarrelsome debates of the many-headed constitutional and republican hydra” 
were just “chaff thrown into the eyes of peoples so that they do not see who eats 
their grain.”249 “What is the point,” Weitling asked, “of us having the right to 
throw a name in the election pot, when after the election we see that the rich are 
in the right and we in the wrong.”250 Weitling also had little trust in the ability of 
democratic elections and what “republicans . . . ​call rule by the people (Volk-
sherrschaft)” to promote talent to office, given the inability of the “prejudiced 
stupid masses” to recognize said talent.251 He instead hoped to escape politics 
through what he called the “rule of knowledge (Herrschaft des Wissens)”: a com-
plex system of concentric bodies of scientists, inventors, and production experts, 
culminating in a so-called “Trio or Three-Men Council” made up of the greatest 
“geniuses in medicine, physics and engineering.”252

247. Ibid., 488 / 144.
248. Wilhelm Weitling, Garantien der Harmonie und Freiheit (Vivis: Verlag des Verfassers 

1842), 129.
249. Ibid., 132, 135–36.
250. Ibid., 225.
251. Ibid., 130–31, 141; “Die Regierungsform unsers Prinzips,” Die Junge Generation, no. 6 

( June 1842): 84.
252. Weitling, Garantien, 129, 136. Waltraud Seidel-Höppner has, however, recently stressed 

the democratic side of Weitling’s technocratic system, since he believed that the necessary sci-
entific expertise should be universalized through education; see her Wilhelm Weitling (1808–1871): 
Eine Politische Biographie (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2014), 393–94, 400–401.
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Given Marx’s democratic republican sympathies, it is no surprise that he 
was repelled by this technocratic and antipolitical vision. While he thought 
that existing communisms had grasped at something important, they had 
done so in a deeply misguided way. In September 1843, his attitude to com-
munism was that of a critical but sympathetic observer—unconvinced yet 
clearly agitated by the challenge it posed to existing radical political ideas, an 
attitude common to republican commentary on communism at the time.253 
Marx’s explicit plan for his move to Paris was to “help the dogmatists to clarify 
their propositions to themselves” and bring the communists to a more reason-
able position.254 It is then easy to see a certain irony in that Marx’s planned 
confrontation with communism in Paris actually ended with his conversion 
to communism. A story could thus be told that Marx’s gaze into the commu-
nist “abyss” ended with the abyss gazing into him.

But that would be too simple a narrative. If we study Marx’s criticisms of 
existing communism—its opposition to private property, its utopianism, its 
antipolitics—it is clear that Marx did not so much convert to communism as 
fashion a new form of it. His skepticism of utopianism and his commitment 
to politics would come to be central distinguishing features of his commu-
nism. Even on the all-important question of private property, where Marx did 
change his mind, he continued to criticize communisms that crudely equal-
ized or leveled all forms of property and did not specifically focus on abolish-
ing capitalist private property (i.e., that produced by wage-labor).255 As we will 
see in the coming chapters, Marx thus built a new form of communism out of 
his republican criticisms of existing communism.

Coda
The young republican Marx’s study of the modern state resulted in a critique of 
the three main competing models of his era, from absolute and constitutional 
monarchy to a republic, as well as his suggestive development and defense of 
an alternative future democracy. Only by placing his critique in its context 

253. See especially the above-cited articles by Fröbel and Bakunin in the Schweizerischer Re-
publikaner in the summer of 1843. Marx had also displayed a similar attitude the year before, when 
he had defended the Rheinische Zeitung against the charge of spreading communism; see Marx, 
“Der Kommunismus und die Augsburger ‘Allgemeine Zeitung,’ ” MEGA I.1: 240 / MECW 1: 220.

254. Marx to Ruge, September 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 487 / MECW 
3: 142.

255. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 386–89 / MECW 3: 293–97; 
Marx and Engels, Manifest der Kommunistischen Partei, MEW 4: 475 / MECW 6: 498; Marx, 
“Kritik des Gothaer Programms,” MEGA I.25: 11–16 / MECW 24: 83–88.
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were we able to properly appreciate what was typical and what distinctive in 
this account. While his separation of a republic from a democracy went against 
the grain of the contemporary equation of the two, his reasons for doing so 
did not distinguish him from his fellow republicans; the same goes for some 
of the passing remarks that have led interpreters to implausibly pronounce 
Marx’s conversion to communism. A careful study of Marx’s texts in their 
political context shows that in 1843 he held to a characteristically republican 
vision in which the distance between the political sphere and civil society was 
overcome through citizens’ widespread political participation in the governing 
and administration of their democracy. His concern at the time was not with 
bridging this divide through the abolition of private property. As with many 
of his fellow republicans, he opposed this communist demand, along with the 
communist rejection of politics, while being sympathetic to the communist 
critique of the egoism of modern civil society. Through his criticisms of the 
unaccountability of constitutional monarchs and their bureaucracies, Marx 
also continued to express his opposition to arbitrary power that had so marked 
his republican journalism. That abiding concern would soon, as we will see in 
the following chapter, be transferred from these political institutions to his 
engagement with arbitrary power in capitalist society.
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3
Soldiers of Socialism

m a r x ’s  t r a n s i t ion  t o  c om m u n i s m ,  1 8 43 –45

The circumstance of [economic measures] . . . ​having emanated from the privy 
council of an arbitrary monarch, or the representative assembly of a free 
state . . . ​cannot affect the immutable principles by which the economist is to 
form his opinion upon them.

—john r a msay mccu lloch. e xtr acte d by m a r x in 184 4.1

Without a tear in their grim eyes,
They sit at the loom, the rage of despair in their faces;
We have suffered and hunger’d long enough;
Old Germany, we are weaving a shroud for thee
And weaving it with a triple curse.
We are weaving, weaving!

—from h einr ich h eine’s “di e sch l e sisch en  
w eber” (“th e si l e si a n w e av er s”)2

in November 1843 Friedrich Engels made his first public statement of his 
new communist convictions.3 In an article for the Owenist journal The New 
Moral World, he endeavored to provide his English audience with an overview 

1. J. R. M’Culloch, A Discourse on the Rise, Progress, Peculiar Objects, and Importance, of 
Political Economy (Edinburg: Archibald Constable, 1824), 74–75; Marx “Exzerpte aus MacCull-
och,” MEGA IV.2: 476. Marx studied an 1825 French translation of MacCulloch and translated 
parts of the text, including the above, into German.

2. English translation by Engels for The New Moral World in December 1844; see Engels, 
“Rapid Progress of Communism in Germany I,” MEGA I.4: 508 / MECW 4: 232.

3. In Engels’s articles for Julius Fröbel’s Schweizerischer Republikaner a few months earlier he 
had reported his positive impression of English socialism without necessarily endorsing it; see 
“Briefe aus London. III,” MEGA I.3: 463 / MECW 3: 389.
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of the development of socialism and communism (he used the terms inter-
changeably) in France and Germany. Engels argued that German communism 
had two distinct parties. One was a popular movement of traveling artisan 
workers who had imbibed new social ideas on their visits to France and whose 
political and intellectual leader was Wilhelm Weitling. The other was a philo-
sophical movement of Young Hegelians who had radicalized Hegel’s thought 
so that they first became “declared Atheists and Republicans” and then, “by 
developing further and further the consequences of their philosophy, became 
Communists.” By Engels’s account, in 1842 only a few Young Hegelians had 
realized the “insufficiency of political change, and declared . . . ​that a Social 
revolution based upon common property, was the only state of mankind 
agreeing with their abstract principles,” while the “leaders of the party, such as 
Dr. Bruno Bauer, Dr. Feuerbach, and Dr. Ruge” remained in the republican 
camp. “Communism, however, was such a necessary consequence of New 
Hegelian philosophy,” Engels continued, that “in the course of this present 
year [1843], the originators of it had the satisfaction of seeing one republican 
after the other join their ranks.” Engels listed “Dr. Hess . . . ​Dr. Ruge . . . ​[and] 
Dr. Marx” as converts and expressed his hope that the “remainder of the re-
publican party will, by-and-by, come over too.”4

According to Engels, then, Moses Hess, Arnold Ruge and Marx had all 
supposedly converted from republicanism to communism by November 1843. 
Engels was writing from Manchester, where he had had moved one year be-
fore, and he had only indirect access to these apparent developments. His most 
likely informant was Hess, who was certainly a communist and had been for 
a few years.5 Hess in fact tried to claim credit for having converted Engels 
from an “Anno I [the first year of the French Republican calendar] revolution-
ary” to “the most eager communist,” when Engels had visited Hess in the Rhe-
inische Zeitung’s Cologne editorial office on his way to England in the autumn 
of 1842.6 (Engels’s first meeting with Marx occurred a few weeks later, when 
Engels returned to the newspaper’s office—a meeting Engels later described 
as “distinctly chilly.”7) But a study of Engels’s subsequent articles shows that 
Hess at most whetted Engels’s appetite for socialism and Engels in fact 

4. Engels, “Progress of Social Reform on the Continent,” MEGA I.3: 508–9 / MECW 3: 
405–6.

5. See the editorial discussion in MEGA I.3: 702.
6. Moses Hess to Berthold Auerbach, 19 June 1843, Moses Hess Briefwechsel, ed. Edmund 

Silberner (’s-Gravenhage: Mouton, 1959), 103.
7. Engels to Franz Mehring, end of April 1895, MEW 39: 473; MECW 50: 503. Marx associ-

ated Engels with the ultraradicalism of the Freien that he was trying to purge from the Rheinische 
Zeitung.
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continued to espouse his democratic republican commitments some months 
after meeting Hess and traveling to England.8 Assuming Hess was Engels’s 
subsequent informant, a similar case of overoptimism on Hess’s part might 
have been at play in Engels’s report of Ruge’s and Marx’s supposed conversions 
to communism.9 While Ruge was sympathetic to its social critique, he never 
converted to communism, and Marx’s conversion still lay several months be-
fore him. At the time of Engels’s article, Marx had been in Paris for just under 
a month. He had moved to the city to edit the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher 
with Ruge and stayed until his expulsion by the French government (on Prus
sia’s request) at the end of January 1845. It is in this period in Paris that Marx 
underwent his transition from republicanism to self-identifying communist. 
This chapter charts that transition.

As we saw in chapter 2, Marx left Germany committed to “true democracy” 
and critical of communism’s apolitical stance and overemphasis on the aboli-
tion of private property. His first articles in Paris, which were published in the 
Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher and are the subject of the opening section of 
this chapter, demonstrate how swiftly his thought had developed from this 
position. He no longer thought “democracy” an adequate description of his 
politics and now aligned himself with the proletariat’s goal of abolishing pri-
vate property to achieve true human emancipation. But he also remained 
firmly committed to political emancipation, leaving him in an ideological gray 
zone, unwilling to explicitly commit himself to communism. His scruples did 
not last long, however, and he soon broke with Ruge over Ruge’s failure to go 
over to communism. I consequently, in the second section, turn to an exten-
sive discussion of Ruge’s republican thought as a comparison with that of 
Marx. The ideological distance that opened up between the two was quickly 
evident in their differing responses to the Silesian Weavers’ Revolt in June 
1844—the subject of the third section of this chapter.10 While Ruge lamented 
the worker’s lack of political goals, Marx celebrated that the revolt had shown 

8. David Gregory, “Karl Marx’s and Friedrich Engels’ Knowledge of French Socialism in 
1842–43,” Historical Reflections / Réflexions Historiques 10, no. 1 (1983): 147. On Engels’s early repub-
licanism, see the editorial discussion in MEGA I.3: 13–15, 23–24, and Richard N. Hunt, The Political 
Ideas of Marx and Engels, vol. 1 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1974), 93–104.

9. In February 1845, Engels made the similarly hopeful but mistaken claim that “Dr. 
Feuerbach . . . ​has declared himself a Communist”; see “Rapid Progress of Communism in 
Germany II,” MEGA I.4: 540 / MECW 4: 235.

10. These played out in the German-Parisian newspaper Vorwärts! (Forward!), the same 
paper that published Heine’s famous tribute to the weavers and their triple curse against God, 
King, and Country), see H. H.[eine], “Die armen Weber,” Vorwärts!, no. 55 (10 July 1844): 1. 
Heine subsequently gave the poem its better known title, “Die schlesischen Weber.”
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that workers were not “soldiers of the republic” but “soldiers of socialism.”11 
I show how Marx’s defense of the weavers represented a sharp antipolitical 
turn in his thinking, typical of early communism. That stance, however, did 
not last long and was less pronounced than the explicit antidemocratic posi-
tion evident in the transition to communism in figures like the early Engels. 
Yet Marx’s initial partial repudiation of some of his republican political in-
heritance did not stop him from continuing to deploy republican ideas in 
his first study of political economy, undertaken in the spring and summer of 
1844. I thus close the chapter with a fourth and final section, showing how 
Marx’s early critique of political economy condemned the domination to 
which both capitalism and the capitalist subjected the worker, leaving them 
alienated and unfree.

Human and Political Emancipation
Paris offered Marx and Ruge a relative haven of press freedom for their joint 
journalistic venture after the parallel suppression of their respective Rheinische 
Zeitung and the Deutsche Jahrbücher in January 1843. Paris also provided them 
an almost unparalleled intellectual atmosphere at the forefront of political and 
social developments. Marx excitedly predicted that it was the “new capital of 
the new world.”12 Their Deutsch-Franzözisische Jahrbücher (which might be seen 
as the next stage in the geographic expansion of Ruge’s Hallische and then 
Deutsche Jahrbücher) was supposed to be more than just a German journal pub-
lished in France and, rather, the means to further a true “Franco-German sci-
entific alliance.”13 Marx and Ruge tried to include French contributors from 
across the spectrum of progressive thought, from Alphonse de Lamartine and 
Félicité de Lamennais to Louis Blanc and Étienne Cabet. But the language bar-
rier and the French incomprehension and aversion to their Hegelian atheism 
meant that the journal was forced to go ahead with exclusively German contri-
butions. The moderate republican Marie d’Agoult, for instance, declared herself 
“too French” to understand the project of the “jeune école hégélienne,” with its 
“taste for abstraction, [and] the insane stubborness of the absolute.”14

11. Marx, “Kritische Randglossen,” MEGA I.2: 461 / MECW 3: 204.
12. Marx to Ruge, September 1843, “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843,” MEGA I.2: 486 / MECW 3: 142.
13. Marx to Ludwig Feuerbach, 3 October 1843, MEGA III.1: 58/MECW 3: 349. For this plan, 

see Beatrix Mesmer-Strupp, Arnold Ruges Plan einer Alliance intellectuelle zwischen Deutschen und 
Franzosen (Bern: W. Dürrenmatt, 1963), chapters 3–4.

14. Daniel Stern [Marie d’Agoult], “George Herwegh et les hégéliens politiques,” La Presse 
(17 November 1843): 1; Marie d’Agoult to Georg Herwegh, between 25 and 27 February 1844, 
Au Printemps des dieux: Correspondence inedite de la Comtesse Marie d’Agoult et du poète Georges 
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The first (and as it would transpire final) double issue of the journal ap-
peared in February 1844 and was opened by Ruge’s “Plan” and the edited let-
ters in “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843” that were discussed in chapter 2. In the 
journal’s introduction, Ruge called for a “German Contrat social” and the 
“unification of the German and French people under the same humanistic 
principle.”15 This vague humanism papered over significant ideological dif-
ferences among the contributors. This stretched from the oppositional 
liberalism of Johann Jacoby to Ruge’s republicanism and the outright com-
munism of Moses Hess and Friedrich Engels, the latter of which sent two 
articles from Manchester, including his important “Umrisse zu einer Kritik 
der Nationalökonomie” (“Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy”). 
Marx himself contributed two articles to the journal, which were the product 
of his rapidly evolving thought since arriving in Paris: “Zur Judenfrage” and 
“Zur Kritik der Hegel’schen Rechts-philosophie: Einleitung” (“Critique of 
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right: Introduction”), hereafter “Kritik: Einleitung.”16 
Both articles are misleadingly titled. “Zur Judenfrage” is not primarily about 
the question of Jewish emancipation, and the introduction to a critique of 
Hegel mentions Hegel only once (though presumably the subsequent full 
critique that Marx never wrote would have more extensively engaged with 
Hegel).17 The common theme of the articles was in fact the distinction be-
tween political and what Marx called human emancipation, and what agent 
could bring about the latter.

Marx’s “Zur Judenfrage” was ostensibly a response to Bruno Bauer’s 1843 Die 
Judenfrage (The Jewish Question) and his follow-up article, “Die Fähigkeit des 
heutigen Juden und Christen, frei zu werden” (“The Capacity of Present-Day 
Jews and Christians to Become Free”), where Bauer argued against Jewish 
emancipation. In his dull and offensive tirade, Bauer maintained that in order 
for Jews to be fully incorporated as citizens they would have to give up their 
particular identity as Jews. Political emancipation in the modern state, Bauer 

Herwegh, 1843–1867, ed. Marcel Herwegh (Paris: Gallimard, 1929), 42. See further Jonathan 
Beecher, Writers and Revolution: Intellectuals and the French Revolution of 1848 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2021), 135–36.

15. Arnold Ruge, “Plan der Deutsch-Französischen Jahrbücher,” in Deutsch-Französische 
Jahrbücher, ed. Arnold Ruge and Karl Marx (Paris: Bureau der Jahrbücher, 1844), 6, 12.

16. While “Zur Judenfrage” is sometimes thought to have been written in Kreuznach, I follow 
the MEGA editors’ reasoning that both it and “Kritik: Einleitung” date from mid-October to 
mid-December 1843; see MEGA, I.2: 650–51.

