
German Social Democracy: 

From the International to the Political Struggles of the 1870s 

Marcello Musto 

 

I. The Limited Participation of the Germans to the   

1

 

 

Just as the bourgeois party in Prussia discredited itself and brought about its present wretched 
situation by seriously believing that with the New Era  the government had fallen into its lap by 

that the Bismarck era or any other Prussian era will make the golden apples just drop into its mouth, 
by grace of the king. It is beyond all question that Lassalle's ill-starred illusion that a Prussian 
government might intervene with socialist measures will be crowned with disappointment. The 
logic of circumstances will tell. 
illusions, even before their hollowness is punctured by experience. The working class is 
revolutionary or it is nothing.2 

 

1 At this time, the German party had about 5,000 members. 
2 Karl Marx to von Schweitzer, 13 February 1865, quoted in Marx to Engels, 18 February 1865,  
in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1987), 42: 96. 



3  

Lassalle advocated the concept of 
 

from the primary task of assuming political power in the state.  

 

4 

 

[1773-1850].5

Instead, strong opposition to the government would have been good for the social struggle: The 
most essential thing for the German working class is that it should cease to agitate by permission of the 
high government authorities. Such a bureaucratically schooled race must undergo a complete course of 
self help . 6 

In a letter to 

3 Karl Marx to Engels, 18 February 1865,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1987), 42: 97.  
4 Karl Marx, Resolutions of the Geneva Congress (1866)  in Workers Unite! The International after 150 Years, ed. Marcello 
Musto (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 86.  
5 Karl Marx to Engels, 19 September 1868,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1988), 43: 105. 
6 Karl Marx Engels, 26 September 1868,  ibid., 115. Although he declined an invitation to the Hamburg congress, 

- agitation for complete political freedom, regulation of the working day and international co-
operation of the working class - were emphasised in their programme for the congress. [...] in other words, I congratulated 

to Friedrich Engels, 26 August 1868,  ibid., 89-90. 
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8  

The brute believes in the future 
state of democracy ! Secretly that means sometimes constitutional England, sometimes the bourgeois 

United States, sometimes wretched Switzerland. He has no conception of revolutionary politics. 9 

What disappointed Marx most was that in the North German Confederation, despite the existence 
 the Lassallean General Association of German 

 there was little enthusiasm 
for the International and few requests to affiliate to it. During its first three years, German militants 
virtually ignored its existence, fearing persecution at the hands of the authorities. The weak 
internationalism of the Germans ultimately weighed more heavily than any legal aspects, however, and 
declined still further when the movement became more preoccupied with internal matters.10  

 

11

German Social Democracy any time he had a chance. 

 

II. Against the Gotha Program  and the Social-Democratic Deviation 

At the end of 1874, Marx learned from the papers that the General Association of German 
Workers, founded by Ferdinand 
intended to unite into a single political force. Marx and Engels were not consulted about the merits of 
the project, and it was only in March that they received the draft programme of the new party.12 Engels 

7 Karl Marx to Johann Baptist von Schweitzer, 13 October 1868,  ibid., 133-5. The actual letter has been lost, but 
fortunately Marx preserved his draft.  
8 Cf. also Marcello Musto, Another Marx: Early Writings to the International (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), esp. chapters 7, 
8 and 9.
9 Karl Marx to Engels, 10 August 1869,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1988), 43: 343. 
10 Cf. Jacques Freymond, ed., Études et documents sur la Première Internationale en Suisse (Geneva: Droz, 1964), x. 
11 , in Workers Unite!, esp. 42-51. 
12 Frederick Engels  to August Bebel, 18-28 March 1875,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1991), 
60.  



13 
set up on the basis of Lassallean state socialism.14 Despite this sharp declaration, the leaders who had 

change their positions. 

