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Poor deceived Heinrich! He had read his son's letters that
described in detail the voluminous amount of reading that the
young man had covered, unaware that the young man was
spending endless nights drinking in the local pub with other
"young Hegelians" in the "Doctors' Club." Recalling his experi­
ence in Bonn - a parental-enforced transfer - Karl had not writ­
ten of these familiar collegiate uses of his father's funds. And so,
the old man concluded that "my hard-working talented Karl
spends wretched nights awake, weakens his mind and his body
by serious study, denies himself all pleasure, in order in fact to
pursue lofty abstract studies, but what he builds today he de­
stroys tomorrow, and in the end he has destroyed his own work
and not assimilated the work ofothers." 12

What had "busy beaver" Karl actually accomplished in the
winter term of 1837138? ~ttendance at a single course, criminal
legal procedure. (Too bad for him that he did not learn enough
to keep him out of future trouble with the legal authorities of
several nations, 1842-49.) The son had been running a year's
"confidence game" with his father's money. He had taken only
seven courses in his three terms at the University of Berlin. Over
the next four years, he took only six more. 13 He did not graduate
from Berlin. He could never work up the courage to face his
examinations. In 1841, Marx graduated from the University of
Jena with a doctorate in philosophy (not in law, as his father had
hoped). Due to the procedures of the German university system
in Marx's day, he had never actually attended Jena, although
his doctoral dissertation entitled him to full honors.

Marx the Editor
He took his first job with the newly established Rheinische

Zeitung in 1842. He became a regular contributor in April of
1842, and within a few months the editorship was given to him.
Charges had been leveled at the paper that it was communist in
its orientation. On the day that he took over as editor (October

12. Idem.
13. The courses are listed in ibid., 1, pp. 703-4.
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15, 1842), Marx wrote an editorial denying the charge. Not only
was he against communism, he claimed, but he was equally
opposed to the panacea· of revolution, noting that ~~for all these
problems there is not a single prescription ... to redeem us
from all these sins."14 Communism, whether revolutionary or
evolutionary, was not the goal of Karl Marx in 1842. As he put
it: "The Rheinische Zeitung, which cannot even concede theoretical
reality to communistic ideas in their present form, and can even
less wish or consider possible their practical realization, will submit
these ideas to thorough criticism."Is

Despite the denials, what happened to the Rheinische Zeitung
would also happen to two other publishing ventures Marx was
associated with in the next few years: it became so radical that
the authorities shut it down. The history of the newspaper is
illuminating. Originally, this Cologne paper had been started
by the Prussian government, which had recently annexed the
western German provinces in which Cologne was located. The
government, fearing the possibility of a militant Catholicism
that might succeed in agitating against Protestant control, had
hoped to counter a successful Catholic newspaper in Cologne.
The government venture, like so many governmental intellectual
ventures, failed.

Several wealthy Cologne industrialists who had liberal sym­
pathies were encouraged to take it over. One of those doing the
encouraging was Moses Hess, a young man who was heir to a
large fortune, and who was the first of the "young Hegelians" to
be converted to communism. His associates were not yet aware
of his radicalism, however, and even as his beliefs became more
obvious his industrialist friends continued to accept at least some
of his suggestions.

One of those suggestions was to hire Karl Marx as editor of
the paper. Isaiah Berlin, one of Marx's biographers, describes

14. Easton & Guddat (eds.), Young Marx, p. 133. [Marx, "Communism and the
Augsburg Allgemeine Zeitung" (16 Oct. 1842), Collected Works, 1, p. 219.]

15. Ibid., p. 134. [Collected Works, 1, p. 220.]
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what took place: "From a mildly liberal paper it rapidly became
a vehemently radical one; more violently hostile to the Govern­
ment that any other German newspaper. . .• The shareholders
were, indeed, scarcely less surprised than the authorities...."16

The authorities, while censoring the newspaper constantly,
were at first afraid to close it, probably because they did not wish
to alienate the prominent owners. It was only when Emperor
Nicholas I of Russia happened to read one of Marx's anti­
Russian diatribes that the authorities acted. The Emperor com­
plained to the Prussian government, and the government re­
sponded, unwilling to anger the Emperor and endanger the
Russo-Prussian alliance which was in effect at the time.

The influence of Moses Hess did not end at this point. The
man who was later dubbed "the communist rabbi" by Marx was
to perform several other major services to the history of Marx­
ism. First, and possibly most important, he succeeded in convert­
ing a young Hegelian to communism. That young man was
Friedrich Engels, the son ofa wealthy German industrialist.

