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THE UNFOLDING
CYCLE:
UNDERSTANDING
"HISTORY REPEATS
ITSELF FIRST AS
TRAGEDY THEN AS
FARCE"

The  phrase  "History
repeats  itself  first  as
tragedy then as farce"
is  one  of  the  most
p r o v o c a t i v e  a n d
insightful  observations
ever  made  about  the
human  cond i t ion .

Attributed to Karl Marx
i n  h i s  w o r k  T h e
Eighteenth Brumaire of
Louis  Bonaparte,  this
statement offers a lens
through which we can
examine the repetitive
patterns  of  social ,
political,  and  cultural
events. It suggests that
when  a  significant
historical  event occurs
for  the  first  time,  it
carries  the  weight  of
genuine  suffering,
conflict,  or
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .
However,  when  the
same essential pattern
recurs  later,  it  often

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 History Repeats Itself First As Tragedy
Then As Farce

2025-10-20

appears in a distorted,
diminished, and almost
ridiculous  form.  This
concept is not a cynical
dismissal of history but
a  p r o f o u n d
commentary  on  how
we  navigate  change,
m e m o r y ,  a n d  t h e
c y c l e s  o f  p o w e r .
Understanding  this
idea helps us recognize
the echoes of the past
in  our  present  and
anticipate the potential
shape of our future.
The  brilliance  of  this
statement  lies  in  its
compress i on  o f  a
complex theory into a
m e m o r a b l e  a n d
powerful  observation.
It  encourages  us  to
l o o k  b e y o n d  t h e
surface  of  current
e v e n t s  a n d  a s k
w h e t h e r  w e  a r e
witnessing  a  genuine
crisis  or  a  parody  of
one.  The  phrase  has
been  used  to  analyze
e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m

political  revolutions
and economic bubbles
to personal life choices
and cultural trends. By
exploring the meaning,
o r i g i n s ,  a n d
applications  of  this
idea,  we  can  gain  a
deeper appreciation for
the  cyclical  nature  of
history and the subtle
ways in which the past
haunts the present.

The
Original
Context:
Marx and
The
Eighteent
h
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Brumaire
To  fu l ly  grasp  the
meaning  of  "history
repeats  itself  first  as
tragedy then as farce,"
i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o
understand the context
in  which  Karl  Marx
wrote  these  words.  In
1852,  Marx  published
T h e  E i g h t e e n t h
Brumaire  o f  Lou is
Bonaparte,  a  political
essay  analyzing  the
rise  of  Louis-Napoléon
Bonaparte, the nephew
of Napoleon I. The title
itself  references  the
date  (November  9,
1799)  in  the  French
Revolutionary Calendar
w h e n  N a p o l e o n
Bonaparte  staged  his
coup  d'état,  effectively
ending  the  French
R e v o l u t i o n  a n d
e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h e
C o n s u l a t e .  M a r x
observed  that  while
Napoleon I was a figure

of  immense  historical
significance  who
reshaped  Eu rope
through  warfare  and
l ega l  r e f o rm ,  h i s
n e p h e w ,  L o u i s -
Napoléon,  was  a  pale
imitation.
Marx  a rgued  tha t
Louis-Napoléon's  coup
in 1851 was a farcical
repetition of his uncle's
tragic drama. Napoleon
I ' s  r i s e  w a s
a c c o m p a n i e d  b y
genuine  revolutionary
violence,  massive
social  upheaval,  and
t h e  r e s h a p i n g  o f
European  borders.  His
actions,  while  often
brutal,  were part  of  a
g r a n d  h i s t o r i c a l
narrative.  In  contrast,
L o u i s - N a p o l é o n ' s
s e i z u r e  o f  p o w e r
appeared as a clumsy,
manipulat ive,  and
almost comic imitation.
Marx wrote that  great
h i s to r i ca l  events
appear twice:  "the first
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time  as  tragedy,  the
second time as farce."
He  saw  the  nephew's
actions as a grotesque
ca r i ca tu re  o f  t he
uncle's,  with  all  the
grandeur  str ipped
away, leaving only the
pretension  and  the
absurdity.
This  analysis  was  not
mere ly  about  two
individuals.  Marx  was
making a broader point
about  how  historical
actors  consciously  or
unconsciously  mimic
the  past.  They  often
borrow  costumes,
phrases,  and  symbols
from  earlier  eras  to
give legitimacy to their
p r e s e n t  a c t i o n s .
H o w e v e r ,  t h i s
borrowing can lead to a
hollow  repetition  that
lacks  the  original's
substance and gravity.
The  tragedy  is  the
original  event,  filled
w i t h  g e n u i n e
consequence  and

human  struggle.  The
f a r c e  i s  t h e
reenactment,  where
the  same  plot  points
a p p e a r  b u t  i n  a
dimin ished,  of ten
laughable  form.

