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ABSTRACT: Karl Marx, as a scientific revolutionary, formulated a 
strategy for revolution. As a materialist, he revised his strategy according 
to the changes in the relevant parameters. The place of colonies in his 
strategy went through important changes. In his early years, until about 
1852, the colonies were passive components of global social 
development. Colonialism, in spite of its atrocities, had positive aspects 
as well, by shattering the age-old traditional structures of the colonies. In 
the 1853-1858 period, the revolts in China and India were observed. 
Marx focused on the effects of these uprisings on the crises in the 
developed capitalist world. In the period 1858-1872, having lost his 
confidence in the British labour movement, Marx pinned his hopes on 
the oldest colony of England, Ireland. Independence of Ireland would 
enable the British working class to assume political power, to be 
followed by the working classes of continental Europe. The founding of 
the International Working Men’s Association in 1864 and the impact of 
the 1866 economic crisis enforced these expectations. However, the 
working classes of the developed capitalist countries enjoyed the 
economic surplus appropriated from the colonies and thus went through 
a transformation, from grave diggers of capitalism, to pillars of 
colonialism and capitalism. Their need for international cooperation and 
solidarity was replaced by cooperation with their ruling classes and 
nationalism. The economic boom of 1871-1873 and the defeat of the 
Paris Commune and the ensuing suppression of the First International 
reinforced these tendencies. Marx, from 1872 onwards, lost all hope of 
European revolutions and pinned his hope on the colonies, Russia and 
the U.S.A. 

 
Introduction 
 
We are celebrating this year the 200th anniversary of the great revolutionary and 

internationalist Karl Marx. In Turkish we have a saying. A person really dies when his name 
is uttered for the last time. As Frederick Engels noted in his speech at the funeral of Marx, 
“His name will endure through the ages, and so also will his work.” 

Marx, in addition to his great theoretical contributions concerning the development of 
human society and his discovery of the essence of capitalist exploitation, i.e., the extraction of 
the surplus-value, was a revolutionary in deed, as well. 

He had in his mind a strategy of revolution, which he tried to realize. This strategy changed 
over time. As a materialist, he changed his strategy of revolution as the circumstances 
evolved. At the beginning of his political career, the colonies did not have an important role to 
play in this strategy. During the last years of his life, however, he had pinned his hopes on the 
success of the revolt of the colonial peoples, having lost his faith in the potential of the 
working classes of Europe. This paper will briefly analyse the development of the strategy of 
revolution of Marx with respect to his expectations of the working classes of Europe and the 
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oppressed peoples of the colonies. From time to time, references will be made to his life-long 
comrade Frederick Engels in respect of this topic. 

Marx’s strategy of revolution can be analysed under four distinct periods.  
The first period extends from the initiation of his communist activity in the mid 1840s until 

1852, when it became clear that the revolutionary tide of 1848-1849 had subsided. During this 
first period, Marx had a firm belief in the revolutionary potential and power of the working 
classes of the developed countries of Europe. The colonies, however, were considered 
countries of ahistoric peoples (peoples who had not succeeded in the past in the establishment 
of viable states), whose primitive lives could and should be changed by the colonialist states.  

The second period of Marx’s strategy of revolution covers the period from 1852 to 1857-
1858. During this period, European capitalism went through years of economic growth and 
expansion. The business cycle was at its recovery and boom phases. The working class 
movement grew weaker. Marx, expecting a new revolutionary tide of the working classes, 
was busy analysing the dynamics of capitalism to discover the next imminent economic crisis. 
The world-wide activities of capitalism had increased considerably and thus also the 
dependence of capitalism on foreign markets, especially the gigantic markets of China and 
India. The second Opium War (1856-1860), the Taiping Revolution (1851-1864) and the 
Sepoy or Indian Revolt (1857) in India attracted Marx’s attention, from the perspective of the 
European revolution. Uprisings in China and India could provoke a new economic crisis or 
aggravate an existing crisis in England, to be followed by economic crises in other European 
countries. Thus, the colonies and semi-colonies acquired a new (albeit limited) role in Marx’s 
strategy of revolution.  

The third period of Marx’s strategy of revolution starts with the passive attitude of the 
European working classes in the 1857-1858 crisis. Although there are a number of strikes 
following the economic crisis, the working classes of the developed capitalist countries 
limited their struggles to demands that could be satisfied within the limits of the existing 
capitalist system. Marx and Engels started to question the potential of the working classes of 
the European countries under conditions of super profits from colonial exploitation. Thus 
emerged the concept of “bourgeois proletariat” in 1858. Then came the International Working 
Men’s Association, the First International in 1864. At the beginning it was a project of limited 
value for Marx. But as the 1866 economic crisis struck following a couple of years of 
economic growth, Marx again refreshed his hopes for an international revival of revolutionary 
activity. He tried to transform the reformist First International of 1864, established mainly by 
trade unionists for international cooperation and solidarity to a revolutionary internationalist 
world party of the working classes from 1868 onwards. In the meantime, he further developed 
the role of the struggles of the colonies in his theory of revolution. By the end of the 1860s, he 
had arrived at the conclusion that the key to the revolution in England and later in the other 
developed European countries was the success of the independence struggle of Ireland, 
Britain’s oldest colony.  

The last phase of Marx’s strategy of revolution is the period from the end of 1872 until his 
death in 1883. He lost all hopes of revolutionary upheaval of the European working classes. 
He hoped for revolutionary developments in the U.S.A., in Russia and in the colonies, namely 
Ireland. He even started to analyse the remnants of the communal lands in Russia and India. 
He almost gave up his theoretical studies. He wrote only the Critique of the Gotha 
Programme in 1875, to be published for the first time by Engels 8 years after his death, in 
1891. He wrote letters and dealt with health problems.  