The FatefUl Meeting

In autumn of1842 - about the time that Marx took over as
editor - young Engels was journeying through Cologne on his
way to Manchester where he -was about to begin work in his
father's Manchester factory. We are asked by one biography to
believe Hess's claim that he had convinced Engels of the validity
ofcommunism in one afternoon. I7 Engels met with Marx briefly
on this trip, but no serious friendship appears to have resulted
at this time.

Engels now took his communist ideology to England, and his
close contact with British proletarians (he was the bookkeeping
son of their employer, after all) convinced him of the necessity
of putting economics at the foundation of social criticism. Most

16. Isaiah Berlin, Karl Marx: His Life and Environment (3rd ed.; New York: Oxford
University Press, 1963), p. 74.

17. Boris Nicolaievsky and Otto Maenchen-Helfen, Karl Marx: Man and Fighter
(London: Methuen & Company; 1936), pp. 51-91.,
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of Marx's biographers have concluded that it was Engels who
first came to the idea of historical materialism, and that it was
his influence which helped to crystallize Marx's philosophical
materialism into an expressly communistic form of radicalism. 18

Engels always said that they came to the idea independently,
but he was never willing to take credit for anything where he and
Marx were concerned. He alone of Marx's early associates re..
tained the confidence ofMarx in the years to come, and no doubt
his humility was one factor in this relationship.

The next contribution of Moses Hess was his aid in putting
Karl Marx in contact with French radicals when Marx went to
Paris in late 1843. It was during his stay in France, most contem..
porary scholars believe, that Marx came to his position of full
communism. By 1845, the metamorphosis was complete. A dec..
ade earlier he had been a youthful humanistic idealist~ From
there he went through Hegelian criticism to Feuerbachian mate..
rialism. His five months as an editor had revealed his skills at
polemical writing and radical criticism. Finally, in 1844, he
began his lifelong friendship with Engels, and by 1845 he was a
communist.

Poor Boys They Were Not
One fact is generally de-emphasized by students of early

Marxism: neither Marx nor Engels, and certainly not Hess,
suffered from dire poverty as young men. All three werebour..
geois intellectuals. All three came from comfortable, ifnot wealthy,
backgrounds. Of the three, only Engels had any close contact
with the industrial proletariat, and he was the son of the prole..
tariat's employer, working as an executive of the company al..
most all of his adult life. He hated it, but he refused to quit until
he was middle aged.19

18. This is admitted, fOT example, in the semi..official biography written by
Franz Mehring, Karl Marx: The Story ofHis Lift (Ann Arbor: University ofMichigan
Press, [1933] 1962), p. 95.

19. Eleanor Marx-Aveling, Marx's daughter, described the situation: "For twenty
years Engels was doomed to the forced labour of business life. • • • But I was with
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In March of 1843 Marx lost his job, yet was married in
June - not to some proletarian, but to Jenny von Westphalen,
his old sweetheart, the daughter ofa high and respected Prussian
official. Their long honeymoon was spent on a tour through
Switzerland where, Jenny later related, they literally gave money
away. Jenny's mother had given the couple a small legacy for the
trip.

Marx spent the next few months reading and writing articles.
(The journal for which he was writing went through one issue,
and was immediately confiscated by the authorities, never to be
revived.) At the end of the year he and his new bride went to
Paris. These are hardly the activities ofsome starving proletarian
philosopher.2o

Poor Little Rich Boy21

There are a handful accounts of Marx's financial status
during the years 1844-48. All of them point to the same fact: he
lived high on the hog. I have pieced together the fragmentary
and sometimes conflicting data as best I can. In March of 1844,
while he was living in Paris for about fourteen months, Marx's

Engels when he reached the end of this forced labour and I saw what he must have
gone through all those years. I shall never forget the triumph with which he
exclaimed: 'For the last time!' as he put on his boots in the morning to go to the
office for the last time. A few hours later we were standing at the gate waiting for
him. We saw him coming over the little field opposite the house where he lived.
He was swinging his stick in the air and singing, his face beaming. Then we set the
table for a celebration and drank champagne and were happy. I was then too young
to understand all that and when I think of it now the tears come to my eyes." Marx
and Engels Through the Eyes of Their Contemporaries (Mos90w: Foreign Languages
Publishing House, 1972), p. 163. How touching!

