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INTRODUCTION

When the Manifesto of the Communist Party was published on the eve of the February Revolution of 1848 in Paris, its principal author, Karl Marx, then barely thirty, was convinced that the triumph of his cause was imminent: the proletariat was about to “rise to the position of ruling class” in France, England, and Germany, and its victory worldwide was only a matter of time. One hundred and fifty years later, of course, these fantasies have proved to be just that. Yet it took almost that long for this to be demonstrated beyond a reasonable doubt; and meanwhile the Communist Specter he invoked in truth never ceased to haunt the world.

The sesquicentennial of the Manifesto, then, raises two questions: why did its prophesies appear so alluring to so many for so long; and why did they ultimately prove to be so hollow, even perverse? Since the specter has now been cast on the “ashheap of history” (where Trotsky consigned Bolshevism’s adversaries in October 1917), the answer is best pursued by tracing its quite unexpected migrations from the advanced  West to the backward East, and from the revolutionary “springtime of 1848” to the twilight of utopia-in-power in 1989–91.




I: THE PATH TO THE MANIFESTO 
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It is the convention to explain Marxism’s founding document as a response to the human costs of the Industrial Revolution; and this is indeed part of the story. But just as important is the conjunction of the new market society with the ideological heritage of the French Revolution: nascent industrialism, after all, was at its most advanced in England, whereas the epicenter of emerging socialism was France. It is less often emphasized, however, that the variant of socialism the Manifesto called “Communist” was produced by a pair of intellectuals, and that they hailed from then-preindustrial Germany.

Of course, Marx himself pointed out that his system was a synthesis of British political economy, French socialism, and German philosophy. Even so, until the discovery of his early manuscripts in the 1930s, it did not become clear that the German element of his amalgam was not only the first in time, but the most basic in substance.

Briefly put, classical German philosophy was an Idealism in which “the world conformed to mind” (in Kant’s  phrase), whereas the Anglo-French Enlightenment against which it was reacting was an empiricism in which mind conformed to the world. With Hegel, moreover, philosophy for the first time became historical in its essence, and truth was now a perpetual unfolding rather than a set system. In general terms, Marx sought to make this metaphysical historicism once again empirical by transforming it into a social science in the Anglo-French manner, or what he called “historical materialism.”

As a “Left-Hegelian,” Marx’s starting point was Hegel’s vision of history as the progression of “rationality” through dialectical negation and transcendence to “absolute” self-consciousness, a culmination which also signifies human freedom. Marx then assigned to this process the leveling goals and the commitment to “class struggle” of revolutionary French socialism. Finally, he made Hegel’s conceptual logic materialistic by recasting it in a “critical” adaptation of the economic categories of Adam Smith and David Ricardo. Yet in the resulting system, the key component—the element which made it a system and gave it its allure—was the overarching “logic” of German philosophy.

Marx effected this synthesis during his first emigration, in Paris and Brussels, between 1843 and 1846. Simultaneously, he began his collaboration with Engels, who brought to the mix first-hand acquaintance with advanced English industrialism. And so, by 1846, in The German Ideology (their joint settling of accounts with Hegelianism, unpublished until 1932) all the essential elements of future Marxism had been fused.

At the same time, the pair were engaged in organizing émigré German workers in Paris, Brussels and London to prepare for an expected German revolution. In 1847 a secret society of such workers, using the ominous name “Communist League,” commissioned Marx and Engels to write a programmatic statement. Seizing the occasion, Marx condensed his new theory into shock phrases as a revolutionary catechism. The result was that marvelously timed masterpiece of propagandistic literature which was the Manifesto of 1848.

 

The Manifesto’s aim was to promote a Second Coming of the French Revolution in socialist guise, an aim common to a range of radical sects of the 1840s. The route to their ambition ran as follows.

The revolution of 1789–93 had for the first time in history posed the question of “democracy” in its modern sense—that is, a polity founded on the proposition that all men, simply by virtue of being human, are equal before the law and endowed with full rights of participation in government. These principles are summed up as “the rights of man and the citizen” and “universal suffrage.” The events of 1789 did not, of course, succeed in institutionalizing universal (manhood) suffrage democracy; but this is not to say it “failed,” as is often averred. It had accomplished the epochal feat of mortally wounding Europe’s millennial ancien régime, thus putting egalitarian democracy at the heart of the agenda of modernity.

After two centuries of modernity, it is difficult to  grasp the full “otherness” of the Old Regime. It was a world where all authority came from above, from God and/or nature; and where society was legally divided into unequal, hereditary “orders” or “estates” and, economically, into closed craft guilds. Modern democracy was born by inverting this sacred, corporate order, thereby making the people “sovereign” in place of the former absolute monarch. And once this had been accomplished in the largest state of Europe, the Old Regime was menaced everywhere else.

At the same time, the dynamic unleashed by 1789 threatened its proudest accomplishment: the liberal individualism enshrined in its new civic rights. For replacing the society of “orders” by one of citizens had not made men equal in fact. Rather, it had laid bare a new hierarchy founded on differences of wealth, an inequality all the more invidious since it was cloaked in nominal equality. This first became apparent when, following the defeat of the Jacobins’ democratic Republic by the “Thermidorian reaction” of 1794, the “Conspiracy of the Equals” of Gracchus Babeuf schemed to establish a leveling dictatorship of the dispossessed. (Marx probably took the title “Manifesto” from their programmatic statement of 1796.)

The real turn towards a radicalism beyond liberal individualism, however, was the Paris Revolution of July 1830. This workers’ revolt was immediately captured by the upper classes who established the “bourgeois monarchy” of Louis-Philippe, with a property suffrage enfranchising no more than a fraction of the population.  It was now quite painfully clear to the “people” that equality before the law did not produce genuine, human equality; behind the “citizen” there in fact stood merely the “bourgeois.” True human emancipation, consequently, could be achieved only through some measure of equalization of wealth—if necessary, forced.

Accordingly, the period 1830–48 became the seedtime of modern socialism. This movement was mostly devoted to producing social “harmony,” not class struggle, as in the cooperative schemes of Robert Owen and Charles Fourier, the technocratic planning of Henri de Saint-Simon, the welfare state proposals of Louis Blanc, or the communitarian “communism” of Etienne Cabet—positions Marx and Engels branded “utopian.” But there was a revolutionary socialism as well, as in the insurrectionary schemes of Auguste Blanqui, which harkened back to Babeuf and were also called “communist.”