It was V.I.U. Lenin and later Mao who grasped the revolutionary potential of the peoples 
of the colonies and semi-colonies of the world and made use of this potential in the struggle 
towards a classless world. 
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FIRST PERIOD: COLONIES PASSIVE 
 
Marx joined the struggle for a classless world in the mid-1840s. At that time England was 

the only country where the objective conditions for socialism were ripe, i.e., capitalism and 
the working class had developed sufficiently. Following the Industrial Revolution from the 
1780s onwards, there was a striking deterioration in the working and living conditions of the 
workers. The workers responded by militant mass actions. E.P.Thompson described the 1830s 
in England as follows: “In the autumn of 1831 and in the ‘days of May’ Britain was within an 
ace of a revolution which, once commenced, might well have prefigured, in its rapid 
radicalisation, the revolutions of 1848 and the Paris Commune.”1 

Marx and Engels expected a new revolutionary wave for a couple of years after 1949. 
Hobsbawm comments on this expectation as follows: “The European revolution, so near -
perhaps so real- in the great year of hope and disappointment, disappeared from sight. Marx 
and Engels had, as we know, hoped for its revival in the years immediately following.”2 Marx 
and Engels stated their firm conviction of a new revolution in 1850: “A new revolution is 
possible only in consequence of a new crisis. It is, however, just as certain as this crisis.”3 

Until the 1848 Revolutions, Marx and Engels ignored the revolutionary potential of the 
colonies. Marx emphasised the economic importance of the colonies later in 1867 in Capital I 
as follows: “The colonies provided a market for the rising manufactures, and the monopoly of 
this market intensified accumulation. The treasures obtained outside Europe by direct looting, 
enslavement, and murder, flowed to the motherland in streams, and were there turned into 
capital.”4 However, formulating their theory on the basis of objective observations and 
historical facts, before 1852, their approach was rational. There was no important resistance 
against the colonial exploitation and plunder. On the other hand, the developed countries of 
Europe were being shaken by the revolutionary activities of the working class, which 
confirmed the hopes of an imminent success. 

Thus, it was quite natural that the focus of attention of the revolutionaries of the time was 
Europe. The colonies were ahistoric, they had not succeeded in the past to establish viable 
states. They did not have the potential by themselves to destroy the age-old stable structures. 
The colonialists and then the Western proletariat would save them from this desparate 
situation. 

Many of the utopian socialists of the 19th century (Saint-Simonians, Fourierists, 
Proudhonists) believed that emigration and colonisation helped the workers to escape 
capitalist exploitation. Pierre Proudhon even approved colonial policy and talked about its 
“enlightenment” for the colonial peoples. 5  

Engels, in his work, Principles of Communism, written in October 1847, cherished hopes 
that the industrialisation of England (through colonialism) would lead to revolutionary 
developments in India, in spite of India’s colonial status: 

 
“Thus countries that for thousands of years had made no progress, for example India, were 

revolutionised through and through, and even China is now marching towards a revolution. It has 
reached the point that a new machine invented today in England, throws millions of workers in 
China out of work within a year. Large-scale industry has thus brought all the peoples of the earth 
into relationship with one another, thrown all the small local markets into the world market, 
prepared the way everywhere for civilisation and progress, and brought it about that everything 
that happens in the civilised countries must have its repercussions on all other countries. So if now 
in England or France the workers liberate themselves, this must lead to revolutions in all other 
countries, which sooner or later will also bring about the liberation of the workers in those 
countries.”6 
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The same analysis was reflected in the Communist Manifesto. The bourgeoisie, by 
colonialism, was modernising and thus revolutionarising the colonies. Marx and Engels 
summarized the historical role of the bourgeoisie in the Manifesto of the Communist Party, 
written at the end of 1847 and published in February 1848 as follows: 

 
 “The bourgeoisie , by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the 

immensely facilitated means of communication, draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into 
civilisation. The cheap prices of its commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down 
all Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians' intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to 
capitulate. It compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; 
it compels them to introduce what it calls civilisation into their midst, i.e. , to become bourgeois 
themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image.”7 
 
Marx and Engels were internationalists and their approach to events was based on the 

criterion of the progress of humanity. If capitalism, through colonisation, led to the 
disintegration of stable societies, that was a step forward for mankind. This attitude is 
reflected in Engels’s evaluations concerning Algeria and Mexico. 

France colonised Algeria in 1830. The Bedouin people of Algeria started an uprising in 
1832 against the colonisers under the leadership of Abd-El-Kader. With some interruptions, 
the rebellion continued from 1839 until 1847, when the rebels capitulated. Abd-El-Kader had 
to spend five years in prison.  

Engels, in his article of 22 January 1848 considered the defeat of the anti-colonialist forces 
in Algeria as a positive development. He, in his article “Extraordinary Revelations – Abd-El-
Kader - Guizot’s Foreign Policy”, published in the Northern Star on 22 January 1848, wrote 
the following: 

 
“Upon the whole it is, in our opinion, very fortunate that the Arabian chief has been taken. The 

struggle of the Bedouins was a hopeless one, and though the manner in which brutal soldiers, like 
Bugeaud, have carried on the war is highly blameable, the conquest of Algeria is an important and 
fortunate fact for the progress of civilisation. The piracies of the Barbaresque states, never 
interfered with by the English government as long as they did not disturb their ships, could not be 
put down but by the conquest of one of these states. And the conquest of Algeria has already forced 
the Beys of Tunis and Tripoli, and even the Emperor of Morocco, to enter upon the road of 
civilisation. They were obliged to find other employment for their people than piracy, and other 
means of filling their exchequer than tributes paid to them by the smaller states of Europe. And if 
we may regret that the liberty of the Bedouins of the desert has been destroyed, we must not forget 
that these same Bedouins were a nation of robbers,—whose principal means of living consisted of 
making excursions either upon each other, or upon the settled villagers, taking what they found, 
slaughtering all those who resisted, and selling the remaining prisoners as slaves . All these 
nations of free barbarians look very proud, noble and glorious at a distance, but only come near 
them and you will find that they, as well as the more civilised nations, are ruled by the lust of gain, 
and only employ ruder and more cruel means. And after all, the modern bourgeois, with 
civilisation, industry, order, and at least relative enlightenment following him, is preferable to the 
feudal lord or to the marauding robber, with the barbarian state of society to which they belong.”8 
 
In 1846 the United States of America attacked Mexico and invaded Texas. During the 

ensuing war between the United States and Mexico, 25 thousand Mexicans and 14 thousand 
American soldiers lost their lives. Mexico accepted defeat in 1848 and concluded a treaty 
which handed over to the United States 1,5 million square kilometers of her territory. Engels, 
in his article “Democratic Pan-Slavism”, published in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung on 15-16 
February 1848, advocated that this attack had positive implications for the development of 
humanity. Some sections of this article are presented below: 
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“The United States and Mexico are two republics, in both of which the people is sovereign. 

