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Introduction

Hardly any political term evokes such strong reactions from people as ‘com-
munism’. Whether a supporter or a convinced opponent, when this term is dis-
cussed, it is usually emotionally charged. However, this emotional charge is rarely
backed by the conceptual precision necessary for any serious discussion.! There
is a discrepancy between the often positively-perceived, emancipatory, theoretical
content and the authoritarian practice, although both are subsumed under the
same title. Some seck to protect the ideal, while criticising the practices of com-
munist-ruled states.? To this day, the question of whether the Soviet Union and
its allies should be regarded as ‘communist’ or ‘real socialist’ remains disputed.
‘Communism’ produces these reactions even in the absence of any agreed and
precise definition of the term.?

When we look at the constitutive phase of Marx’s communism, Ahlrich
Meyer’s conclusion from 1977 still applies: “The terms socialism and communism
[...] as they emerged in the 1830s and 1840s and were used politically and journal-
istically, are considered unclear or indistinguishable, uncritical’.4

This article does not seek to provide a ‘correct’ definition of the term ‘com-
munism’. The ongoing change in meaning that the term has experienced over the
years stands in the way of this. Instead, I hope to achieve two things. Firstly, I
want to give a brief recapitulation of the different stages of subaltern history, to
show why it makes sense to apply the label ‘communist’, at least as Marx himself
understood it, only to certain practical movements since the French Revolution
of 1789. Secondly, I want to draw attention to a perhaps slight, but existing and
important historical difference between the terms ‘socialism’ and ‘communism’,
as they were understood in the eatly years of Marx and Engels. At that time ‘so-
cialism’ simply denoted a broader political movement, of which ‘communism’ was
a part. Communism, therefore, was a form of socialism, but socialist politics were
not necessarily communist. The ‘Marxist-Leninist’ framework, which designates
‘socialism’ as an eatlier stage on the way to ‘communism’, belongs to a later era.
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This article seeks primarily to address the following questions:

Is ‘communism’ a modern phenomenon or a timeless ideal?

(How) did the meanings of ‘socialism’ and ‘communism’ differ?

What connotations did the term ‘communism’ have at that time for both its
supporters and its opponents?

The History: Humanity’s Dream or Modern Movement?

Is communism something which has existed for thousands of years, or is it a phe-
nomenon of the modern wotld? Undoubtedly, various examples of small egali-
tarian-structured communities can be found in history. As Ernest Mandel ob-
served, the ‘dream of a classless society is as old as class society itself’.> Often,
these were religious minorities living in small groups and propagating an ascetic
lifestyle. For example, a communal group in present-day Palestine is documented
even before our current era.® The militarily-organised ‘communism’ of Plato is
well known.” Egalitarian approaches have also been documented among indige-
nous peoples. As Michael Brie put it:

Recent research points to the largely egalitarian-communal character of early
societies of hunters and gatherers. They were manageable groups with intense
direct communication and cooperation. They exercised intense control over
their members to ward off dangers from individuals as well as from the group
as a whole and to socially align individual behavior. Access to subsistence
goods was largely egalitarian.®

Thus, there were numerous movements and groups that sought a non-hierar-
chical, community-oriented economy and implemented it on a small scale.” Con-
sidering this broad history, Michael Brie has gone so far as to call communism ‘a
suppressed tradition of Europe’.1

In addition to these small practical implementations of communal property,
the first fictional utopias began to appear in the fifteenth century. Herman
Duncker calls the most famous utopian Thomas More the ‘forefather of modern
communism’.! It was from the sixteenth century, starting with More’s ‘Utopia’ in
15206, followed by Tommasso Campanella’s ‘City of the Sun’in 1602 and Francis
Bacon’s ‘New Atlantis’ in 1627 that the genre of utopian novels, where authors
described their ideal society as a form of common property, became quite popu-
lar. One could also trace this line even further up to the French philosophers of
the radical Enlightenment, Morelly and Mably, who both argued for the abolition
of private property on philosophical and moral grounds. Scholars like Duncker,
who date the origins of communism from that petiod, see the central aspect of
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communism in its shared economy. In this reading a theoretical critique of private
property and the depiction of alternative utopias, seem to be enough to charac-
terise something as ‘communist’.

Another take on the origins of communism is provided by André Tosel in his
well-known German handbook on Marxism. He locates the beginning of modern
communism in the religious movements of the “True-Levellers’ and ‘Diggers’,!
considering the aspect of communism as an active movement to be the decisive
element. I consider both these historical localisations premature.

