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Eighteen forty-three is especially significant in the history of the 
European left because it was the year that Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels were converted to socialism. T h e two young men scarcely 
knew each other at the time, and their conversions occurred in 
different countries, Marx's in France and Engels' in England. Yet 
their beliefs evolved along quite similar paths, similar enough that 
when they encountered each other properly for the first time in the 
autumn of 1 8 4 4 , they experienced a true meeting o f minds. When 
Friedrich Engels first arrived in England in November 1842 he was, 
politically speaking, what the authorities of the time termed a 
"Jacobin," that is a revolutionary republican and democrat who 
hoped that other European countries would soon be experiencing 
their own versions of the French Revolution. By the end of the next 
year he had, under the influence of Chartism and Owenism, 
committed himself to the cause o f socialism. Similarly, when Karl 
Marx arrived in France in the fall of 1843 he was still a liberal 
republican, although he was already interested in socialism and was 
beginning to sympathise with the arguments o f certain socialist 
writers. Four months later, in January 1 8 4 4 , when he wrote his cele­
brated essay "Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of 
Law: Introduction," for the Deutsch-Franzosische Jahrbiicher, Marx had 
definitely espoused a brand of socialism. Some historians have 
claimed that Marx's conversion in fact took place earlier, at 
Kreuznach, when he wrote the unpublished manuscript with the 
confusingly similar title "Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's 
Philosophy of Law," sometimes referred to as the Kreuznach manu­
script for the sake of clarity. Shlomo Avineri, for example, has 
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argued this trenchantly-but in my view unconvincinglv-in his well-
known The Social and Political Thought of Karl Marx. In fact the 
evidence for Marx's alleged espousal of "communism" in the summer 
of 1843 at Kreuznach is tenuous at best, while it is quite clear from 
his later correspondence with Arnold Ruge in September that he was 
still, to say the least, ambivalent about socialism and quite hostile to 
"communism" which he called a "dogmatic abstraction." 2 

Nonetheless, although he was not yet converted, Marx was certainly 
interested in socialism by the summer of 1843 . His interest in 
French socialism had actually first stirred in the latter months of 
1842 while he was editor of the Rheinische Zeitung in Cologne, much 
the same time that Friedrich Engels was first coming across Chartism 
and Owenism in London and Manchester. 

T h e critical period for both men was therefore October 1842 to 
December 1843 . T h e single most important factor in Marx's conver­
sion to socialism during these months was his increasing acquain­
tance with and understanding of French socialism. In Engels' case 
exposure to the realities of lower-class life in the Lancashire textile 
towns, coupled with his reading of Chartist and Owenite literature, 
were the primary causes of his conversion. But Engels also found out 
as much as he could about French socialism and communism during 
1 8 4 3 , and the knowledge he gained played a secondary role in his 
mental evolution. We cannot, therefore, understand the conversion 
of either Marx or Engels to socialism without studying what they 
knew of French socialism at this time, and how their knowledge 
influenced their changing political and social views. 

T h e terms "socialism" and "communism" are ambiguous. By 
"socialism" I mean any left-wing ideology or system of thought that 
assails as fundamentally unjust and repressive any social order built 
upon unrestricted private enterprise and property-ownership. T h e 
defining criterion of socialism is its critique of capitalist society, a 
critique undertaken, however, from the left, that is from within the 
radical democratic tradition, and complemented with a vision of an 
alternative, freer and juster, society in which the abuses of 
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"laissez-faire" capitalism will have been curbed. This, of course, is a 
rather loose definition, but deliberately so, because by common 
usage "socialism" is a concept that denotes a family o f theories and 
systems. It was a broad concept in the first half of the nineteenth 
century too, but not quite so loose and fuzzy as it is today. Then it 
encompassed primarily the ideas of those groups within the French 
revolutionary tradition that went beyond the cause o f republican 
democracy to demand substantial changes in the economic structure 
of contemporary society in the name of liberty, justice, and equality. 
So when I use the term "socialism" in this essay, I am referring to a 
family o f anti-capitalist ideas, theories, and thought systems that was 
already alive and growing rapidly by the 1830s . Hence a "socialist," 
in the early nineteenth century context, is any thinker or militant 
who belongs somewhere within this extended family. 