How did it happen that over Texas a war broke out between these two republics, which, according 
to the moral theory, ought to have been ‘fraternally united’ and ‘federated’, and that, owing to 
‘geographical, commercial and strategical necessities’, the ‘sovereign will’ of the American 
people, supported by the bravery of the American volunteers, shifted the boundaries drawn by 
nature some hundreds of miles further south? And will Bakunin accuse the Americans of a ‘war of 
conquest’, which, although it deals a severe blow to his theory based on ‘justice and humanity’, 
was nevertheless waged wholly and solely in the interest of civilisation? Or is it perhaps 
unfortunate that splendid California has been taken away from the lazy Mexicans, who could not 
do anything with it? That the energetic Yankees by rapid exploitation of the Californian gold mines 
will increase the means of circulation, in a few years will concentrate a dense population and 
extensive trade at the most suitable places on the coast of the Pacific Ocean, create large cities, 
open up communications by steamship, construct a railway from New York to San Francisco, for 
the first time really open the Pacific Ocean to civilisation, and for the third time in history give 
world trade a new direction? The ‘independence’ of a few Spanish Californians and Texans may 
suffer because of it, in some places ‘justice’ and other moral principles may be violated; but what 
does that matter compared to such facts of world-historic significance?”9 
 
Engels was using the concepts “ahistoric” and “historic” for peoples of the colonies, as 

well. His ideas on this subject are clearly stated in his evaluations about the Slavs in an article 
published on 15 February 1849:  

 
“We repeat: apart from the Poles, the Russians, and at most the Turkish Slavs, no Slav people 

has a future, for the simple reason that all the other Slavs lack the primary historical, 
geographical, political and industrial conditions for independence and viability. Peoples which 
have never had a history of their own, which from the time when they achieved the first, most 
elementary stage of civilisation already came under foreign sway, or which were forced to attain 
the first stage of civilisation only by means of a foreign yoke, are not viable and will never be able 
to achieve any kind of independence.”10 
 
Marx and Engels were optimistic about the impact of the developed capitalist countries on 

the colonies. They had the following remarks in their joint article they had written on 31 
January 1850 and published in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung:  

 
“Now Chinese socialism may admittedly be the same in relation to European socialism as 

Chinese philosophy in relation to Hegelian philosophy. Nevertheless, it is a gratifying fact that in 
eight years the calico bales of the English bourgeoisie have brought the oldest and least 
perturbable kingdom on earth to the eve of a social upheaval, which, in any event, is bound to have 
the most significant results for civilisation. When our European reactionaries, on their presently 
impending flight through Asia, finally come to the Great Wall of China, to the gates leading to the 
stronghold of arch-reaction and arch-conservatism, who knows if they may not read the following 
inscription upon them : RÉPUBLIQUE CHINOISE LIBERTÉ, ÉGALITÉ , FRATERNITÉ.”11 
 
Marx, in his article “The British Rule in India,” published in the New-York Daily Tribune 

of 25 June 1853, stated that all the civil wars, invasions, revolutions, conquests, famines, 
strangely complex, rapid, and destructive as the successive action in Hindostan may appear, 
had not gone deeper than its surface. England was now breaking down the entire framework 
of Indian society. 

According to Marx, there had been in Asia, generally, from immemorial times, three 
departments of Government. That of Finance for the plunder of the interior.  That of War for 
the plunder of the exterior. That of Public Works for irrigation canals and water-works. 
England had neglected entirely the public works, leading to the destruction of agriculture. On 
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the other hand, there was the village economy, based on the hand-loom and the spinning-
wheel. England, exporting cheap textile products following the Industrial Revolution, had 
destroyed the village home industry, as well. Thus, “English interference having placed the 
spinner in Lancashire and the weaver in Bengal, or sweeping away both Hindoo spinner and 
weaver, dissolved these small semi-barbarian, semi-civilized communities, by blowing up 
their economical basis and thus produced the greatest, and to speak the truth, the only social 
revolution ever heard of in Asia.” 

Marx did not ignore the atrocities committed by the British. He stated that, “there cannot, 
however, remain any doubt but that the misery inflicted by the British on Hindostan is of an 
essentially different and infinitely more intensive kind than all Hindostan had to suffer 
before.” 

But he was also aware of the fact that what existed in India as social and political relations 
before the intrusion of British colonialism was not something one could advocate. He wrote 
the following: 

 
“Now, sickening as it must be to human feeling to witness those myriads of industrious 

patriarchal and inoffensive social organizations disorganized and dissolved into their units, thrown 
into a sea of woes, and their individual members losing at the same time their ancient form of 
civilization, and their hereditary means of subsistence, we must not forget that these idyllic village-
communities, inoffensive though they may appear, had always been the solid foundation of Oriental 
despotism, that they restrained the human mind within the smallest possible compass, making it the 
unresisting tool of superstition, enslaving it beneath traditional rules, depriving it of all grandeur 
and historical energies. We must not forget the barbarian egotism which, concentrating on some 
miserable patch of land, had quietly witnessed the ruin of empires, the perpetration of unspeakable 
cruelties, the massacre of the population of large towns, with no other consideration bestowed 
upon them than on natural events, itself the helpless prey of any aggressor who deigned to notice it 
at all. We must not forget that this undignified, stagnatory, and vegetative life, that this passive sort 
of existence evoked on the other part, in contradistinction, wild, aimless, unbounded forces of 
destruction and rendered murder itself a religious rite in Hindostan . We must not forget that these 
little communities were contaminated by distinctions of caste and by slavery, that they subjugated 
man to external circumstances instead of elevating man the sovereign of circumstances, that they 
transformed a self-developing social state into never changing natural destiny, and thus brought 
about a brutalizing worship of nature, exhibiting its degradation in the fact that man, the sovereign 
of nature, fell down on his knees in adoration of Kanuman, the monkey, and Sabbala, the cow.” 
 