Moreover, 1789 had created the belief that revolutions are the way history happens—“the locomotives of history” in Marx’s metaphor. And this belief was especially appealing to workers expelled from their guilds into the laissez-faire economy of the liberals. Thus, since 1830 had fallen pitifully short of democratic expectations, the Left now awaited a sequel—but on the higher level of a social 1789. Although such expectations were strongest in France, they were also widespread in the nascent English labor movement called Chartism, which sought to extend the Parliamentary franchise reform of 1832 all the way to universal suffrage—in effect, a revolution by legal means.
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It was in this atmosphere of millenarian anticipation that Marx formulated his system. His point of departure, however, was not the “pauperism” spawned by the new industry (which as yet hardly existed in Germany), but the degrading spectacle of Germany’s backwardness vis-à-vis France and England. And this lag he defined above all in political terms: Germany still lived in the “Middle Ages” under a monarchical and aristocratic Old Regime unchanged by the “partial emancipation” that France and England had achieved in 1830–32.

However, since the ante of modernity had now been upped from political democracy to socialism, Marx opined that Germany need not repeat 1789: she could telescope her bourgeois and socialist revolutions into a single “permanent revolution,” as he called it in 1850. And he emphasized the centrality of this combined revolution to his system by concluding the Manifesto with the now odd-sounding claim that: “The Communists turn their attention chiefly to Germany.” Thus, Marxism was born, not as a critique of mature capitalism, as is usually supposed, but as a theory of revolution to overcome German backwardness.

Such a revolution was possible, first, because France would fire up the socialist locomotive, and Germany could simply hitch onto it as it ran. Second, it was possible because Germany’s very backwardness conferred on her one great advantage: the poverty of her real life had given her a superior capacity for philosophical understanding. Germany thus constituted the “theoretical  consciousness” of what more advanced nations had already “done” in politics. This superiority would permit German socialists to give their impending revolution “conscious” direction to the highest goals of History.

But who would furnish the revolution’s muscle? Marx’s answer, of course, was the proletariat, but not because it was already an actor on the German scene. Rather, he established the proletariat’s mission by theoretical deduction from his concept of freedom. This concept, however, had nothing to do with what John Stuart Mill or Alexis de Tocqueville understood by freedom—that is, freedom from external coercion. It was rather the freedom that Hegel equated with humanity’s achievement, at the pinnacle of its development, of absolute “self-consciousness”—namely, full understanding of the laws of Reason in History.

When Marx first stood Hegel on his head, in The German Ideology, the formula came out as follows. The human condition is, first, one of “alienating” dependence on nature, which man invents tools to master. Technological development, however, leads to a “division of labor” which creates the further alienation of humanity split into warring social classes, thereby sundering the primal unity of the species. Marx’s idea of “emancipation” from these dehumanizing forms of servitude, therefore, does not mean individual freedom. It means, rather, liberation of the species over the long haul of history from the socioeconomic shackles of its own creation.

The proletariat is the agent of this emancipation because it is the only class whose particular interest is synonymous  with the general interests of humanity. And it is charged with this supreme mission precisely because it is the most exploited and hence most dehumanized class in existing society. As Marx put it on first mentioning the proletariat in 1843, it is the “universal class because its sufferings are universal.” He thus defined the proletariat in the first instance not as the body of factory workers but as the metaphysical demiurge destined to liberate the species from social inequality: it was as the victim class that it became the redeemer class, the class to end all classes.

Marx’s revolution would occur when the proletariat achieved “consciousness” of its dehumanized plight, and so also of its emancipatory mission. Thus this provincial German ideologue, freshly arrived in Paris, did not hesitate to proclaim: “Philosophy is the head of this emancipation and the proletariat is the heart.” Thereby he made the proletariat the bearer of universal Reason; and his Communism became, not just equality, but the rational ordering of all human life.

And his dialectical logic rolled on: the social redemption of humanity would be produced by the very process of dependence that defined its historical Way of the Cross, for in Marx’s appropriation of Hegel’s para-Christian perspective, alienation is “self-enriching.” The species therefore must suffer the degradations of ancient slavery, feudal serfdom, and bourgeois wagelabor exploitation to build the productive capacity to free itself not only from the blind forces of nature but also from the class divisions within the body social. Only  thus would Man at last become his own master, exercising rational control over both his natural and his social environment.

And how, concretely, would mankind reach this ultimate state? Marx’s answer was by destroying the false gods of liberal individualism: private property and the market. Yet at the same time he stood in never-ending awe of the technological miracles the bourgeoisie had wrought, as well as of its Promethean feat of organizing the world into a single market. Here, indeed, were elements of rationality that need only be appropriated by the proletariat to create the supreme rationality of Communism! The task of the impending proletarian revolution, therefore, was to liberate the wonderworking machine of modern industry from the fetters of bourgeois property relations.

 

Thus the Marxist synthesis is composed, basically, of two alluring components: On the one hand, there is the logic of history leading implacably to the point where the bourgeoisie “produces ... its own gravediggers” in the form of the proletariat; and the struggle between the two classes is set forth dramatically in part I of the Manifesto, “Bourgeois and Proletarians,” its most famous section and the only one read closely today. On the other hand, there is the revolutionary “consciousness” that the class struggle generates in the proletariat; and the Communist goals which that consciousness is expected to formulate are spelled out in part II, “Proletarians and Communists,” a section now treated as secondary  though it in fact points the way to Marxism’s true historical destiny.

These goals are, first, to seize political power in order to “wrest, by degrees, all capital from the bourgeoisie,” and then to “centralize all instruments of production in the hands of the State, i.e., of the proletariat organized as the ruling class.” All production, moreover, would be “concentrated in the hands of the vast association of the whole nation” with “industrial armies, especially for agriculture,” and a “common plan.” In short, “the theory of Communism may be summed up in the single sentence: Abolition of private property.” (Its additional, apparently moderate, goals, such as an income tax, were in fact also revolutionary at the time.) And what is vague in places of the Manifesto was clarified later in Capital, which offers one long excoriation of “commodity production for exchange” (i.e., manufacture for the market) and of the “bloodstained” medium of profit for “capital accumulation”—money. Marx’s concrete program for “human emancipation,” then, is nothing less than the abolition of private property, profit, the market, and indeed money.

And it is necessary to insist on this fact, for many commentators have refused to recognize it, holding that Marx, unlike “utopian” socialists, offered no vision of the future but only “scientific” knowledge of history’s laws. The reason for this strange blindness, of course, is that once Stalin implemented that very program by mass violence many Westerners backed away from it, either preferring to believe that some other Bolshevik  could have built a better socialism or choosing to read his doctrine only as a critique of capitalist society, as in the “Marxism without a proletariat” of the Frankfurt school.

In Marx himself, however, it is quite clear that “human emancipation” requires the absolute “negation” of private property, profit, and the market. Only once the victorious proletariat had implemented such full noncapitalism would society be liberated from both class inequality and state coercion. Only then would the world at last function “rationally,” like one immense factory, and human labor would produce not capital, but the flowering of the species’ hitherto alienated creative potential.