17. The “Kritik: Einleitung” was not an introduction to the Kritik from 1843 but an introduc-
tion to a new critique of Hegel that was supposed to appear in future issues of the Deutsch-
Französische Jahrbücher.
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claimed, required the renunciation of all religion.18 Marx roundly rejected 
Bauer’s view, arguing that the modern state was in fact perfectly compatible 
with citizens maintaining their religious—including Jewish—faith.19 Marx 
argued that Bauer’s study was flawed because he had only examined Jewish 
emancipation in relation to Christian absolutist states (Prussia) and liberal 
constitutional states (France and the southern German states) and ignored 
the American republic, “where the political state exists in its complete 
development.”20 Drawing on his reading of the studies of Gustave de Beau-
mont, Alexis de Tocqueville, and Thomas Hamilton, Marx argued that had 
Bauer examined the American case, he would have seen that in the most po
litically advanced country, where there was no state religion and no religious 
requirement for political rights, “religion not only exists, but displays a fresh 
and vigorous vitality.”21 The experience of the American republic showed that 
a state could emancipate itself from religion without the people themselves 
being free of religion. Consequently, the real problem—and the actual focus 
of “Zur Judenfrage”—was that political emancipation in the modern state did 
not result in human emancipation.

Marx turned this insight into a broader social critique of property and civil 
society in the modern state. Returning to a point he had raised against Hegel’s 
account of his rational state, Marx argued that a defining and laudable feature of 
the modern state was the removal of property qualifications from the right to vote 
and stand for office. He argued that Hamilton was “from the political standpoint 
completely right” to have observed that this development in many American 
states meant that “The masses have won a victory over the property owners and 

18. Douglas Moggach, The Philosophy and Politics of Bruno Bauer (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), 145–49. Bauer further endorsed the anti-Semitic position that Judaism 
was an especially particularistic religion in comparison to the supposedly more universalistic 
Christianity; see David Leopold, “The Hegelian Antisemitism of Bruno Bauer,” History of 
European Ideas 25, no. 4 (1999): 182, 185.

19. For the importance of this political difference between Marx and Bauer, the wider context 
of Jewish emancipation at the time, and the question of Marx’s own supposed anti-Semitism, 
see David Leopold, The Young Karl Marx: German Philosophy, Modern Politics, and Human Flour-
ishing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), chapter 2.

20. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 145 / MECW 3: 150; see also Marx and Engels, Die 
Heilige Familie, MEGA I.4: 116-18 / MECW 4: 114–16. This is indeed an odd oversight in Bauer’s 
work, given his republican commitments and his own account of the political limitations of the 
French juste-milieu regime; see Bruno Bauer, Die Judenfrage (Braunschweig: Friedrich Otto, 
1843), 72 / The Jewish Problem, trans. Helen Lederer (Ohio: Hebrew Union College—Jewish 
Institute of Religion, 1958), 75–76.

21. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 146 / MECW 3: 151.
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financial wealth.”22 But, Marx continued, the “political annulment of private 
property” in the modern state did not mean that private property is “abolished 
(aufgehoben)”—in fact the modern state “presupposes” that it is not.23 When the 
modern state abolishes distinctions based on “birth, social rank, education, occupa-
tion” it does so only insofar as these are no longer restrictions on “every member 
of the people’s equal participation in popular sovereignty,” but the modern state 
allows such distinctions to exist “outside of the state sphere, in civil society.”24 Prop-
erty thus ceases to be a basis for political inequality but continues to be a basis of 
social distinction. Marx argued that this was the natural outcome of the modern 
state’s definitional split between political sphere and civil society, which meant 
that the modern state did not truly free people from obstacles to their freedom, 
it only relegated those obstacles to civil society. He observed that in the modern 
state “man was not freed from religion, he received religious freedom. He was not 
freed from property, he received freedom to own property. He was not freed from 
the egoism of business, he received freedom to engage in business.”25 This, Marx 
argued, was the central emancipatory failure of the modern state: “The limits of 
political emancipation are evident at once from the fact that the state can free 
itself from a restriction without man being really free from this restriction, that 
the state can be a free state (Freistaat) without man being a free man.”26

This critique is undoubtably of central importance to understanding Marx’s 
changing relationship to republicanism. Marx is explicitly attacking the idea that 
the Freistaat (a synonym for republic) was sufficient for emancipation. It 
amounts to a stern amendment to the old republican view—articulated by the 
early modern humanists—that it is “only possible to be free in a free state.”27 
That view was grounded in the republican idea of freedom, that a person cannot 
be free in an absolutist state since their ruler can interfere with their lives at will. 
To be free requires a state where political power is properly constrained by law 
and (more or less extensive) popular participation in government. Marx’s cri-
tique was that this was not sufficient for a person to be free if they remained 
unfree in civil society. In order to be free, a person has to live not only in a free 
state but in a free society.

22. Ibid., 148 / 153; Hamilton, Die Menschen und die Sitten in den vereinigten Staaten von Nor-
damerika, trans. L. Hout, vol. 1 (Mannheim: Heinrich Hoff, 1834), 146 (the phrase does not 
appear in the English original).

23. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA 1.2: 148 / MECW 3: 153.
24. Ibid.
25. Ibid., 161 / 167.
26. Ibid., 147 / 152.
27. Quentin Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1998), 60.
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But, while this is undoubtably a central part of why Marx transitioned from 
republicanism to socialism, it is too quick to say that “Zur Judenfrage” thus 
constitutes, as Richard Hunt argues, “Marx’s open announcement of his con-
version, his definitive repudiation of his former republican views, of mere 
‘political emancipation.’ ”28 Marx’s essay is certainly a critique of a kind of 
republicanism (and indeed liberalism) that is entirely restricted to the political 
realm and allows unfreedom and inequality to flourish in civil society. But 
such a purely “political” republicanism was restricted to a minor part of the 
wider republican movement.29 The mainstream of republicanism at the time 
was thoroughly aware of the social dimensions of freedom and the limits of 
merely political emancipation.30 Georg Wirth had already argued in 1833 that 
“not even the purest popular sovereignty and the most expansive democratic 
republic” would by itself be enough to end the dependency of the emerging 
class of wage-laborers; and Julius Fröbel (the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher’s 
publisher) had the summer before Marx’s critique stressed that republicans 
had to address the “economic obstacles to the development of democracy.”31 
Few republicans thought the struggle ended with political reform. As Bron-
terre O’Brien put it, “[w]here or when did we pretend that these [political 
reforms] were sufficient. Never; nowhere”; they were instead the “means to an 
end” of the people’s comprehensive emancipation.32 What actually distinguished 
republicans from socialists and communists was not that republicans were 
solely committed to political emancipation but that they had a different con-
ception of what social measures should accompany political emancipation. 
Republicans thought social dependency should be addressed through measures 
that reaffirmed the independence of artisan workers and peasant farmers, such 
as free education and free state credit, and progressive income and inheritance 
taxes, while remaining “resolutely against abolition (Abschaffung) of property” 
called for by socialists and communists.33

28. Hunt, Political Ideas of Marx and Engels, 1: 68.
29. See the discussion of the bourgeois republicans in chapters 4 and 5.
30. For a useful reminder that earlier republicans were also not solely concerned with 

political freedom, see Annelien de Dijn, “Republicanism and Egalitarianism: A Historical Per-
spective,” unpublished manuscript.

31. J. G. A. Wirth, Die Rechte des deutschen Volkes: Eine Vertheidigungsrede vor den Assisen zu 
Landau (Nancy, 1833), 35; [ Julius Fröbel], “Programm des Republikaners,” Schweizerischer Re-
publikaner, no. 47 (13 June 1843): 222.

32. Bronterre O’Brien, “Reply to Mr. Owen,” The Poor Man’s Guardian, no. 198 (21 March 
1835): 468.

33. Fröbel, “Program des Republikaners,” Schweizerischer Republikaner, no. 47 (13 June 1843): 
222, and no. 48 (16 June 1843): 229; see also Wirth, Die Rechte des deutschen Volkes, 36–38, 66, 
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Marx’s critique of the limits of political emancipation is thus not enough to 
justify concluding that he had converted from republicanism to socialism; we 
have to analyse what social alternative he thought was necessary for human 
emancipation. Certainly, Marx’s criticism that political emancipation had neither 
“freed [man] from property” nor led to it being “abolished (aufgehoben)” suggests 
a changed attitude from his earlier critique of this socialist demand.34 (Though 
we should remind ourselves that Aufhebung might also be translated by the more 
open-ended term “supersession.”) Further evidence of his more critical standing 
toward a republican political economy can be found in his skepticism that the 
“abolition (Aufhebung) of private property” could be achieved through the Jaco-
bin’s revolutionary measures of “maximum [price controls], . . . ​confiscation [of 
traitors’ property], . . . .[and] progressive taxation,” which he argued ultimately 
ended with the “reestablishment . . . ​of private property.”35

But the most important development in Marx’s thinking in this regard is 
found not in “Zur Judenfrage” but in the “Kritik: Einleitung.” There, in one of 
the essay’s two most memorable features, Marx for the first time identified the 
proletariat as the agent of revolution.36 Marx argued that successful revolu-
tions bring together a theory or philosophy with a class of people with an 
interest in its realization.37 In the French Revolution, the bourgeoisie managed 
to present its particular class interest as the general interest of society, when it 
had in fact only emancipated those who “possess money and education.” The 
impending German revolution, which Marx maintained cannot be a “partial, 
solely political revolution” but must be a “radical revolution,” requires a class 
that would truly carry out a “universal, human emancipation.”38 That class, 
Marx declared, was the proletariat whose emancipation would mean the 

and O’Brien, “Reply to Mr. Owen,” no. 199 (28 March 1835): 473–74. In Moses Hess’s categoriza-
tion of the 1844 French political landscape, he argued that liberals were only interested in 
“reforms in favor of political freedom” while democrats “strive for social equality.” He then 
subdivided democrats into “pure democrats, i.e. socialists . . . ​or communists” who wanted to 
abolish private property and “anticommunist democrats” who wanted to maintain it and only 
“organize labor,” Moses Hess, “Briefe aus Paris,” Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, 116, 119.

34. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 148, 161 / MECW 3: 153, 167.
35. Ibid., 151 / 156. Marx does not, at this point, insist on the need to differentiate the question 

of abolishing private property by distinguishing particular forms of private property (e.g., bour-
geois or petty bourgeois private property).

36. The other is Marx’s much-cited and much-misunderstood remark on religion and opium 
in “Kritik: Einleitung,” 171 / 175. See G. A. Cohen, If You’re an Egalitarian, How Come You’re So 
Rich? (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), 79–81.

37. Marx, “Kritik: Einleitung,” MEGA I.2: 177–78 / MECW 3: 182–83.
38. Ibid., 179 / 184.
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“dissolution of all estates” rather than the raising of a particular class to rule 
over others. He claimed that the proletariat’s special position as a propertyless 
class in a society based on private property (“a class of civil society that is not 
a class of civil society”) gives it a unique role in the overthrow of society and 
the emancipation of all from private property.39 The abolition of private prop-
erty is thus the universalization of the proletariat’s own class position:

When the proletariat proclaims the dissolution of the hitherto existing world 
order it merely states the secret of its own existence, for it is the dissolution of 
that world order. When the proletariat demands the negation of private prop-
erty, it merely raises to the rank of a principle of society what society has 
made its principle . . . ​40

This breakthrough was so important to Marx’s transition from republican-
ism to communism not because he now thought the working class would lead 
the revolution, but because of which working class he turned to. Republican-
ism had traditionally drawn its strength from the working class, but from a 
predominantly artisan working class, where individual or small groups of ar-
tisans produced using their own tools in their own workshops. Marx had in-
stead identified the proletarian working class, who were driven by their lack of 
property to sell their labor to capitalist employers in large-scale industry, as 
the revolutionary social actor that would bring about human emancipation. 
Marx was thereby shifting to a different social basis of support for radical poli-
tics. This would lead to a lifelong struggle with both republicanism and artisan 
forms of socialism, but in the “Kritik: Einleitung” Marx remained wholly un-
aware of the collision course this had set him upon.41

Marx’s “discovery” (as it is often referred to) of the proletariat in Paris might 
easily be taken for granted as the natural outcome of being exposed to the 
capital’s supposedly more advanced industrial conditions compared with 
those in the German states.42 But the Parisian working class (like that of 
much of Europe outside of Britain and a few strips of industrial development 
on the Continent) was in fact still overwhelmingly made up of artisans. An 
1848 survey found that in half of all Paris’s workshops the owner worked alone 

39. Ibid., 181 / 186.
40. Ibid., 182/187.
41. His first inkling of this conflict comes a few months later when he praises the French and 

English proletariat as well as the “theoretical contributions of German artisans (Handwerker)” 
but complains that the “German artisan is still too much of an artisan”; Marx to Feuerbach, 11 
August, MEGA III.1: 63–64 / MECW 3: 355.

42. As in Hal Draper, Karl Marx’s Theory of Revolution, vol. 1 (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 1977), 136–38.
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or with just one employee, and only one in ten workshops employed more 
than ten workers.43 There was thus hardly much of an existing proletariat in 
Paris for Marx to discover. Marx’s seizing on the proletariat was a combination 
of an abstract theoretical breakthrough about the social preconditions of 
human emancipation and his readings of empirical reports on the pace of in-
dustrial and social developments in Britain and America that he would have 
found in Engels and Hamilton. Engels had reported in the Deutsch-Französische 
Jahrbücher of the transformative power of industrial steam-powered industry 
and its result in the “division of humanity into capitalists and workers, a division 
that every day becomes ever more acute and . . . ​is bound to deepen” (though 
it is not clear if Marx had read Engels before writing the “Kritik: Einleitung”).44 
In Marx’s encounter with Hamilton he had read that “In New York, civil society 
has already actually divided into two parts: the working people and those who 
can live comfortably, without having to earn their living through manual 
labour.”45 Hamilton had further predicted that the “great majority of the 
people will be without property of any kind,” in line with America’s “destined” 
path to being a “great manufacturing nation.”46 Such predictions from afar 
(rather than reflecting the actual conditions in his immediate Parisian or prior 
German context) impressed Marx enough to pin his expectations on an emer-
gent social class that still barely existed, and all the resultant political struggles 
with artisan radicalism that this entailed.

Marx’s critique of private property and discovery of the proletariat were 
certainly significant milestones in his transition from republicanism to 
communism. They give strong grounds for thinking that, at least in terms of 
substantive positions, he had transitioned to communism. But we should be 
careful about simply describing his articles in the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher 

43. Mark Traugott, Armies of the Poor: Determinants of Working-Class Participation in the 
Parisian Insurrection of June 1848 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 5–10; on this 
study, see Joan W. Scott, “Statistical Representations of Work: The Chamber of Commerce’s 
Statistique de l’Industrie à Paris, 1847–48,” in Work in France: Representations, Meaning, Organiza-
tion, and Practice, ed. Steven Laurence Kaplan and Cynthia J. Koepp (Ithica: Cornell University 
Press, 1986), 335–63.

44. Engels, “Umrisse zu einer Kritik der Nationalökonomie,” MEGA I.3: 479, 481 / MECW 
3: 428, 430. Marx received Engels’s article in November 1843, but in badly damaged form (due 
to police interference).

45. Hamilton, Die Menschen und die Sitten, 1: 151 (compare with Hamilton, Men and Manners, 
1: 299); Marx, “Exzerpte aus Hamilton,” MEGA IV.2: 271.

46. Hamilton, Men and Manners, 1: 305–6. See further Sean F. Monahan, “The American 
Workingmen’s Parties, Universal Suffrage, and Marx’s Democratic Communism,” Modern Intel-
lectual History 18, no. 2 (2021): 391–95.
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as “planting the banner of communism.”47 Nowhere in either essay does he iden-
tify himself with (or even mention) socialism or communism. Given that other 
contributors (Engels and Hess) were willing to do so we should take seriously 
Marx’s decision not to. Part of the explanation probably lies in Marx’s own 
political confusion or uncertainty of how to position himself. As Michael Löwy 
aptly puts it, this was “a phase of ideological loss of bearings” for Marx.48 It is 
likely that in spite of his more critical attitude toward private property he still 
held to many of the other criticisms of existing socialisms and communisms that 
he had raised in “Ein Briefwechsel von 1843” (which, despite predating “Zur 
Judenfrage” and the “Kritik: Einleitung,” was published at the same time in the 
Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher). The concern Marx raised in the letter ex-
change about maintaining a broad political coalition may have led him to prefer 
the more ecumenical goal of “human emancipation” to outright communism. 
Indeed, while the socialist implications of “Zur Judenfrage” were evident to 
some contemporary readers,49 they were certainly not obvious to everyone. 
Max Stirner thought the essay an example of radical Feuerbachian thought 
rather than socialism or communism; and Ruge saw no difficulty in positively 
identifying himself with Marx’s closing call that human emancipation would 
only come about when “man reabsorbs in himself the abstract citizen, and . . . ​
has become a species-being in his everyday life.”50 In a period of ideological up-
heaval and formation like the 1840s, it is not surprising that observers would 
attach divergent interpretations to contested concepts like human emancipation 
or the Aufhebung of private property.51

47. Joachim Höppner, “Einleitung,” Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher (Leipzig: Philipp Reclam, 
1973), 29. At the same time, it goes too far in the other direction to claim that Marx was still a 
“German Jacobin for whom the proletariat existed primarily as the instrument of revolution”; 
George Lichtheim, Marxism: An Historical and Critical Study (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1961), 38n1. Not least because Marx was consistently critical of the Jacobins in not only “Zur 
Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 151, 157 / MECW 3: 156, 162, but even in his republican early writings; see 
“Bermerkungen über die neueste preußische Censurinstruction,” MEGA I.1: 107 / MECW 1: 119.

48. Michael Löwy, The Theory of Revolution in the Young Marx (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 
2005), 40.

