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Abstract

This essay stitches together the fragments of Marx’s work on the United States that are
scattered in newspaper articles, letters, notes, in some digressions in his early writings,
in his economic manuscripts and in Capital (1867). The main aim is to show that what
we can call a “global history of the Civil War” emerges from his pen: a history that is
global not simply in a geographical sense, that is, because it expands the European
space beyond the Atlantic and towards the Pacific, but also because of the general
meaning it takes on in the history of capitalism. The essay highlights how the Civil War
opened the Marxian issue of emancipation, his vision of class struggle and his view of
the working class, to the presence of a black proletariat that interacted with the struggle
of the white working classes, the latter of which until then had been the main focus of his
work. It also highlights how the different and disarticulated voices of labor – slave and
free, black and white – on both sides of the Atlantic effected a revolutionary shift in
the Civil War: interjecting a “revolutionary turn” into what we can call the “long consti-
tutional history” of the political conflict between North and South that changed the eco-
nomic and social shape of the nation. More importantly, the essay reconstructs what can
be termed the “state moment,”which was entangled with the “long constitutional history”
and the “revolutionary turn” of the Civil War. As the transnational calls for emancipation
from slavery and wage labor impacted the transnational processes of accumulation of
industrial capital, the American state became a player in the world market: its financial
and fiscal policies became socially linked to the government of industrial capital. In this
sense, as the essay underlines in the conclusion, the “global history of the Civil War”
that Marx effectively drafted, outlined the theoretical and political hypothesis that
formed the basis of his mature reflection in the pages of Capital: the “emancipation of
labour” should be thought of as a global issue, “neither a local nor a national, but a
social problem.”

“In my view, the most momentous thing happening in the world today is the slave
movement on the one hand, in America, started by the death of Brown, and in
Russia, on the other . . . I have just seen in the Tribune that there’s been
another slave revolt in Missouri, which was put down, needless to say.

But the signal has now been given.
Should the affair grow serious by and by, what will become of

Manchester?” —Marx To Engels, January 11, 18601
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Outside Historiography

Marx’s letter to Engels ten months before Lincoln’s election shows how the
authors of The Communist Manifesto (1848) supported the Union against the
Confederacy. Marx looked at the heart of British industry and its working
class while establishing the social and political centrality of slavery and the insur-
rection against it at that time. In this way, Marx distanced himself from what he
defined as the “vulgar-democratic phraseology”2 of Atlantic liberalism: the
Manchester School of free trade and laissez-faire and Henry Carey’s
American School of Political Economy. According to Marx, Atlantic liberalism
raised the abolitionist flag of free labor against slavery only under pressure from
the “slave movement” and the workers’ struggle. In his view, the working-class
struggles unexpectedly followed the path of the world market after the revolu-
tionary uprising of 1848. In this sense, slave and free labor was the global point
of view through which Marx read the “irrepressible conflict.”3

Unsurprisingly, then, while Marx is quoted in most of the twentieth-century
historiographical works on the Civil War, his writings are considered irrelevant
or not particularly significant for its historical understanding. For much of the
twentieth century, in fact, historiography interpreted the Civil War in the light
of the “racial pact”4 that in the last quarter of the nineteenth century had legit-
imized segregation by pacifying the North and South in the name of White
America. This racial premise of the historiographical narrative must be under-
stood within the context of the ideology of American consensus that arose at
the end of the 1930s and was dominant until the 1960s. Its highest expression
was the consensus school, the historiography of consensus according to which
the United States, from the time of its inception, had been a middle-class
society that had avoided the class struggle seen in Europe’s tumultuous
history. In the light of historical exceptionalism, the tragedy of the Civil War
was not considered part of the historiographic narrative except as an event
limited to the history of the nation: as a redemption for past faults that
America had overcome in a present made of freedom and democracy, or as a
unifying event that had pacified the North and the South. The Civil War was
thus limited to a war of secession within the national border, where even the
Black Reconstruction was long denied or was de-legitimized by the racial
myth of the lost cause.5 The international context was examined only for the
Union’s and Confederacy’s foreign policies and for Europe’s attitude, particu-
larly Britain’s, toward the belligerents.6.

From the 1960s and 1970s, social history, labor history, and above all Black
Studies as well as, recently, the new transnational history, have instead shifted
attention to subjects and themes previously neglected. For example, the role
of slaves and women in the Civil War, and that of free Blacks in the abolitionist
movement; the economic nature of the sectional conflict and the financial and
industrial rise of American capitalism; the historical process of state- and
nation-making; and the political and social tensions that divided the North
and South, the neglect of which allowed a single representation of the conflict
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between the Union and the Confederacy.7 In this way, historiography has sub-
tracted the history of the Civil War from exceptionalism in order to place it in
the broader historical, international, and transnational context that held
Europe and America together: the nationalization wars that marked Europe
and Latin America between 1848 and 1870, the cultural and political exchanges
between the two sides of the Atlantic, and the economic processes showing that
the plantation system was an integral part not only of American capitalism but
of capitalism sans phrase.8

These studies therefore have the merit of having opened the Civil War to
global history.9 However, they have made it difficult to identify a general
meaning of the Civil War, not only for US history but also for the history of cap-
italism. In fact, the study of multiple subjects and themes has ended up leveling
out all political and social phenomena. If consensus historiography has obscured
the meaning of the war, of slavery, and of the fight against slavery in order to rep-
resent a nation united in the Cold War against Communism, then the new histo-
riographies following the ideological and narrative fractures of the 1960s and
1970s10 have given slavery and abolitionism an unprecedented visibility. Yet,
they have highlighted above all the undisputed affirmation of capitalism and its
economic, legal, and cultural institutions, or else they have analyzed a multiplicity
of conflicts and tensions of race, gender, and religion between social groups and
lower classes with such different interests as to impede any overall vision.

This does not in any way mean that the critical historical studies of race are
an impediment to a more general interpretation of the history of Civil War. They
have effectively and positively disassembled consensual (and racially connoted)
generalizations of the national history by freeing forgotten voices from the
archives and revealing the constructed nature of oppressive institutions and cat-
egories. However, the microhistories that have come to influence historiography
particularly since the cultural turn of the 1970s often do not present an overall
critical view capable of holding race and capitalism together. Thus, the fight
against the “peculiar institution” seems to diminish and the abolitionist move-
ment to be further downsized.11 Furthermore, the role of wage labor, which
Marx considered “the true political power of the North,” appears to be weak-
ened.12 TheNew York Times 1619 Project released in August 2019 is illustrative.
It reframes US history for the non-expert public by placing slavery and race at
the center of national history. However, when the project addresses capitalism
showing its strong connection with slavery, it does not discuss the historical
role that slave and free labor played within the history of Civil War. Even the
controversy among the historians that followed the project remains limited to
the unresolved debate on the origin, development, and fulfillment of the dem-
ocratic ideal of the nation.13

