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The realization of dream elements in waking is the textbook example of dialectical thinking. For this

reason dialectical thinking is the organ of historical awakening. Each epoch not only dreams the next,

but also, in dreaming, strives toward the moment of waking. It bears its end in itself and unfolds it—as

Hegel already saw—with ruse. (Benjamin, 1978, p. 162)

Scholars have interpretedMarx’s conception of political changewithin the framework of his critique of capitalist soci-

ety inmyriadways. Threemain interpretations have prevailed inMarx scholarship in the last few decades with regard

to his conception of political change under capitalism. The first interpretation, which is epitomized by Althusser’s

(1965) division of Marx’s intellectual development into an early and late period, claims that his earlier philosophi-

cal and radical democratic analyses give place to a more scientific conception of capitalist society (see Cantin, 2003).

The philosophical and ideological interests of the Young Marx, which provides “a radical-democratic interpretation”

(Habermas, 1989, p. 126), according to this understanding, are superseded by the scientific andmaterialistic analyses

of the Old Marx. Whereas the Young Marx entertains the possibility of achieving human emancipation through radi-

cal democratic politics, they highlight “the incompatibility of suchwritings with the historical insights and doctrines of

the matureMarx” (Krancberg, 1982, p. 23). From the second half of the 19th century, they claim, Marx no longer pays

attention to those political concepts and philosophical questions influenced by Aristotle, Rousseau, and Hegel, but is

rather interested in providing a scientific analysis and critique of the capitalist mode of production for revolutionary

communist politics.

The second and third groups of scholars directly oppose this division of Marx into an early and late period through

the Althusserian concept of epistemological break, although their emphases on the development of his conception of
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2 KÖKERER

political change under capitalism diverge significantly. Themain argument of the second group (Avineri, 1968; Draper,

1974; Femia, 1993; Fromm, 1961; Grollios, 2011; Springborg, 1984a, 1984b) is that Marx’s earlier notion of democ-

racy as the locus of human freedom is to a large extent encompassed by his later understanding of communism. They

stress that “in hisCritiqueofHegel,whatMarx terms ‘democracy’ is not fundamentally different fromwhathewill later

call ‘communism’” (Femia, 1993, p. 70). Rather than finding an epistemological break in Marx’s earlier and later writ-

ings, they claim that “in spite of certain changes in concepts, inmood, in language” (Fromm, 1961, p. 79), themid-1840s

onward, Marx uses very similar terms with his earlier account of democracy to describe what communismwould look

like after the overthrow of capitalist society. They go as far as tomaintain that “the CommunistManifesto is immanent

in the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right” (Avineri, 1968, p. 34). Thus, there occurs only a change in the terminol-

ogy he employs during this period “in the direction of defining consistent democracy in socialist terms, and consistent

socialism in democratic terms” (Draper, 1974, p. 102).

The last group of scholars (Abensour, 2011; Bidet, 2001; Chrysis, 2018; Cohen, 1985; Doveton, 1994; Garo, 2001;

Hunt, 1974; Kouvelakis, 2001; Levin, 1989; Mercer, 1980; Mostov, 1989; Niemi, 2010; O’Malley, 1970; Rubel, 1983;

Schumpeter, 1942), in turn, agree with the second group’s critique of the Young–OldMarx thesis; but they diverge on

the terms of the transition from his understanding of democracy to communism. As opposed to the former’s interpre-

tation of the transition as a terminological issue, they argue that there exists instead a continuity in his understanding

of democracy and communism throughout his life. They “emphasize how continuity from his earlier thought pro-

vides a framework for understanding Critique of the Gotha Program as consistent with his earlier democratic beliefs”

(Niemi, 2010, p. 41). His critique of Hegel’s conceptualization of monarchy and bureaucracy in 1843, through which

he arrives at the idea of democracy as the locus of human freedom, is interpreted as a precursor to his more devel-

oped understanding of human freedom, which would be realized under communism as a result of the revolutionary

agency of the proletariat. They maintain that “what they [Marx and Engels] envisaged for the future society, from

its very beginning, was a kind of participatory democracy” (Hunt, 1974, p. XIII). According to them, the transition

does not occur in his terminological uses but rather signifies an expansion of his earlier understanding in conjunc-

tion with his intellectual development amid sociopolitical changes in Europe and beyond. Thus, the transition involves

“a switch in Marx’s choice of subject matter” (Doveton, 1994, p. 564), which in turn expands his earlier understand-

ing of human freedom under democracy toward more elaborate conceptualizations of proletarian revolution and

communism.

This article demonstrates that these dominant interpretations of Marx’s understanding of political change under

capitalism have failed to trace the development ofMarx’s political thinking throughout his intellectual life. As opposed

to the first interpretation’s breaking of Marx’s lifetime into an early and late period, this article argues that this philo-

sophical versus scientific division of Marx does not capture the persistence of his lifelong interest in what Koselleck

(1985) calls “themakeability of politics” in conjunction with the critique of capitalist society. By distinguishing “human

action fromwhat actually occurs in the long term” (Koselleck, 1985, p. 208) in terms of socioeconomic changes, Marx

foregrounds the necessity to be attentive and responsive to ongoing sociopolitical transformations to envision politi-

cal change under capitalism. Thus, Marx does not arrive at an ultimate, scientific conception of political change, unlike

what the first interpretation posits, but rather conceives of political change as dependent on historical context. As

Carver (2018) demonstrates, it is necessary to take into account Marx’s “activist context” in his sometimes collabora-

tive and sometimes conflictual relationship with other political actors of his time such as the liberals to have a more

sophisticated understanding of his own politics. Here, the other two interpretations seem to implicitly or explicitly

assume the preponderance of political change in Marx’s theoretical thinking throughout his life. On the one hand,

the second interpretation asserts that Marx starts off with an understanding of political change in the form of par-

ticipatory democracy, which remains more or less the same despite the terminological changes in the direction of

communism. The third one, on the other hand, argues for a continuous expansion of Marx’s conception of politi-

cal change that arrives at the ultimate form of proletarian revolution to achieve communism. However, neither the

former, which asserts amore or less invariant conception of political change byMarx, nor the latter, which emphasizes

Marx’s arrival at an ultimate understanding of political change, grasps the peculiarity of the transformations ofMarx’s
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KÖKERER 3

conception of political change under capitalism. As a response, this article argues thatMarx neither starts off with nor

arrives at an ultimate understanding of political change that would be valid and applicable to all historical moments

independent of the context.

This article presentsMarx’s three different conceptions of political change under capitalism. It reveals the transfor-

mations of Marx’s understanding of political change from his earliest treatment of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right through

his analyses of the 19th-century revolutions in France to his later Critique of the Gotha Program (1972a) of the Social

Democratic Party of Germany. First, in Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (1970), Marx conceptualizes the people

as the political agent par excellence who would bring about and sustain human freedom in a democratic form of gov-

ernment. Drawing on the Athenian model of democracy in which the common people directly participate in political

institutions, Marx hints at the supersession of the centralized state through democratic takeover and repurposing of

the existing order.

