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Ah! are there other wars, beside the wars of sword and fire?
And are there other sorrows, beside the sorrows of poverty?
And are there other joys, beside the joys of riches and ease?
And is there not one law for both the lion and the o0x?

— William Blake, Visions of the Daughters of Albion

there are those who can tell you how to make molotov
cocktails, flamethrowers, bombs whatever

you might be needing find them and learn, define your aim
clearly, choose your ammo with that in mind

— Diane di Prima, “Revolutionary Letter #7”
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Introduction

Class War Now

Ours is the age of class war. We talk about it all the time. Barely a day goes
by without class war appearing in one headline or another.

Those with most to lose sense it viscerally. In February 2019, Le Monde
diplomatique published an article about the gilets jaunes titled ‘France’s
Class Wars’, announcing that ‘elites have not felt such fear in half a century,
and it’s not the usual fear of losing an election, failing to “reform” or seeing
their shares slide on the stock market, but fear of insurrection, revolt, and

loss of power’.! Two months later, at a conference held by the Milken
Institute in Beverly Hills, 4,000 well-heeled guests listened to billionaires
rejoice in the free market and discuss the theme of ‘driving shared
prosperity’. Casting a shadow over their celebrations, however, was the
spectral threat of an increasingly popular socialism. “What’s really coming
is class warfare’, lectured Alan Schwartz, executive chair of Guggenheim
Partners. ‘Throughout centuries what we’ve seen when the masses think the
elites have too much, one of two things happens: legislation to redistribute
the wealth . . . or revolution to redistribute poverty’.?

During the summer of 2020, the convulsions of that revolution were felt
in the United States, when hundreds of thousands of men and women took
to the streets in collective rage against racialized police violence.
Redistribution took the form of looting. Commentators across the political
spectrum identified both the inequalities and the militancy that informed



this movement, and with that the defenders of the establishment felt fear.
‘Excuse me’, wrote one, as though calling the manager in a restaurant, ‘but
a violent mob marauding through the streets of Chicago, taking what they
please and causing mass destruction is a classic example of class warfare,
not racial justice’.?

Reactionary distress follows political disturbance, codifying social
movements into enemy combatants. This is especially true across Latin
America, where open warfare is a recent memory and mass discontent is
frequently hijacked by the far right: riots in Colombia are ‘like a civil war
with civilians worried for their homes and property, and the police on one
side, and on the other side protesters . . . wanting to impose this anarchy and
this chaos in our neighbourhood’; in Chile, the state is ‘at war against a
powerful and implacable enemy who doesn’t respect anything or anyone,
and who’s willing to use limitless violence and criminal acts’; and in Haiti,
‘the streets can sometimes look like screens from Battle Tech: Urban
Warfare, with camouflage-wearing police shooting in the direction of young

men throwing rocks, their faces covered by bandanas’.*

Any mention of class war suggests direct, unmediated conflict,
potentially conjuring an image of embattled pickets facing down the
mounted riot brigade. However, its popular deployment often reaches
beyond the immediacy of hurled bricks and flaming cars to grasp at
something more sedimented and systemic. Though class war appears to be
experienced and enacted by individuals, it also describes the kinds of
violence that exceed individual experience. This has become increasingly
evident through the global pandemic, in which a person’s risk of infection
has manifestly depended on their position within an exploitative social
hierarchy. The onset of COVID-19 forced many into potentially fatal
circumstances — in worksites, markets, prisons, and elsewhere — for the
economic benefit of those kept safe. Within this context, access to masks
and vaccines as well as the resources with which to shelter in place have all
been hailed as expressions of an ongoing war. While politicians — like
Donald Trump and Andrew Cuomo in the United States, Boris Johnson and
Matt Hancock in the United Kingdom — used military rhetoric to amplify
the apparent seriousness of their intent on combatting the pandemic, for
many critical thinkers that kind of language marks the displacement of
social antipathy into something like patriotic nostalgia.



‘COVID-19 is no respecter of class’, wrote the public health expert
Sarah Jones, ‘anyone can get sick. But some people are in more danger than
others, and not just because of their biology. America exists in stratum.
Each layer nestles next to the other, but they are distinct, kept apart by
barriers that are difficult to breach’. All of which points to a concluding
diagnosis: “The story COVID-19 tells about America is an ugly one. There

is a class war, and the rich are winning’.” For the political economist Grace
Blakeley, the United Kingdom’s economic response to the pandemic, which
directed state funding to the police, the armed forces, and border control
instead of social care, universal credit, and education, coheres with a
singular aim: ‘to wage class war on working people across the UK’.%

As the pandemic’s economic recession accelerates the rise of insecurity
and inequality across the globe, that war has extended beyond any one state
and into the world-system. According to the economist and former Greek
minister of finance Yanis Varoufakis, ‘The European Union’s response to
the pandemic, including the EU recovery fund currently under deliberation,
is bound to intensify this class war, and deal another blow to Europe’s
socioeconomic model’, leaving it destabilized relative to the United States
and China.” Elsewhere, in underdeveloped, colonial, and apartheid states,
the material differential has been even more pronounced. In India, for
instance, where seasonal agricultural workers depend for survival on both
service work and public transport, the pandemic has been nothing short of
apocalyptic. ‘From the standpoint of India’s working poor and her destitute
masses’, reads an anthropological study, ‘it was as if the class war had
suddenly turned nuclear’.?

The mobilization of state resources while human lives are sacrificed in
order to protect economic accumulation in the global north is something of
a rehearsal for the ongoing devastation now euphemized as climate change.
And the metaphorical warfare continues. ‘The war against Covid-19’,
writes the academic and climate activist Andreas Malm, ‘could be
conceived as a classical war, drawing on all the paraphernalia of patriotic
pride — a nation protecting itself, as in previous moments of danger; a
people sheltering behind the bulwark of the state — whereas a war against
CO, would tend to slip out of that mould’. Locally as well as globally, at

levels of cause and effect, climate change is a matter of class. Thus its
combat is understood as a form of class war. ‘It would be a war for the



benefit of one’s own and foreign others’, Malm concludes. ‘First of all, it

would be a war for the poor’.”

Matthew T. Huber, author of Climate Change as Class War, formulates
this in the language of Marxism. The fight to save the planet from
ecological catastrophe is, in his account, ‘a class struggle over relations that
underpin our social and ecological relationship with nature and the climate

itself: ownership and control of production’.!® Similarly, political scientist
Jodi Dean has argued that class war provides the historical backdrop against
which climate change is taking place as well as the parameters within which
it is to be fought. “The class war unfolding in the context of the changing
climate is an imperialist war’, she writes. ‘Those parts of the world most
impacted by imperialist exploitation and colonialist plunder are the first to
be hit by the colossal damage of rising sea levels and disrupted weather

patterns. This is one of the reasons Indigenous and colonized people are

leading the climate struggle from the frontlines’.!!

While rebellious mobilizations, from the Xingu River through Standing
Rock to the global climate strikes, have all been compared to class war, one
of the idea’s most striking invocations has emerged in response to ecocidal
redlining. In September 2021, the gated community of Nordelta, built on
the lush wetlands north of Buenos Aires, found itself under attack from
capybaras, who destroyed manicured lawns, injured domestic pets, and
caused traffic accidents. In effect, the capybaras have opposed a
development that, by building out vast stretches of impervious surfaces,
invites flooding and fires, the destructive consequences of which are lived
by the local poor. As these semi-aquatic mammals have inspired both armed
resistance from the rich locals and revolutionary graffiti from anonymous
comrades, perhaps it is not surprising that the local press acknowledges
them as insurgents. ‘While this may at first blush seem like an infestation’,

concludes one article, ‘it’s really more like class warfare; a struggle for land

justice’.1?

kek

Class war is happening right now. Its arena is everywhere. Its combatants
are everyone. And yet, despite a collective willingness to acknowledge its
existence, to invoke it instinctively or embrace it as a narrative trope, we
don’t really know what it is. Bertolt Brecht’s 1931 adaptation of Maxim



Gorky’s realist novel Mother dramatizes the conceptual challenge. In the
play, the eponymous metalworker and her comrades are taught to read.
Their teacher writes three words on the chalkboard: ‘hat’, ‘dog’, ‘fish’. The
students are quick to protest that this is no useful vocabulary. “We don’t talk
about “Hats” ’, insists an unnamed worker, to which the teacher retorts that
no matter what they talk about they will nevertheless use the letters in
‘Hat’.

One of the Workers: But the words ‘Class War’ have letters in them too.

The Teacher: Right, but you have to start with the simplest, not the hardest. ‘Hat’ is

simple.

Sostakovitch: ‘Class War’ is a lot simpler.

The Teacher: There’s no such thing as Class War. Let’s be clear about that.

Sostakovitch standing up: I can’t learn anything from you if you think there’s no class

war.13

Class war: nothing could be simpler. Or as contested. For these
metalworkers, class war is innate, an essential part of their being, and they
too are an essential part of it. ‘The W in “Class War” ’, we are later told, ‘is

exactly the same as the W in “Worker” ’.!# But their teacher cannot grasp
this, it seems, because a life of detached curiosity has rendered him unable
to think concretely and experientially, only in rules and abstractions. The
semi-literate metalworkers intuit something fundamentally alien to their
teacher’s learning. For us, perhaps, talking of class war seems to invoke
thoughts and actions and historical episodes that we don’t encounter as
consistently or as affectively with related narrative devices. Perhaps it
connotes something more militantly combative than class struggle or class
conflict. Perhaps, too, it suggests something more specific than revolution,
revolt, uprising, insurgency, or insurrection, as though to imply the silent
modifier ‘armed’. But these categories are endlessly troubled. Class war
will not be understood from intuition alone.

Revolutionary discourse will help orient our thinking. Here, class war is
used less as a technical term and more as an affective catalyst, reframing
actions through military concepts and rhetoric without offering so much as
a program or practical strategy. That is what we encounter with Marx and
Engels when, in 1848, they summarize the development of the proletariat
and the bourgeoisie. So begins their famous chapter:

The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. Freeman and
slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a word,



oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an
uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended, either in a
revolutionary reconstitution of society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending

classes. 15

Capitalism is unique, they reason, because it has ‘simplified class
antagonism’ by dividing the whole of society ‘into two great hostile camps,
into two great classes directly facing each other — Bourgeoisie and
Proletariat’. By the chapter’s end, the ‘fight’ between the classes has
become so absolute that class struggle (Klassenkampf) modulates into civil
war (Biirgerkrieg) and then open revolution (offene Revolution): ‘In
depicting the most general phases of the development of the proletariat, we
traced the more or less veiled civil war, raging within existing society, up to
the point where that war breaks out into open revolution, and where the

violent overthrow of the bourgeoisie lays the foundation for the sway of the

proletariat’.'®

The most lucid gloss on these terms is from the philosopher Etienne
Balibar, for whom the ‘war model’ of class analysis invents ‘a new concept
of the political’. According to Balibar, ‘the best way to understand this is to
develop the text’s indication concerning an oscillation between “phases”
when the civil war is latent, or invisible, and other “phases” when it

becomes open or visible’.!” The work of politics is to undertake the
transition from one phase to the other, from the grinding brutality of the
veiled civil war to the presumably intentional, organized, and openly violent
confrontation with the bourgeois and their institutions. In other words,
revolution means to see the exploited class waging war against the
economic regime and interstate system that maintains its exploitation and
whose beneficiaries will militarily defend their advantages with everything
they have. It is in this sense that militants uphold civil war as part of the
revolutionary process.

For Lenin, thinking about the Paris Commune of 1871, the proletariat
‘must never forget that in certain conditions the class struggle assumes the
form of armed conflict and civil war; there are times when the interests of
the proletariat call for ruthless extermination of its enemies in open armed

clashes’.'® Or for Mao, civil war marks the passage from contradiction to
antagonism. In his view, ‘the contradiction between the exploiting and the
exploited classes’ has persisted through slave society, feudal society, and
into modern capitalism as a ‘struggle’ between the two; ‘but it is not until



the contradiction between the two classes develops to a certain stage that it
assumes the form of open antagonism and develops into revolution. The
same holds’, he adds, ‘for the transformation of peace into war in class

society’.!® Temporality, then, is one of class war’s distinguishing features,
and this is true of Marx and Engels as well as Lenin, Mao, and many others
besides. When revolutionaries talk about class war, they tend to do so in a
hybrid future-present tense: class war is coming but it’s also already upon
us. Battlefronts are opening up, but something else is looming on the
horizon.

Ramifying complexity, class war is at once a metaphor and a statement
of fact. As Trotsky once said about the militarization of labour in the
service of revolution, ‘this is only an analogy — but an analogy very rich in

content’.”® As metaphor or analogy, class war is used to describe the
generalized struggle between those of us who must work in order to survive
and those who benefit from our dispossession. ‘At bottom’, write the
anonymous authors who call themselves the Invisible Committee, ‘the
rejection of war only expresses an infantile or senile refusal to recognize the
existence of otherness. War is not carnage, but the logic that regulates the
contact of heterogeneous powers. It is waged everywhere, in countless

forms, and more often than not by peaceful means’.?! This is the ‘more or
less veiled civil war’, an expression of protracted class struggle.

As literal statement, class war also describes the military project of
toppling states, suppressing the enemy, and abolishing capitalism. Georg
Lukacs invoked something along these lines while concluding his theory of
class consciousness. He insisted that ‘the proletariat only perfects itself by
annihilating and transcending itself, by creating the classless society
through the successful conclusion of its own class struggle’, which, during
the 1920s, had modulated into open warfare. ‘The struggle for this society,
in which the dictatorship of the proletariat is merely a phase’, Lukacs
continues, ‘is not just a battle waged against an external enemy, the
bourgeoisie. It is equally the struggle of the proletariat against itself: against
the devastating and degrading effects of the capitalist system upon its class
consciousness’.? Such is the ‘open revolution’ and ‘violent overthrow’, the
class struggle escalated into pitched battle.