Yet there is a mystery at the heart of the Manifesto. It was issued in the name of a “party,” and its proposals throughout are attributed to “The Communists.” But who belongs to this “party”? The anonymous Communists claim they do not constitute a separate organization but have the same aims as “all other proletarian parties.” In fact, the only definition given of the party is that it articulates “theoretical conclusions” which “merely express ... actual relations springing from an existing class struggle, from a historical movement going on under our very eyes.” Hence it is ideological commitment, not social class, that defines the Manifesto’s “Communists.” As of 1848, only Marx and Engels could qualify as members.

What Marx is saying, then, is that his theories are at once (a) the end product of the objective logic of history  and (b) the voice of the proletariat’s subjective revolutionary consciousness. Thus, although he always insisted that “the emancipation of the working classes must be conquered by the working classes themselves,” he was equally adamant that his theories were what the proletariat would necessarily arrive at once they achieved full class consciousness. Marxism is thus a circular, self-verifying system—like Hegel’s.

And this explains the demolition of all rival socialist ideologies in part III of the Manifesto, “Socialist and Communist Literature.” Though these polemics are now usually discounted as mere relics, in fact they establish an abiding trait of Marxism. They constitute a rhetorical purge in defense of the Manifesto as the One True Teaching, a doctrine for the end of history.




II: THEORETICAL ELABORATIONS 
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The Specter’s first foray into real politics failed dismally, of course. Not only did 1848 fail to produce a social 1789; it brought to power a modernized conservatism with Napoleon III in France and, eventually, Prince Otto von Bismarck in Prussia-Germany.

So in another propagandistic masterpiece, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, Marx declared that in 1848 the scenario of revolution had been played backwards:  instead of advancing from absolute monarchy to democracy, it had regressed from (allegedly) incipient socialism to dictatorship, thus repeating the “tragedy” of 1789 as “farce.” He blamed this outcome on bourgeois repression, of course, but above all on the “idiocy of rural life”; for it was the rural “sack of potatoes,” the peasant proprietors of the new universal suffrage Republic, that had elected Bonaparte President. In sum, Europe was “not yet ripe” for socialism. Nevertheless, Marx’s faith was unshaken that there would be a triumphant “next time,” when Bonaparte fell, for history was on the Revolution’s side.

Meanwhile, however, Marx had no choice but to return to refining history’s logic. Now an émigré in England, he retreated to the British Museum to mine parliamentary Blue Books for data towards the “critique of political economy” he had been contemplating since The German Ideology. This was to be the capstone of his system, the detailed analysis of the “internal contradictions” governing history’s culminating stage, the “bourgeois mode of production.” The result, in 1867, was the first volume of Capital tracing the dialectic operating “with the inexorability of a law of Nature” to seal the bourgeoisie’s doom and thus produce Communism. Inevitably, the grim picture it painted of Europe’s most industrial society suggested that the Communist revolution must occur first in some such setting.

Therewith did Marx offer the most deterministic face of his system. And Engels in his Anti-Dühring of 1877 (and in later glosses on Marx) gave their joint system  a still more positivistic cast by defining it as “dialectical materialism” and promoting Marx as the “Darwin of social science.” He even became, in a sense, Capital’s coauthor by finishing its last two volumes from notes after his colleague’s death. And it is Engels’ “scientific socialism” that largely defined Marxism for both the Second and the Third Internationals.

A mythic counterpoint to this definition, however, was given by the last hurrah of worker revolutionary consciousness in the West: in 1870 the Franco-Prussian War at last toppled Bonaparte, and the next year the Paris Commune raised the Red Flag for the first time in history. Marx therefore hailed the insurrection as the first ever workers’ government, a regime he elsewhere called “dictatorship of the proletariat” and which he defined in quasi-anarchist terms as direct democracy of the people in both government and economics. The Commune, however, was bloodily repressed by a new and enduring universal suffrage Republic; for it was no social revolution at all but the fortuitous result of war. Even so, the Commune made Marxism’s political fortune: Europe had blamed it (quite undeservedly) on Marx’s feeble and ephemeral International Working Men’s Association, usually called the First International.

 

After 1871, however, the breakdown of bourgeois society that Capital predicted became increasingly unlikely. Contrary to Marx’s expectations, therefore, the book’s impact turned out to be inversely proportional to the level of capitalist development across Europe. It was  translated first into Russian, in 1872, but published in the language of the country analyzed, English, only in 1888.

Capital’s primary addressee, however, was Germany: as the preface informed her immature public, the English case “showed them their future.” This was true only to a point, however. After 1870 Imperial Germany was indeed on her way to becoming Europe’s industrial giant; yet at the same time she remained an Old Regime by half, for Bismarck had stolen away the German revolution from Marx by uniting the country under Prussia’s semi-autocracy.

The result was a paradox in Marxist terms. To be sure, after Marx’s death in 1883 his message was at last the dominant one in German socialism. Yet this was due less to the effect of the new industrial “base” on the workers’ consciousness than to that of the Imperial “superstructure” on socialism’s intellectual leaders. Bismarck, by outlawing the Socialist party from 1878 to 1890, had insured that these leaders would remain “red.” Indeed, since Germany’s liberals largely supported the system that had brought them national glory, her socialists henceforth functioned both as the party of the workers and the party of democratic dissent from the Empire.

Even more paradoxical was Marx’s precocious success in Russia. To be sure, the Russian revolutionaries of the day—peasant-oriented socialists called “populists”—quite misread him. They interpreted his depiction of the horrors of capitalism as a warning to Russia to avoid it at all costs, and so to jump directly  from “feudalism” to socialism. They believed, moreover, that the collective land holding of Russia’s peasant communes would permit such historical leapfrog. What is even more unscientific, when the peasants failed to rise up in response to the populists’ appeals, these student intellectuals resorted to a Blanquist conspiracy, the People’s Will, to destroy Tsarism by terror. And in 1881 they assassinated Emperor Alexander II—“illogical” perhaps, but indubitably revolutionary.

Marx was therefore sufficiently impressed to subscribe, at least partially, to their cause—the only prospect, after the Paris Commune’s failure, of igniting his European Revolution. Indeed, the year before his death, in the preface to a Russian translation of the Manifesto, he watered down his logic so far as to allow that: “If the Russian Revolution becomes the signal for a proletarian revolution in the West, so that both complement each other, the present Russian common ownership of land may serve as the starting point of a communist development.”

Thus did the dying Marx return to a variant of his scenario of 1848 for combined revolution in Germany. By the same token he unwittingly adumbrated Lenin’s and Trotsky’s actual strategy of 1917 for permanent revolution in Russia.

In short, Marxism, born as a theory to overcome historical retardation, continued to have its chief impact in Europe’s laggard parts—Germany, Austria-Hungary, Poland, and Russia—where the central problem was less the evils of capitalism than the persisting power of the  Old Regime. Throughout this zone, moreover, Marxism’s great names continued to be intellectuals: Karl Kautsky, Eduard Bernstein, Rosa Luxemburg, Georgii Plekhanov, rather than occasional ex-workers such as August Bebel.