The article ended with the following paragraph: 
 

“England, it is true, in causing a social revolution in Hindostan, was actuated only by the vilest 
interests, and was stupid in her manner of enforcing them. But that is not the question. The 
question is, can mankind fulfil its destiny without a fundamental revolution in the social state of 
Asia? If not, whatever may have been the crimes of England she was the unconscious tool of 
history in bringing about that revolution.” 
 
Marx’s opinions on this subject were summarized in his article “The Future Results of 

British Rule in India,” written on 22 July 1853 and published in the 8 August 1853 issue of 
the New-York Daily Tribune as follows:  

 
“India, then, could not escape the fate of being conquered, and the whole of her past history, if 

it be anything, is the history of the successive conquests she has undergone. Indian society has no 
history at all, at least no known history. What we call its history, is but the history of the successive 
intruders who founded their empires on the passive basis of that unresisting and unchanging 
society. The question, therefore, is not whether the English had a right to conquer India, but 
whether we are to prefer India conquered by the Turk, by the Persian, by the Russian, to India 
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conquered by the Briton. England has to fulfill a double mission in India: one destructive, the other 
regenerating—the annihilation of old Asiatic society, and the laying the material foundations of 
Western society in Asia.”12 
 
The future results of British rule in India, according to Marx, had a number of positive 

aspects. The political unity of India was secured. The telegraph would further consolidate that 
national unity. The native army trained by the British would be the basic force of India’s 
future emancipation. The free press would contribute to national unity. Education would reach 
the masses. Steam ships and railroads would integrate the domestic market and develop 
national unity. In addition to all these, the British ruling classes would develop the productive 
forces in India. Marx’s analysis was as follows: “The ruling classes of Great Britain have had, 
till now, but an accidental, transitory and exceptional interest in the progress of India. The 
aristocracy wanted to conquer it, the moneyocracy to plunder it, and the millocracy to 
undersell it. But now the tables are turned. The millocracy have discovered that the 
transformation of India into a reproductive country has become of vital importance to them, 
and that, to that end, it is necessary, above all, to gift her with means of irrigation and of 
internal communication. They intend now drawing a net of railroads over India. And they will 
do it. The results must be inappreciable.” 

The introduction of the railway would lead to the industrialisation and a substantial change 
in the social structure of India: “Modern industry, resulting from the railway system, will 
dissolve the hereditary divisions of labour, upon which rest the Indian castes, those decisive 
impediments to Indian progress and Indian power.” 

Marx also stated his optimistic expectations of the future: “The Indians will not reap the 
fruits of the new elements of society scattered among them by the British bourgeoisie, till in 
Great Britain itself the now ruling classes shall have been supplanted by the industrial 
proletariat, or till the Hindoos themselves shall have grown strong enough to throw off the 
English yoke altogether.” 

Marx continued to criticise the British atrocities in India in this article, as well: “The 
profound hypocrisy and inherent barbarism of bourgeois civilization lies unveiled before our 
eyes, turning from its home, where it assumes respectable forms, to the colonies, where it 
goes naked.”13 

 
SECOND PERIOD: COLONIAL PROBLEMS CREATE CRISES  
 
The capitalist economies entered a period of growth following the 1848 revolutions. The 

Communist League which were led by Marx and Engels was dissolved in 1852. Marx 
intensified his work in grasping the dynamics of capitalism. While the working classes in the 
developed capitalist countries were in a period of relative silence, uprisings in China and India 
attracted their attention. They started to analyse the reciprocal effects of colonialism on both 
the colonised and the coloniser. As the importance of foreign trade and especially the exports 
to China and India increased, the possibility of inflicting a new crisis or aggravating an 
already existing crisis in England because of a reduction in exports to these countries became 
an issue of attention. 

The Taiping Rebellion in 1851-1864 in China and the Sepoy Revolt in 1857 in India 
deserved special treatment in Marx’s strategy of revolution.  

The British established the East Indian Company in 1600. England began a struggle from 
then on with the Netherlands to get the control of Asian trade. He achieved it in the middle of 
the 17th century. One of the objectives was to turn China into a market for the products of 
British industry. With this in mind, the British East Indian Company started to market opium 
in China. The sales of opium to China by this company increased manyfold in the first decates 



8 
 

of the 19th century. When the Chinese Emperor tried to control and restrict the sale of opium, 
the first Opium War (1840-1842) took place, which resulted in the semi-colonisation process 
of China.  

With the semi-colonisation of China, British textiles invaded this country, destroying the 
textile production at homes and in small workshops. Opium addiction also increased. When 
the taxes were increased, more than a hundred peasant rebellions emerged. Most important of 
these was the Taiping rebellion which started in 1851 under the leadership of Hong Xiuquan 
and established the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. “All the land under Heaven should be 
cultivated by all the people under Heaven.” “The Heavenly Kingdom hoped to establish an 
ideal society in which land, food, clothing and money should all be shared equally, and all 
under Heaven should be well fed and clad.” All men under Heaven were considered brothers 
and all women sisters. Women were given land the same as men. Prostitution and slavery 
were prohibited. A women’s army was formed. Women took part in social productive labour. 
Unequal treaties and foreign aggression were opposed. Import of opium was prohibited. All 
title deeds and loan papers at the hands of local gentry and landlords were burnt. Grain, 
money and goods were distributed free of charge to poor peasants. 14 

The Taiping Rebellion reached its zenith in 1856. However, then on, due to the joint 
attacks of the Chinese Emperor and the foreign powers, it was defeated totally. 