Specifically: the revolutionary invocation of class war raises
consciousness of the former struggle as a point of departure into the latter



conflict. It seeks to recruit and to motivate comrades from a state of
contradiction into acts of antagonism. It is to speak of struggle in a voice
the novelist and historian of revolution China Miéville compares, in his
analysis of Marx and Engels, to that of a military commander rallying the
troops ahead of battle. It is, for Miéville, ‘perfectly understandable that our
imaginary officer insists to her soldiers that they will win, whatever private
doubts she may have. And what’s more, delivered well, such an

inspirational claim increases the chances that it will be the truth’.?> Class
war means escalation. Its mood is imperative. Its tone exclamatory. Such is
what we encounter in one of its clearest forms with Mark Fisher’s response
in 2007 to the grim resignation with which a culture of New Labour abides
with Tory austerity: ‘A class war is being waged, but only one side is

fighting. Choose your side. Choose your weapons’.’* The proclamation of
class war is, in designations such as this, what linguists might describe as a
speech act: a performative utterance that, when said, is also a kind of action
— like, for instance, a formal declaration of war, which not only announces
but also commences the conflict.

Skskk

Despite its apparent acceptance in both popular and critical discourse, we
must nevertheless be careful with this way of thinking, as the theorist of the
riot Joshua Clover avers. ‘Talk of class war cannot help but threaten a
certain reductionism itself’, he cautions. ‘It does not seem, at least in the
orthodox sense it has acquired, entirely adequate to the . . . present, when
class belonging provides no less a limit than a logic for political

mobilization’.?® In that orthodox sense, class is defined by specific forms of
labour and employment, thus becoming an exclusive identitarian category
that renders as synonymous with white, male, industrial workers, a social
entity whose species-being is derived from their increasingly scarce union
jobs at the factory or in the mines. While that class has, from a social as
well as revolutionary standpoint, effectively decomposed, we also know
that capitalism secures ruling class power through the manipulation of
gendered, racial, and ethnic prejudice — that it is what the prison abolitionist
Ruth Wilson Gilmore has described as ‘a death-dealing displacement of
difference into hierarchies that organize relations within and between the

planet’s sovereign political territories’.?® To meet that system as an enemy,



at a time when the fight against exploitation necessarily comingles with the
need to abolish other forms of oppression, exclusion, and injustice, our
understanding of class needs to be flexible enough to include intersecting
social relations without ever becoming so vague as to be meaningless.

This is not a novel suggestion. But it is one with which any militant
worth their salt must reckon. For the German revolutionary Clara Zetkin,
writing in 1909, sex and class were relative terms of human emancipation:
“The working-class women will never win their full emancipation in a
struggle of all women without difference of class against the social
monopolies of the male sex, but only in the class war of all the exploited,
without difference of sex, against all who exploit, without difference of

sex’.?” Or as the feminist activist Selma James phrases it:

Social power relations of the sexes, races, nations and generations are precisely, then,
particularized forms of class relations. These power relations within the working class
weaken us in the power struggle between the classes. They are the particularized forms of
indirect rule, one section of the class colonizing another and through this capital imposing its

own will on us a11.28

Following this trajectory, many of today’s militants embrace an expanded
definition of class for practical as well as ideological purposes. ‘Class’,
writes the Endnotes collective, ‘remains the primary source of our
separations — old fashioned Marxist sociology is still in many ways valid —
but class belonging is today calibrated by a multitude of variables such as
age, gender, geography, race, or religion that act as channels, as well as real
limits, for social struggles, and make identity politics a real expression of

class struggle’.?% To insist on this is to forestall reductive definitions of the
revolutionary class as identical with the working class, a collective subject
that has historical associations with large-scale industry in core states, so as
to affirm instead the expanded proletariat, a heterogenous population of the
dispossessed.

kek

What, then, do we really mean when we talk about class war? To answer
this question, we need to clarify what class war’s two constitutive nouns
really mean both individually and together, in theory and in practice.

The literature on class is deep and riven by polemics, but here we can
summarize two perspectives — the sociological and the historical — whose



overlapping terminology will be useful. For the sociologist Erik Olin
Wright, class exists in the relationship between structure and formation,
between abstract vertical categories that determine social being and the
concrete groupings of living humans who experience those categories. ‘If
class structure is defined by social relations between classes’, he writes,
‘class formation is defined by social relations within classes, social relations
which forge collectivities engaged in struggle’. Wright’s solution to the
relationship between class structure and class formation is exploitation. A
class is defined by its capacity to exploit or be exploited, and it is within
these relations of exploitation that ‘common interest’ is said to originate.
‘Class formation’, he says, ‘refers to the formation of organized collectives

within that class structure on the basis of the interests shaped by that class

structure’.39

For the historian E. P. Thompson, class is defined not by any sort of

category but only by those ‘as they live their own history, and, in the end,

this is its only definition’.3! In this view, class is a relationship and not a

thing, an historical phenomenon as opposed to an empirical category. Class
is what happens when men and women, ‘as a result of common experiences
(inherited or shared), feel and articulate the identity of their interests as
between themselves, and as against other men whose interests are different
from (and usually opposed to) theirs’. For Thompson, class formation is not
determined by class structure but is the result of collective human agency as
mediated by the relations of production, conditioned by capitalist
expropriation and the consequent intensification of exploitation. ‘The

working class did not rise like the sun at an appointed time’, he says. ‘It was

present at its own making’.%?

Shared across both views, whose differences reside at the level of
human agency, is an emphasis on ‘common interest’ — an undertheorized
term that seems to describe those mobilizing currents that operate as
something more than a reflexive action, as something other than instinct or
drive, and which appear instead as collective desires born of material
necessity, potentially inspiring action but without necessarily producing it.33

For those of us committed to revolutionary social transformation, class
is not just a concept with which to interpret the world but a force to change
it. Better still, class is a question to be answered, a riddle to be solved: How
to mobilize, as a class formation, against the entire structure of classes?



This is what Rosa Luxemburg once described, against the beating drums of
national chauvinism and the opening up of an imperial war of
extermination, as ‘the crux of the matter, the Gordian knot of proletarian
politics and its long term future’, namely the need to escalate the ongoing
class struggle into actual civil war. ‘The proletariat does not lack for
postulates, prognoses, slogans’, she says. ‘It lacks deeds, the capacity for
effective resistance to imperialism at the decisive moment, to intervene

against it during the war and to convert the old slogan “war against war”

into practice’.34 If it is in the common interest of the exploited class to

extract itself from exploitation and if that can only be achieved as a class by
eliminating exploitation and its enabling structures, then perhaps the
foregoing explanations of class contain within themselves a revolutionary
imperative.

A version of this argument, emphasizing the determinant force of
common interest, is rehearsed by the political theorist Ellen Meiksins
Wood, who does not wholly endorse it. ‘Since the material interests of the
working class cannot be satisfied within the existing framework of social
relations’, she writes, ‘and since a pursuit of these interests will inevitably
encounter the opposing interests of capital, the process of struggle will tend
to expose its own limitations, spill over into the political arena, and carry

the battle closer to the centers of capitalist power’.3> But that won’t do, not
least because it implies rigid determination without much in the way of
agency. Wood knows this. ‘Concerted action by widely scattered and
disparate working-class formations’, she clarifies, ‘even when joined by
common class interests, is not something that can happen spontaneously. A
united working class in this sense is certainly not “given” directly in the

relations of production’.3® To suggest that impulse equates with action, that
common interests unleash organized political force, would be wishful
thinking. To put it forcefully: any presumption of the capacity to act, and to
act together, based on location within a class structure or even shared
experience within a class formation obscures the challenge of forging those
solidarities that might otherwise lead to collective transformation.

This should be uncontroversial to anyone with a practical view of
movement building. Mike Davis, an undeniable expert in these matters,
writes that ‘increased competition for jobs (or at least the perception of such
competition) has inflamed working-class resentment against the new
credentialed elites and the high-tech rich, but equally it has narrowed and



poisoned traditional cultures of solidarity, transforming the revolt against

globalization into a virulent anti-immigrant backlash’.?” Though it might be
increasingly apparent in our era of jobless growth, this idea is hardly new.
In fact, it can be found in Marx’s own writing on class.

While many have lamented that the incomplete third volume of Capital
famously ends a few paragraphs into the chapter on class, it is worth
remembering that what we have of this chapter comprises a rejoinder to the
notion of common interest. ‘The first question to be answered’, Marx
writes, ‘is this: What constitutes a class? — and the reply to this follows
naturally from the reply to another question, namely: What makes wage-
laborers, capitalists and landlords constitute the three great social classes?’
Marx is swift to problematize any affirmative identity based on class
survival, citing the ‘infinite fragmentation of interest and rank into which
the division of social labour splits laborers as well as capitalists and

landlords’.3® The point, however, is not to dismiss the actuality of class, to
discount common interests based in the lived experience of material
conditions, but to face the challenge head on and recognize that translating
commonality into action requires some other catalyst.

Beginning with this premise, that neither class structure nor class
formation is the catalytic force of mobilization, that actual revolution needs
something more than the presumption of common interest, this book seeks
to show that a class is forged not only through exploitation and
dispossession, which irreducibly shape a commonality of experience, but
also through antagonism — and that through antagonism, class is made and
remade into something revolutionary.

Sk

Antagonism, in the form of material political combat, predominates in
historical memory. We know it from struggles for decolonization and
independence across the Caribbean and up into the Americas, throughout
continental India, Africa, and Asia, as well as in Irish republicanism and the
Palestinian Intifada. We have seen it in the revolutions and revolutionary
armies in Russia, China, and Latin America; from the armed action of
groups ranging from the Luddites and the Molly Maguires to the Red Army
Faction and the Black Panthers; and with dispersed network forms like
Italian autonomia, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation, and the Arab



Spring. We know it from when the fight for workers’ rights transforms into
armed combat against the state’s paramilitary guard: from the Coal Field
Strikes of 1913, which became the Colorado Coalfield War and then the
Ludlow Massacre, to the UK Miners’ Strike of 1984, which reached its
bloody apotheosis with the Battle of Orgreave. ‘Pitch fucking battle now’,
or so the novelist David Peace has reimagined Orgreave from the standpoint
of its participants. ‘“Ten thousand men kicking the living fuck out of each
other — Like something from bloody Middle Ages. Dark Ages’.3

That kind of antagonism is with us today, from anti-fascist and anti-
police mobilizations through ongoing battles against colonial apartheid to
the blazing fires of riot that engulf the planetary terrain. ‘The most realistic
conclusion of this story is war’, wrote the Italian communist philosopher
Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, looking at the state of Europe in 2015: ‘Civil war is
clearly visible not only at the Southern border where corpses are floating on
the sea, and at the Eastern border where Putin is deploying 40 new
generation nuclear warheads, but also at the Italo-French border, at the
Railway Station of Milano, and in hundreds of European cities where
nationalist hatred is getting organized’. This analysis echoes Marx and
Engels, and arrives at the same question posed by Luxemburg. ‘Prepare for
war’, Berardi says, ‘this is the only suggestion. But here the most difficult
question pops up: how can we update the old call to turn their imperialist

war into our revolutionary civil war?’4°

The answer pursued here is that civil war is itself a social determinant, a
quantifiable force of revolutionary becoming. This is a belief shared with
numerous revolutionaries who have undertaken the work of building
solidarity through antagonism, shaping new class formations through civil
war, in situations where militant and military force enact social
transformation at the level of individual psychology no less than collective
identity. ‘Civil war united working class and the peasantry, and this is a

guarantee of invincible strength’, wrote Lenin in December 1922. ‘Civil

war trained and tempered . . . our best Party workers were in the army’.*!

The philosopher and journalist Régis Debray would make a similar claim in
1967, reprising Lenin’s formulation at the height of Latin America’s
guerrilla phase: ‘Revolutionaries make revolutionary civil wars, but to an

even greater extent it is revolutionary civil war that makes

revolutionaries’.*



The American revolutionaries James and Grace Lee Boggs likewise
insist that rebellion, in the forms of insurrection and revolt, is socially
transformative at the level of group identities. While, in their analysis,
nothing less than the complete transformation of individual and collective
consciousness is the distinguishing measure between the rebellious act and
the actuality of revolution — ‘projecting the notion of a more human human
being’, they describe the revolutionary task — rebellion nevertheless
manifests ‘the assertion of their humanity on the part of the oppressed’,
forging a new sociality in opposition to the way things are:

Rebellions inform both the oppressed and everybody else that a situation has become
intolerable. They establish a form of communication among the oppressed themselves and at
the same time they open the eyes and ear of the people who have been blind and deaf to the
fate of their fellow citizens. Rebellions break the threads that have been holding the system
together and throw into question its legitimacy and the supposed permanence of existing
institutions. They shake up old values so that relations between individuals and between
groups within the society are unlikely ever to be the same again. The inertia of the society

has been interrupted.43

What is true of rebellion in the deindustrializing core is also true of
decolonization in the global peripheries. According to C. L. R. James,
writing on the Haitian Revolution, ‘Toussaint’s soldiers and generals,
illiterates and ex-slaves, had been moulded by the same revolution. An

army’, he adds, ‘is a miniature of the society which produces it’.** Frantz
Fanon had similar things to say about the Algerian Civil War.
‘Decolonization never takes place unnoticed, for it influences individuals
and modifies them fundamentally’, he wrote as a practicing psychiatrist and
committed militant. ‘It transforms spectators crushed with their
inessentiality into privileged actors, with the grandiose glare of history’s

floodlights upon them. It brings a natural rhythm into existence, introduced

by new men, and with it a new language and a new humanity’.*>

There is ample historical evidence for such claims. ‘This is the
fundamental passage of modern civil war’, write Michael Hardt and
Antonio Negri, ‘the formation of dispersed and irregular rebel forces into an
army’. As they suggest via an illuminating thought experiment, that passage
is as socially transformative as it is militarily practical:

The modern class wars and wars of liberation brought with them an extraordinary production
of subjectivity. Imagine what happened in the Mexican countryside or in Southeast Asia or
Africa when the incitement to rebellion and the formation of a people’s army in a
foundational, constituent war emerged from a world of misery and subjugation; imagine



what profound energies this call solicited, because it is a matter of a call not simply to arms

but to the construction of individual and social bodies.46

The salient part of Hardt and Negri’s capacious argument is that civil war
creates and consolidates new class formations no less than it emerges from
within an extant class structure. The revolutionary army and the
revolutionary class are one and the same, materially entwined in their
mutual destiny.

