Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s
Philosophy of Right
KARL MARX

In‘ 11‘ne :vith his program of effecting “a ruthless criticism of everything
existing, Mf;rx during 1843 took up the criticism of politics. He set about
this by working on a commentary on Hegel’s treatise on the state.* To the
Heg'elxan Political philosophy (which he called, following Feuerbach, “spec-
ulative philosophy”) he applied the method of “transformational cri’ticism”
that Feuerbach had applied to the Hegelian philosophy of religion.**
Although the work was left incomplete and unpublished, it was, as M;lrx
later said (see p. 4, above), a milestone on his road to historical material-
ism: it lejd him to the view that instead of the state being the basis of
tcxtvxl society,” as Hegel held, civil or bourgeois society is the basis of the
state.

‘Despite its incompleteness—the extant part of the commentary starts
th}? paragraph 261 of Hegel's treatise and deals only with selected furthe.r
sectlogs up to paragraph 308-—this work remains of interest as Marx’s most
exten.sxve single piece of purely political writing, although his standpoint at
the time of writing was no more than proto-Marxist.

The State and Civil Society!
* o %k

The' idea is made the subject and the actudl relation of family
and civil society to the state is conceived as its interndl imaginari:
activity. Family and civil society are the premises of the state; they
are the genuinely active elements, but in speculative philosoph‘V
things are inverted. When the idea is made the subject, however,
the real subjects, namely, civil society, family, “circumstances, capi
rice, etc.,” become unreal objective elements of the idea with a
changed significance.

* ok ok

Rationally interpreted, Hegel’s propositions would mean only

this: The family and civil society are parts of the state. The mate-
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rial of the state is distributed amongst them “by circumstances, cap-
rice and the individual’s own choice of vocation.” The citizens of
the state are members of families and members of civil society.

“The actual idea, mind, divides itself into the two ideal spheres
of its concept, family and civil society, that is, its finite phase”—
hence, the division of the state into family and civil society is ideal,
i.c., necessary as part of the essence of the state. Family and civil
society are actual components of the state, actual spiritual existences
of the will; thev are modes of existence of the state. Family and
civil society constitute themselves as the state. They are the driving
force. According to Hegel, they are, on the contrary, produced by
the actual idea. It is not the course of their own life which unites
them in the state; on the contrary, it is the idea which in the course
of its life has separated them off from itself. Indeed, they are the
finiteness of this idea. They owe their presence to another mind
than their own. They are entities determined by a third party, not
self-determined entities. Accordingly, they are also defined as “fi-
niteness,” as the “actual idea’s” own finiteness. The purpose of
their being is not this being itself; rather, the idea separates these
presuppositions off from itself “so as to emerge from their ideality
as explicitly infinite actual mind.” That is to say, there can be no
political state without the natural basis of the family and the artifi-
cial basis of civil society; they are for it a conditio sine qua non. But
the condition is postulated as the conditioned, the determinant as
the determined, the producing factor as the product of its product.
The actual idea only degrades itself into the “finiteness” of the
family and civil society so as by transcending them to enjoy and
bring forth its infinity. “Accordingly” (in order to achieve its pur-
pose), it “assigns to these spheres the material of this, its finite
actuality” (this? which? these spheres are indeed its “finite actual-
ity,” its “material”), “individuals as a multitude” (“the individuals,
the multitude” are here the material of the state; “the state consists
of them”; this composition of the state is here expressed as an act
of the idea, as an “allocation” which it undertakes with its own
material. The fact is that the state issues from the multitude in
their existence as members of families and as members of civil
society. Speculative philosophy expresses this fact as the idea’s deed,
not as the idea of the multitude, but as the deed of a subjective
idea different from the fact itself), “in such a way that with regard
to the individual this assignment” (previously the discussion was
only about the assignment of individuals to the spheres of the
family and civil society) “appears mediated by circumstances, cap-
rice, etc.” Empirical actuality is thus accepted as it is. It is also
expressed as rational, but it is not rational on account of its own
reason, but because the empirical fact in its empirical existence has
a different significance from it itself. The fact which is taken as a
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point of departure is not conceived as such, but as a mystical result.

The actual becomes a phenomenon, but the idea has no other con-
tent than this phenomenon. Nor has the idea any other pur-
pose than the logical one of being “explicitly infinite actual mind.”
The entire mystery of the philosophy of law and of Hegel’s philoso-
phy as a whole is set out in this paragraph.

L

If Hegel had set out from real subjects as the bases of the state
he would not have found it necessary to transform the state in a
mystical fashion into a subject. “In its truth, however,” says Hegel,
“subjectivity exists only as subject, personality only as person.” This
too 1s a piece of mystification. Subjectivity is a characteristic of the
subject, personality a characteristic of the person. Instead of con-
ceiving them as predicates of their subjects. Hegel gives the predi-
cates an independent existence and subsequently transforms them
in a mystical fashion into their subjects.

