Marx, Libermann and Africa
(A 1983

Several writers have tried to

draw our

lecture, revised)

attention to certain similari-

between Libermann and some trailblazers of contemporary
thought. Thus Pierre Blanchard (Le Venerable Libermann, I, 51)
points out that Libermann formulated the keynote of Edmund
Husserl, the founder of phenomenology, fifty years before this
famous Jewish philosopher: "II faut viser droit aux choses" (We
must aim straight at the things themselves) (N.D. 7, 81). John
Heijke has published a brief study on Libermann and Soren
Kierkegaard, the founder of existentialism, who was his contemties

porary

(Spiritus,

German

supplement, 1964, 101

ff.).

And

Joseph Rath, the

drawn attention to the fact
that the two Jews Libermann and Marx came from rabbinical
families living in the same region who, because of the tendency of
historian of the Spiritans, has

such families to intermarry,

were

may even have been

related to each

around the time of the first revolution of 1848 (Spiritus, 1961, no. 4, 291). Although there is nothing to
indicate that Libermann had a hand in that revolution, we know
that he rejoiced over the downfall of "the legal establishment"
(pays legal) (N.D. 10, 146 ff.). So far as I know, however, no one
has as yet drawn attention to certain similarities of ideas between
these two. Yet, they do exist and in this paper I'd like to explore
other. Both also

in Paris

them.

We are all more or less familiar with Libermann's life, but it may
be useful to say a few words about Karl Marx's background. Karl's
father was a lawyer at Trier, in the Palatinate, where his brother
was the local Rabbi a position that had been in the family for

—
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several generations.

In 1816,

this

AND HISTORY
lawyer became a Protestant

Christian in order to overcome the handicap of being a Jew, but he

remained much more interested

and Rousseau than in
would read these authors
together with his father. Karl, who was born in 1818, was baptized,
together with the other children of the family in 1824, and the
following year their mother also became a Christian. There is no
in Voltaire

Christ or Luther. In later years, Karl

evidence, however, that religion ever played
life

much

of a role in the

of this family.

Karl attended the local

were

virtually

priesthood.

all

He

gymnasium, where

Catholic; they included

his fellow-students

many

candidates for the

dutifully attended the religious instruction classes

when he was seventeen, wrote an essay on
which he said: "The history of mankind teaches us the
necessity of union with Christ .... As soon as a human being has
reached this union, he will in all peace and tranquility await
whatever is in store for him, he will courageously face the storm of
passions and fearlessly endure the fury of evil men .... Who
would not be glad to put up with suffering when he knows that by
his perseverance in Christ, by his deeds, God himself is honored?"
(Marx-Engels, MEGA ed., I, 1, 2, 171 ff.). Libermann might have
agreed with him, but this juvenile essay of Marx is not what I have
in mind when I refer to certain similarities between these two.
and, in an examination
Christ, in

After graduation Karl studied law at Bonn, that
father sent

him

year in living

it

is

there to study law, but the son spent

to say, his

much

of the

him to Berlin,
young but gifted

up. Dissatisfied, his father then sent

where he joined the "Doktorsklub", a club of
Ph.D.'s. It was there that he began to develop his theories about
religion, society and history. Obviously, it will be impossible to
present here more than just a few points of his thought.
Let us keep in mind that Marx's era was dominated by belief in
progress a belief that was fostered by scientific, technological and
social developments. While previous ages had viewed man and his
history more or less statically, the new developments made a more
dynamic view almost inevitable (A. van Melsen, Evolution and
Philosophy, Pittsburgh, 1965, 22 f.). With Hegel, Marx was convinced that man was merely becoming man, and that history is the

—

story of this development.

he held,

we must pay

history of the world

is

And

to

understand that development,

attention to work:

"The

entire so-called

nothing but the begetting of

man

through
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human

labor" (Manuscripts of 1844, 113 f.). Work, human labor is
which makes history "tick", it is the central reference point
that makes man and his history intelligible.
Through his work man changes nature and, in the same process,
changes himself for the better, he humanizes himself. By inventing
better tools, he reaches a higher level of existence: and each of
these tools is based on the achievements of preceding generations.
The tools of work tie people together; they bring about specialization of work: human existence is co-existence through and with
and for fellow-men. Thus, the story of co-existence becomes a
that

social history. (Selected Works, "Letter to

Annenkow,"

2, 442.).

way the work-relationships of people— the
—constitute the foundation of everything