Another important development that drew the attention of Marx and Engels was the Sepoy 
Revolt or the Revolt of the Indian soldiers under British officers in India.  

The British East Indian Company established from the mid-18th century onwards an army 
under its own control in India, comprising Indian soldiers under British officers. The majority 
of the Indian soldiers were of peasant origin. They number 154 thousand in 1824 and 214 
thousand in 1856. England could control a huge sub-continent as India using a relatively small 
number of officers.  

Due to a number of complex reasons, some military units of Sepoys started an uprising on 
10 May 1957 and killed the British officers. Although the uprising was not spread to the 
whole of India, it was a real source of concern for the British. The British could suppress the 
revolt using extraordinarily harsh methods, which was criticised by Marx in his article in the 
New-York Daily Tribune of 17 September 1857.15 The British administration in India, after 
the suppression of the revolt, reinforced its cooperation with the reactionary sections of Indian 
society.16  

During these upheavals in China and India, Marx’s and Engels’s expectations of an 
economic crisis in England increased.  

Marx, in his letter to Engels on 26 September 1856, was stating his expectation of a 
revolutionary wave in which they will also take part: “I don't believe that the great monetary 
crisis will outlast the winter of 1857. (…)This time, by the by, the thing has assumed 
European dimensions such as have never been seen before, and I don't suppose we'll be able 
to spend much longer here merely as spectators.”17 

Engels, in his letter to Marx on 15 November 1857, after stating his expectations about the 
impending crisis, wrote the following concerning his personal situation:  

 
“The bourgeois filth of the last seven years has undoubtedly clung to me to some extent; now it 

will be washed away and I shall become a changed man. Physically, the crisis will do me as much 
good as a bathe in the sea; I can sense it already. In 1848 we were saying: Now our time is 
coming, and so IN A CERTAIN SENSE it was, but this time it is coming properly (…) I shall apply 
myself without delay to the existing organisation and elementary tactics of the Prussian, Austrian, 
Bavarian and French armies, and apart from that confine my activities to riding, i.e. fox-hunting, 
which is the best school of all. 18 
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In the article “Revolution in China and in Europe,” written by Marx on 20-21 May 1853 
and published in the New-York Daily Tribune of 14 June 1853, the reciprocal effects of the 
developments in China on both of these countries are clearly observed:19 

 
 “It may seem a very strange, and a very paradoxical assertion that the next uprising of the 

people of Europe, and their next movement for republican freedom and economy of government, 
may depend more probably on what is now passing in the Celestial Empire,— the very opposite of 
Europe,—than on any other political cause that now exists,— more even than on the menaces of 
Russia and the consequent likelihood of a general European war.” 

“Whatever be the social causes, and whatever religious, dynastic, or national shape they may 
assume, that have brought about the chronic rebellions subsisting in China for about ten years 
past, and now gathered together in one formidable revolution, the occasion of this outbreak has 
unquestionably been afforded by the English cannon forcing upon China that soporific drug called 
opium. Before the British arms the authority of the Manchu dynasty fell to pieces; the superstitious 
faith in the eternity of the Celestial Empire broke down; the barbarous and hermetic isolation from 
the civilized world was infringed; and an opening was made for that intercourse which has since 
proceeded so rapidly under the golden attractions of California and Australia. At the same time the 
silver coin of the Empire, its lifeblood, began to be drained away to the British East Indies.” 

“The English cannon in 1840, which broke down the authority of the Emperor, and forced the 
Celestial Empire into contact with the terrestrial world. Complete isolation was the prime 
condition of the preservation of Old China. That isolation having come to a violent end by the 
medium of England, dissolution must follow as surely as that of any mummy carefully preserved in 
a hermetically sealed coffin, whenever it is brought into contact with the open air. Now, England 
having brought about the revolution of China, the question is how that revolution, will in time react 
on England, and through England on Europe.  

“The attention of our readers has often been called to the unparalleled growth of British 
manufactures since 1850. Amid the most surprising prosperity, it has not been difficult to point out 
the clear symptoms of an approaching industrial crisis. Notwithstanding California and Australia, 
notwithstanding the immense and unprecedented emigration, there must ever without any 
particular accident, in due time arrive a moment when the extension of the markets is unable to 
keep pace with the extension of British manufactures, and this disproportion must bring about a 
new crisis with the same certainty as it has done in the past. But, if one of the great markets 
suddenly becomes contracted, the arrival of the crisis is necessarily accelerated thereby. Now, the 
Chinese rebellion must, for the time being, have precisely this effect upon England.” 

“It must not be forgotten that the rise in the price of so indispensable an article as tea, and the 
contraction of so important a market as China, will coincide with a deficient harvest in Western 
Europe, and, therefore, with rising prices of meat, corn, and all other agricultural produce. Hence 
contracted markets for manufactures, because every rise in the prices of the first necessaries of life 
is counterbalanced, at home and abroad, by a corresponding deduction in the demand for 
manufactures . (…) The Chinese revolution will throw the spark into the overloaded mine of the 
present industrial system and cause the explosion of the long-prepared general crisis, which, 
spreading abroad, will be closely followed by political revolutions on the Continent. It would be a 
curious spectacle, that of China sending disorder into the Western World while the Western 
powers, by English, French and American war-steamers, are conveying ‘order’" to Shanghai, 
Nanking, and the mouths of the Great Canal.” 

 
 In the same article, the effects of the developments in India and China are evaluated as 

follows: 
 

“At the same time it is to be observed with regard to India, that the British Government of that 
country depends for full one seventh of its revenue on the sale of opium to the Chinese, while a 
considerable proportion of the Indian demand for British manufactures depends on the production 
of that opium in India. The Chinese, it is true, are no more likely to renounce the use of opium than 
are the Germans to forswear tobacco. But as the new Emperor is understood to be favorable to the 
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culture of the poppy and the preparation of opium in China itself, it is evident that a death-blow is 
very likely to be struck at once at the business of opium-raising in India, the Indian revenue, and 
the commercial resources of Hindostan. Though this blow would not immediately be felt by the 
interests concerned, it would operate effectually in due time, and would come in to intensify and 
prolong the universal financial crisis whose horoscope we have cast above. 