If the term "socialism" was already a loose concept by 1 8 4 0 , this 
was not true of "communism." In the 1840s communism was a 
specific kind of socialism. It referred, in particular, to the ideal o f a 
fully egalitarian community, one that would eschew private property 
and abolish wage-labour and money. T h e r e were several variations 
on this basic theme current in early nineteenth century Europe, and 
naturally they differed in detail, but they shared the same funda­
mental vision, a vision that many socialists, then as now, regarded as 
impractical or Utopian. 

Marx and Engels, independently of each other, became socialists 
first, communists (in the early nineteenth century sense of the term 
that I have just explained) later in the 1840s , and then, later still, 
jointly redefined the term communism to describe their modified 
views (which by 1847 they distinguished sharply from visionary, 
Utopian communism but still called communist, as in the famous 
Manifesto of the Communist Party). This paper is concerned primarily 
with the first stage o f this three stage process, the transition of Marx 
and Engels to socialism. Neither had fully embraced Utopian 
communism by the end of 1 8 4 3 , although both were already 
attracted, to a degree, by communist arguments and ideals. In the 
process of examining what their newly-found socialism meant to 
Marx and to Engels in 1 8 4 3 , we shall also see what they thought 
about contemporary communism and other varieties of early nine­
teenth century socialist thought. 

I 
T h e case o f Friedrich Engels is the simpler. W e know what 

Engels' political opinions were in October 1843 (just before he left 



Germany for England) from an article he wrote for the Rheinische 
Zeitung which was rejected by that newspaper's moderate liberal 
editor, Karl Marx. The article was on the king of Prussia, Friedrich 
Wilhelm IV, and its central theme was that the current state of 
affairs in Prussia closely resembled France on the eve of the 1789 
Revolution. Engels predicted that Prussia would therefore undergo 
its liberal revolution (i.e., the substitution of representative govern­
ment for the existing feudal autocracy) in the very near future, and 
that this transformation would take the form of a spate of political 
concessions forced on the monarchy by middle class public opinion 
led by liberals from the intelligentsia, concessions that would lead 
logically to the eventual abolition of the monarchy and the creation 
of republican institutions. 3 Clearly, at this time the young Engels was 
preoccupied with constitutional politics, and he was no socialist, 
despite the fact that earlier that summer he had met the German 
communist Wilhelm Weitling in Berlin and read his newly published 
book, Garantien der Harmonie und Freiheit. By the fall of 1842 
Engels had merely decided that the lower classes were not so wild 
and irrational as he had previously assumed, that they warranted 
closer observation, and that he should delve into as much European 
socialist literature as he could lay hands on. Weitling, then, had 
stimulated his interest in artisans and manual workers, and in 
socialist ideas, but had not weaned him from radical liberalism. 