Beyond
Marx: The
Broader
Applicatio
n of the
Concept
While  Marx's  original
use of the phrase was
specific  to  the  French
political  scene  of  the
mid-19th  century,
subsequent  thinkers,
writers,  and  cultural
critics have applied the
concept  much  more
broadly. The idea that
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history repeats itself in
cycles  of  increasing
absurdity  has  become
a  tool  for  analyzing
political  movements,
financial  markets,  and
e v e n  p e r s o n a l
behavior.  It  suggests
tha t  we  a re  o f ten
doomed to repeat  the
m i s t a k e s  o f  o u r
predecessors,  but  in
w a y s  t h a t  a r e
increasingly  detached
f rom  the  o r ig ina l
context and meaning.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
famous adaptations  of
this idea appears in the
works  of  the  political
t h e o r i s t  H a n n a h
Arendt,  who  wrote
about  the  banality  of
evil.  Arendt's  analysis
of the Nazi regime and
t h e  t r i a l  o f  A d o l f
Eichmann  suggested
that  the  immense
t r a g e d y  o f  t h e
Holocaust could not be
repeated  in  the  same
form,  but  tha t  i t s

echoes could appear in
bureaucra t i c  and
thoughtless  cruelty.
The  fa rce ,  i n  th i s
c o n t e x t ,  i s  n o t  a
laughing matter  but  a
moral  and  intellectual
failure to recognize the
repetition of dangerous
patterns. Similarly, the
literary  critic  Northrop
Frye used the concept
to categorize narrative
structures,  suggesting
that  comedy  often
a r i s e s  f r o m  t h e
repetition  of  tragic
patterns in a lower key.
In the 21st century, the
phrase  has  become a
popular  shorthand  for
criticizing political  and
social  developments.
C o m m e n t a t o r s
frequently  invoke  it
when observing events
that  seem  to  mirror
past crises but lack the
s a m e  d e p t h  o r
s e r i o u s n e s s .  F o r
example,  some  have
applied it to the rise of
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populist  leaders,  the
recurrence  of  financial
bubbles,  or  the cycles
of  social  movements.
The idea is that we are
not  simply  repeating
h i s t o r y ;  w e  a r e
r e p e a t i n g  i t  i n  a
degraded form,  where
the  original  passion
and consequence have
been  rep laced  by
s i m u l a t i o n  a n d
spectacle.

Historical
Examples
: Tragedy
and Farce
in Action
To see the  pattern  of
"history  repeats  itself
first as tragedy then as
farce" in action, we can
look  at  several  key
historical episodes. The

French Revolution itself
offers  a  striking
example.  The  first
revolution (1789-1799)
was a genuine tragedy
in the classical  sense:
it  was  driven  by  lofty
idea l s  o f  l i be r ty ,
equality, and fraternity,
but  it  descended  into
the  Reign  of  Terror,
fore ign  wars ,  and
immense suffering. The
revolution  consumed
i t s  own  ch i l d ren ,
including  Robespierre
and  Danton,  and  left
France  exhausted  and
divided.  This  was  a
grand, tragic drama of
historical proportions.
The  farcical  repetition
came  decades  later
with the revolutions of
1848, often called the
Spring  of  Nat ions.
Across  Europe,  liberal
a n d  n a t i o n a l i s t
uprisings  erupted,
echoing the themes of
1789.  However,  these
revolutions  largely
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failed,  and  in  many
cases ,  t hey  we re
quickly  suppressed  or
c o - o p t e d  b y
conservative forces. In
F rance ,  t he  1848
revolution  led  to  the
e lect ion  o f  Lou is -
Napoléon,  who  soon
betrayed  the  republic
and  established  an
authoritarian  empire.
The  1848  revolutions
were  a  farce  in  the
s e n s e  t h a t  t h e y
imitated  the  forms  of
t h e  e a r l i e r
revolution—barricades,
declarations  of  rights,
p o p u l a r
assemblies—but lacked
its  transformative
power  and  t r ag i c
depth. They ended not
in a new world but in a
restoration  of  the  old
o n e ,  o r  i n  a  p a l e
imitation of Napoleonic
rule.
Another  power fu l
example can be found
i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f

