
philippine studies
Ateneo de Manila University • Loyola Heights, Quezon City • 1108 Philippines

Karl Marx: Seed of the Prophets

John F. Doherty

Philippine Studies vol. 9 no. 4 (1961): 611–626

Copyright © Ateneo de Manila University

Philippine Studies is published by the Ateneo de Manila 
University. Contents may not be copied or sent via email 
or other  means to multiple sites and posted to a listserv 
without the copyright holder’s written permission. Users 
may download and print articles for individual, noncom-
mercial use only. However, unless prior permission has 
been obtained, you may not download an entire issue of a 
journal, or download multiple copies of articles.

Please contact the publisher for any further use of this 
work at philstudies@admu.edu.ph.

http://www.philippinestudies.net



Karl Marx: Seed of the Prophets 
JOHN F. DOHERTY 

NE of the fundamental paradoxes in Marx's approach to 
history is that while he regarded the corning of the class- 
less society as inevitable, he insisted on the need for revo- 
lutionary action to bring it about. This paradox in the 

works of Marx became a major issue in early twentieth cen- 
tury Russian Comm~nism.~ The nature of this paradox can 
best be presented by citing Marx himself. 

The materialist doctrine that men are products of circumstances 
and upbringing, and that, therefore, changed men are products of other 
circumstances and changed upbringing, forgets that it is men that 
change circumstances and that the educator himself needs educating." 

Men are not, therefore, simply acted upon. They tos act 
and their action is part of the dialectical call that will bring 
history to its ultimate goal. Men cannot prevent reality reach- 
ing its goal, but they can hasten or slow down its movements. 
This latter point emerges in a letter of Marx to Kugelrnan, dated 
April 11, 1871. In it, he treats of harmonizing inevitability with 
the accidental character of much that happens: 

World history would indeed be very easy to make, if the struggle 
were taken up only on condition of infallibly favorable chances. I t  

1 I refer to the struggle between Lenin who urged revolutionary 
action and Kautsky who relied on inevitability. 

2 Karl Marx, "Theses on Feuerbach", MARX AND ENGELS: SELECTED 
WORKS (Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing House, 1955), vol. 2, 
p. 403. 
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would, on the other hand, be of a very mystical nature, if 'accidents' 
played no part. These accidents naturally form part of the general 
course of development and are compensated by other accidents. But 
acceleration and delay are very much dependent on such 'accidents', 
including the accident of the character of the people who first head 
the movement." 

This paradoxical view of Marx, if we may so term it, re- 
flects a cleavage in the man himself between the ruthless realist 
and the idealist. There is nothing in the principle of the dia- 
lectic which can lead one to such a happy finality as that 
envisioned in the classless society. It is all very well to state 
that under the capitalist system the issue will be simplified 
down to two classes, and that under the system that is to be 
ushered in by the overthrow of the capitalist society, there 
will be only one class and that, furthermore, since private pro- 
perty will have k e n  abolished, class war will be impossible. Yet 
even the most hopeless sentimentalist could foresee the deve- 
lopment of class antagonisms strong enough to disrupt the 
proletarian state and Marx was normally not a sentimentalist. 
Why, then, did he fall into this contradiction? T o  attempt to 
answer this question we must understand the man, for though 
Marx was a materialist philosopher, he was also a Jew, a man 
sprung from the seed of the prophets; a man in whom despite 
his condemnation of bourgeois morality moral indignation lite- 
rally burned. 

Karl Marx was barn in the year 1818 in the town of Trier 
in the German Rhineland. Though his father was a lawyer, his 
ancestors on both his mother's and father's side had been Rab- 
bis as far back as the family tree can be traced. He was born 
into a period of political unrest, particularly taxing on the Jew- 
ish community of the Rhineland which had experienced the 
liberating force of the French Revolutionary armies only to be 
thrown back again into disillusionment by the decret infame 
of March 17, 1808 which restricted their freedom of movement 
and forbade them earning a living as they wished. With the 
fall of Napoleon in 1815, the old anti-Jewish laws were again 
put into effect by the restored German princes, thus piling 

3 Ibid. p. 464. 
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restriction on restriction and forcing the Jews once again back 
into their Ghetto. 

