From Karl Marx, The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte
Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it
under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and
transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the
brain of the living. And just when they seem engaged in revolutionizing themselves and things, in
creating something that has never yet existed, precisely in such periods of revolutionary crisis they
anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service and borrow from them names, battle cries
and costumes in order to present the new scene of world history in this time-honoured disguise and
this borrowed language. Thus Luther donned the mask of the Apostle Paul, the Revolution of 1789
to 1814 draped itself alternately as the Roman republic and the Roman empire, and the Revolution
of 1848 knew nothing better to do than to parody, now 1789, now the revolutionary tradition of 1793
to 1795. In like manner a beginner who has learnt a new language always translates it back into his
mother tongue, but he has assimilated the spirit of the new language and can freely express himself in
it only when he finds his way in it without recalling the old and forgets his native tongue in the use of
the new.
The social revolution of the nineteenth century cannot draw its poetry from the past, but only
from the future. It cannot begin with itself before it has stripped off all superstition in regard to
the past. Earlier revolutions required recollections of past world history in order to drug themselves
concerning their own content. In order to arrive at its own content, the revolution of the nineteenth
century must let the dead bury their dead. There the phrase went beyond the content; here the content
goes beyond the phrase.
The February Revolution was a surprise attack, a taking of the old society unawares, and the
people proclaimed this unexpected stroke as a deed of world importance, ushering in a new epoch.
On December 2 the February Revolution is conjured away by a cardsharper’s trick, and what seems
overthrown is no longer the monarchy but the liberal concessions that were wrung from it by
centuries of struggle. Instead of society having conquered a new content for itself, it seems that the
state only returned to its oldest form, to the shamelessly simple domination of the sabre and the
cowl. This is the answer to the coup de main of February 1848, given by the coup de tête of December
1851. Easy come, easy go. Meanwhile the interval of time has not passed by unused. During the years
1848 to 1851 French society has made up, and that by an abbreviated because revolutionary method,
for the studies and experiences which, in a regular, so to speak, textbook course of development would
have had to precede the February Revolution, if it was to be more than a ruffling of the surface.
Society now seems to have fallen back behind its point of departure; it has in truth first to create for
itself the revolutionary point of departure, the situation, the relations, the conditions under which
alone modern revolution becomes serious.
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Bourgeois revolutions, like those of the eighteenth century, storm swiftly from success to success;
their dramatic effects outdo each other; men and things seem set in sparkling brilliants; ecstasy
is the everyday spirit; but they are short-lived; soon they have attained their zenith, and a long
crapulent depression lays hold of society before it learns soberly to assimilate the results of its stormand-stress period. On the other hand, proletarian revolutions, like those of the nineteenth century,
criticize themselves constantly, interrupt themselves continually in their own course, come back to
the apparently accomplished in order to begin it afresh, deride with unmerciful thoroughness the
inadequacies, weaknesses and paltrinesses of their first attempts, seem to throw down their adversary
only in order that he may draw new strength from the earth and rise again, more gigantic, before
them…