 

It was with this generation that the Manifesto arrived at its fiftieth anniversary—and Marx’s Marxism at its moment of truth. Indeed, ever since the failure of 1848 a specter had been haunting his doctrine: what should its adherents do if capitalism’s logic failed to generate worker revolutionary consciousness? At the fin de siècle, history forced an answer. Industrialism had now spread as far east as Russia; and an (apparently) strong Second International embraced all national parties. It would thus seem only logical for revolutionary consciousness to flare up among the proletariat. But nary a spark appeared. And so the ground was prepared for Marxism’s eventual split between reformist Social Democracy and revolutionary Communism—as well as for the unending debate over which of the two was the “true” heir.

On the one hand, by Engels’ death in 1895, the largest workers’ party in Europe, German Social Democracy, had become officially Marxist; and its Erfurt Program of 1891 had espoused the basic tenets of the Manifesto (minus explicit approval of violence). In the ensuing years, however, Germany’s modest constitutionalism made the party legalistic and parliamentary in practice. So its leaders, especially the trade-union chiefs, increasingly put short-term reforms ahead of Marx’s revolutionary goals.

Then, in 1898 Eduard Bernstein dared speak the awful truth: contrary to Marx’s laws, capitalism was not breaking down and the workers were not becoming revolutionary. The only conclusion for ethically committed socialists, therefore, was that their “movement meant everything” and the “final goal nothing.”

In answer, on the Left Rosa Luxemburg sought to update Marx by substituting the mass strike for barricades. In the center, Karl Kautsky led the party’s majority in condemning Bernstein’s “revisionism” as a fundamental departure from Marx (which it indeed was). Yet at the same time, this reassertion of “orthodoxy” remained ambiguous. For Kautsky still anticipated that capitalism’s logic would lead to Marx’s propertyless, marketless Communism—though through electoral victory rather than street action. The SD’s subsequent career, however, would reveal that this “evolutionary revolution” was as utopian in its way as Marx’s big red bang.

Second International Marxism had a reverse fate when imported into Russia, where there was no semi-constitution or trade unions to provide the illusion of an evolution to Communism. At first, in the 1880s, Plekhanov, reacting against the populists’ revolutionary romanticism, made Marx’s logic more confining still by insisting that Russia would require two distinct revolutions to reach the Communist goal, one bourgeois and the other proletarian. Yet at the same time, this scenario accorded the workers “hegemony” even in the first revolution. Once revolution actually loomed, however,  this lockstep orthodoxy proved to be unbearably convoluted and slow.

It is this dilemma that brought Lenin back from “orthodoxy” to the young Marx’s “permanent revolution.” He did so, however, with the notable corollary of a “party of a new type” to oversee its execution. For the revisionist crisis had convinced him that only such an instrument could liquidate the then half-century accumulated deficit of revolutionary worker consciousness. And so, in 1902, in What Is to Be Done? Lenin, then thirty-two, launched his theory of a vanguard of professional revolutionaries. Thus did this provincial Russian ideologue, freshly arrived in Munich to edit the journal of Russian Marxism, Iskra (The Spark), propose the winning remedy for rekindling the revolutionary flame. And thereby he at last gave organizational substance to the ideological “Communist party” defined in the Manifesto.

Lenin agreed, in effect, with Bernstein by insisting “that by its own resources alone the working class is in a position to generate only a trade-union consciousness.” But he concluded from this fact that only a vanguard of professional revolutionaries could bring to the proletariat, “from without,” the socialist “consciousness” which worker “spontaneity” was unable to generate on its own. For the “profound scientific knowledge” that produced socialism “was born in the heads” of Marxists drawn from the “bourgeois intelligentsia” (Lenin’s emphasis).

Therewith Lenin substituted an intelligentsia party  for the proletariat. But only at such a price was it possible to put real muscle on the Specter.




 III: PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS 

[image: 006]

Yet it was neither the logic of history nor proletarian class consciousness that put this “party of a new type” over the top. The brutal contingency of the First World War supplied the real impetus.

The War accomplished this, first, by discrediting the revolutionary credentials of Kautsky’s orthodox Social Democrats. Its outbreak conclusively demonstrated that they were merely reformist, and, at that, only within the bounds of patriotism. And its conclusion, with Germany’s defeat, at last brought these “Marxists” to power in the Weimar Republic, though now under the trade union leader and party bureaucrat Friedrich Ebert, who was hardly even reformist. All the same, the Social Democrats continued to insist that their movement was the sole orthodox one—even though it now suspiciously resembled what Marx had always excoriated as “petty bourgeois democracy.”

In Russia, by contrast, war put revolutionary Marxists in power. Once military reverses and economic privation had toppled Tsarism in February 1917, Russian workers “spontaneously” formed grassroots “soviets,”  or councils, as organs of class power; and Lenin, in State and Revolution, hailed them as a rebirth of the direct democracy of the Paris Commune. Spurning the caution of the Mensheviks (still faithful to Plekhanov’s two-stage revolution), he called for “all power to the soviets”—bodies, he held, that offered the base for a new “dictatorship of the proletariat.” And so, using the anarchic social implosion of 1917 as a springboard, the Bolsheviks seized power in an October coup d’état soon heard round the world. By doing so, they also staked their claim to be the vanguard “consciousness” of the world proletariat. They saw their gamble as the beginning of a combined revolution with all of advanced Europe, which would then come to backward Russia’s aid.

But it soon turned out that the soviets were no more than permanent mass meetings incapable of governing anything. In 1918, therefore, when these councils began to veer back to the Mensheviks, the Bolsheviks reduced them to the status of an administrative apparatus for what was now a plain party dictatorship. And of course, by 1920 the European revolution had failed to materialize, thus condemning the Soviet party-state to isolation in an overwhelmingly peasant country.

 

Accordingly, Kautsky and the Mensheviks proclaimed that Lenin’s Marxism was merely a cloak for his reversion to the specifically Russian, and minoritarian, methods of The People’s Will; and most Western commentators since have agreed with them. Elite revolutionism,  however, is hardly specifically Russian. As other epithets then applied to Lenin indicate, he was in the quite European tradition of the Jacobins, or more exactly, of Babeuf—the models also, be it noted, of The People’s Will.

Moreover, Lenin’s chief amendment to Marxism—“the vanguard party”—finds good intellectual warrant in the Founder himself. To be sure, Marx never formed an organization comparable to the Leninist party. Yet he did furnish the theoretical basis for such a body by asserting in the Manifesto that the Communists (i.e., himself and Engels) “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.” This statement attests, further, that on a more general level there exists a deep connection between Marx’s idea of Communism as conscious, rational mastery over mankind’s collective fate and Lenin’s idea of the Party as the controlling vanguard of the spontaneous mass movement.