European fascism. The
original  tragedy  was
the rise of Mussolini in
I ta ly  and  Hi t ler  in
G e r m a n y .  T h e s e
movements  were built
on  immense  violence,
g e n u i n e  p o p u l a r
mobi l i zat ion,  and
catastrophic  war  that
led  to  the  deaths  of
tens  of  millions.  The
ideology  of  fascism,
with  i ts  cult  of  the
leader,  its  hatred  of
democracy,  and  its
glorification  of
v i o l e n c e ,  w a s  a
concrete  and  deadly
force.  The  farcical
repetition can be seen
in  the  neo-fascist  and
wh i te  nat iona l i s t
movements of the 21st
century.  These groups
adopt  the  symbols,
slogans, and even the
un i f o rms  o f  the i r
predecessors, but they
o p e r a t e  i n  a
completely  different
context. They are often
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fragmented,  internet-
driven, and lacking the
mass  support  and
institutional  power  of
the  original  fascist
movements.  Their
r a l l i e s  a r e  o f t e n
sparsely attended, and
their leaders appear as
caricatures of Hitler or
Mussolini.  While  the
potential  for  violence
remains real, the scale
and context are vastly
different, making these
movements  seem
more  l ike  a  parody
than a genuine threat.
Yet, this farcical quality
should  not  lead  to
complacency,  as  the
underlying  ideas  can
still  cause  real  harm.

The Role
of

Memory
and
Forgettin
g
A  crucial  element  in
the  cycle  of  tragedy
and farce is the role of
collective memory. For
a  historical  event  to
repeat  itself  as  farce,
the  memory  of  the
original  tragedy  must
be  either  suppressed,
distorted,  or  simply
forgotten.  If  people
vividly  remembered
the  suffering  and
consequences  of  the
original  event,  they
would be less likely to
fall  for  its  imitation.
The farce depends on a
certain  amnesia,  a
willingness  to  believe
that  this  time  will  be
different,  or  a  lack  of
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historical  awareness
that  allows  the  same
basic  pattern  to  be
reenacted.
In this sense, the study
of history is an act of
resistance  against  the
farcical  repetition.
When  we  learn  about
the  tragedies  of  the
p a s t ,  w e  e q u i p
ourselves  with  the
c r i t i c a l  t o o l s  t o
r e c o g n i z e  t h e i r
reemergence  in  a
d im in i shed  fo rm.
However,  the  sheer
volume  of  information
in the modern age can
actually  contribute  to
th is  amnesia .  The
constant  flood  of  news
and  media  can  flatten
historical events into a
s e r i e s  o f
i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e
narratives,  making  it
easier for the farce to
d i sgu ise  i t se l f  as
something  new  and
original.  The  phrase
t h u s  s e r v e s  a s  a

warning:  if  we do not
remember history with
depth and nuance, we
will  be  condemned  to
repea t  i t  no t  as  a
meaningful tragedy but
as a hollow farce.

The Farce
in Modern
Culture
and
Politics
I n  c o n t e m p o r a r y
culture, the pattern of
tragedy  followed  by
farce  i s  v i s ib le  in
numerous  domains.
C o n s i d e r  t h e
phenomena  of  reality
television  and  social
media  influencers.  The
tragedy of fame in the
20th  century  involved
g e n u i n e  t a l e n t ,
struggle,  and  often,
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personal  destruction.
Stars  l ike  Mar i lyn
Monroe or Judy Garland
lived  and  died  under
the  pressure  of  an
unforgiving  industry.
Their  stories  had  a
tragic arc. In the 21st
century,  we  have  the
farce  of  "influencer
c u l t u r e , "  w h e r e
individuals  seek  fame
through  manufactured
d r a m a ,  c u r a t e d
images ,  and  v i ra l
stunts.  The  desire  for
celebrity  remains  the
same, but the context
has  shi f ted  from  a
tragic pursuit of artistic
expression to a farcical
chase  for  l ikes  and
f o l l o w e r s .  T h e
suffering,  when  it
occurs,  is  often  self-
inflicted and performed
for an audience.
In  politics,  the  phrase
is frequently applied to
t h e  r i s e  o f
demagogues .  The
tragedy  of  Hitler  was

t h e  s y s t e m a t i c
d e s t r u c t i o n  o f
democracy  and  the
Holocaust.  The  farce
can  be  seen  in  figures
who adopt the rhetoric
o f  s t r o n g m a n
leadership  but  in  a
context  where  their
power  is  constrained
by  institutions,  media
scrutiny, and a lack of
mass  mobilization.
The i r  a t tempts  at
authoritarianism  often
s e e m  c l u m s y ,
contradictory,  and
even  absurd.  They
bluster  and  threaten,
b u t  t h e i r  a c t u a l
achievements  are  far
less than their rhetoric
suggests.  This  gap
between  the  grand
c l a i m s  a n d  t h e
mediocre  results  is
precisely  the  essence
o f  t h e  f a r c i c a l
repetition.  However,  it
is  important  to  note
that  even  a  farcical
demagogue can cause
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significant  damage,
especially  if  they  are
underestimated by the
public and the media.