49. Karl Grün, Bausteine: Zusammengetragen und mit einem Sendschreiben an seine Os-
nabrücker Freunde begleitet (Darmstadt: C. W. Leske, 1844), xxviii.

50. David Leopold, “The Non-Essentialist Perfectionism of Max Stirner,” in Perfektionismus 
der Autonomie, ed. Douglas Moggach, Nadine Mooren, and Michael Quante (Leiden: Wilhelm 
Fink, 2019), 273. Arnold Ruge, “Offene Antwort an Herrn Heinrich Bornstein,” Vorwärts! no. 54 
(6 July 1844), 3; Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 162-63 / MECW 3: 168.

51. Irene Fanto, Karl Marx und sein demokratischer Gegner Arnold Ruge (Vienna: PhD dis-
sertation, 1937), 92.
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Marx’s reluctance to identify with socialism and communism also likely 
stemmed from his continued objection to their indifferent attitude to politics. 
Throughout “Zur Judenfrage,” Marx was at pains to emphasize that though 
political emancipation was insufficient for human emancipation, it was necessary 
for it. He insisted that political emancipation was still a “big step forward” and, 
though it might not be “the final form of human emancipation,” it was the “final 
form of human emancipation within the hitherto existing world order.”52 In the 
middle of his characterization of political emancipation as emancipation through 
a “detour (Umweg), through an intermediary,” he stressed that it was, however, 
also “a necessary intermediary.”53 He furthermore praised the political achieve-
ments of the French Revolution, which Marx said turned “state affairs into affairs 
of the people” and made the state into a “matter of general concern.” That praise 
was tempered by Marx’s realization that “Throwing off the political yoke meant 
at the same time throwing off the bonds which restrained the egoistic spirit of 
civil society.” But that should not overshadow the fact that Marx thought the 
French Revolution’s “unleashing of the political spirit” was a positive and neces-
sary development.54

Indeed, Marx went beyond this defense of political emancipation to criticize 
the way in which the political rights that secure political participation were un-
dermined by the egoism of civil society. That becomes clear when we delve into 
Marx’s much misunderstood critique of rights in “Zur Judenfrage.” The most 
persistent myth about “Zur Judenfrage” is that Marx dismissed the value of 
human rights as such.55 Marx in fact only criticized a subset of rights. As Jeremy 
Waldron acutely notes, Marx “took very seriously” the distinction implied in the 
title of the Déclaration des droits de l’homme et du citoyen (Declaration of the Rights of 
Man and the Citizen) (1789).56 Marx consequently argued that human rights 
were divided into the droits de l’homme (rights of man) and the droits du citoyen 

52. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 150 / MECW 3: 155.
53. Ibid., 147 / 152.
54. Ibid., 160–61 / 166. Jan Kandiyali has raised with me the possibility that Marx may have 

thought political emancipation to be a necessary step in order to reach human emancipation 
but not a necessary component of human emancipation itself (and hence it might not form a 
part of a humanly emancipated society). While I think that reading cannot be ruled out, I do 
not think there is positive evidence in favor of it either.

55. For critique of this myth, see Leopold, Young Karl Marx, 150–63; Igor Shoikhedbrod, 
Revisiting Marx’s Critique of Liberalism: Rethinking Justice, Legality and Rights (Cham: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2019), 58–67.

56. Jeremy Waldron, “Nonsense upon Stilts”: Bentham, Burke and Marx on the Rights of Man 
(London: Methuen, 1987), 129.
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(rights of the citizen).57 In order to substantiate this distinction Marx engaged 
in a detailed study of the 1789 Declaration, its 1793 and 1795 successors, and the 
corresponding French constitutions of 1791, 1793, and 1795, as well as the Penn-
sylvanian and New Hampshire state constitutions. (It is insufficiently recognized 
how much of “Zur Judenfrage” is based on close constitutional analysis). He 
justified this selection with the claim that the American and French revolu-
tionaries were the “discoverers” of human rights.58 On the basis of these docu-
ments, Marx defined the rights of man as the “rights of egoistic man, of man 
separated from the other men and from the community,” giving religious free-
dom and especially the right to private property as prime examples.59 The 
rights of the citizen, on the other hand, Marx defined as “political rights, rights 
that can only be exercised in a community with others,” whose “content is 
participation in the community, and specifically in the political community 
( politischen Gemeinwesen), in the life of the state.”60 Marx does not give specific 
examples of the rights of the citizen, but he was probably referring to articles 
like III and VI of the 1789 Declaration, which enshrined the people’s right to 
participation in sovereignty and in the formation of the general will. Marx’s 
critique of rights was explicitly restricted to the rights of man and does not 
extend to the rights of the citizen. The failure to recognize the force of this 
distinction leads to the erroneous interpretation that Marx’s “degradation of 
liberal rights to freedom” included a rejection of the political “right to 
self-determination.”61

Marx’s distinction between the rights of man and the rights of the citizen 
corresponds to his earlier distinction between the modern state’s foundational 
split between civil society and the political sphere. That distinction had been 
a conceptual centerpiece of Marx’s Kritik and continued to shape his thinking 
in “Zur Judenfrage.” As in the Kritik, Marx argued in “Zur Judenfrage” that in 
the political sphere of the modern state people had a formal but limited ability 
to act for general interests and realize their essence as a “communal being,” 
while in civil society they were forced to follow their egoistic private inter-
ests.62 Similarly, Marx argued that the rights of the citizen enshrined the 
people’s ability to act in common with each other for general interests in the 

57. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 156 /MECW: 160-1 (in the text Marx refers to the 1789 
Declaration in its incarnation as the preamble to the 1791 Constitution).

58. Ibid.
59. Ibid., 157/162
60. Ibid., 156 / 160–61.
61. Axel Honneth, The Idea of Socialism: Towards a Renewal, trans. Joseph Ganahl (Cam-

bridge: Polity, 2017), 35.
62. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 149 / MECW 3: 154.
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political sphere, while the rights of man protected the “individual withdrawn 
into himself into the confines of his private interests and private caprice” in 
civil society.63

Moreover, Marx’s criticism that the sphere of civil society dominated the 
political sphere is paralleled by his criticism that in the modern state the rights 
of man are prioritized over the rights of citizen. As evidence, Marx pointed to 
Article II of the 1789 Declaration, which stated that “[t]he aim of all political 
association is the preservation of the natural and imprescriptible rights of man.” 
Marx emphasized that this justification was repeated even in the supposedly 
more radical 1793 Jacobin Declaration.64 Marx objected to the idea that the 
justification of the rights of the citizen lay in the role they played in protecting 
the egoistic rights of man. The French revolutionaries had thereby,

reduce[d] citizenship, and the political community, to a mere means for 
maintaining these so-called rights of man, that thereby the citoyen is de-
clared to be the servant of egoistic homme, that the sphere in which man 
acts as a communal being is degraded to a level below the sphere in which 
he acts as a partial being, and that, finally, it is not man as citoyen, but man 
as bourgeois who is considered to be the essential and true man.65

The rights guaranteeing participation in communal affairs cannot, according 
to Marx, be treated as a “mere means” for pursuing self-interest in civil society, 
but have (by implication) their own inherent value.

For Marx, the degradation of the rights of the citizen below the rights of 
man was emblematic for how despite the French revolutionaries’ talk 
of political freedom they had in fact enshrined bourgeois liberty. As evidence 
he turned again to the 1789 and 1793 Declarations, summarizing their nearly 
identical definition of “liberté” in Articles IV and VI, respectively, as “freedom 
is the right to do and perform everything which does not harm others.”66 Marx 
condemned this conception of freedom, claiming that it is the “freedom of man 
as an isolated monad withdrawn into himself ” where each person is assigned 

63. Ibid., 158–59 / 164.
64. Ibid.
65. Ibid. Marx made a similar complaint about the denigration of press freedom by relating 

it to freedom of trade in “Debatten über Preßfreiheit,” MEGA I.1: 157, 159–63 / MECW 1: 169, 
171–75.

66. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 157 / MECW 3: 162. Annelien de Dijn argues that 
despite the explicit definition given to liberty in the 1789 Declaration, if it is taken together with 
Articles III and VI, the document actually defends a conception of freedom as democratic self-
government and not simply freedom from government interference; see Freedom: An Unruly 
History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2020), 222–25.
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a sphere to “move without harming others,” with the law keeping people apart 
like a “stake marking the boundary between two fields.”67 Marx was thus critiqu-
ing what we would now call negative liberty or liberty as noninterference and 
its association with a private sphere that cannot be interfered with.68 In contrast, 
Marx suggested that a conception of freedom should see each person’s relation 
to other people as the “realization” rather than a “barrier to his freedom.”69 The 
only alternative conception of freedom mentioned in “Zur Judenfrage” that 
meets this criterion is the “category of political freedom,” which Marx argued 
corresponded to the rights of the citizen that guarantee “participation . . . ​in the 
political community.”70 Marx thus continues, as in his earlier journalism, to de-
fend a broader conception of freedom requiring democratic political participa-
tion from the narrower conception of freedom as noninterference.

Marx’s political position in “Zur Judenfrage” and “Kritik: Einleitung,” that 
the proletariat would bring about human emancipation through the abolition 
of private property, while still emphasizing the necessity and value of political 
emancipation, left him in a relatively ideologically lonely position, and it is not 
surprising that he felt unwilling to identify with either republicanism or exist-
ing socialism and communism.71 A clear indication of this ideological un-
mooring can be seen in his changed use of “democracy.” In the Kritik he had 
identified democracy as the future polity that would supersede the republic 
(itself, he argued, the most advanced form of the modern state compared to 
constitutional and absolutist monarchies) by overcoming the modern state’s 
alienating divide between the political sphere and civil society. In “Zur Juden-
frage,” Marx continued to use the same tripartite categorization of the modern 
state and to treat the republic as its most developed form. But, in a significant 
yet uncommented-on departure, he now treated “democracy” and “republic” 

67. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 157 / MECW 3: 162.
68. Isaiah Berlin, Two Concepts of Liberty: An Inaugural Lecture Delivered before the University 

of Oxford on 31 October 1958 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1958), 7–9.
69. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 158 / MECW 3: 163.
70. Ibid., 156 / 161. Marx may have thought that further conceptions of freedom met this 

desideratum, but none are referred to in the text.
71. The uniqueness of Marx’s position is demonstrated by how easily he was misunderstood 

by contemporary communists. An anonymous contributor to Vorwärts! (perhaps Heinrich Bürg-
ers or Hermann Ewerbeck) defended Marx against the accusation that he had dismissed all 
human rights in “Zur Judenfrage.” It argued that Marx had only criticized the bourgeois rights of 
man and not social rights (such as “the right to existence to work, etc.”) while at the same time 
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failed to realize that Marx had defended political rights and not even mentioned social rights.
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synonymously. He wrote that the “democratic state . . . ​relegates religion to a 
place among the other elements in civil society,” creates a “dualism . . . ​between 
the life of civil society and political life,” and so in “political democracy . . . ​man 
is not yet a real species-being.”72 “Democracy” in “Zur Judenfrage” thus be-
comes identical with what Marx preferred to call “republic” in the Kritik and 
ceases to be his preferred term for an alternative that would overcome the 
modern state’s alienating dualism. That leaves Marx with no satisfactory alter-
native vocabulary or label to describe his politics.

That ideological hesitancy ended very soon after the publication of the 
Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher in February 1844. Julius Fröbel informed Marx 
and Ruge that the financial difficulties of his Swiss publishing house, which 
had financed the first double issue, made it impossible to support further is-
sues. The search for alternative publishers proved fruitless. The definitive end 
of the journal came when Marx fell out with Ruge at the end of March. In 
Ruge’s telling, the two had spent an evening together in Marx’s apartment 
when Ruge began complaining of Georg Herwegh’s libertine lifestyle. Marx 
demurred, but the next morning (26 March 1844) he wrote to Ruge to defend 
Herwegh and break off relations.73 Marx’s decision to sit down and write a 
formal letter is noteworthy since the two lived in the same house (one wonders 
how the letter was delivered) and suggests that this was a considered political 
act that went beyond their immediate personal disagreement.74 In the letter, 
Marx seems to have not only defended Herwegh but explained that his and 
Ruge’s political differences made further collaboration impossible. As Ruge 
subsequently reported, Marx had said “he could no longer work together with 
me, since I was only a politician, whereas he was a communist.”75

Ruge was completely bewildered by Marx’s behavior. He could not under-
stand how “[f]rom September 1843 to March 1844 he [Marx] had progressed 
to the ‘crass socialism’ ” that Marx had himself criticized in his final letter of 
the “Briefwechsel von 1843.”76 Ruge thought it “impossible” that Marx found 

72. Marx, “Zur Judenfrage,” MEGA I.2: 151, 154 / MECW 3: 156, 159. The qualifier “political” 
democracy might suggest that “social” democracy could lead to a reconciliation between 
spheres, but it is not a term that Marx turns to here.

73. Arnold Ruge to Catharina Sophia Ruge, 19 May 1844, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter, 
I: 350–51; Redaktionsbriefwechsel, 1360–61.

74. Mesmer-Strupp, Arnold Ruges Plan einer Alliance intellectuelle, 132. See also Engels to 
Marx, 19 November 1844, MEGA III.1: 250 / MECW 38: 9–10.

75. Arnold Ruge, Zwei Jahre in Paris: Studien und Erinnerungen, vol. 1 (Leipzig: Wilhelm 
Jurany, 1846), 140. Marx also seems to have complained that Ruge failed to use his own resources 
to finance the continuation of the journal.

76. Ibid.
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the “sad activities [of German communists] politically important.”77 “An 
unpolitical communism,” Ruge declared, was a “stillborn product,” and he 
predicted (prophetically for Marx’s future intellectual development) that “If 
communism is to achieve something, it has to appear in association with a political 
movement.”78 Ruge tried to keep relations civil, expecting Marx’s anger to pass, 
and even wished him well in working out his newfound principles. But once 
Marx publicly and aggressively criticized Ruge’s position on the Silesian Weav-
ers’ Revolt, Ruge became equally uncompromising.79 He denounced Marx in 
anti-Semitic terms and tried to block future publications of Marx’s work.80 As 
with many relationship breakups, mutual friends, such as Bakunin, were 
caught in the crossfire, a situation made more awkward by the fact that for 
several months Marx and Ruge continued to be neighbors.81

What caused Marx to finally take the step of self-identifying as a commu-
nist and so emphatically break with Ruge’s republican politics? The answer 
must necessarily be speculative since the crucial letter to Ruge from 26 March 
has not survived (nor have any other letters from Marx in the period).82 It is 
possible that Marx realized that the combination of his various positional 
shifts—his disillusionment with the American and French Republics, his 

77. Arnold Ruge to Karl Moritz Fleischer, 9 July 1844, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter, 
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79. See the change in tone in the letters flanking Marx’s article, Ruge to Hermann Köchly, 

25 July and 12 August 1844, in Arnold Ruge, Werke und Briefe, 12: 486–88.
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6 December 1844, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter, I: 367, 379–81.
81. Ruge to Hermann Köchly, 15 October 1844, Werke und Briefe, 12: 490–91. Marx and Ruge’s 
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critique of private property, his embrace of the proletariat—could no longer 
be plausibly contained under the banner of republicanism and democracy and 
amounted to an encompassing ideological and political conversion to com-
munism. It is possible that this made him more sympathetic to the antipolitical 
stance of existing communists that he had previously opposed, which is sug-
gested by the strongly antipolitical position he subsequently took in his public 
critique of Ruge. More generally his conversion is likely to have been facili-
tated by his meetings in Paris with prominent socialists and social critics (in-
cluding Louis Blanc, Victor Considerant, Pierre Leroux, and probably George 
Sand, Flora Tristan, and Étienne Cabet),83 which would have given him a 
more realistic picture of socialism than was possible from Germany (though 
none of these figure claimed credit for converting Marx in the way Hess did 
for Engels). We further know that at some point in Marx’s stay in Paris he at-
tended meetings of French and German workers and came into contact with 
various underground communist worker associations, including the Bund der 
Gerechten (League of the Just), which under Marx and Engels’s influence later 
become the Bund der Kommunisten (Communist League). By his own 
account, these worker meetings had a striking impact on him.84 But what evi-
dence there is suggests that these meetings likely took place later in the year, 
after his conversion.85 A final likely contributor to Marx’s conversion was his 
first exposure to the importance of political economy through his reading of 
Engels’s contribution to the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher. Though Marx’s 
own study of political economy lay before him, Engels’s article likely further 
impressed upon him the centrality of social issues and the necessity of a trans-
formative break with his existing political position.

Some combination of these factors led Marx to communism and convinced 
him that he needed to make a decisive split with Ruge. Their personal falling-
out was one casualty in the broader political breach that appeared between 
republicanism and communism in the 1840s. To get a better sense of what 
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Marx was separating himself from, I turn now to an account of Ruge’s republican 
thought and political activism. Ruge’s thought provides something of a yardstick 
for the distance Marx’s communism traveled from the republicanism that he left 
behind. Ruge’s political biography further provides us with a glimpse of an al-
ternative path that Marx could have continued on had he not decided to throw 
in his lot with communism. The generational divide (Ruge was sixteen years 
Marx’s senior) always made it likelier that Marx, as with other younger figures 
like Engels, would be more receptive to a new ideology. But such an outcome 
was not preordained, and it is conceivable that under different circumstances 
Marx could have remained in Ruge’s republican camp.86

Arnold Ruge’s Republicanism
One of the many sayings falsely attributed to Napoleon is that if you want to 
understand a man you have to know what was happening in the world when 
he was twenty.87 Setting aside provenance, few figures had done more to 
shape the world Arnold Ruge inherited at twenty than Napoleon. Ruge was 
born in 1802 to a tenant farmer family on the island of Rügen when it was still 
part of the Kingdom of Sweden, and it was only after Napoleon’s defeat and 
the Vienna Congress that the island was transferred to Prussia.88 During 
Ruge’s childhood the island was twice occupied by Napoleon’s troops, and his 
school years were heavily influenced by the patriotic Freiheitskriege (1813–15) 
that liberated the German states from French control. While strongly sup-
portive of these wars of liberation—at thirteen Ruge swore an oath that if “the 
tyrant returned to our free land” he would “stab him to death with my own 

86. Other republican Young Hegelians closer in age to Marx, for instance, never made the 
transition to communism; see Ingrid Pepperle, Junghegelianische Geschichtsphilosophie und Kunst
theorie (Berlin: Akademie, 1978), 104–5.