The existence of predicates is the subject, so that the subject is
the existence of subjectivity, etc.; Hegel transforms the predicates,
the objects, into independent entities, but divorced from their actual
independence, their subject. Subsequently the actual subject appears
as a result, whereas one must start from the actual subject and look
at its objectification. The mystical substance, therefore, becomes the
actual subject, and the real subject appears as something else, as an
clement of the mystical substance. Precisely because Hegel starts
from the predicates of the general description instead of from the
real ens ({moxeypevor, subject), and since, nevertheless, there has to
be a bearer of these qualities, the mystical idea becomes this bearer.
The dualism consists in the fact that Hegel does not look upon the
general as being the actual nature of the actual finite, i.e., of what
exists and is determinate, or upon the actual ens as the true subject
of the infinite.

Sovereignty

So in this case sovereignty, the essential feature of the state, is
treated to begin with as an independent entity, is objectified. Then,
of course, this objective entity has to become a subject again. This
subject then appears, however, as a self-incarnation of sovereignty;
whereas sovereignty is nothing but the objectifed mind of the sub-
jects of the state.

L 3

As if the actual state were not the people. The state is an abstrac-
tion. The people alone is what is concrete. And it is remarkable that
Hegel, who without hesitation attributes a living quality such as
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sovereignty to the abstraction, attributes it only with hesitation and
reservations to something concrete. “The usual sense, however, in
which men have recently begun to speak of the sovereignty of the
people Is in opposition to the sovereignty existing in the monarch.
In this antithesis the sovereignty of the people is one of those con-
fused notions which are rooted in the wild idea of the people.”

The “confused notions” and the “wild idea” are here exclusively
Hegel’s. To be sure, if sovereignty exists in the monarch, then it is
foolish to speak of an antithetical sovereignty in the people; for it
is implied in the concept of sovereignty that sovereignty can.
not have a double existence, still less one which is contradictory.
However:

1) This is just the question: Is not that sovereignty which is
claimed by the monarch an illusion? Sovereignty of the monarch or
sovereignty of the people—that is the question.

2) One can also speak of a sovereignty of the people in opposi-
tion to the sovereignty existing in the monarch. But then it is not a
question of one and the same sovereignty which has arisen on two
sides, but two entirely contradictory concepts of sovereignty, the
one a sovereignty such as can come to exist in a monarch, the other
such as can come to exist only in a people. It is the same with the
question: “Is God sovereign, or is man?” One of the two is an
untruth, even if an existing untruth.

“Taken without its monarch and the articulation of the whole
which is necessarily and directly associated with the monarch, the
people is that formless mass which is no longer a state. It no longer
possesses any of the attributes which are to be found only in an
internally organised whole—sovereignty, government, courts of law,
the administration, estates of the realm, etc. With the appearance
in a nation of such factors, which relate to organisation, to the life
of the state, a people ceases to be that indeterminate abstraction,
which, as a purely general notion, is called the nation.” All this is a
tautology. If a people has a monarch and the structure that neces-
sarily and directly goes with a monarch, i.e., if it is structured as a
monarchy, then indeed, taken out of this structure, it is a formless
mass and a purely general notion. “If by sovereignty of the people is
understood a republican form of government and, more specifically,
democracy . . . then . . . there can be no further discussion of such a
notion in face of the developed idea.” That is indeed right, if one
has only “such a notion” and not a “developed idea” of democracy.

Democracy

Democracy is the truth of monarchy; monarchy is not the truth
of democracy. Monarchy is necessarily democracy inconsistent with
itself; the monarchical element is not an inconsistency in democ-
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racy. Monarchy cannot be understood in its own terms; democracy
can. In democracy none of the elements attains a significance other
than what is proper to it. Each is in actual fact only an element of
the whole demos [people]. In monarchy one part determines the
character of the whole. The entire constitution has to adapt itself to
this fixed point. 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 the whole, the people, is subsumed under one of its
particular modes of being, the political constitution. In democracy
the constitution itself appears only as one determination, that is,
the self-determination of the people. In monarchy we have the
people of the constitution; in democracy the constitution of the
people. Democracy is the solved riddle of all constitutions. Here,
not merely implicitly and in essence but existing in reality, the con-
stitution is constantly brought back to its actual basis, the actuadl
human being, the actual people, and established as the people’s own
work. The constitution appears as what it is, a free product of man.
It could be said that in a certain respect this applies also to consti-
tutional monarchy; but the specific distinguishing feature of democ-
racy is that here the constitution as such forms only one element in
the life of the people—that it is not the political constitution by
itself which forms the state.

Hegel starts from the state and makes man the subjectified state;
democracy starts from man and makes the state objectified man.
Just as it is not religion which creates man but man who creates
religion, so it is not the constitution which creates the people but
the people which creates the constitution. In a certain respect the
relation of democracy to all other forms of state is like the relation
of Christianity to all other religions. Christianity is the religion yar’
éoxipv,® the essence of religion—deified man as a particular religion.
Similarly, democracy is the essence of dll state constitutions—social-
ised man as a particular state constitution. 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 over against the others whose existence does not
correspond to their essence. To democracy all other forms of state
stand as its Old Testament. Man does not exist for the law but the
law for man—it is a human manifestation; whereas in the other
forms of state man is a legal manifestation. That is the fundamental
distinction of democracy.