For my argumentation I follow Marx’s notion from The German ldeology (1840)
that communism is the ‘real movement which abolishes the present state of
things’.13 In accordance with this very brief description I argue that one should
grasp communism as a ‘real movement’ that intends to overcome class society in
a struggle for a use value-based economy, by seizing power to ‘actually change’ the
wortld. Communism is, then, both the fulfilled classless society and/or the subal-
tern struggle towards it. As Ernest Mandel put it:

Communism, from then on, would designate both a classless society without
property, without ownership — either private or nationalised — of the means
of production, without commodity production, money or a state apparatus
separate and apart from the members of the community, and the social-polit-
ical movement to artive at that society.!*

The category of subaltern struggle is central for this reading. However it does not
necessarily involve the use of revolutionary violence. Struggle can also be under-
stood in a peaceful way. Nevertheless, this characterises communism as an inher-
ently political, and therefore social issue. Individual opt-outs are not seen as com-
munist in this definition.

I agree with Tosel’s position that the central point about communism is that it
is a movement which seeks to actually change the world, by practically achieving
radical social change towards a form of use-value based economy. Nevertheless,
it seems incongruous to locate the beginning of communism in the religious
movements of the ‘True-Levellers’. They were a puritan religious sect, who be-
lieved they had a God-given right to harness currently unused land for the sake
of God. In that respect they were an actual, practical movement, aiming at estab-
lishing a community-based economy. But their movement was not seeking to abol-
ish the existing class system. They were happy with the few liberties they were
granted by the English crown and did not seck to form a broad political move-
ment to challenge the existing system. Instead, they tried to live their religious life
in the little niches of society conceded to them.!> That is not really enough as to
denote a movement as communist, as communists do not seeck to drop out of the
system individually, but rather to end class rule completely. Communism comes
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from a subaltern and rebellious tradition, for which the notion of ‘class struggle’
is central. The True-Levellers were not a movement which aspired to grow radi-
cally in order to overthrow society, but a little religious group, open to converts,
seeking to live peaceably under feudal monarchy. They did not seek to abolish the
status quo, but to coexist with it, and not be bothered by it.

There is no question that there was an extensive tradition of egalitarian-organ-
ised communities in history. It is also true that modern communist movements
were influenced by this tradition of ideas. But should they all be subsumed under
the term ‘communism’ Some theorists consciously place themselves in this tra-
dition and advocate a concept of communism that fits into a broad and diverse
tradition of subaltern egalitarianism.!¢ Politically and strategically, by referting to
this long tradition they sought to legitimise their own contemporary communist
concerns. This transhistorical argumentation found its form among the French
materialist early communists, especially in the form of an appeal to a supposed
‘natural law’.1” The radicalisation of the value of universalism inherent in bour-
geols emancipation efforts served to justify their own concerns and political pro-
gramme, as it directly, albeit in a more radical form, connected to the common
values of the emerging bourgeoisie.

In the light of all this, it makes sense to locate the starting point of com-
munism in the left-wing radicalism of the French Revolution of 1789. That was
the moment when a movement came into the world, that actively sought to
change society as a whole and radically overcome the status quo. For Gracchus
Babeuf, whose movement Marx called the ‘first manifestation of a truly active
communist party’,'8 strugeling for a classless society was no longer a utopian
dream, but an active political programme. Babeuf and his supporters insisted on
a clandestine and insurrectionist approach, and envisaged seizing state power
through a coup d’état rather than through any kind of subaltern mass party. How-
ever, the essential difference is that their aim was to reorganise society as a whole
along communal lines, and that they all acted with the sincere conviction to do so,
in the name of the poor masses. In numerical terms their circles might not have
been much bigger than the True-Levellers’ communities, but their aim was differ-
ent — to build communism on the scale of the whole society. This is the central
innovation which represents the origins of communism.

The Babouvist conspiracy was the predecessor of another, more significant
movement — ‘workers’ communism’. This term denoted the little collectives of
communists which emerged in the early to mid-nineteenth century, in which com-
munist ideas were broadly discussed by wandering and proletatianised artisans.!?
The term ‘workers’ communism’, although widely used, is misleading because its
agents were not workers in the industrial sense, but mainly artisans.?’ As Joachim
Héppner and Waltraud Seidel-Hoppner explain:
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Workers” communism is the theoretical and political current of the eatly pro-
letariat, which emerged in France, England and Germany in the second half
of the 1830s and generalised the expetiences of the first struggles of the West-
ern Buropean proletariat in order to form the workers” movement as an ideo-
logically and politically-organisationally independent force.?!

As such workers’ communism was the practical expression of the rebellious, pro-
letarianised masses. It did not attach too much importance to constructing com-
munist utopias, but focused on the direct struggle for a classless society.?? The
workers’” communists ascribed a central role to class antagonism,? although they
mainly conceived it in a moralistic fashion as poor versus rich, and denounced the
rich not for exploiting, but for idleness. In Germany it was highly religious, while
its French version was strictly atheist. It was this movement of workers’ com-
munism that spread communist principles and shaped the concrete political prac-
tice of communists. This was the movement which Marx and Engels sought to
address, criticise and transform.

