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Revolution
Mary Smith

Speaking at Marx’s grave-
side in 1883 Engels said:

Marx was before all else 
a revolutionist. His real 
mission in life was to 
contribute, in one way or 
another, to the overthrow 
of capitalist society and 
of the state institutions which it had brought into 
being, to contribute to the liberation of the modern 

of its own position and its needs, conscious of the 
conditions of its emancipation.1  
In fact there is a sense in which Marx was a revolu-

tionist from before he was ‘Marxist’ or committed to the 
proletariat  because  he began his political life as a radi-
cal democrat and to be a radical democrat in Prussia or 
Europe in the early 1840s was to be a revolutionary. But 
before Marx the revolutionary movement was dominated 
by the Jacobin tradition inherited from the great French 
Revolution of 1789-94. This conceived of revolution as an 
action initiated and conducted by small groups of, mainly 
middle class, conspirators acting on behalf of ‘the people’ 
who were to be liberated from above. However, Marx’s 
discovery of the revolutionary role of the working class 

-
sian weavers, of his encounters with communist workers 
in Paris and of his friend Engels in Manchester, enabled 
him to develop a whole new concept of revolution as 
mass self-emancipation from below. 

In 1845 in The German Ideology he wrote:
this revolution is necessary, therefore, not only 
because the ruling class cannot be overthrown in any 
other way, but also because the class overthrowing 
it can only in a revolution succeed in ridding itself 

society anew.2 

This notion of the revolution as a process of mass 
struggle in which the working class would transform 
itself and its ideas, ridding itself of ‘the muck of ages’ 
(racism, sexism, deference, religious superstitions and 
hatreds and so on) so as to be able itself to take over 
the running of society was, and remains, distinctively 
Marxist and is of huge philosophical and political sig-
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In the Theses on Feuerbach, also written in 1845, 
Marx writes:

The materialist doctrine concerning the changing 
of circumstances and upbringing forgets that 
circumstances are changed by men and that it is 
essential to educate the educator himself. This 
doctrine must, therefore, divide society into two parts, 
one of which is superior to society.
The coincidence of the changing of circumstances and 
of human activity or self-changing can be conceived 
and rationally understood only as revolutionary 
practice.4

been defeated and fellow members of the Communist 
-

activate the revolution with a plan to raise an army and 
invade Germany, Marx responded that they made ‘the 
will rather than the actual conditions... the chief factor 
in the revolution’:

We tell the workers: If you want to change conditions 
and make yourselves capable of government, you 

civil war. Now they are told: We must come to power 
immediately or we might as well go to sleep.5 

Revolution, Marx insisted, could not be created by will 
power. In November 1850 he wrote:

In view of the general prosperity which now prevails 
and permits the productive forces of bourgeois 
society to develop as rapidly as is at all possible 
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within the framework of bourgeois society, there 

revolution will be made possible only as a result of a 
new crisis, but it is just as certain as is the coming of 
the crisis itself.6 

-
tions for revolution as follows;

It is not the consciousness of men that determines 
their existence, but their social existence that 

of development, the material productive forces 

relations of production or – this merely expresses 
the same thing in legal terms – with the property 
relations within the framework of which they have 
operated hitherto. From forms of development of 
the productive forces these relations turn into their 
fetters. Then begins an era of social revolution... 
No social order is ever destroyed before all the 

developed, and new superior relations of production 
never replace older ones before the material 
conditions for their existence have matured within 
the framework of the old society.7 
However, this emphasis on material preconditions 

and objective circumstances, which was necessary to 
counter the hankering after voluntarist conspiracy that 
was so prevalent in the movement in Marx’s day, for ex-

-
qui, and the Russian anarchist Bakunin, does not mean 
that Marx had a passive or fatalist attitude to revolution 
once it broke out. On the contrary his experience of the 
1848 Revolutions and of the Paris Commune showed 
him that revolutions had a momentum that had to be 
maintained by energetic and dynamic action. 

Now, insurrection is an art quite as much as war or 
any other, and subject to certain rules of proceeding, 
which, when neglected, will produce the ruin of 
the party neglecting them... Firstly, never play with 
insurrection unless you are fully prepared to face 
the consequences of your play. Insurrection is a 

of which may change every day; the forces opposed 
to you have all the advantage of organization, 
discipline, and habitual authority: unless you bring 
strong odds against them you are defeated and 

ruined. Secondly, the insurrectionary career once 
entered upon, act with the greatest determination, 

of every armed rising; it is lost before it measures 
itself with its enemies. Surprise your antagonists 
while their forces are scattering, prepare new 
successes, however small, but daily; keep up the 

has given to you; rally those vacillating elements to 
your side which always follow the strongest impulse, 
and which always look out for the safer side; force 
your enemies to a retreat before they can collect their 
strength against you; in the words of Danton, the 
greatest master of revolutionary policy yet known, de 
l’audace, de l’audace, encore de l’audace! 8

Later Marx criticised the Paris Commune of 1871, of 
which he was the most passionate supporter, for its fail-
ure to seize control of the Bank of France and to take 
the initiative by marching on the counterrevolution-
ary headquarters of Versailles at the decisive moment 
and for its Central Committee surrendering power too 
quickly to the elected Commune. 