All other state forms are definite, distinct, particular forms of
state. In democracy the formal principle is at the same time the

2. Par excellence—i.e., “Christianity is the pre-eminent religion.”
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materigl principle. Only democracy, therefore, is the true unity of
the general and the particular. In monarchy, for example, and in
the republic as a merely particular form of state, political man has
his particular mode of being alongside unpolitical man, man as a
private individual. Property, contract, marriage, civil society, all
appear here (as Hegel shows quite correctly with regard to these
abstract state forms, but he thinks that he is expounding the idea of
the state) as particular modes of existence alongside the political
state, as the content to which the political state is related as organ-
ising form; properly speaking, the relation of the political state to
this content is merely that of reason, inherently without content,
which defines and delimits, which now affirms and now denies. In
democracy the political state, which stands alongside this content
and distinguishes itself from it, is itself merely a particular content
and particular form of existence of the people. In monarchy, for
example, this particular, the political constitution, has the signifi-
cance of the general that dominates and determines everything par-
ticular. In democracy the state as particular is merely particular; as
general, it is the truly general, i.e., not something determinate in
distinction from the other content. The French have recently inter-
preted this a5 meaning that in true democracy the political state is
annihilated. This is correct insofar as the political state qua political
state, as constitution, no longer passes for the whole.

In all states other than democratic ones the state, the law, the
constitution is what rules, without really ruling—i.e., without mate-
rially permeating the content of the remaining, non-political
spheres. In democracy the constitution, the law, the state itself,
insofar as it is a political constitution, is only the self-determination
of the people, and a particular content of the people.

Incidentally, it goes without saying that all forms of state have
democracy for their truth and that they are therefore untrue insofar
as they are not democracy.

Politics: Ancient, Medieval, and Modern

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 dominant
factor. The struggle between monarchy and republic is itself still a
struggle within the abstract state. The political republic is democ-
racy within the abstract state form. The abstract state form of
democracy is therefore the republic; but here it ceases to be the
merely political constitution.

Property, etc., in short, the entire content of the law and the
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state, is the same in North America as in Prussia, with few modifi-
cations. The republic there is thus a mere state form, as is the mon-
archy here. The content of the state lies outside these constitutions.
Hegel is right, therefore, when he says: The political state is the
constitution, i.e., the material state is not political. What obtains
here is merely an external identity, a determination of changing
forms. Of the various elements of national life, the one most
difficult to evolve was the political state, the constitution. It devel-
oped as universal reason over against the other spheres, as ulterior to
them. The historical task then consisted in its [the constitution’s]
reassertion, but the particular spheres do not realise that their pri-
vate nature coincides with the other-worldly nature of the constitu-
tion or of the political state, and that the other-worldly existence of
the political state is nothing but the afirmation of their own
estrangement. Up till now the political constitution has been the
religious sphere, the religion of national life, the heaven of its gener-
ality over against the earthy existence of its actuality. The political
sphere has been the only state sphere in the state, the only sphere
in which the content as well as the form has been species-content,
the truly general; but in such a way that at the same time, because
this sphere has confronted the others, its content has also become
formal and particular. Political life in the modem sense is the scho-
lasticism of national life. Monarchy is the perfect expression of this
estrangement. The republic is the negation of this estrangement
within its own sphere. It is obvious that the political constitution as
such is brought into being only where the private spheres have won
an independent existence. Where trade and landed property are not
free and have not yet become independent, the political constitu-
tion too does not yet exist. The Middle Ages were the democracy of
unfreedom.

The abstraction of the state as such belongs only to modemn
times, because the abstraction of private life belongs only to modern
times. The abstraction of the political state is 2 modern product.

In the Middle Ages there were serfs, feudal estates, merchant and
trade guilds, corporations of scholars, etc.: that is to say, in the
Middle Ages property, trade, society, man are political; the material
content of the state is given by its form; every private sphere has a
political character or is a political sphere; that is, politics is a charac-
teristic of the private spheres too. In the Middle Ages the political
constitution is the constitution of private property, but only because
the constitution of private property is a political constitution. In the
Middle Ages the life of the nation and the life of the state are iden-
tical. Man is the actual principle of the state—but unfree man. It is
thus the democracy of unfreedom—estrangement carried to comple-
tion. The abstract reflected antithesis belongs only to the modern
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world. The Middle Ages are the period of actual dualism; modern
times, one of abstract dualism.

