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An
imaginary
conversation
between -
Karl Marx
and

Michael

Bakunin

Maurice
Cranston

On November 3, 1864, Karl Marx and Michael Bakunin

met for the last time. Their conversation took place n
Bakunin’s lodgings in London, where the Russian anarchist
was paying a short visit, and where Marx was living in exile.
They had known each other for twenty years, but their friend-
ship was precarious. Each was wary of the other, and both
were competing for leadership of the workers’ international.
Their theories of socialism were sharply opposed, but each still
regarded the other as a possible ally in the struggle against the
bourgeoisie. In time they were to become bitter enemues;
but their meeting in London was in the eyes of both a success.
In this dialogue, broadcast by the BBC¥in October, Maurice
Cranston has attempted to reconstruct their exchange of ideas.

BAKUNIN: My dear Marx, I can offer you tobacco and tea; but otherwise
I fear the hospitality of these lodgings is frugal. I am at the moment
impoverished.

Marx: I am always poor, Bakunin. There is nothing I do not know
about poverty. It is the worst of evils.

BAKUNIN: Slavery is the worst of evils, Marx, not poverty. A cup of
tea? 1 always have it ready; these London housemaids are very kind.
When I lived in Paddington Green there was one called Grace—a
bonne a tout faire—she used to run up and down stairs all day and
most of the night with my hot water and sugar.

Marx: Yes, the working classes have a hard life in England; they
should be the first to revolt.

MAURICE CRANSTON, born 1920, lectures on political science at
the London School of Economics. He is the author of Freedom: a new
social analysis; Human Rights Today; a biography of John Locke and a
recent study of Sartre.
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BAKUNIN: They should be. But will they be?

MARX : They, or the Germans.

BAKUNIN: The Germans will never rise. They would sooner die than
rebel. |

Marx: It is not a question of national temperament, Bakunin; it is
a matter of industrial progress. Where the workers are class
conscious . . .

BAkUNIN: They are not class conscious here in England. That house-
maid I spoke of was entirely docile, resigned, subdued. It pained me
to see her so exploited.

MARX: You appear to have exploited her yourself.

BAKUNIN: London is full of exploitation. This vast city, full of misery
and squalor and dark, mean streets—yet no one seems to want (o throw
a barricade across them. No, Marx, it is no place for a socialist.
MARX: But it is almost the only place that will have us. I have been
here for fifteen years.

BAKUNIN: A pity you never came to see me in Paddington Green. |
was there for more than twelve months. When I found your card
yesterday, I realised our paths had not crossed since the old days in
Paris.

MARX : I had to leave Paris in 1845.

BAKUNIN: Ah yes, before the rising in Dresden, when I fell, so to speak,
into the enemy’s hands. They kept me in prison for ten years. Then
they sent me to Siberia; but as you know, I escaped, and made my way
to London. Now I have a place to live in Italy. I am going back to
Florence next week.

MARX : Well, at least you keep moving.

BakuNIN: I have to. I am not so discreet a revolutionary as you are.
The crowned heads of Europe have kept me moving.

MARX: The crowned heads of Europe have expelled me from several
countries, too. And poverty has forced me out of several homes.
BAKUNIN: Ah yes, poverty . . . I am always penniless, always having
to borrow money from friends. Indeed I suppose I must have lived
on borrowed money for a large part of my life—except when 1 was in
prison—and now 1 am fifty. But I never think about money. It is
very bourgeois to think about money.

MARx: You are fortunate. You have no family to keep.

BAKUNIN: You must know that I acquired a wife in Poland. Though it
is true that we have no children. Have some tea? I shall. A Russian
cannot live without tea.

MARX: And you are very much the Russian, Bakunin; very much the
Russian nobleman, to be more precise. It must be difficult for someone
of your temperament to enter into the mind of the proletariat.
BAKUNIN: And what of yourself, Marx? Are you not the son of
prosperous bourgeois, a lawyer? And is your wife not Freiin von
Westphalen, the daughter of Baron von Westphalen and the sister of
the Prussian Minister of the Interior? That is hardly a plebeian
background.
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MARX : Socialism needs intellectuals as well as working men. Besides,
I have learned a lot from persecution and hunger in the cold and
sleepless night of exile. A

BAkUNIN: The night of imprisonment is longer and colder. But I am
so accustomed to hunger that I scarcely even notice it now.

