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About the Book

The Communist Manifesto was first published in London, by two young men in their late twenties, in 1848. Its impact reverberated across the globe and throughout the next century, and it has come to be recognised as one of the most important political texts ever written. Maintaining that the history of all societies is a history of class struggle, the manifesto proclaims that communism is the only route to equality, and is a call to action aimed at the proletariat. It is an essential read for anyone seeking to understand our modern political landscape.


About the Authors

Karl Marx was born in 1818 in Trier, Prussia. While attending university in Berlin he was influenced by the ideas of the philosopher Hegel and his critics, the Young Hegelians, but Marx eventually rejected both schools of thought. He quickly earned the reputation of a revolutionary and left Germany for Paris, where he met his lifelong friend and collaborator, Friedrich Engels. Together they wrote and published The Communist Manifesto, which was published in 1848, thus coinciding with the first wave of revolutions in France. Marx returned to Germany but his radical activities led to expulsion, whereupon he moved to London. There, Marx and Engels collaborated on further works on economics and contemporary politics. Marx also wrote his major treatise, Das Kapital, but only the first volume was published in his lifetime. Marx died in poverty on 14 March, 1883, and was buried in Highgate Cemetery.

Friedrich Engels (1820–95) was the son of a German textile manufacturer. He moved to Manchester in 1842 and wrote several groundbreaking essays on contemporary social and political conditions in Britain, including The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844 (1845), in which he criticised the working conditions and treatment of the urban poor. After Karl Marx’s death, Engels completed and published the last two volumes of Das Kapital (1884, 1894) from his friend’s surviving papers.
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INTRODUCTION

THE COMMUNIST MANIFESTO was, at the time of its writing, a document of an extraordinary, almost ludicrous ambition. The importance it was to achieve was not something that its principal author, a German Jew writing from a study in Brussels in the last week of the first month of 1848, could conceivably have realistically predicted. Who was he, after all, but the leading light in a tiny political sect which could claim no MPs, no Deputies, no real membership, no funds and no stores of weaponry?

Formally the manifesto had been commissioned at the grandiloquently named Second Congress of the Communist League, which met for discussions across ten evenings in November–December 1847 in rooms above the Red Lion pub in Great Windmill Street. The League itself was the creature of a merger, five months earlier, between a grouplet called the League of the Just and another, the Communist Correspondence Committee, founded in Belgium by Karl Marx. At its Second Congress Marx attended as delegate of the Brussels group and his collaborator and friend, Friedrich Engels represented the Paris communities. ‘All contradiction and doubt were finally set at rest,’ Engels wrote, ‘the new basic principles were unanimously adopted, and Marx and I were commissioned to draw up the Manifesto.’

The thing was to have been done quickly, but Marx, for all his journalistic facility had problems producing material for which there was no clear deadline. He was sufficiently dilatory for the Central Committee of the Communist League to write to its regional committee in Brussels at the end of January 1848 instructing Mr Marx that if the manuscript wasn’t ready in a week or so, ‘further measures would have to be taken against him.’

Such measures, whatever they were, were unnecessary – Karl Marx did what was necessary and, within weeks the Manifest der Kommunistischen Partei was being printed in London, by which time a series of liberal, nationalist revolutions and uprisings, from South America to central Europe, were already underway.

Although members of the League took part in these events, especially in Germany, the League itself and its ideas and its manifesto, were not particularly influential. The group was too small, too radical and too dispersed. By 1852, after the foundering of most of the revolutionary movements, the Communist League was formally disbanded. Its greatest legacy was the manifesto itself, now widely translated into other languages. By 1872 its authors (despite Marx’s virtually sole authorship, Engels was sufficiently influential to be credited with having also been its co-writer) described the Manifesto as ‘a historical document which we have no longer any right to alter.’

Under the circumstances then, one of the striking characteristics of the document is its wonderful immodesty. Indeed – and ironically – the most modest part of it is its legendary opening sentence, usually given in English as ‘A spectre is haunting Europe – the spectre of Communism’ (though some translations reduce the spectre to a ‘frightful hobgoblin’). ‘All the powers of old Europe,’ the manifesto continues, ‘have entered into a holy alliance to exorcize this spectre: Pope and Czar, Metternich and Guizot, French Radicals and German police spies.’ But the point that Marx is making here is that this spectre, deployed to frighten people under the name of ‘communist’, is largely imagined. Now, however, it is time for the communists themselves to cease to be characters in someone else’s fairy story, and to tell the world what they are about – which is a lot, for they ‘disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions.’