To sum up my brief historical walkthrough: I have provided a sketch of im-
portant historical egalitarian movements and ideas, and argued why one should
not designate them as ‘communist’ too easily. If we accept Marx’s notion that
communism should be seen as the ‘real movement which abolishes the present
state of things’,?* then it would be inaccurate to date the beginning of com-
munism before the French Revolution of 1789. If such different, even contradic-
tory, projects are subsumed under one term, it loses all meaning, Therefore, I ar-
gue we should consider communism, as Wolfgang Schieder has already suggested
for socialism, to be a ‘“future-oriented movement concept’?> As such, it is closely
linked to modern political thought. Moreover, the “-ism’ implies that it is a political
movement, not an isolated utopia of a few outsiders. It makes no sense to speak
of ‘communism’ before the French Revolution of 1789, and even then, it was not
until the 1830s that this movement acquired any practical relevance. With the
emergence in that decade of workers” communism, it became a highly debated
social phenomenon and Marx and Engels needed to address both their criticism
and their sympathies to the discursive field shaped by that new movement. This
rapid growth in its social importance is also reflected in its etymological history.

The etymology of ‘communism’

It was only through the French Revolution that the idea of the influence of the
subject on politics and society could prevail.?6 The emerging materialist com-
munism, shaped by the repressive conditions, relied on clandestine organisation
and conspiratorial practice. The emergence of workers’ communism in different
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European countries in the 1830s stemmed directly from the altered conception
of the relation between the individual and the political sphere that developed after
1789.27

If communism is understood as a political movement, this assessment is
largely undisputed. Historical-etymological research also suggests considering
communism as a phenomenon which first appeared with the Enlightenment.
Schieder comes to the following assessment:

The German words ‘communist’ and ‘communism’ wete adopted as neolo-
gistic formations from French in the eatrly 1840s. The plural form ‘com-
munistes’ is first documented in French at the end of the Ancien Régime. |...]
The system term ‘communisme’ was formed in France during the revolution-
ary period at the end of the 18th century.?®

Exact details are difficult, but Jacques Grandjonc states that after 1797, the term
was not used again until 1835.% Jean-Luc Nancy,?® on the other hand, dates the
use of the term to 1785. But there is no question that the term only gained real
relevance from the 1830s onwards. Alexandre Zévaés states:

Communism and ‘communist’ emerged around 1834, without it being possi-
ble to determine who first used these expressions. But from 1834 to 1848, they
are constantly found in newspapers, pamphlets, books, in discussions and po-
lemics.3!

J. R. Bestor suggests that the terms ‘socialism’ and ‘communism’ emerged as mod-
ern terms around this time, while the egalitarian utopias of eatlier petiods were
usually denoted by the terms ‘community’, ‘communauté’, or ‘Gemeinschaft’.3?
The term gained popularity through the ‘Communist Banquet of 1840’, held in
Paris. This event was the first major gathering of communists and radicals from
different political movements, who met in Paris to discuss their ideas and to con-
nect with each other for the greater cause of communism. In the neo-Babouvist
tradition, natural law reflections mingled with plebeian-egalitarian elements.??

The spectre of communism

What did the early communist movement, with which Marx and Engels came into
contact, look like? The communists were almost exclusively proletatianised crafts-
men, and especially journeymen. Their obligatory time as a journeyman was
marked by poverty3* As travellers, they were particulatly open to radical ideas.
Certain professions, such as tailors, were especially open to agitation.?> At that
time, communist agitators could connect to a backward-looking and often
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religiously justified ‘moral economy’, basing their arguments on the obvious ine-
qualities and their glaring discrepancy with the lofty promises of the French Rev-
olution. Patis, in particular, was a highly politicised city.?® Heintich Heine esti-
mated the number of ‘raw fists, waiting only for the password to realise the idea
of absolute equality’ at about 400,000.7 The young Friedrich Engels even as-
sumed about 500,000 communists in France at that time.38

Such estimates were almost certainly massively exaggerated, but they also pro-
vide an insight into how seriously the rulers took the problem.? From 1841 on-
wards, warnings about ‘the communist danger’, primarily in France, appeared ever
more frequently in the German press. Lorenz von Stein, a Prussian spy and a
convinced conservative, warned as early as 1842: ‘It is in vain to deceive oneself
that communism is approaching our fatherland daily’4 Marx and Engels’s well-
known phrase, ‘A spectre is haunting Europe’,*! thus connects to a common met-
aphor of the time.*? The repression meant that communist, and sometimes merely
radical-democratic, societies were organised in clandestinity.*> Their elusiveness
made them appear particularly unpredictable and thus ‘spectral’ to the repressive
authorities. As Karl Birker points out: The danger of an extensive communist
movement existed more in the minds of the officials than in reality’ 44