Marx: I think the worst thing is to see one’s children die because
one has not enough money to feed them properly.

BAKUNIN: Yes, I can believe it would be. To be condemned to death
oneself is not as bad as you would think. In a way, I found it quite
exhilarating. :
MARX: Since I have been in London, I have lived in cheap and sordid
furnished rooms. I have had to borrow and buy food on credit, and
then pawn our clothes to pay the bills. My children are used to
answering the door and telling creditors I am not at home. All of us,
my wife and I, and the children and an old servant are still crowded
into two rooms—and there is not a clean or decent piece of furniture
in either of them. I try to work at the same broken table where my
wife sews and the children play, and often we sit for hours without
light or food because there is no money to pay for either. My wife
is often ill, and so are the children but I cannot call a doctor, because
I could not pay his fees or buy the medicines he would order.
BAKUNIN: My dear Marx! Does not your collaborator Engels?—I
always understood—

MARrX : Engels is extremely generous, but he has not always been able
to help me. Believe me, I have suffered every kind of misfortune. My
greatest unhappiness came eight years ago, when my son Edgar died
at the age of six.

Francis Bacon says that really important people have so many
contacts with nature and the world, and have so much to interest
them, that they easily get over a loss. I am nbt one of those important
people, Bakunin. My son’s death affected me so greatly that 1 feel
the loss as bitterly today as I did on the day when he died. f
BAkUNIN: If money is what you need, Alexander Herzen has plenty.
I usually turn to him first. I see no reason why he should not help
you too.

MARX: Herzen is a bourgeois reformer of the most superficial kind.
I have no time for the society of such people.

BakuNIN: If it had not been for Herzen, I should not have been able
to translate your Communist Manifesto into Russian as I did a year
or two ago.

MaArX: A belated translation; but I am grateful for it. Perhaps you
might think next of translating The Poverty of Philosophy.

BAakUNIN: No, my dear Marx, I do not rank that among your greater
works. It is altogether too hard on Pierre-Joseph Proudhon.

Marx: It is intended to be hard on him. How could it be otherwise
since it is a refutation of his Philosophy of Poverty?

BakUNIN: It is a work of polemics against another socialist.

MARX: Proudhon is not a socialist. He is an ignoramus—a typical
lower-class autodidact, a parvenu of economics who makes a great
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show of the qualities he does not possess. His loudmouthed, boastful,
blather about science is really intolerable.

BAKUNIN: I admit Proudhon is limited. But he is a hundred times
more revolutionary than all the doctrinaire and bourgeois socialists. He
has the courage to declare himself an atheist. Above all, he has come
out for liberty against authority, for a socialism which is to be entirely
free from any kind of government regulation. Proudhon is an anarchist,
and admitted.

MARX: In other words, his ideas are very like yours.

BAKUNIN: I have felt his influence, but Proudhon never goes far enough
for me. He shrinks from action and violence. He does not see that
destruction is itself a form of creation. I am an active revolutionary.
Proudhon was a theoretical socialist, like yourself.

MARX: I do not know what you mean by a theoretical socialist,
Bakunin; but I venture to claim that I have been as active a socialist
as you.

BAKUNIN: My dear Marx, I meant nothing disrespectful. Indeed I
remember that you were removed from Bonn University for duelling
with pistols, so I know you will be a useful soldier of the revolution
if we can ever get you out of the library at the British Museum and
on to the barricades. When I spoke of you as a theoretical socialist,
I meant to say that you are a theorist of socialism as Proudhon is. I
could never write a long philosophical treatise of the kind that you
and he write. A pamphlet represents my limit.

MARX: You are an educated man. You could not write in the vulgar
way that Proudhon writes.