Second, starting from the winter of 1843/1844, Marx no longer considers the people as the agent for achieving

human freedom. In On the Jewish Question (1972b) and Introduction to Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (1972c),

Marx ceases to consider the people’s political agency under democracy as the locus of human freedom. Through the

introduction of the concept of revolution to describe the transition from capitalist to communist society,Marx empha-

sizes the revolutionary agencyof the proletariat. This reorientation toward revolution rather thanpolitical institutions

culminates in a programmatic statement in The German Ideology (Marx&Engels, 1972a) inwhich he, alongwith Engels,

argues that the proletariat would emancipate the whole society and put an end to human estrangement and exploita-

tionof one class by another one.His expositionof the revolutionary agencyof theproletariat constitutes the coreof his

arguments in The CommunistManifesto (Marx&Engels, 1972b) aswell as his historical writings about the sociopolitical

changes in France (e.g., Class Struggles in France 1848–1850 (1964); The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1963))

andCapital (1976).Marx’s critique of capitalist society points to the possibility of overcoming the inner contradictions

of the capitalist mode of production, along with the exploitation of the working class by capitalists, through the revo-

lutionary action of the proletariat. Accordingly, he conceives of the proletariat as the bearer of human freedom for all

individuals in capitalist society whose struggle against the exploitative systemwould result in, first, the expropriation

of capitalists and then the creation of a communist society in which equality, solidarity, and human creativity would

flourish.

Finally, the emergence of the Paris Commune in 1871 marks a significant transformation in Marx’s understand-

ing of political change under capitalism. Unlike his earlier imagination of communism achieved via the revolutionary

action of the proletariat, soon after the establishment of the Commune, he begins exploring the potential of par-

ticipatory democracy to realize communism. Although he continues to talk about the working class as the leader

of the Communards during the spring of 1871, he no longer foregrounds its revolutionary agency at the cost of

popular participation in self-government. The creation of a plethora of participatory institutional mechanisms as

well as experimentations with novel conceptions of citizenship, gender equality, political accountability, and local

autonomy by the Communards pushes him to reconsider political change as no longer springing from the revolu-

tionary action of the proletariat, but rather the direct participation of the common people in self-government via

institutional mechanisms under the leadership of the proletariat. The proletariat no longer in itself forms a revolu-

tionary agent; instead, it attains an elected, responsible, and revocable leadership position in the process of collective

self-government, which would create communism thanks to its emerging institutional structure based on popular

participation.

As a result, Marx initially conceptualizes the people as the emancipatory agent of a given state based on the Athe-

nianmodel of democracyagainst themonarchandbureaucratic administration. Later, heemphasizes the revolutionary

agency of the proletariat to bring about communism through the centralized control of the state apparatus and pub-

lic ownership of the means of production. However, following the Paris Commune, Marx reconceptualizes political

change as springing from the common people’s participation in self-government under the elected, responsible, and

revocable leadership of the proletariat.
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4 KÖKERER

1 DIRECT DEMOCRACY

InCritique ofHegel’s Philosophy of Right,Marx directly confrontsHegel’s understanding of themonarch as the sovereign

of the state as opposed to the sovereignty of the people “based on the wild idea of ‘the people’” (Hegel, 1952, p. 183).

Here, the issueof representation constitutes the coreofMarx’s critique.Heargues that themonarch “is sovereign in so

far as he represents the unity of the people, and thus he is himselfmerely a representative, a symbol of the sovereignty

of thepeople” (Marx, 1970, p. 28). In sharp contrastwithHegel, “Marxopts for thinking thepolitical realm fromtheper-

spective of the sovereignty of the people” (Abensour, 2011, p. 48). Thus, themonarch cannot be the actual sovereign of

the state, since his position as themonarch is due to the sovereignty of the people, i.e., he only represents the people’s

sovereignty.

It iswithin this frameworkof conceptualizingpopular sovereignty asopposed tomonarchical sovereignty thatMarx

develops his idea of democracy and “undertakes a quite passionate defense of democracy” (Springborg, 1984b, p. 48).

True democracy (wahre Demokratie), according to Marx, is the only true form of government in the sense that the

people, i.e., “the whole Demos” (Marx, 1970, p. 29), determine its own political constitution.1 Unlike the monarchi-

cal form of government in which the individual in civil society belongs to the political constitution that is determined

by the monarch, in democracy “the constitution not only in itself, according to essence, but according to existence

and actuality is returned to its real ground, actual man, the actual people, and established as its own work” (Marx,

1970, pp. 29–30). In a true democracy, popular sovereignty “must be constitutive, constitutional in the full sense of the

term2” (Raulet, 2001, p. 9). Thus, true democracy is “that state of society inwhich the individual is no longer juxtaposed

against society” (Avineri, 1968, p. 34). It signifies a “full reconstruction of social and political life3” (Kouvelakis, 2001,

p. 17). Marx views democracy as that form of government in which the people realize their political agency by creat-

ing their own particular constitution andmode of government, which is based on “human existence, while in the other

political forms, man has only legal existence” (Marx, 1970, p. 30). For Marx, “only democracy can satisfy universalist

needs” (Levin, 1989, p. 16) of human beings.

The individual in democracy does not have a dual existence in the separated form of the political community and

civil society. The political individual has no longer “his particular and separate existence beside the unpolitical, private

man” (Marx, 1970, pp. 30–31) as they do in monarchical or republican forms of government. Thus, “in true democracy

the political state disappears [der politische Staat untergehe]” (Marx, 1970, pp. 30–31), and the political constitution

signifies the self-determination of the people.

Here, it is important to note that whenMarx talks about democracy in opposition to monarchy, he has in mind the

ancient Athenian (Abensour, 2011, p. 33) and, to a lesser extent, Roman experiences with self-government (see de

Ste. Croix (1975) for a detailed discussion of Marx’s engagement with Athenian and Roman histories). He maintains

that these ancient people “were the sovereign people” (Marx, 1970, p. 38)who shaped “the content of the state” (Marx,

1970, p. 31), unlike themodern state inwhich there exists a distinction between the political and non-political spheres.

Moreover, ancient Athenian and Roman societies did not create bureaucracies, which were prevalent in other ancient

societies (e.g., Egypt), and are preponderant in modern society. As Marx states, “no one ever heard of the Greek or

Roman statesmen taking an examination” (Marx, 1970, p. 51). This is a crucial point for Marx because human eman-

cipation in modern society necessarily requires the abolition (Aufhebung) of bureaucracy. For him, bureaucracy is “the

institutional incarnation of political alienation” (Avineri, 1968, p. 48). As opposed to Hegel’s characterization of the

bureaucratic class as the universal class, Marx’s “anti-bureaucratic impulse” (Abensour, 2011, p. 41) reveals that its

abolition should happen “through the particular interest really becoming universal” (Marx, 1970, p. 58) in the demo-

cratic formof government. His understanding of true democracy directly counters “state politics as the profession and

privileged exercise of power by bureaucracy in the interest of private proprietors” (Chrysis, 2018, p. 180).

