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Discussion Document

 

This is an important example of how Marx put into practice the method of historical materialism. 

Revealingly, it says something about his intellectual debt to Hegel, the role of the individual in history 

and the role that the past plays in the lives of the living. 

Hegel remarks somewhere that all great world-historic facts and personages appear, so to speak, 

twice. He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second time as farce. Caussidière for Danton, 

Louis Blanc for Robespierre, the Montagne of 1848 to 1851 for the Montagne of 1793 to 1795, the 

nephew for the uncle. And the same caricature occurs in the circumstances of the second edition of 

the Eighteenth Brumaire. 

Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-

selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the 

past. The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living. And 

just as they seem to be occupied with revolutionizing themselves and things, creating something 

that did not exist before, precisely in such epochs of revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up 

the spirits of the past to their service, borrowing from them names, battle slogans, and costumes in 

order to present this new scene in world history in time-honoured disguise and borrowed language. 

Thus Luther put on the mask of the Apostle Paul, the Revolution of 1789–1814 draped itself 

alternately in the guise of the Roman Republic and the Roman Empire, and the Revolution of 1848 

knew nothing better to do than to parody, now 1789, now the revolutionary tradition of 1793–95. In 

like manner, the beginner who has learned a new language always translates it back into his mother 

tongue, but he assimilates the spirit of the new language and expresses himself freely in it only when 

he moves in it without recalling the old and when he forgets his native tongue. 

When we think about this conjuring up of the dead of world history, a salient difference reveals 

itself. Camille Desmoulins, Danton, Robespierre, St. Just, Napoleon, the heroes as well as the parties 

and the masses of the old French Revolution, performed the task of their time – that of unchaining 

and establishing modern bourgeois society – in Roman costumes and with Roman phrases. The first 

one destroyed the feudal foundation and cut off the feudal heads that had grown on it. The other 

created inside France the only conditions under which free competition could be developed, 

parcelled-out land properly used, and the unfettered productive power of the nation employed; and 

beyond the French borders it swept away feudal institutions everywhere, to provide, as far as 

necessary, bourgeois society in France with an appropriate up-to-date environment on the European 
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continent. Once the new social formation was established, the antediluvian colossi disappeared and 

with them also the resurrected Romanism – the Brutuses, the Gracchi, the publicolas, the tribunes, 

the senators, and Caesar himself. Bourgeois society in its sober reality bred its own true interpreters 

and spokesmen in the Says, Cousins, Royer-Collards, Benjamin Constants, and Guizots; its real 

military leaders sat behind the office desk and the hog-headed Louis XVIII was its political chief. 

Entirely absorbed in the production of wealth and in peaceful competitive struggle, it no longer 

remembered that the ghosts of the Roman period had watched over its cradle. 

But unheroic though bourgeois society is, it nevertheless needed heroism, sacrifice, terror, civil war, 

and national wars to bring it into being. And in the austere classical traditions of the Roman Republic 

the bourgeois gladiators found the ideals and the art forms, the self-deceptions, that they needed to 

conceal from themselves the bourgeois-limited content of their struggles and to keep their passion 

on the high plain of great historic tragedy. Similarly, at another stage of development a century 

earlier, Cromwell and the English people had borrowed from the Old Testament the speech, 

emotions, and illusions for their bourgeois revolution. When the real goal had been achieved and 

the bourgeois transformation of English society had been accomplished, Locke supplanted 

Habakkuk. 

Thus the awakening of the dead in those revolutions served the purpose of glorifying the new 

struggles, not of parodying the old; of magnifying the given task in the imagination, not recoiling 

from its solution in reality; of finding once more the spirit of revolution, not making its ghost walk 

again. 

Karl Marx (1852) The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. 

 