In this sense, the history of the Civil War risks slipping back into the
national narrative of the liberal triumph of free labor, even though the economic
and social transformations following the Civil War had denied Lincoln’s demo-
cratic ideal of “self-rule” and the “harmony of interests,” which Carey had used
to describe a society different from the European one because it was not marked
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by the “antagonism between capitalist and laborer.”14 Marx felt that both the
president who put an end to slavery and the Republican party’s political econ-
omist had hidden a specific historical form of class struggle behind the ideology
of free labor. That is, the class struggle that saw millions of individuals emanci-
pating themselves from “wage slavery” by migrating West. As we shall see,
Marx did not spare criticism for the founder of the American School of
Political Economy. In his opinion, Carey was aiming to accommodate slavery
within the harmony of society by identifying the causes of secession in the
British policies of free trade that had forced the South to expand slavery, in
the subsequent political clash over the customs tariff between the protectionist
North and the free-trade South, and in the relative constitutional controversy
that contrasted the doctrine of state rights with the sovereignty of the Union.
Marx did not skimp on criticism of the president either, although he hid his crit-
icism behind praise of the democratic character of the new world:

Lincoln is not the product of a popular revolution. This plebeian, who worked his
way up from stone-breaker to Senator in Illinois, without intellectual brilliance,
without a particularly outstanding character, without exceptional importance—
an average person of good will, was placed at the top by the interplay of the
forces of universal suffrage unaware of the great issues at stake. The new world
has never achieved a greater triumph than by this demonstration that, given its
political and social organization, ordinary people of good will can accomplish
feats which only heroes could accomplish in the old world!15

We can therefore understand why in the historiography of the Civil War Marx
appears as someone who has to be cited, but who is irrelevant or not particularly
significant for the historical understanding of the Civil War. Marx has in fact
been accused of having given in to liberalism in order to support the Union.16

Moreover, although his work on the United States has contributed to the devel-
opment of new historiographies of the Civil War, his influence is not considered
direct, but instead as coming via W.E.B. Du Bois’s pioneering study Black
Reconstruction (1935). Marx’s writings on the Civil War and slavery, on the
American state and capitalism have not been explicitly used or deeply discussed
by the new historiographies on the Civil War.17

In fact, the fragmented and dispersed body of his work on the United States
has not yet been assembled into an overall and exhaustive volume showing its
historical value for the interpretation of the Civil War.18 Marx’s writings on
the Civil War only started attracting significant attention during the 1930s. W.
E.B. Du Bois, C.L.R. James, and Raya Dunayevskaya explored them in order
to establish the centrality of slavery and racism—and the “Negro’s revolutionary
history” against slavery and racism—in the history of the Civil War as well as in
American history and politics in general.19 In particular, Du Bois intensified his
study of Marx during the Great Depression with the precise aim of explicitly
linking capitalism with race. In 1934, he held a course at the University of
Atlanta dedicated to “Karl Marx and the Negro,” but already in 1931, in an
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article published in The Crisis, he placed the “Negro problem” in the world-wide
“organization of industry for private profit and control of government by con-
centrated wealth,” by recalling what Marx had written in his 1886 famous
letter to François Lafargue, and repeated in Capital:

Until the colored man, yellow, red, brown, and black, becomes free, articulate,
intelligent and the receiver of a decent income, white capital will use the profit
derived from his degradation to keep white labor in chains.20

As a result of his Marxian studies, in Black Reconstruction, Du Bois used the cat-
egory of the proletariat to emphasize the role of blacks (both free and enslaved) in
the abolition of slavery. More importantly, he employed Marx’s notion of “dicta-
torship of the proletariat” to bring into the open the repressed experience of
black reconstruction and its end in the racial pact. In this way, Du Bois became
close to the US Communist party, whose publishing house issued a selection of
Marx’s writings on the Civil War in 1937. But there were not many other editions
during the twentieth century. Only recently, on the occasion of the anniversaries of
the Civil War and the birth of Marx, the publication of new anthologies and selec-
tions of writings has turned the lights of history onto the dialogue between Lincoln
andMarx. Highlighting their political and historical divergences and convergences
on the Civil War, slavery and free labor has allowed historiography to reaffirm the
centrality of slaves in the revolt against slavery during the Civil War.21

In the light of this renewed interest, this essay stitches together the frag-
ments of Marx’s work on the United States that are scattered in newspaper arti-
cles, letters, notes, in some digressions in his early writings, in his economic
manuscripts, and in Capital (1867). The main aim is to show that what we can
call a global history of the Civil War emerges from his pen: a history that is
global not simply in a geographical sense, that is, because it expands the
European space beyond the Atlantic and toward the Pacific, but also because
of the general meaning it takes on in the history of capitalism. The essay
shows how the Civil War opened the Marxian issue of emancipation, his
vision of class struggle, and his view of the working class, to the presence of a
Black proletariat. Marx did not use the notion of Black proletariat, which was
instead central to Du Bois. As we shall see, Marx used the words “negros,”
“slaves” or “black slaves,” “fugitive slaves” or “fugitives,” “black men” or
“free blacks” in order to distinguish their racial and legal standing in society
and to indicate their political role at different moments of the Civil War.
Thus, we can use the notion of the Black proletariat as a synthesis that brings
together both the social position and the historical agency of the Blacks in the
struggle for emancipation. Although not present in Marx’s writings, the
notion of a Black proletariat provides a compass with which to orient ourselves
within his work. This notion also points to a change in Marx’s perspective,
showing how the Civil War broadened his critical science of capital beyond
the viewpoint of the working classes in Europe. In this specific sense, the Civil
War opened the Marxian issue of emancipation to the presence of a Black

162 ILWCH, 100, Fall 2021

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
47

54
79

21
00

00
89

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0147547921000089


proletariat that interacted with the struggle of the white working classes, the
latter of which until then had been the main focus of his work.22

In this regard, the essay is indebted to the latest Marxist literature that has
discussed the relationship between capitalism and race in Marx’s thought. In
particular, Kevin Anderson has emphasized the “intersection” of class and
race that characterizes Marx’s writings on the Civil War. David Roediger has
argued that Marx clearly identified “the movement of slaves—not the election
of Lincoln—as key impulse toward freedom,” despite Marx’s lack of attention to
the African American struggles during the Reconstruction. Cedric Robinson
has highlighted how Marx pointed out the structural relationship between
slave labor and the making of industrial capital, in spite of Marx’s faulty under-
standing of the historical role of race in Western development. Keeping in mind
these varying interpretations, this essay reads Marx’s writings on the Civil War
in relation with his critique of political economy: The Civil War fixed the view-
point through which Marx viewed the American state and capitalism in the
framework of the world market. From this standpoint, in his fragmented work
on the United States, the history of Civil War comes to light as global history
of Civil War in which the interplay between class and race emerges as both an
instrument of government of the industrial capital and an essential issue for
the emancipation of labor.23