On his way from Berlin to London in October 1842 , Engels 
stopped in at the Cologne offices of the Rheinische Zeitung and was 
given a warm welcome by Moses Hess and other radical members of 
the newspaper's staff who were disappointed with their new editor's 
cautious liberalism. Hess was a socialist who had two years previously 
published an important book, Die Europaische Triarchie, in which he 
had speculated that the humanist ideals of German Romantic philos­
ophy and the political goals of the French Revolution would be 
implemented in England by means of a social revolution sparked by 
the Chartist movement. 5 Hess was also the Zeitung's Paris correspon­
dent, and was a mine of information about the personalities and 
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views of such French socialists as Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, the 
ex-Saint-Simonian Pierre Leroux, the Fourierist Victor Considerant, 
and the Icarian communist Etienne Cabet. Engels spent a week with 
his new friend, and no doubt milked him hard for information about 
England, Chartism, and French socialism. He was also almost 
certainly stimulated by Hess's conversation to read Die Europaische 
Triarchie and, later, the articles that Hess would subsequently publish 
in the Schweizerischer Republikaner (April to July 1 8 4 3 ) and in Georg 
Herwegh's collection of censored essays, Einundzwanzig Bogen aus der 
Schweiz, which appeared in October 1 8 4 3 . These pieces would 
together set out Hess's own socialist philosophy, an eclectic blend of 
the elements that he found most appealing in the French socialists 
with whose works he was familiar (most notably Fourier, Proudhon, 
and Cabet), with ideas gleaned from Weitling and Feuerbach. Hess 
later claimed to have converted Engels to his own views at this time, 
stating in a letter to his friend Berthold Auerbach that "he, an Anno 
I revolutionary, departed from me an enthusiastic communist." 6 In 
fact, Hess seems to have been deluding himself if he really believed 
this in October 1 8 4 2 . Engels was certainly impressed by Hess's 
knowledge and stimulated by his ideas, and he went to England 
predisposed to sympathise with the Chartists. He was also reinforced 
in his plan to study the European labouring classes and French and 
English socialist literature. But, though he was even more interested 
in socialism than before his sojourn in Cologne, he was not yet a 
socialist, let alone a communist in November 1842 . This is evident 
from the first dispatches he wrote from London in November for 
the Rheinische Zeitung.7 In these articles he was preoccupied with the 
question whether England would soon experience its republican and 
democratic revolution or whether the old political elites-the Whigs 
and Tories-would buy off the main revolutionary force, the 
Chartists, with concessions. His answer was that republican democ­
racy would soon come to England, not as the result o f political 
manoeuvers at the top, but as the result o f mass pressure by millions 
of armed Chartists driven to desperation by poverty and starvation. 
I f Engels, following Hess, was already speculating on the likelihood 
of a "social revolution" in industrial England in the near future, he 
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meant by this "social revolution" a large-scale emeute similar in kind 
and purpose to those enacted by the sans-culottes during the radical 
phase of the French Revolution. He had no conception, at this time, 
of the social and economic transformation such revolutionaries might 
seek to implement because he had yet to be converted to a socialist 
vision of a better society. Engels, in short, saw the English 
"proletarians" as potentially revolutionary before he himself had 
espoused the cause of a specifically socialist revolution. His political 
position in November 1842 , before he reached Manchester, was-in 
English terms-that of a Physical Force Chartist. 8 

The industrial towns of Lancashire, then in the grip of a severe 
economic depression, were a revelation to the young Engels. In 
retrospect we can see that the half-decade between 1837 and 1842 
was a time of exceptionally acute dislocation in the British economy, 
a watershed between the first stage of the Industrial Revolution 
based on textiles and the second stage based on coal and iron and 
symbolised by the railway locomotive. Conditions for the majority of 
wage-earners in the textile industries were probably as bad as they 
had ever known, food prices were abnormally high, real wages were 
(temporarily) in decline, unemployment was widespread and 
prolonged, and certain sections of the work-force (most notably the 
hand-loom weavers) had been rendered redundant by technological 
advances. Not surprisingly, popular movements of protest-strikes 
and mass meetings-were strong and vociferous, and the Chartist 
movement seemed to be rapidly gaining a vast following in the 
North and the Midlands. Engels was plunged into this maelstrom at 
one of the places where the current was strongest: Manchester. His 
father had sent him to the city to study the business of textile manu­
facturing where the biggest and most modern cotton mills were 
located, so he could hardly avoid seeing the abysmal working condi­
tions and poverty of the textile operatives. He had in any case 
determined to investigate the conditions of life of the English 
labouring classes and to learn at first hand their views and aspira­
tions. How he first made contact with labour militants in the 
Manchester area we do not know, but within a few months of his 
arrival in the city he had established a liaison with a working-class 
girl, Mary Burns, and obtained an entree into the local Chartist 
movement. His undisguised horror at the working and housing 
conditions suffered by the textile hands, and his passionate indigna­
tion at the English government's do-nothing policy towards the 
economic crisis, no doubt quickly convinced local militants that he 

8. Engels, "Die inneren Krisen," WERKE, 1:456-460; MECW, 2:370-374. 



was on their side, a commitment which was unmistakable in the 
reports he sent back to Karl Marx in Cologne for publication in the 
Rheinische Zeitung. 