Karl's father seems to have weathered the storm of chang- 
ing political fortunes fairly well. He had taken full advantage 
of the new liberties granted to the Jews and had entered the 
service of the State. From all accounts, he was moderately suc- 
cessful a t  the time when the 1816 anti-Jewish laws were passed 
forbidding Jews to hold public office. These laws posed a dif- 
ficult problem for many Jews a t  the time, since they now must 
choose between entering the Ghetto or abandoning Judaism 
and becoming members of the Christian Church. Marx's bio- 
graphers agree that the choice between the Ghetto and Chris- 
tianity was not a difficult one for Herschel Marx to make. No 
ties apparently bound him to the Synagogue. On the contrary, 
he seems to have been a rather passionate Prussian patriot and 
monarchist, interested in respectability as the head of a Ger- 
man bourgeois family. A disciple of Leibnitz, and Voltaire and 
Lessing and Kant, "he held vaguely deist views and saw no 
moral or social obstacle to complete conformity with the mildly 
enlightened Lutheranism of his Prussian neighbors."* He was 
received into the church early in 1817, one year before Ktarl's 
birth. For Karl's mother, the step was not quite so easy and 
she did not succeed in making it until the death of her parents 
eight years later. 

Whether the conversion of Herschel Marx and his family 
was merely a matter of political ~pportunism, as Nicholaevsky 
and Maenchen-Helfen imply, or a matter of religious and social 
emancipation as Nehring states, is a complicated problem. I t  
may have involved elements of both. At any rate it does not 
seem to have involved any profound religious experience. 

Yet i t  seems that the conversion of the father could not 
erase the remembrance of the son. Berlin tells us that in his 
last years "his references to individual Jews are violent to a 
degree: his origin had become a personal stigma which he was 

Isaiah Berlin, KARL MARX, HIS LIFE AND ENVLRONMENT (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1959), p. 27. 
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unable to avoid pointing out in  other^."^ It is true that his 
attacks on the Jews are scathing to an extreme. At the age of 
twenty-five, he wrote "the Hebrew faith is repellent to me". 
Again a few years later in an article in the Deutsak-Frlanzosis- 
che Jahrbucher in which he comments on a series of articles by 
Bruno Bauer on the Jewish question and recognizes the reli- 
gious questions of the day as of no more than social significance, 
he states: 

Let us not search for the secret of the Jews in their religion but 
for the secret of their religion in the living Jews. What is the worldly 
foundation of Jewery? Self-interest and the satisfying of practical 
wants. What is the worldly worship of the Jews? Huckstering. What 
is their worldly god? Money. Very well. The emancipation from 
huckstering and money, that is, from real practical Jewry would be 
the real self emancipation of our time.6 

These attacks might be explained as the over-reaction of 
a non-conformist, yet such an explanation would not cut deep 
enough. Wilson points out that the animus of Marx's anti-Se- 
mitic writings "is directed mainly against the Jew as money 
lender or as a truckler to bourgeois society".' Yet although, 
the economic evils of bourgeois Society were a primary preoc- 
cupation of Marx throughout his life, these evils as reflected in 
Judaism were far from the essence of Judaism. Money lending 
was one of the few occupations left open to the Jews under 
medieval legislation. It was moreover formally closed to the 
Christian due to  the moral prescription against usury. In addi- 
tion, "the overwhelming taxation levied upon the Jewish mo- 
ney-lenders compelled them to keep raising the rates of inter- 
est which they charged. Their enforced rapacity led to resent- 
ment, and insecurity raised the rates still higher."s Thus a 
stereotype of the Jew developed which tended to obscure the 

5 Ibid., p. 253. 
6 Franz Mehring, KARL MARK (London: Allen and Unwin Ltd., 

1948), p. 72. 
7Edmund Wilson, TO THE FINLAND STATION, (Garden City, New 

York: Doubleday, Anchor Book, 1940), p. 208. 
SLouis Finkelstein, THE JEWS: THEIR HISTORY, CULTURE AND 