BAKUNIN: Well, it is true that Proudhon is the son of a peasant, and
a self-taught man, whereas I am the son of a landowner, though 1
suppose what you are thinking of, Marx, is that I studied Hegelian
philosophy at Berlin University.

MARX: You could not have a better education. And I should expect a
socialist of your culture to do more than shoulder a rifle at the barricades
or set fire to the Opera House at Dresden.

BAKUNIN: You flatter me, Marx. 1 did not personally set fire to the
Opera House. And I was certainly not acting in Dresden on behalf of
anarchism. The fact of the matter, as you ought to remember, is that
the Saxon Diet voted for a federal constitution for Germany. The King
of Saxony would have nothing to do with any kind of unification, and
dismissed the Diet. The people were indignant, and in May of that
year they began to put up barricades in the streets of Dresden. The
Parliamentary leaders—who were, of course, bourgeois liberals—entered
the Town Hall and proclaimed a provisional government.

MaArx: Not, I should have thought, an inspiring cause for one so
opposed as you are to all forms of government.

BAKUNIN: Well, at any rate, the people had taken arms against a King.
They had rebelled. That was something. So, as I happened to be
in Dresden, I put myself at the disposal of the revolution. After all,
I was trained for the army. The Saxon bourgeois liberals had no
knowledge of arms whatever. I and a couple of Polish officers formed
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the general staff of the insurgent forces.

MARX: Soldiers of fortune, eh? But, then, you were not very fortunate.
BAKUNIN: No, it did not last more than a few days. The King found
Prussian reinforcements, and we had to evacuate Dresden. As you
said, some of our men set fire to the Opera House. I was all for
blowing up the Town Hall with ourselves in it. But the Poles had
disappeared by that time, and the last of the Saxon liberals wanted
to remove his government to Chemnitz. I could not desert him, and
so I was led like a lamb to the slaughter. At Chemnitz the local
burgermeister arrested us in our beds.

MARx: So you went to prison, Bakunin, for the cause of German unity;
and for trying to establish by force a bourgeois liberal government. 1
find that ironical. -
BAkUNIN: I might well have been shot for it. But I am a wiser man
now than I was then. Indeed I have learned a lot from you, Marx.
I disagreed with you in 1848 but now I see that you were far more right
than I was. I am afraid that the flames of the revolutionary movement
in Europe went to my head, and I was more interested in the negative
than the positive side of the revolution.

MArx: Well, I am glad you put your years of enforced reflection to
good use.

BAKUNIN: Still, there was one point where I was right, and you were
wrong Marx. As a Slav, I wanted the liberation of the Slav race from the
German yoke. I wanted this to be brought about by a revolution—that
is, by a destruction of the existing regimes of Russia, Austria,
Prussia and Turkey; and by the reorganisation of the people from below
upwards in complete liberty.

MARX: So you have not thought better of your old Panslavism? You
are still the same old Russian patriot you were in Paris.

BAKUNIN: What do you mean by “Russian Patriot”? Be frank, Marx,
do you still believe that I am some kind of Russian government agent?
MARrX: I have never believed it, and one of the reasons why 1 have
come here today is to clear away any lingering vestiges of that
unfortunate suspicion.

BAKUNIN: But the story was first published in the Neue Rheinische
Zeitung when you were the editor.

MARrX: I have explained that before. The story came from our Paris
correspondent that George Sand had said you were a Russian spy.
Afterwards we published George Sand’s denial and your own in full.
We could do no more. I have also expressed my own regret.
BAKUNIN: But you haven’t succeeded in killing the rumour. Even
though 1 was sent from an Austrian prison to a Russian one, kept for
years in solitary confinement and then sent to Siberia. You have never
been to prison, Marx. You will never understand what it feels like
to find yourself buried alive. To have to say to yourself every hour
of the day and night “I am a slave; I am annihilated”. To be full of
devotion and heroism, to serve the sacred cause of liberty, and to see
all your enthusiasm break against four bare walls. That is bad enough.

It is worse to come out and find you are pursued by the wicked libel











