In this latter capacity Marxism continued to guide Bolshevik policy once the “proletarian” Party found itself isolated in a peasant country. To survive in an increasingly hostile society, the Party thus fell back on Marx’s cult of industrial rationality in conjunction with his principle of class struggle. The outcome was the War Communism of 1918–21: private property, profit, the market, and indeed money were abolished (at least on paper); and “class warfare” was carried to the villages to extort food from peasant “kulaks.” Full Communism,  the Party declared, was at hand. In fact, economic collapse and famine ensued.

This outcome, however, cannot be attributed to an over-response to the civil war emergency, as the defeated Bolsheviks later claimed and as many Western historians have uncritically continued to repeat. War Communism, rather, was a grandiose social experiment, a fact which Nikolai Bukharin made clear at the time in his messianic The ABC of Communism. Moreover, as he later explained, since the Bolsheviks believed their revolution might well fail, they attempted an immediate leap to Communism to leave a glorious example for the future, as the Paris Commune had.

To be sure, once disaster forced the Party to revert to a mixed economy with the New Economic Policy (NEP) of 1921, Bukharin argued that the market was the most expedient way “to grow into socialism.” Nonetheless, his goal remained Marx’s full noncapitalism, not “market socialism” as some Sovietologists would have it. Yet as the NEP unfolded, the market power of the peasants increasingly threatened the political power of the Party.

 

So it fell to Stalin, in 1929–34, to execute the definitive leap to utopia with his “great offensive” to finally “build socialism.” In winning this victory, however, he fully revealed the perverse logic of Marxism as an ideology for surmounting backwardness. Marx, after all, had supposed that the bourgeoisie would do all the hard work to make his vision possible. Yet a caprice of historical logic had brought his theories to power for the first time  in the backward East rather than the advanced West, thus compelling the Russian “proletariat” to undertake the bourgeoisie’s dirty business in its place—by coercion and from above. The Party therefore turned Marxism’s other basic component, the class struggle, against the “petty bourgeois” peasants to create “industrial armies in agriculture,” or kolkhozes. And with this “socialist primitive accumulation of capital” the Party-state financed its “planned” industrialization.

Thus was Marx’s abolition of “commodity production for exchange” translated into enduring institutions. And so, under Stalin, the superstructure of the Leninist Party at last created the industrial and proletarian base that was supposed to have created it.

Of course, Stalin’s “plans” were not genuine plans, since the total control of economic life to which they aspired is impossible. They represented little more than military methods in the service of crash economic development. Nonetheless, Marxism was the sine qua non of their success; for the mystique of Communism as the “scientific” control of reality was indispensable to legitimize, and to camouflage, their violence and waste.

Nor was such a “total” program driven by atavistic Russian nationalism, as is often alleged. The Party meticulously justified its every action with Marxist categories (however strained), and strove to create a “new socialist man” through ceaseless “agit-prop.” Indeed the Leader in person—no mere power-hungry cynic as is also often alleged—wrote the chapter on dialectical materialism for the Party breviary, the Short Course of  1938. Thus did Stalin’s regime attain the Orwellian acme of Communism as totalitarianism.

 

And a decade later it looked as though this total system might well triumph worldwide. In 1949—as if to celebrate the centennial of the Manifesto—Mao Zedong led a peasant army to plant the Red Flag in Beijing; and for twenty-five years he proceeded to emulate Stalin, indeed often surpassing him in radical delirium. At the same time, Stalin’s more subdued successor, Nikita Khrushchev, boasted that by 1980 Soviet Russia would overtake the United States economically. Indeed, so fearsome did the global Communist tide appear that as late as the 1970s the CIA was still telling Washington that the Soviet GNP was sixty percent of its own (twenty percent would be closer to the truth).

 

Then, in 1989, it abruptly became clear that the Specter was just that—a phantom and an illusion. By 1939 Stalin’s “command economy” had worked well enough to build a 1929 industrial plant; and against the background of the Great Depression this had appeared a major feat. This plant then proved sufficient to bring the country victoriously through the Second World War; and, with the addition of some higher technology, indeed to eventual nuclear parity with the United States in the Cold War. After the 1960s, however, the system turned out to be incapable of advancing from raw, extensive development to its sophisticated, intensive sequel. And by 1980 it was becoming clear, even to the Kremlin, that a regime  of Party, Plan, and Police cannot outproduce a society of private property, profit, and the market.

The whole point of Communism, however, had been to outdo and supersede “capitalism.” So Mikhail Gorbachev administered an elixir of perestroika and glasnost to rejuvenate the Soviet system without reneging on “the national choice made in October.” The potion proved lethal, however. For revealing even a modicum of truth about “really-existing socialism” (in Leonid Brezhnev’s formulation) only demonstrated that victory in the “international class struggle” had long since gone to the other side.

The Marxist mystique holding the system together was therefore discredited unto death; and the whole jerry-built structure collapsed almost overnight. For there were no longer any ideological class warriors to defend it. There remained only a Party nomenklatura content to settle for privatizing the rubble.




 IV: OBITUARY FOR A SPENT SPECTER 
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So why did Marx’s project for “human emancipation” lead in practice first to terror, and then to abject failure? The question is, indeed, a burning one because of the huge capital of hope Marx’s system had accumulated over a century and a half. For his theory offered the winning  modern answer to a longing for Utopia as old as Plato’s Republic. It proposed the perfect society—just, fraternal, rational (and now industrial)—and made its advent seem not utopian at all but scientifically inevitable, even imminent.

To accept its failure as definitive, therefore, would be, for many, to mock the human sufferings it sought to redeem. Accordingly, the project’s sad outcome has often been explained by de-coupling Marx from his proclaimed heirs: Lenin betrayed Marx, or Stalin betrayed both Marx and Lenin (into the bargain cutting short the Trotsky and/ or Bukharin “alternatives”). But this litany of bad luck runs on too long to pass as the credible cause of a failure so monumental. Hence the autopsy usually shades off into a broader thesis: backward, peasant Russia was “not yet ripe” for socialism. But is this not simply a variation on Marx’s own wishful thoughts after the “farcical” failure of 1848? The real explanation, therefore, must be that there has never been a society—anywhere, anytime—that was “ripe” for what the Manifesto proposed.

And indeed, a hundred and fifty years of empirical history ought to make clear that the Communist failure stems from the perverse logic of Marx’s project itself. For the two main axes of his theory—historical necessity and revolutionary worker consciousness—have never intersected in mundane reality. Not illogically, therefore, Marxism in practice produced the opposite of the results intended in theory, for only force could close the gap.

On the one hand (as a disabused Bernstein saw a century ago) the “logic” of industrial society does not lead  to Communism; it leads to a prosaic welfare-state—which is where the “orthodox” Kautsky wound up too. And this outcome can only be welcomed. But Marxism is hardly necessary to achieve it: Fabianism or a mere New Deal can do as much.