RELIGION (Philiadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 
second edition, 1955), p. 229. 
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real contribution of Judaism to Western society. Marx in 
accepting this stereotype overloolied the contribution, namely 
"the characteristic moral genius of Judaism". Yet, paradoxi- 
cally enough, this moral sense is strong in Marx. I t  is this more 
than anything else that gives power to his writings. "If he is 
contemptuous of his race, it is primarily, perhaps, with the 
anger of Moses, a t  finding the children of Israel dancing be- 
fore the Golden Calf."" The prophetic fervor and burning con- 
viction underlying his condemnations cannot be understood 
apart from the moral sense of the Judaism he so roundly con- 
demned any more than Comte's RELIGION OF HUMANITY can 
be understood apart from his Catholic origins nor a t  a later date 
Joyce's ULYSSES apart from the Irish Catholicism against which 
he revolted. 

By his father's conversion and his own early baptism Marx 
lost his membership in the Jewish community, but he could 
not destroy his Jewish heredity and his Jewish spirit and be- 
come the obedient servant of the Gentile civilization as his fa- 
kher had done. He revolted against the standards and ideals d 
the petty bourgeois society in which he had been brought up, 
yet once he had tasted the new knowledge he could not return 
to the Talmud any more than he could return to the Ghetto. 
The only way open to him was the revolutionary tradition 
which was then a t  the height of its prestige and popularity. 
In this he found satisfaction at once for his conscious hostility 
t o  bourgeois civilization and for the deeper revolt of his own 
repressed religious instincts. 

The alienation described above was woven into the entire 
pattern of Marx's life. His education and especially his contact 
with the young Hegelians in Berlin intensified this alienation. 
While it might be said that the English, French and American 
revolutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth century were 
social and political revolutions, the German revolution was 
predominantly intellectual. I t  aimed a t  changing not merely 
power relations but the attitudes of men. Its main concern was 
the relation between science and theology. Hegel's dialectic 

9 Wilson, op. cit. p. 209. 
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of progress from Art to Religion to the synthesis of Science, 
which while abolishing Art and Religion as such would con- 
serve their best elements in rational form and elevate them to 
a higher level of understanding, was the starting point of all 
subsequent discussions. A t  first, the young German intellec- 
tuals thought Hegel had solved everything, but it soon became 
apparent that Hegelian thought was very ambiguous and ex- 
plosive. To some of them it seemed that, if Hegel was right, 
Science was unnecessary since i t  merely confirmed theological 
thought. Others, following the lead of Strauss, introduced the 
notion of alienation into the relationship between Religion and 
Philosophy. God, for them, was nothing but man alienated 
from himself and this alienation had to be abolished. Yet, for 
their attempt to abolish it a t  the University of Berlin, Marx 
and Bruno Bauer were expelled on the charge of atheism. This 
closed the possibility of an academic career to Marx and led 
him into the path of radicalism. 

Shortly after his expulsion from Berlin, Marx wrote his 
first article for the Rheinische Zeitung. This paper was sup- 
pressed a little more than a year later and within a few months 
all the publications of the left-Hegelians were banned by the 
Prussian government.1° Not long after the left-Hegelians them- 
selves disbanded. They had turned from criticism of religion 
to  discussing the forms of human alienation and to mutual 
accusations of theologizing and of refusing to  carry through 
their respective ideas. In The Holy Family Marx levelled this 
this charge of theologizing a t  the Bauer brothers, while Stirner 
in turn accused Marx of the same tendency. It was in the 
course of this movement that Marx developed his idea of hu- 
man history, whose meaning Marx placed in man's progress from 
a state of non-alienation in which man's potential is undeve- 
loped to a state of alienation in which his potential is developed 
by the various forms of alienation (namely, class struggle, pri- 
vate property, religion) to emerge in the proletarian society in 

loBoris Nicolaievsky and Otto Maenchen-Helfen, KARL MARX: 
MAN AND FIGHTER (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1936), p. 
43-74. 
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which man's potential is fully developed and in which alienation 
will no longer exist.ll 

Hegel had made an attempt to describe the dialectical 
process of history as a gradual approximation to God's will 
by means of the step-by-step reconciliation of opposing forces. 
To Marx, however, history was not progress through recon- 
ciliation but progress through cataclysm, a view much closer 
than Hegel's to the Biblical theme leading up to the final 
terrible battle that finishes the work of "Redemption" and 
beats down rebellion forever.12 This leads us to a discussion 
of the prophetic element in Marx's thought. 