“Since the commencement of the eighteenth century there has been no serious revolution in 
Europe which had not been preceded by a commercial and financial crisis. (…) Neither wars nor 
revolutions are likely to put Europe by the ears, unless in consequence of a general commercial 
and industrial crisis, the signal of which has, as usual, to be given by England, the representative 
of European industry in the market of the world .” 
 
Marx in general ignored in these years the benefits drawn by the British working class 

from the colonies. In these years, he generally calculated the cost of colonialism to Britain, 
claiming that it was a minority who benefited, while the cost of keeping colonies was an 
important burden on the British treasury, an approach later repeated by Karl Kautsky in the 
discussions on colonialism. In his letter to Engels on 14 January 1858, he emphasised the cost 
of India to England and its importance for the prospects of revolution in England as follows: 
“The death rate was disproportionately greater than the official English reports intimated. 
With the drain of men and bullion which it must cost the English, India is now our best 
ally.”20 

The Taiping Rebellion and the Sepoy Revolt were both suppressed. England’s hegemony 
over India and India’s contributions to the welfare of the British continued. There was an 
economic crisis, as Marx and Engels foresaw and anticipated, but there was no uprising of the 
working class. There were strikes, but the demands of the workers could and to a certain 
extent was met within the capitalist system. The working class of the developed capitalist 
countries enjoying the economic surplus transferred from the colonies went through a 
transformation. The gravediggers of capitalism in 1848 became the pillars of colonialism and 
capitalism by the beginning of the 1860s.  

These developments lead to a change in Marx’s and Engels’s analysis of the dynamics of 
capitalism and its repercussions on the political struggle for a classless world. 

 
 
THIRD PERIOD: LIBERATION OF COLONIES PRECONDITION FOR 

SUCCESS OF REVOLUTION IN ENGLAND 
 
Capitalism is based on the exploitation of the worker. In Capital I, Marx developed the 

labour theory of value, first developed by bourgeois economics, and discovered the essence of 
capitalist exploitation. The labour-power is a commodity in capitalism. It is assumed that it is 
purchased at its value by the capitalist. But labour-power is different from other components 
of production. In the production process, it creates more value than its own value. The most 
basic and classic example is the life and activities of the bee, making honey. This simple 
presentation is based on a number of complex assumptions, whose validity are controversial 
(all labour is productive, organic composition of capital is the same in all sectors, 
commodities are sold at their value prices, the transformation problem does not exist, etc.). 

However, capitalism benefited from super profits by marketing its products at monopoly 
prices in the colonies and by purchasing goods at prices below their values. Thus, colonialism 
complicated capitalist exploitation, changing the nature of class struggles.  

The capitalists were victorious in the class struggles of the first half of the 19th century, 
but these victories were sometimes pyrrhic. Thus, the capitalists, using the economic surplus 
they appropriated from the colonies, started to integrate the working classes to the capitalist 
system. The gravediggers of capitalism were, thus, transformed into the pillars of colonialism, 
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capitalism and later imperialism. The same method had been employed by Emperor Augustus 
I (Gaius Octavius Thurinus, reigned B.C.27-A.D.14) in Ancient Rome two thousand years 
ago, in integrating the “proletarii”, the poor citizens, to the empire. In Byzantium, Justinian 
the Great (reigned A.D.527-565), following the Nika Riots in 532, applied the same method. 

It was first Engels who drew attention to the change in the structure of the English working 
class.  

In 1858, one of the left-wing leaders of the Chartist movement in England had a call for 
conference of the working class with the middle-class reformists to secure their cooperation. 
On this occasion, Engels wrote Marx a letter on 7 October 1858, in which he referred to the 
transformation of the British working class into a bourgeois proletariat:  

 
“The fact that the English proletariat is actually becoming more and more bourgeois, so that 

the ultimate aim of this most bourgeois of all nations would appear to be the possession, alongside 
the bourgeoisie, of a bourgeois aristocracy and a bourgeois proletariat. In the case of a nation 
which exploits the entire world this is, of course, justified to some extent.”21 
 
Engels, in his letter to Marx on 8 April 1863, wrote about the disappearance of the 

revolutionary energy of the English proletariat: “The English proletariat's revolutionary 
energy has all but completely evaporated and the English proletarian has declared himself in 
full agreement with the dominancy of the bourgeoisie.”22 

Marx, in turn, in a letter to Engels on 9 April 1863, complained about the English working 
class in the following words: “How soon the English workers will throw off what seems to be 
a bourgeois contagion remains to be seen.”23 

Marx, in a letter to Wilhelm Liebknecht on 11 February 1878, incriminated the English 
working class for being in the tail of the bourgeoisie: “The English working class had 
gradually become ever more demoralised as a result of the period of corruption after 1848, 
and had finally reached the stage of being no more than an appendage of the great Liberal 
Party, i.e. of its oppressors, the capitalists.” 24 

Engels, in a letter to Karl Kautsky on 12 September 1882, criticised the attitude of the 
British working class on colonialism as follows: “You ask me what the English workers think 
of colonial policy. Well, exactly what they think of any policy - the same as what the middle 
classes think. There is, after all, no labour party here, only conservatives and liberal radicals, 
and the workers cheerfully go snacks in England's monopoly of the world market and 
colonies.”25 

Engels, in his article “England in 1845 and in 1885,” published in the Commonweal 
magazine in England in its March 1885 issue, had the following remarks concerning the 
benefits derived by the working class of the industrial monopoly advantages of England: 