On the other hand (as the Soviet “experiment” revealed) “proletarian” revolution can be brought to society only by such professional bearers of revolutionary consciousness as hail “from the bourgeois intelligentsia.” And they can do this only by waging “class war” against their putative social base.

For there is no such thing in history as a proletarian revolution (or a bourgeois one, either: 1789 is far better summed up as broadly “democratic” than as narrowly “bourgeois”). In fact, both class revolutions are eschatological myths pointing the way to a “radiant future” beyond human alienation. Nor is there any such thing as “socialist society” waiting at the exit from “capitalism”; there is only a Soviet-type regime. And it is necessary to be Marxist to gamble other people’s sufferings on building such a surreally-existing Sovietism.

The result of this wager, however, is not “human emancipation”; it is bondage to an ideocratic party-state. Lenin, Stalin, and Mao Zedong did not betray Marx. Rather, their substitution of a Communist Party (however peasant its membership) for the philosophical proletariat of the Manifesto could alone bring Marx’s Specter crashing into really-existing history.

 

—MARTIN MALIA




MANIFESTO OF THE COMMUNIST PARTY




PREFACE TO THE GERMAN EDITION OF 1872 
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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 us, the undersigned, at the Congress held in London in November, 1847, to write 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. The 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 to-day 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 to-day. In view of the gigantic strides of modern industry since 1848, and of the accompanying improved and extended 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 ready-made 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, 1871, 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 (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; but this reprint was too unexpected to leave us time for that.

—KARL MARX. FREDERICK ENGELS

London, 24 June, 1872.




PREFACE TO THE RUSSIAN EDITION OF 1882 
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The first Russian edition of the Manifesto of the Communist Party, translated by Bakunin, was published early in the ’sixties by the printing office of the Kolokol. Then the West could see in it (the Russian edition of the Manifesto) only a literary curiosity. Such a view would be impossible to-day.

What a limited field the proletarian movement occupied at that time (December, 1847) is most clearly shown by the last section: the position of the Communists in relation to the various opposition parties in the various countries. Precisely Russia and the United States are missing here. It was the time when Russia constituted  the last great reserve of all European reaction, when the United States absorbed the surplus proletarian forces of Europe through immigration. Both countries provided Europe with raw materials and were at the same time markets for the sale of its industrial products. Both were therefore, in one way or another, pillars of the existing European system.

How very different to-day. Precisely European immigration fitted North America for a gigantic agricultural production, whose competition is shaking the very foundations of European landed property—large and small. At the same time it enabled the United States to exploit its tremendous industrial resources with an energy and on a scale that must shortly break the industrial monopoly of Western Europe, and especially of England, existing up to now. Both circumstances react in a revolutionary manner upon America itself. Step by step the small and middle land ownership of the farmers, the basis of the whole political constitution, is succumbing to the competition of giant farms; at the same time a mass industrial proletariat and a fabulous concentration of capital funds are developing for the first time in the industrial regions.

And now Russia! During the Revolution of 1848–49 not only the European princes, but the European bourgeois as well, found their only salvation from the proletariat just beginning to awaken in Russian intervention. The Tsar was proclaimed the chief of European reaction. To-day he is a prisoner of war of the revolution in Gatchina, and Russia forms the vanguard of revolutionary action in Europe.

The Communist Manifesto had as its object the proclamation of the inevitable impending dissolution of modern bourgeois property. But in Russia we find, face to face with the rapidly flowering capitalist swindle and bourgeois property, just beginning to develop, more than half the land owned in common by the peasants. Now the question is: can the Russian obshchina, though greatly undermined, yet a form of the primaeval common ownership of land, pass directly to the higher form of Communist common ownership? Or on the contrary, must it first pass through the same process of dissolution such as constitutes the historical evolution of the West?

The only answer to that possible to-day is this: If the Russian Revolution becomes the signal for a proletarian revolution in the West, so that both complement each other, the present Russian common ownership of land may serve as the starting point for a communist development.

—KARL MARX. FREDERICK ENGELS

London, 21 January, 1882.




PREFACE TO THE GERMAN EDITION OF 1883 
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The preface to the present edition I must, alas, sign alone. Marx, the man to whom the whole working class of Europe and America owes more than to any one  else—rests at Highgate cemetery and over his grave the first grass is already growing. Since his death, there can be even less thought of revising or supplementing the Manifesto. But I consider it all the more necessary again to state the following expressly:

The basic thought running through the Manifesto—that economic production and the structure of society of every historical epoch necessarily arising therefrom constitute the foundation for the political and intellectual history of that epoch; that consequently (ever since the dissolution of the primaeval communal ownership of land) all history has been a history of class struggles, of struggles between exploited and exploiting, between dominated and dominating classes at various stages of social evolution; that this struggle, however, has now reached a stage where the exploited and oppressed class (the proletariat) can no longer emancipate itself from the class which exploits and oppresses it (the bourgeoisie), without at the same time forever freeing the whole of society from exploitation, oppression and class struggles—this basic thought belongs solely and exclusively to Marx.1

I have already stated this many times; but precisely now is it necessary that it also stand in front of the Manifesto itself.

—FREDERICK ENGELS

London, 28 June, 1883.




PREFACE TO THE GERMAN EDITION OF 1890 
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Since the above was written, a new German edition of the Manifesto has again become necessary, and much has also happened to the Manifesto which should be recorded here.

A second Russian translation—by Vera Zasulich—appeared at Geneva in 1882; the preface to that edition was written by Marx and myself. Unfortunately, the original German manuscript has gone astray; I must therefore re-translate from the Russian which will in no way improve the text. It reads:

“The first Russian edition of the Manifesto of the Communist Party, in Bakunin’s translation, was published early in the ’sixties by the printing offices of the Kolokol. At that date a Russian edition of the Manifesto had for the West the significance, at most, of a literary curiosity. To-day such a view is no longer possible. How  limited the area of the spread of the proletarian movement was at the time the Manifesto was first published (January, 1848) is best shown by the last section, The Position of the Communists in Relation to the Various Opposition Parties. Russia and the United States above all are missing. It was the time when Russia constituted the last great reserve of European reaction and when emigration to the United States absorbed the surplus forces of the European proletariat. Both countries provided Europe with raw materials, and served at the same time as markets for the sale of its industrial products. Both appeared therefore, in one way or another, as pillars of the European social order.

“What a change has taken place since then! Precisely European emigration has made possible the gigantic growth of agriculture in North America, which through its competition is shaking the very foundations of great and small landed property in Europe. At the same time it enabled the United States to begin the exploitation of its abundant industrial resources, and with such energy and on such a scale that in a short time it must put an end to the industrial monopoly of Western Europe. These two circumstances react in turn upon America in a revolutionary sense. More and more the small and middle land ownership of the independent farmers, the basis of the whole political system of America, is succumbing to the competition of giant farms, while simultaneously a numerous proletariat is emerging for the first time in the industrial regions alongside a fabulous concentration of capital.