By concentrating mainly on his articles on the Civil War published in The
New York Daily Tribune and in the VienneseDie Press, this essay highlights how
the different and disarticulated voices of labor—slave and free, black and white
—on both sides of the Atlantic effected a revolutionary shift in the Civil War:
interjecting a revolutionary turn into what we can call the long constitutional
history of the political conflict between the North and the South that changed
the economic and social shape of the nation. More importantly, by critically ana-
lyzing some passages from his Economic Manuscripts of 1857–1858 and Capital,
the essay reconstructs what can be termed the state moment, which was entan-
gled with the long constitutional history and the revolutionary turn of the Civil
War. As the transnational calls for emancipation from slavery and wage labor
impacted the processes of accumulation of industrial capital, the American
state became a player in the world market: its financial and fiscal policies
became socially linked to the government of industrial capital. In this sense,
as we shall see in the conclusion, the global history of the Civil War that
Marx effectively drafted, outlined the theoretical and political hypothesis that
formed the basis of his mature reflection in the pages of Capital: the “emancipa-
tion of labor” should be thought of as a global issue, “neither a local nor a
national, but a social problem.”24

Inside Global History

Crossing the national borders, the new historiographies of the Civil War have
sedimented multiple layers of meaning—transnational and global, social and
political—that provide fertile ground for reading Marx. His work on the
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United States does not simply present a national history of Civil War as a seces-
sion war or sectional conflict. It does not even address international policies alone,
particularly British. Rather it addresses the CivilWar within the worldmarket, the
latter of which is discussed in The German Ideology (1845). This emerges first of
all from the Marxian notion of slavery. Although it is not present in any relevant
way in either his Communist Manifesto nor his political histories of The Class
Struggle in France (1850) and other workers’ struggles in Europe, the notion of
slavery was already central in The Poverty of Philosophy (1847):

Direct slavery is just as much the pivot of bourgeois industry as machinery, credits,
etc. Without slavery you have no cotton; without cotton you have no modern
industry. It is slavery that gave the colonies their value; it is the colonies that
created world trade, and it is world trade that is the precondition of large-scale
industry. Thus, slavery is an economic category of the greatest importance.25

From this point of view, according to Marx, the South was not an archaic entity
opposed to European civilization. On the contrary, as a cotton producer, the
South was not only an integral part of the national economy, it was also a histor-
ical pillar of the world market. Slavery acquired its modern character of oppres-
sion and exploitation exclusively through the industrial capital that dominated
the world market. Therefore, even if slavery “[is] incompatible with and disap-
pears as a result of the development of bourgeois society,” it “implies wage
labor.” Even more important was the conclusion that Marx drew from the eco-
nomic historicity of slavery: Since “a negro (a man of the black race) is a negro”
and “he only becomes a slave in certain relations,” slavery is a “purely indus-
trial” institution.26 In the third book of Capital, Marx wrote:

The supervision work necessarily arises in all modes of production based on the
antithesis between the laborer, as the direct producer, and the owner of the
means of production. The greater this antithesis, the greater the role played by
supervision. Hence it reaches its peak in the slave system.27

Furthermore, it is important to underline that the historical link Marx traced
between the conditions of slave and free labor echoed the workers’ discourse
on wage slavery that had circulated on both sides of the Atlantic from the
1830s and 1840s until the Civil War:

As long as the English cotton manufactures depended on slave-grown cotton, it
could be truthfully asserted that they rested on a twofold slavery, the indirect
slavery of the white man in England and the direct slavery of the black men on
the other side of the Atlantic.28

On this theoretical and historical basis, as Marx observed in his notes on the
writings of the British abolitionist Thomas Buxton,29 slavery and the fight
against slavery immediately assumed a global meaning in the history of
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capitalism. From the beginning of the Civil War, Marx grasped the industrial
repercussions of the slave revolt and military conflict, especially with regards
to the Northern naval blockade of the South, the so-called Anaconda Plan.
He also emphasized the political role that the working classes in Europe, partic-
ularly in Great Britain, played in publicly affirming an abolitionist position that
blocked the possible interventionist policy of the European states, again partic-
ularly that of Great Britain:

It ought never to be forgotten in the United States that at least the working classes
of England, from the commencement to the termination of the difficulty, have
never forsaken them. To them it was due that, despite the poisonous stimulants
daily administered by a venal and reckless press, not one single public war
meeting could be held in the United Kingdom.30

Finally, because of the global meaning that slavery had assumed in the world
market of industrial capital, Marx identified that democracy was at stake in
the war against slavery, not merely as a contingent conquest in the United
States but as a universal horizon at which the working classes in Europe also
aimed:

The first grand war of contemporaneous history is the American war. The peoples
of Europe know that the Southern slaveocracy commenced that war with the dec-
laration that the continuance of slaveocracy was no longer compatible with the
continuance of the Union. Consequently, the people of Europe know that a
fight for the continuance of the Union is a fight against the continuance of the
slaveocracy—that in this contest the highest form of popular self-government till
now realized is giving battle to the meanest and most shameless form of man’s
enslaving recorded in the annals of history.31

In this sense the Civil War marked the final stage in the historical process of
democratization that Marx had followed and analyzed in his writings. From
the democratization of the United States discussed in On The Jewish Question
(1844) and the European revolutionary uprisings of 1848 to British Chartism
and the US Civil War, he considered democracy as a political movement not
immediately reducible to a form of government. If Capital shifted his criticism
from the political history of class struggles to the study of political economy
as a capitalistic science of governance in the face of the unruly presence of
the working class, if the Paris Commune (1871) excluded the prospect of the
reform of the state from Marxian politics, then during the Civil War democracy
was still the polemical notion of his initial philosophical reflection (Critique of
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, 1844): the ruthless criticism of democracy as “bour-
geois democracy” did not remove the possibility of its partisan appropriation. In
other words, democracy still defined a field of struggle that established the con-
ditions for the possible emancipation from slavery and wage labor.32
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For Marx, then, the history of the Civil War was global history first of all
because it opened the issue of emancipation to the presence of a Black proletar-
iat fighting against slavery, a presence that interacted with the European
working-class movement within the world market of industrial capital. Marx
did not consider slavery as an endangered past in a present that would be
freed from the pre-capitalist chains of command. On the contrary, for him,
slavery was an anachronism that marked the present: slavery negatively affected
the possibilities of emancipation because, by holding together property and race
in a “peculiar institution,” it rewarded the separation of labor from property
with racial superiority. In this specific sense, slavery would have survived its abo-
lition as a “color line” that divided labor into black and white skin.33 This was
exactly why, even after the Civil War, Marx chose to use the notion of emanci-
pation again after it had been shelved in 1848. As we shall see, in light of the
“slave movement,” Marx removed emancipation from the historical indetermi-
nacy of his youthful humanism and turned it into a political notion that reflected
the heterogenous, transnational—not national—composition of the working
class. That is, emancipation encompassed and indicated the political connection
between the different and disarticulated voices of labor—slave and free, black
and white—that rejected the position assigned to them by industrial capital in
the world market.34