For Marx, only in a democratic form of government in which the people as the sovereign agent actualize their own

political constitution and state, human emancipation can be achieved. In democracy, “the governing power, the pra-

tique by which the political universal applies to the social particularity, should not be anything other than the actual
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KÖKERER 5

expression of the will of the people4” (Renault, 2001, p. 30). Marx’s conceptualization of true democracy “announces

the abolition of bureaucracy as a specialized body of political domination and advances citizens’ vita activa through the

diffusion of politics throughout the entire social body” (Chrysis, 2018, p. 109). The political constitution, which is “a

true expression of the people’s will” (Marx, 1970, p. 58), can only be determined by the political agency of the people,

not by themonarch and bureaucratic agents.

As a result, this Athenian model of self-government and participatory democracy in which the demos, who is

selected by lot to one-year term offices, directly participates in the government of the city-state, constitutes the

core of Marx’s understanding of democracy and political agency. As Hunt (1974, p. 83) stresses, within his discus-

sion on democracy, “no other political structure in theWestern tradition so closely resemblesMarx’s ideal as Periclean

Athens.” Insteadofbeing ruledby thebureaucratic class specialized in administrative tasks, thismodel functionson the

basis of amateur citizen participation in government and administrative offices, which precludes bureaucratization.

The individual is both part and parcel of the whole, i.e., the demos in the ekklesia (assembly), dikasteria (popular courts),

boule (council), and nomothetai (lawmakers), and actively engaged in the day-to-day administration of the city-state.

Therefore, Marx’s conceptualization of democracy as based on the unity of the universal and the particular seems to

be heavily influenced by the ancient model of democracy (Femia, 1993, p. 76), which he employs not only to challenge

Hegel’s understanding of monarchical sovereignty but also to present it as the source of human emancipation. The

people’s “historical intervention5” (Bidet, 2001, pp. 75–76) in establishing and sustaining democracy, as opposed to

nondemocratic forms of government, would bring about human emancipation inmodern society.

2 PROLETARIAN REVOLUTION

Marx continues his critique of the separation of the political community and civil society in On the Jewish Question.

Yet, he replaces the concept of democracy with the concept of species-being (Gattungswesen)6 in discussing human

emancipation. This indicates the beginning of a shift in his conception of political change which over time results in

a distinct understanding of political change as emerging from the revolutionary agency of the proletariat, as will be

discussedbelow. In this essay, humanemancipation emerges from the abolition of the distinction between the abstract

citizen and the egoistic individual. In addition, while he talks about true democracy in general terms in his previous

work, here, Marx focuses on the really existing democratic forms of government in the 19th century, i.e., England and

the United States, which are conditioned by the separation of the political and private individual, and “exposes the

weaknesses and limitations of existing democratic practices” (Pierson, 1986, p. 16). Thus, Marx pays attention to the

historical context of existing democratic governments as he reorients his conception of political change. Finally, Marx

does not talk about a particular emancipatory agent here, but rather describes what human emancipation would look

like when the separation of the individual’s life into political and civil spheres is negated.

Marx uses the concept of species-being in order to contrast the abstract existence of the individual as part of an

imaginary whole in the political community to their isolatedmaterial existence in civil society:

The perfected political state is, by its nature, the species-life [Gattungsleben] of man as opposed to his

material life. All the presuppositions of this egoistic life continue to exist in civil society outside the politi-

cal sphere, asqualities of civil society. . . Man inhismost intimate reality, in civil society, is aprofanebeing.

Here, where he appears both to himself and to others as a real individual he is an illusory phenomenon.

In the state, on the contrary, where he is regarded as a species-being, man is the imaginary member of

an imaginary sovereignty, divested of his real, individual life, and infused with an unreal universality.

(Marx, 1972b, pp. 33–34)

As a direct consequence of political emancipation from religion, the individual now has a double existence. They act

in political life as “the public person,” whereas in civil society they exist in differentiation from the others as “the
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6 KÖKERER

private person” (Marx, 1972b, p. 35). Thedemocratic state is emancipated fromreligionby “relegat[ing] religion among

the other elements of civil society” (Marx, 1972b, p. 36) as the private matter of the individual, who practices their

own religion “in a profane manner” (Marx, 1972b, p. 37). In the democratic state, the individual does not realize their

species-being in the real world, but only in the imaginary world of the political community as an abstract citizen. They

are completely separated and isolated from others in civil society where they exist in their real life.

Unlikehis characterizationof human freedom in termsof the self-determinationof thepeople in the formofdemoc-

racy in his previouswork,Marx considers the democratic state as characterized by the transference of the individual’s

true nature, species-being to the imaginary realm of the state. Meanwhile, in their actual life, they continue to exist as

egoistic, isolated human beings. Therefore, in political democracy,

man, not merely one man but every man, is there considered a sovereign being, a supreme being; but

it is uneducated, unsocial man, man just as he is in his fortuitous existence, man as he has been cor-

rupted, lost to himself, alienated, subjected to the rule of inhuman conditions and elements, by the

whole organization of our society—in shortmanwho is not yet a real species-being. (Marx, 1972b, p. 39)

The political revolution that emancipates the state from religion at the same time “regards civil society. . . as the basis

of its own existence, as a self-subsistent precondition, and thus as its natural basis” (Marx, 1972b, p. 46). The individ-

ual’s abstract imagination as a citizen in the political community becomes fully subsumed to their real existence in the

form of the egoistic individual, who “is identified with authentic man [eigentlichen Menschen]” (Marx, 1972b, p. 46).

Whereas they are conceived as a species-being only in imagination as an abstract citizen, their egoistic and isolated

existence as a private individual in civil society constitutes their real-life experience. Thus, Marx rejects the idea of

political emancipation as the final form of emancipation of the individual. Instead, he insists on the need for human

emancipation through the recognition and organization of the individual’s “own powers (forces propres) as social pow-

ers” (Marx, 1972b, p. 46). It is only through the self-realization of the species-being in the realworld that humanbeings

can become social beings throughout their actual existence among one another.

Asmentioned above,Marx does not deal with the question of political agency in this work. Yet, he revisits the ques-

tion of political agency in its relationship with human emancipation in Introduction to Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of

Right. His exposure to “the French working class in Paris, where he emigrated shortly after completing the Critique”

(O’Malley, 1970, p. LIII), facilitates a change in his understanding of emancipatory agency. In addition to his reorienta-

tion toward the analysis of the existing forms of democratic government starting from the winter of 1843–1844 after

whichhearrives at the impossibility of achievinghumanemancipationwithin the context of thedemocratic state,Marx

here starts to explore the revolutionary potential of the proletariat as the universal class for human emancipation for

the entire humanity. Thus, as soon as he identifies “the proletariat as the agency of liberation early in 1844, Marx

ceased to use the term ‘democracy’ as the label for either the political movement or the type of society he favoured”

(Levin, 1989, p. 18).

In this work, Marx “develops a problematique which is undeniably irreducible to that of Critique of Hegel’s Philoso-

phy of Right7” (Renault, 2001, p. 24). The main agent for human emancipation now takes the form of a particular class,

which “associates and mingles with society at large, identifies itself with it, and is felt and recognized as the general

representative [allgemeiner Repräsentant] of this society” (Marx, 1972c, p. 62). Marx, “for the first time” (Avineri, 1968,

p. 58), depicts the class war conducted by a particular class, which would bring about human emancipation for the

entire society (Ricoeur, 1986, p. 26). He argues that “for a popular revolution [Revolution eines Volkes] and the emancipa-

tion of a particular class [Emanzipation einer besonderen Klasse] of civil society to coincide, for one class to represent the

whole of society, another class must concentrate in itself all the evils of society, a particular class must embody and

represent a general obstacle and limitation” (Marx, 1972c, p. 63).