Lorenz von Stein’s 1842 report on current socialist and communist activities
in France identified communism as a modern phenomenon and advocated social
reforms to head off social unrest.*> The liberal observer of current political trends
Theodor Oclckers also considered the emerging movements of ‘socialism’ and
‘communism’, condemning the latter much more than socialism.* In Switzerland,
the jurist Johann Caspar Bluntschli published an exposé of the communist agita-
tor Wilhelm Weitling in 1843. His report The commmunists in Switzerland according o the
papers found with Weitling testifies to the seriousness with which the ruling powers
faced the emerging and elusive security problem of communism.#” Ironically,
Bluntschli’s report significantly contributed to the spread of communist ideas. He
provided such long quotations in his report that readers could learn a lot from
these passages, even without owning the original communist writings.*8 As it was
an official state document, it was legal to possess it in Switzetland. There were
other reports which also testified to the official fear of this ‘spectre’, including a
work from 1851 on secret societies of the revolution by the ex-revolutionary
Lucien de la Hodde, who had defected to the police service,* and a two-volume
report by the German police agents Wermuth and Stieber, published in 1853-
1854.50

While Parisian politics was generally a mixture of radical political actors, main-
stream opinion was mainly concerned with the ‘threat’ posed by the communists.
Heine wrote: I speak again of the communists, the only party in France that de-
serves serious attention’>! Although a radical himself, he was wortied about the
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growth of communist influence. To Heine, it meant the dominant Babouvist tra-
dition, which proclaimed ascetism, self-denial and rigorous moralism, rather than
the value of self-fulfilment. He attributed the rapid success of communist agita-
tion to its accessible language:

The propaganda of communism possesses a language that every people un-
derstands, the elements of a universal language are as simple as hunger, as
envy, as death. It is learned so easily.>?

Clearly, communist ideas frightened not only convinced conservatives or Prussian
state agents, but also politically liberal social reformists like Heinrich Heine. These
ideas, along with all forms of communist agitation, were widely denigrated as be-
ing against all commonly shared moral values. Then as now, this was enough for
some people to denounce anything supposedly ‘communist’, without having any
clear understanding of its essence.

Socialism and communism in Marx and Engels

Today the usage of the terms ‘socialism’ and ‘communism’ is still confused. The
Marxist-Leninist tradition has strongly influenced the way both terms are now
understood, deriving from the distinction made by Lenin in State and Revolution, in
which ‘socialism’ denotes a less developed social phase, to be incrementally re-
placed by the higher form, ‘communism’>? In this reading socialism and com-
munism are different stages of the same project, in which communism is the more
advanced social system, which can only come after a socialist transitional stage.>*
But, as Peter Hudis has pointed out, this is not the way Marx and Engels under-
stood the terms.> In the Critigue of the Gotha Program, where Marx roughly differ-
entiates between different stages of maturity, socialism does not stand for the first
and communism for the second stage. In contrast, Marx speaks of the “first’ and
‘a higher stage of communist society’.5

Engels, too, had no great difficulty using the terms synonymously later in his
life. However, this does not mean that this was also the case during the constitutive
phase in the 1840s of what Marx subsequently called ‘critical communism’.5” Marx
used this term to distinguish his ideas from the already established and allegedly
uncritical French materialist communism.>® Therefore, Hudis’s claim that Marx
and Engels considered the two terms interchangeable is too crude.’® Certainly,
both Marx and Engels used both terms, and we cannot prove a clear conscious
distinction in every single mention. In some of Engels’s eatly writings, before
about 1845, a very diverse assortment of characters was labelled ‘communist’. For
example, in his articles from 1844 and 1845 for the English socialist newspaper
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The New Moral World, titled ‘Rapid Progress of Communism in Germany’, he listed
many figures later known under the derogatory term ‘true socialists’. In his first
article, he wrote:

The most active literary characters among the German Socialists are: — Dr.
Charles Marx, at Patis; Dr. M. Hess, at present at Cologne; Dr. Ch. Griin, at
Paris; Frederick Engels, at Barmen (Rhenan Prussia); Dr. O. Liining, Rheda,
Westphalia; Dr. H. Pittmann, Cologne; and several others. Besides those,
Henry Heine, the most eminent of all living German poets, has joined our
ranks, and published a volume of political poetry, which contains also some
pieces preaching Socialism.%0

A subsequent article in that paper listed most of the same people, but this time as
‘communists’.®! Engels’ usage also seems ambiguous when he wrote to Marx in
1844, In Barmen the police inspector is a communist’.?? In his eatly years, unlike
Marx, Engels was highly interested in the experiments to establish communist
colonies, in the hope that they could demonstrate the feasibility of communal
property. In this light, the broad definition of the term communist can be under-
stood. Similarly, Weitling had already labelled almost every socially-engaged per-
son as a communist.> The aim was presumably neither to provide a precise defi-
nition of the term, nor to structure the discursive field within a communist move-
ment, but rather to consolidate the communist movement and reduce the preju-
dices against it.