In this

economic

structure

else: of social,

what people are because of their workwhat they think. If these relations are not
what they ought to be by their very nature, the entire structure
built upon them is inauthentic and estranges man from himself.
And this is what happens in the capitalistic system: work, which is
man's self-expression, is reduced to a mere means of subsistence;
for the capitalistic owner, the worker is no fellowman but a mere
machine producing things; and for the worker, the owner of the
social means of production is the alien being who robs him of his
political

and

spiritual

life:

relationships determines

existence. On this estranged foundation bourgeois society
has been building its theories of society, the state and religion.
Thus, these superstructures can only serve to confirm man's inauthentic existence. Religion, in particular, serves only to keep the
oppressed from revolting with an empty promise of a happy
hereafter and as an opiate to make them forget their present

human

misery.

By abolishing the inauthentic work situation, one removes the
economic conditions and, in consequence, also
all the other alienations resulting from them. When private interest no longer controls the social means of production, the distinction between individual and society will gradually disappear;
all will work for themselves as social beings. Universal brotherhood will take over and a new man will come about who cares as
much about the others as about himself. Then each one will
contribute to society according to his abilities and receive from it
according to his needs. The people who are to bring about this
change are the proletarians, the workers; disinherited, they have
alienation of the
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no private

interest to
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defend and therefore are wholly

social.

And

they will be aided by certain elements of the former bourgeoisie

who are sufficiently enlightened to understand the course of human
history.

now

Let us

see certain similarities between

Marx and

Liber-

mann.
Both Marx and Libermann disliked abstract systems and a priori
away from Descartes, says Marx, when
they realized the abstract nature of his philosophy early in the 18th
century and turned from the thinking of thoughts to making
the center of all interest" (The Holy Family,
"earthly things
Moscow, 1951, 170). He criticized Hegel for disregarding "the real
man living in a real world" in favor of an abstraction in which "all
external struggles" are reduced to "pure struggles of thought."
(Ibid., 111). With his merciless wit, he described such ivory tower
speculations as thinking that "people drown only because they are
possessed by the idea of gravity." The abstract methodical thinker
then tries to save them by trying to "knock that idea out of their
head." Absurd, of course, but what else can one expect of a
philosophy that is out of touch with reality? (German Ideology, New
York, 1947, 2; Selected Works, 2, 441 - letter to Annenkow).
1

.

methods. People turned

.

.

.

Libermann expressed

his dislike of abstract systems, not in

explicit philosophical fashion,

but in the

way he approached

an
the

matters that concerned him through his "lived philosophy." Those
matters were the spiritual

Thus,

we

find

him

writing:

life

and the missions, especially Africa.
not impose too many rules, do not

"Do

follow a system in the spiritual

life
Let grace act with great
freedom." (II ne faut pas prescrire trop de regies, il ne faut pas de
systeme dans la vie spirituelle
laissez agir la grace avec une
grande liberte.). (L.S. 3, 349 f.)
Similarly, with respect to prayer, he wrote: "Regarding your
mental prayer, follow your attraction and do not worry about the
method" (Dans votre oraison, suivez l'attrait et ne vous inquietez
pas de la methode) and "Do not try to follow the Sulpician method
point by point" (Ne cherchez pas a suivre point pour point la
methode de St. Sulpice). (L.S. 2, 168 and 3, 462).
With respect to Africa's evangelization, he warned his mission.

aries: "I

most

am

.

.

.

.

.

asking you one thing only and recommend it to you
do not adopt any fixed and determined ideas. It is

earnestly:

too early to adopt an absolute and determined procedure ....

We
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vous prie settlement d'une
c'est de ne pas
chose
prendre des idees fixes et determinees. Le moment n'est pas arrive
de prendre une marche absolue et determinee ... II faut que nous
soyons souple.)

must remain
et je

2.

flexible"

vous

la

(N.D.

9, 43). (Je

recommande instamment:

For both Marx and Libermann the criterion of truth

what they

called "practice." In

Marx

lies in

"practice" constitutes one of

the fundamental principles of his thought; it is the touch-stone by
which everything else is measured. In his view, practice is not the

way

executed

— "put into practice" —

for he
does not hold that ideas make history "tick." On the contrary, it
refers to what people really are, regardless of what they think and
intend to be, and to what, because of what they are, they will be
compelled to do. In this way, paying attention to what people
a conscious theory is

really are will disclose the truth (Holy Family, 52

403

- theses on Feuerbach).

ff.