It was thus during the first months he lived in Manchester (from 
December 1842 onwards) that Engels began to realise that there was 
more to Chartism than a political movement for universal suffrage 
that wavered uneasily between a reformist and a revolutionary 
strategy. Chartism, he quickly realised, was at heart a spontaneous 
protest against poverty and unemployment that had been channeled 
into political form. It was the most visible, but by no means the only, 
vehicle o f organised opposition to the status quo that could be 
discovered by a sympathetic observer of the West Midlands labour 
movement. T h e r e was also a local socialist movement which showed 
considerable vitality. In May-June 1843 Engels sent a series of arti­
cles to the Schweizerischer Republikaner in which he reported on the 
nature of the English labour movement which by this time he had 
been studying for six months . 9 He was clearly impressed by its size 
and vigour, and also by the intellectual quality o f Lancashire 
socialism. An atheist himself, Engels gleefully described the anti­
clerical campaign in Bristol of the militant atheist Charles Southwell, 
and noted approvingly that two leading English socialist theoreti­
cians, Robert Owen and his disciple John Watts, were equally hostile 
to Christian theology. "The English socialists," he remarked, "are far 
more principled and practical than the French, which is especially 
due to the fact that they are engaged in an open struggle against the 
various churches and do not want to have anything to do with 
religion." 1 0 As far as I am aware, this was Engels' first reference in 
print to French socialism; another, in the same article, was equally 
negative: he dismissed as "dull and miserable" Lorenz von Stein's Der 
Sozialismus und Communismus des heutigen Frankreichs, an account of 
the different varieties of Parisian socialist groups, a copy of which he 
had been lent by Moses Hess . 1 1 It appears, therefore, that by the 
early summer of 1843 Engels considered that he knew enough about 
French socialism to compare it adversely with the Owenism he was 
now discovering in the English Midlands. But nothing more 
concerning Engels' acquaintance with French socialism can be 
gleaned from these Schweizerischer Republikaner articles. 

9. Friedrich Engels, "Briefe aus London (I-IV)," Schweizerischer Republikaner, 3 9 , 4 1 . 
4 6 , & 51 (16 May 1843 - 27 June 1843); W E R K E , 1:468-479; MECW. 3 :379-391 . 

10. Ibid; W E R K E . 1:473; MECW. 3:385 . 
11. Lorenz von Stein, Der Sozialismus und Communismus des hruhgen Frankreichs 

(Leipzig: Wigand, 1842) . 



What is evident from these same essays is that Engels' conversion 
to socialism, which was a fairly long-drawn-out affair, was underway 
by the summer of 1843 . A prominent part in this appears to have 
been played by a new acquaintance, John Watts. Watts was the 
leading socialist orator and pamphleteer operating in Manchester, 
and he expounded a down-to-earth brand of Owenism which seems 
to have had considerable appeal for a portion of the local populace. 
It appealed to Engels too. Watts, he wrote, was an "outstanding man, 
who has written some very talented pamphlets on the existence of 
God and on political economy." 1 2 He was also impressed with the 
speaking abilities and factual command possessed by other Owenite 
propagandists whose meetings he had attended. Apart from the 
Owenites' atheism, Engels approved of their grasp of economic issues 
and their willingness to base their socialism on political economy, a 
subject in which he was becoming more and more interested. He was 
delighted to find that English socialist theory was, in the main, 
empirical and hard-headed, far different in tone from Hegelian 
philosophy (which Engels, once a disciple, had already repudiated). 
He was rather ambivalent towards Owen himself whom he charged 
with lapses into obscurity, although he recognised Owen's pivotal 
role as the founder of English socialism, and he praised the system­
atic and comprehensive character of Owen's writings. 1 3 But on the 
whole, notwithstanding Owen's virtues, Engels preferred the more 
concrete, issue-oriented pamphlets of Watts and the local Chartist 
leader, Feargus O'Connor. Reading between the lines of Engels' 
comments on Owenism in the Schweizerischer Republikaner one can 
deduce that in the summer of 1843 he had perceived the importance 
of Robert Owen's writings and had begun to study them, but had 
not yet come to a final judgement. He was fascinated and rather 
impressed by Owen and Owenism, but he was not yet won over, 
whereas his support for Feargus O'Connor and Physical Force 
Chartism was still unequivocal and enthusiastic. 1 4 So if Engels was 
moving steadily towards socialism in the summer of 1843 , he still 
had some way to go. Owen's economic analysis of the evils of indus­
trial capitalism intrigued him, but it had not yet made a deep 
imprint on his mind. Chartism still had a greater appeal to him than 
Owenite socialism, and it would take several more months of study 
and contacts with the English socialist movement before Engels 

12. Engels, "Briefe aus London, III," Schweizerischer Republikaner, 4 6 (9 June 1843); 
WERKE, 1:473-475; MECW, 3:385-386. 
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finally succumbed. Moreover, it was not only his concerted study of 
Owenism that made the difference. During the summer and fall of 
1843 Engels also set to with a will to discover all he could about 
French socialism. 