Leaping from the historical to the speculative, this way of thinking
reaches its limit with critical theorist Fredric Jameson’s potentially
scandalous vision of the army as utopian, and with his insistence that an
army might not only end class through force but also serve as a positive
model for classless society in and of itself. For Jameson — writing from a
specifically American context — the armed forces constitute an instance of
dual power, a state-within-the-state, with a separate culture contained within
but distinct from civilian society. And while most soldiers enlist out of
economic necessity, the army provides basic services — such as food,
clothing, shelter, education, and medical care — without the market myths of
scarcity and austerity. “The army’, he says,

is virtually the only institution in modern society whose members are obliged to associate
with all kinds of people on an involuntary, non-elective basis, beginning with social class as
such. This forced association, initially restricted to males, has been a useful mechanism, in
the age of nationalism and the modern nationstate, for securing a certain collective

unification and levelling (including the imposition of a national language).47

Without affirming the classlessness of any one army, a form that tends to be
as xenophobic as it is misogynistic, we can nevertheless share in the belief
that class is a relationship of commonality but also of antagonism, and that,
in the combination of the two, class might yet provide the engine of
revolutionary social transformation.

‘Class war does not happen on an abstract board toting up profits and
losses’, the feminist philosopher Silvia Federici has reminded us, ‘it needs a

terrain’.*® That the terrain of class war stretches across the globe
necessitates thinking beyond the political economy of industrial labour in
the global north to embrace a much wider array of geographically
embedded social forms that are otherwise revolutionary. Class will
therefore be understood here as one with a subaltern radicalism that faces
off against colonial dispossession and military occupation, that fights



against all kinds of gendered and racialized oppressions, finding its
antecedent in mobilizations that first issued forth from the global south and
which are now taking hold within the post-industrial, crises-ridden core of
the capitalist world-system. In this way, the theory of class war can thus be
reformulated as the opening up, or internationalization, of the arena of
contest — an expansion of conflict, struggle, and organization not only
beyond one strata of society but also beyond the nation-state while
simultaneously redoubling an emphasis on the strategies and tactics of real
combat fought locally. Whether consciously or not, just about every
invocation of class war tends to bring with it a long history of anti-capitalist
conflict and simultaneously measures itself against a post-capitalist horizon.
That is one of the reasons why an account of class war is also an account of
politics in the present, and why an account of class war in the present
responds to a longer history while reaching toward a post-capitalist future.

kdek

This book is a literary history, but it is committed to literature as something
more than a record of past events. With a textual archive comprising letters,
slogans, songs, manifestoes, memoirs, and field manuals in addition to
novels, poems, and other more obviously literary modes of expression,
literature is to be understood here as an active participant in the
revolutionary process.

To conceive of conflict at the scale of war, and to develop a potent
language with which to inspire comrades to war, revolutionaries have
borrowed forms and figures and concepts from literary writing, and in turn
they have contributed to an arsenal of ideas and associations identifiable as
class war from which future revolutionaries have drawn. In the years before
the Paris Commune, for example, literary expression is said to have become
newly militant. ‘Prose and verse and music disappeared’, recalled Louise
Michel, ‘because we felt so near the drama coming from the street, the true
drama, the drama of humanity. The songs of the new epoch were war songs,

and there was no room for anything else’.*> Or Trotsky, in explaining his
history of the Russian Revolution, insists that social transformation be
understood in relation to the narrative arts. He compares his writing to the
sheer amount of literary detail afforded bourgeois insularity in the novels of
Marcel Proust. ‘It would seem that one might, at least with equal justice,



demand attention to a series of collective historic dramas which lifted
hundreds of millions of human beings out of nonexistence, transforming the

character of nations and intruding forever into the life of all mankind’.>
For Fanon, the native writer addressing their own people in a decolonial

struggle composes ‘a literature of combat’, a unique narrative form that

‘calls on the whole people to fight for their existence as a nation’.>"

Taking formulations such as these as a guiding principle, the following
chapters demonstrate how, within the tempest of anti-capitalist
mobilization, revolutionary leaders look beyond political theory and
military science to draw from literary writing in order to imagine and
reimagine the significance of their actions. By asking what and how
revolutionaries were reading as well as how they were writing and being
written about, we learn that class war owes its viral ubiquity to its existence
as a narrative concept — in the way historical events are reflected within the
contested space of literature but also in the way militants have drawn
inspiration from and composed literature in formulating their strategic and
ideological positions.

Examples of this kind of literary thinking abound, beginning with
Marx’s well-known claim that he learned more from reading the novels of
Balzac than from all the historians, economists, and political theorists
combined. We see it in English radicals engaged with literary romance and
the Communards’ invention of naturalism; we see it in Lenin’s affection for
the novels of Tolstoy and in Mao’s compositions in classical poetic verse;
we see it in Huey P. Newton’s engagement with carceral and slave
narratives and with Assata Shakur, in hospital and under arrest, shouting
lines from Claude McKay’s best-known sonnet at her captors. ‘I read them
over and over’, she says, ‘until i was sure the guards had heard every word.

The poems were my message to them’.”” Indeed, we see literature in the
words and deeds of countless revolutionaries, right down to Che Guevara’s
insistence that, in addition to the essential if instrumental rations of soap
and toothpaste, the guerrilla combatant should always carry a book in their
pack to read and share with other members in the band. ‘These books’, he
says, ‘can be good biographies of past heroes, histories, or economic
geographies, preferably of the country, and works of general character that
will serve to raise the cultural level of the soldiers and discourage the



tendency toward gambling or other undesirable forms of passing the

time’.>3

While literature reminds us of flesh and blood combatants, of the lived
experiences that take place under the homogenizing abstraction of common
interest, of the real glory and the happiness as well as the doubts and
misgivings that underwrite human struggle, revolutionaries have committed
to fighting not only as a group of combatants but also as readers and
writers. It is in such a way that class war emerges as a rhetorical device and
narrative concept attached to real people enacting revolutionary measures
before enjoying its half-life in poems, novels, and drama.

Combining historical description, political theorizing, and textual
analysis, this book is intended as a guide to class war. Its chapters are
written as interdependent episodes that together span over two centuries
across the globe. There are, connecting these chapters, two interrelated
narratives which intersect with and revise one another at exemplary
moments. One narrative is told from a broadly Euro-American perspective
and provisionally retains an orthodox conceptualization of class. This is a
story about industrial disputes, democratic representation, and large-scale
combat operations — a story that begins in England during the First
Industrial Revolution, passes back through France during the Second
Empire into the American Gilded Age, to finally reach something like its
apotheosis in revolutionary Russia. The other narrative, which challenges
and revises the first one, occurs beyond the traditional sites of capitalist
industry in spaces of colonial occupation, systemic underdevelopment, and
imperial resource extraction. This story has more to do with wars of
decolonization, with guerrilla insurgency, and with acts of terrorism. It
begins in the Caribbean and makes its way through China, Africa, and Latin
America, before returning to the core of the world-system, in Europe and
the United States, where combat methods and class formations that
developed on the global periphery resurface on the streets and in opposition
to fascist rule and the police state. Together, these chapters are not just a
history but moments in history that demonstrably intercalate with one
another and together form a prehistory of the present. While this book
ranges across a large historical canvas, it is intended as capacious without
ever claiming to be comprehensive. It does not survey the entire terrain of
class war, which would be impossible within any single volume. Instead,
each chapter focuses on a particular instance of class war and shows how



revolutionaries in a given historical moment deploy or redeploy the idea. In
short, the chapters describe key historical moments and movements that are
exemplary both in themselves and because of how they are articulated
elsewhere within the longue durée of capitalist modernity.
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There are, finally, many places we could begin the story of class war. The
German Peasants’ War of 1524-5 provides an early iteration of the mutual
determinations of class composition and civil warfare. But this conflict was
doomed to failure at the level of class solidarity. The terrain on which it was
fought and through which its militants were defeated was one of social
fragmentation in a country divided into numerous independent, almost
totally alien provinces, each subdivided into estates with their own internal
factions. So Engels would later lament: ‘The only possible grouping of the
various troops not according to the greater or smaller singleness of their
own actions, but according to the singleness of the particular adversary to

whom they succumbed, is most striking proof of the degree of mutual

alienation of the peasants in the various provinces’.>*

Subsequently, the English Civil War of 1640-60 and the French
Revolution of 1789 have each been described as class wars. ‘The Civil
War’, writes the historian Christopher Hill, ‘was a class war, in which the
despotism of Charles I was defended by the reactionary forces of the

established Church and conservative landlords’.>> Within this telling, Oliver
Cromwell stands forth as a committed militant; the Diggers and the
Levellers as competing radical tendencies; and the beheading of Charles I in
1649 as an act of revolutionary justice. These claims ultimately depend on
the class composition of the Roundheads’ New Model Army, enabled by a
statute of religious toleration and the means by which Cromwell gained
popular support from the masses against a superannuated gentry. ‘I had
rather have a plain, russet-coated Captain’, he insisted in 1643, ‘that knows
what he fights for, and loves what he knows, than that which you call a

Gentleman and is nothing else’.”® Of course, the introduction of a limited
constitutional monarchy did not achieve the abolition of class hierarchy, but
neither was it a direct continuation of feudal rule; instead, and in opposition
to an older regime of property relations, the English Civil War provided the



social framework for agrarian capitalism, and so helped authorize class in
the sense by which we understand it today.

As a political revolution, Cromwell’s victory retrenched extant
hierarchies, shifting property from a system of feudal tenure into the hands
of an emergent bourgeoisie, so that estates would no longer yield profits via
dues but instead through enclosures, rents, and evictions. The religious
visionary Gerrard Winstanley made this argument as early as 1650:

While this Kingly power raigned in one man called Charls, all sort of people complained of
oppression, both Gentrie and Common people, because their lands, inclosures, and
Copieholds were intangled, and because their Trades were destroyed by Monopolizing
Patentees, and your troubles were that you could not live free from oppression in the earth:
Thereupon you that were the Gentrie when you were assembled in Parliament, you called
upon the poor Common People to come and help you, and cast out oppression and you that
complained are helped and freed, and that top-bow is lopped off the tree of Tyrannie, and
Kingly power in that one particular is cast out; but alas oppression is a great tree still, and
keeps off the son of freedome from the poor Commons still, he hath many branches and

great roots which must be grub’d up, before every one can sing Sions songs in peace.57

In gathering popular support to defeat feudalism and open the state to
modern capitalism, the English Civil War prefigures the French Revolution,
a conflict secretly and opportunistically fomented by a liberal bourgeoisie
whose strategy was to weaponize a disenfranchised third estate against the
institutions of a more conservative proprietor class.

Assessing the French Revolution, Henri de Saint-Simon’s Geneva
letters, published in 1803, explain the motivations of the liberal bourgeoisie
for the benefit of the outgoing proprietor class, using the extended metaphor
of militarily organized combat:

They succeeded in doing what they wanted. All the institutions which from the outset they
had intended to overthrow were destroyed inevitably; in short, they won the battle and you
lost it. This victory was to cost the victors dear; but you who were defeated have suffered
even more. A few scientists and artists, victims of the insubordination of their army, were
massacred by their own troops. From a moral point of view, they have all had to bear your
apparently justified reproaches, for they were responsible for the atrocities committed
against you and for the disorders of every kind which their troops were led to commit under

the barbarous impulse of ignorance.58

Despite the impoverished status of its combatants, this conflict was settled
within the propertied classes, which not only left the class system unshaken
but also ensured the unfettered advancement of modern capitalism and its
modes of dispossession.



By contrast to the transfer of political power from one ruling elite to
another, class war moves against the very system provided by the
reconstruction of German society under Luther, English society under
Cromwell, and French society under Bonaparte. In other words, class war
emerged from a subsequent period when hostility between the propertied
and the dispossessed morphed into the latter’s antagonism toward both
property and dispossession. For this reason, our story begins not with the
German Peasants’ War, the English Civil War, or the French Revolution.
Instead, it begins somewhere on the other side of the planet and in their
political and economic aftermath, on the island of Saint-Domingue, soon to
be reborn under its indigenous name, Haiti.
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The Burning South

On 8 February 1802, a freed slave turned revolutionary torch-bearer,
dispatched a letter to one of his lieutenant generals. The letter detailed
strategy for overcoming the armed forces of colonial restoration. Its author
was Toussaint Louverture, leader of the Haitian Revolution; its recipient
Jean-Jacques Dessalines, commander of the revolt’s western military front;
and their enemy a recently arrived expeditionary force under the command
of Charles Leclerc, veteran of the French Republic’s Alpine and Italian
campaigns and brother-in-law to Napoleon Bonaparte. The French had
landed at Port-au-Prince, the former colony’s capital. Their mission was to
restore Saint-Domingue, what is now called Haiti, to its former status and to
reinstate the system of slavery.