87. See Garson O’Toole, “To Understand a Person You Have to Know What Was Happening 
in the World When That Person Was Twenty: Napoleon Bonaparte? G. M. Young? Anony-
mous?,” Quote Investigator (blog), 7 November 2022, https://quoteinvestigator​.com​/2022​/11​
/07​/age​-twenty​/.

88. Biographical details are drawn from Helmet Reinalter, Arnold Ruge (1802–1880): Jung-
hegelianer, politischer Philosoph und bürgerlicher Demokrat (Würzburg: Königshausen & Neu-
mann, 2020) and Ruge’s autobiography, Aus früherer Zeit, 4 vols. (Berlin: Franz Duncker, 
1862–67). See also Walter Neher, Arnold Ruge als Politiker und Politischer Schriftsteller (Heidel-
berg: Carl Winter, 1933); Wolfgang Ruge, Arnold Ruge, 1802–1880: Fragmente Eines Lebensbildes, 
ed. Friedrich-Martin Balzer (Bonn: Pahl-Rugenstein, 2004). A helpful bibliography of Ruge’s 
writings up to 1849 can be found in Aldo Zanardo, “Arnold Ruge, giovane hegeliano, 1824–1849,” 
Annali della Fondazione Giangiacomo Feltrinelli 12 (1970): 201–64.
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hand”—Ruge still welcomed the reforming impulse of Napoleon and his 
troops and understood the wars as a movement for German freedom and 
independence rather than opposition to the ideals the French Revolution.89 
He and his fellow Gymnasium students were thus outraged by what they saw 
as Prussia and Austria’s betrayal of these emancipatory promises through the 
enactment of the repressive Carlsbad Decrees of 1819.

At university in Halle, Ruge studied philosophy and joined the under
ground Jünglingsbund, one of the many student Burschenschaften aiming at the 
cultural and political renewal of Germany. Within the movement Ruge pushed 
for a united German republic and against the mystical, romantic tendencies 
that characterized much of the movement.90 Betrayed by one of their mem-
bers to the authorities, Ruge was arrested in January 1824 and sentenced a year 
later to fifteen years’ imprisonment for high treason, later reduced to five years. 
He put his prison time to good use, embarking on an extensive study of the 
ancient Greek classics. The model of democratic Athens become a lifelong 
inspiration to him, providing him with a political model of self-rule, freedom, 
and an active citizenry.91 He later wrote that “We owe everything which is 
still good and human in the world to the Athenian Republic.”92

Ruge’s release came just in time for him to join the excited German reac-
tions to the 1830 July Revolution, with prison clearly having done little to 
dampen his enthusiasm for radical ideas.93 What did, however, lead to a degree 
of moderation was his transformative encounter soon after with Hegel’s phi-
losophy.94 Ruge had hitherto stubbornly resisted Hegel’s charms (after his first 
reading of the Philosophie des Rechts, Ruge’s commented that it hardly pro-
vided an emulative “role model of a new state”).95 But with Hegel’s death in 
1831 and the wave of reissues of Hegel’s work that followed, Ruge was led to a 

89. Ruge, Aus früherer Zeit, 1: 55–56, 208–10.
90. Reinalter, Arnold Ruge, 36.
91. Stephan Walter, Demokratisches Denken zwischen Hegel und Marx: Die politische Philoso-

phie Arnold Ruges; Eine Studie zur Geschichte der Demokratie in Deutschland (Düsseldorf: Droste, 
1995), 75–77.

92. Ruge, Aus früherer Zeit, 3: 161. See also his praise and translation of Pericles’s funeral 
oration, ibid., 3: 144–59.

93. See his defense of popular sovereignty in [Arnold Ruge], “Ueber das Princip der Bewe-
gung in der Politik,” Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung, no. 143 (23 May 1831): 622. See also Ruge, 
Aus früherer Zeit, 3: 143–44.

94. Warren Breckman, “Arnold Ruge and the Machiavellian Moment,” in Die linken Hege-
lianer: Studien zum Verhältnis von Religion und Politik im Vormärz, ed. Michael Quante and Amir 
Mohseni (Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink, 2015), 133.

95. Ruge, Aus früherer Zeit 3: 341; see also 3: 171, 289.
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profound reassessment of whom he came to call “the freest German.”96 Mak-
ing his way through the Phänomenologie des Geistes (1807), Wissenschaft der 
Logik (1812–16), and Enzyklopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaften (1817), 
Ruge was enthralled by what he saw as the rebirth of Greek philosophy, now 
systematized into a powerful all-encompassing whole. “Here lay spread in 
front of me,” he related, “the whole world of nature and spirit in a single great 
elaboration . . . ​concept was restlessly brought forth from concept and in a sub-
lime work of art, the system of thought, of nature, and spirit, the Idea appeared 
in its completion.”97

Ruge’s conversion to Hegelianism, consuming as it was, was not uncritical. 
He immediately recognized that there were elements of Hegel’s system where 
“the great emancipator” had contradicted his own “principle of development 
and freedom,” which necessitated developing Hegel’s philosophy beyond his 
own intentions.98 To carry out this task, in 1838 Ruge and Theodor Echtermeyer 
founded the Hallische Jahrbücher für deutsche Wissenschaft und Kunst (Halle Year-
books for German Science and Art), which became the primary public organ of 
the Young Hegelian movement. Ruge’s energetic editorial efforts brought to the 
journal’s pages not just the leading intellectual lights of Young Hegelianism, from 
David Friedrich Strauss to Ludwig Feuerbach and Bruno Bauer, but dozens 
upon dozens of lesser-known figures who formed the wider intellectual move-
ment.99 Less philosophically original than the movement’s leading figures, Ru-
ge’s primary contribution lay in his organizing ability and his development of 
the political implications of Young Hegelian thought.100 In his own rather apt 
self-description, he acted as the “cavalry general of Hegelianism.”101

In the early years of the Hallische Jahrbücher, Ruge genuinely believed it to be 
a loyal “orthodox Prussian” journal committed to the regime’s historical role and 
potential to develop as a protestant constitutional monarchy.102 That hope was 
definitely dispelled with the accession of the conservative Frederick William IV 
and the regime’s subsequent demand, in spring 1841, that the journal be submit-
ted to its censorship, forcing Ruge to decamp to Dresden in neighboring Saxony 
and rename it the Deutsche Jahrbücher für Wissenschaft und Kunst. The journal 

96. Ibid., 3: 289.
97. Ibid., 4: 8–9.
98. Ibid., 4: 9–10, 434.
99. Some 140 separate contributors to the journal have been identified in Andre Spies, 
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S o l d i e r s  o f  S o ci a l i s m   149

now took on an increasingly confrontational tone and radical direction. Karl 
Rosenkranz, a leading moderate Hegelian, onetime contributor to the journal, 
and friend, lamented to Ruge that the Jahrbücher had “left the theory of consti-
tutional monarchy and gone over to republicanism.”103 To which Ruge unapolo-
getically replied that the “constitution of the state is, if it is a real one, always a 
republic, and the republic is never a real one, when it is not a democracy.”104

We saw in chapter 1 how Ruge’s January 1843 “Eine Selbstkritik des Liber-
alismus” (“A Self-Criticism of Liberalism”) provided the definitive public 
statement of the radicalization of a part of the Young Hegelian movement 
(though for Ruge this was actually a reradicalization, since it represented a 
return to his pre-Hegelian republicanism). In that article, he denounced the 
liberal understanding of freedom for failing to see that one could not be 
free while subject to the arbitrary power of a king or foreign power and that 
the “laws of free beings had to be their own product.”105 This republican un-
derstanding of freedom, where one is free from arbitrary power when one is 
subjected only to the laws of one’s own democratic making, was a consistent 
theme across Ruge’s writings.106 In his early discussions of press freedom, he 
declared that censorship makes “all free men dependent on the subjective pleasure 
of an individual, which is the essence of slavery.”107 He used the same concep-
tion of freedom to puncture the pretensions of the Prussian monarchy, arguing 
that it “bound political human beings or citizens in unfreedom under ‘the higher 
insight and arbitrary will of the king’; a foreign reason and a foreign will are 

103. Karl Rosenkranz to Arnold Ruge, 8 April 1842, Redaktionsbriefwechsel, 1027.
104. Arnold Ruge to Karl Rosenkranz, mid-April 1842, Briefwechsel und Tagebuchblätter, 1: 
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his [the citizen’s] law, his fate.”108 Being freed of such arbitrary power mattered, 
Ruge argued (in classic republican fashion), because regardless of how well in-
clined a master might be, someone “who depends on the good will of a foreign 
[power], depends also on his bad will.”109 Later in life, Ruge traced the emer-
gence of this conception of freedom to the Greeks and especially the Athenians. 
He claimed (in just as classic a case of republican orientalism) that in contrast 
to their supposedly servile Asiatic neighbors, the Athenians “obey only their 
own laws and their own elected authorities . . . ​they have no master and no other 
ruler than themselves, the community of the free. Only someone who is his own 
master is free; no other form of political and social freedom exists.”110

The publication of Ruge’s “Selbstkritik des Liberalismus” sounded the death 
knell of the Deutsche Jahrbücher, which was suppressed the following day, with 
the police quite brutally occupying the journal’s printers.111 Ruge responded to 
the official justification for the suppression with a point-by-point rebuttal of its 
charges. Of particular interest for understanding his republicanism is his re-
sponse to the accusation that the Jahrbücher had “dismissed all and every monar-
chical, even constitutional-monarchical, government power” (the same charge 
that would be made against Marx’s Rheinische Zeitung a few weeks later). Ruge 
argued that the Saxon government’s charge of antimonarchism showed a fail-
ure to comprehend what the Deutsche Jahrbücher had meant by the “concept of 
the free state, the republic.” Their confusion resulted from relying on the “old 
rough trisection” of constitutions into “monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy or 
republic,” based on whether the highest government power was in the “hands of 
the one, or the few, or—what is of course presented as a chimera—the many.”112 
Ruge accepted that under this conception a republic was directly opposed to a 
monarchy. But he maintained that the old classification confused the compara-
tively trivial question of whether the highest government office was held by a 
“hereditary king or a term-limited elected president,” with the far more important 
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one of “from whom that [office’s] power emanates, how it is transmitted, [and] 
by what principle it is administered; in short, if the state is its own end or serves 
as the private property of individual interests.”113 What matters, in effect, accord-
ing to Ruge, is whether the structure of the state serves the common interest, not 
who happens to sit as the symbolic figurehead at the top of it. Ruge was thereby 
partly resurrecting the old understanding of republic as a res publica, where it 
refers to any state ruled for the common good and not exclusively to a regime 
without a monarch.114 As he summarized, the political aim of the Deutsche Jahr
bücher had in fact been: “the free state, the republic, i.e., the state as political com-
munity (res publica), as common property and as the living unfolding organism [and] 
product of all those, that want and know themselves to be state members.”115

This was the same strategy taken by Marx in his defense of the Rheinische 
Zeitung against the Prussian’s government’s charge of antimonarchism; Marx 
claimed that the newspaper had preferred no “particular state form” and only 
aimed at an “ethical and rational political community” which might be realized in 
“every state form.”116 Such a strategy had some merit in maneuvering away from 
direct confrontation with monarchical authority but seems unlikely to satisfy 
anyone committed to upholding monarchy as the only legitimate state form. 
Indeed, as soon as Ruge provided some flesh to his understanding of republic, 
the conflict with the structures of the monarchical state—whether Prussian 
absolutist or Saxon constitutionalist—was obvious. He clarified that the citi-
zens of his res publica included the “as yet spiritually uneducated and materially 
neglected proletarians (the rabble; der Pöbble),” who, through universal state 
education, would gain the ability take part “indirectly as well as directly” in the 
“highest interest of the state, in law-making, justice and administration.” This 
would prevent the state from being split into “two unequal, abruptly and hos-
tilely opposed to each other, halves of rulers and ruled”; instead, in a nod to 
Aristotle, “all are, at the same time, rulers and ruled.”117

113. Aristotle’s sixfold categorization of constitutions avoids this problem by referring to both 
the number of rulers (one, few, many) and the interests they serve (common versus sectional); 
see chapter 2, figure 5.

114. The modern “exclusivist” view originated in the Italian Renaissance, and from then on 
increasingly displaced the older meaning; see James Hankins, “Exclusivist Republicanism and 
the Non-Monarchical Republic,” Political Theory 38, no. 4 (2010): 452–82. See also Wolfgang 
Mager, “Republik,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon Zur Politisch-Sozialen 
Sprache in Deutschland, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, vol. 5 (Stutt-
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Thus, as much as Ruge’s understanding of a republic might have revived an 
older meaning of res publica as the common good, it was otherwise thoroughly 
modern, in that it was democratic through and through. The “republic . . . ​the 
democracy” that Ruge said the Deutsche Jahrbücher had advocated was therefore 
still a fundamental threat to the existing order, even if he was willing to offer 
the concession that it was conceivable that a king might in some circumstances 
and countries remain as the “embodied expression of popular sovereignty.”118 
Of somewhat greater potential to appeal to liberal skeptics was Ruge’s clarifica-
tion that his conception of a democratic republic did not endorse the excesses 
of the French Revolution. Once again deploying his republican conception of 
liberty, he argued that democracy could not mean an unconstrained power 
of some citizens over others. “Freedom is,” he argued, “the negation of every 
subjective arbitrariness, whether the capricious despotism of the absolute king 
or the bloody brutality of the unrestrained rabble (Pöbels).”119

With the Deutsche Jahrbücher suppressed, Ruge cast about for his next proj
ect, settling on turning the journal into its latest (and, it turned out, final) 
incarnation, the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, now edited with Marx in 
Paris. Ruge was as excited as Marx at the opportunity to move to the “magic 
cauldron (Zauberkessel)” where “world-history boils.”120 He threw himself 
into the radical intellectual life of the city, meeting with the who’s who of 1840s 
Parisian socialism, from Flora Tristan to Étienne Cabet, to Victor Consider-
ant, Théodore Dézamy, and Louis Blanc. He struck up a particular friendship 
with the abolitionist Victor Schœlcher, who challenged the parochialism of 
Ruge’s republicanism. Through him, Ruge came to admire the Caribbean “free 
republics of escaped negroes,” as well as the Haitian self-emancipated slaves 
who understood “freedom in its concise and real meaning” and whose revolu-
tion and victory over France and Britain had proven, more than any other 
event, “the “insurmountable power of the sense of freedom.”121 In spite of his 
break with Marx and the German communists in Paris, Ruge was caught up 
in the same January 1845 Prussian expulsion request, to which the French 
government readily acceded, with the king supposedly proclaiming, “Il faut 
purifier Paris des philosophes allemands!”122 Though Ruge managed to overturn 
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the order, he was done with the city and moved soon after with his family to 
Zurich.

In Zurich, Ruge collaborated with fellow exile republicans Julius Fröbel and 
Karl Heinzen, while also editing his collected works and coming to terms with 
his painful confrontation with communism in Paris.123 His initial curiosity and 
sympathy toward French socialism had been soured by his personal dealings 
with the German communists. Ruge was still willing to grant that communism 
was correct in its core demand that the proletarian needed to be “spiritually 
and bodily liberated from poverty,” even if that meant that the “privileged have 
to suffer.”124 He said he was therefore a “communist” insofar as “every repub-
lican and radically free person must be, i.e., that he truly wants the actual lib-
eration of all.”125 But he vehemently rejected the idea that the liberation of all 
could be achieved through communist measures.