It is one thing to wish to change society, and another to wish to reform – root and branch – several of its institutions. Look, for example, at the prolonged and sometimes violent struggle that took place to gain women’s suffrage. Any of these reforming objectives could have seemed ambitious enough, even for well-supported national organizations. But the Communist League, via Marx, aim to use force to destroy ALL existing social conditions everywhere, and are sufficiently confident of their eventual prominence as to conclude,

‘Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communist revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win’, a sentiment sometimes rendered as ‘Workers of the world unite, you have nothing to lose but your chains.’

Given what later Marxists might call the ‘objective conditions’ or the ‘balance of forces’ there is something utterly vainglorious about Marx’s ambition. It is as though the Quivering Brethren of Stella Gibbons’ Cold Comfort Farm, was to lay claim to supersede the Catholic Church.

But for all the essential lack of realism – the fairy tale – in much of its language, the Manifesto contains two characteristics that make it a great work. And the first must be the nobility of its purpose. Though many had noticed that the industrial revolutions throughout the world had created a new type of person – the industrial and usually urban proletarian – whose labour provided massive wealth for employers and helped to fund the great municipal works and places of the time, few imagined that such a person might exercise political and social power, might him or herself one day help to rule the world.

Reformers might want to ameliorate conditions for the urban working class, as well they should – in 1840s Britain as many might be lost to typhus in a year, as perished on the allied side in the battle of Waterloo – a notoriously costly affair. But this was a moral question of better and more enlightened behaviour on the part of factory owners, and not of political power. George Orwell in his essay about Charles Dickens – a near contemporary of Marx’s – observed that Dickens’ sympathies were of a limited kind. In his semi-autobiographical David Copperfield the young hero ‘escapes from the warehouse, but Mick Walker and Mealy Potatoes and the others are still there, and there is no sign that this troubles Dickens particularly. As usual, he displays no consciousness that the structure of society can be changed. [In Hard Times] Stephen Blackpool’s refusal to join the union is rather a virtue in Dickens’s eyes … Obviously he wants the workers to be decently treated, but there is no sign that he wants them to take their destiny into their own hands, least of all by open violence.’

The Manifesto makes the most complete distinction between do-gooding and an appetite for fundamental change. In one of its most acerbic passages, laying in to the various philanthropies that sought to improve, but not to overturn the way of things, the Manifesto describes Christian Socialism as being ‘but the holy water with which the priest consecrates the heart-burnings of the aristocrat.’ Orwell, himself a kind of Marxist, may have had this passage in mind when, in the same essay, he credited Marx with having, ‘exploded a hundred tons of dynamite beneath the moralist position,’ adding ‘and we are still living in the echo of that tremendous crash.’

That the proletarians should and must exercise political power was a minority view, to say the least, in the era of the Manifesto. And it was also a time when, in Britain at least, an almost Fukuyama-like view of history had taken hold, well expressed in an editorial in the Economist of 1848, that ‘we view the past as a series of stepping stones to the exalted position that now we hold.’

Marx well understood and appreciated just how much industrial capitalism had changed things. In fact he appreciated it far more completely than its most enthusiastic proponents. The Manifesto was appearing at the end of a semi-miraculous decade when ‘Railway mania’ had absolutely transformed ideas of distance and trade. In Britain in 1846 alone, 272 Acts of Parliament were passed establishing new railway companies, and proposing 10,000 miles of new railway tracks.

Marx saw in this the revolutionary ability of the authors of capitalism, the ‘bourgeoisie’ and, in the most prescient, brilliantly written passage in the Manifesto, described for his readers what was going on. The language is simultaneously full of thunderbolts as well as a strange admiration. The bourgeoisie has ‘drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation.’

Marx considered all these things to be progress – he was no admirer of heavenly ecstasies. Indeed, he saw them as inevitable. And, while capitalism was the dominant system, such huge upheavals would never stop, because ‘constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify.’

It is doubtful whether that was true for the Europe of 1848, but it is unarguably true for the early twenty-first century. In 2006, in the Harvard International Review Joseph Joffe commented that, ‘written more than 150 years ago, these lines [from the Manifesto] still offer the best shorthand description of modernity—and globalization.’ And so they do.

Other aspects of the Manifesto travelled less well through time. Marx’s ambitions were to understand history and economics in the way that, say, Newton, had understood physics. He was looking to establish universal laws which could predict the future as well as they defined the past. Engels subsequently wrote that Marx was ‘destined to do for history what Darwin’s theory has done for biology.’ Hence, ‘the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles’ was simultaneously an extraordinary insight and an overwhelming exaggeration. The insight mattered more than the exaggeration, until it came to political action.

