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Marx as Millennial Communist

he key to the intricate and massive system of thought created

by Karl Marx is at bottom a simple one: Karl Marx was a

communist. A seemingly trite and banal statement set along-
side Marxism’s myriad of jargon-ridden concepts in philosophy, eco-
nomics, and culture, yet Marx’s devotion to communism was his
crucial focus, far more central than the class struggle, the dialectic,
the theory of surplus value, and all the rest. Communism was the
great goal, the vision, the desideratum, the ultimate end that would
make the sufferings of mankind throughout history worthwhile.
History is the history of suffering, of class struggle, of the exploitation
of man by man. In the same way as the return of the Messiah, in
Christian theology, will put an end to history and establish a new
heaven and a new earth, so the establishment of communism would
put an end to human history. And just as for post-millennial Chris-
tians, man, led by God’s prophets and saints, will establish a Kingdom
of God on Earth (for pre-millennials, Jesus will have many human
assistants in setting up such a kingdom), so, for Marx and other
schools of communists, mankind, led by a vanguard of secular saints,
will establish a secularized Kingdom of Heaven on earth.

In messianic religious movements, the millennium is invariably
established by a mighty, violent upheaval, an Armageddon, a great
apocalyptic war between good and evil. After this titanic conflict, a
millennium, a new age, of peace and harmony, of the reign of justice,
will be installed upon the earth.

Marx emphatically rejected those utopian socialists who sought
to arrive at communism through a gradual and evolutionary process,
through a steady advancement of the good. Instead, Marx harked
back to the apocalyptics, the post-millennial coercive German and
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Dutch Anabaptists of the sixteerith century, to the millennial sects
during the English Civil War, and to the various groups of pre-mil-
lennial Christians who foresaw a bloody Armageddon at the last days,
before the millennium could be established. Indeed, since the -apoca-
lyptic post-mils refused to wait for a gradual goodness and sainthood
to permeate mankind, they joined the pre-mils in believing that only
a violent apocalyptic final struggle between good and evil, between
saints and sinners, could usher in the mlllenmum ‘Violent, worldwide
revolution, in Marx’s version, to be made by the oppressed proletariat,
would be the inevitable mstrument for the advent of his millennium,
communism. ' .

In fact, Marx, like the pre- mlls (or ¢ mlllenanans”) went further
to hold that the reign of evil on earth would reach a peak just before
the apocalypse (“the darkness before the dawn”) For Marx as for the
mlllenanans, writes Ernest 'I‘uveson :

The evil of the world must proceed to its height before, in one great
complete root-and-branch upheaval, it would be swept away ...

Millenarian pessimism about the perfectibility of the existing world
is crossed by a supreme optimism. History, the millenarian' believes,
so operates that, when evil has' reached its height, the hopeless
situation will be reversed. The original, the true harmonious state of
society, in some kind of egahtarlan order w111 be re- establlshed L

In contrast to the various groups "of. utoplan socialists, and in
common with religious messianists, Karl Marx did not sketch the
features of his future communism in any detail. It was not for Marx,
for example, to spell out the number of people in his utopia, the shape
and location of their houses, the pattern of their: cities. In the first
place, there is a quintessentially crackpotty air to' utopias.that are
mapped. by their creators in:precise detail. But of equal importance,
spelling out the details- of one’s.ideal soc1ety removes the crucial
element of awe and mystery from. the allegedly inevitable world of
the future.

But certain features are broadly alike in all visions of communism.
Private property is eliminated, individualism goes by the board,

1Ernesi; L. Tuveson, “The Millenarian Structure ‘of “The Communist Manifesto,”

C. Patrides and J. Wittreich, eds., The Apocalypse in English Renaissance Thought ana
Literature (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Umversxty Press, 1984), pp. 326-27. Tuveson speculate‘
that Marx and Engels may have been influenced by the outburst of millenarianism ir
England during the 1840s. On this phenomenon, particularly the flareupin England anc
the U.S. of the Millerites, who predicted the end of the world on October 22, 1844, see the
classic work on modern millenarianism, Ernest R. Sandeen, The Roots of F undamental-
ism: British and American Mtllenarzamsm, 1880-1930 (Chlcago Umver51ty of Chicagc
Press, 1970) See Tuveson, “Millenarian Structure,™ p. 340 n. 5.
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individuality is flattened, all property is owned and controlled com-
munally, and the individual units of the new collective organism are
in some way made “equal” to one another.

