
19th century intellectual currents
communism
19th century intellectual currents communism surged as a potent force, shaping radical thought
and inspiring movements that sought to fundamentally alter societal structures. This period witnessed
a profound questioning of existing power dynamics, economic inequalities, and the very nature of
human society. From the utopian visions of early socialist thinkers to the materialist analysis of Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels, the intellectual landscape of the 19th century provided fertile ground for
the development of communist ideologies. This article will delve into the key philosophical, economic,
and social currents that converged to define 19th-century communism, exploring its foundational
ideas, prominent figures, and the lasting impact it had on subsequent historical developments.
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The Dawn of Socialist Thought: Utopian Visions

Before the more systematic and often revolutionary formulations of communism, the 19th century
was marked by the emergence of utopian socialism. These early thinkers, often driven by
humanitarian concerns and a deep dissatisfaction with the social ills of the Industrial Revolution,
envisioned ideal societies based on cooperation, communal living, and the abolition of private
property. Their approaches, while varied, shared a common thread of believing in the possibility of
creating a more just and equitable world through deliberate social design and voluntary association.
The term "utopian" was later applied by Marx and Engels to distinguish their own theories, suggesting
that these earlier socialists lacked a rigorous scientific basis for their proposals.

Early Utopian Socialists and Their Ideas

Figures like Robert Owen, Charles Fourier, and Henri de Saint-Simon played pivotal roles in shaping
utopian socialist thought. Robert Owen, a Welsh industrialist and philanthropist, sought to improve
the lives of factory workers through better working conditions, education, and the establishment of
cooperative communities. His experiment at New Lanark in Scotland is often cited as an early
practical application of his ideas. Charles Fourier, a French theorist, proposed a complex system of
phalanxes – self-sufficient communities organized around principles of social harmony and individual



fulfillment through labor. Henri de Saint-Simon, another French thinker, advocated for a society led by
industrialists and scientists, prioritizing production and the well-being of the working classes. Their
visions, though often deemed impractical, laid crucial groundwork for later critiques of capitalist
society.

The Materialist Turn: Marx and the Critique of
Capitalism

The intellectual currents of 19th-century communism experienced a seismic shift with the rise of Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels. Their theories represented a departure from earlier utopian approaches,
offering a materialist interpretation of history and a comprehensive critique of capitalism. Marx and
Engels grounded their ideas in the economic realities of their time, arguing that the primary driver of
historical change was the conflict between social classes, stemming from the control of the means of
production. This historical materialism provided a framework for understanding the inherent
contradictions within capitalism and predicting its eventual overthrow.

Historical Materialism and Class Struggle

At the heart of Marx and Engels' work lies the concept of historical materialism. They posited that the
economic base (the mode of production) determines the superstructure (politics, law, culture,
ideology). In capitalist societies, the fundamental conflict is between the bourgeoisie, who own the
means of production, and the proletariat, the working class who sell their labor. This inherent class
struggle, they argued, would inevitably lead to a revolution by the proletariat, establishing a classless
society. Their seminal work, "The Communist Manifesto," published in 1848, articulated these ideas
with powerful rhetoric, calling for the unity of workers across national boundaries.

Critique of Political Economy and Alienation

Marx's "Das Kapital" is a monumental critique of political economy, dissecting the mechanisms of
capitalist exploitation. He introduced concepts like surplus value, which he argued is the source of
profit, extracted from the labor of the working class. Furthermore, Marx analyzed the phenomenon of
alienation, whereby workers become estranged from their labor, the products of their labor,
themselves, and their fellow human beings under capitalism. This alienation, he contended, was a
direct consequence of the commodification of labor and the dehumanizing nature of factory work. The
critique of capitalism, therefore, extended beyond mere economic inequality to encompass a
profound concern for human dignity and fulfillment.

Key Principles of 19th Century Communism



The intellectual currents of 19th-century communism coalesced around a set of core principles that
defined its ideology and aspirations. These principles, though interpreted and debated, provided a
blueprint for a radically different social and economic order, aiming to rectify the perceived injustices
and exploitations of the existing systems. Understanding these foundational tenets is crucial to
grasping the appeal and impact of communist thought during this transformative period.

Abolition of Private Property

A cornerstone of communist theory in the 19th century was the abolition of private property,
particularly the private ownership of the means of production. Marx and Engels argued that private
property was the root cause of class division and exploitation. They envisioned a system where the
means of production – land, factories, machinery – would be owned collectively by the community or
the state on behalf of the people, thereby eliminating the basis for the bourgeoisie's economic
dominance.