The Long Constitutional History of the Civil War

Marx’s work on the Civil War is composed mainly of the writings that he pub-
lished in 1861 and 1862, in The New York Daily Tribune and in Die Presse,
and of the correspondence that he kept up above all, but not only, with
Engels until the end of the 1870s. His information came from literature and
from the British and American, Unionist and Confederate press, which he pre-
sumably consulted from the shelves of the British Library. Equally important is
his correspondence with German militants, even though it became intermittent
or stopped altogether during the war years. They emigrated to the United States
after the defeat of 1848, and supported the Republican party from an antislavery
point of view. Among them, the most important was Joseph Weydemeyer, the
founder of the Amerikanische Arbeitersbund (1853), a league in Chicago open
to all workers without distinction of color or sex. Weydemeyer fought in the
Union army together with two other German members of the Communist
League, August Willich and Fritz Anneke.35

The collaboration with the most widespread US newspaper of the time,
which had about two hundred thousand subscribers and one million readers,
began in 1851, following a meeting with Charles Dana—the newspaper’s
editor—in Cologne during the revolutionary uprisings of 1848. Designed to
inform the public about European politics, the writings were interrupted in
the first year of the war for various reasons, such as payment was not regular
and the articles were often cut, modified, or published without accreditation.
Moreover, thanks to Carey, the newspaper became the republican voice of
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the American industrial capital in a war that was also fought to defend US man-
ufacture from British trade competition.36 The articles that Marx published from
October 1861 to February 1862 dealt with the war in an international key, giving
an account of the British (and not only) attitude toward the belligerents.
Nevertheless, they anticipated themes that were taken up again in the following
months: criticism of the interpretation that The Times, The Economist, and other
British liberal press presented of the Civil War as a conflict on the customs tariff
triggered by the “Northern lust for sovereignty;”37 condemnation of the inter-
ests in cotton that pushed the British government to choose neutrality and the
British industrial capital to increase the production of cotton in India; the
workers’ support of the Unionist cause despite the employment crisis caused
by the collapse of textile production.38

In the writings published inDie Presse, this international and transnational
framework was built up further in terms of a long constitutional history, from the
founding of the republic to the secession. Marx examined the series of compro-
mises on slavery that began with the Continental Congress and continued with
the expansion to the West, the federal laws (the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and
the Kansas Nebraska Act of 1854), and the ruling of the Supreme Court (Dred
Scott of 1857) that made the Union a “slave” of the South, constitutionalizing
slavery as a “guiding star . . . in the foreign, as in the domestic, policy of the
United States.”Within this constitutional history, Marx reconstructed the forma-
tion of the Republican party in the years of guerrilla warfare in Kansas and evi-
denced the discord within a Democratic party embodied by Senator Stephen
Douglas (Illinois), who defeated Lincoln in the election for the Senate in
1858. Moreover, Marx discussed the Republican platform in the presidential
elections of 1856 and 1860, underlining “its principal contents,” that is, “not a
foot of fresh territory is further conceded to slavery.”Above all, behind the con-
stitutional history that led to Lincoln’s presidency, Marx saw a social process
that transformed the political conflict between the North and the South into a
Civil War, moving the issue of slavery from constitutional compromise to a con-
flict that affected society:

The present struggle between the South and North is, therefore, nothing but a
struggle between two social systems, the system of slavery and the system of
free labor. The struggle has broken out because the two systems can no longer
live peacefully side by side on the North American continent. It can only be
ended by the victory of one system or the other.39

As historiography has shown, his historical reconstruction was not without
errors. Marx overestimated or underestimated the military forces in the field
and the popular support for the Unionist and Confederate causes.40 However,
what is important to emphasize are the different temporalities—institutional
and social—that Marx highlighted in his constitutional history of the Civil
War. That is the key in which we should read the pages he dedicated to the eco-
nomic and demographic transformations that affected the South and the North,
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fragmenting the two sides along class and race lines that prevented their repre-
sentation in terms of people or nation. In his view, the political expansion of the
plantation system and the associated drafting of the slave constitutions of the
South states were linked to the peculiar social process of concentration and sep-
aration of property from labor that made the capitalist and the landowner coin-
cide in the person of the slaveowner. Since “the business in which slaves are
used is conducted by capitalists,” these latter apply the “maxim of slave manage-
ment,” namely that “the most effective economy is that which takes out of the
human chattel in the shortest space of time the utmost amount of exertion it
is capable of putting forth.”41 Consequently, the conquest of ever new land to
make cotton, tobacco, and sugar plantations productive and to stake a claim
in the federal government through Senate control, did not result in a distribution
of slavery as property but in its accumulation in the hands of “the oligarchy of
the 300,000 slave lords in the South vis-à-vis the five million whites.” The result-
ing separation of free labor from slave labor, which implied “the rapid transfor-
mation of states like Maryland and Virginia . . . into states which raises slaves to
export into the deep South,” left no alternative. As Marx noted, quoting a
speech by Senator Robert Toombs, Georgia’s delegate to Montgomery’s seces-
sionist Convention (February 1861) and Secretary of State of the Confederacy:
“in fifteen years without a great increase in slave territory, either the slaves must
be permitted to flee from the whites, or the whites must flee from the slaves.”42

The slave oligarchy therefore asserted its right to “concentration, status,
and resources” and to “put down any opposition,” thus imposing secession as
“usurpation.” With the exception of South Carolina, which had in John
C. Calhoun the founding father of secession, “everywhere . . . there was the
strongest opposition to secession.” In some letters to Engels, Marx reported a
series of titles and quotations from various newspapers in the South—The
Augusta Chronicle and Sentinel and The Macon Journal from Georgia, The
Mobile Advertiser and The North Alabamian from Alabama, and the New
Orleans True Delta from Mississippi—that exposed how secession had taken
place “without the authority of the people.” Through a “coup de main” and
“invalid act” in the legislative assemblies or through elections of special conven-
tions that were held in “a reign of terrorism,” exercised through “the mob” of
“poor whites” that were moved like “Zouaves” in defense of racial superiority
and the slaveowner’s property:43

Only by acquisition and the prospect of acquisition of new Territories . . . is it pos-
sible to square the interests of these “poor whites” with those of the slaveholders,
to give their restless thirst for action a harmless direction and to tame them with
the prospect of one day becoming slaveholders themselves.44

Marx therefore did not consider any Southern state to be an “actual slave state”
because the slaveowner’s enterprise was conducted in a capitalist manner and
because the racial line along which production was organized reinforced the sep-
aration of property from labor. With greater reason, therefore, the border states
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were not slave states either, not even those belonging to the Confederacy,
because there the slave system and free labor struggled openly to gain the
upper hand. Thus “the South” was not “a territory closely sealed off from the
North geographically,” and neither could it be represented in a people or a
nation. It did not constitute a “moral unity,” but rather a “battle-cry” that
existed exclusively by “subjugating completely . . . the section of the white pop-
ulation that had still preserved some independence under the protection of the
democratic Constitution of the Union.” Marx noted that “between 1856 and
1860 the political spokesmen, jurists, moralists and theologians of the slavehold-
ers’ party had already sought to prove, not so much that Negro slavery is justi-
fied, but rather that color is a matter of indifference and the working class is
everywhere born to slavery.” In the event of a Confederate victory, the prospect
for all labor—black and white—was therefore “a reorganization of [the Union]
on the basis of slavery:”