The letter, headed by two revolutionary watchwords — ‘LIBERTY.
EQUALITY.” — ordered Dessalines to burn the garrison to which the French
troops had been posted. ‘Endeavor’, Louverture instructs his commander,
‘by all the means of force and address, to set that place on fire; it is
constructed entirely of wood; you have only to send into it some faithful

emissaries’.! This would not be the first time French soldiers were met by
fire on Haitian soil. Louverture’s other lieutenant general, Henri Christophe,
had already delivered on a similar warning, which he had put to Leclerc in
writing. ‘If you put in force your threats of hostility’, Christophe had
warned, ‘I shall make the resistance which becomes a general officer; and,
should the chance of war be yours, you shall not enter Cape Town till it be
reduced to ashes, nay, even in the ruins will I renew the combat’.’

Christophe is said to have led by example, setting his own house ablaze
before taking an army into the island’s mountainous interior.



The resulting inferno appears as a spectacular set piece throughout local
accounts of the revolution, not least in Stella, Emeric Bergeaud’s mythic
retelling of the Haitian Revolution. Often described as the nation’s first
novel, it narrates history through the myth of Romulus and Remus, who are
presented to the reader as ‘collective beings’ who, combined, embody the
personage of decolonial insurgency. Bergeaud merges these several
instances of city-burning into a single decisive gesture in which an
unnamed commander rises to meet what is characterized, almost
dismissively, as an overly vague absolutist strategy. ‘He was told to fight an
all-out war and to defend himself with iron and flame’, reads the redaction
of Louverture’s letter, and the rebels take this instruction at its word.
Bergeaud writes:

Standing tall, this city would be a conquest, a great prize for the enemy. It was thus
necessary to burn it so that these Europeans, who were not used to the rigorous climate,
would find themselves without shelter. It was a new way of fighting. Romulus’s lieutenant
strictly executed the orders and set his own house aflame. The Indigénes organized a fort
filled with line troops and national guardsmen a short distance away. The enemy occupied

the city that had been reduced to ashes and invited their ships ashore.>

Bergeaud was not alone in producing this kind of account, but he was
singularly sympathetic to the revolutionaries. For others, like the exiled
planter Felix Carteau, such conflagrations were a ‘terrible spectacle’ that
resulted in ‘a rain of fire, composed of little bits of burning cane stalk that
were flickering through the air. It was like a heavy snowfall, and depending
on where the winds were blowing it would sweep over the harbour and the

ships or over the city and the houses of the Cape’.* While the tropical
colony was transformed into this volcanic inferno, the events became as
iconic in the colonial imaginary as they were climactic in the field of
combat. “When the capital of the colony, Cap-Francais, was set ablaze by
Black revolutionaries’, writes the historian Marlene L. Daut, ‘paintings
depicting the fires told tales of property destruction designed to produce
more sympathy for the lost buildings than for the human beings who had
been tortured and enslaved within them’.> One of the first French-language
novels of the revolution, René Périn’s 1802 The Burning of Cap, not only
took the conflagration for its title but also saw it reimagined as an illustrated
frontispiece in which the revolutionaries themselves seem to issue forth
from the fires of hell.



Scorched earth: this military tactic, the unsparing destruction of
everything that might otherwise be useful to the enemy, is as old as the
Gallic Wars of 50 BC, during which the Gauls lured Roman armies into the
ravaged countryside of the Benelux countries and France, where they would
be cut off from all resources and denied the land itself. In Saint-Domingue,
Louverture’s call announced this tactic, but it did so in a way that might
best be described as literary. Indeed, his letter combined a military
command with the metaphoric language used for its narration to disclose
and affirm the rebels’ class identity. As though making good on apocalyptic
prophesy, wherein the metaphoric inferno reveals itself as terrifyingly real,
the insurgents’ assault materialized their commander’s rhetorical hellfire.
The fire invoked the conditions that led to revolution, the composition of
the revolutionary class, and the form their revolution might take. And with
this passage, from struggle to conflict, from subjugation to insurrection,
Louverture spoke in the language of class war:

Do not forget, while waiting for the rainy season which will rid us of our foes, that we have
no other resource than destruction and flames. Bear in mind that the soil bathed with our
sweat must not furnish our enemies with the smallest aliment. Tear up the roads with shot;
throw corpses and horses into all the fountains; burn and annihilate everything, in order that
those who have come to reduce us to slavery may have before their eyes the image of that

hell which they deserve.®

Destruction and flames are as much the unconditional rejection of colonial
rule and slave labour as they are a call to annihilate the bodies and
resources of the colonists, slaveholders, and their allies. To describe the
battlefield as ‘soil bathed with our sweat’ is simultaneously the mark of a
military tactician who knows the value of resources and an expression of
class consciousness, an address of convocation to one’s formerly enslaved
comrades who had been forced to work the land and who are now
summoned to action by the language of collective opposition: ‘our foes’,
‘our enemies’, us and them. In overcoming our immiseration, these words
suggest, we shall remake the world into the hell they forced upon us. The
command is for the rebels to be absolute and unsparing, to secure justice
through the obliteration of every last thing. It is this localized act of warfare
that unites a people as a class and simultaneously achieves the status of
revolutionary gesture.

Two years later, on 8 April 1804, the revolution met its bloody
apotheosis in the liquidation of all remaining white occupiers. This



command was given by Dessalines, who had first joined the slave rebellion
of the northern plain in 1791 and who had, after Louverture’s capture by the
French in June 1802, led the rebel slaves to victory over the colonial army.
Similar to Louverture, who had died one year earlier in a French prison,
Dessalines insisted in 1804 that under his command the rebels were to turn
carnage back against its source — that brutal actions are the justice of a
brutalized people. ‘We have rendered to these true cannibals’, he reflects,
‘war for war, crime for crime, outrage for outrage; yes, I have saved my
country; I have avenged America’. These words, as with Louverture’s,
attain their frisson by virtue of their articulation amid an organized
massacre. A whole theory of violence could be extracted from the adjective
‘true’, which discriminates between a social system that grows out of
human immiseration and the bloody means by which that system meets its
reckoning — in short, it signs the difference between an ongoing struggle
and the decisiveness of war. Addressing the ‘mutilated victims of the
cupidity of white Frenchmen’ — those °‘insatiate blood suckers’, that

‘sacrilegious horde’ — Dessalines insists that Haiti will only achieve its
‘regeneration’ through ‘exterminating these blood-thirsty tygers’.”
Christophe, who was made king of Haiti in 1811, shared these thoughts.
After Dessalines was crowned emperor in October 1804, several generals
plotted to seize power, ambushing and assassinating Dessalines at the
entrance to Port-au-Prince. While Alexandre Pétion, who had commanded
the rebels to victory alongside Dessalines, proclaimed himself president of a
republic, Christophe, who had also been promoted to general under
Louverture, broke away and took control of the island’s north, establishing
a separatist government that would, by 1811, capture the southern republic
and establish a constitutional monarchy with himself as king. He
proclaimed Haitian sovereignty in terms that would echo Dessalines,
describing ‘a nation which has suffered cruel persecution, and which, by its
energy, its perseverance, its valor, and its prowess, has succeeded in

acquiring, by the sword, liberty and independence’.? For the revolution’s
political leaders and military commanders, freedom and sovereignty were
not granted by concession or realized through any sort of sanctioned
democratic process; they were claimed in acts of warfare committed against
colonial rule by an avenging slave class. And, for the duration of this
revolutionary period, new class formations were forged and reforged in the
fires of war.
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‘Of the three great revolutions that began in the final decades of the
eighteenth century’ the philosopher Peter Hallward has written, ‘American,
French and Haitian — only the third forced the unconditional application of
the principle that inspired each one: affirmation of the natural, inalienable

rights of all human beings’.” Even if the actions were singular, the ideas and
rhetoric employed by Louverture, Dessalines, and Christophe were shared.
Specifically, we can trace their affinities with revolutionary France. In The
Social Contract, Jean-Jacques Rousseau had famously theorized the
constitutive tension underlying civil society as the continuum between a
state of war and a state predicated on slavery. ‘The victor having’, he would
summarize this imperial position, ‘the right of killing the vanquished, the
latter can buy back his life at the price of his liberty; and this convention is
the more legitimate because it is to the advantage of both parties’.
Countering this state form, predicated as it is on the assumption that the
supersession of war justifies slavery, Rousseau writes that ‘this convention,

so far from destroying the state of war, presupposes its continuance’.'% Or,
as he explains in Discourse on Inequality, ‘the conqueror and the conquered
peoples always remained in a state of war with each other, unless the nation,
returned to complete freedom, should voluntarily choose the conqueror as
its leader’. In other words: slavery perpetuates the ‘state of war’ because
any society founded on the denial of liberty cannot sustain ‘any other law

than that of the stronger’.!! This — for Rousseau — is the very origin of
human inequality, from which modern class society devolves. Despite
Rousseau having never foretold insurgency and insurrection as answers to
inequality, his philosophy both inspired the French Revolution and provided
a founding ideology that would guide the Haitian rebels. ‘From whatever
aspect we regard the question’, he would insist, ‘the right of slavery is null
and void, not only as being illegitimate, but also because it is absurd and
meaningless’. He then summarized this egalitarian dictate in language that
would pre-empt the oppositional grammar of countless revolutionary

slogans: ‘The words slavery and right contradict each other; they are

mutually exclusive’.!?

And yet, slavery and its abolition revealed a limit to the liberal
imagination, of which Rousseau was a leading figure. For this tradition,
slavery served as a dominant trope; it was raised metaphorically to be



contrasted with its opposite, freedom, which was affirmed as the inalienable
paragon of enlightened humanity. This metaphor took root in political
rhetoric at the same time that the actual practice of slavery was subsidizing
the apparent freedoms to be had in Europe, ‘to the point’, writes the
intellectual historian Susan Buck-Morss, ‘that by the mid-eighteenth
century it came to underwrite the entire economic system of the West,
paradoxically facilitating the global spread of the very Enlightenment ideals

that were in such fundamental contradiction to it’.!> Whereas the French
Revolution’s values were affirmed as a set of ideals exclusive to race and
nation, in Haiti those same values were fought for and won in the field of
combat and against such constitutive logics of exclusion. In the confluence
of word and deed, the Haitian Revolution embodies the French Revolution’s
radical fulfilment, affirming the core values of liberté, égalité, and
fraternité while simultaneously challenging the emergent bourgeoisie, a
social grouping which was by now the most powerful economic force in
France, and whose wealth derived from enclosure, slave trade, and colonial
plunder.
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It was then neither the geopolitical setting nor the espousal of revolutionary
ideals that separated the revolution in Haiti from those that came before. It
was that this revolution took egalitarian principles literally and pursued
them absolutely, in direct opposition to the social order and economic logic
of the day. Haiti thus marked, for the Martinican poet Aimé Césaire, the
transformation of ‘formal rights into real rights’, an act of material
commitment to philosophical ideals about what constitutes humanity.
‘“When Toussaint Louverture came on the scene’, he writes, ‘it was to take
the Declaration of the Rights of Man at its word; it was to show that there is
no pariah race; that there is no marginal country; that there can be no

excepted peoples. It was to incarnate and particularize a principle; that is to

say, to vivify it’.14

While Louverture borrowed from the thinkers of the French Revolution,
including Rousseau, the echoes we hear of Rousseau in Haiti were
recombined with revolutionary republicanism’s most blood-hungry slogans.
‘Man will never be free until the last king is strangled with the entrails of
the last priest’, reads the standard paraphrase of Diderot’s most influential



poem, ‘Les Eleuthéromanes’, which was popularized during the French
Revolution. ‘I permit them to call me a drinker of blood!” declaimed
Danton, the leading French revolutionary. ‘Let us drink the blood of the
enemies of humanity, but let Europe at last be free! And it is for you to
create this liberty: the world is waiting upon your courage’. ‘To punish the
oppressors of humanity is clemency’, claimed Robespierre, ‘to forgive them
is cruelty’. And often attributed to Saint-Just, a call that reverberates with
the mutinous cries of the slave ship: “The vessel of the Revolution can

arrive in port only on a sea reddened with torrents of blood’.™ Yet between
these figures, on the one hand Danton, Robespierre, and Saint-Just, and
Louverture, Dessalines, and Christophe on the other, we see some important
differences.

While the French Revolution and its Terror were violent, that violence
was never on the scale its architects had threatened, and neither was it
constitutive of solidarity in the comprehensive ways we see here. In part,
this was because the delivery of their promises was always more political
than social, decapitating figureheads and reordering the state without
enacting wider societal transformation, and doing so at the exclusion from
‘human rights’ of a racialized underclass forced to labour elsewhere, in the
colonies. By way of contrast, Louverture and his comrades appropriated the
formulations of the French Revolution and refashioned them into a bayonet
used for the repudiation of empire. Appealing to the words of Rousseau,
Robespierre, Danton, and Saint-Just, as well as their forebears Raynal,
Mirabeau, and Diderot, the insurgents devised a language with which to
demand and defend the universal freedom of all humans, irrespective of
skin colour or place of origin. They also formulated a revolutionary idea of
class as a collective being defined by the combative means of its liberation
whose realization necessitates total demolition of the standing social order.
And it was on the site of this demolition that an egalitarian organization of
society might develop. What makes Louverture’s letter as well as
Dessalines’s and Christophe’s proclamations different from those of their
republican kin, despite the shared aggression, is that their violence was not
just a mode of attack; it was foundational to their collective being, their
commonality as a class.