Capitalism, argued Marx, would be incapable of resolving its own contradictions, creating an increasingly immiserated labouring class. This class would eventually, necessarily, rise up and take power, as the bourgeoisie itself once did. Thus, in the Manifesto’s famous phrase, ‘what the bourgeoisie, therefore, produces, above all, is its own grave-diggers. Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable.’ This is what communists subsequently meant when they said that they ‘were on the side of history’ – in the end hardly an improvement on being on the side of God.

The Manifesto also minimized the possibilities of reform altering social relations, because, under capitalism, the political arbiter, the State, was nothing more than a tool of capitalists, or in Marx’s words, ‘the executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.’

This reduction of all possibilities down to one was then built upon by the Manifesto’s insistence on what would happen after a revolution. The proletariat ‘will’ (not might or should) ‘use its political supremacy to centralize all instruments of production in the hands of the State, i.e. of the proletariat organised as the ruling class …’

So, the communist is on the side of history, the proletariat will become the ruling class and, finally, there is the Communist Party. Or is there? In fact Marx argued ‘do not form a separate party, opposed to other working class parties’ which, of course, is what they all did after 1917. But then, how did one define a ‘working-class party’? If you could argue, and Bolsheviks later did, that all these other parties were really petite-bourgeoisie, then that led one to shoulder the full responsibility oneself. Especially since, in the words of the Manifesto, Communists were, almost axiomatically, ‘the most advanced and resolute section of the working-class parties of every country … (and) they have over the great mass of the proletariat, the advantage of clearly understanding the line of march, the conditions and the ultimate general results of the proletarian movement.’

And there, lurking, was the rationale for the fatal Leninist equation that came to dominate the politics of the twentieth century: rule by the proletariat was inevitable, and the best part of the proletariat is the party, ‘which has no interest separate from the proletariat.’ Which was how, intellectually, the Manifesto unwittingly helped move the world from the barricade to the Gulag.

David Aaronovitch, 2010


PREFACE TO THE GERMAN EDITION OF 1872

THE COMMUNIST LEAGUE, an international association of workers, which could of course be only a secret one under the conditions obtaining at the time, commissioned the undersigned, at the Congress held in London in November 1847, to draw up for publication a detailed theoretical and practical programme of the Party. Such was the origin of the following Manifesto, the manuscript of which travelled to London, to be printed, a few weeks before the February Revolution. First published in German, it has been republished in that language in at least twelve different editions in Germany, England and America. It was published in English for the first time in 1850 in the Red Republican, London, translated by Miss Helen Macfarlane, and in 1871 in at least three different translations in America. A French version first appeared in Paris shortly before the June insurrection of 1848 and recently in Le Socialiste of New York. A new translation is in the course of preparation. A Polish version appeared in London shortly after it was first published in German. A Russian translation was published in Geneva in the sixties. Into Danish, too, it was translated shortly after its first appearance.

However much the state of things may have altered during the last twenty-five years, the general principles laid down in this Manifesto are, on the whole, as correct today as ever. Here and there some detail might be improved. The practical application of the principles will depend, as the Manifesto itself states, everywhere and at all times, on the historical conditions for the time being existing, and, for that reason, no special stress is laid on the revolutionary measures proposed at the end of Section II. That passage would, in many respects, be very differently worded today. In view of the gigantic strides of Modern Industry in the last twenty-five years, and of the accompanying improved and extended party organisation of the working class, in view of the practical experience gained, first in the February Revolution, and then, still more, in the Paris Commune, where the proletariat for the first time held political power for two whole months, this programme has in some details become antiquated. One thing especially was proved by the Commune, viz., that ‘the working class cannot simply lay hold of the readymade State machinery, and wield it for its own purposes.’ (See The Civil War in France; Address of the General Council of the International Working Men’s Association, London, Trulove, 1871, p. 15, where this point is further developed.) Further, it is self-evident that the criticism of socialist literature is deficient in relation to the present time, because it comes down only to 1847; also, that the remarks on the relation of the Communists to the various opposition parties (see Section IV), although in principle still correct, yet in practice are antiquated, because the political situation has been entirely changed, and the progress of history has swept from off the earth the greater portion of the political parties there enumerated.

But, then, the Manifesto has become a historical document which we have no longer any right to alter. A subsequent edition may perhaps appear with an introduction bridging the gap from 1847 to the present day; this reprint was too unexpected to leave us time for that.

Karl Marx

Friedrich Engels

London, June 24, 1872
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