“We have already noted the stage at which the division of consti-
tutions into democracy, aristocracy and monarchy has been made—
the standpoint, that is, of that unity which is still substantial, which
still remains within itself and has not yet come to its process of
infinite differentiation and inner deepening: at that stage, the ele-
ment of the final self-determining resolution of the will does not
emerge explicitly into its own proper actudlity as an immanent
organic factor in the state.” In the spontancously evolved mon-
archy, democracy and aristocracy there is as yet no political consti-
tution as distinct from the actual, material state or the other con-
tent of the life of the nation. The political state does not yet appear
as the form of the material state. Either, as in Greece, the res
publica® is the real private affair of the citizens, their real content,
and the private individual is a slave; the political state, qua political
state, being the true and only content of the life and will of the cit-
izens; or, as in an Asiatic despotism, the political state is nothing
but the personal caprice of a single individual; or the political state,
like the material state, is a slave. What distinguishes the modern
state from these states characterized by the substantial unity
between people and state is not, as Hegel would have it, that the
various clements of the constitution have been developed into par-
ticular actuality, but that the constitution itself has been developed
into a particular actuality alongside the actual life of the people—
that the political state has become the constitution of the rest of

the state.
k-3 £ %

Bureaucracy

The “state formalism” which bureaucracy is, is the “state as for-
malism”; and it is as a formalism of this kind that Hegel has
described bureaucracy. Since this “state formalism” constitutes itself
as an actual power and itself becomes its own material content, it
goes without saying that the “bureaucracy” is a web of practical
illusions, or the “illusion of the state.” The bureaucratic spirit is a
jesuitical, theological spirit through and through. The bureaucrats
are the jesuits and theologians of the state. The bureaucracy is la
république prétre.

Since by its very nature the bureaucracy is the “state as formal-
ism,” it is this also as regards its purpose. The actual purpose of the
state therefore appears to the bureaucracy as an objective hostile to
the state. The spirit of the bureaucracy is the “formal state spirit.”

3. Le., state, republic; etymologically, “public affairs.”
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The bureaucracy therefore turns the “formal state spirit” or the
actual spiritlessness of the state into a categorical imperative. The
bureaucracy takes itself to be the ultimate purpose of the state.
Because the bureaucracy turns its “formal” objectives into its con-
tent, it comes into conflict everywhere with “real” objectives. It is
therefore obliged to pass off the form for the content and the con.
tent for the form. State objectives are transformed into objectives of
the department, and department objectives into objectives of the
state. The bureaucracy is a circle from which no one can escape. Its
hierarchy is a hierarchy of knowledge. The top entrusts the under-
standing of detail to the lower levels, whilst the lower levels credit
the top with understanding of the general, and so all are mutually
deceived.

The bureaucracy is the imaginary state alongside the real state—
the spiritualism of the state. Each thing has therefore a double
meaning, a real and a bureaucratic meaning, just as knowledge (and
also the will) is both real and bureaucratic. The really existing,
however, is treated in the light of its bureaucratic nature, its other.
worldly, spiritual essence. The bureaucracy has the state, the spirit.
ual essence of society, in its possession, as its private property. 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. Hence, authority is the basis of its knowledge, and the
deification of authority is its conviction. Within the bureaucracy
itself, however, spiritualism becomes crass materialism, the material-
ism of passive obedience, of faith in authority, of the mechanism of
fixed and formalistic behaviour, and of fixed principles, views and
traditions. In the case of the individual bureaucrat, the state objec-
tive turns into his private objective, into a chasing after higher
posts, the making of a career. In the first place, he looks on actual
life as something materidl, for the spirit of this life has its distinctly
separate existence in the bureaucracy. The bureaucracy must there-
fore proceed to make life as material as possible. Secondly, actual
life is material for the bureaucrat himself, i.e., so far as it becomes
an object of bureaucratic manipulation; for his spirit is prescribed
for him, his aim lies beyond him, and his existence is the existence
of the department. The state only continues to exist as various fixed
bureaucratic minds, bound together in subordination and passive
obedience. Actual knowledge seems devoid of content, just as actual
life seems dead; for this imaginary knowledge and this imaginary
life are taken for the real thing. The bureaucrat must therefore deal
with the actual state jesuitically, whether this jesuitry is conscious or
unconscious. However, once its antithesis is knowledge, this jesuitry

.
},
?f
|

Contribution to the Critique * 25

is likewise bound to achieve self-consciousness and then become
deliberate jesuitry. o

Whilst the bureaucracy is on the one hand this crass materialism,
it manifests its crass spiritualism in the fact t’hat it wants to do
everything, i.e., by making the will the causa prima. For it is Purely
an active form of existence and receives its content from w1th(?ut
and can prove its existence, therefore, only by s}llaping and restrict-
ing this content. For the bureaucrat the world is a mere object to
be manipulated by him. o

When Hegel calls the executive the objective aspect of the sover-
eignty dwelling in the monarch, that is right in the same sense in
which the Catholic Church was the real presence of the sovereignty,
substance and spirit of the Holy Trinity. In the lh)ureaucr.acy t}}e
identity of state interest and particular private aim is estal?hshed.ln
such a way that the state interest becomes a particular private aim
over against other private aims.

The abolition of the bureaucracy is only possible by the gener.al
interest actually—and not, as with Hegel, merely in thought, in
abstraction—becoming the particular interest, which in turn is only
possible as a result of the particular actually becoming the generdl
interest, Hegel starts from an unreal antithesis anc} therefore
achieves only an imaginary identity which is in t‘ruth again a contra-
dictory identity. The bureaucracy is just such an identity.

L
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The year 1847 was certainly the most stormy we have experienced for a very long time.