Eleanor committed suicide in 1898. (Her sister Laura died the same way in
1911.) It is notable that Eleanor's estate was valued at [pounds] 1,909, which was
a small fortune in 1898. She had inherited Marx's estate, mainly his books'
royalties. Her bankrupt communist husband then inherited everything. Payne,
Marx, p. 530. Not a bad windfall for a bigamist who had been secretly and illegally
married the year before to another woman, a 22-year-old actress, to whom he
immediately returned (ibid., pp. 525, 530-31).

20. Payne, Marx, p. 92.
21. I am writing this subsection inJuly, 1988.



The Myth ofMar~'sPoverty 243

friends in Germany had collected 1,000 talers for him,22 which
was the equivalent of three years' income for a Silesian weaver
working 14 to 16 hours a day.23 Shortly thereafter, Raddatz says,
another 800 talers arrived.24 To this was added the money he
earned from his 1,800 franc annual salary from Vorwiirts,25 plus
the 4,000 francs he had received from the "KOln Circle" of
liberals who had funded the short-lived newspaper, the Rheinische
Zeitung. 26 To this, Raddatz says, should be added another 2,000
francs that Marx received for the sale ofproofsets of the Deutsche­
Fran:;,osische Jahrbucher.27 I have not found any confirmation of
this additional 2,000 francs, however, so I do not count it. In any
case, his total income, as Raddatz correctly observes, "should
have been enough for several years. "28 Arnold Ruge had sarcasti­
cally remarked in a letter of 1844: "His wife gave him for his
birthday a riding switch costing. 100 francs and the poor devil
cannot ride nor has he a horse. Everything he sees he wants to
'have' - a carriage, smart clothes, a flower garden, new furniture
from the Exhibition, in fact the moon."29

Marx was expelled from Paris in early 1845. He fled to
Belgium. He was begging for money within a few months. Pre­
dictably, during the next three years in Brussels, he did not earn

22. Hal Draper, The Marx-Engels Chronicle: A Day-by-Dqy Chronology of Marx &
Engels' Life & Activity (New York: Schocken, 1985), p. 29. This is an exhaustive and
indispensable volume.

23. According to an estimate - perhaps exaggerated -by Wilhelm Wolff in
1844. Less than one taler a day was a net working wage for a weaver in Silesia in
1844. See the extract from his 1844 essay in Frank Eyck (ed.), The Revolutions of
1848-49 (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1972), p. 22. Wolff complained that retired
high army officers received pensions of 1,000 talers a year. Wolff was Marx's
benefactor who left him a small fortune in 1864-: see below.

24. Fritz]. Raddatz, Karl Marx: A Political Biography (Boston: Little, Brown,
[1975]1978), p. 46.

25. Ibid., p. 283, note 20.
26. Ibid., p. 61.
27. For the life of me, I cannot imagine anyone paying this much for proofcopies

ofa journal that survived only one issue.
28. Ibid., p. 58.
29. Cited in ibid., p. 47.
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a penny.30 But the money still rolled in. In December of 1844,
he received 1,000 francs for the publication of The Holy Family.31
Engels also gave him the advance he had received in May for The
Condition of the Working Class in England.32 KOln sent him another
750 francs. He also took advance payment of 1,500 francs for a
book he never got around to writing. The publisher made a
serious financial mistake. After signing an initial contract with
Marx that promised a payment of 1,500 francs upon completion
ofthe manuscript, and another 1,500 at the time ofpublication,33
he relented for somereason and. sent Marx the initial 1,500 a few
months later. He would spend the next few years demanding the
manuscript or the return of his money, all to no avail. (As a
publisher who has also been sucked in on several occasions by
the pleas and promises of initially enthusiastic, boldly self­
confident, perpetually indebted, and "ideologically pure" authors,
I can sympathize with him. The surest way to bury any book
publishing project is to pay the prospective author in advance.)
He also borrowed 150 francs from his brother-in-law in Novem­
ber of 1847.34 There is no record of any repayment. In an 1847
letter to Engels, Marx brings up the life-long theme of themes
in his correspondence with Engels: "money."35

We know that Marx received 6,000 francs from his father's
estate in March of 1848. His father had died in 1838; Marx could
not persuade his mother and his Uncle Lion Philips to give him
the money until 1848.36 Robert Payne claims, without offering
any substantiating evidence, that Marx immediately spent 5,000

30. Ibid., p. 61.
31. Draper, Chronicle, p. 16.
32. Raddatz, Karl Marx, p. 61. I may be double counting here: Raddatz and

Draper do not mention each other's data on Marx's book income. Maybe they are
referring to the same payment. .