It

is

his

way

f.;

Selected Works, 2,

of looking at the

principle: action follows being. Differently expressed, to find

what

people are really living by, do not look at what they proclaim to be
their guide lines, but study the way they act; for example, to see
what religion really means concretely, see what it does to them,
how it works.
Libermann discloses his view when he writes to Anne Javouhey:
"To conceive things exactly, one must view them practically"
(N.D. 7, 82). Then he goes on to show that even the best colonial
clergy, endowed with high ideals and the best intentions, could
practically never succeed in the christianization of the slaves; only
priests like those in his own congregation could do that. Similarly,
writing to Fr. Le Vavasseur, he says: "You will have to give some

your principles and examine things practically". (N.D. 8,
Le Vavasseur held extremely lofty principles for admitting
candidates to the Congregation and "threatened" to defect to the
Jesuits because Libermann was too lenient in his view. If he had
prevailed, the Holy Heart of Mary Congregation would have
ended up with a lofty ideal beyond the reach of virtually
everyone including Le Vavasseur himself and empty buildings.
slack to

36).

—

—

makes it impossible for you to look at things
practically," Libermann warned him, "you do not see things in a
practical way" (N.D. 8, 33).
At first blush, it may seem to be going too far to make the
question, Does it work? a criterion or even the criterion of truth.
"Your

rigid attitude

—

—
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Yet, in

all
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where man enters into the picture, this question is
And even in the sciences this principle is accepted:

things

the crucial one.

something looks, acts and reacts like water, then it is water.
Libermann's insistence on practicality was needed to counteract
the "heaven of ideas" from which so many of his contemporaries
if

derived their notions.

both Marx and Libermann aimed at the
comes from experience. Marx had the highest regard
for experience and despised ivory tower speculations that are out
of touch with the world of experience. For him, objectivity would
issue from economic experience, and for this reason he devoted so
much attention to economics. As a young man, he had thought
that it would take about six weeks to establish this experiential
foundation of his theories, but he was still at it when he died in
1883. He often refused to speculate about issues beyond experience and two years before his death wrote to one of his followers:
"To go beyond the immediate data of experience is not only
useless but even dangerous" (Brief an D. Niewenhuis, 22 Febru3.

As

practical people,

objectivity that

ary, 1881).

Libermann, he demanded that we remain open to experirespects. For instance, he did not want a definitive rule
for the missions without "several years of experience" (N.D. 2, 153
f.); he advised a correspondent not to make remarks about projects
which are not "confirmed and proved by experience" and insisted
that when one tries to begin with a perfectly conceived plan,
"speculative views always enter into the picture and experience is
more or less lacking" (N.D. 4, 210). He insisted that "precipitation" be avoided and that one must first gain a "true experience"
(N.D. 8, 47), and that "it is experience which must slowly throw
light on the matter of the changes to be introduced" (N.D. 13, 318).
He advised his missionaries that with respect to the policy to
follow in their work, it will be perfected later "when experience
will come to the assistance of the theory" (N.D. 9, 42 f.).

As

for

ence in

all

4. Both Marx and Libermann speak of "the new man" who is to
come about as the fruit of their initiatives. Let us correct this term
"initiative". For Marx, the new man would come about as a result

which he first
Libermann would merely
wretchedness, the Holy Spirit had wanted

of the interaction of necessary forces, the interplay of

had been privileged
admit

him

that, despite his

to

take

charge

to understand;

of

the

African

missionary undertaking.

—
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Nonetheless, he was conscious of the fact that he proposed a new
approach (N.D. 8, 234 f.). According to Marx, the "new-fangled
men" will come from the poor, the dispossessed workers, who
establish themselves as the proletariat

and become conscious

of

human dignity (Selected Works, 1, 359). For Libermann, "the
new men" (N.D. 8, 248) who are to transform Africa will arise from
the poor and despised blacks who establish themselves as a "people of God" when they become conscious of their dignity as men
their

and as

Christians.

Both Marx and Libermann stress work as basic to the new
society of men. For Marx, man is essentially a worker; he realizes
himself by his work; work is for him the "active way of being (a
fellowman)". And when man's self-alienation through capitalism
is overcome, so that work is no longer a mere means for having
things, he need not be forced to work, but labors happily as a
wholly social being: one for all and all for one (Capital, 1, 177;
5.