In his manuscripts of 1844, Marx still referred negatively to the communism
of his time, which he dismissed as ‘as yet completely crude and thoughtless’.t4 At
that time he had a positive view of what he understood as socialism, noting:

Atheism, as the denial of this unreality, has no longer any meaning, for atheism
is a negation of God, and postulates the existence of man through this nega-
tion; but socialism as socialism no longer stands in any need of such a media-
tion. It proceeds from the theoretically and practically sensuous consciousness
of man and of nature as the essence. Socialism is man’s positive self-con-
sciousness, no longer mediated through the abolition of religion, just as real
life is man’s positive reality, no longer mediated through the abolition of pri-
vate property, through communism. Communism is the position as the nega-
tion of the negation, and is hence the actual phase necessary for the next stage
of historical development in the process of human emancipation and rehabil-
itation. Communism is the necessary form and the dynamic principle of the
immediate future, but communism as such is not the goal of human develop-
ment, the form of human society.®>
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Here, socialism functions as a society of positive, unmediated life activity, while
Marx assigned communism a more historical, yet largely negative role. The higher
valuation of what he understood as ‘socialism’ is central here, as in the manu-
scripts he contended that the development of material productive forces in his-
tory was a necessary objective condition for a liberated society which would not
merely generalise poverty. Because he associated contemporary communism with
ascetic-natural law efforts, Marx could not fully embrace the term here. Neverthe-
less, he conceded that it was playing a historically progressive role in negating the
old, and did not consider the term ‘communism’ itself to be ahistorical. When he
said it was still ‘raw and thoughtless’, he identified a potential in the real movement
of communism which, when realised, would justify a fully positive appraisal. How-
ever, before this could happen, Marx and Engels first needed gradually to develop
the historical-materialist perspective.%6

It is both possible and necessary to determine more cleatly the meanings of
the terms ‘socialism’ and ‘communism’ in this period, even though contemporar-
ies did not always find it easy to do so. Precisely because communism as a real
movement was a new phenomenon and remained a ‘spectral’ entity in response
to repression, some of its enemies were also unable to really grasp it. The liberal
Oeclckers wrote in 1844:

One has still not been able to give a proper definition of the concept of com-
munism, which is natural, as it is a completely contentless, indefinite concept.
One could call it the negation of everything existing, without regard to some-
thing new to be built, and in general, this designation should suffice.®’

In this respect, Jan Gerber is right to observe that the terms were often used dif-
tusely at that time, although they certainly dealt with distinguishable objects.58
Looking back in 1894, Engels wrote:

It will be noted that in all these essays, and particularly in the aforementioned
one, I consistently do not call myself a Social Democrat, but a Communist.
This is because at that time in various countries people called themselves Social
Democrats who had certainly not inscribed upon their banners the taking over
by society of all the means of production. [...] For Marx and myself it was
therefore quite impossible to choose a name of such elasticity to describe our
special standpoint. Today the situation is different, and the word can be al-
lowed to pass, unfitting as it remains for a party whose economic programme
is not just generally socialist, but directly communist, and whose ultimate po-
litical aim is to surpass the entire State, and thus democracy too. The names
of real political parties never fit exactly; the party develops, but the name
stays.5?



Significance of communism 59

This is insightful in two ways. First, Engels confirmed that a clear distinction be-
tween communism and social democracy could no longer be maintained in eve-
ryday language even then. Secondly, he emphasised the necessity of using the term
‘communist’ in his early years. This was also reinforced in the following retrospec-
tive statement by Engels, which is worth quoting extensively:

Yet, when it was written, we could not have called it a Socialist Manifesto. By
Socialists, in 1847, were understood, on the one hand, the adherents of the
various Utopian systems: Owenites in England, Fourierists in France, both of
them already reduced to the position of mere sects, and gradually dying out;
on the other hand, the most multifarious social quacks, who, by all manners
of tinkering, professed to redress, without any danger to capital and profit, all
sorts of social grievances in both cases men outside the working class move-
ment, and looking rather to the ‘educated’ classes for support. Whatever por-
tion of the working class had become convinced of the insufficiency of mere
political revolutions, and had proclaimed the necessity of a total social change,
that portion, then, called itself Communist. It was a crude, rough-hewn, purely
instinctive sort of Communism; still, it touched the cardinal point and was
powerful enough amongst the working class to produce the Utopian Com-
munism, in France, of Cabet, and in Germany, of Weitling. Thus, Socialism
was, in 1847, a middle-class movement, Communism a working-class move-
ment. Socialism was, on the Continent at least, ‘respectable’; Communism was
the very opposite. And as our notion, from the very beginning, was that ‘the
emancipation of the working class must be the act of the working class itself’,
there could be no doubt as to which of the two names we must take. Moreo-
ver, we have, ever since, been far from repudiating it.”

How far are Engels’s claims empirically tenable? We have seen how unacceptable
communism was in ‘polite society’ at that time, so Engels’s account seems to me
to be sustainable. The historian P. H. Noyes, however, doubted whether the dis-
tinction of the class basis between socialism and communism is historically cor-
rect.”! He argued that there were no relevant differences in terms of the class basis
of socialist and communist movements. I consider this criticism to be incorrect
in two ways. First, their leading figures did indeed come from different social strata
and classes. Saint-Simon, Fourier, and Owen all had privileged backgrounds. They
also affirmed the idea of a representative elite. They were emphatically trying to
attract patrons and wealthy benefactors for their philanthropic efforts.”? Hal
Draper used the term ‘socialism from above’ for the tradition of socialist surro-
gate politics based on them.” Petra Weber described the technocratic systems of
Foutier and Saint-Simon as ‘intellectual socialism’.7+
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In contrast, the main communist actors, such as Babeuf, Buonarotti, and Blan-
qui in the French context, and Weitling in the German-speaking context, came
from significantly poorer circles and were self-taught. Accordingly, they were of-
ten ‘men of action’. They came from the people and sought to lead them, usually
with recourse to long-standing ideals of justice, to the justice they deserved. The
driving force for them was the misery of the masses and the moral contempt for
wealthy idlers.

Secondly and more importantly, Noyes misunderstood Engels’s (and Marx’s)
concept of class. It was not so much about the backgrounds of the representatives
of this or that movement, but about the political content of the programmes they
put forward. This ‘petit-bourgeois’ socialism was content with establishing a §ust’
society without too great differences in living conditions,”® taking an anti-revolu-
tionary and class-reconciliatory stance. This can be seen in Marx’s polemic against
Proudhon’s project of a ust’ society of commodity production. Marx accused
Proudhon of seeking not to overcome capitalism but to organise bourgeois soci-
ety according to eternal laws of justice, and criticised this idea as reflecting the
class position of the petty bourgeois. To Marx and Engels, socialist attempts to
reorganise society in a ‘fair’ way were an expression of a petty-bourgeois class
consciousness, whereas the complete revolutionary abolition of bourgeois society
expressed a proletatian view of the world. Compare the socialist ‘scientific’ credo
of Fourier, which is cited below, to the critique that Marx directed against the
anarchist Proudhon and it becomes clear that the position of reconciling class
conflicts, rather than overcoming them, is classified as a typical petty-bourgeois
ideology. Marx writes against Proudhon’s system: ‘He wants to soar as the man of
science above the bourgeois and the proletarians; he is merely the petty bour-
geois.”’® For Marx and Engels, ideologies expressed certain world views reflecting
the outlook of certain social classes — which did not mean that they imagined all
‘communists’ were proletarians, or that all ‘socialists’ were petty-boutgeois.

‘Socialism’ at that time was primarily a response to the ‘social question’ in Ger-
many and especially to the challenge of the ‘organisation du travail’ in France. It
was a reaction to the changes in society being brought about by industrialisation
sought to shape these changes through planning and organisational measures for
the benefit of all members of society. Fourier summed it up when he wrote, “This
peculiarity of the socialist system to satisfy all classes, all parties, is important be-
cause it guarantees success.”’ Weitling therefore referred to socialism as a ‘new
science.””® Even in 1890, socialism was defined in Meyers Arbeiterlexikon as ‘the des-
ignation for a specific direction, a specific system for solving the workers’ ques-
tion”.” As a solution to the workers’ question, its focus was on regulatory con-
cerns, rather than the pressing misery of the poot, and its supporters intended to
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distribute wealth fairly among ‘capital’, ‘labour’, and ‘talent’, affirming a hierarchy
based on differences in competence.8

Fourier’s follower Victor Considerant openly formulated the central distinc-
tion between socialism and communism for him:

Communism is based on the complete equality of all its members; whoever
brings in a considerable capital, works a lot, or stands out for their talent is not
better rewarded than someone who has brought in nothing, is lazy or incapa-
ble. The association, on the other hand, takes into account a hierarchy based
on inequality and differences in skill and ability; it rewards everyone according
to what they contribute to the common work. Communism recognises no su-
periority and seeks to bring such to a low level; it undermines all competition.
The association, on the other hand, promotes the free development of the
individual and their striving for advancement; instead of suppressing distinc-
tions and privileges, it develops them in unlimited variety and makes them
accessible to all. Communism resembles a piece of music, constantly repeating
the same note. The association resembles a score that combines all notes into
a harmonious melody.8!