Skskk



Situating the Haitian Revolution and its leaders within their social contexts
clarifies that this conflict is also a matter of class as well as why, in Haiti,
the practice of class solidarity would be understood in relation to military
capacity. Starting in the 1730s, the Greater Antilles — Jamaica, Cuba, and
Hispaniola — were converted by French and British colonizers into an
archipelago of sugar-cane plantations. Saint-Domingue was the western half
of Hispaniola, while the island’s eastern half was Spanish Santo Domingo.
Within a decade of occupation, the French colony of Saint-Domingue and
the British colony of Jamaica were supplying the overwhelming majority of
the global north’s sugar. And of all the colonies, Saint-Domingue was the
most profitable, with 600 hundred ships conveying sugar from there to
Bordeaux every year. By 1789, it produced 60 percent of the world’s coffee
and 40 percent of the sugar imported by France and Britain. Given the sheer
quantity of human labour required for sugar production, the colonists
imported an enormous workforce made up of African slaves. As the
historian of slavery Robin Blackburn writes, ‘with some 465,000 slaves St
Domingue was the largest and most productive slave colony in the
Caribbean in 1789, it had served as a privateer base throughout the century
without ever itself suffering invasion. The colony’s 30,000 whites and
28,000 or more free people of color were organized and armed to defend

slavery’.!'® Haiti was, as though literalizing Rousseau’s philosophy of
inequality, a slave state on perpetual war footing.

In Haiti, the imperial economy shaped a racialized caste system made
up of three distinct groupings: white colonists, subdivided into aristocratic
plantation owners at the top, above the overseers, day-labourers, merchants,
and artisans; free persons of colour or of mixed ancestry, who often served
in the army or as administrators; and slaves of mostly African descent. In
addition to these three castes, large groups of runaway slaves inhabited the
hillside woods and jungles, and often conducted raids on the sugar and
coffee plantations. As Blackburn writes, ‘clamped on top of the slave
economy, there was a complex of interests, formed by the intersecting fields
of force of a colonial and mercantile system, an aristocratic political order, a
racial caste hierarchy, and a highly unequal distribution of private property

within both the white and free colored population’.!” With slaves
outnumbering the other castes six to one, even those intellectual architects
of the French Revolution recognized the potential for mutiny, characterizing
it as inevitable as natural disaster. For Mirabeau in 1789, the French



inhabitants of Saint-Domingue ‘slept at the foot of Vesuvius’.'® For Raynal,

likewise, the Caribbean in 1780 was always showing signs of ‘the

impending storm’."®

These intimations of the coming catastrophe were confirmed on the
night of 21 August 1791, when thousands of slaves attended a voodoo
ceremony under the cover of a tropical cyclone. With the omens of thunder
and lightning at their back, the slaves rose as insurgents and burnt the
plantations. Within ten days, they had taken control of the entire northern
province. By the end of 1791, the revolt had become an insurrection: the
number of self-freed slaves who joined reached some 100,000. Within the
next two months, as the violence escalated, the insurgents killed 4,000
whites and burnt or destroyed 180 sugar plantations as well as hundreds of
coffee and indigo plantations. In this movement, the slave caste was reborn
as the class that the great historian of the revolution C. L. R. James

describes as ‘closer to a modern proletariat than any group of workers in

existence at the time’.2°

But the sheer size of the slave population was not enough to ensure its
revolutionary success or even its mobilization through something like
common interest. With a life expectancy of the indentured labourers on
arrival of only seven to ten years, plantation crews were replenished by new
purchases, who would often arrive speaking different dialects, obviating
class cohesion in all but shared suffering and a common enemy. For this
reason, culture becomes a weapon of its own, a medium for class
consciousness, through which militancy would spread across a regional and
then international network of communication made up of newspapers,
broadsides, and word of mouth. Within this network, the practical as well as
ideological contradictions between French liberalism and Haitian militancy
generate the kinds of brutal irony that historians have come to relish,
apparent nowhere more acutely than in moments when loyalist soldiers
were conscripted to quash a revolution founded on the very ideology to
which they allegedly subscribed.

For the historian Julius S. Scott, while royalists and colonists staged
protests, burning books and effigies, ‘discussions of the French Revolution
and its ideology had literally burst into the open by the middle of 1793’, and
would serve as an ideological force brought into the insurgency. ‘And in
societies split decisively along class and race lines, public demonstrations



sponsored by local elites was something of a two-edged sword. If they
intimidated and promoted conformity, these appeals to public channels also
highlighted and underscored vividly the firm challenge which the French

Revolution posed to the slavocracy’.”! In one well-documented episode,
during the siege of the Créte-a-Pierrot fort, the French troops approached
only to hear their enemy singing ‘La Marseillaise’. Back in France, a
battalion of young recruits from La Rochelle was ordered to unstitch the
embroidered slogan from their flag and uniforms before departure to Saint-
Domingue; it read ‘Live Free or Die’. According to Scott, ‘the general
assembled the troops and explained to them the danger which such words
posed “in a land where all property is based on the enslavement of Negroes,
who, if they adopted this slogan themselves, would be driven to massacre
their masters and the army which is crossing the sea to bring peace and law

to the colony” ’.?? Anecdotes like this abound, and in them we should
recognize the contradiction between a liberal and a militant politics as well
as the catalytic power of the words and ideas of revolution as they find their
way along economic currents between the global north and south. On an
island where property was synonymous with enslavement, these words
could only be interpreted as a call to annihilate the colonial ruling classes
and the system to which they belong.
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During the 1790s, one form presented itself as uniquely well matched to the
task and context of revolutionary catalysis: the slogan. The French
Revolution spoke in the language of slogans and — while those slogans
invoked slavery as metaphor — this kind of literary micro-narrative was also
taken up and repurposed as literal by the insurgents of Saint-Domingue.
“Toussaint had the advantage of liberty and equality’, reflected James, ‘the
slogans of the revolution. They were great weapons in the age of slaves, but

weapons must be used and he used them with a fencer’s finesse and skill’.?3
This description has its origins in etymology, with ‘slogan’ deriving from
the Gaelic sluagh-ghairm, or, literally, ‘army-cry’.

As though making good on this derivation, militants understand that
slogans are the narrative form of the revolutionary act. Looking ahead, we
see the militant theorization of the slogan in the Russian Revolution of
1917. Lenin, in response to the superannuation of old slogans by new social



formations, would emphasize the need for urgency and adaptation: ‘Every
particular slogan must be deduced from the totality of specific features of a

definite political situation’.>* Stalin would subsequently clarify this as
Lenin’s ‘cardinal thesis’ on revolutionary propaganda, insisting that slogans
will only be effective if they speak to and mobilize class formations, ‘if they
indicate the correct plan of disposition of the revolutionary forces on the
front of the class struggle, if they help to bring the masses to the front of the

struggle for the victory of the revolution, to the front of the struggle for the

seizure of power by the new class’.?”

The revolutionary slogan, at the levels of medium and content, is one of
class war’s prevailing literary forms. Such is what we encounter in
Louverture’s inaugural public proclamation on 29 August 1793. ‘Equality
cannot exist without liberty’, read its final words, echoing Rousseau. ‘And

for liberty to exist, we must have unity’.?® In a kind of radical auxesis,
which renders the operative slogans of the French Revolution in order of
contingency while replacing fraternity with unity, we sense the beginnings
of a thought that would become manifest four years later, on the other side
of conflict, when class solidarity would result not from some pre-existing
fraternity but from armed militancy.
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While Louverture emulated and promoted the slogans of the French
Revolution, the slaves simultaneously developed a collective identity
comprising voodoo and obeah, syncretic forms of religious and spiritual
practice, which would infuse military strategy by way of cultural institution.
In James’s account, the African lineage is one means by which a class is
called to action by a voice that expresses its interests in terms of political
principles. During the early days of the uprising, the insurgents’ assault
tactics were matched to their cultural identity as much as to an untested
combat capacity. Describing the insurrectionary choreography of 1792,
James provides us with a sketch of the revolution’s African character, which
marks the confluence of class and war in a system of racial capitalism,
wherein regional, subcultural, and dialectical differences are transcoded into
unified militancy:

The insurgents had developed a method of attack based on their overwhelming numerical
superiority. They did not rush forward in mass formation like fanatics. They placed them



selves in groups, choosing wooded spots in such a way as to envelop their enemy, seeking to
crush him by weight of numbers. They carried out these preliminary maneuvers in dead
silence, while their priests (the black ones) chanted the wanga, and the women and children
sang and danced in a frenzy. When these had reached the necessary height of excitement the
fighters attacked. If they met with resistance they retired without exhausting themselves, but
at the slightest hesitation in the defense they became extremely bold and, rushing up to the

cannon, swarmed all over their opponents.27

Deploying a kind of strategic essentialism, this combat operation
weaponized commonality in subjugation, unifying the enslaved into a
devastatingly effective guerrilla assault force. Binding the collectively
dispossessed, utilizing their numerical superiority, are the traditions of
Africa — the voodoo ceremony, or what the American novelist Zora Neale
Hurston once described as ‘the old, old mysticism of the world in African
terms’, in which women and children would serve at the heart of combat
manoeuvres and which would be, at once, an organic expression of free

life.”® More so than political rhetoric and philosophy translated out of
another revolution, these ceremonies began to articulate the common cause
of the revolutionary class before it has come to know itself as a class.

This racialized collocation of class and war is pronounced in the mythic
associations bestowed on the slaves’ most effective military commander,
Dessalines. A slave born in the colony, Dessalines was also ‘performatively
and ideologically African’, in that, unlike Louverture, he rejected France

and retained a political affinity with Africa and its voodoo traditions.?® He
was popularly known as Desalin Ogou, a name that alludes to either a
warrior spirit or a god of war, and his leadership was modelled on such a

title; it is said that he ‘embodied a revolutionary lwa or lao, spoke Congo,

and called his people the Incas of the Sun’.3°

Such militancy would be a point of fear and fascination at the imperial
core. Victor Hugo’s anti-revolutionary novel of 1826, Bug-Jargal, tells the
story of the insurrectionary phase of the revolution from the standpoint of a
liberal slave-owner who is taken captive by a fierce military leader, Biassou
— a character modelled on Dessalines. In one set piece, Biassou delivers a
‘soldierly sermon of sorts’ to his comrades, in which he calls for them to
abandon any sort of patience with ‘the enemies of humanity’s regeneration,
those whites, those colonists, those planters, those traffickers, verdaderos
demonios vomited forth from the mouth of Alecto’, and ‘now be as



implacable as the panthers and jaguars of the lands from which we were
torn away’. The response to this speech is a spectacle of primitivism:

I won’t make any attempt to describe for you the disquieting enthusiasm that took hold of the
insurgent army after Biassou’s exhortation. It was a discordant chorus of shouts, groans, and
howls. Some beat their chests, others banged their cudgels and sabres. Several, on their
knees or prostrate, were riveted to the ground in an ecstatic pose. Negresses lacerated their
breasts and arms with the fishbones they use in lieu of combs to untangle their hair. The
sound of guitars, tomtoms, drums, and balafos mingled with volleys of musket fire. It was as

if all hell had broken loose.31

This is a liberal aesthetics of slave revolt, betraying the barely concealed
racism that underpins such a worldview as well as the fear of genuine
militancy. Written to terrorize but also titillate the white imperial reader, it
is a reactionary inversion of the voodoo ceremony, an event that would
serve the insurgent army as an expression of solidarity and liberation.
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Before the revolt became revolution, seizing the state and enacting social
transformation, the local economy was also reframed by external interstate
conflict and — consistent with a dynamic we will encounter many times in
subsequent chapters — class formations developed alongside, and in
response to, imperial wars of extermination. In 1793, Napoleon declared
war on Great Britain. In Saint-Domingue, the French plantation owners,
wary of state-sanctioned revolutionary ideals, arranged for Britain to
declare sovereignty over the colony, believing the British would preserve
slavery. Britain complied, apprehending Saint-Domingue as a financial
asset for the ensuing war against France and as insurance against further
revolts in the Caribbean. Spain, which still controlled the eastern half of
Hispaniola, entered the conflict to fight against France, invading Saint-
Domingue in alliance with the rebel slaves, supplying them with food,
ammunition, arms, medicine, naval support, and military advisors. Still
serving the French, Louverture was at the head of this alliance and ran a
line of posts between rebel and colonial territory.

On 29 August 1793, having adapted the language of the French
Revolution to the context of war, he challenged the slave population to fight
now for emancipation. ‘Brothers and friends’, he declared, ‘I am Toussaint
Louverture; perhaps my name has made itself known to you. You know,



brothers, that I have undertaken vengeance, and that I want liberty and
equality to reign in St-Domingue’. Note here the emphasis on political work
combined with exhortations for unification. ‘I have worked since the

beginning to make that happen, and to bring happiness to all’, he announced

‘Unite yourselves to us, brothers, and fight with us for the same cause’.3?