The various biographers of M a d 3  as well as numerous 
commentators on his work have all made use of the term 'pro- 
phetic' to characterize certain elements of the Marxian syn- 
thesis. Schumpeter, for example, states: 

He (Marx) was a prophet and in order to understand the nature 
of this achievement we must visualize it in the setting of his own time. 
It was the zenith of bourgeois rationalization and the nadir of bour- 
geois civilization, the time of mechanistic materialism, of a cultural 
milieu which had as yet betrayed no sign that a new art and new way 
of life were in the womb, and which rioted in most repulsive banality. 
Faith in any real sense was rapidly falling away from all classes of 
society and with it the only ray of light. . . died from the working- 
man's world. 

Now to millions of human 1.earts the Marxian message of the 
terrestrial paradise of socialism meant a new ray of light and a new 
meaning of Life.14 

According to Schumpeter in the passage cited above and 
to others who deal with the prophetic element in Marx, Marx 
was prophetic because he gave hope to oppressed humanity a t  
a time when they needed it. The bliss of the classless society 

11 I am indebted to Professor Dahrendorf's lectures a t  Columbia 
University for the above analysis of the intellectual climate in which 
the young Marx developed. 

12 Edward Heiman, "Atheistic Theocracy", Social Research XX 
(1953), p. 313 ff. 

1s I refer to Berlin, Mehring and Nicolaievsky. 
14 Joseph A. Schumpeter, CAPITALISM, SOCIALISM AND DEMOCRACY 

(New York: Harper and Brothers, third edition, 1950), p. 5-6. 
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was something they could look forward t.0. I t  was a promise 
for the future and since the prediction was future-oriented 
Marx was prophetic. 

Obviously in calling Marx a prophet we are dealing with 
an analogy and Shumpeter is quite conscious of this. Yet there 
can be more than one point of similarity in analogous terms. 
Consequently, it might be well to consider prophecy and the 
prophet in their own light and to  see what further light can be 
thrown on Marx and his work by the use of this analogy. 

Prophecy is essentially a religious term and as such has 
come to be identified for the most part with certain elements 
of the Judaeo-Christian tradition, and in particular with a 
group of Old Testament characters called "The Prophets". To 
get a t  the essence of prophecy, then, we can do no better than 
to look briefly a t  these prophets and consider what it was that 
earned them this title. 

There are, in general, two definitions of prophecy in use 
today. The first of these tends to prejudice the issue somewhat 
by starting that prophecy is "foretelling the future". The 
other definition is a reaction against this exclusive preoccupa- 
tion with the future and considers prophecy to be "forthtelling" 
rather than foretelling. Actually, it seems that both definitions 
leave something unsaid. For a study of the Old Testament 
prophets indicates that they were both foretellers and forth- 
tellers. While there is a predictive element in prophecy, it 
should not be allowed to crowd out the other elements con- 
tained therein. If both foretelling and forthtelling are taken 
into consideration in our study of Marx, they will, I think, 
open up new insights into the extent to which hlarx was 
actually of the "seed of the prophets".15 

Another element essential to Old Testament prophecy 
which should not be overlooked is that the Hebrew prophets 

15The ideas on Prophecy contained in this paper are taken 
from H. H. Rowley, PROPHECY AND RELIGION IN ANCIENT CHINA 
AND ISRAEL (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1956) and from Claudcl 
Tresmontant, LA DOCTRINE MOR.~LE DES PROPHETES D'ISRAEL (Paris: 
Editions Du Seuil, 1959). 
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were for the most part conscious of a mission. They had an- 
swered a call which could not be rejected. Sometimes this 
call came in a dramatic experience of which the prophet him- 
self has left us an account.16 It is quite possible that no Hebrew 
prophet would have ventured to prophesy without an exper- 
ience of some kind. In summing up the essence of prophecy, 
then, we might say that the prophet is one who is in the state 
of announcing a message which it has become his mission to 
make known. 