Marxists and scholars of Marxism have tended to overlook the
sentrality of communism to the entire Marxian system.” In the “offi-
zial” Marxism of the 1930s and 1940s, communism was slighted in
favor of an allegedly “scientific” stress on the labor theory of value,
the class struggle, or the materialist interpretation of history, and the
Soviet Union, even before Gorbachev, grappling with the practical
problems of socialism, treated the goal of communism as more of an
embarrassment than anything else.? Similarly, Stalinists such as
Louis Althusser dismissed the pre-1848 Marx’s stress on “human-
ism,” philosophy, and “alienation,” as unscientific and pre-Marxist.
On the other hand, in the 1960s it became fashionable for new left
Marxists such as Herbert Marcuse to dismiss the later “scientific
sconomist” Marx as a rationalistic prelude to despotism and a be-
trayal of the earlier Marx’s stress on humanism and human “free-
dom.” In contrast, I hold with the growing consensus in Marxist
studies’ that, at least since 1844 and possibly earlier, there was only
one Marx, that Marx the “humanist” established the goal that he
would seek for the remainder of his life: the apocalyptic triumph of
revolutionary communism. In this view, Marx’s exploration later into
the economics of capitalism was merely a quest for the mechanism,
the “law of history,” that allegedly makes such a triumph inevitable.

But in that case, it becomes vital to investigate the nature of this
allegedly humanistic goal of communism, what the meaning of this
the “freedom” might be, and whether or not the grisly record of
Marxist-Leninist regimes in the twentieth century was implicit in the
basic Marxian conception of freedom.

Marxism is a religious creed. This statement has been common
among critics of Marx, and since Marxism is an explicit enemy of
religion, such a seeming paradox would offend many Marxists,

2Thus, in the highly touted work of Thomas Sowell, Marxism: The Philosophy and
Economics (London: Unwin Paperbacks, 1986), there is scarcely any consideration
whatsoever paid to communism. ’

3The official Soviet textbook on Marxism treated its own proclaimed goal with
brusque dismissal, insisting that all Soviets must work hard and not skip any “stages”
»n the long road to communism. “The CPSU [the Communist Party of the Soviet Union],
being a party of scientific communism, advances and solves the problem of communist
sonstruction as the material and spiritual prerequisites for them to become ready and
mature, being guided by the fact that necessary stages of development must not be skipped
sver ...” Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism, 2nd rev. ed. (Moscow: Foreign Languages
Publishing House, 1963), p. 662. Also see ibid., pp. 645-46, 666-67, and 674-75.

“Thus, see the illuminating work of Robert C. Tucker, Philosophy and Myth in Karl
Marx (1970, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1961).
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sinceit clearly challenged theallegedly hard-headed scientificmate-
rialism on which Marxism rested. In the present day, oddly enough,
an age of liberation theology and other flirtations between Marxism
and the Church, Marxists themselves are often quick to make this
same proclamation. Certainly, one obvious way in which Marxism
functions as a “religion” is the lengths to which Marxists will go t¢
preserve their system againstobviouserrorsorfallacies. Thus, wher
Marxianpredictionsfail,eventhoughtheyareallegedlyderived from
scientific laws of history, Marxists go to great lengths to change the
terms of the original prediction. A notorious example is Marx’s law
of the impoverishment of the working class under capitalism
When it became all too clear that the standard of living of the
workers under industrial capitalism was rising instead of falling
Marxists fell back on the view that what Marx “really” meant by
impoverishment was not immiseration but relative deprivation
One of the problems with this fallback defense is that impoverish
ment is supposed to be the motor of the proletarian revolution, anc
it is difficult to envision the workers resorting to bloody revolutior
because they only enjoy one yacht apiece while capitalists enjoy
five or six. Another notorious example was the response of manyj
Marxists to Béhm-Bawerk’s conclusive demonstration that the
labor theory of value could not account for the pricing of good:s
under capitalism. Again, the fallback response was that what Mar:
“really meant”® was not to explain market pricing at all, but merel;
to assert that labor hours embed some sort of mystically inher
ent “values” into goods that are, however, irrelevant to the
workings of the capitalist market. If this were true, then it it
difficult to see why Marx labored for a great part of his life ir
an unsuccessful attempt to complete Capital and to solve the
value-price problem.