II 
T h e fruits of this research appeared in a series of articles in the 

Owenite journal, The New Moral World, during November 1843 . 
They were called collectively "Progress of Social Reform on the 
Continent" and their author posed-not without some justification-as 
an informed observer who could explain the French socialist scene to 

15 
the English working class movement. How had Engels obtained his 
information? Not from personal observation, since he had spent 
1843 in Manchester (apart from occasional trips to the south of 
England, and one to Belgium). We have seen that he had read 
Lorenz von Stein's Der Sozialismus und Communismus des heutigen 
Frankreichs but dismissed it as an inferior and disappointing work. 
Nonetheless he may well have drawn some of his factual material 
from its pages . 1 6 He had chanced to make the acquaintance of a 
rather eccentric English Christian socialist called Godwin Barmby, 
who was interested in continental socialism and had a collection of 

17 
French socialist and communist pamphlets. He had developed his 
contacts with prominent militants in the Chartist movement, one of 
whom, Bronterre O'Brien, had in 1 8 3 6 published a translation of 
Buonarroti's Conspiration pour I'egalite dite de Babeuf and another of 
whom, George Harney, the editor of the central Chartist organ, The 
Northern Star, was o f a cosmopolitan frame of mind and tried to keep 
up with what was happening on the cont inent . 1 8 By now a convert 
to Owenism, Engels had made friends not only with the leading 
Manchester Owenite, John Watts, but also with the editor of The 
New Moral World, G.A. Fleming, who had some contacts among the 

15. Friedrich Engels, "Progress of Social Reform on the Continent," The New 
Moral World, 19 & 21 (4 November 1 8 4 3 & 18 November 1843) ; MEGA I, 2 : 4 3 5 - 4 4 9 ; 
MECW, 3 :329-408; translation into German in W E R K E , 1:480-496. 

16. Lorenz von Stein, Der Sozialismus und Communismus des heutigen Frankreichs 
(Leipzig: Wigand, 1842 ) . Engels, "Briefe aus London, III," MEGA I, 2 :374; MECW, 
3:388. 

17. Engels, "French Communism," The New Moral World, (3 February 1844) ; 
MEGA I, 2:454; MECW, 3:414 . 

18. Philippe Buonarroti , History of Babeufs Conspiracy for Equality..., trans. 
Bronterre O'Brien (London: Hetherington, 1836 ) . This was a translation of 
Conspiration pour Vigalite dite de Babeuf... (Bruxelles: La Librairie romantique, 1828) . It 
is difficult to pin down when Marx read this, but it was probably in the summer of 
1844 , whereas Engels likely read the English version some months earlier. 



French left. So there were several English sources on whom 
Engels no doubt relied in part. But probably he drew most heavily 
on letters he received from German friends in Paris. 

Engels had been on good terms with Georg Herwegh, the editor 
of the Schweizerischer Republikaner, and had corresponded with him in 
Switzerland. In the early fall of 1843 Herwegh moved to Paris to 
take part in the Deutsch-Franzosische Jahrbiicher venture, while Moses 
Hess, another friend and correspondent of Engels (who was an avid 
letter writer) was already there with Ruge. T h e two men kept him in 
touch with the doings of the little Young Hegelian circle in the 
French capital, and, as we saw earlier, invited him to contribute to 
the review they had planned. Herwegh and Engels in fact met in 
Ostend in September or October 1843 to discuss the project and 
Engels' proposed contributions. 2 0 Most probably, he gleaned much 
of his information about current French socialism from Hess's and 
Herwegh's accounts of the Parisian scene. His occasional inaccuracies 
may have reflected the limitations of their knowledge, or their 
uncritical relaying of claims made in the French pamphlet literature 
they picked up. 