A constitution and a United Diet in Prussia [287] ; an unexpectedly rapid awakening in

political life and a general arming against Austria in Italy; a civil war in Switzerland [268] ;
a new Parliament of pronounced radical complexion in Britain; in France scandals and
Reform banquets; in America the conquest of Mexico by the United States — that is a
series of changes and movements such as no other recent year can show.

The last turning point in history was the year 1830. The July revolution in France and
the Reform Bill in Britain finally secured the victory of the bourgeoisie; and in Britain this
was, indeed, the victory of the industrial bourgeoisie, the manufacturers, over the non-
industrial bourgeoisie, the rentiers. Belgium, and to a certain extent Switzerland, followed

suit; here again the bourgeoisie triumphed .[269] Poland rose in revolt (279 Italy chafed
under Metternich’s heel. Germany was seething. All countries were preparing for a mighty
struggle.

But after 1830 there was everywhere a set-back. Poland fell, the insurgents in Romagna

were dispersed, 271 the movement in Germany was suppressed. The French bourgeoisie
defeated the republicans in France itself, and betrayed the liberals of other countries
whom it had spurred on to revolt. The liberal ministry in Britain could accomplish
nothing. Finally, in 1840, reaction was in full swing. Poland, Italy, and Germany were
politically dead: the Berliner politisches Wochenblatt [allusion is to Frederick William
IV, who patronised this reactionary newspaper] sat enthroned in Prussia; Herr

Dahlmann’s all-too-clever constitution was repealed in Hanover [222]; the decisions of the

Vienna Conference of 1834 were in full forcel2Z3] The Conservatives and the Jesuits were
thriving in Switzerland. In Belgium, the Catholics were at the helm. Guizot ruled supreme
over France. In Britain, under pressure from the growing power of Peel, the Whig
government was in its last throes, and the Chartists were vainly endeavouring to

reorganise their ranks after their great defeat of 1839.[274] Everywhere the reactionary
party was victorious; everywhere the progressive parties were broken up and dispersed.
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The arrest of the historical movement — this seemed to be the final result of the mighty
struggles of 1830.

1840 was, however, also the peak of reaction just as 1830 had been the peak of the
revolutionary movement of the bourgeoisie. From 1840 onward the movements against
the existing state of affairs began afresh. Though often defeated, in the long run they
gained more and more ground. While in England the Chartists reorganised themselves
and became stronger than ever, Peel was forced time and again to betray his party, dealing

it a fatal blow by the repeal of the Corn Laws, [228] and finally himself to resign. The
radicals gained ground in Switzerland. In Germany, and especially in Prussia, the liberals
were pressing their demands more vigorously with every year. The liberals emerged
victorious from the Belgian elections of 1847. France was an exception, for there the
reactionary ministry secured a triumphant majority in the 1846 elections; and Italy
remained dead, until Pius IX mounted the papal throne, and at the end of 1846 attempted
a few dubious reforms. So came the year 1847, and with it a series of victories for the
progressive parties of nearly all countries. Even where they sustained defeat, this was
more advantageous to them than an immediate victory would have been.

The year 1847 decided nothing, but everywhere it brought the parties into sharp and
clear confrontation; it brought no final solution of any questions, but it posed all questions
in such a way that now they must be solved.

Among all the movements and changes of the year 1847 the most important were those
in Prussia, in Italy and in Switzerland.

In Prussia, Frederick William IV was at length forced to grant a constitution. The sterile

Don Quixote of Sans-Souci,[278] after long struggles and labour-pains, was delivered of a
constitution which was to establish for all time the victory of the feudalist, patriarchal,
absolutist, bureaucratic, and clerical reaction. But he had miscalculated. The bourgeoisie
was strong enough by then to turn even that constitution into a weapon against the king
and all the reactionary classes of society. In Prussia, as everywhere else, the bourgeoisie
began by refusing him money. The king was in despair. One could say that in the first days
after the refusal of the money Prussia was without a king. The country was in the throes of
revolution without knowing it. Then by good luck came the fifteen million from Russia;
Frederick William was king again, the bourgeoisie of the Diet crumpled up in alarm, and
the revolutionary storm clouds scattered. The Prussian bourgeoisie was, for the time
being, defeated. But it had made a great step forward, had won for itself a forum, had
given the king a proof of its power, and had worked the country up into a great state of
agitation. The question: who shall govern Prussia — the alliance of nobles, bureaucrats,
and priests headed by the king, or the bourgeoisie — is now posed in such a way that it
must be decided in favour of one side or of the other. In the United Diet a compromise
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between the two parties was still possible, but today no longer. Now it is a matter of life-
and-death struggle between the two. To make matters worse, the committees (those

unhappy inventions of the Berlin constitution manufacturers) are now assembling.[277]
They will make the already complicated legal issues so enormously more involved, that no
man will any longer know where he stands. They will tie matters up into a Gordian knot
which will have to be cut with the sword. They will complete the final preparations for the
bourgeois revolution in Prussia.