Marx therefore felt obliged to write a long critique of the draft programme for the unification 
congress to be held on 22 May 1875 in the city of Gotha. In the letter accompanying his text, he 

15 But in the 
 

16 In the Critique of the Gotha 
Programme (1875), Marx inveighed against the numerous imprecisions and mistakes in the new 

-day distribution is fair ? And is it not, in fact, the 
only fair  distribution on the basis of the present- 17 In his view, the political 

18 for 
every worker, but the transformation of the mode of production. Marx explained, with his customary 

 

Wages are not what they appear to be, namely the value, or price, of labour, but only a masked form 
for the value, or price, of labour power. Thereby the whole bourgeois conception of wages hitherto, 
as well as all the criticism hitherto directed against this conception, was thrown overboard once for 
all and it was made clear that the wage-worker has permission to work for his own subsistence, that 
is, to live only insofar as he works for a certain time gratis for the capitalist (and hence also for the 

-consumers of surplus value); that the whole capitalist system of production turns on 
increasing this gratis labour by extending the working day or by developing productivity, that is, 
increasing the intensity of labour power, etc.; that, consequently, the system of wage labour is a 
system of slavery, and indeed of a slavery which becomes more severe in proportion as the social 
productive forces of labour develop, whether the worker receives better or worse payment.19 

Another controversial point concerned the role of the state. Marx maintained that capitalism could 
be overthrown only th

co-operative societies which the state, not the worker, calls into b 20 For Marx, however, 

21 
build a new societ 22  

All in all, Marx observed that the political manifesto for the fusion congress showed that socialist 
zations. In keeping with his early 

13 Ibid., 66.  
14 Ibid., 64.  
15 Marx to Wilhelm Bracke, 5 May 1875, New York: International Publishers, 1991), 70.  
16 Ibid. 
17 Karl Marx, Critique of the Gotha Programme, in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1989), 24, 84.  
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., 92.  
20 Ibid., 93.  
21 Ibid., 94. 
22 Ibid., 93.  



convictions,23 

 24 By contrast, Wilhelm Liebknecht and other German socialist leaders 
defended their tactical decision to compromise on programme, on the grounds that this was necessary to 
achieve a unified party.25 Once again, Marx had to face up to the great distance between choices made 
in Berlin and in London; he had already remarked on it in relation to the scant involvement of German 

26  

During the spring of 1875, Marx continued the studies he needed to do for some outstanding 
sections of Capital
from Volume One, with a view to the printing of a second edition.27 Between mid-May and mid-August 

-Value 
,28 and in September he was animated once again 

by the desire to progress as much as possible in his writing of Capital, Volume Two.  

In the early months of 1876, having received new books and publications with statistics about 
Russia, Marx engaged in further systematic research into the social-economic changes taking place there. 
His study, in 1870, of The Situation of the Working Class in Russia (1869)  a work by the economist 
and sociologist Vassilii Vassilievich Bervi, known by the pen-name N. Flerovsky  had also given him 
the political motivation to delve deeper into the reality of the country.29 M -1870s 
also included a little book entitled Revolutionary Conservatism (1875) by the Slavophile thinkers Yuri 
Samarin and Fyodor Dmitriev, and several volumes of the Proceedings of the Tributary Commission 
from 1872-73.  

23 See Karl itique of Hegel s Philosophy of Law,  (New York: International 
Publishers, 1975), 

ibid., 49). democracy, the state as particular is merely particular. The French have recently 
 no 

ibid., 30).  
24 Marx, Critique of the Gotha Programme, 94.  
25 
of the party dates from the unification and could have been avoided had a little more caution and intelligence been shown at 

Frederick Engels to Wilhelm Liebknecht, 31 July 1877,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 
1991), of things from abroad as 

Karl Marx: Interviews 
and Recollections (New York: Barnes&Noble, 1981), 48.  
26 

to the most dreadful ridicule. Instead of that the jackasses on the bourgeois papers have taken this programme perfectly 

 
Frederick Engels  to August Bebel, 12 October 1875,  in MECW (New York: International 