Human emancipation occurs in opposition to and struggle with the oppressing class (der Stand der Unterjochung)

through the revolutionary action of the liberating class (der Stand der Befreiung). The latter, which is the proletariat,

declares “I am nothing and I should be everything [Ich bin nichts, und ich müßte alles sein]” (Marx, 1972c, p. 63) against the
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KÖKERER 7

bourgeoisie. Through its revolutionary action the proletariat “announces the dissolution of the existing social order [die

Auflösung der bisherigen Weltordnung]” (Marx, 1972c, p. 65). Marx assigns the proletariat, whose poverty is “artificially

produced” (Marx, 1972c, p. 64) by the disintegration of society, with the task of abolishing all forms of servitude and

bringing about human emancipation for the entire society. Thus, he “sees in the proletariat the contemporary, and

final, realization of universality” (Avineri, 1968, p. 59).

Furthermore, Marx in Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts (1972d) amalgamates the concept of species-being

and the revolutionary agency of the proletariat. Rather than focusing on the dual existence of the individual in the

political community and civil society asprecluding the self-realizationof species-being, henowdiscusses species-being

within the framework of capitalist production. For Marx, the capitalist production process results in the alienation of

the individual from their species-being:

In estranging from man (1) nature, and (2) himself, his own active functions, his life-activity [seine

Lebenstätigkeit], estranged labour estranges the species [Gattung] from man. It turns from him the life

of the species [Gattungsleben] into a means of individual life [Mittel des individuellen Lebens]. First it

estranges the life of the species and individual life, and secondly it makes individual life in its abstract

form the purpose of the life of the species, likewise in the abstract and estranged form. (Marx, 1972d,

p. 75)

His understanding of species-being now revolves around the question of alienated, estranged labor (cf. Wood, 2004,

pp. 18–19), which estranges the individual’s conscious life-activity andmakes it appear “only as a means to life [Lebens-

mittel]” (Marx, 1972d, p. 76). During the capitalist production process “estranged labour tears from him his species life,

his real species objectivity” (Marx, 1972d, p. 76). The individual’s species-consciousness is “transformed by estrange-

ment in such a way that the species life becomes for him a means” (Marx, 1972d, p. 77). Their species-being becomes

something alien to the individual, which also leads to their estrangement from other individuals.

Marx argues that capitalist production results in the alienation, estrangement of the worker whose sole way to

achieve emancipation from their servitude is through the revolutionary action of the proletariat. By emancipating the

worker from their servitude to capital, the proletarian revolution would bring about not only the workers’ emancipa-

tion but also humanemancipation. For “the emancipation of theworkers contains universal humanemancipation—and

it contains this, because thewhole of human servitude is involved in the relationof theworker to production, and every

relation of servitude is but amodification and consequence of this relation” (Marx, 1972d, p. 80). Thus,Marx views the

possibility for human emancipation in modern society solely through the emancipation of the proletariat from the

capitalist production process, which estranges it from its species-being throughout its life-activity.

He entangles proletarian emancipationwith humanemancipation, “as the enslavement of the proletariat is paradig-

matic to all forms of human unfreedom” (Avineri, 1968, p. 60). It is through the revolutionary action of the proletariat

that communism, which “is the position as the negation of the negation, and is hence the actual [wirkliche] phase neces-

sary for the next stage of historical development in the process of human emancipation and recovery” (Marx, 1972d,

p. 93), would be established. Once private property and capitalist society are abolished through the proletarian revo-

lution, a new individual in harmonywith their species-being and “profoundly endowedwith all the senses [tief allsinnigen]”

(Marx, 1972d, p. 89) in their coexistence with others would begin to arise under communism. Only then “the demands

of the proletariat, its interests as universal class, coincide with the actuality of communism which, as the positive

abolition of private property, is precisely the catalyst of the new world which is coming into being” (O’Malley, 1970,

p. LIX).

Finally, The German Ideology signifies the culmination of Marx’s association of the proletariat as the universal class

with emancipatory agency.Marx, alongwith Engels, develops his theory of the proletarian revolution as a result of the

tension between the universal development of productive forces and social relations of production. As this tension

grows in capitalist societies, “the propertylessmass” (Marx & Engels, 1972a, pp. 161–162), that is, the proletariat puts

an end to the most advanced form of human domination in the guise of the domination of the capitalist class over
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8 KÖKERER

the working class “by means of a revolution” (Marx & Engels, 1972a, p. 168). The aim of the proletarian revolution is

“the appropriation of a totality of productive forces and in the thus postulated development of a totality of capacities”

(Marx & Engels, 1972a, p. 191), and therefore the creation of universal control over the means of production by all.

Through its revolutionary action against capitalists and appropriation of productive forces, “private property comes

to an end” (Marx & Engels, 1972a, p. 192), and the proletariat “succeed[s] in ridding itself of all the much of ages and

become fitted to found society anew” (Marx & Engels, 1972a, pp. 192–193). Here, the direct target of the proletarian

revolution is the control of the statewhich is under the domination of the capitalist class. By “overthrow[ing] the State”

(Marx&Engels, 1972a, p. 200), theproletariatwould start building a communist future,whichwouldhavehumanunity

and freedom as its basis in shaping the future organization of social relations.

Marx and Engels in The Communist Manifesto describe the aims of the proletarian movement to overthrow capital-

ist society and replace it with communism. They discuss to what extent modern society is characterized by the stark

contrast between the bourgeoisie as the owners of themeans of production and the proletariat as themembers of the

working class. They demonstrate how capitalists have an innate tendency to constantly revolutionize the productive

forces in order to accumulatemore capital, which in turn increases the size and power of theworking class. Thus, they

maintain that “not only has the bourgeoisie forged the weapons that bring death to itself; it has also called into exis-

tence themenwho are to wield those weapons—themodern working class—the proletarians” (Marx & Engels, 1972b,

p. 478).

They characterize the proletariat as the universal revolutionary agent of history, which represents the immense

majority of the population in modern society. Elaborating on the understanding of the proletariat as the emancipa-

tory agent in capitalist society, they emphasize the internationalist character of the proletariat’s revolutionary agency.

Because of the growth of industrial capitalism, which pushes more and more middling classes such as artisans, mer-

chants, and tradesmen to the proletarian ranks, the proletariat in modern society “is recruited from all classes of the

population” (Marx & Engels, 1972b, pp. 479–480). The proletarians create a movement, which “is the self-conscious,

independent movement of the immense majority, in the interests of the immense majority” (Marx & Engels, 1972b,

p. 482). As the first step, their revolutionary movement aims “to win the battle of democracy” (Marx & Engels, 1972b,

p. 490), which would put them into the ruling position. For this reason, the proletariat should “labour everywhere for

the union and agreement of the democratic parties of all countries” (Marx & Engels, 1972b, p. 500). By winning this

battle of democracy, “the proletariat will use its political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital from the bour-

geoisie, to centralise all instruments of the production in the hands of the State, i.e., of the proletariat organized as the

ruling class; and to increase the total of productive forces as rapidly as possible” (Marx & Engels, 1972b, p. 490). After

overthrowing the rule of the bourgeoisie through its domination of the state, the proletariat would then create the

conditions under which there would appear “an association in which the free development of each is the condition for

the free development of all” (Marx & Engels, 1972b, p. 491).

