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IN MEMORY OF THE COMMUNE

Forty years have passed since the proclamation of the
Paris Commune. In accordance with tradition, the French
workers paid homage to the memory of the men and women
of the revolution of March 18, 1871, by meetings and demon-
strations. At the end of May they will again place wreaths on
the graves of the Communards who were shot, the victims
of the terrible “May Week”, and over their graves they will
once more vow to fight untiringly until their ideas have
triumphed and the cause they bequeathed has been fully
achieved.

Why does the proletariat, not only in France but through-
out the entire world, honour the men and women of the
Paris Commune as their predecessors? And what is the
heritage of the Commune?

The Commune sprang up spontaneously. No one conscious-
ly prepared it in an organised way. The unsuccessful war
with Germany, the privations suffered during the siege, the
unemployment among the proletariat and the ruin among the
lower middle classes; the indignation of the masses against
the upper classes and against authorities who had displayed
utter incompetence, the vague unrest among the working
class, which was discontented with its lot and was striving
for a different social system; the reactionary composi-
tion of the National Assembly, which roused apprehensions
as to the fate of the republic—all this and many other fac-
tors combined to drive the population of Paris to revolu-
tion on March 18, which unexpectedly placed power in the
hands of the National Guard, in the hands of the working
class and the petty bourgeoisie which had sided with it.

It was an event unprecedented in history. Up to that
time power had, as a rule, been in the hands of landowners
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and capitalists, i. e., in the hands of their trusted agents
who made up the so-called government. After the revolution
of March 18, when M. Thiers’ government had fled from
Paris with its troops, its police and its officials, the people
became masters of the situation and power passed into the
hands of the proletariat. But in modern society, the prole-
tariat, economically enslaved by capital, cannot dominate
politically unless it breaks the chains which fetter it to
capital. That is why the movement of the Commune was
bound to take on a socialist tinge, i. e., to strive to-over-
throw the rule of the bourgeoisie, the rule of capital, and to
destroy the very foundations of the contemporary social
order.

At first this movement was extremely indefinite and con-
fused. It was joined by patriots who hoped that the Commune
would renew the war with the Germans and bring it to
a successful conclusion. It enjoyed the support of the small
shopkeepers who were threatened with ruin unless there
was a postponement of payments on debts and rent (the gov-
ernment refused to grant this postponement, but they
obtained it from the Commune). Finally, it enjoyed, at first,
the sympathy of bourgeois republicans who feared that the
reactionary National Assembly (the “rustics”, the savage
landlords) would restore the monarchy. But it was of course
the workers (especially the artisans of Paris), among whom
active socialist propaganda had been carried on during the
last years of the Second Empire and many of whom even
belonged to the International, who played the principal part
in this movement.

Only the workers remained loyal to the Commune to the
end. The bourgeois republicans and the petty bourgeoisie
soon broke away from it: the former were frightened off by the
revolutionary-socialist, proletarian character of the move-
ment; the latter broke away when they saw that it was doomed
to inevitable defeat. Only the French proletarians supported
their government fearlessly and untiringly, they alone
fought and died for it—that is to say, for the cause of the
emancipation of the working class, for a better future for
all toilers.

Deserted by its former allies and left without support,
the Commune was doomed to defeat. The entire bourgeoisie
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of France, all the landlords, stockbrokers, factory owners,
all the robbers, great and small, all the exploiters joined
forces against it. This bourgeois coalition, supported by
Bismarck (who released a hundred thousand French pris-
oners of war to help crush revolutionary Paris), succeeded in
rousing the ignorant peasants and the petty bourgeoisie of
the provinces against the proletariat of Paris, and forming
aring of steel around half of Paris (the other half was besieged
by the German army). In some of the larger cities in
France (Marseilles, Lyons, St. Etienne, Dijon, etc.) the work-
ers also attempted to seize power, to proclaim the Commune
and come to the help of Paris; but these attempts were short-
lived. Paris, which had first raised the banner of proletarian
revolt, was left to its own resources and doomed to certain
destruction.

Two conditions, at least, are necessary for a victorious
social revolution—highly developed productive forces and
a proletariat adequately prepared for it. But in 1871 both
of these conditions were lacking. French capitalism was
still poorly developed, and France was at that time mainly
a petty-bourgeois country (artisans, peasants, shopkeepers,
etc ). On the other hand, there was no workers’ party; the
working class had not gone through a long school of struggle
and was unprepared, and for the most part did not even clear-
ly visualise its tasks and the methods of fulfilling them.
There was no serious political organisation of the proletar-
iat, nor were there strong trade unions and co-operative
societies....

But the chief thing which the Commune lacked was time—
an opportunity to take stock of the situation and to embark
upon the fulfilment of its programme. It had scarcely had
time to start work, when the government entrenched in Ver-
sailles and supported by the entire bourgeoisie began hostil-
ities against Paris. The Commune had to concentrate pri-
marily on self-defence. Right up to the very end, May
21-28, it had no time to think seriously of anything else.

However, in spite of these unfavourable conditions, in
spite of its brief existence, the Commune managed to promul-
gate a few measures which sufficiently characterise its
real significance and aims. The Commune did away with
the standing army, that blind weapon in the hands of the
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