 
“The truth is this: during the period of England's industrial monopoly the English working class 

have to a certain extent shared in the benefits of the monopoly. These benefits were very unequally 
parcelled out amongst them; the privileged minority pocketed most, but even the great mass had at 
least a temporary share now and then. And that is the reason why since the dying-out of Owenism 
there has been no Socialism in England. With the breakdown of that monopoly the English working 
class will lose that privileged position; it will find itself generally—the privileged and leading 
minority not excepted — on a level with its fellow-workers abroad. And that is the reason why there 
will be Socialism again in England”26 
 
While the structure of the working class in the developed capitalist countries was radically 

changing, a new development took place in London in 1864, which from 1866 onwards, 
created for Marx a new hope for revolution. 
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During the 1857-58 economic crisis, the capitalists in England had imported strikebreakers 
from continental Europe. Apart from strikes, importing cheap labour was quite common in 
that period. After some initial contacts, the trade union leaders in Britain and France came 
together on 28 September 1864 and established the International Working Men’s Association, 
better known as the First International. Marx was not one of the founders; but was invited as a 
guest. The founders entrusted the task of preparing a program and rules of the association 
with a committee of three persons. The other two handed over this task to Marx. “The 
Inaugural Address” and “Provisional Rules” were, thus, written by Marx and endorsed by the 
General Council of the International.  

The First International, at the time of its establishment, was mainly a reformist 
organisation. The workers needed international cooperation and solidarity to fight against the 
attacks of capital. The communists, on the other hand, had in mind internationalism and a 
classless society.  

There was an economic crisis in 1866 and in the following years the number of strikes 
increased. Marx, from 1868 onwards, tried to change the structure of the First International 
and to transform it into a revolutionary vanguard party of the international proletariat. This, he 
tried to achieve, by gradual changes in 1868, 1869, 1871 and 1872. However, since the 
working classes of the developed capitalist countries benefited from the increasing 
exploitation of the colonies and since their main demands had been met within the capitalist 
system, Marx’s expectations did not realize. 1871-1873 were years of economic boom. On the 
other hand, the attack of the ruling classes of Europe following the defeat of the Paris 
Commune, caused Marx to give up this idea in 1872. On the other hand, the First International 
was totally apathetic to the developments in the colonies.27  

From the end of 1860s onwards, Marx revised again his views about the role of colonies in 
the world revolution.  

This time, he pinned his hopes to Ireland, England’s oldest colony.  
In the 1845-1852 period there was famine in Ireland. Almost 1 million Irish lost their lives 

because of hunger and another one million emigrated, mainly to the U.S.A. There was a 
reduction of about 20-25 percent of the total population. These problems triggered the 
independence movement. The Fenian organisation was established in 1858 in Dublin and in 
the United States. The Fenians tried to organise an uprising in the beginning of 1867, but they 
failed and a large number of Fenians were imprisoned.  

Following the initiation of the independence movement in Ireland, Marx tried to make use 
of the First International in supporting this struggle. The independence of Ireland would lead 
to the weakening of England and this would be followed by a revolution and working class 
victory. The victory of the working class in England would, in turn, mobilise the working 
classes in continental Europe. The role of the colonies in the strategy of revolution of Marx 
was totally changed. 

Hobsbawm comments on the radical change in Marx’s approach to the role of the colonial 
countries on the revolution in England as follows:  

 
“Marx’s main recipe for revolutionising the British situation was through Ireland; i.e. by the 

indirect means of supporting colonial revolution and in doing so destroying the major bond which 
linked the British workers to the British bourgeoisie. Originally, as Marx admitted, he had 
expected Ireland to be liberated through the victory of the British proletariat.  From the late 1860s 
he took the opposite view –namely that the revolution in the backward and colonial countries 
would be primary and would themselves revolutionize the metropolitan ones. (…) Ireland acted as 
a fetter in two ways: by splitting the English working class along racial lines, and thus by giving 
the British worker an apparent joint interest with his rulers in exploiting someone else.”28 
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Marx, in his letter of 10 December 1869 to Engels, summarized his position on the Irish 
question as follows:  

 
 “The way I shall express the matter next Tuesday is: that, quite apart from all 'international' 

and 'humane' phrases about JUSTICE FOR IRELAND—which are taken for granted on the 
INTERNATIONAL COUNCIL—it is in the direct and absolute interests of the ENGLISH 
WORKING CLASS TO GET RID OF THEIR PRESENT CONNEXION WITH IRELAND. I am fully 
convinced of this, for reasons that, in part, I cannot tell the English workers themselves . For a 
long time I believed it would be possible to overthrow the Irish regime by ENGLIS H WORKING 
CLASS ASCENDANCY. I always took this viewpoint in the New-York Tribune. Deeper study has 
now convinced me of the opposite. The English WORKING CLASS will  never accomplish anything 
BEFORE IT HAS GOT RID OF IRELAND. The lever must be applied in Ireland. This is why the 
Irish QUESTION is so important for the social movement in general.”29  
 
He repeated the same strategy in his letter to his daughter Laura and her husband Paul 

Lafargue on 5 March 1870:  
 

“To accelerate the social development in Europe, you must push on the catastrophe of official 
England. To do so, you must attack her in Ireland. That's her weakest point. Ireland lost, the 
British 'Empire' is gone, and the class war in England, till now somnolent and chronic, will assume 
acute forms. But England is the metropolis of landlordism and capitalism all over the world.”30 
 
Marx reiterated the same opinion in a more comprehensive manner in the letter he wrote 

on 9 April 1870 to Meyer and Vogt: 
 

 “After studying the Irish question for years I have come to the conclusion that the decisive blow 
against the ruling classes in England (and this is decisive for the workers' movement ALL OVER 
THE WORLD) cannot be struck in England, but only in Ireland.” (…)  “The overthrow of the 
English aristocracy in Ireland would entail, and would lead immediately to, its overthrow in 
England. This would bring about the prerequisites for the proletarian revolution in England.” 