From the above discussion, it is clear to what extent Marx 
may be called a prophet. From all accounts he was, like the 
Hebrew prophets, a man with a sense of mission and with a 
message he felt obliged to convey. Yet there was a difference 
as Berlin points out: 

Marx had no new ethical or social ideal to press upon mankind; 
he did not plead for a change of heart. 

Designed though it is to appeal to the intellect, his language is 
that of a herald and prophet, speaking in the name not of human 
beings but of the universal law itself. seeking not to rescue nor to im- 
prove, but to warn and to condemn, to reveal the truth and, above 
all, to refute falsehood.17 

The similarities between the language of Marx and that 
of the Hebrew prophets is indeed striking, but the similarity 
goes beyond the mere form of the message to the content it- 
self, namely, reform. Marx's stinging condemnation of the 
bourgeois capitalists, for example, cannot but recall Isaiah's 
denunciation of the large estate holders, "who joined house to 
house and land to land"ls or Micah's condemnation of the same 
type of greed. Again, Amos's invectives against the commer- 
cial dishonesty prevalent in his day must strike a familiar note 
to a student of Marx. 

Hear this, you who trample upon the needy and would bring the 
poor of the land to an end, saying, when will the new moon pass that 
we may sell grain and the Sabbath that we may offer wheat for sale. 
Making the ephah small and the ~jrice great, and falsifying the scales; 

16 Cf. Amos 7/14 ff.; Isaiah 6; Jeremiah 1/4; Ezekiel 1; Hosea 1/2. 
Berlin, op. cit. p. 6-7. 

1s Isaiah 5/8. 
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buying the poor for silver and the needy in exchange for a pair of 
sandals, and selling the refuse of the grain.'" 

In varying ways, and in varying terms, most of the eighth- 
century prophets whose writings have come down to us de- 
nounced the oppression and greed and drunkenness, the wanton 
display of wealth and the fornication rampant amongst the 
wealthy in both of the Israelite states, and pronounced strong 
woes on those responsible for these evils.'O Micah compares this 
cruel oppression to cannibalism, declaiming against those "who 
hate the good and love evil; who pluck off their skin from off 
them and their flesh from off their bones; who eat the flesh 
of my people; they flay their skins from off them and break 
their bones: yes, they chop them in pieces, as for the pot, and 
as flesh within the ~auldron ."~~ 

It is clear on reading these passages and the others re- 
ferred to below that the Hebrew pi-ophets did not deal in moral 
maxims but in hot anger a t  the evils of the day. Similarly, 
Marx was not given to moralizing, yet the biting sarcasm and 
indignation with which he lashed out against the evils of his 
day strike a familiar note for one who has read the Hebrew 
prophets. To  cite some examples from his work: in THE COM- 
MUNIST MANIFESTO, he has a ringing condemnation of the bour- 
geoisie : 

The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put 
an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations. It  has pitilessly torn 
asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his 'natural super- 
iors' and has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than 
naked self-interest, than callous cash payment. It has drowned the 
most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervor, of chivalrom enthusiasm, of 
philistine sentimentalism, in the icy waters of egotistical calculation.. . . 
In one word, for exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions, 
it has substituted naked, shameless, direct brutal exploitation.?z 
- 

19 Amos 814. 
PoCf. also Amos 2/6-8; 3/15; 6/4; 5/12; Joel 1/4; Micah 2/2; 

2/11; Isaiah 1/11; 1/17; 1/23; 1012. 
Micah 3/2. 