Classless Society

The ultimate goal of 19th-century communism was the establishment of a classless society. This
envisioned a society free from social stratification, where distinctions based on wealth, status, or
ownership of property would cease to exist. In such a society, the exploitation of one class by another
would be eradicated, leading to a more egalitarian distribution of resources and opportunities. The
elimination of classes was seen as essential for achieving true social justice and human emancipation.

From Each According to His Ability, To Each According to His
Needs

This famous dictum, often associated with later socialist thought but having roots in 19th-century
discussions, encapsulated the ideal of a communist economy. It suggested that individuals would
contribute to society based on their capacities and receive what they require for a dignified life. This
principle implied a radical shift from a market-driven economy to one based on communal solidarity
and the fulfillment of universal human needs. It represented a powerful aspiration for a society where
work was not a means of survival but a form of social contribution.

Influential Figures and Their Contributions

Beyond Marx and Engels, a constellation of other thinkers and activists contributed significantly to the
development and dissemination of communist ideas in the 19th century. Their diverse perspectives
and practical efforts helped to shape the movement, influencing its theoretical trajectory and its
engagement with the political realities of the era. The intellectual vibrancy of these individuals fueled
the ongoing debate and evolution of communist thought.



Auguste Blanqui and Revolutionary Action

Auguste Blanqui, a French revolutionary, was a prominent advocate for direct action and insurrection.
Unlike Marx, who emphasized broader historical and economic forces, Blanqui believed in the efficacy
of a small, disciplined group of revolutionaries to seize power and initiate a socialist transformation.
His commitment to clandestine organizing and armed struggle had a considerable impact on
revolutionary traditions.

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Mutualism

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, another influential French thinker, developed a form of anarchism known as
mutualism. While critical of capitalism and the state, Proudhon differed from Marx on the abolition of
private property, advocating instead for possession based on use and the establishment of worker
cooperatives and mutual credit banks. His famous declaration, "Property is theft," also positioned him
as a radical critic of existing economic systems.

Ferdinand Lassalle and State Socialism

Ferdinand Lassalle, a German lawyer and socialist, focused on the role of the state in achieving
socialist goals. He believed that workers could improve their conditions through political action,
advocating for universal suffrage and state-supported worker associations. Lassalle’s ideas
contributed to the development of state socialism, a branch of socialist thought that emphasized the
state's potential to facilitate social reform and economic planning.

The Legacy and Evolution of Communist Ideas

The 19th century laid the intellectual foundations for much of the political and social upheaval of the
20th century. The ideas formulated by thinkers grappling with industrialization and inequality
resonated far beyond their original context, inspiring revolutions, political movements, and profound
societal debates that continue to shape our world. The evolution of communist thought reflects the
dynamic interplay between theory and practice, as new challenges and historical circumstances
prompted ongoing reevaluation.

From Theory to Practice: The Paris Commune

The Paris Commune of 1871, though ultimately suppressed, served as a significant historical
experiment in self-governance by working-class people. It provided a real-world, albeit brief,
manifestation of some of the aspirations of 19th-century communist and socialist thought,
demonstrating the potential for popular power and communal administration. The Commune's
experiences offered valuable lessons for subsequent revolutionary movements.



The Development of Marxist Parties and Internationalism

The late 19th century saw the growth of organized Marxist political parties, such as the Social
Democratic Party of Germany (SPD). These parties aimed to advance communist goals through
electoral politics and trade unionism, while also upholding the principle of international solidarity
among the working classes. The Second International, founded in 1889, was a testament to the
growing global reach of these socialist and communist currents.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary goal of 19th-century communist
thought?
The primary goal was to create a classless society where the means of production were owned
collectively, leading to the abolition of private property and the exploitation of labor.

Who were the most influential figures associated with 19th-
century communism?
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels are the most prominent figures, whose seminal work 'The Communist
Manifesto' (1848) outlined the core principles of communism.

What historical context fueled the rise of 19th-century
communism?
The Industrial Revolution, with its accompanying harsh working conditions, stark economic inequality,
and the rise of the proletariat (working class), provided the fertile ground for communist ideas to
emerge as a critique of capitalism.

How did 19th-century communists view the role of the state?
Initially, they saw the state as an instrument of class oppression. In the transition to communism, they
envisioned a 'dictatorship of the proletariat' to suppress counter-revolutionaries, which was ideally
meant to eventually 'wither away' in a truly communist society.