 “And most important of all! All industrial and commercial centres in England now 
have a working class divided into two hostile camps, English PROLETARIANS and Irish 
PROLETARIANS. The ordinary English worker hates the Irish worker as a competitor who 
forces down the STANDARD OF LIFE. In relation to the Irish worker, he feels himself to 
be a member of the ruling nation and, therefore, makes himself a tool of his aristocrats and 
capitalists against Ireland, thus strengthening their domination over himself. He harbours 
religious, social and national prejudices against him. His attitude towards him is roughly 
that of the POOR WHITES to the NIGGERS in the former slave states of the American 
Union. The Irishman PAYS HIM BACK WITH INTEREST IN HIS OWN MONEY. He sees 
in the English worker both the accomplice and the stupid tool of English rule in Ireland  

“This antagonism is kept artificially alive and intensified by the press, the pulpit, the 
comic papers, in short by all the means at the disposal of the ruling class. This antagonism 
is the secret of the English working class's impotence, despite its organisation. It is the 
secret of the maintenance of power by the capitalist class. And the latter is fully aware of 
this.” 

“England, as the metropolis of capital, as the power that has hitherto ruled the world 
market, is for the present the most important country for the workers' revolution and, in 
addition, the only country where the material conditions for this revolution have developed 
to a certain state of maturity. Thus, to hasten the social revolution in England is the most 
important object of the International Working Men's Association. The sole means of doing 
so is to make Ireland independent. It is, therefore, the task of the 'INTERNATIONAL' to 
bring the conflict between England and Ireland to the forefront everywhere, and to side 
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with Ireland publicly everywhere. The special task of the Central Council in London is to 
awaken the consciousness of the English working class that, for them, the national 
emancipation of Ireland is not a QUESTION OF ABSTRACT JUSTICE OR 
HUMANITARIAN SENTIMENT, but THE FIRST CONDITION OF THEIR OWN SOCIAL 
EMANCIPATION.”31 
 
By 1872, the Irish independence movement had been defeated. The Paris Commune was 

crushed. The economy was booming. Real wages were increasing. The basic democratic and 
trade union demands of the working class were met under capitalism. Social security systems 
were being established. The working classes of the developed capitalist countries, rather than 
challenging their ruling classes and experiencing a new defeat, had decided to cooperate with 
their ruling classes in exploiting and suppressing the peoples of the colonies. Former grave 
diggers were now pillars of colonialism, capitalism and later imperialism. Need for 
international cooperation and solidarity (which had the possibility of being transformed into 
internationalism) had been replaced by nationalism and even chauvinism.  

It was time for Marx to withdraw from active political life.  
 
FOURTH PERIOD AND CONCLUSION: HOPES OF REVOLUTION 

ELSEWHERE 
 
From 1872 onwards, reaction reigned in Europe for a couple of years.  
Engels, in an article he had written about Marx in 1877, explained Marx’s withdrawal from 

active politics after the Hague Congress in 1872 as follows: “After the Hague Congress, Marx 
at last found peace and leisure again for resuming his theoretical work, and it is to be hoped 
he will be able before long to have the second volume of Capital ready for the press.” 32 

Unfortunately Marx did not or could not focus on his theoretical work and Capital II was 
not published until after his death in 1883. The only book he wrote, as had been stated earlier, 
was the Critique of the Gotha Programme, published for the first time in 1891. 

Marx, during the last years of his life showed an interest in areas outside of Europe. 
E.Hobsbawm evaluates the expectancies of Marx in these years as follows: 

 
“From 1870 on Marx began to pin some hopes on Russia. (…) A mood of withdrawal and 

disappointment pervades the final years of Marx. He wrote comparatively little and was politically 
more or less inactive. The bulk of the material posthumously ordered by Engels as Capital, vols. II 
and III, and the Theories of Surplus Value, had actually been written before the publication of Vol.I 
in 1867. Of Marx’s major writings, apart from some letters, only the Critique of the Gotha 
Programm (1875) follows the fall of the Commune.” 33 

 “From the late 1860s on Marx began seriously to envisage this strategy of an indirect 
approach to the overthrow of bourgeois society, along three lines, two of which were to prove 
prophetic and one of which was mistaken: colonial revolution, Russia and the United States. The 
first of these became part of his calculations through the rise of the Irish revolutionary movement. 
Britain was then decisive for the future of proletarian revolution because it was the metropolis of 
capital, the ruler of the world market, and at the same time, ‘the only country where the material 
conditions of this revolution have developed to a certain degree of maturity.’ Hence the chief object 
of the International must be to acccelerate the English revolution, and the only means of doing so 
was to win Irish independence. Irish revolution (or more generally, the revolution of subject 
peoples) was envisaged not for its own sake, but as a possible accelerator of revolution in the 
central bourgeois countries, as the Achilles heel of metropolitan capitalism.”34 

 
In addition to the colonial revolution, Russia and the United States where Marx pinned his 

hopes for the future, we can add the Ottoman Empire and China, two semi-colonies with an 
imperial heritage, where he had anticipated revolutionary developments.   
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Marx, during the last years of his life, showed an interest in the village communes in India 
and Russia. In his letter to Vera Zasulich, he pointed out the destructive effects of British 
colonialism in India as follows: “As regards the East Indies, for example, everyone except Sir 
H. Maine and his like is aware that the suppression of communal land ownership was 
nothing but an act of English vandalism which drove the indigenous population backward 
rather than forward.”35 

In the “Preface to the Second Russian Edition of the Manifesto of the Communist Party,” 
Marx and Engels referred to the Russian communes: “If the Russian Revolution becomes the 
signal for a proletarian revolution in the West, so that the two complement each other, the 
present Russian common ownership of land may serve as the starting point for communist 
development.”36 

During the last years of Marx’s life, the first global crisis of capitalism (1873-1896) did not 
lead to a deterioration of the living and working conditions of workers or to absolute 
impoverishment of the toiling people. Thus, because of colonialism and later imperialism, the 
working classes of the developed capitalist countries fared well and continued to support their 
ruling classes. 

It was the achievement of Lenin and Mao that the Marxist theory of revolution was 
developed in the age of imperialism, giving the anti-imperialist struggles of the peoples of the 
colonies their due worth. 
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