Manuscripts of 1844, 113 f., 76, 144, 196).
Libermann also holds that man can realize his potential only

through work.

and accepted

It is

that

only

when

the necessity to

an "advanced

civilisation"

work

is understood
can arise to bring

about an "honest and natural well-being" as well as "social and
civil order" (N.D. 8, 248; 6,66). However, while Marx sees religion
as an aberration caused by man's self-alienation as a worker, for
Libermann religion is an authentic human dimension, so that for
the new man "spiritual and superhuman happiness" will go hand
in hand with his "honest and natural well-being" (N.D. ibid.).
the role which science plays in preparing mankind
world." He paid tribute to the endeavors of the
capitalists to prepare its foundation: they created the material basis
for a universal interdependence of mankind and scientific domination of nature (Selected Works, 1, 358). For Libermann, a "rudimentary civilization which does not go beyond the elementary use of
the spade and the tool cannot go very far in producing lasting
changes in the way people act. That's why it is not enough to show
these new human beings (in Africa) "how to operate things"; they
should also be taught "how things operate, ... for otherwise they
would always remain like children" (N.D. 8, 248). Marx was
optimistic about the proletarians' ability to found and maintain
such a new society: "To work well," he wrote, "the new-fangled
forces of society only want to be mastered by new-fangled men
6.

Marx saw

for "the

new
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such are the working

men"

(Selected Works, 1, 359).

likewise, maintained that blacks

ranks of society"

and

if

8, 227).

minds can

were capable

Libjrmann,

of entering "all

they were "well-instructed from their youth

and backed up

carefully educated,"

(N.D.

AND HISTORY

Without

rise to the surface"

(N.D.

by examples
most outstanding

this assertion

of course, "only the

it,

8, 228).

7. Marx rejected the notion of dividing work from education and
advocated an "early combination of productive labor with education" as
"one of the most potent means for the transformation"of the
existing society into the new society of universal brotherhood
(Selected Works, 2, 36). It should help to prevent lingering attitudes
of superiority feelings from surviving if all are equally bound to
work. All should at first receive a uniform education. Libermann,
likewise, says that "for this plan (for Africa) to be fully successful,
there must be uniformity in the education of the different classes".
All would begin with the same program, and only later a separate
program would be set up for those destined for higher intellectual
training and for others who would be prepared for the various arts
and crafts "in accordance with their desires and aptitudes" (N.D.
6, 65 f.). All candidates would have to be animated by the same
spirit, tend to the same goal in bringing civilization. On no account
did Libermann wish to contribute to the formation of a privileged
class at the expense of the others. "It is absolutely necessary," he
wrote, "that the civilization brought to this country (Africa) produce great solidarity among the indigenous population. If it were
to result in disorder, it would not be much of a present for them"
(N.D. 6, 67). When Libermann spoke of forming an elite, he had in
mind people who are well instructed in the sciences, arts and crafts
but, at the same time, endowed with "all the religious and social
virtues" and therefore "capable of making themselves useful with
respect to their fellow citizens" (N.D. 6, 66 f.).

8. Marx realized that the so-called "ragged proletariat" as such
would not suffice to bring about the desired dawn of a new age.
They had become too stupefied by their soul-killing labor. But, he
argued, the ranks of the proletarians are strengthened by former
bourgeois elements who go under in the capitalists' murderous
competition for profits and by others of the ruling class "who join

the revolutionary class

.

.

.

that holds the future in

its

hands."

They include people who are sincere, understand the way society
is moving (Manifesto, 66 f.) and want to join the proletarians.
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Libermann, likewise realized
rise to

view

the desired level. That's

that, left to itself, Africa

why

their civilizing task as part

"Civilization

is

impossible without
in

its

and parcel
faith.

intellectual

at

to

of their vocation:

Consequently, it is the
not only in its moral

it,

and physical

education, agriculture and the trades" (N.D.
the missionary in the past therefore

could not

he wanted his missionaries

work

task of the missionary ... to

dimension but also
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aspects,

8, 248).

i.e.,

in

This role of

may be compared to that of the
who identified them-

non-proletarian elements in Marx's thought
selves with their oppressed brethren.
9.