On the very same day, two commissioners — the Jacobins Léger-Félicité
Sonthonax and Etienne Polverel — declared a state of abolition. They did so
in an attempt to secure the colony for republican France as opposed to
either Britain, Spain, or the French royalists. The slaves were set free and
fought as citizens of the republic, but only temporarily. Bonaparte would
soon have Louverture arrested and deported, and would seek to restore
slavery. ‘Rid us of these gilded Africans, and we shall have nothing more to
wish’, Bonaparte wrote to Leclerc in 1802, dispatching the expeditionary

force to Saint-Domingue.>3

For some, including Danton, the slaves’ temporary freedom was a
momentary extension, or completion, of the French Revolution. Under the
military leadership of Louverture, the forces made up mostly of former
slaves succeeded in winning concessions from the British and expelling the
Spanish forces. While Louverture and the insurgents liberated Saint-
Domingue, unifying their territories in a lived commitment to emancipation,
their ideology was exported from the colonial periphery back to the
imperial core. Responding directly to the revolt, the French constitutions of
1793 and 1795 both included the abolition of slavery. The constitution of
1793 was never applied, but that of 1795 was implemented and lasted until
it was replaced by the consular and imperial constitutions under Bonaparte.
Louverture restored control of Saint-Domingue to France, and expanded
that control over the entire island. In 1801, after taking control of Spanish
Santo Domingo and freeing its slaves, he issued a constitution that called
for universal abolition. In this interchange between Haiti and France is an
articulation of what the postcolonial literary critic Priyamvada Gopal
describes as the insurgent empire, wherein the ‘enslaved and colonial
subjects’ are seen as not just the victims of ‘imperial history and the
subsequent beneficiaries of its crises of conscious’, but as ‘agents whose
resistance not only contributed to their own liberation but also put pressure

on and reshaped’, in the global north and core states, ‘ideas about freedom

and who could be free’.34



That revolutionaries should expect nothing from the ruling classes, no
matter how politically compatible they might otherwise claim to be, is one
of the central lessons of Haiti, where slaves were not granted but instead
won freedom. To echo E. P. Thompson’s description of the English working
class, in Haiti the revolutionary class was present at its own making — it
freed itself from caste and mobilized as a class. On the first day of 1804,
Dessalines, who had succeeded Louverture, baptized the independent
republic ‘Ayiti’, an indigenous Taino word meaning ‘land of mountains’.
He marked the founding with words that, despite his rejection of France,
echoed Rousseau and would reverberate onward through revolutionary

history. ‘In the end’, he announced on 1 January 1804, ‘we must live

independent or die’.%°
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If class war was first theorized in the global north when Marx and Engels
responded critically to European and English history, here we find its
practical inauguration in the global south, where it did not cohere with the
movement of industrial proletarianization. Nor would it resolve into
anything approaching the condition of parliamentary politics. To be clear,
this is not to say that class war begins outside of capitalism. Rather than
approaching Haiti as something other than capitalist, beginning here insists
that decolonial combat, which resists capital in the form of enslavement, is
itself a form of class war, in that its subjects are bound together in the first
instance by their economic immiseration and then by that rebellion which
destroys their economy and resurrects them as a new people. While Marx
polemicized that instead of seeking universal emancipation for humanity
the revolt only represented the liberation of people of African descent, here
we will do better to follow Marxist thinkers of the Black Atlantic and the
Black Pacific and to insist that, while Africa is key to the class character
and military strategy of the rebels, their revolution repudiated capital in its
specifically colonial manifestation, establishing in the place of racial
capitalism a safe haven for all indigenous people and people of colour
threatened by colonization, enslavement, and genocidal violence.

As Eric Williams, historian of the Caribbean and first prime minister of
Trinidad and Tobago, famously set out in his doctoral thesis — later revised
and published as Capitalism and Slavery — the plantation was in fact a



modern institution relative to capitalist exploitation and the geopolitics of
empire. ‘The commercial capitalism of the eighteenth century developed
the wealth of Europe by means of slavery and monopoly’, he writes in the
conclusion. ‘But in so doing it helped to create the industrial capitalism of
the nineteenth century, which turned round and destroyed the power of

commercial capitalism, slavery, and all its works’.3® Or let us affirm
Christophe when he speaks of African inheritance in the triumphant
language of post-revolutionary progress as a concrete universal fraternity of
the kind the French Revolution promised in theory but refused in practice,
or what might otherwise be described as the internationalization of class
solidarity. ‘We should understand’, he announced, ‘that we labor for the
benefit of the human race generally, for the Black equally as for the White;
for we are all brethren: let us recollect that African blood flows in our veins,
and that we are under the necessity of exerting our utmost efforts to live in
the great practice of society; our progress more or less influencing the
opinions that the Europeans will form of us!’3”

Going to war against the oppressors but also oppression itself is to close
the gap between thought and practice at a moment in history when that gap
and the ideological falsehoods it enabled were being used to celebrate the
transformation of capitalism from its mercantile into its proto-industrial
form, in which the slave-driven colonial economy and its resources
guaranteed the material sustenance of ruling classes in the global north.
And so, our story begins not with an industrial workforce picketing the
factory gates or sabotaging the mineshaft, but instead with men and women
denied access to the structural conditions for revolutionary immanence
made available elsewhere and who nevertheless committed en masse to
violent insurrection and insurgency. In mobilizing the slaves as a class,
Haiti affirms actual combat as the forerunner to ideology, and its combat is
both locally anti-colonial and systemically anti-capitalist. Class war
emerges from the global south as a way of rendering absolute the ideals of
liberty and equality, not as assumed universal rights but as contested
resources denied those of a different race, to be seized and defended
through combat.

Haiti’s smoke was visible everywhere within capital’s expanding
empires. The methods, language, and emancipatory promise of the Haitian
Revolution would provide tactics for waging war in and from the global
peripheries as well as an idea of class that would find home in the first



world. As an exceptional flashpoint in the decolonial campaign against
slavery, the impact of the Haitian Revolution on the Caribbean and the rest
of the Americas inspired collective revolt in Barbados in 1816, Guyana in
1823, and Jamaica in 1831-2. It would also resonate with mobilizing
proletarians in the core states: in France, in North America, and in England.
There, William Wordsworth would compose his 1803 sonnet for
Louverture, that ‘miserable Chieftain’ who would soon die in ‘some deep
dungeon’s earless den’. Wordsworth’s poem apostrophizes that the rebel
might ‘take comfort’ in a radical legacy embodied by his ‘great allies’,
namely the ‘exultations’ and ‘agonies’ and ‘love’ and ‘man’s unconquerable

mind’.3® While this reads as pure idealism, and as an affirmation of the
heroic individual at the expense of the revolutionary multitude, a more
accurate poetic treatment of Louverture’s legacy would be conceived of in
an English prison sometime around 1849, drafted on flyleaves with a rook’s
feather for a quill and using blood and soot for ink. Written by the Chartist
organizer and agitator Ernest Jones while imprisoned for insurrection, the
epic ‘New World, A Democratic Poem’ would include these lines,
conjuring new solidarities upon an image of scorched earth:

Deep in the burning south a cloud appears,

The smouldering wrath of full four thousand years,
Whatever name caprice of history gave,

Moor, Afrit, Ethiop, Negro, still meant slave!

And, dire allies! to make their vengeance sure,

Behind them tower Ogé, and Louverture.39
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Army of Redressers

Fifteen years after Haiti first declared independence from France, between
sixty and eighty thousand men, women, and children gathered on St Peter’s
Field in Manchester, a centre of Britain’s industrializing north. On 16
August 1819, this crowd was demonstrating in the name of suffrage for
English workers, who, consigned to poverty through mass unemployment
during the depression caused by the long-running war with France, were
also debarred from parliamentary redress. Modifying one of the best-known
slogans from France and Haiti, one banner is said to have read ‘Equal
Representation or Death’, with text accompanied by a bloodied dagger.
Organized by the Manchester Patriotic Union, the demonstrators were to be
addressed by the radical reformist Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt. Joseph Johnson,
the union secretary, summoned Hunt from London with a description of the
conditions in the north. ‘Nothing but ruin and starvation stare one in the
face’, he wrote. ‘The state of this district is truly dreadful, and I believe

nothing but the greatest exertions can prevent an insurrection’.! Less a
political ultimatum than a statement of fact, the meaning is clear: that
without major reform there will be a deadly uprising. Hence, representation
or death; no justice, no peace. Misconstruing this communiqué as the threat
of insurrection instead of advocacy for its prevention by way of redress, the
local magistrates prepared for armed conflict, summoning mounted
paramilitaries with which to disperse the crowd. Soon after the meeting
began, the Manchester and Salford Yeomanry — a local cavalry militia
originally mustered to subdue labour agitation — moved to arrest Hunt and
the other speakers. The cavalry galloped into the demonstrators, colliding
with at least one woman, Ann Fildes, causing the death of her infant son.



After Hunt’s arrest, the magistrates summoned the 15th Hussars — a battle-
hardened cavalry regiment of 600 men — to disperse the crowd. They
charged with sabres, murdering eighteen protestors and injuring hundreds
more.

The Manchester Observer christened this unilateral and unprovoked
assault the ‘Peterloo Massacre’, a portmanteau that merged the local context
of St Peter’s Field with Waterloo, the site on which Britain defeated
Napoleon four years earlier. ‘“Very many were necessarily ridden over in
consequence’, reads the article, ‘as if they were eager to give a practical
proof of the ardency of their courage, but which by the by was not
previously to these exploits, in the estimation of many of the Waterloo
kind’. The difference between a battle and a massacre is conveyed in the
subsequent description:

Had the military only attacked robust men, only wounded those who had offered them insult,
only dealt out death and destruction with something like discrimination, much less infamy
would have been their lot. But it is notorious, that some of our gentlemen who shall be
nameless, only struck the quickest but the heaviest on those who were the most defenseless.

The women seemed to be the special objects of the rage of these bastard soldiers.?

It is in this way, as the interclass localization of an international conflict,
that antagonism entered the public imagination as an expression of war,
with an idea of class solidifying through combat. Likewise, the militaristic
preparations for this demonstration and its final defeat charged a conceptual
circuit between class and war. “The drilling, in the weeks preceding the
meeting’, notes E. P. Thompson, ‘sometimes undertaken by old Waterloo
men — and, on occasion, with staves at the shoulder like muskets, or hand-
claps to simulate firing — gave colour to the prosecution witnesses who

spoke of a “military array” ’.> Even if the prosecution’s claims were
exaggerated in order to exonerate the murderers, and while the ultimate
outcome was conservative insofar as the government immediately passed
legislation suppressing meetings for the purpose of reform, the event helped
redefine class solidarity as revolutionary immanence. ‘Beneath this
contingent response’, writes Thompson, ‘we must understand the
profounder fear evoked by the evidence of the translation of the rabble into
a disciplined class’.* That will be a consistency about England during the
first half of the nineteenth century: class would be understood, by the
industrial capitalists and conservative politicians as well as the radical



reformers and committed revolutionaries, as a military threat against the
standing social order.

fk ok

The affective shock of Peterloo furnished the revolutionary imagination
with a distinctly romantic inclination: a sense of undaunted possibility that,
in Georg Lukacs’s phrase, ‘the soul is broader and more vast than any

destiny that life can offer it’.> If militants in Haiti weaponized the
republican slogan and the cultures of voodoo, in England romance served as
an expressive mode for common cause and revolutionary antagonism; it
was, in both the poetry and prose of the day, a way of envisioning the
demolition of class hierarchies while at the same time figuring the
commons as a potential utopia.

Discussing this form of revolutionary romanticism, an aesthetic mode
that rejects ‘both the illusion of a pure and simple return to organic
communities of the past and resigned acceptance of the bourgeois present’,
the intellectual historians Robert Sayre and Michael Loéwy write that ‘it
aspires — more or less radically and explicitly, depending on the case — to
see the abolition of capitalism and the creation of a utopian future

possessing some traits or values of pre-capitalist societies’.® Indeed, the
decades leading up to Peterloo were defined by the vast enclosure of land
across the British countryside, during which, in village after village, the
various commons were privatized, with landless agricultural tenants
restored as dispossessed workers, left with nothing to sell but their own
labour. Simultaneously, in the domestic industries, small-scale manufacture
was eclipsed by larger firms, so that the majority of self-employed artisans,
including weavers, stockingers, and nail-makers, would become wage-
earning outworkers with precarious employment. Romanticism, in this
context, helps us see via ‘the Blakean boundedness of the work of art’ what
the poetry critic Anahid Nersessian describes as ‘a model for the positive
attenuation of desire’s impacts on a material world under evermore
impossible duress’, coinciding with both the private enclosure of common
land and the onslaught of industrial modernity.”

With romance thus providing fertile soil for opposition to the dark
satanic mills of capitalist industry, Percy Bysshe Shelley’s ballad for the
Peterloo martyrs, ‘The Masque of Anarchy’, remains the most legible



romance of class war and offers a template for how it would be articulated
in England. The poem addresses a ‘vast assembly’ of the emerging
proletariat, ‘ye calm and resolute’ stood now before ‘the tyrants’, as a
military force, describing their ‘folded arms and looks’ as ‘weapons of
unvanquished war’. As it thunders toward its climax, the blood spilled on St
Peter’s Field is given a speaking part. It delivers these slogans sanctioning
the armed reassembly of an inchoate mass, their rebirth as a class, and with
that the now familiar passage from struggle to antagonism:

Rise, like lions after slumber

In unvanquishable number!

Shake your chains to earth like dew
Which in sleep had fallen on you:

Ye are many — they are few!8

Here we encounter the sharpening of a national agon, a division of society
into ye and they, but also a romantic projection of some future victory born
from present defeat. As one of the empire’s heraldic icons, the lion simile
compares international conflict to class antagonism, addressing its
dispensation, a still slumbering proletariat, as an army of ‘unvanquishable
number’. Hijacking the language of patriotic exhortation, the poem urges us
to rise, cast aside our chains, and overwhelm the oppressors and exploiters.
This reappropriation, which diverts the rhetoric of national chauvinism into
an affirmation of proletarian insurgency, belongs to the class politics of the
day.

kg

During and after the Napoleonic Wars, revolutionary thought assimilated
the geostrategic manoeuvres of the world’s contending empires. Militants
applied these ideas to a growing class divide, producing a view of the state
as comprising two separate and irreconcilable, warring nations: us and
them, north and south, labour and capital. And this division only widened
throughout the First Industrial Revolution. To this extent, the large-scale,
multiform, and disaggregate agitations, of which that bloody day on St
Peter’s Field was only one critical encounter, were themselves conditioned
by the Napoleonic Wars with which they coincided. With commerce
dominating social relations both at home and across the oceans, the cultural
logic of international imperial warfare was returned to the site of modern



capitalist enterprise, in the factory system as well as the mill and mining
communities, and to the increasingly transparent exploitation. As the
historian Peter Linebaugh describes it, ‘the smoke of the factory and the
smoke of cannon, the hapless soldier’s cry and the orphan’s cry, vast
fortunes and the fortunes of war, war and the machine morphed politically

into the military-industrial complex’.® That industrialization took place
under the shadow of war lent social stratification a language of conflict. The
factories and mills were reimagined as battlegrounds. Their beneficiaries
and assailants were cast as enemy combatants.