Three main criticisms of communism can be discerned from Ruge’s writ-
ings from the period, each of them closely tied to communism’s failure to real-
ize and respect freedom. First, Ruge condemned communism for failing to 
give sufficient space for individuality and for prioritizing the collective over 
the individual. He warned that the “sacrifice of the individual [to the com-
munity] can never lead to the liberation of the individual.”126 Communists, he 
claimed, had it exactly in reverse: community mattered not for its own sake 
but because of “the free, noble person, that it produces.”127 Second, he criti-
cized the communist belief in the abolition of private property; instead, prop-
erty should be secured for all. A person who desires to make property serve 
its real purpose as “the basis of freedom,” Ruge tells us, “does not abolish prop-
erty, he realizes it.”128 Third, and most important for Ruge, he criticized the 
communist rejection of politics and political reform. He recounted his discus-
sion with Moses Hess on their journey together to Paris, where Hess had sup-
posedly claimed (Ruge may have exaggerated his words) that for communists 
“[r]evolution . . . ​is a worn-out political instrument” since “we will one fine 
morning make a pronunciamento” that would peacefully awaken the people 
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to the superiority of the community of goods.129 According to Ruge, Hess 
went on to claim that,

All this talk of freedom and political reform is outdated. With the republic, 
juries and a free press one will never go beyond the tyranny of the propertied 
and the slavery of the majority. All reforms, even the most radical political 
reforms, are powerless against the foundational evils of society and interest 
nobody anymore. The content of all and every interest is social reform.130

Ruge reacted harshly to this abandonment of the political fight. He mocked 
the communist belief (presumably with Hess in mind) that their “economic 
religion, the gospel of earthly happiness, could be achieved through the narrow 
path of need and proclamation, without the spaciousness of politics.”131 Com-
munists, he claimed, failed to understand how “indispensable the political strug
gle is” to achieving any social reform.132 Further, in their laudable quest to 
“totalize the realm of freedom” to include “positive and economic freedom,” 
they had, however, “broken with political freedom.”133 “Freedom,” Ruge 
concluded, could not be achieved through “the equal division of need and 
affluence by the state,” which would only result in a “police or slave state.”134

The outbreak of the 1848 Revolution found Ruge back in Saxony, in Leipzig, 
and over the next year he threw himself energetically into each stage of the revo-
lutionary events. He immediately took advantage of the new freer conditions to 
found a daily newspaper, Die Reform, that would go on to be the main party 
organ of the Berlin democrats. When elections were called for the Frankfurt 
National Assembly (see figure 7), political machinations blocked his selection 
in Leipzig. But he eventually secured election for a seat in Breslau against the 
liberal constitutional candidate, through the help of his old friend Bakunin.135

In his electoral manifesto, Ruge called on the German people “to declare 
popular sovereignty . . . ​to be your permanent, unalienable property.”136 His 
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figure 7. Paul Bürde, Abgeordnete der Nationalversammlung in der Frankfurter 
Paulskirche (Representatives of  the Frankfurt National Assembly) (1848). Courtesy 
of Wikimedia Commons. Arnold Ruge is depicted seated at front center, 
reclining behind the desk.

political reform program called for the abolition of all special privileges for aris-
tocrats and the rich (including property suffrage), the separation of state and 
church, press freedom, free education, jury trials, and the rights of assembly and 
association. He further called for not only the replacement of the standing army 
with a popular militia but the “abolition of the standing army of civil servants” 
and its replacement with a “cheap government consisting of freely elected men 
of the people.” His proposed social reforms were, however, limited to income 
and inheritance taxes and a vague call for the “easing of the disparity between 
work and capital” through a Ministry of Work.137 However, as the revolution 
progressed, Ruge paid more attention to social issues and they became central 
to his 1849 Die Gründung der Demokratie in Deutschland oder der Volksstaat und 
der social-demokratische Freistaat (The Foundation of Democracy in Germany, or 
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the People’s State and the Social-Democratic Free State), perhaps his most system-
atic work of social and political theory. As is discussed further in chapter 5, Ruge 
here set out how a democracy had to be a social democracy where “economic 
and industrial slavery . . . ​[i.e.] all forms of service and wage-labor are abolished.”138 
Production was to take place in Societäten (partnerships) without capitalist em-
ployers, which also secured each individual’s contribution so that private prop-
erty was not abolished but provided to all.139

Once elected to the Frankfurt National Assembly, Ruge sat with the Far Left 
Donnersberg Fraktion, for whom he wrote the equivalent of a party program 
based on his own manifesto. This called for the Assembly to constitute a Ger-
man federal democratic republic rather than a German constitutional monarchy 
(the majority position in the Assembly).140 Ruge’s influence in the Assembly 
was limited, but he made notable interventions supporting Polish and Italian 
independence against the claims of German nationalist chauvinism. Increas-
ingly disillusioned by the inaction of the National Assembly, he resigned his 
seat and moved to Berlin where he was convinced the future revolutionary ac-
tion lay. He took an active role in the extraparliamentary movement, leading 
several mass demonstrations to pressure the Prussian National Assembly. After 
the reactionary turn in Prussia and the banning of Die Reform, he returned to 
Saxony and participated in the May 1849 uprising. Forced to flee after its sup-
pression by Prussian troops, he then traveled to what would be the last act of 
the revolution in Germany, the uprising in Baden and the Palatinate, and was 
sent as part of its delegation to Paris to (unsuccessfully) seek support from the 
French Republic. Looking back, Ruge judged the revolution a failure because it 
had not carried out the necessary foundational political upheaval: “The people 
stopped short of not just the throne, but the old state machine.”141
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Like so many other 1848 revolutionaries, Ruge found refuge in England, 
first in London and then Brighton. In his initial exile years he took an active 
role in the international democratic movement. In 1850, he was one of the four 
founding signatories, alongside Giuseppe Mazzini, Alexandre Ledru-Rollin, 
and Albert Darasz, of the European Central Democratic Committee, which 
tried to support and revive the revolutionary movement on the continent. But 
he grew increasingly isolated from active political life during the reactionary 
1850s (again, like many other exiles) and concentrated on making a living 
through lectures, translations, and German lessons.142 In a surprising final po-
litical act, in the 1860s Ruge became an enthusiastic and vocal propagandist of 
Bismarck’s unification of Germany. Despite their principled political differ-
ences, Ruge saw Bismarck as a useful vessel for the creation of a united Germany 
under Prussian leadership, which he thought would inevitably develop into a 
democratic republic.143 Though Bismarck rewarded him for his efforts with 
an honorary pension in 1877, Ruge was considered too radical to be recalled 
to Prussia for state service or offered an amnesty. He died in Brighton on 
31 December 1880.

Arnold Ruge’s principal political and intellectual legacies lie in the central 
organizing role he played in the Young Hegelian movement and his lifelong 
commitment to the struggle for press freedom and democracy in Germany. In 
his indispensable study of Ruge’s political philosophy, Stephan Walter aptly 
describes him as a “zoon politikon” who restlessly “pushed for participation, 
movement and change.”144 Ruge’s political thought, unsystematic as it was, 
carved out an ideological space that cannot be reduced to socialism or liber-
alism.145 His democratic republicanism was centered on an idea of freedom, 
where no person was subjected to the arbitrary will of another, which required 
a polity where every citizen took an active and equal role in self-government 
and a society where no one was forced into servitude for another. In Ruge’s 
own words, the “democratic principle is that conscious self-determination 
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[should] penetrate and move the whole of society,” so that “[t]he foundational 
pillar of the social-democratic free state is the understanding that uncovers 
every (even economic) form of slavery at its source and immediately generates 
the will and power to remove it. . . . ​This cleansing process . . . ​never ends.”146

The Silesian Weavers’ Revolt and the Critique of Politics
On 3 June 1844, in the Silesian factory village of Peterswaldau, a small group of 
twenty weavers, angered by the declining prices of the cotton they spun at home 
and a history of mistreatment by the textile merchants they sold to, protested 
at the villa of a particularly hated local merchant. The weavers were violently 
driven off but returned the following morning, the crowd now having swelled 
to several hundred. A delegation of weavers aimed to peacefully negotiate with 
the merchant but were pelted from the villa windows, incensing the crowd, who 
stormed the villa and its attached offices, destroying and stealing records, textile 
stocks, and furniture. Local notables managed to project some calm, but the 
following morning the crowd, now around 1,700 people, moved to a local manu-
facturer, who only managed to avoid the merchant’s fate by buying them off 
with food and money. A smaller offshoot of weavers moved to the neighboring 
village of Langenbielau, where they completely destroyed a textile factory (but 
spared other manufacturers deemed to pay fair wages and prices). The weavers 
were eventually confronted by the in-house workers of one manufacturer and 
150 hastily dispatched troops. In the ensuing tumult the troops shot into the 
crowd, killing 11 and wounding 26 (one of whom subsequently perished). But, 
rather than fleeing, the weavers turned on the troops, forcing them into disor-
derly retreat under a hail of paving stones. The destruction and pillaging was 
not ended until 600 soldiers were sent to occupy the two villages on 6 June.147

The four-day revolt, though limited to a small local area, caused a sensation 
in the press and much soul-searching in Prussian officialdom, which led to the 
“first broad public discussion about the ‘social question’ in Germany.”148 Intel-
lectuals of all stripes weighed in on the revolt (often with only limited access 
to the actual course of events), subjecting it to a swath of competing interpre-
tations, often acting as a foil for their wider political commitments.149 This was 
also true of the German exile community in Paris and the pages of Vorwärts!, 
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in which Ruge and then Marx offered starkly opposed viewpoints on the re-
volt. Vorwärts! had begun life in January 1844 as a liberal paper, but soon after 
the Silesian revolt it came under the radical influence of the collaborators 
behind the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, with Karl Ludwig Bernays as edi-
tor and a broader editorial collective that included Marx, Engels, Heine, Her-
wegh, Bakunin, and, at least at first, Ruge. Marx and Ruge’s public feud about 
the meaning of the revolt was part of the process whereby Marx and his com-
munist associates managed to wrestle control of Vorwärts! from the republi-
canism of Ruge, who soon withdrew from the paper.150

In “Der König von Preussen und die Socialreform” (“The King of Prussia and 
Social Reform”), Ruge tried to play down the wider significance of the revolt. 
Responding to enthusiastic reports in the French press, Ruge argued that the 
Prussian king and his officials had never been afraid of the weak weavers who 
were easily defeated with a small number of troops. Ruge directed part of his 
critical fire at King Frederick William IV, who had publicly identified the lack of 
Christian charitable sympathy among his subjects and officials as the underlying 
cause of the revolt. The king was incapable, Ruge charged, with seeing the real 
cause in the “state and the organization of society.” But Ruge was also keen to 
expose what he saw as the political limitations of the weavers’ revolt. He claimed 
that an uprising based on the “partial distress of the factory districts” had no 
chance of being perceived by Germans as a “general affair,” and thus it was per-
ceived as equivalent to “some local drought or famine.” The mistake made by 
the German poor, indeed all Germans, Ruge explained, was that they saw their 
struggle only in terms of “their hearth, their factory, their district” rather than as 
part of a general political struggle. He predicted, however, that once “the political 
understanding of Germans discovered the root of social distress,” events like the 
weavers’ revolt would be understood as the basis for revolution. He concluded 
that “A social revolution without a political soul (i.e., without the organizing 
insight from the universal standpoint) is impossible.”151

Marx immediately seized the opportunity to publicly differentiate his new 
communist position from Ruge’s, through a ruthless attempt to pick apart each 
of Ruge’s claims in a rapidly composed “Kritische Randglossen” (“Critical 
Marginal Notes”), which, despite the title, was nearly eight times longer than 
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the original (a recurring habit of Marx’s).152 Marx first disputed Ruge’s factual 
depiction of the weavers’ revolt as a local, sectional affair with a limited impact 
on the king or wider German society. Marx pointed to the weavers’ initial vic-
tory against the first wave of Prussian troops and the huge coverage in the 
German liberal press as evidence for the uprising’s strength and societal im-
pact.153 He criticized Ruge for focusing on the king’s supposed lack of alarm 
when the revolt was not directed “against the King of Prussia, but against the 
bourgeoisie.”154 Marx further claimed that the weavers had hardly limited 
themselves to just their local concerns with “hearth, factory, district,” when 
their battle song had proclaimed their “opposition to the society of private 
property, in a striking, sharp, unrestrained and powerful manner.” On Marx’s 
account, the weavers were class-conscious proletarians, whose uprising had a 
“theoretical and conscious character” that went beyond earlier worker revolts in 
France or Germany. The weavers, he claimed, were “conscious about the nature 
of the proletariat” and had shown their advanced understanding by attacking 
not just the machines of the “industrial masters, the visible enemy” but also 
destroying the “merchant account books” of the “banquier, the hidden enemy.”155

Marx may have been right about the significance of the upset the weavers 
caused first to the soldiers and then in wider German society, and he quite le-
gitimately critiqued Ruge for adopting at times a lecturing “schoolmaster” attitude 
toward the weavers.156 But modern scholarship on the Silesian uprising is not 
sympathetic to the rest of Marx’s account. There is little evidence that the weav-
ers had any wider social goals concerning the abolition of private property;157 
they were in fact respectful both to figures of authority and to the merchants 
and factory owners they considered fair. The weavers attacked the merchants 
not out of advanced class consciousness but because they were  semi-
independent outworkers reliant on them rather than a modern wage-earning 
factory proletariat (and those in-house workers who did participate supported 
their employer). The Silesian Weavers’ Revolt is therefore more accurately seen 
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as a “typical early industrial labor unrest with a local horizon—spontaneous, 
without political motivation and mainly aimed at punishing individual, wage-
cutting merchants.”158 Ruge was therefore not wrong to point to the limited 
perspective of the uprising.

Of greater lasting interest is Marx’s theoretical criticisms of Ruge concern-
ing the (un)importance of politics to social transformation. Marx intended to 
give Ruge a lesson in the “general relation of politics to social ills” by showing 
how the nature of the modern state meant that no form of state (absolutist, 
constitutional, or republican) was able to solve the social problem of pauper-
ism.159 Little could be expected, of course, from the king of Prussia, who Marx 
agreed saw the problem only in terms of charity and administrative tinkering. 
But Marx argued that even in the more politically advanced constitutionalist 
Britain the “progressive advance of pauperism” was attributed not to “the in-
evitable consequence of modern industry” but to maladministration of the 
disciplinary Poor Laws.160 More damning for Ruge’s position, Marx main-
tained, was that the record was no better for even the most radical period of 
the French Revolution, the Convention. Despite having had “the maximum 
of  political energy, political power, and political understanding,” Marx argued, its 
1794 attempt, for instance, to use the property of suspects (declared enemies 
of the Republic) to fund welfare payments to the rural poor had been a dismal 
failure.161 He concluded that though “England therefore punishes the poor, 
the King of Prussia admonishes the rich and the Convention beheads the 
propertied,” none of them succeeded in ending poverty.162

According to Marx, the common problem to each of these actors was that 
each “sees the root of every evil in the fact that their opponent and not them-
selves is at the helm of the state (Staatsruder). Even radical and revolutionary 
politicians seek the root of evils not in the nature of the state, but in a particular 
state form, which they wish to replace with a different state form.”163 The problem 
with the state, Marx argued, was twofold. The first was the state’s self-perception. 
Marx claimed that, contrary to Ruge’s hopes, the “state will never see the source of 
social ills in the state and the organization of society.” It will instead only blame 
them on failures in its own administration, because “administration is the 
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organizing activity of the state.”164 The second was the structure of the modern 
state. Returning to one of the central themes of his Kritik and “Zur Judenfrage,” 
Marx argued that the modern state’s strict division between civil society and the 
public sphere left the state powerless to intervene in civil society. He claimed 
that “where civil life and its labor begins there the [state’s] power ends” and that 
the “slavery of civil society is the natural foundation on which the modern state 
rests . . . ​The existence of the state and the existence of slavery are inseparable.” 
Marx tried to argue that if the state were to intervene in civil society (beyond 
limited administrative measures), that would mean abolishing the independence 
of civil society, which in turn would entail the state “abolishing itself, since it 
exists only in [the] contradiction” between the two spheres. No such action 
could be expected from the state, since “suicide is against nature.”165

On the basis of this argument, Marx believed he had shown the flaw in Ruge’s 
expectation that more politically advanced conditions would see an advanced 
understanding of social problems. Marx even maintained that the more ad-
vanced a country was politically, the less likely it was to see the source of social 
problems from within “the principle of the state, that is, in present organization of 
society” (i.e., the division into opposed spheres and the impotence of the public 
sphere over civil society) and only “think from within the framework of politics” 
(by which he seems to mean the idea that the state’s administrative welfare 
measures could solve poverty). Marx again pointed to the example of the French 
Revolution, “the classical period of political understanding,” arguing that its lead-
ing figures had failed to grasp the nature of the modern state and only “saw in 
social defects the source of political evils” so that “Robespierre saw in great pov-
erty and great wealth only an obstacle to pure democracy.”166

From this analysis Marx drew a quite drastic set of strategic implications 
for how the proletariat should carry out its emancipatory struggle. These are 
worth citing in full:

The more developed and universal the political understanding of a people, the 
more does the proletariat—at any rate at the beginning of the movement—
squander its forces in senseless, useless revolts, which are drowned in 
blood. Because it thinks in the framework of politics, the proletariat sees 
the cause of all evils in the will, and all means of remedy in violence and in the 
overthrow of a particular form of state. The proof: the first uprisings of the 
French proletariat. The Lyons workers believed that they were pursuing 
only political aims, that they were only soldiers of the republic, whereas 
actually they were soldiers of socialism. Thus their political understanding 
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concealed from them the roots of social distress, thus it falsified their 
insight into their real aim, thus their political understanding deceived their 
social instinct.167

Marx here references to two failed uprising of Lyon silk weavers (canuts) in 
1831 and 1834 (les révoltes des canuts). He follows the official interpretation of 
the panicked authorities, who viewed the uprisings as part of a republican 
insurrectionary conspiracy (in fact republicanism had made few inroads in the 
Lyon working class at the time, compared with Paris, and the workers were 
more motivated by prohibitions on association and, like the Silesian weavers, 
local price disputes).168 Marx used this questionable understanding of the 
Lyon revolts to make the case that a political mindset among workers leads to 
senseless insurrections to establish a republic, based on the mistaken belief 
that the “overthrow of a particular form of state” would address their social op-
pression. Workers thus needed to move on from seeing themselves as “soldiers 
of the republic” and become “soldiers of socialism.”

Marx’s extreme, seemingly unalloyed criticism of politics in the “Kritische 
Randglossen” has not been given sufficient attention in scholarship on Marx’s 
transition. A few commentators have rightly questioned whether Marx briefly 
adhered to the antipolitical positions typical of many socialisms and commu-
nisms at the time, particularly so-called true socialism.169 “True socialism” was 
the name Marx and Engels subsequently gave to a strain of German socialist 
thought that advocated abstention from political struggle and indifference to 
democratic republican institutions. Marx and Engels would later heavily criti-
cize true socialism for these reasons in their Manifest der Kommunistischen 
Partei (1848) and in the debates that preceded it (a confrontation that is dis-
cussed in detail in chapter 4). If Marx did briefly endorse some true socialist 
positions, then his later critique of true socialism would in fact be a form of 
self-criticism that sought to distance himself from his own previous commit-
ments (which might help explain the vehemence of his later attacks).170 It 
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would also imply that Marx’s initial transition to communism involved aban-
doning his prior republicanism before then reintegrating its commitment to 
political struggle and democratic structures. There’s little doubt that Marx 
expresses some strong antipolitical sentiments in the “Kritische Randglossen,” 
which are reminiscent of true socialist ones. But to come to a firmer judgment 
we need to get a better grip on the precise nature and extent of Marx’s antipo
litical stance and establish how long he held to that position before subse-
quently abandoning it.