22 Karl Marx, THE C O ~ U N I S ~  MANIFESTO (Chicago: Henry Reg- 
nery Company, Gateway Editions Inc., 1954) p. 12. 
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Again, in an article appearing in the New York Herald 
Tribune for June 25, 1853, on "The British Rule in India", 
Marx writers: 

There cannot, however, remain any doubt but that the misery in- 
flicted by the British on Hindustan is of an essentially different and 
ihfinitely more intensive kind than all Hindustan had to suffer be- 
fore.23 

Marx then goes on to quote with approval what Sir Stam- 
ford Raffles, the British Governor of Java, said of the Dutch 
East India Company and states that this quotation charac- 
terizes British Colonial rule no less than Dutch. 

The West Indian planter.. . employed all the existing machinery 
of despotism to squeeze from the people their utmost mite of contri- 
bution, the last dregs of their labor, and thus aggravated the evils of 
a capricious and semi-barbarous government, by working it with all 
the practised ingenuity of politicians and all the monopolizing selfish- 
ness of traders.24 

Writing a month later on the future of the British Rule in 
India, Marx does a little foretelling, that the English bour- 
geoisie will not improve the social conditions of the Indian 
masses but will instead "appropriate the people". He then 
asks: "Has the bourgeoisie ever done more? Has it ever ef- 
fected progress without dragging individuals through blood and 
dirt, through misery and degradation?"'" 

Later in the same work, in n much more stinging invective 
against the bourgeoisie, Marx is extremely 'forth-telling'. 

The profound hypocrisy and inherent barbarism of bourgeois civili- 
zation lies unveiled before our eyes, turnin: from its home, where it 
assumes respectable forms, to the colonies where it goes naked. They 
are the defenders of property, but did any revolutionary party ever 
originate agrarian revolutions lilre those in Bengal, in Madras and in 
Bombay? Did they not in India, to borrow an expression of that great 
robber, Lord Olive himself, resort to atrocious extortion, when simple 
- 

23 Karl Marx "The British Rule in India", MARX AND ENCELS: 
SELECTED WORKS, op. cit. p. 346. 

24 SELECTED WORKS, OP. cit. ij. 346. 
" Karl Marx, "The Future of the British Rule in India", SELECTED 

WORKS, op. cit. p. 356. 
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corruption could not keep pace with their rapacity? While they prated 
in Europe about the inviolable sanctity of the national debt, did they 
not confiscate in India the dividends of the rajahs, who had invested 
their private savings in the Compzny's own funds? While they com- 
bated the French revolution under the pretext of defending "our 
holy religion", did they not forbid at  the same time Christianity to 
be propagated in India, and did they not in order to make money 
out of the pilgrims streaming to the temples of Orissa and Bengal 
take up the trade in the murder and prostitution perpetrated in 
the temple of Juggernaut? These are the men of Property, Order, 
Family, Religion.2" 

The latter part of the above passage certainly recalls those 
passages in Hosea and Amos where they lash out a t  the im- 
morality practised in the precincts of the temple.27 

Passages similar to those cited above can be found in "The 
Class Struggle in France" where, somewhat reminiscent of 
Micah, he refers "to the struggle of the people for the necessi- 
ties of life as against the sl~ameless orgies of the finance aris- 
to~racy",*~ or again in "The Inaugural Address of the Working 
Men's International Association",*" as well as in many of his 
lettem30 In short, in almost every one of his works one can 
find Marx denouncing the evils of capitalist society in the blunt 
language of the Hebrew prophets while holding up the torch 
of hope to the oppressed masses. 

This emphasis on deliverance at a future date is, as was 
noted above, another one of the prophetic traits found in Marx's 
work. The predictions of the Hebrew prophets for the most 
part had to do with the immediate or measurable future, the 
future that should rise out of the present, although prophecies 
are found in the prophetic books of the Old Testament which 
are concerned with the more distant future or the future which 

26 Karl Marx, "The Future of the British Rule in India,"  SELECT^ 
WORKS, op. cit. p. 357. 

27 Amos 2/7; Hosea 4/15; 5/3; 6/10. 
28 Karl Marx. "The Class Struggle in France", SELECTEI) W O ~ S .  

op. cit. p. 143. 
SELECTED WORICS, op.  cit. p. 379, 381, 382, 383-386. 