The first shots of this battle were fired not at the capitalists, but at their
capital. Earlier in the century, during the Luddite crisis that began in 1811,
it was the capitalists’ machinery that felt the first blows. In the initial wave
of industrialization, technology was a source of acute misery. Its application
served to undermine the livelihoods of weavers, croppers, and other textile
workers. It also destroyed their communities. The stocking frame, the gig
mill, and the shearing frame transformed skilled labour into unskilled
piecework. Craftmanship and the putting-out system were rapidly displaced
by heavy industry. Charlotte Bronté’s Shirley describes this process from
the standpoint of capital as a ‘state of feeling’ embodied in the figure of a
Yorkshire industrialist, for whom ‘it is not to be expected that he would
deliberate much as to whether his advance was or was not prejudicial to
others’, who ‘did not sufficiently care when the new inventions threw the
old workpeople out of employ’, and who ‘never asked himself where those
to whom he no longer paid weekly wages found daily bread’. Under such
conditions of systemic immiseration — at a time when it ‘would not do to
stop the progress of invention, to damage science by discouraging its
improvements’, when ‘the war could not be terminated’ and ‘efficient relief
could not be raised’ — the un- and underemployed were driven to revolt.!”

‘Misery generates hate’, writes Bronté. ‘These sufferers hated the
machines which they believed took their bread from them; they hated the
buildings which contained those machines; they hated the manufacturers

who owned those buildings’.11 In her novel, the uprising takes form as a
regionally accented ‘rioters’ yell’, which causes fear in the gentry and
bourgeois alike precisely because it serves as an expression of class
solidarity uniting the dispossessed and exploited:



You never heard that sound, perhaps, reader? So much the better for your ears — perhaps for
your heart; since, if it rends the air in hate to yourself, or to the men or principles you
approve, the interests to which you wish well, Wrath wakens to the cry of Hate; the Lion
shakes his mane, and rises to the howl of the Hyena; Caste stands up, ireful against Caste;
and the indignant, wronged spirit of the Middle Rank bears down in zeal and scorn on the

famished and furious mass of the Operative Class.!2

Mobilizing with what cultural theorist Gavin Mueller describes as ‘an
astonishing level of organized militancy’, attacks sanctioned in the name of
the mythical leader ‘Ned Ludd’ destroyed hundreds of machines, and

especially frames and frameworks.!3 These raids, which were accompanied
by petitions, were partly successful. They earned the sympathy of local
communities in such a way that protected the identity of militants from
authorities and, after a three-month campaign from November 1811 to
February 1812 in which attacks were launched almost every night, wages
rose.

But the revolt was neither against the machines themselves nor against
local mills and factories. Rather, it was directed against industry as a whole
and capitalism as a system, where the mills and factories would, in Bronté’s
phrase, be reduced by violence to ‘a mere blot of desolation on the fresh

front of the summer dawn’.'* While the Luddites could not turn the tides of
history — by 1815 the spinning of cotton was mechanized, and by 1832
weaving was almost completely undertaken in the factory — they
nevertheless inaugurated a militant class politics on English soil.

‘In those pre-socialist times the working class was a crowd, not an
army’, the historian Eric Hobsbawm writes, describing this moment with an
approving quotation from the trade unionist Rinaldo Rigola: ‘Enlightened,

orderly, bureaucratic strikes were impossible’.!®> But precisely because
unionized or syndicated strikes were not yet a thing, the Luddites forced
that transition, from crowd to army, by enacting what should have been
impossible. In other words, the Luddites were a movement initially shaped
by technical composition, militating at a time when workers had not yet
been disciplined by the factory but instead laboured from their homes or in
shops using their own tools and were often employed under individual
contracts. Their initial composition may have been one of atomized and
cellular action as opposed to organized collectivity, yet through those
midnight raids and the individual acts of machine-breaking they built a new
practice of solidarity. They therefore carried a strategic as well as a tactical



value. Not only did they shut down specific worksites, but in doing so they
created new forms of collectivity. Ultimately, these acts mobilized the
propertyless as a class.

In addition to secret oaths, bonds of confidentiality, and literary writing
around the mythical figure of King Ludd, the movement also made use of
military ideology, self-describing as an army and engaging in recruitment
drives. So reads a letter posted around Leeds in March 1812:

To all Croppers, Weavers &c & Public at Large

Generous Countrymen.

You are requested to come forward with Arms and help the Redressers to redress their
Wrongs and shake off the hateful Yoke of a Silly Old Man, and his Son more silly and their
Rogueish Ministers, all Nobles and Tyrants must be brought down. Come let us follow the
Noble Example of the brave Citizens of Paris who in the Sight of 30,000 Tyrant Redcoats
brought A Tyrant to the Ground. By so doing you will be best aiming at your own Interest.
Above 40,000 Heroes are ready to break out, to crush the old Government & establish a new
one.

Apply to General Ludd Commander of the Army of Redressers. 16

If military ideology served to inspire and recruit, it was also utilized to
threaten. In another letter, written to intimidate a shearing-frame holder in
Yorkshire, the Luddites threatened to send a detachment of 300 combatants
to destroy the frames if they are not disassembled by their owner. And, if
given cause to mobilize, the Luddites would look to ‘increase’ the holder’s
‘misfortune by burning your Buildings down to Ashes and if you have
Impudence to fire upon any of my Men, they have orders to murder you, &
burn all your Housing’. Before signing off as ‘the General of the Army of
Redressers’, the letter’s author pledges to fight. “We will never lay down

our Arms’, the letter reads, using the emphatic language of collective

identification: ‘But We. We petition no more that won’t do fighting must’.!”

This is how the crucible of collective identity works: the ‘we’ belongs to
‘fighting’, just as class is made in war.

This emphasis on solidarity achieved through fighting found its way
into a romantic poem by one of the most celebrated writers of the day, the
inimitable Lord Byron, who, in his maiden speech for the House of Lords,
spoke out against the Frame Breaking Act of 1812, which applied the death
penalty to machine-breaking. “The perseverance of these miserable men in
their proceedings’, declaimed the newly appointed Lord, ‘tends to prove
that nothing but absolute want could have driven a large and once honest
and industrious body of the people into the commission of excesses so



hazardous to themselves, their families, and the community’.'® Amplifying
these sentiments, Byron’s 1816 ‘Song for Luddites’ begins with this stanza:

As the Liberty lads o’er the sea

Bought their freedom, and cheaply, with blood,
So we, boys, we

Will die fighting, or live free,

And down with all kings but King Ludd! 19

Combining international geopolitics with republican sloganizing, these lines
are, like Shelley’s ballad, haunted by the French Revolution as well as the
Napoleonic Wars. And indeed, for Byron the crisis resulted from ‘a double
infliction’ relative to both class and war, namely ‘an idle military and a
starving population’, which, in the industrializing north, were headed
toward bloody conflict. ‘All the cities you have taken, all the armies which
have retreated before your leaders, are but paltry subjects of self-
congratulation’, he had instructed the House of Lords, ‘if your land divides
against itself, and your dragoons and executioners must be let loose against

your fellow-citizens’.?? But perhaps what is most striking about this poem,
so much more than its referential content, is the political work undertaken
by its music. Note the emphatic rhymes, which conjoin the movement’s
figurehead to the actuality of warfare, but which also mark that imperative
freedom as relative to collective being, doing so here as a literary echo of
the pronominal repetition found in the militants’ letters: ‘we, boys, we’
directs these redresses to freedom by way of the battlefield.

The Luddites thus announced themselves as something like the
vanguard of an army who, in Friedrich Engels’s description, ‘are as yet the
first levies en masse of the great revolutionary war, raised and equipped
locally and independently, all converging to form one common army, but as

yet without regular organization and common plan of campaign’.?’ For
Engels, whom Marx had once encouraged to author a chapter on military
history for the first volume of Capital, England provided the concrete
grounds for class war, exemplifying the more general affinity between
modern warfare and economic development under capitalism. His book on
the working class in England, first published in 1845, describes class as a
revolutionary problem whose solution was to be found in military
discipline. The working class, he argued, was not yet a battle-ready
proletariat; ‘converging columns cross each other here and there’, he writes,



‘confusion, angry disputes, even threats of conflict arise’. The challenge,
then, is to organize various independent bodies and movements into the one
army. And this, for Engels, is the task of militants, to elevate those fighters
to be the equals of their state and class opponents in terms of weaponry and
discipline: ‘The community of ultimate purpose in the end overcomes all
minor troubles; ere long the straggling and squabbling battalions will be
formed in a long line of battle array, presenting to the enemy a well-ordered
front, ominously silent under their glittering arms, supported by bold

skirmishers in front and by unshakeable reserves in the rear’.’’ What
Engels sensed, having served in the Prussian Artillery before spending time
in and around the factories of Manchester, was a coming conflict of
unprecedented scale and ferocity. ‘The war of the poor against the rich will

be the bloodiest ever waged’, he predicted.?> While that war never arrived,
the first half of the nineteenth century saw the opening up of numerous
battlefronts, many of which hosted militants that understood their task as
one of combat.
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The demonstrators on St Peter’s Field — like most other popular movements,
from the Luddites through Chartism — were essentially reformist as opposed
to insurrectionary, insurgent, or revolutionary. They threatened war and
occasionally used military tactics but — unlike Engels — most seemed intent
on redress, transforming the workplace or the parliament without abolishing
either. As the historian of Chartism Dorothy Thompson avers, ‘in Britain
the road to reform was seen to lie through the enlargement of the political
system to include the working class, not the overthrow of the system as

such’.>* However, their reformist goals remain inextricable from more
radical ambition. Many of the military tactics deployed in this context are
subordinate to the greater process of what Engels would describe as
proletarianization — the organization and radicalization of the dispossessed
and exploited, the forging of new group identities, and the creation of
common spaces in which this future-oriented projection and its collective
subject might thrive. This tendency is not just particular to outwardly
reformist objectives of trade unionism and parliamentary representation; it
finds home, too, in some of the most hopeful lines of the Manifesto of the
Communist Party. ‘“The advance of industry’, Marx and Engels were given



to prophesy, ‘whose involuntary promoter is the bourgeoisie, replaces the

isolation of the laborers, due to competition, by the revolutionary

combination, due to association’.2>

If this, the revolutionary dialectic of modern industry, is a means by
which capitalism was seen as engineering its own demolition at the hands
of an organized working class, the organization of class as a battle-ready
proletariat was also a matter of parliamentary representation, and so reform.
While the Combination Act of 1799 and the Combinations of Workmen Act
in 1825 rendered the organization of workers illegal, the fight for suffrage
was not just an end in itself; it was a fight to establish the social conditions
in which revolutionary warfare might take place. This is one reason why,

for Marx, the proletarian demand for universal suffrage, in English

conditions, was nothing short of ‘a war slogan’.?%

Chartism is the movement that most readily cohered with the logic of
redress. It openly sought political enfranchisement. By the same token,
however, the movement also comprised a militant faction for which warfare
was seen to underwrite more peaceable demands. This faction was the
result of both local agitations and the international context. The Reform Act
of 1832, forced through by a coalition of working- and middle-class
radicals, extended suffrage from the landed aristocracy to property owners
and certain working men. Some members of the working class looked to
this as the start of a meaningful coalition against the common enemy and as
the beginning of more expansive democratization. Yet these hopes soon
dissipated. The middle-class Whigs joined with the conservative elite to
safeguard the Act of Union, ensuring the unity of Great Britain and Ireland
under central rule from London, against Irish republican protestors. Having
cut his teeth with the Irish republicans, the individual figure to have
contributed most to Chartist militancy in the 1830s was Feargus O’Connor,
who owned the weekly newspaper Northern Star, from which he agitated
for the use of physical force. ‘The arming of the whole community capable
of bearing arms would be the finest means of preserving peace abroad’, he
wrote, ‘and harmony and satisfaction at home’.?” The movement was
thoroughly divided on the question of physical force as a practical means to
success or a political good.

Two widely circulated pamphlets exemplify this division. Colonel
Francis Maceroni’s Defensive Instructions to the People, based on uprisings



in European cities, provided instruction for the assembly of barricades,
lances, and burning acids as well as ‘helpful hints’ on how to use them. It
argued that by using methods of asymmetrical guerrilla warfare, the state
military might be subdued. “The officers of the British army, as a class’, he
instructs,

are the avowed supporters of the system which works so well for themselves; and are,
consequently, the bitterest enemies to all reform. On this account, therefore, it becomes
doubly necessary to recommend them to the especial attention of our sharpshooters! And the
higher their rank, the more attention should be paid to them! An infantry officer on

horseback, for instance, should immediately receive the honours of at least a dozen riﬂes.28

Opposingly, Alexander Somerville’s Warnings to the People on Street
Warfare set out to neutralize this kind of militancy by arguing that an armed
people, no matter how disciplined and organized, would be no match for the
regular army and its artillery. Rather than simply embody one or the other
perspective on the question of warfare, Chartism maintained armed
militancy, embodied in the faction of physical force, alongside its more
liberal reformist campaigns. In this way, armed militancy came to serve as a
threat against which reformist demands could be prosecuted.