Throughout his analyses of revolutionary struggles in France, Marx continues to employ the understanding of

the proletariat as the revolutionary agent of history. He further distinguishes his understanding of the revolution-

ary agency of the proletariat from petty bourgeois attempts to foreground democratic struggles, which “wished to

remove autocracy and establish representative institutions, but were wary of allowing power to descend to the work-

ing classes” (Levin, 1989, p. 30). Having experienced the failures of the 1848 revolutions across Europe, “Marx had

become increasingly discouraged with the democratic movements in Europe” (Mostov, 1989, p. 207). Although his

reorientation toward the existing forms of democratic government and discovery of the proletariat constitute the

beginning of this novel conceptualization of political change, after the defeat of the revolutionary struggles in 1848, he

further foregrounds the proletariat as the universal emancipatory agent and increasingly loses his interest in democ-

racy as a political concept. Thus, the term democracy, “after 1848, becomes much less significant in their [Marx and

Engels’] political lexicon” (Doveton, 1994, p. 558).

During the late 1840s and early 1850s, he expands on his discussion of the revolutionary agency of the proletariat

by defining it as “a class in which the revolutionary interests of society are concentrated, so soon as it has risen up,

finds directly in its own situation the content and the material of its revolutionary activity” (Marx, 1964, pp. 42–43).
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KÖKERER 9

Here, he calls revolutions “the locomotives of history” (Marx, 1964, p. 120), which transform the existing social orders

with novel ones. The proletarian revolutions as the emerging revolutionary force of history,

criticize themselves constantly, interrupt themselves continually in their own course, come back to the

apparently accomplished in order to begin it afresh, deride with unmerciful thoroughness the inade-

quacies, weaknesses and paltrinesses of their first attempts, seem to throw down their adversary only

in order that hemaydrawnewstrength from the earth and rise again,more gigantic, before them, recoil

ever and anon from the indefinite prodigiousness of their own aims, until a situation has been created

which makes all turning back impossible, and the conditions themselves cry out: Hic Rhodus, hic salta!

Here is the rose, here dance! (Marx, 1963, p. 19)

The proletariat’s subordinate position vis-à-vis the bourgeoisie conditions its revolutionary potential, which leads to

the overthrow of the capitalist order. Here, the English proletariat occupies a key role in Marx’s consideration of the

proletariat as the universal agent of history. Because England is themost advanced industrial country, the proletariat’s

direct opposition to capitalists is present in themost crystallized and developed form there. Other societies, which are

yet to be industrialized, will follow the lead of England in the formation of the capitalist order, whichwill necessarily be

characterized by the exploitation of the immense majority of their populations, that is, the working class by the bour-

geoisie. The proletarian revolution spearheaded by the Englishworking class in response to “a new crisis” (Marx, 1963,

p. 135) would attain a universal significance, since when it comes “to the head of the people that dominates the world

market, to the head of England” (Marx, 1963, pp. 113–114), the workers of other nations would join in their collective

anti-capitalist struggles and aim to establish a communist future. Thus, Marx continues to employ an internationalist

understanding of the revolutionary agency of the proletariat in his political conception during this period.

This association of the proletariat with revolutionary agency continues throughout the 1860s. Even though Capi-

tal signifies a fundamental turning point in Marx’s understanding of the capitalist mode of production as he explains

in detail the inner dynamics of the capitalist production process based on the exploitation of labor and expropriation

of surplus value by capitalists, his consideration of political change under capitalism is still expressed in similar terms

with those he used since thewinter of 1843/1844.Marx reveals how the inherent tensions between the development

of the means of production and social relations of production in capitalist society lead to the growth of “the revolt of

the working class, a class constantly increasing in numbers, and trained, united and organized by the very mechanism

of the capitalist process of production” (Marx, 1976, p. 929). The processes of “the centralization of the means of pro-

duction and the socialization of labour reach a point at which” (Marx, 1976, p. 929) they can no longer be compatible

with the capitalist private property regime. At that moment, the proletariat emerges in the historical arena as the sole

revolutionary force to overthrow the capitalist system and replace it with its own rule. Referring directly to his discus-

sion of the proletarian revolution in The Communist Manifesto through a footnote, Marx declares that the proletarian

revolution results in “the expropriation of a few usurpers by themass of the people” (Marx, 1976, p. 930).

3 SELF-GOVERNMENT UNDER THE LEADERSHIP OF THE PROLETARIAT

Marx’s understanding of political change fundamentally changes following the emergence of the Paris Commune in

spring 1871 (see Lefebvre, 1965, for a compelling account of Marx’s ideas about the Commune). It is well known that

Marx expresses his skepticism about the success of a possible working-class revolt in France just months before the

proclamation of the Paris Commune (Avineri, 1968, p. 200; Johnstone, 1971, p. 447;Marx, 1989a, p. 39;Marx, 1989b,

p. 57; Mostov, 1989, p. 207). Within his framework of historical change, the French proletariat does not constitute

a likely candidate for pushing forward the revolution. For Marx, this could only be realized by the proletariat of the

most developed country, England. As he famously declares, “England alone can serve as the lever for a serious economic

Revolution” (Marx, 1985, p. 117). However, once Parisians revolt against and topple the central government following

 14678675, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-8675.12741 by R

eadcube (L
abtiva Inc.), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [03/03/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



10 KÖKERER

thedefeat in theFranco-PrussianWar,Marxbegins toexplore thepromiseof theCommuneon its ownhistorical terms.

In his letter to Dr. Kugelmann written on April 17, 1871, that is, while the Commune was in existence, he justifies this

change in his orientation:

World history would indeed be very easy to make, if the struggle were taken up only on condition of

infallibly favourable chances. It would, on the other hand, be of a very mystical nature, if “accidents”

played no part. These accidents themselves fall naturally into the general course of development and

are compensated again by other accidents. But acceleration and delay are very dependent upon such

“accidents,” which include the “accident” of the character of those who at first stand at the head of the

movement. (Marx, 1940a, p. 87)

Following the accident of the Paris Commune, Marx pays specific attention to “those who at first stand at the head of

themovement,” that is, the proletariat. He discusses the promise of their leadership role in popular self-government in

Paris through their delegated and responsible exercise of authority. In addition, by emphasizing (Rubel, 1983, p. 101)

the Commune’s “break with traditional political institutions,” Marx suggests “a possible model of socialist democratic

institutions” (Mostov, 1989, p. 206) and “a positive model of revolutionary democracy” (Doveton, 1994, p. 576). Thus,

he discusses the relationship between popular participation and proletarian leadership in the institutional order of

the Commune.