33. "Contract," 1 Feb. 1845, in Collected Works, 4, p. 675.
34. Draper, Chronicle, p. 28.
35. Marx to Engels, 15 May 1847, Collected Works,38, p. 116.
36. Oscar J. Hammen, The Red '48ers: Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels (New York:

Scribner's, 1969), p. 190.



The Myth ofMarx's Poverty 245

to fund the purchase of weapons for Belgian workmen.g7 I have
found no evidence of this, nor does any of the standard biogra­
phies of Marx refer to such a thing. Ifhe did this, it was the least
Marx-like act of his entire career. What we do know is that he
was expelled from Belgium a few weeks later, after the publica­
tion of the Communist Manifesto, and by then he apparently had
no money. We may never know for certain what happened to
this legacy from his father.

Ifwe add up his income, 1844 to early 1848, it comes to over
15,000 francs, plus the 1,800 talers, plus whatever money Engels
received for Condition ofthe Working Class. Not bad for a generally
unemployed Ph.D!

Lifestyle

The obvious question arises: How much money was this in
purchasing power? A lot. Statistical data from this period are
not highly reliable, but we can make usable estimates. A survey
made in February of 1848, as the revolution was breaking out,
indicated that the average wage of a Parisian male worker was
slightly under four francs per day,38 or around 1,250 francs per
year, if he worked continually, six days a week, 52 weeks per
year. Thus, during his brief stay of less than a year in Paris,
Marx pulled in about 6,800 francs, plus 1,800 talers, or about six
times the average Parisian worker's salary, even ifwe do not count the
2,000 francs for the supposed sale of proof sets, and he was not
required to work 52 weeks to do it.

What did it cost to live in Paris? One survey in 1845 indi­
cated that the minimum expenses for a childless family in Paris
were in the range of 750 francs per year.39 Marx had only one
child in 1844, so even if expenses were twice this, he could have
survived. His income that year was ten or eleven times the
Parisian family's minimum expenditure. (I have not pursued the

37. Payne, Marx, p. 176.
38. Donald Cope McKay, Tlze NatiotzalWorkshops: A Study in the French Revolution

0/1848 (Cambridge, .Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1933), p. xv.

39. Ibid., p.xvi.
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question of the cost of living in Brussels. It is unlikely to have
been drastically different. There was an international gold stan­
dard at the time, free mobility of population, and growing busi­
ness competition. All these factors would have tended to equalize
the costs of living the major cities.)

. Consider these ratios in terms oftoday's income in the United
States. First, recall that there were no income taxes in 1844.
Taxes were quite low, way under double-digit levels. If today's
family of three reached the poverty level at about $8,500 per
year in 1985,40 and if we assume that the average poor family
spends all that it pulls in, then the Marx family was spending
the equivalent of$85,000 after-tax dollars today, or at least $125,000
of pre-tax income.41 This would put him at least in the upper
one percent of U.S. income earners. This poverty-level figure
does. not include food stamps, free education, health care serv­
ices, or other modern welfare benefits. If these are added to the
base level income of $8,500, then the poverty line for American
families in 1985 was considerably above $10,000 a year, meaning
that Marx was pulling in the equivalent of over $100,000 a year
after taxes.

Another way of looking at the figures is to assume that the
average black family in the U.S. is at the lower end of the income
level. The mean average after-tax income level of black families
in 1985 was $16,000.42 At six times the average Parisian worker's
family, after taxes, the Marx family was doing well. Six timesthe
average U.S. black family after taxes would have placed the
Marx family's income 1985 income at $96,000. The average
married couple with two children pulled in $28,000 after taxes.
If you compute six times this income, the Marx family pulled in
$168,000.

Marx, in short, was no starving proletarian. By anyone's
standards in 1844, he was a rich man.