We can therefore await the advent of this Prussian revolution with the utmost calm. The
United Diet will have to be convened in 1849 whether the king wants it or not. We will give
His Majesty a breathing space till then, but not a moment longer. Then he will have to

resign his sceptre and his “unimpaired” crown[?8] to the Christian and the Jewish
bourgeois of his realm.

Thus 1847 was politically a very good year for the Prussian bourgeoisie in spite of their
temporary defeat. The bourgeoisie and petty bourgeoisie of the other German states have
also noted this and shown the most heartfelt sympathy towards them. They know that the
victory of the Prussian bourgeoisie is their own victory.

In Italy we have witnessed the amazing spectacle of the man who occupies the most
reactionary position in the whole of Europe, who represents the petrified ideology of the
Middle Ages, the Pope [Pius IX], taking the lead in a liberal movement. The movement
grew to power in a night, carrying along with it the Austrian archduke [Leopold II] of
Tuscany and the traitor Charles Albert of Sardinia, undermining the throne of Ferdinand
of Naples, its waves sweeping over Lombardy to the Tyrolese and Styrian Alps.

Today the movement in Italy resembles that which took place in Prussia from 1807 to

1812.1273] As in Prussia of those days, there are two issues: external independence and
internal reforms. For the moment there is no demand for a constitution, but only for
administrative reforms. Any serious conflict with the government is avoided in the
meantime so as to maintain as united a front as possible in face of the foreign overlord.
What kind of reforms are these? To whose advantage are they? In the first place to that of
the bourgeoisie. The press is to be favoured; the bureaucracy to be made to serve the

interests of the bourgeoisie (cf. the Sardinian reforms, the Roman consulta, [280] and the
reorganisation of the ministries); the bourgeois are to be granted extended influence on
communal administration; the bon plaisir of the nobles and of the bureaucracy is to be
restricted; the bourgeoisie is to be armed as guardia civica. Hitherto all the reforms have
been and could be only in the interests of the bourgeoisie. Compare the Prussian reforms
of Napoleonic times. These are exactly the same, only that in many respects they go
further: the administration made subservient to the interests of the bourgeoisie; the
arbitrary power of the nobility and the bureaucracy broken; municipal self-government
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established; a militia inaugurated; the corvée abolished. As earlier in Prussia, so today in
Italy, the bourgeoisie, owing to its growing wealth and, in particular, to the growing
importance of industry and commerce in the life of the people as a whole, has become the
class upon which the country’s liberation from foreign domination mainly depends.

The movement in Italy is thus a decisively bourgeois movement. All the classes now
inspired with a zeal for reform, from the princes and the nobility down to the pifferari and

the lazzaroni,[281] appear for the nonce as bourgeois, and 1 the Pope himself is the First
Bourgeois in Italy. But once the Austrian yoke has finally been thrown off, all these classes
will be greatly disillusioned. Once the bourgeoisie has finished off the foreign enemy, it
will start on the separation of the sheep from the goats at home; then the princes and the
counts will again call out to Austria for help, but it will be too late, and then the workers of
Milan, of Florence, and of Naples will realise that their work is only really beginning.

Finally Switzerland. For the first time in its history, this country has played a definite
part in the European system of states, for the first time it has dared to act decisively and
has had the courage to enter the arena as a federal republic instead of as heretofore an
agglomeration of twenty-two antagonistic cantons, utter strangers to one another. By most
resolutely putting down the civil war, it has assured the supremacy of the central power —
in a word, has become centralised. The de facto centralisation will have to be legalised
through the impending reform of the Federal Pact.

Who, we again ask, is going to profit by the outcome of the war, by federal reform, by
the reorganisation of the Sonderbund cantons? The victorious party, the party which was
victorious in the individual cantons from 1830 to 1834, the liberals and radicals, i.e., the
bourgeoisie and the peasantry. The rule of the patriciate in the former imperial towns was
already overthrown as a result of the July revolution. Where it had been practically
restored, as in Berne and Geneva, revolutions followed in 1846. Where it as yet remained
intact, as for instance in Basle City, it was shaken to its foundations in the same year.
There was little feudal aristocracy in Switzerland, and where it still survived it found its
chief strength in an alliance with the herdsmen of the upper Alps. These men were the
last, the most obstinate and the most rabid enemies of the bourgeoisie. They were the
mainstay of the reactionary elements in the liberal cantons. Aided by the Jesuits and the
pietists,/282] they covered the whole of Switzerland with a network of. reactionary
conspiracies (cf. the canton of Vaud). They thwarted all the plans laid before the Diet by
the bourgeoisie, and hindered the final defeat of the philistine patriciate in the former
imperial cities.

In 1847 these last enemies of the Swiss bourgeoisie were completely broken.