Critiques
and
Limitation
s of the
Concept
While  the  idea  that
"history  repeats  itself
first as tragedy then as
farce" is powerful, it is
not  without  its  critics
and  limitations.  Some
a r g u e  t h a t  t h e
framework  is  overly
determinist ic  and
pessimistic. It suggests
a  closed  loop  where
human  beings  are
incapable  of  learning
from the past and are
doomed to repeat it in
a n  i n c r e a s i n g l y

degraded  form.  This
v i e w  c a n  l e a d  t o
cynicism  and  political
paralysis,  where every
new  event  is  simply
d i s m i s s e d  a s  a
repetition of an earlier
p a t t e r n .  S u c h  a
mindset can prevent us
f rom  recogn i z ing
genuine  novelty  and
positive  change.
Others  point  out  that
the distinction between
tragedy  and  farce  is
often in the eye of the
b e h o l d e r .  W h a t
appears  as  a  farce to
an intellectual historian
may  be  a  genu ine
t r a g e d y  t o  t h o s e
directly affected by the
events. For the people
who lost their  lives or
livelihoods in the 1848
revolutions, the events
were not a farce but a
real  struggle with real
c o n s e q u e n c e s .
Similarly,  labeling  a
contemporary  political
movement  as  a  farce
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c a n  b e  a  w a y  o f
d i s m i s s i n g  i t s
seriousness  and  the
legitimate  grievances
of  its  followers.  The
concept  should  be
used  as  a  too l  f o r
ana lys is ,  not  as  a
blanket  dismissal.
Furthermore,  the  line
between  tragedy  and
farce  can  blur.  Some
e v e n t s  c o n t a i n
e lements  o f  bo th
simultaneously.  A
revo lut ion  can  be
tragic  in  its  violence
and  farc ica l  in  i ts
pretensions. A political
leader  can  be  both  a
d a n g e r o u s
authoritarian  and  a
ridiculous  figure.  The
framework  is  not  a
rigid  taxonomy  but  a
way of  thinking about
the tone and scale  of
historical  repetition.  It
w o r k s  b e s t  a s  a
provocation  to  look
deeper,  not  as  a  final
judgment.

Applying
the Lens
to the
Present
In our current era, the
phrase "history repeats
itself  first  as  tragedy
then  as  farce"  offers  a
valuable  perspective.
We are surrounded by
events  that  seem  to
echo  earlier  historical
moments:  the  rise  of
n a t i o n a l i s m ,  t h e
q u e s t i o n i n g  o f
democratic institutions,
the growth of economic
inequality,  and  the
r e s u r g e n c e  o f
conspiracy  theories.
Each of these patterns
has  a  tragic  history
b e h i n d  i t .  T h e
national ism  of  the
1930s led to world war.
T h e  e r o s i o n  o f
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democratic  norms  in
the  1920s  and  1930s
led  to  totalitarianism.
The  inequality  of  the
Gilded Age led to social
unrest and revolution.
The  contemporary
vers ions  o f  these
patterns  often  appear
as  farcical  imitations.
Nationalist  leaders
today use social media
and  focus  groups  to
craft  their  messages,
and  their  policies  are
often  a  mishmash  of
contradictory impulses.
T h e  f a r - r i g h t
movements  of  the
2020s are fragmented,
online-driven,  and
often more focused on
cultural  warfare  than
on  bui ld ing  actual
power.  The  economic
bubbles  of  the  21st
century, from the dot-
c o m  c r a s h  t o  t h e
housing  crisis,  have

been followed by new
speculative  manias  in
cryptocurrency  and
meme  stocks.  Each
bubble  is  a  farcical
repetition  of  the  last,
driven  by  the  same
greed and amnesia but
e x p r e s s e d  i n
increasingly  absurd
forms.
Recognizing  these
patterns  does  not
mean  we  should  be
complacent.  On  the
contrary, it should alert
us  to  the  underlying
dynamics that continue
to shape our world. The
farce is not harmless; it
can be a precursor to
the  next  tragedy.  By
understanding  the
cyc l ica l  nature  o f
history,  we can better
prepare  ourselves  to
break  the  cycle  or  at
least  to  mitigate  its
worst  effects