“Let us now turn to Russia. At the time of the Revolution of 1848–49, not only the European monarchs, but the European bourgeois as well, looked upon Russian intervention as the only salvation from the proletariat, then for the first time becoming aware of its own strength. The Tsar was acclaimed the leader of European reaction. To-day he sits in Gatchina, a prisoner of war of the revolution, and Russia forms the vanguard of the revolutionary movement in Europe.

“The object of the Communist Manifesto was to proclaim the inevitable impending downfall of present-day bourgeois property. But in Russia we find—side by side with the feverishly growing capitalist system and the bourgeois land ownership just beginning to take shape—more than half the land owned in common by the peasant.

“Now the question is: can the Russian peasant community, this form of primaeval common ownership of land, although already very much disintegrated, pass directly to a higher communist form of land ownership or must it first pass through the same process of dissolution represented in the historical evolution of the West?

“The only answer to this question possible to-day is the following. If the Russian Revolution becomes the signal for a workers’ revolution in the West, so that both complement each other, the present Russian common ownership of land may then serve as the starting point for a communist development.

“London, 21 January 1882.”

At about the same date, a new Polish version appeared in Geneva: Manifest Kommunistyczny.

Furthermore, a new Danish translation has appeared in the Socialdemokratisk Bibliothek, Copenhagen, 1885. Unfortunately it is not quite complete; certain essential passages, which seem to have presented difficulties to the translator, have been omitted and in addition there are signs of carelessness here and there, which are all the more unpleasantly conspicuous since the translation indicates that had the translator taken a little more pains he would have done an excellent piece of work.

A new French version appeared in 1886 in Le Socialiste of Paris; it is the best published to date.

From this latter a Spanish version was published the same year in El Socialista of Madrid, and then reissued in pamphlet form: Manifesto del Partido Communista por Carlos Marx y F. Engels, Madrid, Administracion de El Socialista, Hernan Cortes 8.

As a matter of curiosity I may mention that in 1887 the manuscript of an Armenian translation was offered to a publisher in Constantinople. But the good man did not have the courage to publish something bearing the name of Marx and suggested that the translator set down his own name as author, which the latter however declined.

After one and then another of the more or less inaccurate American translations had been repeatedly reprinted in England, an authentic version at last appeared in 1888. This was by my friend Samuel Moore and we went through it together once more before it was sent to press. It is entitled: Manifesto of the Communist Party, by Karl Marx and Frederick Engels. Authorised  English translation, edited and annotated by Frederick Engels, 1888, London, William Reeves, 185 Fleet Street, E.C. I have added some of the notes of that edition to the present one.

The Manifesto has had a history of its own. Greeted with enthusiasm, at the time of its appearance, by the not at all numerous vanguard of scientific socialism (as is proved by the translations mentioned in the first preface), it was soon forced into the background by the reaction that began with the defeat of the Paris workers in June, 1848, and was finally excommunicated “by law” in the conviction of the Cologne Communists in November, 1852. With the disappearance from the public scene of the workers’ movement that had begun with the February Revolution, the Manifesto too passed into the background.

When the European workers had again gathered sufficient strength for a new onslaught upon the power of the ruling classes, the International Working Men’s Association came into being. Its aim was to weld together into one huge army the whole militant working class of Europe and America. Therefore it could not set out from the principles laid down in the Manifesto. It was bound to have a programme which would not shut the door on the English trade unions, the French, Belgian, Italian, and Spanish Proudhonists and the German Lassalleans. This programme—the considerations underlying the Statutes of the International—was drawn up by Marx with a master hand acknowledged even by Bakunin and the anarchists. For the ultimate final triumph of the ideas  set forth in the Manifesto, Marx relied solely upon the intellectual development of the working class, as it necessarily had to ensue from united action and discussion. The events and vicissitudes in the struggle against capital, the defeats even more than the successes, could not but demonstrate to the fighters the inadequacy of their former universal panaceas and make their minds more receptive to a thorough understanding of the true conditions for working-class emancipation. And Marx was right. The working class of 1874, at the dissolution of the International, was altogether different from that of 1864, at its foundation. Proudhonism in the Latin countries and the specific Lassalleanism in Germany were dying out, and even the then arch-conservative English trade unions were gradually approaching the point where in 1887 the chairman of their Swansea Congress could say in their name: “Continental socialism has lost its terrors for us.” Yet by 1887 continental socialism was almost exclusively the theory heralded in the Manifesto. Thus, to a certain extent, the history of the Manifesto reflects the history of the modern working-class movement since 1848. At present it is doubtless the most widely circulated, the most international product of all socialist literature, the common programme of many millions of workers of all countries from Siberia to California.

Nevertheless, when it appeared we could not have called it a socialist manifesto. In 1847 two kinds of people were considered socialists. On one hand were the adherents of the various utopian systems, notably the Owenites in England and the Fourierists in France, both  of whom at that date had already dwindled to mere sects gradually dying out. On the other, the manifold types of social quacks who wanted to eliminate social abuses through their various universal panaceas and all kinds of patch-work, without hurting capital and profit in the least. In both cases, people who stood outside the labour movement and who looked for support rather to the “educated” classes. The section of the working class, however, which demanded a radical reconstruction of society, convinced that mere political revolutions were not enough, then called itself Communist. It was still a rough-hewn, only instinctive and frequently somewhat crude communism. Yet it was powerful enough to bring into being two systems of utopian communism—in France the “Icarian” communism of Cabet, and in Germany that of Weitling. Socialism in 1847 signified a bourgeois movement, communism a working-class movement. Socialism was, on the Continent at least, quite respectable, whereas communism was the very opposite. And since we were very decidedly of the opinion as early as then that “the emancipation of the workers must be the task of the working class itself,” we could have no hesitation as to which of the two names we should choose. Nor has it ever occurred to us to repudiate it.

“Working men of all countries, unite!” But few voices responded when we proclaimed these words to the world forty-two years ago, on the eve of the first Paris Revolution in which the proletariat came out with the demands of its own. On 28 September 1864, however,  the proletarians of most of the Western European countries joined hands in the International Working Men’s Association of glorious memory. True, the International itself lived only nine years. But that the eternal union of the proletarians of all countries created by it is still alive and lives stronger than ever, there is no better witness than this day. Because to-day, as I write these lines, the European and American proletariat is reviewing its fighting forces, mobilised for the first time, mobilised as one army, under one flag, for one immediate aim: the standard eight-hour working day to be established by legal enactment, as proclaimed by the Geneva Congress of the International in 1866, and again by the Paris Workers’ Congress in 1889. And to-day’s spectacle will open the eyes of the capitalists and landlords of all countries to the fact that to-day the proletarians of all countries are united indeed.

If only Marx were still by my side to see this with his own eyes!