40. Statistical Abstract ofthe United States, 1988 (Washington, D.C.: Department of
Commerce, 1988), p. 406.

41. The price of gold in 1985 was in the $350/oz range.

42. Ibid., table 695.



The Myth ofMarxJs Poverty 247

As far as I know, as I write this subsection, in late July of
1988, I seem to be the first investigator to search out even this
minimal data on wage levels and the cost ofliving in Paris during
the 1840's in order to compare Marx's income with the average
workers. I am surely not the only person bright enough to do
this. What we are suffering from is a combination of laziness on
the part of scholars of Marx's life, plus an element of dignified
silence: to discuss such matters would lead to the overthrow of
the myth of Marx's poverty. It throws serious doubt on Marx's
lifelong self-posturing as the Prometheus figure ofthe European
proletariat. Only if someone finally turns up evidence that he
really did donate 5,000 francs to the Belgian workers in early
1848 should we find reserves of compassion for poor Karl.

His years of serious financial hardship began in 1848, but
by this time his philosophy of dialectical materialism and eco­
nomic communism had already crystallized in his mind. In
short, his philosophy of life had been developed in his years of
remarkable prosperity. He became the self-appointed "voice of
the proletarians" before he suffered the self-inflicted financial
hardships of proletarianism. Unlike proletarians, he never held
a steady job after 1844, and that job in Paris had lasted less than
a year.

Marx returned to Cologne in 1848, and in June he began
publication ofstill another paper, the Neue Rheinische Zeitung. The
following February saw him brought to trial and subsequently
acquitted of the charge of subversion. In May he published the
inflammatory ~'red issue" -literally printed in red ink - since
he was about to be expelled anyway. He left for France, but was
expelled three months later (August 1849). From there he trav­
eled to London, which, along with Switzerland, was the home
ofmost nineteenth-century radicals after the revolutions of 1848­
1850. He was to spend most of his remaining life in London, the
city of exiles.

Self-Imposed Poverty
It was in the IS-year period from 1848 to 1863 that Marx

gained his reputation for poverty, a reputation he earned by his
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unwillingness to go out and earn a living. He lost three of his
children, lived in indescribable squalor, and struggled along on
handouts from Engels and whatever income he could gain from
the articles he wrote (or which Engels wrote under Marx's name)
for Horace Greeley's New York Daily Tribune.

In 1861, things became desperate for Marx. The Civil War
in the United States had begun to cause havoc in the English
cotton market, for the South placed an embargo on its cotton
exports to England in the hope (which proved illusory) that such
an act would force English industrialists and workers to pressure
the English government into official recognition of Southern
independence. What money Engels possessed came from his
employment in his father's mills, and Engels was employed in
the Manchester branch of his father's industrial holdings. His
income dropped as a result of the depressed conditions, and he
was~ for three years, unable to aid Marx very much. Simultane­
ously, the Tribune canceled Marx's column on European affairs
in order to make more room for news concerning the war. Thus,
Marx's two chief sources of financial support were cut off. He
went deeply into debt.

Things grew so bad in these years that Karl Marx was driven
into the ultimate breaking point: he actually had to go out and
look for a job! He applied for a post .at a local railway office. His
explanation to his Hanoverian correspondent, Dr. Kugelmann,
was straightforward: "I did not get the post because of my bad
handwriting."43 Anyone who has ever seen Marx's handwriting
can sympathize with both the railway officials and Dr. Kugel­
mann.* He never went looking again.

There is no denying that the Marx family lived in abject
poverty in these years. But the textbooks seldom mention that
the cause of this self-imposed poverty was that Marx never
bothered to go out and get a job. "Nothing human is foreign to

43. Marx to Kugelmann, 28 December 1862; in Letters to Kugelmann (New York:
International Publishers, 1934), p. 24. [Collected Works, 41, p. 436.]

44. Samples can be found in Mehring, Karl Marx, p.. 283, and Payne, Marx, pp.
35, 153, 405.
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me," he once wrote, citing the Roman Republic's playwright
Terence, thereby proclaiming his personal commitment to radi­
cal humanism. Nothing human was foreign to Marx, one is
tempted to add, except steady employment. In 1864, he had
squandered a fortune. The money had been advanced (given)
to him by Engels, plus what he inherited from his mother's
estate, plus a huge inheritance from Wilhelm Wolff. In 1865,
broke again, he was offered the opportunity to write a column
each month on the movements of the money-market. He refused
to accept the job, never bothering to so much as offer an explana­
tion.45

Karl and Jenny Marx were simply not capable ofhandling
money with any degree ofsuccess. Three things served to allevi­
ate their economic hardship in this bleak period of their lives.
First there was Helene (Lenchen) Demuth, the Marx's house­
keeper. She had grown up as a servant in the von Westphalen
home, and Jenny's mother sent her to be with the Marxes in
1846. She remained with the family until the death of Karl Marx
in 1883. As Payne's biography of Marx demonstrates, she was
the keeper of the family purse, and she kept it as solvent as
possible. She also bore Marx an illegitimate son in 1851 - a son
Marx was never willing to acknowledge for fear of embarrass­
ment in London's revolutionary circles - another hitherto ig­
nored fact which Payne's book brings to light.