In the section on France in his "Progress of Social Reform," 
Engels showed a fairly comprehensive awareness of the different 
varieties of French socialism, without always carefully distinguishing 
their doctrinal differences. He mentioned eight kinds: Babouvism, 
Fourierism, Saint-Simonianism, Icarianism, Dezamy's revolutionary 
communism, and the personal systems of Leroux, Lamennais, and 
Proudhon. 2 1 His knowledge of certain o f these was obviously thin; 
for example, he appeared unaware of Leroux's and Proudhon's crit­
icisms of Babouvism and Icarianism, and called them both commu­
nists. However, he may have seemed more ignorant than he actually 
was in this respect, because he used the label communist very loosely 
in the essay, and apparently deliberately so. One thesis he wanted to 
argue was that, notwithstanding the different origins of "the doctrine 
of community" in France, Germany and Britain, the doctrinal differ­
ences between the three working-class movements were relatively 
minor. As he sometimes used the term, then, communist applied to 
any scheme for a co-operative community, whether it was along the 
lines proposed by Owen, Weitling, Cabet, or presumably, even 
Fourier. Yet, on the other hand, he clearly recognised that 

19. Engels, "Briefe aus London, III," MEGA I, 2:371; MECW, 3:385 . 
20 . Gustav Mayer, Friedrich Engels: A Biography (New York: Knopf, 1936) . 
2 1 . "Progress o f Social Reform on the Continent," MEGA I, 2 :435-449; MECW, 

3:393-399. 



Icarianism was egalitarian, anti-capitalist, and non-propertarian in a 
way that Fourierism was not, and called the former communist to 
distinguish it from the latter. His usage of the terms socialism and 
communism was thus not consistent, but it definitely differed from 
Marx's in the last months o f 1843 (Marx at this time used the label 
socialist in a vague, general way to indicate all left-wing advocates of 
social as opposed to political reform, and within this broad category 
distinguished between communists, who wished to totally abolish 
private possessions, and more moderate socialists, who did not). 

Engels, then, regarded most brands of French socialism as 
comparatively close to Owenism, although he stressed that French 
militants generally placed more value on political liberties than did 
the English. Like Marx, he considered that the French road to 
communism lay through parliamentary democracy, although he too 
claimed that political liberty by itself was an inadequate, even 
dangerous, kind of "sham-liberty." T h e French Revolution, he wrote, 
had shown that political democracy without social democracy was 
inherently contradictory and sooner or later inevitably broke down, 
turning into "undisguised despotism" (referring to the rule of 
Napoleon). Communism was thus the logical continuation of demo­
cratic republicanism; he now regarded Owenism and Chartism as 
essentially complementary, and considered that the French left had 
sensibly avoided the artificial divorce between agitation for universal 
suffrage and for social r e f o r m . 2 2 

Engels used two main criteria in judging different French socialist 
sects and theoretical systems: whether or not they recognised the 
need for both community o f property and equality o f income, and 
whether they had provided a detailed, concrete analysis o f the 
harmful workings o f the capitalist economy. On these counts, the 
French thinkers who did best were (according to his reckoning) 
Cabet, Fourier , and P r o u d h o n . 2 3 He was highly impressed with 
Icarianism, which he perceived as the most popular and most 
modern form of communism (in the stricter sense o f the word). 
T h e r e were, he claimed on two different occasions in The New Moral 
World, about half a million French communists, the vast majority of 
whom were followers o f Cabet. This was, in fact, a gross over­
estimate which, to judge from the circulation figures o f Cabet's 
newspaper, Le Populaire, multiplied reality by a factor o f ten. He 
seems to have been led into error because he took at face value the 
claim (which he probably found in some pro-Icarian literature) that 

2 2 . Ibid., MEGA I, 2 :436; MECW, 3:393 . 
2 3 . Ibid., MEGA I, 2 :435; MECW, 3:392 . 