They should have marched at once on Versailles 
...The right moment was missed because of 
conscientious scruples. They did not want to 
start the civil war, as if that mischievous abortion 
Thiers had not already started the civil war with 
his attempt to disarm Paris. Second mistake: The 
Central Committee surrendered its power too soon, 

“honourable” scrupulosity! 9

For Marx the great aim of the socialist revolution was 
the social and economic emancipation of the working 
class

That the economical subjection of the man of labor 
to the monopolizer of the means of labor – that is, 
the source of life – lies at the bottom of servitude in 
all its forms, of all social misery, mental degradation, 
and political dependence;
That the economical emancipation of the working 
classes is therefore the great end to which every 
political movement ought to be subordinate as a 
means; 10

capital from the bourgeoisie, to centralise all instru-
ments of production in the hands of the State ie of the 
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proletariat organised as the ruling class’.11 

But to achieve this, Marx always insisted, involved a 
political struggle. The proletariat had to conquer politi-
cal power and that necessitated the formation of a work-
ers’ political party. 

the working class cannot act, as a class, except by 
constituting itself into a political party, distinct 
from, and opposed to, all old parties formed by the 
propertied classes.
This constitution of the working class into a political 
party is indispensable in order to insure the triumph 
of the social revolution and its ultimate end - the 
abolition of classes.12 
But what exactly is meant by the working class con-

quering political power? Does it for example mean just 
mean winning an election and becoming the govern-
ment, as social democrats and reformists have believed 
for over a hundred years?  Or does it mean capturing the 
state by means of an uprising? This raises the question 
of the nature of the capitalist state and on this Marx’s 
thinking underwent an important development which 
plays a crucial part in his theory of revolution. 

From the very start Marx rejected the dominant nar-
rative of the state as a neutral body standing above the 

society as a whole. In his early Critique of Hegel’s Phi-
losophy of Right he attacked the state as a hierarchical, 
bureaucratic and parasitical growth controlling the wid-
er population and opposed to the interests of the major-
ity. In the Communist Manifesto he wrote that 

...since the establishment of modern industry and 
the world market [the bourgeoisie] has conquered 
for itself, in the modern parliamentary state, ex-
clusive political sway. The executive of the modern 
state is nothing but a committee for managing the 

13 

the revolution by working class [being] to raise the pro-
letariat to the position of the ruling class’.  But at his 
stage Marx was not yet really able to explain what these 
general phrases meant in practice. In 1852, after the 
experience of the 1848 Revolutions, he wrote that ‘the 
class struggle necessarily leads to the dictatorship of 
the proletariat’.14 But what that meant in institutional 
terms was still unclear. 

historical example of workers’ power, of ‘the dictator-
ship of the proletariat’ in action (albeit only in one city 
and for only 74 days) that enabled Marx to clarify this. 
Marx, the greatest of all theoreticians, learned from 
the actual struggle of the working class. What the Par-

working class cannot simply lay hold of the readymade 
state machinery and wield it for its own purposes’.15 The 
measures taken, or planned, by the Commune also gave 
a more concrete idea of what workers’ power would look 

The Civil War in France is 
necessary here: 

Paris could resist only because, in consequence of 
the siege, it had got rid of the army, and replaced it 
by a National Guard, the bulk of which consisted of 
working men. This fact was now to be transformed 

therefore, was the suppression of the standing army, 
and the substitution for it of the armed people.
The Commune was formed of the municipal 

various wards of the town, responsible and revocable 
at short terms. The majority of its members 
were naturally working men, or acknowledged 
representatives of the working class. The Commune 
was to be a working, not a parliamentary body, 
executive and legislative at the same time.
Instead of continuing to be the agent of the Central 
Government, the police was at once stripped of its 
political attributes, and turned into the responsible, 
and at all times revocable, agent of the Commune. 

administration. From the members of the Commune 
downwards, the public service had to be done at 
workman’s wage. The vested interests and the 
representation allowances of the high dignitaries 
of state disappeared along with the high dignitaries 
themselves. Public functions ceased to be the private 
property of the tools of the Central Government. 
Not only municipal administration, but the whole 
initiative hitherto exercised by the state was laid into 
the hands of the Commune.
Having once got rid of the standing army and the 
police – the physical force elements of the old 
government – the Commune was anxious to break 
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the spiritual force of repression, the “parson-power”, 
by the disestablishment and disendowment of all 
churches as proprietary bodies. The priests were 
sent back to the recesses of private life, there to feed 
upon the alms of the faithful in imitation of their 
predecessors, the apostles.
The whole of the educational institutions were opened 
to the people gratuitously, and at the same time cleared 
of all interference of church and state. Thus, not only 
was education made accessible to all, but science 
itself freed from the fetters which class prejudice and 
governmental force had imposed upon it.
The judicial functionaries were to be divested of 
that sham independence which had but served to 
mask their abject subserviency to all succeeding 
governments to which, in turn, they had taken, and 
broken, the oaths of allegiance. Like the rest of public 
servants, magistrates and judges were to be elective, 
responsible, and revocable.16 
This remarkable passage forms the basis for the 

Marxist view of revolutionary government down to the 
present day. Three principles in particular stand out: 
the recallability of all representatives, their payment at 
average workers’ wages and the separation of church 
and state. Their relevance for socialist practice in Ire-
land today is glaringly obvious.
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