—FREDERICK ENGELS

 

London, 1 May, 1890.




PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION OF 1888 
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The Manifesto was published as the platform of the Communist League, a working-men’s association, first exclusively German, later on international, and, under the political conditions of the Continent before 1848, unavoidably a secret society. At a Congress of the League, held in November, 1847, Marx and Engels were commissioned to prepare for publication a complete theoretical and practical party programme. Drawn up in German, in January, 1848, the manuscript was sent to the printer in London a few weeks before the French revolution of 24 February. A French translation was brought out in Paris shortly before the insurrection of June, 1848. The first English translation, by Miss Helen Macfarlane, appeared in George Julian Harney’s Red Republican, London, 1850. A Danish and a Polish edition had also been published.

The defeat of the Parisian insurrection of June, 1848—the first great battle between proletariat and bourgeoisie—drove again into the background, for a time, the social and political aspirations of the European working class. Thenceforth, the struggle for supremacy was again, as it had been before the Revolution of February, solely between different sections of the propertied class; the working class was reduced to a fight for  political elbow-room, and to the position of extreme wing of the middle-class Radicals. Wherever independent proletarian movements continued to show signs of life, they were ruthlessly hunted down. Thus the Prussian police hunted out the Central Board of the Communist League then located in Cologne. The members were arrested, and, after eighteen months’ imprisonment, they were tried in October, 1852. This celebrated “Cologne Communist Trial” lasted from 4 October till 12 November; seven of the prisoners were sentenced to terms of imprisonment in a fortress, varying from three to six years. Immediately after the sentence the League was formally dissolved by the remaining members. As to the Manifesto, it seemed thenceforth to be doomed to oblivion.

When the European working class had recovered sufficient strength for another attack on the ruling classes, the International Working Men’s Association sprang up. But this association, formed with the express aim of welding into one body the whole militant proletariat of Europe and America, could not at once proclaim the principles laid down in the Manifesto. The International was bound to have a programme broad enough to be acceptable to the English trade unions, to the followers of Proudhon in France, Belgium, Italy, and Spain, and to the Lassalleans2 in Germany. Marx, who

  drew up this programme to the satisfaction of all parties, entirely trusted to the intellectual development of the working class, which was sure to result from combined action and mutual discussion. The very events and vicissitudes of the struggle against capital, the defeats even more than the victories, could not help bringing home to men’s minds the insufficiency of their various favourite nostrums, and preparing the way for a more complete insight into the true conditions of working-class emancipation. And Marx was right. The International, on its breaking up in 1874, left the workers quite different men from what it had found them in 1864. Proudhonism in France, Lassalleanism in Germany were dying out, and even the conservative English trade unions, though most of them had long since severed their connection with the International, were gradually advancing towards that point at which, last year at Swansea, their president could say in their name: “Continental socialism has lost its terrors for us.” In fact, the principles of the Manifesto had made considerable headway among the working men of all countries.

The Manifesto itself thus came to the front again. Since 1850 the German text had been reprinted several times in Switzerland, England, and America. In 1872 it was translated into English in New York, where the translation was published in Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly. From this English version a French one was made in Le Socialiste of New York. Since then at least two more English translations, more or less mutilated, have been brought out in America, and one of them has  been reprinted in England. The first Russian translation, made by Bakunin, was published at Herzen’s Kolokol office in Geneva, about 1863; a second one, by the heroic Vera Zasulich, also in Geneva, in 1882. A new Danish edition is to be found in Socialdemokratisk Bibliothek, Copenhagen, 1885; a fresh French translation in Le Socialiste, Paris, 1886. From this latter, a Spanish version was prepared and published in Madrid, in 1886. The German reprints are not to be counted; there have been twelve altogether at the least. An Armenian translation, which was to be published in Constantinople some months ago, did not see the light, I am told, because the publisher was afraid of bringing out a book with the name of Marx on it, while the translator declined to call it his own production. Of further translations into other languages I have heard but have not seen. Thus the history of the Manifesto reflects, to great extent, the history of the modern working-class movement; at present it is undoubtedly the most wide spread, the most international production of all socialist literature, the common platform acknowledged by millions of working men from Siberia to California.

Yet, when it was written, we could not have called it a socialist manifesto. By Socialists, in 1847, were understood, on the one hand the adherents of the various Utopian systems: Owenites in England, Fourierists in France, both of them already reduced to the position of mere sects, and gradually dying out; on the other hand, the most multifarious social quacks, who by all manner of tinkering, professed to redress, without any danger  to capital and profit, all sorts of social grievances, in both cases men outside the working-class movement, and looking rather to the “educated” classes for support. Whatever portion of the working class had become convinced of the insufficiency of mere political revolutions, and had proclaimed the necessity of a total social change, called itself Communist. It was a crude, rough-hewn, purely instinctive sort of communism; still it touched the cardinal point and was powerful enough amongst the working class to produce the Utopian communism of Cabet in France, and of Weitling in Germany. Thus, in 1847, socialism was a middle-class movement, communism a working-class movement. Socialism was, on the Continent at least, “respectable”; communism was the very opposite. And as our notion, from the very beginning, was that “the emancipation of the working class must be the act of the working class itself,” there could be no doubt as to which of the two names we must take. Moreover, we have, ever since, been far from repudiating it.

The Manifesto being our joint production, I consider myself bound to state that the fundamental proposition which forms its nucleus belongs to Marx. That proposition is: That in every historical epoch, the prevailing mode of economic production and exchange, and the social organisation necessarily following from it, form the basis upon which is built up, and from which alone can be explained the political and intellectual history of that epoch; that consequently the whole history of mankind (since the dissolution of primitive tribal society,  holding land in common ownership) has been a history of class struggles, contests between exploiting and exploited, ruling and oppressed classes; that the history of these class struggles forms a series of evolutions in which, nowadays, a stage has been reached where the exploited and oppressed class—the proletariat—cannot attain its emancipation from the sway of the exploiting and ruling class—the bourgeoisie—without, at the same time, and once and for all emancipating society at large from all exploitation, oppression, class distinction and class struggles.

This proposition, which, in my opinion, is destined to do for history what Darwin’s theory has done for biology, we, both of us, had been gradually approaching for some years before 1845. How far I had independently progressed towards it, is best shown by my Conditions of the Working Class in England. But when I again met Marx at Brussels, in spring, 1845, he had it already worked out, and put it before me, in terms almost as clear as those in which I have stated it here.

From our joint preface to the German edition of 1872, I quote the following:

“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 to-day 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 to-day. In view of the gigantic strides of modern industry since 1848, and of the accompanying improved and extended 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 ready-made 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, 1871, 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 (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.”

The present translation is by Mr. Samuel Moore, the translator of the greater portion of Marx’s Capital. We  have revised it in common, and I have added a few notes explanatory of historical allusions.

—FREDERICK ENGELS

 

London, 30 January, 1888.
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