The slave system would infect the whole Union. In the Northern states, where
Negro slavery is in practice impossible, the white working class would gradually
be forced down to the level of helotry. This would fully accord with the loudly pro-
claimed principle that only certain races are capable of freedom, and as the actual
labor is the lot of the Negro in the South, so in the North it is the lot of the German
and the Irishman, or their direct descendants.45

The Revolutionary Turn

Marx exalted the political rejection of the historical perspective of a “slave
republic” entangled in the long constitutional history. In his writings, he high-
lighted the revolutionary turn of the Civil War that broke “the general
formula of the United States history”: the “progressive abuse of the Union by
the slave power, working through its alliance with the Northern Democratic
party.”46 In his historical reconstruction, the tensions between the different insti-
tutional and social temporalities of the Civil War erupted under the pressure of
the distant and disarticulated voices of individuals working as slaves and
freemen. For Marx, the Civil War was a social and political struggle that was
not national but global due to the meaning that slavery had assumed in the
world market of industrial capital. The transnational process of exploitation
and accumulation through this peculiar institution was overturned by the inter-
related agency of the “slave movement,” of the “public opinion” of the working
classes in Great Britain and the “political power” of free and waged labor in
New England and in the Northwest of the United States. Their claims to eman-
cipation made “all compromise impossible”47 because they prevented the war
from being kept within its institutional temporality: It would not have been pos-
sible to save the democratic Constitution of the Union without abolishing
slavery. This was the passage from “the constitutionalwaging of war” to “the rev-
olutionary waging of war,” a historically contingent moment that found its
maximum expression in the Emancipation Proclamation (January 1, 1863),
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but within which long-term labor action—slave and free—affected the outcome
of the war.48

For Marx, the “slave movement” during the Civil War was mainly a mass
flight from the plantations. What Du Bois called a “general strike”49 forced
“a large section of the slaveholders, with their black chattels,” to “constantly
migrate to the South, in order to bring their property to a place of safety.”
Consequently, “the war itself brought about a solution by radically changing
the form of society in the border states.” What Weydemeyer—engaged during
the war as a lieutenant and colonel in various battles in Missouri, Arkansans,
Kentucky, and Tennessee—defined as an “exodus,” comparable to the Irish
one following the potato famine, left behind “encroachments of . . . free
labor.”50 Moreover, it created much tension within the Union army.
Constantly informed by Engels on the events of the war, Marx wrote about
this from November 1861 to the summer of 1862, reporting on the insubordina-
tion of generals and lieutenants. They enlisted the fugitive slaves as free men,
violating the laws on black smuggling (Confiscation Act of 1861 and 1862),
which led to their progressive revision until the drafting of the Proclamation.
They also intervened publicly in favor of the abolition of slavery. From
Marx’s pen it emerged, therefore, how the military insubordination moved
Lincoln and his Secretary of State William H. Seward away from an initial mod-
erate and constitutional management of the war, as exemplified by the dismissal
of the abolitionist General John C. Frémont from the post of commander of the
district of Missouri over his emancipation edict in St. Louis. They were also
forced to limit and finally dismiss General George McClellan who, on the stra-
tegic front of the Potomac River, aimed for agreements “with constant regard to
the restoration of the Union on its old basis.” The mass flight of slaves therefore
freed the president from the political problem of “keeping the loyal slaveholders
of the border states in good humor”—a problem that “has smitten the Union
government with incurable weakness since the beginning of the war, driven it
to half measures, forced it to dissemble away the principle of the war, and to
spare the foe’s most vulnerable spot, the root of the evil, slavery itself.” As a
result, war should no longer be waged “in a strictly businesslike fashion”;
instead the “revolutionary tendencies” that affected the peculiar institution
needed to be recognized. For Marx, therefore, it was the “slave movement”
and not the “legally cautious, constitutionally conciliatory” Lincoln that
affirmed “the battle-slogan of Abolition of Slavery.”51

To the ears of the president and his administration this outcry was intensi-
fied by the “chorus” that arose overseas against possible British recognition of
the Confederacy and the consequent possible military intervention of the
Palmerston government. Between the end of 1861 and the summer of 1862,
Marx alternated discussion of the US theatre with a reconstruction of the
British antiwar movement. From the Trent case onward—where a Union
vessel arrested two Confederate ambassadors from a British ship—Marx under-
lined how “the issue between the English people and the English Cabinet”
imposed an “anti-intervention feeling,” which Palmerston and the press soon
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took note of. More importantly, Marx pointed out that popular opinion of “all
sections of the English people,” with the exception of “the friends of cotton,”
began to look like a working-class public opinion against slavery. The mass pres-
ence of workers placed a different political slant on the antiwar movement.
While at the heart of people’s opinion was simply support of the North
against the “anti-Republican war,” in the workers’ assemblies this democratic
vision became “the policy of the working class.” Once again, after the Reform
Bill of 1832, the abolition of the protectionist laws on wheat and the law estab-
lishing the ten-hour day, the working class imposed its will on the government,
even without being represented in Parliament: Workers organized these protest
actions and influenced events at a time when even adult male workers did not
enjoy the suffrage, still based upon heavy property qualifications. Already in
February 1862, Marx paid tribute “to the sound attitude of the British working
classes, the more so when contrasted with the hypocritical, bullying, cowardly,
and stupid conduct of the official and well-to-do John Bull.” The danger of “an
English war for the slaveocrats” was averted when, on the stage of public
opinion, the abstractness of the people left room for the materiality of the
working class, denoting with the abolition of slavery an essential moment in the
emancipation from wage labor. For Marx, a mass of migrants (mostly Irishmen
and Britons) had in fact escaped and were still escaping from the European
regime of wage slavery and finding “a new home in the United States.”52