The Inheritances

A second factor was the advance on his inheritance from his
mother (who had not yet died) which he received in early 1861.
Karl's mother paid off his old debts, and through the executor
of her estate, her immensely successful industrialist brother-in­
law Lion Philips.46 Marx received £160, part of which he spent

45. Mehring, Karl Marx, pp. 342..43. This took place in 1865, the year following
Marx's massive inheritance.

46. Lion Philips, Marx's uncle by marriage, became the founder of one of
Europe's most powerful companies, the Philips Electrical Company, of which the
North American Philips Company (Norelco) is a subsidiary. See Payne, Marx, p.
330.
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on a whirlwind European tour.47

Finally, in 1863, Engels was able to scrape together £125,
and possibly more - the record is unclear -for Marx's relief.48

It was on this occasion that Engels criticized Marx openly, the
only time he ever did so. In January, Engels's "wife" died, and
he wrote to Marx in despair. Marx replied with two brief sen­
tences of regret and then launched into a description of his own
financial woes. Engels was infuriated, told Marx so, and Marx
apologized - possibly the only time in his adult life that he
apologized to anyone outside his immediate family. So, Engels
sent him the money, and the two partners were reconciled.

In late 1863, Marx's mother died. His share of the inheri­
tance, minus the advance, came to something less than £100.49

He collected this early in 1864. It was enough, as one biography
puts it, to mitigate"at least the worst of Marx's distress."5o Then
came the deluge. An obscure German follower, Wilhelm Wolff,
one of the original eighteen conspirators of. the 1846 League of
the Just, died and left Marx the staggering (by 1864 standards)
sum of £824.51 Marx later dedicated Das Kapital to Wolff.52 In
September, Engels was made a full partner in his father's firm,
and may have been less resentful than usual when Marx de­
manded an additional £40, which he insisted was owned to him
by Engels (who was executor of Wolff's estate).53 Thus, in one
year Marx was the recipient of almost £1000.

When I first began looking into Marx's finances (prior to the
publication of Payne's revealing biography), I began to wonder
just how much this money amounted to in terms of purchasing

47. Payne, Marx, p. 330.
48. Ibid., pp. 339-40. The Nicolaievsky biography reports that Engels actually

paid Marx 350 pounds in 1863, although I am inclined to doubt this figure.
Nicolaievsky and Maenchen-Helfen, Karl Marx, p. 253.

49. Ibid., p. 346.
50. Nicolaievsky and Maenchen-Helfen, Karl Marx, p. 253.
51. Payne, Marx, p. 354.

52. Berlin, Karl Marx, pp. 247-48.
53. Payne, Marx, p. 354.
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power. Not one biography prior to Payne's asked this fundamen­
tal question. Professor Bowley has estimated that in 1860, the
income of an agricultural laborer in the lowest ten percent of the
British population was something like £30 annually. An average
income for a worker would have been about £45 per year. For
those in the upper ten percent of the population, a £70 figure
would have been typical.54 The income of the Marx family in
1863 would have put them in the upper five percent ofthe British
population! That was the sum sent by Engels to mitigate "at
least the worst of Marx's distress." His income during the next
year, 1864, would have been equivalent to the wages paid to
over twenty "average" British proletarians.

Easy Come, Easy Go

Incredible as it may seem, in May of 1865, Marx was penni­
less again. On July 31 of that year he wrote to Engels for more
money, claiming that he had been in hock to a pawnshop for two
months.55 Dr. Kugelmann received a letter in October whic,h
contained these words: "My economic position has become so
bad as a result of my long illness and the many expenses which
it entailed, that I am faced with a financial crisis in the immediate
future, a thing which, apart from the direct effects on me and my
family, would also be disastrous for me politically, particularly
here in London, where one must 'keep up appearances.'''56

It would seem that either London's radical society had been
infected with a severe case of "bourgeois affectations," or else
Dr. Marx was now associating with those of very high class
standings. Marx then went on to ask Kugelmann if he knew of
anyone who would loan him money at a rate offive to six percent
interest, since, as he announced, "I am now paying 20 to 30
percent interest for the small sums which I borrow, but even so
I cannot put ofT my creditors much longer ...."57 Marx, the

54. A. L. Bowley, Wages and Income in the United Kingdom Since 1860 (Cambridge
University Press, 1937), p. 46.

55. Mehring, Karl Marx, p. 341.
56. Marx to Kugelmann, 13 October 1866; Letters to Kugelmann, p. 42.

57. Idem.
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economist of the proletarian class, was hardly what we could
call a sound financial administrator.