Here,Marx’s analysis of theCommune inCivilWar in France (1940b) revolves around the question of the function of

the state apparatus following theCommunard takeover (Abensour, 2011, pp. 84–85).He stresses that the institutional

foundations of the state as they exist under capitalism cannot constitute the basis of a communist future. Hemaintains

that “the working class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made state machinery, and wield it for its own purpose”

(Marx, 1940b, p. 54). This point is repeated and directly quoted in his 1872 Preface to The Communist Manifesto (Marx

& Engels, 1972b, p. 470) where he emphasizes the point’s “pro[of] by the Commune.” As Lefebvre (1965, p. 33) argues,

“theMarxist theory of thewithering awayof the state,whichwas present in embryo inMarx’s earliestworks, followed,

rather than preceded, the experience of the Commune.8” The sine qua non of a communist future is therefore a novel

institutional order characterized by popular self-government under the leadership of the proletariat, which must be

created in different terms than the centrally and bureaucratically run state machinery.

Marx discusses the Communards’ abolition of the preceding centralized forms of administration and government

and creation of participatory institutional mechanisms (Abensour, 2011, pp. 86–87). He supports these novel institu-

tions because they “return decision making about public concerns to the sphere of social cooperation, and encourage

both equal participation of all citizens and the accountability of public officials” (Mostov, 1989, p. 206). The Com-

mune displays a combination of popular participation in self-government and the leadership role of the proletariat

in the exercise of their delegated, responsible, and revocable authority. Here, it is important to directly quote Marx’s

take on the relationship between popular participation and proletarian leadership in the institutional order of the

Commune:

The Commune was formed of the municipal councillors, chosen by universal suffrage in the various

wards of the town, responsible and revocable at short terms. The majority of its members were nat-

urally 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. So were the offi-

cials of all other branches of the administration. From the members of the Commune downwards,

the public service had to be done at workmen’s wages. . . Not only municipal administration, but the

whole initiative hitherto exercised by the state was laid into the hands of the Commune. (Marx, 1940b,

p. 57)
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KÖKERER 11

Marx emphasizes the employment of universal suffrage by theCommunards in directly electing their councilors based

on the ward system. The universal eligibility for voting constitutes a significant extension of democratic political

practices. Thus, popular participation through institutional structures creates the conditions of responsible elected

officials. Along with this responsibility through election, the introduction of accountability mechanisms, which ren-

ders those councilors “revocable at short terms,” plays an important role in Marx’s conception of political legitimacy.

Marx considers the authority of those councilors as derived from the direct participation of the Communards who

delegate the exercise of their authority only for a predetermined period of time and purposewhile reserving their ulti-

mate authority to recall them. Thus, the institutional order of the Commune is constructed on the basis of the people

as awhole’s conditional delegation of the exercise of their authority to elected, responsible, and revocable agentswho

in turn can exercise their authority insofar as the former authorize them to do so.

Here, Marx attributes to the proletariat a crucial role in the revolutionary transformation process. The proletari-

ans constitute the majority of councilors and therefore have a leading role through their majoritarian representation.

However, they are directly accountable to the Communards who retain their right to recall and elect different repre-

sentatives. In addition, accountability mechanisms are not limited to the representatives. All administrative officials,

including “magistrates and judges [who] were to be elective, responsible and revocable” (Marx, 1940b, p. 58), are

“turned into the responsible and at all times revocable agent of the Commune.” Again, Marx conceptualizes political

legitimacy in the form of the Parisians’ conditional delegation of the exercise of their authority to elected, responsible,

and revocable agents. Thus, he states that “never were elections more sifted, never delegates fuller representing the

masses fromwhich theyhad sprung” (Marx, 1986a, p. 483). Finally, the equalizationof thewages across all government

and administrative officials with that of “workmen’s wages” facilitates the proletarians to run for offices. By rendering

participation in government and administrative offices as a feasible activity this novel institutional order enables the

proletarians to participate in political institutions as representatives and officials.

This institutional order based on popular participation transcends the boundaries of Paris. Marx describes to what

extent popular self-government would be instituted all around France:

The Paris Commune was, of course, to serve as a model to all the great industrial centres of France.

The communal régime once established in Paris and the secondary centres, the old centralised govern-

mentwould in the provinces, too, have to giveway to the self-government of the producers. . . The rural

communes of every district were to administer their common affairs by an assembly of delegates in the

central town, and these district assemblies were again to send deputies to the National Delegation in

Paris, each delegate to be at any time revocable and bound by themandat imperatif (formal instructions)

of his constituents. The few but important functions which still would remain for a central government

were not to be suppressed, as has been intentionally misstated, but were to be discharged by Commu-

nal and therefore strictly responsible agents. The unity of the nation was not to be broken, but, on the

contrary, to be organized by the Communal Constitution, and to become a reality by the destruction

of the state power which claimed to be the embodiment of that unity independent of, and superior to,

the nation itself, from which it was but a parasitic excrescence. While the merely repressive organs of

the old governmental powerwere to be amputated, its legitimate functionswere to bewrested froman

authority usurping pre-eminence over society itself, and restored to the responsible agents of society.

Instead of deciding once in three or six years whichmember of the ruling class was tomisrepresent the

people in Parliament, universal suffrage was to serve the people, constituted in Communes, as individ-

ual suffrage serves every other employer in the search for the workmen and managers in his business.

(Marx, 1940b, pp. 58–59)

Accountability mechanisms of the Commune would be reproduced in other industrial and rural centers, which would

institutionalize popular self-government under the leadership of the proletariat. The central government would also

employ a further mechanism of accountability by requiring the elected, responsible, and revocable delegates of each
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12 KÖKERER

locality to be constrained by the direct mandates of their constituencies. Considering that the vast majority of the

French population lived in rural centers, the peasantry as the dominant social group of most localities would directly

participate in the election aswell as control of their proletarian leaders.On the one hand, the peasantrywould actively

participate in the politics of their localities by discussing, deliberating, and making decisions about how to organize

their own government. On the other hand, since the institution of direct mandates would empower them with the

decision-making power in national politics, the peasantrywould get progressively educated in the politics of the entire

country, and therefore their political empowerment would transcend the boundaries of their immediate localities.

Thus, unlike his infamous claim about the peasantry in France as being “a sack of potatoes” (Marx, 1963) some20 years

prior to the establishment of theCommune,Marx attributes a crucial role to thepeasantry as part of theFrenchpeople

for the revolutionary transformation of capitalist society under the leadership of the proletariat.

Furthermore, Marx argues that the remaining functions of the central government would be “restored to the

responsible agents of society”who derive their delegated, temporary, and revocablemandate directly from the people

as a whole. In this way, the government would be “emptied of that kind of power that made it into a force independent

vis-à-vis society” (Avineri, 1968, p. 209). It would now be filled “with a new social content [which] entailed truly demo-

cratic forms” (Draper, 1974, p. 102). For this reason, the Commune “published its doings and sayings, it initiated the

public into all its shortcomings” (Marx, 1940b, p. 67), which enabled the common people, both urban and rural, to be

informed about their delegates’ activities in a transparent manner. As a result, Marx argues that the Paris Commune

is fundamentally different from “themediaeval Communes, which first preceded, and afterwards became the substra-

tum of, that very state power” (Marx, 1940b, p. 59), because it came into existence not only by abolishing the centrally

and bureaucratically run government and administration but also by putting forward a network of local self-governing

entities under the leadership of the proletariat. In this institutional order, local liberty of municipality would no longer

be “a check upon the now superseded state power,” but rather provide “the basis of really democratic institutions”

(Marx, 1940b, p. 60).