In almost all the cantons the Swiss bourgeoisie had had a pretty free hand in commerce
and industry. In so far as the guilds still existed, they did little to hamper bourgeois
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development. Tolls within the country hardly existed. Wherever the bourgeoisie had
developed to any considerable extent, political power was in its hands. But although it had
made good progress in the individual cantons and had found support there, the main
thing was still lacking, namely centralisation. Whereas feudalism, patriarchalism, and
philistinism flourish in separated provinces and individual towns, the bourgeoisie needs
for its growth as wide a field as possible; instead of twenty-two small cantons it needed
one large Switzerland. Cantonal sovereignty, which best suited the conditions in the old
Switzerland, had become a crushing handicap for the bourgeoisie. The bourgeoisie needed
a centralised power, strong enough to impose a particular course of development on the
legislation of the individual cantons and, by sheer weight of influence, to cancel out the
differences in their constitutions and laws, to wipe out the vestiges of the. feudal,
patriarchal and philistine legislation, and energetically to represent the interests of the
Swiss bourgeoisie in relation to other countries.

The bourgeoisie has won for itself this centralised power.

But did not the peasants also help in overthrowing the Sonderbund? Certainly they did!
So far as the peasants are concerned, they will play the same part towards the bourgeoisie
as they played for so long towards the petty bourgeoisie. The peasants will remain the
exploited arm of the bourgeoisie, they will fight its battles for it, weave its calico and
ribbons, and provide the recruits for its proletariat. What else can they do? They are
owners, like the bourgeois, and for the moment their interests are almost identical with
those of the bourgeoisie. All the political measures which they are strong enough to put
through, are hardly more advantageous to the bourgeoisie than to the peasants
themselves. Nevertheless, they are weak in comparison with the bourgeoisie, because the
latter are more wealthy and have in their hands the lever of all political power in our
century — industry. With the bourgeoisie, the peasantry can achieve much; against the
bourgeoisie, nothing.

It is true that a time will come when the fleeced and impoverished section of the
peasantry will unite with the proletariat, which by then will be further developed, and will
declare war on the bourgeoisie — but that does not concern us here.

Enough that the expulsion of the Jesuits and their associates, those organised
opponents of the bourgeoisie, the general introduction of civil instead of religious
education, the seizure of most of the church estates by the state, benefit above all the
bourgeoisie.

Thus the common factor in the three most noteworthy movements of the year 1847 is
that all are primarily and chiefly in the interests of the bourgeoisie. The party of progress
was, everywhere, the party of the bourgeoisie.
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It is indeed the characteristic feature of these movements that those countries which
remained backward in 1830 are precisely those which last year took the first decisive steps
to raise themselves to the level of 1830 — that is, to secure the victory of the bourgeoisie.

So far, then, we have seen that the year 1847 was a brilliant year for the bourgeoisie.
Let us proceed.

In Britain a new parliament has assembled, a parliament which, in the words of John
Bright the Quaker, is the most bourgeois ever convened. John Bright is the best authority
in the matter, seeing that he himself is the most determined bourgeois in the whole of
Britain. But the bourgeois John Bright is not the bourgeois who rules in France or who
thunders with pathetic bravado against Frederick William IV. When John Bright speaks of
a bourgeois he means a manufacturer. Ever since 1688, separate sections of the bourgeois
class have been ruling in England. But, in order to facilitate their seizure of power, the
bourgeoisie has allowed the aristocrats, its dependent debtors, to retain their rule in
name. Whereas, in reality, the struggle in England is between sections of the bourgeoisie,
between rentiers and manufacturers, the manufacturers are able to represent it as a
struggle between the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie, or, in case of necessity, as a struggle
between the aristocracy and the people. The manufacturers have no interest in
maintaining the appearance of government by the aristocracy, for the lords, the baronets
and the squires do not owe them a farthing. On the other hand they have a great interest
in destroying this appearance, for with it the rentiers lose their last sheet-anchor. The
present bourgeois or manufacturers’ parliament will see to this. It will change the old
feudal-looking England into a more or less modern country of bourgeois organisation. It
will bring the British constitution nearer to those of France and of Belgium. It will
complete the victory of the English industrial bourgeoisie.

Another advance of the bourgeoisie: for an advance within the bourgeoisie is also an
extension and a strengthening of bourgeois rule.

France alone appears to be an exception. The power which fell into the hands of the
whole of the big bourgeoisie in 1830 is being year by year increasingly limited to the rule
of the wealthiest section of this big bourgeoisie, to the rule of the rentiers and the stock
exchange speculators. They have made the majority of the big bourgeoisie serve their
interest. The minority, which is headed by a section of the manufacturers and shipping
owners, is continually diminishing. This minority has now made common cause with the
middle and petty bourgeoisie who have no electoral rights and celebrates its alliance at
reform banquets. It despairs of ever coming to power with the present electorate. After
long hesitation, it has made up its mind to promise a share of political power to the
sections of the bourgeoisie next below itself, and especially the bourgeois ideologists, as
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being the least dangerous — the lawyers, doctors, and so on. It is, of course, still very far
from being able to keep its promise.

Thus also in France we see approaching the struggle within the bourgeoisie which in
Britain has already been almost ended. But, as always in France, the situation is more
sharply defined, more revolutionary than elsewhere. This distinct division into two camps
is also an advance for the bourgeoisie.

In Belgium the bourgeoisie won a decisive victory in the elections of 1847. The Catholic
ministry was forced to resign, and here also the liberal bourgeoisie now rule for the time
being.