What is the concept of 'historical materialism' in 19th-century
communism?
Historical materialism is the theory that economic forces, particularly the mode of production and the
resulting class struggle, are the primary drivers of historical change and societal development.

What distinguished utopian socialism from scientific socialism



(communism) in the 19th century?
Utopian socialists believed in achieving communism through peaceful, reformist means and moral
persuasion, often establishing small, ideal communities. Scientific socialism, as articulated by Marx
and Engels, argued that communism would arise from the inevitable class struggle inherent in
capitalism, requiring revolutionary action.

What was the significance of the Paris Commune of 1871 for
communist thought?
The Paris Commune was seen by Marx and Engels as a practical, albeit short-lived, example of a
proletarian revolution and a form of self-governance that offered insights into the potential for a
workers' state, demonstrating the practical application of their ideas.

How did 19th-century communism address the issue of
private property?
Communists advocated for the abolition of private ownership of the means of production (factories,
land, etc.), arguing that it was the source of exploitation. They believed these should be owned by the
community as a whole.

What role did class struggle play in 19th-century communist
theory?
Class struggle was considered the central engine of history. Communists believed that the inherent
conflict between the bourgeoisie (owners of capital) and the proletariat would ultimately lead to a
proletarian revolution and the establishment of communism.

What were some of the common criticisms leveled against
19th-century communism during its time?
Common criticisms included concerns about the abolition of private property, the potential for tyranny
and lack of individual liberty, the impracticality of a classless society, and the perceived atheism and
attack on traditional institutions inherent in some interpretations.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to 19th-century intellectual currents and communism, with short
descriptions:

1. The Communist Manifesto
This seminal work, co-authored by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, lays out the fundamental principles
of communism. It analyzes the history of class struggle, arguing that capitalism is inherently
exploitative and will eventually be overthrown by the proletariat. The manifesto calls for a
revolutionary transition to a classless society where the means of production are owned collectively.

2. Das Kapital, Vol. 1



Karl Marx's magnum opus offers a rigorous critique of political economy. In this first volume, Marx
meticulously dissects the capitalist mode of production, focusing on the concepts of labor, value,
surplus value, and exploitation. He argues that the inherent contradictions within capitalism will
inevitably lead to its downfall.

3. Utopian Socialism: A Critical History
This book explores the diverse philosophical and social movements that advocated for ideal societies
in the early to mid-19th century. It examines the ideas of thinkers like Robert Owen, Charles Fourier,
and Henri de Saint-Simon, who proposed communal living, cooperative labor, and social reform as
paths to a better future. The work analyzes their strengths, weaknesses, and their eventual influence
on later socialist thought.

4. On the Jewish Question
A critical examination by Karl Marx of the relationship between political emancipation and human
emancipation. Marx critiques the liberal notion of civil rights, arguing that it achieves only a
superficial form of freedom. He posits that true human liberation requires the abolition of the very
conditions that necessitate such rights, including private property.

5. The Condition of the Working Class in England
Friedrich Engels' groundbreaking study provides a stark and detailed account of the squalid living and
working conditions of the industrial proletariat in England. Engels meticulously documents the
poverty, disease, and social degradation faced by the working class under capitalism. This empirical
evidence became a crucial foundation for socialist theory and activism.

6. Socialism: Utopian and Scientific
Friedrich Engels, in this influential work, distinguishes between the speculative theories of early
socialists and the "scientific socialism" developed by Marx. He argues that Marx's theories are based
on a materialist conception of history and a scientific analysis of economic forces. The book outlines
the historical inevitability of socialism and communism.

7. L’Organization du Travail (The Organization of Labour)
Louis Blanc's influential treatise advocates for the establishment of "social workshops" or
cooperatives, funded by the state, to provide employment and eliminate competition. He believed
that the state had a responsibility to reorganize labor to ensure work for all and achieve social
harmony. This work was highly influential in the French socialist movement of the period.

8. What is Property?
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon famously declared "Property is theft" in this foundational text of anarchism.
Proudhon critiques various forms of property, arguing that it leads to inequality and exploitation. He
advocates for a society based on mutualism and a decentralized system of associations rather than
state control or capitalist ownership.

9. The Rights of Man
While primarily a defense of the French Revolution and democratic principles, Thomas Paine's work
also touches upon the need for social welfare and the redistribution of wealth. Paine argued for the
inherent rights of individuals and criticized the accumulation of vast fortunes by a few. His ideas
about universal rights and social responsibility resonated with early socialist critiques of economic
inequality.
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