In order to answer both questions, it is instructive to turn to a comparison 
with Engels’s own “rapid and complex intellectual evolution” at the time.171 
As we saw in the introduction to the chapter, Marx and Engels first met briefly 
in the autumn of 1842, but their pivotal encounter was Engels’s ten-day visit to 
Marx in Paris from 23 or 24 August to 1 or 2 September 1844 (i.e., two weeks 
after the publication of the “Kritische Randglossen”).172 Engels later recounted 
that this meeting was when “our complete agreement in all theoretical fields 
became evident and our joint work dates from that time.”173 In fact, however, 
they arrived with and continued to hold for some time significantly different 
views about socialism and the transition to it. Engels had already converted to 
socialism some six months to a year before Marx, during his time in Manches-
ter (November 1842–August 1844), and his initial conversion to socialism 
involved a much starker abandonment of his republican commitment to de-
mocracy and revolution. In Gregory Claey’s summary, he embraced the “evo-
lutionary and non-violent strategy of the Owenite socialists, with its emphasis 
upon the formation of model communist communities and the dissemination 
of propaganda.”174

When Engels had just arrived in England, he still wrote in admiring 
terms to his German audience in the Rheinische Zeitung of how the “radical-
democratic principles of Chartism” were spreading among the working 
class.175 But by the summer of 1843, Engels was expressing sympathy with the 
English Owenists who “laugh at the mere republicans, since the republic 
would be just as hypocritical, just as theological, just as unjust in its laws as a 
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monarchy.”176 And by the autumn he had come out explicitly in favor of com-
munism, which by his account was to be sharply differentiated from and in-
deed opposed to democracy. While communism was “real liberty, and real 
equality,” Engels declared,

Democracy is, as I take all forms of government to be, a contradiction in 
itself, an untruth, nothing but hypocrisy (theology, as we Germans call it), 
at the bottom. Political liberty is sham-liberty, the worst possible slavery; 
the appearance of liberty, and therefore the reality of servitude. Political 
equality is the same; therefore democracy, as well as every other form of 
government, must ultimately break to pieces. . . . ​177

He furthermore praised Proudhon, for

having proved that every kind of government is alike objectionable, no 
matter whether it be democracy, aristocracy, or monarchy, that all govern 
by force; and that, in the best of all possible cases, the force of the majority 
oppresses the weakness of the minority. . . . ​What we want is anarchy; the 
rule of nobody, the responsibility of every one to nobody but himself.178

Engels now also rejected violent revolution, criticizing strains of French com-
munism that intended “overthrowing the present government of their coun-
try,” maintaining that even Étienne Cabet’s supposedly peaceful Icarians 
“would gladly seize upon any opportunity to establish a republic by force.”179

Not only did Engels reject a revolution in favor of a democratic republic but 
he explicitly opposed running the future socialist society along democratic 
principles. Engels favorably contrasted Wilhelm Weitling’s technocratic admin-
istrative structures (previously discussed at the end of chapter 2) with those of 
Cabet, who had specified that in his utopian communist society of Icaria the 
“political organization is that of a democratic REPUBLIC” where the “people 
are SOVEREIGN” over their laws, representatives and executive officials.180 
Engels enthusiastically noted that the “chief point, in which Weitling was supe-
rior to Cabet,” was Weitling’s belief in “the abolition of all government by force 
and by majority, and the establishment in its stead of a mere administration,” 
and where the “officers of this administration” are chosen “not by a majority of 
the community at large, but by those only who have a knowledge of the 
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particular kind of work the future officer has to perform.” Engels assured his 
readers that this apolitical and antidemocratic administration was secured 
against the corruption of “all personal motives” because “one of the most 
important features of the plan” was that the “fittest person” would be selected 
by “some kind of prize essays” that had been properly anonymized.181

In his subsequent three-part article series “Die Lage Englands” (“The Condi-
tion of England”), which appeared first in the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher 
and then from August–October 1844 in Vorwärts!, Engels slightly moderated 
his attitude toward democracy.182 He continued to deride those who thought 
that “immorality only adheres to particular state forms,” whether a “pure 
monarchy . . . ​pure aristocracy . . . ​[or] democracy” rather than realizing that 
the problem lay in the “state itself ” and the “inhumanity of all state forms.”183 
However, he now predicted that the democratic elements of Britain’s constitu-
tion would win out against its aristocratic and monarchical parts and seemed 
to welcome that development. But he did so primarily because he thought 
democracy was a “transitional stage” on the way to “real, human freedom.”184 
What Chartists, and other democrats, did not understand was that “Social evils 
cannot be cured by People’s Charters.”185 Democracy was “only a transitional 
stage” because, he claimed, “mere democracy is not capable of curing social 
ills” and so the “fight of the poor against the rich cannot be fought out on the 
ground of democracy and/or politics at all.” Democracy was therefore the final 
political stage, “from which a new element will immediately develop that tran-
scends everything of a political nature. This principle is that of socialism.”186

Comparing Marx’s and Engels’s initial conversions to communism, it is clear 
that they shared a commitment to the idea that “politics” in some sense could 
not solve the social question. They make very similar comments about the lim-
its of changing the form of the state, including to a democratic republic, and 
both maintain that the answer lies in realizing that the problem is with the state 
itself and must therefore be transcended. Their reasons for this differ, with 

181. Engels, “The ‘Times’ on German Communism,” MEGA I.3: 560-61 / MECW 3: 413.
182. The second and third articles were likely written in January–March 1844 and were in-

tended for future issues of the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher. They may have been revised by 
Engels while he was in Paris in August and participated in editorial meetings of Vorwärts!; see 
MEGA I.2: 562; I.3: 1177–78, 1198–99.

183. Engels, “Die Lage Englands III: Die englische Konstitution,” MEGA I.3: 569–70 / MECW 
3: 491–92.

184. Engels, “Die Lage Englands I: ‘Past and Present’ by Thomas Carlyle. London 1843,” 
MEGA I.3: 534 /MECW 3: 466.

185. Ibid., 517 / 450.
186. Engels, “Die Lage Englands III,” MEGA I.3: 589 / MECW 3: 513.
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Engels (drawing on Proudhon and Weitling) seeming to base his objection to 
different state forms on their common coercive character (without explaining 
why this would make the state incapable of addressing social issues), whereas 
Marx bases his argument on the divide between civil society and the political 
sphere, and the consequent impotence of the latter, which he takes to be true 
of all forms of the modern state. An even stronger contrast is that while they 
both favor an end to the state, there’s no suggestion in Marx’s “Kritische Rand-
glossen” that this means moving beyond democracy, while it is explicit in 
Engels’s writings.187 Nowhere does Marx display Engels’s antimajoritarian sym-
pathies or endorse Weitling’s apolitical administrative designs (Marx in fact 
presents the state’s obsession with “administration” as one of its chief ills).188

Perhaps the clearest political difference between Marx and Engels at this 
point, however, is their view of the transition to socialism. While Engels explic
itly rejects violent revolution, Marx, in spite of all his antipolitical criticisms, 
ends his “Kritische Randglossen” with a dramatic volte-face where he endorses 
the necessity of revolution, and even political revolution, for transitioning to 
socialism. Reversing Ruge’s call for a “social revolution” with a “political soul,” 
Marx argues for a “political revolution with a social soul,” explaining that

Revolution in general—the overthrow of the existing authority and the dis-
solution of the old relations—is a political act. But socialism cannot be real-
ized without revolution. It requires this political act, insofar as it requires 

187. As I discuss in chapter 7, the end of the state should not be conflated with the end of 
politics or the end of democracy. The closest Marx comes to suggesting that communism means 
overcoming democracy is a cryptic categorization of communisms in his unpublished manu-
scripts. He describes two forms of communism, first, those which are “still political in nature—
democratic or despotic,” and second, those that believe in the “abolition of the state” but are 
still “affected” by private property, and argues that they both rightly aim at overcoming human 
alienation. But he says they are both superseded by a third form of communism: “communism 
as positive abolition of private property, as human self-estrangement”; see Marx, Ökonomisch-
philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 388-89 / MECW 3: 294–96. Few clarifying further details 
are provided.

188. That said, Marx does highly praise Weitling’s Garantien der Harmonie und Freiheit (1842), 
where Weitling sets out this scheme, as a “vehement and brilliant literary debut of the German 
workers”; see Marx, “Kritische Randglossen,” MEGA I.2: 459/ MECW 3: 201; see also 
Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 325/ MECW 3: 232. That judgment contrasts 
sharply with his dismissive account of Weitling the year before; see chapter 2. For his part, 
Weitling was enthusiastic about Marx’s article and thought it showed the compatibility of their 
views; see Wilhelm Weitling to Karl Marx, 18 October 1844, MEGA, III.1: 445, though neither 
this nor Marx’s positive comments proves a wholesale commitment to Weitling’s views, which 
seems unlikely given his antiutopianism and dislike of administration.
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destruction and dissolution. But where its organizing activity begins, where 
its end in itself, its soul, steps forth, then socialism discards the political 
covering.189

Thus, while Marx presents the future of socialism in very similar terms to En-
gels as being in some quite unspecified sense beyond politics (recall that En-
gels says that socialism “transcends everything of a political nature”), at this 
moment they have different views about the importance of a political revolution 
for bringing about socialism.

Marx’s initial transition to communism thus involves a less stark abandon-
ment of his prior republicanism than for Engels, especially in terms of democ-
racy and revolution. At the same time there is little doubt that Marx’s initial 
conversion goes further in an antipolitical direction than his subsequent, con-
sidered account of the politics of communism. Whereas Marx later gives an 
extensive account of why the political structures of a democratic republic (par-
ticularly universal suffrage and civic rights) make a political revolution a pre-
requisite for socialism, he here reduces the necessity of revolution to a vague 
endorsement of the “destruction and dissolution” it brings. Moreover, it is un-
clear how Marx’s closing endorsement of revolution in the “Kritische Rand
glossen” can be reconciled with the essay’s earlier critique of the senselessness 
of republican insurrections or with Marx’s questionable claim that the under-
standing of how to address social problems is even worse in more politically 
advanced countries like the First French Republic. Indeed, by dismissing any 
and all state attempts at addressing the social question as mere “administrative 
measures” and declaring that the modern state is powerless over civil society, 
Marx leaves no role for the state in social transformation. That contrasts 
sharply with his later emphasis on the importance of taking state power and 
using it to push a number of social measures (such as free education, progres-
sive taxation, abolition of inheritance, and centralization of credit and the 
means of transport “in the hands of the state”).190 Marx in fact gives no hint 
of how socialism is supposed to be achieved without such state action, leaving 
open the possibility that he harbors some of the true socialist hopes of transi-
tioning to communism through a purely “social” path of raising consciousness 
and expanding worker associations. But that is speculative, since Marx gives 
no detail as to what a nonpolitical path to socialism looks like. Furthermore, 
the text itself might be read as committing the exact same charge that Marx 
and Engels later make of true socialism, that it engages in social criticism that 

189. Marx, “Kritische Randglossen,” MEGA I.2: 463 / MECW 3: 206.
190. Marx and Engels, Manifest der Kommunistischen Partei, MEW 4: 481-82 / MECW 6: 505; 

see also Forderungen der kommunistischen Parthei in Deutschland, MEGA I.7: 26 / MECW 7: 4.
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was appropriate for more politically advanced countries like France but was 
reactionary in politically backward Germany.191

In summary, Marx’s “Kritische Randglossen” certainly does contain several 
antipolitical elements in common with the true socialism that he would later 
deride. The vehemence of Marx’s initial antipolitical stance might be partially 
explained by the not uncommon phenomenon of ultraradicalism in the newly 
converted. Given the confused and contradictory positions that Marx defends 
on the relationship of politics to social transformation, it is not entirely sur-
prising that Ruge did not find it necessary to provide a worked-out response, 
beyond a brief reply objecting to some of Marx’s personal criticism.192

Having established that Marx did have an antipolitical true socialist phase 
(though weaker than that of Engels and some other contemporaries), we can 
now turn to answering the question of when Marx abandoned that position. 
An immediate problem arises, however, because the period after the “Kritische 
Randglossen” is a remarkably quiet one by Marx’s standards (at least in terms 
of publication). He spent the autumn of 1844 expanding the few pages Engels 
had left behind into the two-hundred-page Die heilige Familie oder Kritik der 
kritischen Kritik (The Holy Family or Critique of Critical Criticism), an attack on 
Bruno Bauer and associates that was published in February 1845.193 After that, 
Marx published a single article in 1845 and next to nothing in 1846. This was 
partly because when he was expelled from France and moved to Brussels, the 
Belgian government forced him to sign a pledge that he would not “publish in 
Belgium any work on current politics”;194 partly because he was initially col-
lecting material for his contracted, but never completed, two-volume Kritik der 
Politik und Nationalökonomie (A Critique of Politics and National Economy);195 
and partly because in autumn 1845 he began working (with Engels and others) 

191. Marx and Engels, Manifest der Kommunistischen Partei, MEW 4: 488–78 / MECW 6: 
511–12.

192. Ein Preusse [Arnold Ruge], “Der ‘angebliche Preusse’ zu den Randglossen etc. etc.,” 
Vorwärts! no. 66 (17 August 1844): 3. This is at least as likely an explanation as the dogmatic 
suggestion that Ruge “was incapable of dealing with Marx’s political and theoretical arguments,” 
in MEGA, I.2: 925. See, similarly, Schmidt, “Zur Geschichte des Pariser Vorwärts von 1844,” xvii.

193. The book repeats some of his criticisms of Bauer in “Zur Judenfrage” on human and 
political emancipation and has some interesting critical comments on the politics of the Jaco-
bins; see Marx and Engels, Die Heilige Familie, MEGA I.4: 124 / MECW 4: 122, But it says little 
about socialist politics directly.

194. See MEGA I.4: 730 / MECW 4: 675, 677.
195. Zwi Rosen claims without convincing evidence that in this book Marx intended to show 

that “the democratic republic, in which the bourgeoisie rules, is the suitable political form for 
social, that is communist, revolution”; Rosen, Moses Hess und Karl Marx, 162.
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on the assorted manuscripts intended for a quarterly journal project that failed 
in July 1846, out of which twentieth-century editors misleadingly constructed 
a “book” on Die deutsche Ideologie (The German Ideology).196 In Novem-
ber 1844 Marx did write a tantalising list of political topics to be addressed in 
a work on the modern state (including “individual freedom and public author-
ity,” “popular sovereignty,” “the constitutional representative state and the 
democratic representative state” and “the separation of powers”).197 But he 
revealed, publicly at least, few details of his political views until his published 
1847 critiques of true socialism and republicanism (discussed in chapter 4). 
We do, however, know that at least by July 1846 he and Engels were publicly 
identifying themselves as “German Democratic Communists” and celebrat-
ing the Chartists for their struggle toward the “democratic reconstruction 
of the Constitution upon the basis of the People’s Charter” through which 
“the working class will become the ruling class of England.”198

Fortunately, we have something of a proxy for Marx’s views between the 
publication of the “Kritische Randglossen” in August 1844 and his public ad-
herence to democratic communism in July 1846 through the writings of En-
gels, who continued to publish extensively over this period. Engels cannot, of 
course, be treated as a definitive guide for Marx’s views. Nor should we assume 
that once they had had their pivotal meeting in Paris their views converged in 
a simple linear fashion. Crucially, there is no evidence that Marx had anything 
like the short-lived “communitarian moment” that Engels went through from 
the end of summer 1844 to spring 1845, when he returned to work in his father’s 
cotton factory in Barmen.199 In a series of neglected (and quite fascinating) 
articles and speeches in this period, Engels enthusiastically reported on the 
apparent success of several small Christian socialist, Fourierist, and Owenist 
communities in America and England. He celebrated these experiments 

196. For this fascinating editorial history, see Terrell Carver, “The German Ideology Never 
Took Place,” History of Political Thought 31, no. 1 (2010): 107–27; Terrell Carver and Daniel Blank, 
A Political History of the Editions of Marx and Engels’s “German Ideology Manuscripts” (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2014). For the textual and theoretical implications, see Sarah Johnson, “The 
Early Life of Marx’s ‘Mode of Production,’ ” Modern Intellectual History 18, no. 2 (2021): 349–78; 
Sarah Johnson, “Farewell to The German Ideology,” Journal of the History of Ideas 83, no. 1 (2022): 
143–70.

197. Marx, [Plan einer Arbeit über den modernen Staat], MEGA IV.3: 11 / MECW 4: 666.
198. Marx and Engels, “Address of the German Democratic Communists of Brussels to 

Mr. Feargus O’Connor,” MEW 4: 24–26 / MECW 6: 58–60.
199. Leopold, “ ‘All Tell the Same Tale’: The Young Engels and Communal Settlements in 

America and England,” 8; David Leopold, “ ‘Socialist Turnips’: The Young Friedrich Engels and 
the Feasibility of Communism,” Political Theory 40, no. 3 (2012): 347–78.
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(especially the Owenist ones) as a model for future socialism and, through 
their continual expansion, as one potential transitional path to it.200 Marx, by 
comparison, never had any time for such small-scale experiments, and Engels 
would subsequently, partially under Marx’s influence, abandon these early 
enthusiasms.