the "great bulk of the French working-classes" now supported Cabet. 
This, of course, was not true, but on the other hand it was the case 
that Cabet had a larger working-class following than any other 
French socialist, and it also seems to have been true that Icarianism 
in the early 1840s largely absorbed residual lower-class support for 
older forms of French communism like Babouvism. Clearly what 
seduced Engels was this fact of urban worker adherence to Cabet's 
movement. He argued that early Babouvian communism had been 
"rough and superficial" and in any case ahead of its time, so that it 
found no widespread echo in the "public mind." After the failure of 
Babeufs conspiracy, he contended, French communism had died a 
natural death until the July Revolution of 1830 . Then, in the 
mid-1830s, when it became obvious that the middle classes, who had 
seized power in 1 8 3 0 , were not about to concede a democratic 
republic to the workers who had fought on the barricades, there was 
a spontaneous revival of revolutionary communism in "the dark lanes 
and crowded alleys of the Parisian suburb, Saint-Antoine," that 
quickly spread to Lyon, Toulouse and "the other large manufac­
turing towns of the realm." It was, alleged Engels, a mass (though 
secret) working-class movement, divided into several different parties 
(including the Travailleurs Egalitaires and Dezamy's L'Humanitaire 
group). Since the publication of Cabet's propaganda-novel, Voyage en 
Icarie, and the establishment of Le Populaire in 1 8 4 1 , he claimed, the 
Icarian version of communist doctrine had won the allegiance of 
almost all these revolutionary-republican urban workers. 

Though broadly sympathetic, Engels was in several respects rather 
critical of Icarianism. He regarded Cabet as merely a propagandist 
and agitator, dismissed his writings as "superficial," and judged 
French communism thin on factual analysis. The Icarians, he argued, 
had mistakenly rejected philosophy and had failed to emancipate 
themselves from Christianity. Furthermore, their political tactics 
were mistaken; they kept to the old Babouvian policy of secret socie­
ties and intended overthrowing the government by force. He consid­
ered this penchant for secrecy and violence quite understandable 
given the French national character and the traditional despotism of 
French political regimes, but nonetheless thought it was unnecessary 
and "contrary to common prudence." Presumably he himself 
supported, at this time, the Chartist strategy of mass meetings and 
petitions, although he was not insensitive to the difficulties of imple­
menting such a strategy in France given the government's willingness 
to employ soldiers against any demonstration in favour of social 
reform. Still, he was basically out of sympathy with Icarianism over 
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its political methods, its contempt for sophisticated theory, and its 
Christianity. On balance, he judged it inferior to Owenism, largely 
because of Cabet's failure to provide any detailed analysis and 
critique of the capitalist economy. He also disliked Cabet's statism 
and considered that he had paid insufficient attention to the problem 
of how the nation, as opposed to individual communes, was to be 
run. Owen and the German communist Weitling were both superior 
in this respect, proposing the abolition of all centralised govern­
mental organs backed by force, and the establishment instead of "a 
mere administration, organising the different branches of labour, 
and distributing its produce." Engels thus came out firmly in favour 
of the abolition of the bourgeois state rather than its utilisation for 
socialist ends. He had been won over by the anti-statist strain in the 
European socialist movement. 

On the other hand, Engels found plenty to praise in Icarian 
doctrine. Cabet's scheme for a co-operative community was a little 
different from Owen's, he noted, and genuinely aimed at creating a 
society embodying the maximum of "real liberty and real equality." 
T h e Icarians had "embodied in their plans everything rational they 
found in Saint-Simon and Fourier" and were, in consequence, "very 
much superior to the old French Communists," who had been 
regrettably ignorant of history and political economy, and hostile to 
science and fine art. They were rightly critical of the institution of 
marriage and the present penal system, holding progressive views on 
education, sexual relations, and the treatment of criminals and old 
people. Icarianism was, in short, a rational and humanitarian 
doctrine, despite its inadequacies. 2 4 

Il l 
If Engels failed to include Cabet in the top rank of socialist theo­

rists, he had no intention of downplaying the contribution made by 
Frenchmen to the body of common doctrine he hoped would 
become widely accepted by workingmen on both sides of the 
Channel. He discussed with respect and enthusiasm the writings of 
several other prominent French socialist writers, praising in partic­
ular Fourier, Leroux and Proudhon. Saint-Simon and the 
Saint-Simonians he had little time for; the general spirit of their 
doctrines was admirably reformist, he remarked, but they were 
lamentably prone to envelop their sensible ideas in "clouds of unin­
telligible mysticism," and their economic principles were anti-
egalitarian. Avowedly following the arguments of his old mentor 