Charles Davlin’s 1832 poem ‘Questions from the Loom’ makes this
clear using a nautical metaphor. “Whence arises, what constitutes power?’ it

asks the ‘tyrants of earth!’?® Apostrophizing the state, ‘your bark is at sea,
and your mariners sleep’ while ‘the dark gloom of thunder half shadows the
deep’, the poem nominates ‘the raft of reform’ as the only safe passage
ashore, for to keep sailing will surely end with ‘war’s brazen trump’ and
‘the cannon’s dead roar’, a coming cataclysm rendered in language that will
soon reverberate through the Manifesto. ‘For the mob on the grounds you
their franchise refuse’ will, according to this poem, soon be armed and
insurgent because with ‘nought to protect’ they ‘can have nothing to lose’.
The relationship between democratic reform and physical force is
especially clear in the Chartists’ thinking about the work refusal or labour
strike. This principal method of class antagonism will be theorized properly
in subsequent chapters, but it is worth noting here that it emerged alongside
other and more insurrectionary measures. In 1839, unable to set a date for a
general strike’s commencement, the Northern Star was emphatic that it
should not take place until the working people were militarily prepared.
‘ANY ATTEMPT TO BRING ABOUT THE SACRED MONTH BEFORE



AN UNIVERSAL ARMING SHALL HAVE TAKEN PLACE’, intoned

one article, “‘WILL RUIN ALL’.3° At the same time, O’Conner argued that
all-out war would be preferable to a disorganized strike. ‘I never will, with
a certainty of my own dinner, recommend a project which may cause

millions to starve. No; I would rather go to battle’.3! But the strike and the
battle would coexist with each other, and not just with the latter consigned
to the supporting role of contingent threat.

While relatively peaceable three-day strikes took place in some northern
cities, on 30 August 1839 a large Chartist meeting in Newcastle upon Tyne
was dispersed with violent force by the police, and on the next day fighting
broke out in Stockport, where a quantity of weapons said to belong to the
Chartists had been seized. Small armed uprisings, organized in secret,
began erupting in the industrial districts during the winter of 1939. The
most significant of these, putting truth to both the militants’ threats and the
establishment’s fears, took place during November in Newport, South
Wales. The local miners were said to be arming in secret and plotting
insurrection, so the gentry swore in special constables, imported soldiers,
and prepared for battle. On the night of 4 November, miners stormed the
city, armed with billhooks, scythes, saws, hammers, pickaxes, and pikes.
Twenty-two were shot dead before the crowd dispersed, many more were
wounded, and the three organizers were prosecuted for high treason.
Exemplifying state suppression, this moment also inaugurated a period in
which the Chartists would start invoking war as an organizational trope
designed to consolidate interest and catalyze action.

The first ever recorded utterance of the phrase ‘class warfare’ is to be
found in this period. The term appeared on 25 January 1840 in Northern
Star. It came at the end of an article setting out the movement’s positions
and demands, which pronounces ritual bloodletting as the outcome of
underrepresentation coupled with immiseration. ‘Good must come to the
nation out of this class warfare for pre-eminence’, it reads, ‘as from a
compound of the most deadly poisons a wholesale medicine may be

extracted’.3> No longer a threat, something to be worried about in the
future, but alive and deadly, here and now: the class struggle had already
erupted into civil war. Revolution seemed more likely than ever.
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Class war bedevilled the conservative imaginary. Published in 1845, the
same year as Engels’s report on class, Benjamin Disraeli’s novel Sybil: or
The Two Nations is set against the Chartist movement and presents modern
class relations as both the result of warlike conditions and the promise of
wars to come. In the first instance, the dispossession of working people is
said to have resulted from an unspoken civil war, in the dissolution of the
monasteries and enclosure of the commons. ‘The monks’, we learn from a
travelling stranger, ‘struggled against property and they were beat’, leaving
a landscape haunted by commonality. Looking at monastic ruins, the
stranger describes them as ‘the children of violence, not of time. It is war
that created these ruins, civil war, of all our civil wars the most inhuman,
for it was waged with the unresisting’. The ensuing conversations use this
history to reframe faith as a kind of secular militancy. “You lament the old
faith’, responds the novel’s bourgeois hero, whom the stranger summarily
corrects that any such faith is less about spirituality than it is about property,
‘which under their administration so mainly contributed to the welfare of
the community’, and so embodies a form of collective ownership that
‘expired’ in England, with communal bonds replaced by ‘aggregation under
circumstances’. Aggregation, says the stranger, is more alienating than
unifying, bringing workers together ‘not in a state of co-operation, but of
isolation, as to the making of fortunes’, with each labouring for the
enrichment of their own.33

The conversation finishes with a recognition of England’s division into
two irreconcilable states, the belligerent coexistence of which occludes any
unifying sense of nation. ‘Our Queen reigns over the greatest nation that
ever existed’, claims the hero, before he is again corrected that ‘she reigns
over two’, the rich and the poor,

between whom there is no intercourse and no sympathy; who are as ignorant of each other’s
habits, thoughts, and feelings, as if they were dwellers in different zones, or inhabitants of
different planets; who are formed by a different breeding, are fed by a different food, are

ordered by different manners, and are not governed by the same laws.>%

While this novel is remarkably sympathetic to Chartism — although it
explicitly favours an unblemished ‘moral force’ Chartism against the
sinister threat of the ‘physical force’ Chartists — it nevertheless adheres to
the author’s particular vision of a one-nation conservatism, which proposed
paternalist maintenance of social hierarchy as a way to obviate against



revolutionary ferment, and betrays the ruling class’s reactionary paranoia.
The superannuated aristocracy fear the potential for ‘revolution’ brought
about by large-scale industry. They were particularly afraid of ‘a very
dangerous tendency to equality’, which was then taking form in the trade
union and parliamentary reform movements. ‘Equality’, clarifies one lord,

‘is not our metier. If we nobles do not make a stand against the levelling

spirit of the age, I am at a loss to know who will fight the battle’.3°

The battle is fought, for these embodiments of the ruling class, through
a strategy of ‘war to the cottage, peace to the castle’, which we should here
observe is a near inversion of Engels’s prophecy of escalation. For Engels,
‘the war of the poor against the rich now carried on in detail and indirectly
will become direct and universal’, in such a way that localized struggles
will transcend their villages and their parishes or their workshops and their
factories. ‘The classes are divided more and more sharply’, Engels opines,
‘the spirit of resistance penetrates the workers, the bitterness intensifies, the
guerrilla skirmishes become concentrated in more important battles, and
soon a slight impulse will suffice to set the avalanche in motion’. Only then
will the ‘war-cry’, patently a military slogan, will resound across England: *

“War to the mansion, peace to the cottage!” — but then it will be too late for

the rich to beware’.36
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But actual warfare was never really what the Chartists had in mind. The
distinction between revolution and reform, civil war and civil disobedience,
is most clearly felt in the thinking of Ernest Jones, whom we encountered in
the previous chapter. Jones had joined the Chartist movement in 1846 as a
follower of O’Conner and as a journalist for Northern Star. In 1848, Jones’s
speeches were preoccupied with physical force which was framed, always,
as retaliatory and defensive. “We are not men of non-resistance and passive
obedience’, he would insist, “‘we will not be the aggressors — but if we are
struck, will return the blow and they must stand the consequence’. And this

consequence, for Jones, required a unified class — without which ‘a people

is a mob; but with it, it becomes an army’.3”

On 19 February of that year, Northern Star would publish an unsigned
article by Jones and George Julian Harney under the title ‘“The War of
Classes’, here responding to fearful characterization of a ‘formidable



enemy’ stalking the mining districts, ‘an enemy already within our fates —
the cruelty-oppressed working class of this country’. Under conditions of
economic depression, in which ‘furnaces are being blown out, and
workmen deprived of employment’, the threat of collective action looms:
‘A strike is anticipated — one of those advancing waves which will certainly
come, and which will as certainly sweep to annihilation the monstrous

system, by which the Aristocracy and the Bourgeoisie have grown fat, at the

expense of the outcast millions of the fellow-countrymen’.8

Unlike Marx and Engels, who would advocate for precisely that
annihilation of the system, for Jones and Harney the object of war remains
reformist enfranchisement:

Liberty was never yet gained without a struggle, and certainly such liberty as we seek — the
political emancipation and social regeneration of the working classes — is least likely to form
an exception to the experience of all time. Moral force is moral humbug, unless there is
physical force behind it, and we have done next to nothing towards carrying the Charter,
until we have secured the aid of those masses of physical force, which, even at present,
though deplorably wanting in mental power, strike alarm into the minds of the supporters of

the existing systern.39

War, for the Chartists, was not the proletariat battling against an integrated
class system. It was instead a means of carrying out reform within that
system. ‘The aim was not to overthrow the system’, clarifies Dorothy

Thompson, ‘but to enlarge it’.*® This is what Jones would mean by
invocation of ‘the working classes — the people — the great march of
Democracy, that shall yet trample on the graves of all monopolies’, not the
gravediggers of capital, who would be announced by Marx and Engels in
due course, but a constitution open to working people who would need,
now as ever, to rally as a class.*!

In June of that same year, Jones gave an inflammatory speech in East
London advocating that the blow for liberty should be struck first in Ireland.
Calling for Ireland’s liberation from the British rule, he was immediately
arrested and sentenced to two years in solitary confinement. It was in prison
that he recast his political thinking as poetry, composing his poem about the
Haitian Revolution as well as several lyrics about the life of the militant

waging ‘dreadful war’ against ‘deep-rooted prejudice and power’ and

hoping, romantically, to ‘blast back centuries in a single hour’.#?
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While poetry might be the perfect medium for the militant who writes, not
least because it supplies a literary object easily circulated and reproduced
within revolutionary environments, it was the novel that would come to
enshrine these struggles within the ideology of romance. In the literary
critic Terry Eagleton’s metaphor, the form of the novel had ‘something like
the importance of steam-power or electricity in the material realm, or of
democracy in the political sphere’. Indeed, the novel was a mode of
storytelling wherein ‘art finally returned the world to the common people
who had created it through their labor, and who could now contemplate

their own faces for the first time’.*> And it was to be one particular form of
the novel, the ‘condition of England’ novel, that bore witness to the great
division of society into two warring camps.

Published in 1854, just a few years after Disraeli’s one-nation vision of
England, Elizabeth Gaskell’s sentimental North and South provides an
exemplarily romantic articulation of this view of the country as two
opposing forces. In Gaskell’s novel, the industrialist mill-owner John
Thornton explains the disciplinary measures within his factory to an elderly
preacher, father of the novel’s heroine, while trying to distance himself from
the brutality of his precursors. ‘Some of these early manufacturers did ride
to the devil in a magnificent style — crushing human bone and flesh under
their horses’ hoofs without remorse’, he says. ‘But by-and-by came a re-
action, there were more factories, more masters; more men were wanted.
The power of masters and men became more evenly balanced; and now the
battle is pretty fairly waged between us’. If this exchange is informed by the
heightening of tension between mutually exclusive interests of two social
groupings, the characters all seem to know as much. ‘Is there necessity for
calling it a battle between the two classes?’ asks the preacher, as though to
underscore the significance of this rhetoric. ‘I know, from your using the
term, it is one which gives a true idea of the real state of things to your
mind’.#*

Finally, after the decline of Chartism, a belated account of class war, its
romantic coordination, and its relationship to both revolution and redress
would live on in the work of the poet, designer, and socialist William
Morris, for whom class society was understood, following Rousseau, as a
state of perpetual warfare. “War’, he writes, ‘or competition, whichever you
please to call it, means at the best pursuing your own advantage at the cost
of someone else’s loss, and in the process of it you must not be sparing of



destruction even of your own possessions, or you will certainly come by the

worse in the struggle’.*> Morris claimed that capitalism is defined by two
intersecting modes of warfare: geopolitical and commercial, of nationalist
and corporate competition, comprising imperial expansion and colonial
domination, on the one hand, and a fight to monopolize production, on the
other. Socialism, he argued, was the only viable alternative, a way of living
together in ‘peace and friendship instead of war’ — and class antagonism, as
a civil war already inherent to the way things are, might clear the path from
capitalism to socialism:

As things go, the workers are a part of the competing firms, an adjunct of capital.
Nevertheless, they are only so by compulsion; and, even without their being conscious of it,
they struggle against that compulsion and its immediate results, the lowering of their wages,
of their standard of life: and this they do, and must do, both as a class and individually: just
as the slave of the great Roman lord, though he distinctly felt himself to be a part of the
household, yet collectively was a force in reserve for its destruction, and individually stole
from his lord whenever he could safely do so. So, here, you see, is another form of war
necessary to the way we live now, the war of class against class, which, when it rises to its
height, and it seems to be rising at present, will destroy those other forms of war we have
been speaking of; will make the position of the profit-makers, of perpetual commercial war,

untenable; will destroy the present system of competitive privilege, or commercial war. %6

To write these words at the century’s end, in 1894, is to have internalized
the history of class in England, especially from the militant decades of
violent movements, between the Luddites and Chartism, when it was at its
most warlike.

But it is also to read that history through subsequent political events, in
particular from the standpoint of the Paris Commune of 1871 — a conflict
that was, for Morris, ‘a matter of war, simply and solely’, and one that gave
life to the promise or threat of revolution. ‘Looking back on the events of
that time’, as he described the barricades, ‘it would now seem as if the
Commune had some chance of triumphing in that war. Paris was now well
victualled, ammunition was plenty, and munitions of war generally,
including guns; and there was no lack of men as brave as might be, as the
result showed’. Knowing the Commune’s bloody defeat, Morris reads the
events of 1871 through the lens of English militancy, finding an explanation
for Paris in the failures of England. “The result might have been different’,

he speculates, ‘if the Commune had wasted less time in parliamentary pros

and cons, and addressed itself more to organising its splendid army’.*’



To that end, Morris’s utopian novel of 1890, News from Nowhere, is a
thought experiment that imagines this alternative reality from the victorious
standpoint of classless society. Overlaying these two contexts, England in
the 1830s and 1840s with Paris in 1871, the novel projects the final
climactic battle during which an army of workers overthrows class society
to establish a communist London. ‘The sloth, the hopelessness’, we are told
by a witness to the conflict, ‘the cowardice of the last century,