In addition to the people’s conditional delegation of the exercise of their authority to proletarian leaders, the Com-

mune, according toMarx, is the epitome of “a working class government, the produce of the struggle of the producing

against the appropriating class, the political form at last discovered under which to work out the economical emanci-

pation of labour” (Marx, 1940b, p. 60). This becomes possible only through the Commune’s institutional order based

on popular participation, which serves “as a lever for uprooting the economical foundations upon which rests the

existence of classes, and therefore of class rule” (Marx, 1940b, pp. 60–61). Whereas just one year before the procla-

mation of the Commune, Marx, as mentioned above, argues that the English proletariat could alone be a lever for

revolutionary transformation, now he views the Commune itself, through its combination of popular participation

and proletarian leadership, as a lever for communist revolution. Thus, for Marx, the Commune “was an instance of

the extension of democracy to its sociological foundations and created through the democratically oriented collective

action of workers” (Niemi, 2010, p. 47).

The proletariat’s role as the leader of the Communards takes placewithin a broad coalition of various social groups

(Marx, 1986a, pp. 492, 496). The proletariat is “openly acknowledged as the only class capable of social initiative,

even by the great bulk of the Paris middle class—shopkeepers, tradesmen, merchants—the wealthy capitalist alone

excepted” (Marx, 1940b, p. 62). This acknowledgment of the emancipatory agency of the proletariat by the people

of Paris as a whole crystallizes in the institutional order that facilitates popular participation in conjunction with the

elected and revocable leadership of the proletariat. Here, the Commune is both “the true representative of all the

healthy elements of French society, and therefore the truly national government. . . , at the same time, as a working

men’s government, as the bold champion of the emancipation of labour” (Marx, 1940b, pp. 64–65). The working exis-

tence of the Commune leads to “the invention of an emancipatory political form proper to the proletariat” (Abensour,

2011, p. 88). The proletariat acquires a new historical mission of “bringing praxis closer to the truth, realizing the truth

of social praxis, putting an end to the state and politics9” (Lefebvre, 1965, pp. 390–391).

The institutional order of the Commune is predicated on the Communards’ conditional delegation of the exercise

of their authority to their responsible, elected, revocable delegates drawn from the proletariat throughwhose leader-
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KÖKERER 13

ship the capitalist class would be expropriated. Thus, the Commune’s short working existence “could but betoken the

tendency of a government of the people by the people” (Marx, 1940b, p. 65). The Commune “demanded forms of local

self-government that would make possible the greatest measure of initiative and popular participation at grass-roots

level” (Johnstone, 1971, p. 457). Its government is based on the idea of “the people acting for itself by itself” (Marx,

1986a, pp. 463–464). As a result, Marx notes that “working men’s Paris, with its Commune, will be forever celebrated

as the glorious harbinger of a new society” (Marx, 1940b, pp. 81–82).

Marx’s understanding of the Commune as the lever for overthrowing capitalist society and replacing it with a

communist one leads him to further get involved in democratic politics through the institutional leadership of the

proletariat. A close reading and analysis of Marx’s writings for the period between 1870 and 1883, including his

correspondences, published and unpublished manuscripts and pamphlets, letters, journalistic pieces, and interviews,

demonstrates to what extent Marx constructs his new political positions, ideas, and proposals by directly drawing on

the experience of the Commune. The combination of popular participation and proletarian leadership gives birth to a

peculiar institutional articulation during this period.

Marx explicitly states the necessity to create and support proletarian political parties in Europe and the United

States as early as the summer of 1871 (Johnstone, 1971, p. 452;Marx, 1986b, p. 601). The experience of theCommune

proves “the idea that the workers had to organise themselves in their own party” (Gaido, 2021, p. 108). This idea con-

stitutes the core of the resolutions of the LondonConference of the InternationalWorkingMen’s Association (IWMA)

in the fall of 1871, which later were amended to the General Rules and Administrative Regulations of the IWMA in

the fall of 1872 at the Hague Conference (Marx, 1988a;Marx & Engels, 1988, p. 243). Marx explains that “it is not just

today that theAssociation asks theworkers to engage in politics, but all the time” (Marx, 1986c, p. 617). Therefore, the

Conference resolutions, which were written by Marx and Engels, declare that “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” and “in the militant state of the working class, its economical movement and its political action

are indissolubly united” (Marx & Engels, 1986, p. 427). Thus, they call for the establishment of proletarian political

parties, especially in Europe, which would play the leadership role in the democratic politics of their countries (Marx,

1989c, p. 535; Marx, 1989d, p. 239; Marx, 1989e, p. 575). The proletarian political parties would become the centers

of revolutionary action whose goal would be to unite and get the support of the majority of the citizenry in order to

conquer the political power of their countries by transforming political institutions “from the instrument of deception

which it has beenhitherto into an instrument of emancipation” (Marx, 1989f, p. 340). As a result,Marx institutionalizes

the leadership of the proletariat through the idea of forming and developing independent proletarian political parties,

whichwould be the leading forces of revolutionary action through their representation of thewide strata of their soci-

eties. As he clearly expresses in an interviewwith The Chicago Tribune correspondent in early 1879, “those revolutions

will bemade by themajority. No revolution can bemade by a party, but by a Nation” (Marx, 1989e, p. 576).

The promise of popular participation under the institutionalized leadership of proletarian political parties in facil-

itating and bringing about communism is directly connected with the IWMA’s decision to move its General Council

from London to New York in 1872. In his remarks on the Hague Congress of 1872, Marx acknowledges “the existence

of countries like America, England, and if I knew your institutions better I might add Holland, where the workers may

achieve their aims by peaceful means” (Marx, 1988b, p. 255). Again, as his reference to his lack of knowledge about

the institutions of Holland suggests, he attributes the revolutionary potential of these parties to the democratic insti-

tutional order of these countries which concerns him for the rest of his life. Especially the United States, for Marx, “is

becoming the world of workers par excellence” (Marx, 1988b, p. 255). As the English proletariat suffers in “the hands

of the venal Trades Union leaders and professional agitators” (Marx, 1991a, p. 299), he argues for the relocation of the

General Council from London to New York. Even though the IWMA ceases to de facto function by 1874, and disbands

itself in 1876,Marx continues to think that “there’s a pretty fair storm brewing over there, and the transfer of the cen-

tre of the International to the United States may yet, post festum, be presented with a quite exceptional opportunity”

(Marx, 1991b, p. 251).
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14 KÖKERER

His interest in the institutionalized leadership of the proletariat through their own political parties is not specific

to the United States, the UK, and the Netherlands. Beginning with the Franco-Prussian War (Marx, 1989g, p. 3), and

intensifying following theproclamationof theCommune,Marx starts to consider theGermanproletariat as a potential

leader in the revolutionary struggle in Europe. Here, the Social Democratic Party of Germany, in line with his concep-

tion of proletarian political parties as the leaders of revolutionary action, constitutes themost effective political force

in continental Europe. Thus, Marx “saw the German Social-Democratic Workers’ Party as a bastion for rallying the

forces of the international working class, as its vanguard contingent” (Vasilyeva, 1988, p. XXXI).