The voices of the black proletariat fleeing from plantations and of the
working classes striking against slavery in Great Britain that Marx politically
connected within the industrial course of the world market, reached its
highest note when the free labor composite—that is the self-working farmers
of the Northwest and the working classes of New England—burst onto the
scene, thus interrupting the institutional temporality of the long constitutional
history. In a letter to Engels dated July 1861, Marx identified “the extraordinary
development of the North Western states . . . with [their] rich admixture of
newly-arrived Germans and Englishmen” as the long-term process that shat-
tered the constitutional compromise by providing electoral bulk to the
Republican party. Moreover, in August 1862, in two contributions to Die
Presse preceding the October one on the Preliminary Proclamation, Marx
focused on the abolitionist movement, reporting the speech that Wendell
Philips—“the leader of the Abolitionists in New England” together with
William Lloyd Garrison and Gerrit Smith—gave in Abington, Massachusetts,
on the anniversary of the emancipation of slaves in the British West Indies.
Above all, Marx emphasized that abolitionism was rooted in the “popular
classes” of New England and the Northwest that constituted “the main body
of the army,” together with the “considerable amount of people of military expe-
rience who had immigrated to the United States in consequence of the
European revolutionary unrest of 1848–49.” These masses “did not, of course,
lend [themselves] so readily to intimidation as the gentlemen of Wall Street”
who had invested in the plantation system. These masses built up “a power
that was not inclined either by tradition, temperament or mode of life to let
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[them] be dragged from compromise to compromise in the manner of the old
Northeastern states.” They were “determined to force on the government a rev-
olutionary kind of warfare and to inscribe the battle-slogan of Abolition of
Slavery! on the star-spangled banner.” For them, the defeat of the South and
the end of the plantation slave system opened the way to realizing a historical
workers’ claim: the distribution of land to the West, which Lincoln conceded
with the Homestead Act (May 1862).53

The revolutionary turn imposed by the “slave movement,” the “policy of
the British working classes,” and the “political power” of free and waged
labor in New England and the Northwest therefore shifted the war in the direc-
tion of abolitionism, impacting the cautious constitutional conduct of the presi-
dent who was thus forced “to act the lion.” In the autumn of 1862, even more
important than the Union’s victories on the war front and the “symptoms of
Disintegration in the Southern Confederacy” was the announcement of the
Emancipation Proclamation (January 1, 1863). Although the Proclamation did
not affect the owner’s right to slavery in border states and states occupied by
the Union army, it affected some three million slaves outside the territory con-
trolled by the Union. For Marx, it was therefore a turning point, a “tearing up of
the old American Constitution”: Although the decree was written as an
“actiones juris,” as “routine summonses sent by a lawyer to the lawyer of the
opposing party, legal chicaneries,” it nevertheless represented “the most impor-
tant document in American history since the establishment of the Union . . . the
manifesto abolishing slavery.”54

Marx knew that the manifesto would encounter several setbacks, both in
the military and in the political sphere. He believed that it would be necessary
to fight slavery for a long time to come. The reaction that the announcement of
the Proclamation provoked in the congressional elections of November 1862,
when the Republican administration suffered a defeat in favor of the
Democratic party, did not constitute a mere electoral event. It was rather a
sign of how slavery would survive its very abolition, along color lines that
pushed the white and immigrant workers to see in the Black proletariat “a
symbol of slavery and the humiliation of the working class.”55 Yet, unlike
Engels and despite the controversial events of the war, Marx was already con-
vinced that the Proclamation would determine the outcome of the war. Two
years after the conclusion of his collaboration with the Viennese newspaper,
his laborious political work of weaving the fabric of the transnational connection
between the different and disarticulated voices of Black and white labor went
public. The “Address to Abraham Lincoln” of the International Working
Men’s Association (December 23, 1864), which Marx surely drafted, publicly
welcomed his re-election. The letter published in The Bee-Hive Newspaper
(November 7, 1865) declared his global view of the Civil War and the political
meaning the Civil War had in the world market of industrial capital:

From the commencement of the Titanic-American strife the working men of
Europe felt instinctively that the star-spangled banner carried the destiny of
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their class. The contest for the territories which opened the dire epopee, was it not
to decide whether the virgin soil of immense tracts should be wedded to the labor
of the emigrant, or prostituted by the tramp of the slave-driver?

. . . the working classes of Europe understood at once, even before the fanatic
partisanship of the upper classes for the Confederate gentry had its dismal
warning, that the slave-holders’ rebellion was to sound the tocsin for a general
holy crusade of property against labor, and that for the men of labor, with their
hopes for the future, even their past conquests were at stake in that tremendous
conflict on the other side of the Atlantic.

. . . While the working men, the true political power of the North, allowed
slavery to defile their own republic; while before the Negro, mastered and sold
without his concurrence, they boasted it the highest prerogative of the white-
skinned laborer to sell himself and choose his own master; they were unable to
attain the true freedom of labor or to support their European brethren in their
struggle for emancipation, but this barrier to progress has been swept off by the
red sea of Civil War.

The working men of Europe feel sure that, as the American War of
Independence initiated a new era of ascendancy for the middle class, so the
American Anti-Slavery War will do for the working classes.

The message was signed by a number of militants, not just British, of the
International Workingmen’s Association who helped to organize the workers’
chorus against slavery. And, according to Marx, it left no room for the
“vulgar-democratic phraseology” of Atlantic liberalism. The “great
Democratic Republic,”which a century earlier had given the “first impulse . . . to
the European revolution,” was not the purifying outcome of the Civil War that
brought the “American” people back to their original unity. Marx did not reduce
the Civil War to the liberal triumph of free labor, which should have concluded
the democratic movement begun in 1776. To him the slave-free democracy of
the Thirteenth Constitutional Amendment appeared rather as a partisan con-
quest that revealed what the color line, the racial privilege of white labor, hid
behind the doctrine of free labor: “the great problem of the relation of labor
to capital.” Marx reacted with satisfaction to the words with which Lincoln
had responded to the message from the International Workingmen’s
Association: “you can understand [he wrote to Engels] how gratifying that
has been for our people.” But, for him, the answer reaffirmed the president’s
constitutional vision. While Lincoln was convinced that the nation would
emerge from the Civil War by renewing the promises of self-rule and happiness
that had marked his personal and political biography in the pre-war Northwest,
for Marx those promises were closed off by the war.56 Not only because Marx
was soon irritated by the turn of events with the murder of Lincoln and the reac-
tionary politics of his successor Johnson,57 but also because, although stripped of
slavery, the West would no longer be the space in which US and immigrant
workers found their emancipation from wage slavery. In Capital, the global
history of Civil War was described using this historical and theoretical
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meaning. The abolition of slavery as an institution (probably the biggest expro-
priation of private property since the land distribution in the French Revolution)
and the subsequent conquest of black male suffrage saturated the historical move-
ment of democracy, determining not only new social relations but also new polit-
ical conditions that offered the possibility for emancipation. This emerged in what
we can call the state moment of the Civil War by analyzing some passages on the
United States scattered throughout Marx’s work.