But alongside his communitarianism, Engels was already nuancing his 
antipolitical criticisms independently of Marx. As well as endorsing a com-
munitarian transition to socialism (which he thought the likely path for 
England), Engels speculated that the French “will be likely to prepare and 
implement communism on a national basis,” and he spoke favorably of prepar-
ing the grounds for communism through the three measures of free education, 
reorganization of poor relief, and a progressive tax on capital (leading Ruge to 
praise Engels as the only German communist to direct his demands “from the 
beginning toward the state”).201 Significantly, Engels also came to a more posi-
tive view of Chartism and the inevitability of revolution through the writing 
of his Die Lage der arbeitenden Klasse in England (The Condition of the Working 
Class in England), which he completed just before joining Marx in Brussels in 
April 1845.202

Once in Brussels, it is likely that their political views increasingly converged 
and developed in tandem (which is not to say that then or afterward the two 
were in complete agreement). Of particular importance to their reevaluation 
of democracy seems to have been their joint trip to Manchester and London 
from July to August 1845.203 In London they met with several members of the 

200. Interestingly, in contrast to Engels’s earlier endorsement of Weitling’s antimajoritarian 
schemes, Engels seems to express some preference for communities where they “elect their ad-
ministration themselves”; see Engels, “Beschreibung der in neuerer Zeit enstandenen und noch 
bestehenden communistischen Ansiedlungen,” MEGA I.4: 226, 228–29 / MECW 4: 224, 227.

201. Engels, “Elberfelder Reden,” MEGA I.4: 529–30 / MECW 4: 253–54; Ruge, “Der 
teutsche Kommunismus,” 118.

202. Claeys, “The Political Ideas of the Young Engels,” 467–71. See Engels, Die Lage der ar-
beitenden Klasse in England, MEGA I.4: 440–49, 467–68 / MECW 4: 517–27, 547.

203. In Manchester Marx embarked on another substantial reading list, including making 
extensive extracts from the antipolitical arguments in the Owenist John Francis Bray’s Labour’s 
Wrongs and Labour’s Remedy (Leeds: David Green, 1839); see especially Marx, “Exzerpte aus 
Bray,” MEGA IV.5: 28–32, 58–59. We cannot say what Marx made of these arguments at the time, 
but he would later single out Bray’s book as a prime example of the “indifference in political 
matters” that had blighted so many forms of socialism; see Marx, “L’Indifferenza in materia 
politica,” MEGA I.24: 107 / MECW 23: 394. For Marx’s research trip to Manchester (and his 
reading of Bray), see Lucia Pradella’s and Mathias Bohlender’s chapters in Marcel Van der Lin-
den and Gerald Hubmann, eds., Marx’s Capital: An Unfinishable Project? (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 



172  Ch a p t e r  3

London branch of the Bund der Gerechten and leading Left Chartists, including 
Karl Schapper and George Julian Harney, with Marx and Engels perhaps playing 
some role in introducing them to each other.204 We know that in London, “Citi-
zen Engels” helped organize a “meeting of the democrats of all Nations” to ex-
plore setting up an international fraternal association, with Schapper, Harney, 
and Marx likely in attendance.205 After Marx and Engels returned to Brussels, a 
festival was duly held on 22 September 1845 for the anniversary of the foundation 
of the First French Republic in 1795 that marked the emergence of the Fraternal 
Democrats, a loose organization that combined democratic internationalism 
with strong socialist leanings, where Schapper, Harney, and later Ernest Jones 
formed their organizational “triumvirate,” and with which Marx and Engels con-
tinued to collaborate over the ensuing years.206

In a glowing report on the Fraternal Democrats’ founding festival, Engels 
defended the importance of internationalism and the French Republic for 
communists against the indifference of what he called the “German theories 
on true socialism” (the first time in which the designation appears in his or 
Marx’s writings).207 Engels presented communism as the natural heir and 
consequence of the Revolution’s democratic movement, which he claimed 
had, contrary to some socialist portrayals, already gone beyond “solely politi-
cal organization” and was “from beginning to end a social movement.”208 In 
the  present day, Engels argued that democracy had become completely 
inextricable from social issues so that a “purely political democracy” was now 
impossible and in fact “Democracy nowadays is communism.” He stressed that 

243–48 and 257–60, as well as David Leopold, “Karl Marx and ‘English Socialism,’ ” Nineteenth-
Century Prose 49, no. 1 (2022): 23–27.

204. Christine Lattek, Revolutionary Refugees: German Socialism in Britain, 1840–1860 (Lon-
don: Routledge, 2006), 34–36.

205. “Democratic Movement,” The Northern Star, no. 406 (23 August 1845): 8; Bert Andréas 
et al., eds., Association Démocratique, ayant pour but l’union et la fraternité de tous les peoples: Eine 
frühe internationale demokratische Vereinigung in Brüssel, 1847–1848 (Trier: Karl-Marx-Haus 
2004), 55–56.

206. For the Fraternal Democrats, see Henry Weisser, British Working-Class Movements and 
Europe, 1815–48 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1975), chapter 4.

207. Engels, “Das Fest der Nationen in London (Zur Feier der Errichtung der französischen 
Republik, 22. September 1792),” MEGA I.4: 692 / MECW 6: 3. A few months earlier, Engels had 
criticized what he called “true, pure, German, theoretical communism and socialism.” He added 
that “I make no exception here of my own writing,” implying that Engels himself recognized an 
important shift in his thinking in this period. See Engels, “Ein Fragment Fouriers über den 
Handel,” MEGA I.4: 593 / MECW 4: 614.

208. Engels, “Das Fest der Nationen in London,” MEGA I.4: 693–94/ MECW 6: 5.
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concurrent to the change in democracy, the communist movement was today 
fully committed to democracy (“democracy has become a proletarian princi
ple”), and so proletarian parties legitimately “inscribe the word ‘Democracy’ 
on their banners.”209 He observed that the most advanced political parties had 
rightly realized that they were “not only republicans, but communists” and that 
the “proletarians of all nations” were now beginning to operate under “the ban-
ner of communist democracy.”210 Engels further reported that a speech cele-
brating the coming “triumph of republican communism” was greeted with loud 
and protracted cheers.211

The article’s clear commitment to democracy as an essential element of 
communism and its explicit targeting of true socialism makes it a crucial 
marker in Marx and Engels’s evolution away from their earlier antipolitical 
sympathies. By the following year they would be locked in a heated battle with 
true socialists to establish that the “aims of communism” could be carried out 
by “no other means than the forcible, democratic revolution.”212 If we take 
Engels’s autumn 1845 article on the French Revolution as the outer limit of 
when Marx and Engels distanced themselves from their heterogenous true 
socialist views, then we can estimate Marx’s antipolitical phase as running 
from either March or August 1844 (his personal and then public break with 
Ruge) to no later than the late summer of 1845. It may thus have lasted any-
where from a few months to over a year, with the textual basis not allowing for 
much greater specificity.213 Marx’s initial abandonment of some his republican 
political commitments when he first converted to communism, brief as this 
period was and less severe than many other communist converts, is an impor
tant dimension of intellectual development and brings his subsequent reinte-
gration of those commitments into even sharper relief.

One element, however, that Marx never reintegrated (even during his much 
later radical democratic enthusiasm for the Paris Commune) was the intrinsic 
value he placed on political participation in his early republican political writ-
ings and even to an extent in “Zur Judenfrage.” In those early writings Marx 
presented political participation as an important component of human flour-
ishing. Subsequent to his conversion to communism, however, his defense of 

209. Ibid.
210. Ibid., 695–96 / 6–7.
211. Ibid., 705 / 13.
212. Engels to the Kommunistische Korrespondenz-komitee, 23 October 1846, MEGA III.2: 

54 / MECW 38: 82.
213. Balakrishan’s estimate of a period of more than two years lasting until 1847 is thus 

too extensive; see Balakrishnan, “The Abolitionist—I,” 123, and Gopal Balakrishnan, “The 
Abolitionist—II,” New Left Review 91 (2014): 80.
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political participation is solely based on its instrumental value in bringing about 
social transformation. That changed view is already evident in the “Kritische 
Randglossen,” where Marx says that whatever value a political revolution may 
have is reduced to bringing about the “end in itself (Selbstzweck)” of socialism.214 
Marx’s denigration of the intrinsic importance of political participation is even 
more explicit in an easily overlooked aspect of his critique of Ruge: their dis-
agreement about the meaning and value of Gemeinwesen, a complex German 
term that can be variously translated as body politic, community, common-
wealth, political community, polity, or res publica. To capture Marx and Ruge’s 
disagreement I have left it untranslated in the following discussion. While Ruge 
claimed that the Silesian weavers’ uprising sprang from the “hopeless isolation 
of people from the Gemeinwesen,” Marx countered that by this Ruge only “un-
derstood the political Gemeinwesen, the body politic (Staatswesen).”215 Marx 
rejected this political interpretation of Gemeinwesen, arguing that:

the Gemeinwesen from which the worker is isolated is a Gemeinwesen of a 
completely different reality and scope than the political Gemeinwesen. This 
Gemeinwesen, from which his own labor cuts him off, is life itself, the physi-
cal and mental life, human morality, human activity, human enjoyment, 
human nature. Human nature is the true Gemeinwesen of man.216

Contemporary readers of the “Kritische Randglossen” might have struggled 
to pin down exactly what Marx was proposing by this alternative understanding 
of Gemeinwesen, from which a worker’s “own labor” apparently separated them. 
Marx was in fact bringing to public view a glimpse of the private (and un-
published) economic and philosophical writings on alienated labor that had 
consumed him over the previous months. Marx had there developed a now 
celebrated account of how workers under capitalism are alienated from the 
kinds of communal production that would realize their human nature. Marx 
was therefore contrasting Ruge’s view of alienation from the Gemeinwesen, un-
derstood as being excluded from political participation, with being excluded 
from work that fulfills human needs. Marx claimed that being separated from 
the latter is “incomparably more universal, more intolerable, and more contra-
dictory than isolation from the political Gemeinwesen.”217 That marked a sig-
nificant contrast to his early political writings, as Marx now considered work 

214. Marx, “Kritische Randglossen,” MEGA I.2: 463 / MECW 3: 206. He similarly contrasts 
“political aims” with the “real aim” of socialism; ibid., 461 / 204.

215. Ibid, 462 / 204.
216. Ibid.
217. Ibid., 462 / 205.
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to be far more important to human flourishing than politics. In place of his 
earlier Aristotelian complaints of people being denied their nature as zoon poli-
tikon, as “political animals,” Marx now held that “man is more infinite than the 
citizen, and human life more infinite than political life.”218 Marx consequently 
argued that no matter how “particular” a workers’ revolt like that of the Silesian 
weavers might appear to observers like Ruge, their attempt to realize our 
human need for unalienated work meant that their struggles “contained within 
themselves a universal soul.”219

I turn now, in the final section of this chapter, to Marx’s writings on alienated 
labor that underpinned this changed judgment. These may have contributed to 
a more critical attitude toward the classical republican connection between poli-
tics and human nature. But they also reveal how Marx continued to deploy the 
republican concern with arbitrary power, which had informed his early political 
journalism, in order now to critique social relations of dependency.

Alienation and Domination
Between roughly May and August 1844, Marx began his first studies of the proj
ect that would eventually culminate twenty-three years later in the first volume 
of Das Kapital: his critique of political economy. Over those months in 1844, in 
something of a “manic episode,”220 comparable to his time in Kreuznach, Marx 
furiously caught up with the leading works of political economy, including the 
writings of Adam Smith, David Ricardo, Jean-Baptiste Say, James Mill, and John 
Ramsay McCulloch. Alongside and in between his notes on these readings, 
Marx began writing his own substantive critique of political economy. From 
this mass of writings and extracts that Marx left unpublished, subsequent 
editors artificially carved out three incomplete manuscripts, presenting and 
rearranging them as a more or less coherent work now usually known as the 
Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte (Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts), 
or sometimes Pariser Manuskripte (Paris Manuscripts).221 The publication of the 

218. Ibid.
219. Ibid. See the similar claim in Marx’s manuscripts that when it comes to the emancipa-
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contained universal human emancipation”; Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 
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Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte in 1932 led to a long-running intellec-
tual, and even political, dispute over their importance and relationship to 
Marx’s later critique of political economy, particularly in Das Kapital.222 I want 
to focus here on how the republican moral and political vocabulary of free-
dom, servitude, dependence, and domination that suffuses all of Marx’s cri-
tique of political economy is evident from his earliest economic writings. As 
I discuss in chapter 6, that critique is undoubtably more theoretically sophis-
ticated and empirically grounded in his later works. At the same time, the in
teresting connection Marx makes between alienation and domination is most 
prominently found in his early writings.

A theme running across Marx’s early economic writings is his antipathy to 
relations of dependency. In abstract terms, Marx argued that persons are only 
properly independent when they are free from living at the arbitrary will of 
others, particularly in relation to the power over a person’s means of existence. 
He wrote that “A being only considers himself independent once he stands 
on his own feet, and he stands on his own feet as soon as he owes existence to 
himself. A man, who lives by the grace of another, regards himself as a depen-
dent being.”223 Marx applied this objection to owing one’s means of existence 
to the pleasure of another to the relationship between poor debtors and rich 
creditors. He attacked the power of the rich to decide who among the poor 
was deserving of credit, arguing that “since the arbitrary pleasure and judgment 
of the rich man over the poor man confirms or denies his whole existence, he 
is completely dependent on this contingency.” Marx expressed particular anger 
that a poor creditor was put in a dependent position where they had to make 
a “humiliating plea for credit from the rich man.” This analysis of individual 
dependency was interestingly extended by Marx to the power that banks have 
over the state through the loaning of state credit. Marx says that the “exact 
same” relation of dependency between creditors and debtors is exhibited in 
the “game of government bonds,” where the state has become the “plaything of 
merchants.” He consequently suggestively refers to the “state domination (Staats
herrschaft) of the bank” that has resulted from the “concentration of wealth in 

to differentiate specifically the three manuscripts as a group from the extracts. See Jürgen Ro-
jahn, “Marxismus—Marx—Geschichtswissenschaft: Der Fall der sog. ‘Ökonomisch-
philosophischen Manuskripte aus dem Jahre 1844,’ ” International Review of Social History 28, 
no. 1 (1983): 19–20. For Marx’s unconventional and often unnoticed division of the first manu-
script into three columns and its interpretive importance, see Margaret Fay, “The Influence of 
Adam Smith on Marx’s Theory of Alienation,” Science & Society 47, no. 2 (1983): 129–51.

222. Michael Maidan, “The Rezeptionsgeschichte of the Paris Manuscripts,” History of 
European Ideas 12, no. 6 (1990): 767–81.

223. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 397 / MECW 3: 304.
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these hands,” making them the modern “Areopagus of the nation” (the Areopa-
gus was classical Athens’s aristocratic council).224 We have here a brief un-
elaborated return of the same concern with how economic wealth is converted 
into corrupting political power that Marx displayed in his early journalistic 
criticisms of the control exercised by forest owners over the provincial 
legislature.

Elsewhere in the manuscript, Marx makes an explicit comparison between 
modern economic dependency and earlier forms of political dependency. He 
describes the system of private property as one of “fantasy, caprice and whim,” 
in which

no eunuch flatters his despot more basely or uses more despicable means 
to stimulate his dulled capacity for pleasure in order to sneak a favor for 
himself than does the industrial eunuch—the producer—in order to sneak 
for himself a few pieces of silver, in order to charm the golden birds out of 
the pockets of his dearly beloved neighbors in Christ.225

Marx’s biting comparison of an “industrial eunuch” dependent on the market 
with the eunuch who serves a despot is a reference to the old republican objec-
tion to the role of courtiers in an absolute monarchy.226 A recurrent feature of 
classical and early modern republican critiques of monarchy was an objection 
to how a king’s arbitrary power placed those around him in a state of depen-
dence, resulting in obsequious and toadying advisers.227 They complained that 
the courtiers and “eunuchs employed by kings” could never “hope to speak 
truth to power if everyone is obliged to cultivate the flattering arts required to 
appease a ruler on whose favour everyone depends.”228 Marx invoked this old 
republican complaint, however, to highlight how much worse modern eco-
nomic dependency was compared to the political dependency of courtiers 
(“no eunuch flatters his despot more basely . . . ​than does the industrial 

224. Marx, “Exzerpte aus James Mill,” MEGA IV.2: 451–52 / MECW 3: 216.
225. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 419 / MECW 3: 307.
226. I had earlier interpreted this passage to be referring to the dependency of workers on 

their capitalist employers; see Bruno Leipold, “Chains and Invisible Threads: Liberty and 
Domination in Marx’s Account of Wage-Slavery,” in Rethinking Liberty before Liberalism, 
ed. Hannah Dawson and Annelien De Dijn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), 
208–9. But William Clare Roberts has convinced me that Marx is in fact discussing market 
dependence.

227. Daniel J. Kapust, Flattery and the History of Political Thought: That Glib and Oily Art 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 18–20.

228. Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism, 90, 94. See also Philip Pettit, Republicanism: A Theory 
of Freedom and Government (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 61.
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eunuch”). While his comparison serves mainly to emphasize how much more 
severe economic dependency is, his pejorative reference to eunuchs repeats 
the objectionably masculine interpretation given to the ideal of independence 
in many articulations of the original republican political complaint.229

In addition to these scattered remarks on dependency, Marx’s 1844 writings 
provide the beginnings of his account of how the capitalists’ domination over 
workers allows them to set wages and working conditions in their favor. In his 
discussion of wages in the first manuscript, Marx presents three contrasting 
factors that advantage capitalists in the struggle over wages: (1) capitalists can 
live off the rent and interest generated by their capital, while workers have no 
independent income or means of subsistence; (2) capitalists face few obstacles 
to combining with other capitalists for mutual support, whereas collective ac-
tion by workers is often illegal and costly; and (3) capitalists always have the 
option of transferring their capital to another industry, while the division of 
labor means workers’ skills are more specialized and they cannot easily move 
from one industry to another.230 Marx places special emphasis on the final con-
trast, arguing that the growth in the division of labor makes the worker “more 
and more dependent on the capitalist” and that it is “precisely the capacity of 
the capitalist to direct his capital into other channels” that leaves the worker 
“who is restricted to some particular branch of labor, destitute, or forces him to 
submit to every demand of this capitalist.”231 The capitalists’ structural advan-
tages thus gives them the bargaining power to force workers to accept their de-
mands and wages that amount to what Marx decried as a “cattle-like existence.”232

Marx presented the relative power of the two sides engaged in this struggle 
in starkly opposed terms. While the capitalist had the “capacity” to do with their 
capital as they like, the worker’s ability to survive lay beyond their control. Marx 
argued that it is a matter of “luck” whether the worker can find a capitalist to 
employ them and adds that the “demand on which the life of the worker de-
pends, depends on the whims of the rich and the capitalists.”233 By this Marx 
seems to mean both that the consumption patterns that drive demand are par-
ticularly affected by the changing fashions of the rich,234 and that it is the capitalist 

229. For further discussion of this aspect of the republican ideal of independence, see Mari-
lyn Friedman, “Pettit’s Civic Republicanism and Male Domination,” in Republicanism and 
Political Theory, ed. Cécile Laborde and John Maynor (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), 252–55; and 
Lena Halldenius, Mary Wollstonecraft and Feminist Republicanism: Independence, Rights and the 
Experience of Unfreedom (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2015), 27–30.

230. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 327-28 / MECW 3: 235–36.
231. Ibid., 328, 332 / 236, 240.
232. Ibid., 327 / 235.
233. Ibid.
234. See also ibid., 330, 422 / 238, 310.
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who decides how to respond to changing demand and whether to hire any 
particular worker. As Marx puts it, the social position of being a capitalist means 
that the capitalist is the “executive power (Regierungsgewalt) over labor and its 
products.”235 Marx’s early account of the struggle over wages and working con-
ditions thus depicts the struggle as one where capitalists have arbitrary power 
over workers and use it to push wages as low as possible. Largely absent, though, 
are the theoretical breakthroughs Marx later makes in terms of linking the cap
italists’ domination to the exploitation of surplus value.236

While the economic analysis in Marx’s 1844 manuscripts has received some 
attention,237 by far the most commented on aspect of the manuscripts is his 
more “philosophical” discussion of alienated labor. But, considering the vast 
literature devoted to the topic, it is surprising how little of it notes the impor-
tance of domination in Marx’s account of alienation.238 In the final part of the 
first manuscript, Marx lays out four ways in which alienation (which at a gen-
eral level refers to an inappropriate separation or relation between entities)239 
applies to labor: (1) alienation from the product, (2) alienation from the act 
of production, (3) alienation from species-being, and (4) alienation from 
other people. Of these Marx, makes an explicit connection to domination with 
the alienation from the product and the act of production.

Marx outlines three factors that alienate modern workers from the act of 
production (by which Marx seems to have in mind particularly the daily ex-
perience of laboring in a factory). First, it is unfulfilling; Marx argues that at 
work the worker “does not affirm, but denies himself, does not feel content but 
unhappy, does not develop freely his physical and mental energy.”240 Second, 
it is carried out under compulsion; Marx says it is it is “forced labor” carried 
out merely to survive and is thus “shunned like the plague” when not required. 
Third, it is not under the control of the worker; Marx argues that work is alien-
ating for the worker because “it is not his own, but someone else’s, that it does 
not belong to him, that in it he belongs, not to himself, but to another.” Marx 
compares the fact that the “worker’s activity [is] not his self-directed activity” 
to how religion makes human thoughts and desires seem to originate from an 

235. Ibid., 339 / 247. In the original three-column organization of the manuscripts this de-
scription appears alongside the above discussion of wages; see MEGA I.2: 190–91.

236. Samuel Hollander, The Economics of Karl Marx: Analysis and Application (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 191–93.

237. Ibid., chapter 6.
238. For some discussion, see Rainer Forst, “Noumenal Alienation: Rousseau, Kant and 

Marx on the Dialectics of Self-Determination,” Kantian Review 22, no. 4 (2017): 539–44; Pablo 
Gilabert, Human Dignity and Social Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023), 79–81.

239. Leopold, Young Karl Marx, 67–68.
240. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 367 / MECW 3: 274.



180  Ch a p t e r  3

external source, so that they operate as an “alien, divine or diabolical activity” 
on the individual, rather than being something that has originated in them-
selves.241 Marx further claims the worker experiences production “as an alien 
activity not belonging to him . . . ​[his] begetting as emasculation . . . ​as activity 
which is turned against him, independent of him and not belonging to him.”242 
(Note how Marx again links independence to masculinity).

Marx thus linked alienated productive activity to work being unfulfilling, 
carried out under compulsion and not belonging to the worker. The first two 
aspects of alienation in the act of production, that work is dull and done out 
of necessity, are frequently commented upon in the literature, but it is note-
worthy how much stress Marx also placed on workers’ not having control over 
their work.243 Marx repeatedly argued that because a worker has to carry out 
their labor activity for and under the direction of someone else, the act of 
production is an alienating one for the worker. Dominated work is thus, by 
Marx’s account, alienated work. That suggests that in order to overcome alien-
ation it is not sufficient to remove the compulsion to work, or to make work 
more fulfilling and creative; the structure of control in the workplace has to 
change as well. At the same time, it also suggests that nondominated work 
might still be alienating if it remains unfulfilling.

The connection Marx makes between domination and alienation and the 
act of production is relatively straightforward. Harder to grasp is the way in 
which Marx ties domination to alienation from the product. By alienation 
from the product, Marx broadly meant that rather than workers producing 
products that they own for their own need, they produce commodities for 
exchange that are owned by capitalists.244 Marx repeatedly claimed that this 
results in the product becoming a hostile and independent power from the 
worker who produced it. He says, for instance, that alienation from the prod-
uct means that the product “exists outside him [the worker], independently of 
him and alien to him, and that it becomes an autonomous power that con-
fronts him, that the life that he has conferred on the object confronts him as 
something hostile and alien.”245 Marx found this last aspect—that it is the 
worker’s own creation that dominates them—a particularly bitter irony. 

241. Ibid.
242. Ibid., 368 / 275.
243. The role of domination is, for instance, absent from two of the most sophisticated recent 

accounts of Marx’s ideas on alienated labor; see Jan Kandiyali, “The Importance of Others: 
Marx on Unalienated Production,” Ethics 130 (2020): 555–87, and Leopold, Young Karl Marx, 
229–34.

244. Marx, “Exzerpte aus James Mill,” MEGA IV.2: 455 / MECW 3: 219–20.
245. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 365 / MECW 3: 272.
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Recalling Frankenstein and his monster, Marx portrayed the worker as giving 
life to a creature that turns on its creator, describing how “our own product has 
risen up on its hind legs against us.”246 This animalistic metaphor aside, Marx 
generally depicted the domination of alienated products as one of domination 
by things, saying that the process results in the worker’s “bondage to the object 
(Knechtschaft unter dem Gegenstand)” and that he “becomes a servant of his 
object.”247 Marx claimed that this was a new development under capitalism: 
“What was once domination of persons over persons, is now the general domi-
nation of the thing over the person, of the product over the producer.”248

The image Marx conjures of workers being dominated by objects that they 
themselves have brought to life is evocative but not immediately transparent. 
His meaning is clearly not literal—a worker’s products do not actually come to 
life like Pinocchio or the sorcerer’s broom that sprouts arms and legs and does 
its own cleaning. But Marx clearly attributed importance to this form of domi-
nation that goes beyond metaphorical appearance. His discussion, however, 
lacks an unambiguous single account linking alienation from the product to 
domination by objects—not surprising in unpublished, rough manuscripts.

Perhaps the most important linkage that Marx seems to outline arises from 
the central position he at this point (in contrast to his later thought) gives to 
alienation from the product in the explanatory functioning of the capitalist 
system overall.249 Marx says that “all these [negative] consequences” that he 
has associated with capitalism can be traced to the worker’s separation from 
the product, including that he “falls under the domination of his product, 
capital.”250 The worker thus produces not just any object, but rather “capital,” in 
the form of the exchangeable commodities that a capitalist sells on the market. 
This production for exchange is imbued with tremendous importance by 
Marx. He argues that this feature of capitalism means that workers no longer 
produce to satisfy their own direct needs (as with previous producing classes) 
but “alien” needs to which they are a “slave.”251 Marx adds that this also entails 
workers’ now producing products in exchange for money—a shift that he takes 

246. Marx, “Exzerpte aus James Mill,” MEGA IV.2: 464 / MECW 3: 226. See also 452 / 217.
247. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 365-66 / MECW 3: 272–73.
248. Marx, “Exzerpte aus James Mill,” MEGA IV.2: 456 / MECW 3: 221. Marx’s account of 

the domination of things was likely influenced by his contemporaneous reading of Eugène Buret 
and his analysis of the “tyranny of things,” in De la misère des classes laborieuses en Angleterre et 
en France, vol. 1 (Paris: Paulin, 1840), 82–83. See Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, 
MEGA I.2: 348-49 / MECW 3: 257, and Marx, “Exzerpte aus Buret,” MEGA IV.2: 551–79.

249. Allen Wood, Karl Marx, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2004), 3–7.
250. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 356 / MECW 3: 272.
251. Marx, “Exzerpte aus James Mill,” MEGA IV.2: 455 / MECW 3: 220.
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as being particularly important in setting the stage for domination by objects. 
He says that the “complete domination of the estranged thing over man has 
become evident in money,” and that because of this “alien mediator . . . ​man 
regards his will, his activity and his relation to other men as a power 
independent of him and them. His slavery, therefore, reaches its peak.”252

Domination by objects is thus closely associated with workers being sub-
jected to the vagaries of the production of commodities to be exchanged on 
the market for money. Alienation from the product and domination by objects 
consequently acts as a shorthand for the rule by uncontrolled market forces—
what Marx refers to as how “economic laws blindly rule the world.”253 That 
connection becomes particularly clear when Marx discusses the way in which 
capitalist imperatives have transformed previously aristocratic land manage-
ment, arguing that

it is essential that in this competition landed property in the form of capital, 
manifests its domination over both the working class and the proprietors 
themselves who are ruined or raised by the laws of movement of capital. 
The medieval proverb nulle terre sans seigneur [no land without master] 
is thereby replaced by the modern proverb, l’argent n’a pas de maître [money 
has no master], wherein is expressed the complete domination of beaten 
to death matter (todtgeschlagnen Materie) over man.254

The domination of objects is thus the “laws of movement of capital” whereby 
all participants are subjected to the market imperative of competition with 
each other. Marx thereby importantly extends the scope of domination by 
objects not just to workers but to the capitalists who are also “ruined or raised” 
by market forces, which themselves have no “maître” (master). Marx emphasized 
this idea at several points, arguing that “over all rules inhuman power, which 
applies also for the capitalist.”255 That implies that while the worker is sub-
jected to the personal domination of the capitalist, both are subjected to the 
impersonal domination by objects. Marx thus adds to his description of the 
capitalist having “executive power” over the worker, cited above, the important 
clarification that “first the capitalist, by means of capital, exercises his executive 
power over labor, then, however, capital exercises its executive power over the 
capitalist himself.”256

252. Ibid., 456 / 221.
253. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 348 / MECW 3: 256.
254. Ibid., 360 / 267.
255. Ibid., 426 / 314.
256. Ibid., 339 / 247. There is some similarity here to Marx’s brief discussion of the alienation 

experienced by capitalists in Die heilige Familie, MEGA I.4: 37 / MECW 4: 36. See further 
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Marx believed that the domination that arose from alienation made the 
worker unfree. At the conclusion of his discussion of alienated labor, Marx 
rhetorically asks why alienation from the product and from productive activity 
amount to alien activity and being ruled by an alien power. He playfully con-
siders whether the alien power might be “the gods,” but answers that though 
temples might have been built under their supposed orders, “they were never 
the true lords of labor (Arbeitsherrn).”257 He explains that, in fact, for man,

if the product of his labor, his labor objectified, is for him an alien, hostile, 
powerful object independent of him, then he relates to it such that another 
man, alien, hostile, powerful and independent of him, is its master. If he 
relates to his own activity as an unfree activity, then he relates to it as an 
activity in the service, under the domination, the coercion, and the yoke of 
another man.258

According to Marx, then, workers engage in “unfree activity” because they 
labor “under the domination” of a capitalist master. They are alienated from 
their productive activity because they are subjected to the “yoke of another 
man.” Free productive activity would entail working free from the domination 
of a master.259 That working for a capitalist makes the worker unfree is an idea 
repeated in the manuscripts; Marx says that having to work for a capitalist means 
that workers “carry out slave-labor, completely losing all their freedom.”260

Whether Marx also believes that alienation from the product undermines 
everyone’s freedom, in that all are subjected to the arbitrary imperatives of the 
market, is less clear. The above passage might be read to imply as much, but it 
does not explicitly link freedom to alienation from the product. Marx is more 
at pains to stress that at the root of alienation from the product lies a capitalist 
“master” who owns the product that the worker produces. Marx would thus 
seem to want to stress that as much as alien market forces might seem to be 

G. A. Cohen, “Bourgeois and Proletarians,” Journal of the History of Ideas 29, no. 2 (1968): 211–30. 
I thank Jan Kandiyali for reminding me of this passage.

257. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 371 / MECW 3: 278.
258. Ibid., 371–72 / 278–79.
259. In addition to the absence of domination, Marx believes that “truly produc[ing] in 

freedom” would require that workers produce “free from physical need”; ibid., 369 / 276. Free-
dom as nondomination is thus an important component of Marx’s understanding of free labor 
but does not exhaust it. On the relation of freedom to necessity in Marx, see Jan Kandiyali, 
“Freedom and Necessity in Marx’s Account of Communism,” British Journal for the History of 
Philosophy 22, no. 1 (2014): 104–23; David James, “The Compatibility of Freedom and Necessity 
in Marx’s Idea of Communist Society,” European Journal of Philosophy 25, no. 2 (2017): 270–93.

260. Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte, MEGA I.2: 329 / MECW 3: 237.
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completely depersonalized—even supernatural—forces, they still rely on real 
human masters carrying out their domination over others. As he put it, “Not 
the gods, not nature, but only man himself can be this alien power over 
man.”261 Domination by objects is consequently for Marx both masterless and 
reliant on some being masters over others. He concludes that at the heart of 
the domination resulting from alienation stands the “capitalist, or whatever 
one chooses to call the lord of labor.”262

Coda
Marx’s first writings in Paris reveal a growing concern with the emancipatory 
limits of a republic and a newfound belief in the abolition of private property 
and the revolutionary role of the proletariat. These were central factors in his 
conversion to communism. But he still held to the importance of political 
emancipation and political rights, which may explain his hesitancy in publicly 
aligning himself with communism and its associated antipathy toward politics. 
When he was finally willing to take that step, his initial transition involved a 
complex integration and rejection of his prior republicanism. On the one hand, 
his concern with freedom and arbitrary power in the political realm was trans-
ferred over to his social critique of capitalist domination (too often missed in 
scholarship on his early writings on alienation). But his commitment to politics 
itself was obscured in his initial radicalization. There was little evidence of his 
earlier criticisms of the antipolitics of existing communism—to the bafflement 
of his erstwhile republican collaborator Arnold Ruge (whose extensive con-
textual study in this chapter served to highlight a possible path Marx could 
have taken, or better stayed on, had he not converted to communism). Marx’s 
antipolitical period was brief and not as pronounced as for other early social-
ists (especially Engels), but it is still insufficiently appreciated in accounts of 
his transition. That even Marx and particularly Engels could be so enthusiasti-
cally, if briefly, drawn to antipolitics (in spite of their prior republicanism) 
speaks to just how powerful a hold it exercised over early socialism. As we will 
see in chapter 4, their subsequent effort to build a republican communism 
involved a drawn-out and laborious struggle to win over the emerging socialist 
movement to the traditional radical commitment to democracy and politics.

261. Ibid., 371 / 278.
262. Ibid. 372 / 279.
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4
The Red Flag and the Tricolor

r e p u b l ic a n  c om m u n i s m  a n d  
t h e  b ou r g e oi s  r e p u b l ic ,  1 8 45 – 5 2

The Republic is declared! We shall be happy now! . . . ​No more kings, do you 
understand? The whole world is free! The whole world free!

—from gustav e fl au bert ’s  l’É ducation senti m enta l e1

[T]he cause of the producers . . . ​this . . . ​enslaved class . . . ​must be fought 
under the Red flag, for that is the symbol of the new Epoch, “the banner of 
the Future.” The task given us at present, is to rally our brother Proletarians en 
masse round this flag, by means of a Democratic and Social Propaganda . . .

—h e l en m acfa r l a ne2

on the afternoon of 25 February 1848, a large, angry crowd gathered 
in front of Paris’s Hôtel de Ville and demanded that the new French Republic, 
proclaimed the night before, abandon the red-white-blue Tricolor and adopt 
the red flag, the newly emergent emblem of social revolution. Facing them was 
Alphonse de Lamartine, the poet, historian, and freshly appointed Minister of 
Foreign Affairs (see figure 8). He climbed on top of an old broken chair and 
delivered a speech that saved the Tricolor as the symbol of the Republic: “the 
red flag which you offer us was only paraded around the Champ de Mars, 
dragged through the blood of the people . . . ​whereas the tricolour flag has 

1. Gustave Flaubert, Sentimental Education, ed. Patrick Coleman, trans. Helen Constantine 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 271.

2. Howard Morton [Helen Macfarlane], “The Red Flag in 1850,” The Red Republican, no. 4 
(13 July 1850): 27.
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