Perhaps the most appropriate commentary on the frantic defend
ers of Marx’s value theory is that of the ever witty and delightfu
Alexander Gray, who also touches on another aspect of Marx a
religious prophet:

To witness Bohm-Bawerk or Mr. [H. W. B.] Joseph carving up Marx

is but a pedestrian pleasure; for these are but pedestrian writers, who

are so pedestrian as to clutch at the plain meaning of words, not

realising that what Marx really meant has no necessary connection
with what Marx undeniably said. To witness Marx surrounded by his

friends is, however, a joy of an entirely different order. For it is fairly
clear that none of them really knows what Marx really meant; they

SWhat Marx Really Meant was the title of a sympathetic work on Marxism by G
D. H. Cole (London, 1934).
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are even in considerable doubt as to what he was talking about; there
are hints that Marx himself did not know what he was doing. In
particular, there is no one to tell us what Marx thought he meant by
“value.” Capital is, in one sense, a three-volume treatise, expounding
a theory of value and its manifold applications. Yet Marx never
condescends to say what he means by “value,” which accordingly is
what anyone cares to make it as he follows the unfolding scroll from
1867 to 1894. ... Are we concerned with Wissenschaft, slogans, myths,
or incantations? Marx, it has been said, was a prophet ... and perhaps
this suggestion provides the best approach. One does not apply to
Jeremiah or Ezekiel the tests to which less inspired men are sub-
Jjected. Perhaps the mistake the world and most of the critics have
made is just that they have not sufficiently regarded Marx as a
prophet—a man above logic, uttering eryptic and incomprehensible
words, which every man may interpret as he chooses.®

Reabsorption Theology

But the nature of Marxism-as-religion cuts deeper than the follies
and evasions of Marxists’ or the cryptic and often unintelligible
nature of Marxian writings. For it is the contention of this article that
the crucial goal—communism—is an atheized version of a certain
type of religious eschatology; that the alleged inevitable process of
getting there—the dialectic—is an atheistic form of the same reli-
gious laws of history; and that the supposedly central problem of
capitalism as perceived by “humanist” Marxists, the problem of
“alienation,” is an atheistic version of the selfsame religion’s meta-
physical grievance at the entire created universe.

As far as I know, there is no commonly-agreed upon name to
designate this fatefully influential religion. One name is “process
theology,” but I shall rather call it “reabsorption theology,” for the
word “reabsorption” highlights the allegedly inevitable end-point of
human history as well as its supposed starting point in a pre-creation
union with God.

As Leszek Kolakowski points out in his monumental work on
Marxism, reabsorption theology begins with the third-century
Greek philosopher Plotinus, and moves from Plotinus to some of
the Christian Platonists, where it takes its place as a Christian
heresy. That heresy tends to bubble up repeatedly from beneath

8Alexander Gray, The Socialist Tradition (London: Longmans Green, 1946), pp. 321-22.

"Another example of what may be termed “religious” behavior by Marxists is the
insistence of thinkers who have clearly abandoned almost all the essential tenets of
Marxism on calling themselves by the magical name “Marxist.” A recent case in point is
the British “analytical Marxists,” such as John Roemer and Jon Elster. For a critique of
this school by an orthodox Marxist, see Michael A. Lebowitz, “Is ‘Analytical Marxism’
Marxism?” Science and Society 52 (Summer 1988): 191-214.
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the surface in the works of such Christian mystics as the nineteenth-
century philosopher John Scotus Erigena and the fourteenth-century
Meister Johannes Eckhart.’

The nature and profound 1mphcat10ns of reabsorptlon theology
may best be grasped by contrasting this heresy to Christian ortho-
doxy. We begin at the beginning—with creatology, 'the science or
discipline of the first days. Why did God create the universe? The
orthodox Christian answer is that God created the universe out of a
benevolent and overflowing love for his creatures. Creation was
therefore good and wondrous; the fly in the ointment was introduced
by man’s disobedience to God’s laws, for which sin he was cast out of
Eden. Out of this Fall he can be redeemed by the Incarnation of
God-in-human flesh and the sacrifice of Jesus on the Cross. Note that
the Fall was a moral one, and that Creation itself remains metaphys-
ically ‘good. Note, too, that in orthodox Chrlstlamty, each human
individual, made in the image of God, is of supreme importance, and
each individual’s salvation becomes of critical concern.