In addition, Marx’s direct confrontation with Bakunin and anarchists, and their expulsion from the IWMA, demon-

strate to what extent he conceives of the proletariat’s institutionalized leadership role through popular participation

as the sine qua non for the success of the communist revolution. By denouncing Bakunin and his followers in Geneva,

Marx argues that onemust be “so stupid or so naïve as to attempt to deny to theworking class any realmeans of strug-

gle. For all arms with which to fight must be drawn from society as it is” (Marx, 1988c, p. 394). As opposed to Bakunin,

who “deduces that the proletariat should rather do nothing at all. . . and just wait for the day of universal liquidation

the Last Judgement” (Marx, 1989h, p. 521), Marx proposes the creation of proletarian political parties, which would

enable the proletariat to play a leading role in the revolutionary transformation of their societies.

Finally, Marx’s attempts to distance the IWMA from English trade unions and representatives of working class in

the House of Commons showcase the necessity to form independent proletarian political parties for revolutionary

purposes. Hemaintains that “the Englishworking class had gradually become evermore demoralized as a result of the

period of corruption after 1848, andhad finally reached the stage of being nomore than an appendageof the great Lib-

eral Party, i.e. of its oppressors, the capitalists. Its direction had passed completely into the hands of the venal Trades

Union leaders and professional agitators” (Marx, 1991a, p. 299). Therefore, he emphasizes the necessity for establish-

ing an independent proletarian political party in England which would be the leading revolutionary force through its

engagement with political institutions.

Marx’s understanding of political change through the emancipatory agency of the proletariat as the leader of pop-

ular self-government takes a further articulation in his discussion of the dictatorship of the proletariat inCritique of the

Gotha Program. Marx continues to consider the necessity to imagine a communist society “as it emerges from capitalist

society” (Marx, 1972a, p. 529):

Between capitalist and communist society lies the period of the revolutionary transformation of the

one into the other. There corresponds to this also a political transition period in which the state can be

nothing but the revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat. (Marx, 1972a, p. 538)

“The period of the revolutionary transformation of the one into the other” constitutes the core of his understanding of

political change towards the end of his life. By calling this period of political transition “the revolutionary dictatorship

of the proletariat,” Marx confirms the leadership of the proletariat within the framework of the people as a whole’s

conditional delegation of the exercise of their authority to the former (Lefebvre, 1965, p. 37). As Ypi’s (2020, p. 281)

analysis ofMarx’s use of the concept of dictatorship in its historical relationshipwith theRoman institutionof dictator-

ship as well as its French revolutionary employment by the Jacobins suggests, in Marx’s view, “the dictatorship of the

proletariat embodies the democratic rule of the oppressed majority of people” whose institutional rule gives “more

radical form” to existing freedoms. Here, the proletariat acts “on behalf of the majority of the people, from whom it

derived its mandate” (Johnstone, 1971, p. 454). Therefore,Marx’s understanding of the dictatorship of the proletariat

“has a profound democratic character, in line with the radical interpretation of freedom as both self-liberation and as

just rule, and aspiring to realise an ideal of freedom as public willing” (Ypi, 2020, p. 281).

The proletariat continues to play the leadership role in Marx’s conception of the revolutionary dictatorship of

the proletariat. The people delegate the exercise of their authority for a determinate period of time and purpose

to the proletariat, that is, “the period of the revolutionary transformation of” capitalist society into communist soci-

ety. As opposed to relying on “an elite of professional politicians, technocratic institutions, or bureaucratic managers
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KÖKERER 15

to achieve its desired political objectives,” the revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat “signals that authentic

freedom is progressively vindicated in the process of making oneself free and in the practices and institutions of col-

lective will formation established to express that freedom” (Ypi, 2020, p. 282). Accordingly, the proletariat becomes

the elected, responsible, and revocable delegates of the people as a whole with a popular mandate to end the private

ownership of themeans of production and exploitation of labor.

4 CONCLUSION

This article demonstrates that Marx’s discussions about political change under capitalism can be grouped into three

distinct periods. His earliest treatment of the subject in his Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right considers direct

democracy as the main source of human emancipation against the bureaucratic state. Second, from the winter of

1843/1844 to the spring of 1871, Marx reorients and meticulously constructs a novel understanding of political

change through the proletarian revolution. Finally, the experience and aftermath of the Paris Commune push him to

foreground self-government under the leadership of the proletariat as the lever for political change under capitalism.

Marx’s conception of political change under capitalism alters in conjunction with and responds to the political occur-

rences in his time. Thus,Marx’s dialectical interpretations of the contradictions of capitalist society do not hypostasize

in the form of a single path toward communism.

Marx’s exposition of the institutional articulation of popular participation and proletarian leadership toward the

end of his life seems to be the most relevant one among these conceptions of political change. The conception of

self-government under the leadership of proletarian leadership emphasizes the necessity to envision political change

through institutional forms based on popular participation, control, and accountability. In the absence of effective pro-

letarian movements in contemporary societies, it showcases the need to reimagine emancipatory agency in terms

of its relationship with institutional structures. Marx’s positioning of the proletariat as the leader of popular self-

government opens up the possibility of articulating the people in its plurality composed of the working classes,

precariat, immigrant laborers aswell as other social andpolitical groups in thepolitical transformationprocess through

their participation and active control in institutional structures. Yet, it is important to be careful here and reiter-

ate the main argument of this article in order to avoid hypostasizing one or the other conception of political change

that Marx employed, as it has been very frequently done by his followers, for instance, most recently Garo (2023)’s

reappropriation of communism. Marx’s critique of capitalist society is an ongoing process that foregrounds and artic-

ulates different aspects of emancipatory struggles that directly emerge from and respond to the present conditions of

capitalist society.
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ENDNOTES
1Although it is beyond the scope of this article, it is worthwhile to note the influence of Rousseau’s idea of la volonté générale
on Marx’s understanding of true democracy at this early stage of his engagement with Hegel’s Philosophy of Right since Du
Contrat Social was one of the main works he studied during the summer of 1843 while writing this work (O’Malley 1970,

p. XLV).
2 “doit être constitutive, constitutionnelle au sens plein du terme” (author’s translation).
3 “reconstruction d’ensemble de la vie sociale et politique ” (author’s translation).
4 “le pouvoir gouvernemental, l’acte par lequel l’universel politique s’applique à la particularité sociale, ne doit pas être autre

chose que l’expression actuelle de la volonté du peuple” (author’s translation).
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16 KÖKERER

5 “intervention historique” (author’s translation).
6Even thoughMarx uses this term in Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, he does not build his theory of human agency on an

understanding of species-being. He starts doing that inOn the JewishQuestion and Introduction to Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy
of Rightwhere hismain objective is to demonstrate the necessity for human emancipation in order to actualize species-being.

7 “développe une problématique qui est indéniablement irréductible à celle duManuscrit” (author’s translation).
8 “la théorie marxiste du dépérissement de l’Etat, en germe dès les premières œuvres de Marx, a suivi et non précédé

l’expérience de la Commune” (author’s translation).
9 “rapprocher le praxis de la verité, de réaliser la verité de la praxis sociale, de mettre fin à l’Etat et à la politique” (author’s

translation).
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