30 Lewis S. Feuer, (MARX AND ENGELS: BASIC WRITINGS ON POLITICS 
A m  PHILOSOPHY) Garden City, New York: A Doubleday Anchor 
Book, 1959) p. 257. 
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is not connected by any sequence of events with the prophet's 
own day. It lies on the far horizon of time and is presented 
as a distant ray of hope. This distant future is always present- 
ed in roseate terms and may broadly be described as the 
"Golden Age". 

Similarly, Marx based the coming rule of the proletariat 
on the fulfillment of certain historical conditions and a t  least 
up until the aftermath of the French Revolution of 1848, his 
predictions were concerned with the measurable futureS3l 
"After the defeats of 1849", Engels tells us, "we looked to a 
long struggle."32 Although Marx seemed to think that his hopes 
were about to be fulfilled in the spate of revolutions of 1848, 
reflection showed him that these hopes were a bit premature. 
The conditions for the rule of the proletariat had not yet been 
fulfilled. Apart from his premature analysis of the 1848 revo- 
lutions, most of his predictions seem to center around a more 
distant rather than an immediate future. 

That this more distant future is conceived in roseate terms 
is clear from the introduction Engels wrote to WAGE, LABOR 
AND CAPITAL. 

A sew social order is possible in which the present class differences 
will have disappeared and in which.. . through the planned utilization 
and extension of the already existing enormous productive forces of all 
members of society, and with uniform obligation to work, the means 
for existence, for enjoying life, for the development and employment 
of all bodily and mental faculties will be available in an equal measure 
and in ever increasing fullness.33 

For Marx, as we have seen above, the ideal future will 
develop of itself out of the present. Though men could hasten 
the process of history, they could not prevent it reaching its 
ultimate goal. The Hebrew prophets, on the other hand, never 
supposed that the ideal future they envisioned would develop 
of itself out of the present, nor by human efforts. The future 

31 Frederick Engels, "Introduction to the Class Struggle in France," 
SE- WORKS, op. cit. p. 122. 

32 Zbid. 
33 SELECTED WORKS, op.  cit. p. 78. 
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they foresaw was the Kingdom of God, in which God's Will 
would be done universally and in which righteousness would 
prevail. The similarities between Marx and the prophets with 
regard to their future orientation end here. For a t  the very 
point where the prophets, fully conscious of their mission as 
heralds of the God of Israel, showed themselves too realistic 
to expect the fruits of peace from the tree of unrighteousness, 
Marx's realism and scientific consistency both desert him a t  
once and he eliminates history. 

This logical inconsistency in Marx is in some respects due 
to the prophetic element in his thought. It springs from the 
victory of the Marxian apocalyptic over the Mamian philo- 
sophy. For it is the essence of the apocalyptic to look to  the 
end of history and it will never be content with an endless 
movement of cyclical change. It seems that this apocalyptic 
meant more to M a n  than all his rational theories, for it was 
the absolute of his thought, the end of his action. Although 
we cannot go into this point further here, it might be of in- 
terest to compare the Marxian apocalyptic with the Book of 
Daniel wl~ose author considered the Golden Age, in which God 
would intervene in history and establish his enduring Kingdom, 
to be just around the corner. 

There is one final point of comparison that can be drawn 
between Marx and some of the Hebrew prophets. Marx cer- 
tainly was a revolutionary, eager to free the proletariat from 
the yoke of oppression. We know that he firmly believed in 
the ultimate inevitability of the classless society, yet he also 
believed that men could hasten the process of history. In his 
own lifetime Marx did everything possible to try to educate 
the proletariat for its ultimate destiny and to hasten along 
the overthrow of capitalist society. His manifwtors, professions 
of faith, programs of action, are all aimed a t  this one goal. For 
his ideas and the intrigues by which he and his followers sought 
to implement these ideas, he was expelled in turn from Ger- 
many, France and Belgium before finding a permanent even if 
precarious existence in England. 
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Marx's revolutionary preoccupations seem to echo the 
earlier prophets whom we read about in the Books of Samuel 
and Kings. When the prophets fimt came into prominence 
a t  the time of the establishment of the Monarchy, we find 
them stirring up national sentiment against the  philistine^.^" 

