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Christina Morina, Die Erfindung des Marxismus: Wie eine Idee die Welt eroberte. 

Siedler: München, 2017. 587 pp. 

Nine interlinked life stories constitute the topic of Christina Morina’s book on the formation 

of Marxism in late 19th century Europe. The book is based on her habilitation at Friedrich-

Schiller-Universität Jena in 2016 and offers an ingenious analysis of a leading group of 

European socialists. The selection includes eight male figures (Peter Struve, Georgi 

Plechanov, Vladimir Uljanov (Lenin), Jules Guesde, Eduard Bernstein, Jean Jaurès, Karl 

Kautsky, and Victor Adler), and one female protagonist (Rosa Luxemburg). Although they 

originated from different parts of the continent, Morina shows throughout her book that their 

cosmopolitan life stories had a crucial impact on the development of early Marxist thought 

which essentially was based on an intense transnational exchange of ideas, experiences and 

practices. 

The biographies of the main characters are generally very well known, but through a 

collective-biographical approach Morina presents an original analysis that makes the book 

into a distinct and important contribution to the research field. It is not merely based on 

political documents, but utilizes above all auto-biographies, personal reminiscences, 

correspondence, diaries and notebooks in order to make an in-depth analysis of the group. 

Detailed information about their social backgrounds, personal motivations, affinities and 

temperaments, relations to their parents or grandparents, love life, or ability to handle a 

revolver are included as vital elements of the analysis. What type of historical characters were 

they, and what do their collective stories tell us about the creation of marxism? The book is 

aptly described by Morina as a treatise concerned with their political coming of age. It is a 

story of how and why they discovered Marx, and how they in the process invented what we 

today understand as Marxism. Many times the grand narratives on theory or party have 

overshadowed the fact that its creators were human beings of their own time with needs, 

desires and unique life experiences that led them toward a marxists worldview. This process 

was never inevitable or irreversible, but as marxists they became conscious of their right and 

duty to intervene in the course of history. Crucially, Morina also shows how a paradoxic 

distance between the intellectual leaders and the lower levels of society became increasingly 

apparent in their debates. They were discussing about those facing inequality and oppression 

but failed many times to talk directly with them. 



The book is divided into three thematic sections dealing with the socialization, politicization, 

and engagement of the protagonists. Some of them were clearly Marx’s disciples, whereas 

others incorporated Marx’s writings only later in life. Kautsky, Lenin and Luxemburg 

belonged to those who early in their studies discovered Marx, while the opposite was true for 

Plechanov, Guesde, Bernstein, Jaurès and Adler.  

Significantly, Morina shows that they all came from families that appreciated and encouraged 

learning and studying. Each and everyone knew at least four languages, including Latin, 

Greek, German and French, supplemented by English and Russian. For example Luxemburg 

mastered Polish, Russian, German, French, and had good knowledge of Italian and English, 

too. Morina’s work reminds us that they through their studies and language skills constituted 

a naturally mobile and cosmopolitan group that travelled either due to exile or on their own 

initiative between the metropoles London, Paris, Berlin, Zürich, Geneva, Vienna, and St. 

Petersburg, which in a crucial way affected the development of the German, Austrian, French 

and Russian marxist movements. For all cases, the experiences and lessons of the 1905 

Russian Revolution played a significant part in their visions of revolution, and their theories 

on how a marxist restructuring of society could be implemented. 

The results of the collective biographical approach are in the end narrowed down by Morina 

into three main types called “the explorer,” “the adventurer,” and “the book worm”. The 

explorers were according to Morina defined by their will to be in the middle of unfolding 

events, and they engaged primarily on the basis of moral principles. This group included 

Adler, Bernstein, and Jaurès. The second group consisted of adventurers, who like the first 

group enjoyed participating in the movement, but who were there with the intention to 

agitate. They wanted to fight, even when risking imprisonment or exile. These consisted of 

Luxemburg, Lenin, and the young Plechanov and Guesde. The last type was mainly engaged 

with literature and theory who avoided the streets in order to focus their energies on reading 

and writing. This group included Lenin, Kautsky, and Struve. These conclusions remain 

tentative and Morina underlines that many of the protagonists passed through the different 

categories during various stages of their political life. In the final analysis, further systematic 

and contrasting comparisons between the protagonists could have been offered at the end of 

the book. This does not however diminish the book’s greatest strengths that are found in the 



continuous analysis of how their experiences were related to the development of marxists 

ideas. 

The story of the nine socialists show that the development of Marxism after Marx’s death in 

1887 was never limited to the efforts of Friedrich Engels, but constituted a vast political 

project that was crucially popularized and developed by this group. At the same time these 

biographies show that the immediate reception of Marx’s writings and thinking already then 

led to the conclusion that they needed to be historicized as texts produced in their own time. 

It also shows how Marxism was early on understood as a sociological science that would 

never be perfected, but that constantly needed revision and amendment depending on 

knowledge accumulation on societal and economic developments around the world. Morina 

clearly illustrates how the invention of Marxism was never a single, coherent product, but 

much more an invitation to an engaging, life-long process of learning, observing and 

practicing. 
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