‘Reabsorption theology, however, originates in a very .different
creatology. One of its crucial tenets is that, before Creation, man—ob-
viously the collective-species man ‘and not each individual—existed
in happy union, in some sort of mighty cosmic blob, united with God
and even with Nature. In' the Christian view, God, unlike man, is
perfect, and therefore does not, like man, perform actions in order to
improve his lot. But for. the reabsorptlonlsts God acts analogously
with humans: God acts out-of what Mises called “felt uneasiness,” out
of dissatisfaction with his current lot. God, in other words, créates
the universe out of lonehness, dissatisfaction, or, genera]ly, in order
to develop his undeveloped facultles God creates the universe out of
felt need. : -

‘In the reabsorptlonlst view, Creatlon instead of bemg wondrous
and’ good, is essentially and metaphysmally evil. For it generates
diversity, individuality, and separateness, and thereby cuts off man
from his beloved cosmic union with God. Man is now permanently

“alienated” from God, the fundamental alienation; and -also from
other men, and from nature. It is this cosmic metaphysical separate-
ness that lies at the heart of the Marxian concept of “alienation,” and
not, as we might now think, personal griping about not controlling
the operation of one's factory, or about lack of access to wealth or polltlca]
‘power. ‘Aliénation is a cosmic condition and not a psychological com-
plaint. For the reabsorptionists, the crucial problems of the world come

not from moral failure but. from the essentlal nature of creation itself.

8Leszek Kolakowski, Main Currentb of Marxism: Its Origins, Growth and Dissolu-
tion, vol. 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), pp. 9-39.
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Buddhism and various pantheistic religions, as well as many
mystics, offer one partial way out for this cosmic alienation. To such
‘pantheists, God-Man-and-Nature are and continue to be one, and
individual men can recapture that desired unity by various forms of
training until Nirvana (nothingness) has been achieved and the
individual ego has been—at least temporarily—obliterated.’

But the Way Out offered by the reabsorptionists is different. First,
it is a way offered only to man-as-species and not to any particular
individuals; and second, the way is a religiously determined and
inevitable Law of History. For there is one good aspect of creation, for
the reabsorptionists: that God and man each get to fulfill their
faculties and expand their respective potentials through history. In
fact, history is a process by which these potentials are fulfilled, in
which God and man both perfect themselves. Then, finally, and here
we .come to eschatology, the science of the Last Days, there will
eventually be a mighty reunion, a reabsorption, in which man and
God are at last not only reunited, but reunited on a higher, on a
perfected level. The two cosmic blobs—God and man (and presumably
Nature. too)—now meet and merge on a more exalted level. The
painful state of creation is now over, alienation is at last ended, and
man returns Home to be on a higher, post-creation level. History, and
the world, have come to an end.

A crucial feature of reabsorption is that all this “perfecting” and
“reuniting” obviously takes place only on a species-collectivist level.
The individual man is nothing, a mere cell in the great collective
organism man; only in that way can we say that “man” progresses or
fulfills “himself” over the centuries, suffers alienation from “his”
pre-creation state, and finally “returns” to unity with God on a higher
level. The relation to the Marxian goal of communism is already
becoming clear; the “alienation” eliminated by the inevitable commu-
nist end of history is that of the collective species man, each man
being finally united with other men and with Nature (which, for

9The great orthodox Christian apologist G. K. Chesterton brilliantly illuminated the
difference between Christian individualism and pantheistic collectivism in the following
critique of the Buddhist Mrs. Annie Besant, one of the founders of the Fabian Society:
According to Mrs. Besant the universal Church is simply the universal Self.
It is the doctrine that we are really all one person; that there are no real walls
of individuality between man and man. ... She does not tell us to love our
neighbor; she tells us to be our neighbors. ... The intellectual abyss between
Buddhism and Christianity is that, for the Buddhist or the theosophist,
personality is the fall of man, for the Christian it is the purpose of God, the
. whole point of His cosmic idea.
G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (New York, 1927), Pp. 244-45. Quoted in Thomas Molnar,
Utopia: the Perennial Heresy (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1967), p. 123.
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Marx, was “created” by the collective species man, who thereby
replaces God as the creator).

I shall deal later with communism as the goal of history. Here we
focus on the process by which all these events must take place, and
necessarily take place. First, there is the pre-creation cosmic blob.
Out of this blob there then arises a very different state of affairs: a
created Universe, with God, individual men, and nature each exist-
ing. Here are the origins of the magical Hegelian-Marxian “dialectic”
one state of affairs somehow gives rise to a contrasting state. In the
German language, Hegel, the master of the concept of the dialectic,
used the crucial term aufhebung, a “lifting up,” which is ambiguous
enough to encompass this sudden shift into a very different state, this
lifting up which is at one and the same time a preserving, a trans-
cending, and creating a stark contrast to, the original condition. The
standard English translation for this process in Hegel and Marx is
“negating,” but such translation makes the theory even more absurd
than it really is—probably “transcending” would be a better term."
Thus, as usual, the dialectic consists of three stages. Stage One is the
original state of the pre-creation cosmic blob, with man and God in
happy and harmonious unity, but each rather undeveloped. Then, the
magic dialectic does its work, Stage Two occurs, and God creates man
and the universe. But then, finally, when the development of man and
God is completed, Stage Two creates its own aufhebung, its transcen-
dence into its opposite or negation: in short, Stage Three, the reunion of
God and man in an “ecstasy of union,” and the end of history.