Where did the money go? Payne's biography supplies a key
clue. In a letter to his uncle Lion Philips, Marx announced (June
1864) that he had made £400 on the stock exchange. On July
4th, he wrote to Engels asking for the final settlement of the
Wolff legacy: "If I had had the money during the last ten days,
I would have been able to make a good deal on the stock
exchange. The time has now come when my wit and very little
money one can really make a killing in London."58 Unfortu­
nately, Marx forgot that when some people are making killings
on the stock exchange, others frequently are getting killed. We
cannot be certain, but Marx's gambling instincts may have been
the cause, at least in part, of his financial downfall.

Non-Proletarian Quarters
Expenditures, as we all know, tend to rise as income. rises.

With his mother's small legacy in hand, Marx had moved his
family into a new home in March of 1864, shortly before the
news of the legacy from Wolff arrived. This represented a leap
into the upper middle class. Payne's description of Marx's home
(and the photograph of it in his book) is revealing: "No one
arriving at the new house on Maitland Park Road would mistake
it for a workman's lodging. It was spacious and handsome, with.
cornices over the windows and elegant Corinthian columns at
the head of the steps, with a small garden in front and a larger
one at the back. Like nearly all the columned houses in London,
this house gave an impression of subdued aflluence. A doctor, a
local magistrate, or a businessman who worked in the city would
not have been out of place in it."59

Karl Marx remained in this home until 1875, at which time
he moved into one which was apparently close to being identical
with the Maitland Park home (this final residence was destroyed
during the War). Jenny, his wife, gave a fancy ball in October

58. Payne, Marx, p. 354-. [Collected Works, 41, p. 54-6.]
59. Ibid., p. 377.
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1964, another drain on Marx's finances, and she gave others as
the years rolled on.60 No doubt they served the Marx family as
reminders of their afl1uent youth. His housing preferences cer­
tainly confirm the observation of Logan Pearsal Smith: "All
reformers, however strict their social conscience, live in houses
just as big as they can pay for."61

The Pension from Engels
When Engels decided to sell his interest in the family firm

in 1869, he wrote to Marx and asked him how much money it
would take to clear up all of his debts. Marx replied by return
mail that he was £210 in arrears, "of which about 75 are for
pawnshop and interest."62 In July 1869, Engels settled his ac­
counts with the firm, and was able to pay off Marx's debts, while
putting him on an annual pension of £350. Yet Marx claimed
than even this large sum was not enough for him to live comfort­
ably. A year before, ina letter to Kugelmann, he had written
this astounding message: "You may be sure that I have often
discussed leaving London for Geneva, not only with myself and
my family, but with Engels. Here I have to spend from £400 to
£500 annually; in Geneva I could live on £200."63

Marx's income, using Professor Bowley's estimates, was some
five· times greater than the upper ten percent of the British
laboring classes. Using the 1867 figures presented in that year
by R. Dudley Baxter to the Statistical Society ofLondon, we find
that Marx's income placed his family in the top 120,000 families
in England and Wales. Some 5.1. million families lived below
Marx's "poverty line." After 1869, Marx's regular annual pen­
sion placed him in the upper two percent of the British population
in terms of income.

60. Ibid., p. 355.
61. The Portable Curmudgeon, edited byJon Winokur (New York: New American

Library, 1987), p. 232. .
62. Quoted by Otto Riihle, Karl Marx: His Life and Work (New York: New Home

Library, 1942), p. 360.
63. Marx to Kuge1mann, 17 March 1868; Letters to Kugelmann, p. 65.
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Marx, in short, felt he was unable to live comfortably on an
income greater than that enjoyed by ninety-eight percent of his
countrymen - in a nation which, per capita, was the wealthiest
in the world.64 Incredibly, one biography puts it this way: "But
his anxieties only really ended in 1869, when Engels sold his
share in the cotton mill and was able to make Marx a definite,
if moderate, yearly allowance."65 That is how history gets re­
written.