Publishers, 1991), 45: Critique of the Gotha Programme was published only in 1891, the year in which the Erfurt 
programme, much closer to his own principles, was adopted. Cf. Boris Nicolaevsky and Otto Maenchen Helfen, Karl Marx  
Man and Fighter (London: Methuen, 1936)

 
27 Johann Most, Kapital und Arbeit: Ein Populärer Auszug aus "Das Kapital" von Karl Marx (Chemnitz: G. Rübner, n.d. 
[1873]). The second edition came out in 1876.  
28 Karl , MEGA² (Berlin: Dietz, 2003), II/14: 19-150. 
29 
conditions in Russia are no longer tenable, that the emancipation of the serfs of course only hastened the process of 
d   in MECW 
(New York: International Publishers, 1988), 43: 429-30.  



During this period, there were significantly less social struggles and Marx, whenever his health 
allowed, dedicated himself to new theoretical questions. He took the opportunity to expand his range of 
interests to areas he had little explored before. In the spring, he turned his attention to physiology, both 
botanical and human. In addition, he planned to read new books on subjects of major interest such as 
agronomy, landownership and credit, again after he had finished his studies for the completion of Capital.  

From the middle of March, Marx returned to his research on forms of collective property. Among 
the texts he summarized by the end of the year were the very important History of the Village Order in 
Germany (1865-66) by the historian and statesman Georg Ludwig von Maurer, an Essay on the History 
of Landownership in Spain (1873) by the lawyer and minister Francisco de Cárdenas Espejo, and 
Common Abodes of the South Slavs  

His new research endeavours were interrupted by the summer break, which his physical problems 
had made a necessity rather than a diversion. Also, in the autumn of 1876, Marx suffered from several 
and complicated health issues. Despite these tribulations and the constant work pressure from many sides, 
Marx made a major effort to find a publisher for the German version of Histoire de la Commune de 1871 
(1876) by the French journalist and Communard Prosper-Olivier Lissagaray.30 Between September and 
the end of 1877, he invested time 

31 

 

III. Political Battles at an International Level

Despite adversities and poor health, Marx continued to follow all the major political and economic 
events attentively and critically, attempting to envisage the new scenarios to which they might give rise 
and how these would affect struggles for the emancipation of the working class.  

At the beginning of 1877, Jenny von Westphalen communicated to Sorge that her husband was 

vis-à-vis all the Christian humbug 32 In April, Tsar Alexander II 
declared war on Turkey in pursuit of his expansionist aims, using the pretext of the rebellions against 
Constantinople by Christians living in the European territories of the Ottoman Empire.  

and March, together with the journalist Maltman Barry, he had written three short articles  
 which were 

The Whitehall Review and Vanity Fair (and later in various local English, 
Scottish and Irish papers).33 
deputy editor of Vanity Fair 34 

30 For a recent edition in English, see Prosper Olivier Lissagaray, History of the Paris Commune of 1871 (St. Petersburg, FL: 
Red and Black Publishers, 2007). 
31 K  Wilhelm Bracke, 23 September 1876,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1991), 45: 
149. The English translation was done by Eleanor, who at the 
the French revolutionary.  
32 Jenny Marx Jenny Marx to Friedrich Adolph Sorge, 20 or 21 January 1877 ibid., 45: 447. The main reference was to 
the British Liberal prime minister William Gladstone, author of the highly successful pamphlet The Bulgarian Horrors and 
the Question of the East 

33 See Maximilien Rubel,  (Paris: Rivière, 1956), 193. Also, of interest here are two 
letters to Liebknecht (4 and 11 February 1878), composed in the form of articles, which the Social Democrat leader eventually 
published in an appendix to the second edition of his pamphlet Zur orientalischen Frage oder Soll Europa kosakisch werden? 
(Leipzig: Commissions, 1878). 
34 K Marx to Engels, 7 March 1877,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1991), 45: 209.  