Accordingly, conservative and liberal representatives treated socialism relatively
respectfully. It was quite different with communism, which stood for a radically
egalitarian social formation. Oclckers denounced it as ‘the idea of absolute equal-
ity pursued to the extreme’8? and the Prussian state agent von Stein wrote: ‘Com-
munism is therefore in all its forms the first, rawest system of the social idea of
equality’® It constantly grows but possesses no ‘peculiar doctrine’ of its own.
Instead, von Stein notes in 1842: “The word itself has no fixed technical meaning
yet’.85

It was this narrative of a freedom-hostile primitive egalitarianism that brought
communism into distepute even with Heine, even though he was a harsh critic of
the existing conditions.®

The positions the workers” communists themselves held were considerably
more sophisticated. For example, the workers’ communist August Becker wrote:

In communism, the principle applies: ‘From each according to their abilities,
to each according to their needs.’” Please note: It does not say: To each accord-
ing to their abilities, as it should actually be called according to the opinion of
the great crowd and even a certain large socialist party. They believe that dif-
ferent abilities should also be rewarded differently in quantity. According to
them, abilities and their performance should be the measure for the wage that
society owes the individual. The communists think the opposite. According to
our thinking, the abilities of the individual indicate what this individual owes
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to society, and not what society owes to the individual in material terms. All
abilities of the individual belong to society and are equally necessary and
equally valuable to it.87

Wilhelm Weitling wrote in the same vein:

When we speak of equality of all according to natural law, we do not mean a
fixed equal distribution of work and needs according to number, measure, and
weight — for this would be against natural laws, because often one needs more
of these, the other more of those needs than the other, but a distribution that
corresponds to the needs and abilities of each in a way that is equal for all. If
of two individuals working in the same business, one is only able to deliver
half as much work per day as the other, it does not follow that they should be
given only half as much to eat, for their stomach may demand at least as much
as the other’s.%8

And further declared:

Nature has not made us all equal, just as it has not made everything as we wish,
but it has given us the means to remedy the imperfections.®

It is clear that the narrative of a crude, equalising communism was a caricature. In
the 1840s, workers’ communists had already undergone important steps in their
theory formation.”® The goal was not indiscriminate equal treatment of every per-
son and the obliteration of the individual. The communists were aware of the
objective differences between people. What they demanded was not completely
equal treatment, but the equal validity of the interests of every person and the
equal participation in the social community project according to their own abilities
and strengths. However, for Marx and Engels, this communism remained ‘raw’
and ‘thoughtless’ in that it did not go beyond the stage of a Babouvist distributive
communism.”! The communists still lacked an understanding of a comprehen-
sive, industrialised production, and were less positive about the developing indus-
trialisation process than the utopian socialists, for whom Saint-Simon’s slogan
‘since everything is done through industry, everything should be done for it” ap-
plied.”?

‘Communism’ as a term emphasised the plebeian-egalitarian tradition more
strongly. It aimed at emancipation from below, although this did not necessarily
preclude a conspiracy of a small minority with a revolutionary transitional dicta-
torship in the Babouvist and Blanquist tradition. But the central point is that for
the communists, hierarchy could only be a necessary temporary evil, while for the
socialists it could be legitimised over time by differences in performance or talent.
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But communism was associated with a crude ‘equalisation” and a lack of insight
into the material advantages of the development of productive forces, which
meant that Marx did not come round to the idea straight away. Engels, with his
early interest in communal property settlement projects, was less deterred by this
connotation and generally somewhat less strict in how he used the term. But Marx
and Engels were also dissatisfied with the indefinite self-designation ‘communist’,
as it did not allow for an adequate distinction from other varieties of communist
thought. They therefore sought to distinguish their own ideas, primarily by label-
ling other representatives as ‘utopian’. This was a necessary part of their endeav-
our to establish an accepted and hegemonic ‘order of truth’in this complex situ-
ation.”?