The dialectical process by which one state of affairs gives rise to
a very different state, if not its opposite, is, for the reabsorptionists,
a mystical though inevitable development. There was no need for
them to explain the mechanism. Indeed, particularly influential for
Hegel and later reabsorptionist thinkers was one of the later Chris-
tian mystics in this tradition: the early seventeenth century German
cobbler Jakob Boehme. Pantheizing the dialectic, Boehme declared
that it was not God’s will but some primal force, that launched the

'%Alexander Gray has a lot of fun with the concept of “negation” in the Hegelian and
Marxian dialectic. He writes that the examples of the “negation of the negation” in Engels’s
Anti-Diihring “may be sound Hegelianism, but otherwise they appear rather silly. A seed
of barley falls into the ground and germinates: negation of the seed. In the autumn it
produces more grains of barley: negation of the negation. A butterfly comes from an egg:
negation of the egg. After many transformations, the butterfly mates and dies: negation
of the negation. ... Hegel is surely something more than this.” Gray adds a comment that
Marx’s admiring summary of Hegelianism in his Poverty and Philosophy is “not without
entertainment value”: “yes becomes no, no becomes yes, yes becomes at the same time yes
and no, no becomes at the same time no and yes, the contraries balance, neutralize, and
paralyze each other.” (My own translation from Gray’s original French quote, which he
found “especially” entertaining.) Gray, Socialist Tradition, p. 300 n. 1 and n. 2.
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cosmic dialectic of creation and history. How, Boehme asked, did the
world of pre-creation transcend itself into creation? Before creation,
he answered, there was a primal source, an eternal unity, an undif-
ferentiated, indistinct, literal Nothing [Ungrund]. Oddly enough, this
Nothing possessed within itself an inner striving, a nisus, a drive for
self-realization. That drive, Boehme asserted, gave rise to its oppo-
site, the Will, the interaction of which with nisus transformed the
Nothing into the Something of the created universe."

Heavily influenced by Jakob Boehme was the mystical English
communist, Gerrard Winstanley, founder of the Digger sect during
the English Civil War. Son of a textile merchant who had failed in the
cloth business and then had sunk to the status of agricultural laborer,
Winstanley, in early 1649, had a mystical vision of the ideal commu-
nist world of the future. Originally, according to this vision, a version
of God had created the universe; but the spirit of “selfishness,” the
Devil itself, had entered into man and brought about private property
and a market economy. The curse of the self, opined Winstanley, was
“the beginner of particular interest,” or private property, with men
buying and selling and saying “This is mine.” The end of original
communism and its breakup into private property meant that univer-
sal liberty was gone, and creation brought “under the curse of bond-
age, sorrow, and tears.” In England, Winstanley absurdly held, prop-
erty had been communist until the Norman Conquest of 1066, which
created the institution of private property."

But soon, declared Winstanley, universal “love” would eliminate
private property, and would thus restore the earth to “a common prop-
erty as it was in the beginning ... making the earth one storehouse, and
every man and woman to live ... as members of one household.” This
communism and absolute equality of possessions would thus bring to
the world the millennium, “a new heaven, and a new earth.”"

At first, Winstanley believed that little or no coercion would be
necessary for establishing and maintaining his communist society.

11See M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution in Roman-
tic Literature (New York: Norton, 1971), p. 161.

2Most of the Protestants held the very different, and far more correct, view that
the Norman Conquest had imposed a state-created feudal-type landed estates on an
England which had been much closer to being an idyll of genuine private property.

Engels and other historians and anthropologists saw the original Early Commu-
nism, or Golden Age, in primitive pre-market tribal societies. Modern anthropological
research, however, has demonstrated that most primitive and tribal societies were
based on private property, money, and market economies. Thus, see Bruce Benson,
“Enforcement of Private Property Rights in Primitive Societies: Law Without Govern-
ment,” Journal of Libertarian Studies 9 (Winter 1989): 1-26.

¥1h M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism, p. 517n.