that it was the Red Terror Doctor, as they call me , who had been their souffleur during the oriental 
35  

an 36 
turning-

hitherto the impregnable bastion and reserve army of counter- 37 Engels reiterated this 
conviction to the editor of the Italian paper La Plebe
revolution, the whole face of Europe will change. Until now, Old Russia has been the great army of 
European reaction. It acted as such in 1789, in 1805, in 1815, in 1830 and in 1848. Once this army is 
destroyed  38 

When it became clear in February 1878 that the Russians had been victorious, Marx regretted the 
expedited social 

39 Nevertheless, buoyed 
up by his confident expectations at the time, he predicted to the English Chartist and publicist Thomas 
Allsop that there would soon be 
engulf all the so-called Powers, those sham-powers , victors and vanquished to make room for a 

40 In a letter he sent to Engels in September, the horizon was similar: 

41 

From time to time, Marx had to conce
Association, in order to defend its name and to recall the esteem that its political line still enjoyed. In 
July 1878, in answer to George Howell  an old member of the organization who had become a reformist 
trade-unionist  Marx pointed out in an article for The Secular Chronicle that what had gained the 

as Howell had slanderously argued  
42  

Marx also continued to trust in developments on the other side of the Atlantic. In July 1877, he 
oligarchy that has arisen since 

43 Britain, on the other hand, was a country about which the 
two friends 
working class had gradually become ever more demoralized, as a result of the period of corruption after 
1848, and finally reached the stage of being no more than an appendage of the great Liberal Party, i.e., 

35 Marx to Friedrich Adolph Sorge, 27 September 1877, ibid., 277-8.  
36 Karl Marx o Wilhelm Bracke, 21 April 1877,  ibid., 223.  
37 Marx  to Friedrich Adolph Sorge, 27 September 1877,  278. 
38 Letter to Enrico Bignami 
Lettere 1874-1879 (Milano: Lotta Comunista, 2006), p. 247. This letter was lost and the only parts we know are the ones 
included by Bignami in an article he published on La Plebe on 22 January 1878. 
39 Karl Marx  to Wilhelm Liebknecht, 4 February 1878,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1991), 45: 
296.  
40 Karl Marx  to Thomas Allsop, 4 February 1878,  ibid., 299.  
41 Karl Marx  to Engels, 24 September 1878, ibid., 332.  
42 Karl Marx, - Berlin: Dietz, 
1985), I/25: 157. 
43 Karl Marx to Engels, 25 July 1877,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1991), 45: 251.  



44 
-

45 

 

IV. The C Armchair Socialism

Marx never lost sight of the main political developments in Germany. After the major tensions 

Party of Germany in an anti-capitalist direction. However, other tendencies were developing that would 
create fresh occasions of conflict. From 1874 Eugen Dühring, an economics professor at Berlin 
University, began to receive significant attention from Party intellectuals. Articles in support of his 
positions appeared in Der Volksstaat -

ing without any 
46 Engels decided to write a full-scale critique of the German positivist. This task, which 

extended from late 1876 until July 1878, ended in the book Anti-Dühring (1877-78), whose publication 
was preceded by excerpts in the columns of Vorwärts [Forward]
Party of Germany born out of the Gotha fusion congress.47  

Marx played an active part in the Anti-Dühring project: in the winter 1877, he wrote the key 

Critical History of Political Economy and Socialism (1871). Marx 
ntradictory things, 

universally familiar, and often n 48 The 
force , a term with which 

the philistine of all nations has for thousands of years consoled himself for everything unpleasant that 
49 For Marx, Dühring does not try to 

-
50  

million votes, raising its share above 9 per cent. But despite this success, the state of the party continued 
to trouble Marx. Writin
entitled The Quintessence of Socialism 

44 Karl Marx  to Wilhelm Liebknecht, 11 February 1878,  ibid., 299.  
45 Frederick Engels  to Eduard Bernstein, 17 June 1879,  ibid., 361.  
46 Karl Marx,  to Engels, 25 May 1876,  ibid., 119.  
47 On the importance of this text, see Karl , ed. 
Benedikt Kautsky (Vienna: Danubia, 1955), 4, where the German Party theorist recalls that no book did more to advance his 
understanding of socialism. H.- Anti-Dühring in 1879, and Kautsky, 