Marx savored

his first success

when

the February revolution of

1848 overthrew bourgeois society, even though he refused the
revolutionaries' offer to

(Obviously, such a notion
also rejoiced over the

who

become an honorary
was too bourgeois for

citizen of France

him.).

overthrow of a dynasty and of

cared only for their

own

interests,

Libermann
politicians

"criminals" for

whom

and humanity did not exist." Both expected that the rest of
Europe would be devoured by the revolution and that "the autocrat of Russia would also have his turn" (N.D. 10, 146 ff.). Unlike
Marx, Libermann did not see all this as a necessary process of
nature but rather as a divine punishment of human pride and
"justice

injustice (ibid.).
10. Finally, Libermann experienced a "profound feeling of gratitude" over the downfall of the privileged classes of the rich, "that
bourgeois aristocracy", which he calls "the legal establishment," that
"perverse world" which worships only money and "tramples on
the interests of the poor," while sacrificing their soul and their
country to its wretched egoism and private interests. France and
Europe "perverted each other by their love and esteem of gold.
Any other sentiment would soon have been wiped away from the
hearts of all people", but "God has overthrown their idol" (N.D.

10, 148).

Marx's works abound in similar views: in a capitalistic society
people become mere means, things, by which I can gain more of
the "almighty being called money"; its charity expressed itself in
saying: "let us have a dinner for the poor"; the legal order is
nothing but the privileges of the rich ratified by law as based on
God's "eternal" justice, etc. etc. (Manuscripts of 1844, 137; Holy
Family, 257; Manifesto, 79).

On May 9,

1848,

two months

after the

February Revolution and a
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few weeks before the workers' rebellion against the betrayal of
their Revolution by conservative elements of the government,
Libermann wrote his final evaluation of the events. "The general
mentality is favorably disposed toward religion. Communism (a
communist take-over) does not seem to threaten. (But) perhaps
even today it could still succeed in gaining the upperhand. It
would turn things upside down, but it would not be able to
stabilize things. It would overthrow the money world and dislodge
large fortunes, but then things would resume their course
.

.

.

with this difference that a large number of the rich would become
poor and some of the poor would become rich; moreover, wealth
would be somewhat better distributed than it is today. Religion
would suffer only in a passing way by getting some of the blame,
either because of the communist system itself or because some of
its leaders are impious and despotic men. The system is not
directly opposed to Christianity, but only insofar as it turns things
upside down in changing the established order and in the process
leads to injustices. On the other hand, the communists' hatred and
their actions do not directly attack religion but go against

wealth ... If communism is victorious and becomes established,
the church will accept the (new) established order, and the people
will still be disposed to let themselves be influenced by religion
even more so than (under the rule of) the wealthy who
sacrificed everything to the industrial enterprise." N.D. 10, 182 f.
.

.

Taken together, these various similarities between Marx and
Libermann sufficiently show that they shared some common
ideas. I doubt very much that they ever met or read each other's
writings. Libermann certainly was not a Marxist, although the
preceding quotations show how sympathetic he was to the vindication of the workers'

human rights. On the

other hand, regarding

was not in any true sense a
even though he may have had a better understanding of
Christianity demands than did many of his contempo-

Karl Marx, in his adulthood he
Christian,

what

true

rary "pious" factory owners. Moreover, Marx's ideas are very

often not his own discovery or invention; his merit lies more in
making an imposing synthesis of half-understood ideas proposed
by others than in propounding new ideas. But from their Jewish
background both Libermann and Marx had inherited a certain
openness to the voices speaking to us from the world around us.
While Marx interpreted these voices as the irresistible call of

MARX, LIBERMANN AND AFRICA

109

its course in keeping with ironclad physithem as a call coming from God
viewed
cal laws, Libermann
man.
voices
of
through
the
speaking
This interpretation gave Libermann a dynamic view of the world
and its history. The past as such meant little for him; that is why he
could so easily drop it when he thought that he could perceive a
new call of the Holy Spirit. Thus he could write after the February
revolution of 1848: "We no longer live in the established order of
the past. It has always been the misfortune of the clergy
that
they remain stuck in ideas that are past. The world has
but we have lagged behind. It is our duty to keep
progressed
abreast of the world in complete fidelity to the spirit of the

objective history running

.

.

.

.

.

.

,

Gospel
Clinging to olden times
will make us ineffective
Let us then frankly and simply embrace the new order
We will
thereby sanctify the world, and the world will be on our side"
(N.D. 10, 151).*
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

* For Marx see Koren, Marx and the Authentic Man, Pittsburgh, 1967; Luijpen and
Koren, Religion and Atheism, Pittsburgh, 1971, pp. 50-103.