In America we have witnessed the conquest of Mexico and have rejoiced at it.[283] 1t is
also an advance when a country which has hitherto been exclusively wrapped up in its own
affairs, perpetually rent with civil wars, and completely hindered in its development, a
country whose best prospect had been to become industrially subject to Britain — when
such a country is forcibly drawn into the historical process. It is to the interest of its own
development that Mexico will in future be placed under the tutelage of the United States.
The evolution of the whole of America will profit by the fact that the United States, by the
possession of California, obtains command of the Pacific. But again we ask: “Who is going
to profit immediately by the war?” The bourgeoisie alone. The North Americans acquire
new regions in California and New Mexico for the creation of fresh capital, that is, for
calling new bourgeois into being, and enriching those already in existence; for all capital
created today flows into the hands of the bourgeoisie. And what about the proposed cut

through the Tehuantepec isthmus?/2841 Who is likely to gain by that? Who else but the
American shipping owners? Rule over the Pacific, who will gain by that but these same
shipping owners? The new customers for the products of industry, customers who will
come into being in the newly acquired territories — who will supply their needs? None
other than the American manufacturers.

Thus also in America the bourgeoisie has made great advances, and if its representatives
now oppose the war, that only proves that they fear that these advances have in some ways
been bought too dear.

Even in quite barbarous lands the bourgeoisie is advancing. In Russia, industry is
developing by leaps and bounds and is succeeding in converting even the boyars into
bourgeois. Both in Russia and Poland serfdom is being restricted and the nobility thereby
weakened in the interest of the bourgeoisie, and a class of free peasants is being created
which the bourgeoisie everywhere needs. The Jews are being persecuted — entirely in the
interest of the settled Christian bourgeois, whose business was spoiled by the pedlars. —
In Hungary, the feudal magnates are more and more changing into wholesale corn and
wool merchants and cattle dealers, and consequently now appear in the Diet as bourgeois.
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— What of all the glorious advances of “civilisation” in such lands as Turkey, Egypt, Tunis,
Persia, and other barbarous countries? They are nothing else but a preparation for the
advent of a future bourgeoisie. In these countries the word of the prophet is being fulfilled:
“Prepare ye the way of the Lord .... [Isaiah 40:3] Lift up your heads, 0 ye gates; and be ye
lift up, ye everlasting doors; and the King of glory shall come in. Who is this King of
glory?” [Psalms 24:7, 8] The bourgeois!

Wherever we look, the bourgeoisie are making stupendous progress. They are holding
their heads high, and haughtily challenge their enemies. They expect a decisive victory,
and their hopes will not be disappointed. They intend to shape the whole world according
to their standard; and, on a considerable portion of the earth’s surface, they will succeed.

We are no friends of the bourgeoisie. That is common knowledge. But this time we do
not grudge the bourgeoisie their triumph. We can chuckle over the haughty looks which
the bourgeois deign to bestow (especially in Germany) upon the apparently tiny band of
democrats and Communists. We have no objection if everywhere they force through their
purposes.

Nay more. We cannot forbear an ironical smile when we observe the terrible
earnestness, the pathetic enthusiasm with which the bourgeois strive to achieve their
aims. They really believe that they are working on their own behalf! They are so short-
sighted as to fancy that through their triumph the world will assume its final configuration
‘Yet nothing is more clear than that they are everywhere preparing the way for us, for the
democrats and the Communists; than that they will at most win a few years of troubled
enjoyment, only to be then immediately overthrown. Behind them stands everywhere the
proletariat, sometimes participating in their endeavours and partly in their illusions, as in
Italy and Switzerland, sometimes silent and reserved, but secretly preparing the
overthrow of the bourgeoisie, as in France and Germany; finally, in Britain and America,
in open rebellion against the ruling bourgeoisie.

We can do still more. We can say all this to the bourgeoisie straight out, we can lay our
cards on the table. Let them know in advance that they are working only in our interest.
They still cannot for that reason give up their fight against the absolute monarchy, the
nobility, and the clergy. They must conquer — or already now go under.

In Germany in a very short time they will even have to ask for our help.

So just fight bravely on, most gracious masters of capital! We need you for the present;
here and there we even need you as rulers. You have to clear the vestiges of the Middle
Ages and of absolute monarchy out of our path; you have to annihilate patriarchalism; you
have to carry out centralisation; you have to convert the more or less propertyless classes
into genuine proletarians, into recruits for us; by your factories and your commercial

https://marxists.catbull.com/archive/marx/works/1848/01/23 .htm

8/9



1/22/2020 The Movements of 1847 by Frederick Engels
relationships you must create for us the basis of the material means which the proletariat
needs for the attainment of freedom. In recompense whereof you shall be allowed to rule
for a short time. You shall be allowed to dictate your laws, to bask in the rays of the
majesty you have created, to spread your banquets in the halls of kings, and to take the
beautiful princess to wife — but do not forget that

“The hangman stands at the door! “
[Heinrich Heine, “Ritter Olaf"]

Marx/Engels Archive
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