The State Moment

In his correspondence with Engels, Marx captured in the events following the
assassination of Lincoln the origins of the racial pact that had moved the
history of the United States toward segregation. However, he did not pay atten-
tion to the black reconstruction that Du Bois brought to light in continuity with
his work on the United States. The political challenge of the “arduous work of
political reconstruction and social regeneration”58 remained a perception to
which Marx alluded in the International Workingmen's Association message
to Lincoln and in the International’s address to Johnson, but which he did not
pursue in the decade following the end of the war. Instead, his attention was pri-
marily focused on the historical and theoretical understanding of the new social
relations and political conditions that the Civil War had determined within the
world market. In this sense, the racial pact that Marx could only presage was rel-
evant for concluding his global history of the Civil War. It constituted the guise
under which the economic and political independence of the nation found fulfill-
ment: the “Yankees” finally stripped off the dirty clothes of the colonial past and
put on the democratic attire through which the “middle-class revolution” was
realized after a century.59 If the United States was still to be considered as a
“European colony” before the Civil War because its “economic development”
was “a product of Europe, more especially of English modern industry,”60 then
the Civil War severed that colonial dependence. It realized the historical, insti-
tutional, and social process of the financial construction of the American state
and the industrial transition to capitalism that was not accomplished with the
War of Independence. For Marx, this was the state moment of the Civil War.
The institutional tension between state rights and the sovereignty of the
Union bequeathed by the founding fathers not only did not permit the “slave
revolution” to be avoided, but in the uncertain pre-war constitutional frame-
work it did not allow capital to find its established social form in industrial
capital either. In the so-called early republic, society still defined an economi-
cally indeterminate space, where the glorious narrative of the British and US
political economy that elevated Robinson Crusoe to the leading role in the
history of capitalism was continually upended in misadventures of capital. As
Marx underlined when discussing the British imperial experience overseas in
the chapter “The Modern Theory of Colonization” in the first book of
Capital, the historical process of capital accumulation failed to reach its estab-
lished European form overseas.61
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In some letters where Marx discussed the economic measures, in particular
the huge print-run of paper money that the Union adopted to finance the war,
the state moment of the Civil War thus emerged as a solution to the colonial
problem of accumulation. Unlike Engels, who saw “the financial crash”
approaching, Marx did not believe in the bankruptcy of the Union: “the
United States know from the time of the War of Independence . . . how far
one may go with depreciated paper money.” For Marx, the issue of the first
national single banknote—the greenback—and its diffusion in substitution of
the bonds of the slave states’ banks were the economic sign of the “confidence
in them [yankees] and hence in their government [Union].” Moreover, the
depreciation of paper money and the consequent increase in interest on
public debt were balanced by an increase in exports and a trade balance
favored by protectionist policies. Most importantly, the “new system of taxa-
tion” that integrated the customs tax (Morril Act of 1861) with direct and indi-
rect taxation (Revenue Act of 1862) guaranteed a “reflux” of paper money that
counterweighed devaluation. For Marx, “the inherent disadvantage of the
thing” was rather the “premium for jobbing and speculation” of the capitalist
who had invested in public debt.62

What Engels saw as an unscrupulous financial policy therefore hid a
process of accumulation that, in the chapter of Capital on “The so-called
Primitive Accumulation,” Marx did not confine to the circumstance of war,
but rather framed within the long period, that began with the discovery of the
Americas, during which the European states—the United States among them
—acted through public debt as agents of industrial capital in the world market:

National debts, i. e., the alienation of the state—whether despotic, constitutional
or republican—marked with its stamp the capitalistic era . . . With the national
debt arose an international credit system, which often conceals one of the
sources of primitive accumulation in this or that people . . . By the beginning of
the 18th century . . . Holland had ceased to be the nation preponderant in com-
merce and industry. One of its main lines of business, therefore, from 1701–
1776, is the lending out of enormous amounts of capital, especially to its great
rival England. The same thing is going on today between England and the
United States. A great deal of capital which appears today in the United States
without any certificate of birth, was yesterday, in England, the capitalized blood
of children.63

The state moment of the Civil War condensed the historical event of the
European states overseas, establishing a centralized system of public debt that
was fed by modern fiscality, based on indirect taxation and ensured by the pro-
tectionist system that capitalized the national means of production. After the
Glorious Revolution of 1688, which had inaugurated the commercial wars
between the European powers, the British state systematically combined colo-
nial policy with public debt, taxation, and protectionism “to hasten, hothouse
fashion, the process of transformation of the feudal mode of production into
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the capitalist mode, and to shorten the transition.” In the same way, the Civil
War completed the financial construction of the American state, declaring the
War of Independence economically concluded: the Union concentrated and
organized the “force of society” conferring on the state “the power . . . to
shorten [the] genesis of the industrial capital.”64

What we have defined with Marx as the constitutional history, the revolu-
tionary turn, and the state moment of the Civil War do not therefore determine
a chronological sequence, but rather indicate a contemporaneity of temporali-
ties—institutional and social—that synchronized the national history of the
United States with the world market. In this sense, the Civil War imposed a
double global twist on the making of the American state: while the Civil War
institutionalized democracy as the established form of government by removing
its historical movement from the claims of emancipation by black and white
workers, it also transformed the American state into a player in the world
market. Its politics and policies were socially linked to the government of indus-
trial capital. In this way, what Marx defined as an “artificial product of modern
society,” or rather, “the process of separation between laborers and conditions
of labor,” which transformed “the mass of the population into wage laborers,
into free laboring poor,” found its fulfillment also on the Western shores of
the Atlantic. The irony of history was that it was those who in 1776 had
renounced Britishness that realized the English “modern theory of coloniza-
tion,” or rather, the accumulation of capital where it had remained incomplete.65

It is not so important here to underline that, for Engels, the global history
of Civil War projected the United States into “a differed position in world
history within the shortest possible time.”66 Rather, it is more relevant to high-
light that the state moment of the Civil War allowed Marx to reveal what
remained hidden behind the promise of self-rule and happiness that Lincoln
saw in the postwar nation; that is, behind the social harmony that Carey
intended to scientifically root in the “natural law” of American capitalism.
Before the Civil War, Marx himself had recorded the specificity of US society.
In the Economic Manuscripts of 1861–1863, he wrote that the abstraction of
labor as a “means to create wealth in general” was taken to its highest level
for the first time overseas. In the United States, “individuals easily pass from
one kind of labour to another” because “the particular kind of labour [is] acci-
dental to them and therefore indifferent.” However, this indifference toward
work (neither manufacturing, nor mercantile, nor agricultural work, but all
types of work) that characterized the independence of producers was nothing
more than a historical product of a society where free labor fought against
slavery. Instead, independence of labor diminished after the war and the sepa-
ration of labor from ownership removed the “promised land”67 of emancipation
from wage slavery from the world market:

. . . the American Civil War brought in its train a colossal national debt, and, with
it, pressure of taxes, the rise of the vilest financial aristocracy, the squandering of a
huge part of the public land on speculative companies for the exploitation of
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railways, mines, in brief, the most rapid centralization of capital. The great republic
has, therefore, ceased to be the promised land for emigrant labourers. Capitalistic
production advances there with giant strides, even though the lowering of wages
and the dependence of the wage worker are yet far from being brought down to
the normal European level.68