Sozialismus und Deutsche Sozialdemokratie 
(Hannover: Verlag für Literature und Zeitgeschehen, 1967), 23.  
48 Frederick Engels, Anti-Dühring, in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1987), 25: 242.  
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 



51 In 
this context, when asked by the journalist Franz Wiede to take a prominent role in founding a new review, 

to appear. This would provide an opportunity for criticism and counter-criticism in which theoretical 
points could be discussed by us and the total ignorance of professors and university lecturers exposed, 
thereby simultaneously disabusing the minds of the general pub 52 In the end, however, he had to 

53 Marx also directed sharp comments against Zukunft [Future], deriding 
-phrases such as justice , etc., for materialist knowledge 

54 

55 

undergraduates and over-wise graduates who want[ed] to give socialism a higher, idealistic  

ustice, Liberty, 
56 

What lay behind these criticisms was never feelings of jealousy or rivalry. Marx wrote to the 

as [his] aversion to the personality cult that at the time of the International , when plagued 

ever since the political commitments of his youth, so that when the Communist League was born in 1847, 
y 

57 His only concern had been, and continued to be, that the nascent 
-capitalism and  in the manner of the British labour 

movement  adopt a moderate, pro-bourgeois line.58  

51 Karl Marx to Ferdinand Fleckles, 21 January 1877,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1991), 45: 
190. Few years later, in a letter to Karl Kautsky, Engels wrote of the numerous inaccuracies and misunderstandings that the 

[Kathedersozialisten]
to refute, for example, all the monstrous twaddle which Schäffle alone has assembled in his many fat tomes is, in my opinion, 

a sheer waste of time. It would fill a fair-sized book were one merely to attempt to put right all the misquotations from Capital 

, Frederick Engels to Karl Kautsky, 1 February 
1881,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1992), 46: 56. 
52 Karl Marx  to Friedrich Engels, 18 July 1877,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1991), 45: 242.  
53 Ibid. Engels was certainly in agreement with Marx about this. As he put it in a letter to the zoologist Oscar Schmidt, 

rederick Engels  to Oscar Schmidt, 19 July 1878,  ibid., 314.  
54 Karl Marx  to Wilhelm Bracke, 23 October 1877,  ibid., 285.  
55 K Marx to Friedrich Adolph Sorge, 19 October 1877,  ibid., 283. Steinberg had convincingly demonstrated the 

sed of various elements. The view of Marx and 

 the General Association of 
Steinberg, Sozialismus und Deutsche Sozialdemokratie, 19. 

56 Marx  to Friedrich Adolph Sorge, 19 October 1877  283.  
57 Karl Marx to Wilhelm Blos, 10 November 1877,  ibid., 288.  
58 Two years later, E
of the party against its opponents abroad throughout the party' s existence, and that we have never asked anything of the party 



A major event in the late 1870s was the attempted assassination of Kaiser Wilhelm I by the anarchist 

terrorist, explaining that only one thing could be expected from his attempt to accelerate the course of 
59 That was precisely what ensued, as Bismarck used 

the pretext to introduce the Anti-Socialist Laws and get them adopted by the Reichstag in October. Marx 
-

ent from the law  60 The 
debate in parliament took place in mid-September, and Bracke sent Marx the stenographic record of the 
Reichstag sessions and a copy of the draft legislation. Marx planned to write a critical article for the 
British press61 and began to compile extracts and notes for that purpose. In a few pages, he outlined the 

-end 
youth intent on making history, [which] merely shows how the ideas of French socialism are caricatured 

62 In rebutting the argument of the Prussian interior minister, 
 

The objective [is] the emancipation of the working class and the revolution (transformation) of 

progress is not forcibly obstructed by those wielding social power at the time. If in England, for 
instance, or the United States, the working class were to gain a majority in Parliament or Congress, 
they could, by lawful means, rid themselves of such laws and institutions as impeded their 

by resistance on the part of those interested in restoring the former state of affairs; if (as in the 
American Civil War and French Revolution) they are put down by force, it is as rebels against 