Later we find Nathan, who had not hesitated to rebuke David 
for his adultery with Bathsheeba," taking a hand in the in- 
trigues against David which helped put Sdomon on the 
throne.36 It was this same prophet, Nathan, who during the 
reign of Solomon encouraged Jeroboam to lead an unsuccess- 
ful revolt.37 

After the division of the Kingdom, we find prophets 
continually taking part in the revolutions which marked the 
history of the Northern K i n g d ~ m . ~ ~  Probably the most out- 
standing instance of this is the story of the overthrow of the 
house of Omri.3"ne even finds a revolution in the neighboring 
kingdom of Damascus fostered by a prophet.40 

Among the later prophets of the seventh and eighth wn- 
tury, we no longer find revolutionary intrigue, though their 
interest in political conditions is still quite marked. 

This brings us to the conclusion of our study of the pro- 
phetic element in Marx and the influence of this element on his 
work. Such a study could obviously be elaborated in greater 
detail, yet I think that from what has been preeented above, 
it is easy to see why Wilson, Berlin, Dawson and others place 
so much emphasis on Marx's Jewish origifis. Unless the tradi- 
tion from which he sprung is taken into account, it does not 
seem possible to understand Marx the man of action as he 
reveals himself to us in his writings nor, for that matter, can 
we understand how Marx, the philosopher, as soon as he 
turns to action adopts the naive absolutism of the believer and 

34 1 Samuel 10/5. 
" 1 Samuel 1311 ff. 
36 1 Kings 1/11 ff. 
37 1 Kings 11/29 ff. 
381 Kings 12; 14/14; 16/1; 15/29. 
392 Kings 911 ff. 
4.2 Kings 817 ff. 
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abandons his philosophical preoccupations. The exploitation 
of the proletariat arouses genuinely moral indignation in Marx. 
He no longer regards it as a merely necessary phase of economic 
evolution but as a sin crying out for vengeance. The cause 
of the proletariat is the cause of social justice in the most 
absolute sense. 

I t  is here, in Marx the man of action as opposed to  Marx 
the philosopher, that we see the character~stic moral genius 
of the Jew, to which Wilson refers." This moral genius more 
than anything else helps to explain why it is that despite the 
inadequacies of his social and economic theory his work has 
had such a powerful influence. The three fundamental ele- 
ments of the Jewish historical attitude, namely, the opposition 
between the Chosen People and the Gentile world, the inexor- 
able Divine judgment on the latter and the restoration of the 
former in the Messianic kingdom - all found their correspond- 
ing principles in the revolutionary faith of Karl Marx. Thus 
the bourgeois took the place of the Gentiles and the economic 
poor took the place of the spiritual poor of the Old Testament, 
while the Messanic kingdom finds an obvious parallel in the 
dictatorship of the proletariat which will reign until it has put 
down all rule and authority and power and in the end will 
deliver up the kingdom to the classless and stateless society of 
the future which will be all in all.42 

This article has tried to spell out in some detail the pro- 
phetic element in Marx's thought by indicating the striking 
similarities between Marx and the Hebrew prophets. The 
reader may perhaps decide that these similarities are purely 
accidental. If so, he is left with the task of explaining how 
the obviously unscientific and dogmatic socio-economic writings 
of an oddly isolated figure, totally lacking in eloquence and in 
the qualities of a great popular leader, could have so power- 
fully influenced mankind as those of Karl Marx did. Unless 
we are willing to elevate an economic system to the realm of 
a cause to be passionately defended, we are compelled to see 
more in Marx than dialectical materialism. 
-. 

41 Wilson, op. cit. p. 306-7. 
4zChristopher Dawson, RELIGION AND TBE ~ ~ O D E R N  STATE (New 

York: Sheed & Ward, 1935), p. 87 ff. 