Doctrinally, the Manifesto of the Communist Party was often celebrated as a fusion
of utopian socialism and communism. The origin of this sacralisation comes from
no one less than Engels himself, writing in 1892:

German socialism made its appearance well before 1848. At that time there
were two independent tendencies. Firstly, a workers” movement, a branch of
French working-class communism, a movement which, as one of its phases,
produced the Utopian communism of Weitling, Secondly, a theoretical move-
ment, emerging from the collapse of the Hegelian philosophy; this movement,
from its origins, was dominated by the name of Marx. The Communist Man-
ifesto of January 1848 marks the fusion of these two tendencies, a fusion made
complete and irrevocable in the furnace of revolution, in which everyone,
workers and philosophers alike, shared equally the personal cost.”*

Whatever the flaws in this account, there is a certain truth in it. Marx and Engels
were partly positively influenced by socialist and communist ideas, and partly de-
veloped their position through deliberately rejecting aspects of existing theory.
Marx and Engels certainly derived their prioritisation of material production and
the development of productive forces from the socialist theoretical tradition. The
three well-known so-called ‘utopian socialists’ all advocated a ‘progtessive indus-
trialism’ %> while the communist theoretical tradition often drew on the backward-
looking ideologies of pauperised craftsmen. A recognition of the material devel-
opment of the productive forces as a necessary condition of social liberation was
not to be found in communism before Marx and Engels. Hal Draper’s formula-
tion seems appropriate: ‘For Marx, communism is proletarian socialism’.% It cap-
tures the immanently proletarian character of communism, which cleatly distin-
guished it from the socialism of that time, while recognising that Marx and Engels,
unlike other contemporary communists, shared the socialists’ great confidence in
the liberating possibilities of the emerging bourgeois society and its industry. In
this sense, it is true that Marx and Engels led communism and socialism to a unity,
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but this process itself only took place through fierce struggles for hegemony
within the League of Communists, which culminated in and through the Mani-
Jesto 7

Accordingly, I concur with Bruno Leipold’s assessment: ‘it is clear that Marx
did not so much convert to communism as fashion a new form of it’.?8 However,
in refashioning the understanding of communism, Marx had to deal with the pre-
existing connotations of the concept of communism. Throughout his life, Marx
was concerned with political struggle. To understand him, we need to consider
not only which political opponents and positions he fought against, but also which
rhetorical moves were necessary to, on the one hand, build on an existing com-
munist theoretical tradition with its valid legitimisation patterns and, on the other,
develop these further to win the necessary support for a mass movement.

Résumeé

The meanings of the terms ‘socialism’ and ‘communism’ shifted, especially in the
twentieth century under the influence of Marxism-Leninism. Historically they had
not denoted different stages of the same political project, but related, albeit dif-
ferent, political approaches. Both socialism and communism are modern phe-
nomena that only gained relevance with the slow emergence of bourgeois society.
Both are ‘future-orientated concepts of movement’,”” but they have different con-
notations. The distinction between the two terms which was current in the 1840s,
denoted real differences in political systems, ideas and movements. One could say
that socialism was the broader term, advocating a planned response to the chaos
of the emerging industrial society. In this understanding, every form of com-
munism is socialist, but not vice versa, because communism had some specific
characteristics which were not necessarily present in all varieties of socialism.
There is a long history of plebeian-egalitarian social formations, or attempts
at them, but before the nineteenth century they had not been conceived as politi-
cal (mass) movements. With the emergence of industrial society, both socialist and
communist movements arose in response to the anarchy of production, impov-
erishment and the destruction of long-standing feudal patterns. Even before
Marx, ‘socialism’ was cleatly more industry- and production-friendly. It was by no
means revolutionary and affirmed the inequality of people and its translation into
unequal wealth and opportunities for participation. It was also mostly designed to
collaborate with philanthropic elites. Socialism recognised the class divide, even in
its emergent industrial capitalist form, but understood class society not as an ir-
reconcilable antagonism, but as a scientific and organisational question of good
planning and fair distribution. In contrast, communism at the time was often back-
ward-looking and even religiously charged. It usually condemned the idleness of
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the rich on the basis of natural law (Babeuf, Buonarotti, Blanqui) or Christian
motives (Weitling, Becker, Laponneraye, etc.) and aimed at the complete abolition
of class distinctions. It was recruited from proletarianised craftsmen and not from
a homogeneous industrial proletariat. Whilst the communists upheld the principle
of equality, it is inaccurate to impute a ‘crude’ communism to all of them. Equality,
at least for some, did not mean complete egalitarianism, but equal consideration
of individual needs and interests. Even if the common image of egalitarianism
and total asceticism is historically unfair on the communists, it should be noted
that communism was historically much mote suspicious of the opportunities and
risks of emerging industrialisation. This lost conceptual differentiation seems to
me to be valuable; it provides a clearer distinction between political programmes.
It deserves to be revived.
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