63 

 
-1856).64  

In a letter to Sorge from September 1879, Marx described the new tendencies emerging in the 
German party. He stres

65 Their aim 
 

in return, save that it s

ple of men who, uninfluenced by confusing local conditions and the minutiae of the 
struggle, compare from time to time what has been said and what has been done with the theoretical tenets valid for any 

rederick Engels,  to August Bebel, 14 November 1879, ibid., 420-1.  
59 McLellan, Karl Marx  Interviews and Recollections, 131. 
60 Karl Marx  to Engels, 17 September 1877,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1991), 45: 322. Marx 
wrote the final clause in French  la légalité nous tue  harking back to the words used by Odilon Barrot, briefly prime 
minister in 1848-49 under Louis Bonaparte, in a speech he gave to the Constituent Assembly in January 1849 that defended 

al forces.  
61 Marx  to Engels, 24 September 1878,  332.  
62 Karl Marx, -Socialist Laws (Outline of an Article),  (New York: 
International Publishers, 1989), 24: 247.  
63 Ibid., 248. 
64 Ibid., 249. 
65 Karl Marx  to Friedrich Adolph Sorge, 19 September 1879, ibid., 413.  



-revolution 66 

 

In a French police report f
Marx [had become] the undisputed leader of the German revolutionaries. If the socialist deputies in 
Germany [were] the official leaders, the divisional commanders, Marx [was] the chief of the general 

67 

68 

Another polemical focus was the question of who should edit the new journal of the Socialist 
Der Sozialdemokrat [The Social Democrat], publication of which began in 

Zurich in September 1879. Marx and Engels, disagreeing with the proposed stance of the paper, felt 

positions of Höchberg, the main source of finance for the undertaking. He had recently published an 
article in the Jahrbuch für Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik [Annals for Social Science and Social 
Policy], a reformist journal under his direction, in which he called for a return to the Lassallean spirit. In 

honest democrats, in the van of which [should] march the independent representatives of science and all 
men imbued 69  

For Marx, all these were views he had firmly rejected since his early years and the Manifesto of 
the Communist Party 

ing class is incapable of emancipating itself by its own efforts. In order to 

 
 not on your 

life  70 Even the decision to defend the Paris Commune had 
 otherwise well-

71 The disagreement was total.  

 riff- 72 was akin to his 
view of those who confined themselves to empty rhetoric, however concealed beneath radical language. 
Following the launch of the journal Freiheit [Freedom], he explained to Sorge that he had reproached its 

73 In his view, both these positions, though stemming from very 

66 Ibid.  
67 Enzensberger, Gespräche mit Marx und Engels, 490.  
68 Marx  to F. Sorge, 19 September 1879, 413.  
69 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels August Bebel, Wilhelm Liebknecht and Wilhelm 

-18 September 1879,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 1991), 45: 402.  
70 Ibid., 403. 
71 Ibid., 406. 
72 Marx to Sorge, 19 September 1879, 412.  
73 Ibid., 411. Cf. Frederick Engels to Johann Philipp Becker, 10 April 1880,  in MECW (New York: International Publishers, 
1992), 46: Freiheit [wants] to become, by hook or by crook, the most revolutionary paper in the world, but this cannot be 
achieved s  



different political tendencies, were no danger to the existing system and ultimately made its survival 
possible.  

from State socialism and reformism that emerged in 
the German Social Democratic Party and that became hegemonic after the foundation of the Second 
International. The Marx revival underway today will be much more effective if will be 
re-examined not only for an understanding of how capitalism works but also of the failure of socialist 
experiences until today. It goes without saying that we cannot today simply rely on what Marx wrote a 
century and a half ago. But nor should we lightly discount the content and clarity of his analyses or fail 
to take up the critical weapons he offered for fresh thinking about an alternative society to capitalism.  
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