As Marx would have synthetically underlined also in the preface to the second
Russian edition of the Communist Party Manifesto (1882), “step by step the
smaller and middle landownership of the farmers, the basis of the whole political
constitution, is succumbing to the competition of giant farms; simultaneously, a
numerous proletariat and a fabulous concentration of capital are developing for
the first time in the industrial regions.”69 Marx, therefore, theoretically and his-
torically understood not only the new social relations following the Civil War
but also the unprecedented political conditions that offered the possibility for
emancipation. From a theoretical point of view, since the state moment of the
Civil War solved the colonial problem of accumulation, Marx revoked any pos-
sibility of appeal to the US political economy. In the 1850s, he had allowed his
rival in the columns of theNewYork Daily Tribune to be “the only original econ-
omist among the North Americans.” Carey’s attempt “to demonstrate the
harmony of the relations of production at the point where the classical econo-
mists naively analyzed their antagonism” had “at least the merit of articulating
in abstract form the magnitude of American relations and of doing so in contra-
diction of those of the Old World.” For Marx, in fact, US society allowed for an
“unprecedented scale and unprecedented conditions of freedom of movement”
until the Civil War. The worker could “appropriate a part of his surplus” and
“accumulate enough to become a farmer . . . through the reproduction of
earlier modes of production and [forms] of property on the bases of capital
(e.g. of the independent peasantry).” But, after the Civil War, even in the
United States, “the contradictions of bourgeois society” no longer appeared
“as transient moments.” Consequently, Carey’s “harmonious laws” lost that
aforementioned merit. His economic school became dogmatic not only
because it denied the antagonism between capital and labor, but also because
it demanded that the “American dogma” of harmony of interests be valid for
the world: “He is American as much in his assertion of the harmony within bour-
geois society as in his assertion of the disharmony of the same relations in their
world market form.”70

From a historical point of view, these new social relations that marked labor
on both sides of the Atlantic opened up new possibilities for emancipation that
Marx exalted in hisCapital by using the notion of civil war no longer in exclusive
reference to the United States but also in reference to his vision of the class
struggle. While in a letter to Weydemeyer in 1852, Marx had admitted that
the US society was “still far too immature for the class struggle to be made per-
ceptible and comprehensible,” in Capital the notion of civil war was used to
describe the global history of the class struggle for the working day. In this spe-
cific sense, as Dunayevskaya argued, unlike Marx’s Economic Manuscripts
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(1857–1858, 1861–1863) where his criticism is brought to an almost exclusively
theoretical level, Capital “is proof of the creative impact of masses in motion
on theory.”71 The US Civil War marked a decisive moment in “a protracted
civil war, more or less dissembled, between the capitalist class and the
working class:”

In the United States of North America, every independent movement of the
workers was paralyzed so long as slavery disfigured a part of the Republic.
Labor cannot emancipate itself in the white skin where in the black it is
branded. But out of the death of slavery a new life at once arose. The first fruit
of the Civil War was the eight hours’ agitation, that ran with the seven-leagued
boots of the locomotive from the Atlantic to the Pacific, from New England to
California.72

The Issue of Emancipation as a Global Question

Before and after the Paris Commune,Marx repeatedly returned to reflect on the
labor movement in the United States in interviews given to the US press in
New York and Chicago and in writings written on behalf of the International
Working Men’s Association. This latter moved to New York after 1871, not
only to remove it from the anarchist and socialist influence of Europe, but
also because of the importance the United States had been gaining in the
world market.73 From the beginning of the decade it had dozens of branches
in different industrial areas of the country, from Boston to San Francisco,
passing through New York, Saint Louis, and Chicago. Besides, as Marx wrote
in the preface to the first edition of Capital dated July 25, 1867, quoting the
words of Benjamin Franklin Wade, a radical Republican firmly against the pol-
icies of President Johnson: “after the abolition of slavery, a radical change of the
relations of capital and of property in land is next upon the order of the day.”74

Within this new agenda, the working-class voices in Europe that during the Civil
War had raised the cry against slavery, could not ignore the labor movement in
the United States and could not even confine the class struggle to within the
racial boundary of white labor. The issue of emancipation needed to be
opened to the presence of a Black proletariat: emancipation should face the
political problem of slavery, no longer as property but as a principle of racial
superiority, determined along the color line that divided the white working
class from the Black proletariat. As was written in the International
Workingmen’s Association message sent to the National Labor Union, the
main organization in the United States at that time that led the fight for eight
hours, Marx did not forget that the victory against slavery had given an unprec-
edented “moral impetus” to the “class movement.” “The glorious task” that the
Civil War bequeathed on both sides of the Atlantic was therefore “to prove to
the world” that “the working classes are bestriding the scene of history no
longer as servile retainers, but as independent actors.”75 However, from the
start this challenge seemed all the more difficult the more global a scene the
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Civil War imposed on the issue of emancipation. Marx wrote to Engels about
this already at the end of 1858:

The proper task of bourgeois society is the creation of the world market, at least in
outline, and of the production based on that market. Since the world is round, the
colonization of California and Australia and the opening up of China and Japan
would seem to have completed this process. For us, the difficult question is this:
on the Continent revolution is imminent and will, moreover, instantly assume a
socialist character. Will it not necessarily be crushed in this little corner of the
earth, since the movement of bourgeois society is still in the ascendant over a
far greater area?76

In conclusion, the importance of reading Marx lies in his theoretical vision of the
US Civil War as a “world-historical fact” that materially changed not only US
history, but also the history of capitalism because it changed the historical, insti-
tutional, and social temporalities in which individuals at work in a racially con-
noted way experienced democracy, the state, its politics and policy of
accumulation, and the world market and its industrial capital. Although skepti-
cal of the national ways to emancipation, up to theManifestoMarx had thought
of emancipation in the political terms of an international alliance of the
European proletariat. Between the 1850s and 1860s, in light of the events in
the United States, the issue of emancipation could only be tackled at the
world-market level. Marx acknowledged that the world market revoked the
exclusive character of national histories because it framed individuals as “empir-
ically universal individuals”; that is, the world market framed individuals mate-
rially connected by “a power alien to them.” In this specific sense, the Civil War
for Marx was not just a national war that historically brought to fruition the
democratic constitution, marking the triumph of free labor. Nor was it just an
international war that allowed capital to take control of US society and lead
domestic industry to success in the commercial competition between national
economies. Behind these wars, another civil war was raging: A real movement
of individuals at work in different and distant points of the world market who,
pitting themselves against the power that connected them, determined new
social and political conditions that offered the possibility for emancipation.
For this reason, reconstructing the history of the Civil War through Marx did
not just bring to light a historical contingency in which actors other than the
European white working class, to which the Manifesto had entrusted the task
of Communism, made their appearance. Marx’s global history of the Civil
War also, and above all, brought to light his theoretical attempt to think of
emancipation as a global issue. In other words, the problem—both historical
and theoretical—that his work on the United States left unresolved in the
pages of Capital was how to solve the issue of emancipation when it was
placed in a world market where the presence of a racially connoted and
divided proletariat, the saturation of the democratic movement, and the accu-
mulation policy of the states prevented the identification of a single point
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from which to deploy a new political history of the class struggle. His global
history of Civil War was not in this sense “a collection of dead facts,” but it
was a history of the present.77
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