Conclusion
So what does all this mean? Perhaps not a great deal. But

at least we can now place the myth of Marx's poverty in its
proper perspective. He was poor during only fifteen years of his
sixty-five-year career, in large part due to his unwillingness to
use his doctorate and go out to get a job. His economic opinions
had been formed, at least in their essentials, before this poverty
set in, and the final culmination of his system, Das Kapital,
published in 1867, was completed in the years of high income.
His own life seems to stand as a testimony against the validity
of his doctrine of economic determinism. The philosopher­
economist of class revolution - the "Red Doctor of Soho" who
spent only six years in that run-down neighborhood - was one
of England's wealthier citizens during the last two decades of his
life. But he could not make ends meet.66

In one respect, at least, things have not changed very much
since the middle years of the last century. You can still find far
more self-proclaimed Marxists on the bourgeois college campus

64. Baxter's figures appear in Economic History Review, XXI (April 1968), p. 21.
65. Nicolaievsky and Maenchen-Helfen, Karl Marx, p. 254.
66. At his death, Marx's estate was valued at about £250, consisting primarily

of his books and furniture. Payne; Marx, p. 500. Payne's comment is only too
accurate: "In spite of Engels' generosity he was continually in debt. Although he
spent most of his waking hours thinking about money, he had very little under­
standing of the risk attached to borrowing. He would sign bills of exchange at high
interest and wonder how he had brought himself to such a pass when the bills fell
due. He was improvident and oddly childlike in financial matters. He had no gift
for making money and none for spending it" (p. 342).
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than you can find in the "proletarian" workshops of Detroit or
Chicago. The well-fed bourgeois intellectuals have far more of
an affinity for the ideas of Marx and Engels than today's indus­
trial proletariat does. Marx's ideas were born in the university
and its intellectual underground, were nurtured during years of
voluntary withdrawal from economic production, and flowered
in declining years of luxury, far removed from the environment
of the displaced proletariat.

The "tragedy" of Marx's "poverty-stricken" life consisted
only in the fact that ifhe had lived in the mid-twentieth century,
he could have avoided those fifteen years ofself-imposed trouble.
There are today plenty of tax-exempt foundations that make a
point of supporting such revolutionary conspirators in the high
style which he experienced throughout most of his life.

Karl Marx set the pattern, both intellectually and finan­
cially, for the present generation of well-fed, well-subsidized,
bourgeois intellectuals. An economist who could not economize,
a revolutionary organizer whose organizations invariably fell
apart, a secular prophet whose prophecies did not come true, a
self-proclaimed autonomous man who spent his life on Engels's
dole and in hock to the pawnbrokers, the self-proclaimed spokes­
man of the working class who never did an hour's manual labor
in his life, the inventor ofa theory of inevitable industrial revolu­
tions that have in fact only occurred in backward rural societies,
the man who predicted the withering away of the state whose
ideas have revived the ancient quest for world empire, Karl
Marx's life was a living testimony to the failure of bad ideas.
The only people who still take his ideas seriously are bourgeois
intellectuals, heretical middle-class pastors, and power-seekers
who want to become tyrants for life - the kind pf people Marx
despised, that is, people very much like himself.

On the bourgeois dole for his entire life, he spent his days
criticizing the very economic structure which permitted him -his
leisure time: capitalism. He attacked "Bourgeois Liberalism,"
yet it was that system of liberal attitudes and broadmindedness
which produced an atmosphere of intellectual freedom, without
which he would have been imprisoned and his books burned as
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a lesson for others. Had bourgeois London not given him a place
to hide and work -analogous to the Old Testament's cities of
refuge - we would never have heard of this third..rate materialist
philosopher and fourth-rate classical economist. In short, Marx
did his best to undercut the very foundations of his own exis­
tence. And today we find that in those nations that are officially
Marxist, anti-Communist ideas are the coin of the realm. Noth­
ing remains ofMarxism except its quest for power. Paraphrasing
bourgeois intellectual Lincoln Steffans, the Communists have
seen the future at close range, and it does not work.

"Those who hate me," says Wisdom in Proverbs 8:36, "love
death." Karl Marx hated God. Above all, he hated God. He was
therefore ultimately suicidal- economically, politically, and in­
tellectually. Two ofhis daughters killed themselves. The Revolu­
tion eats its own. But not soon enough.
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