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THE COMMUNIST MANIFESTO 
AN INTRODUCTION 

Eric Hobsbawm 

I n the spring of 1847 Karl Marx ‘and Frederick Engels 
agreed to join the so-called League of the Just [Bund der 

Gerechten], an offshoot of the earlier League of the Outlaws [Bund 

der Geachteten], a revolutionary secret society formed in Paris in the 
1830s under French Revolutionary influence by German journey- 

men-mostly tailors and woodworkers-and still mainly composed of 

such expatriate artisan radicals. The League, convinced by their 

‘critical communism’, offered to publish a Manifesto drafted by 

Marx and Engels as its policy document, and also to modernize its 

organization along their lines. Indeed, it was so reorganized in the 

summer of 1847, renamed League of the Communists [Bund der 

Kommunisten], and committed to the object of ‘the overthrow of the 

bourgeoisie, the rule of the proletariat, the ending of the old society 

which rests on class contradiction [Klassengegensatzen] and the 

establishment of a new society without classes or private property’. 

A second congress of the League, also held in London in November- 

December 1847, formally accepted the objects and new statutes, and 

invited Marx and Engels to draft the new Manifesto expounding the 

League’s aims and policies. 

Although both Marx and Engels prepared drafts, and the document 

clearly represents the joint views of both, the final text was almost 

certainly written by Marx-after a stiff reminder by the Executive, for 

Marx, then as later, found it hard to complete his texts except under 

the pressure of a firm deadline. The virtual absence of early drafts 

might suggest that it was written rapidly.’ The resulting document 

of twenty three pages, entitled Manifesto of the Communist Party 

(more generally known since 1872 as The Communist Manifesto), 

was ‘published in February 1848’, printed in the office of the 

Workers’ Educational Association (better known as the 

Communistischer Arbeiterbildungsverein, which survived until 

1914), at 46 Liverpool Street in the City of London. 

In 1998 we commemorate the 150th anniversary of the publication 

of this small pamphlet, which is almost certainly by far the most 

influential single piece of political writing since the French Revo- 

lutionary Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen. By good 

luck it hit the streets only a week or two before the outbreak of the 

revolutions of 1848, which spread like a forest fire from Paris across 

the continent of Europe. Although its horizon was firmly interna- 

tional-the first edition hopefully, but wrongly, announced the im- 

pending publication of the Manifesto in English, French, Italian, 

Flemish and Danish-its initial impact was exclusively German. 

Small though the Communist League was, it played a not insignifi- 
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cant part in the German Revolution, not least through the newspaper 

Neue Rheinische Zeitung (1848-49), which Karl Marx edited. The 

first edition of the Manifesto was reprinted three times in a few 

months, serialized in the Deutsche Londoner Zeitung, corrected and 

reset in thirty pages in April] or May 1848, but dropped out of sight 

with the failure of the 1848 revolutions. By the time Marx settled 

down to his lifelong exile in England in 1849, the Manifesto had 

become sufficiently scarce for him to think it worth reprinting 

Section 111 (‘Socialistische and kommunistische Literatur’) in the 

last issue of his London magazine Neue Rheinische Zeitung, politisch- 

okonomische Revue (November 1850), which had hardly any read- 

ers, 

Nobody would have predicted a remarkable future for the Manifesto 

in the 1850s and early 1860s. A small new edition was privately 

issued in London by a German emigre printer, probably in 1864, and 

another small edition in Berlin in 1866-the first ever actually 

published in Germany. Between 1848 and 1868 there seem to have 

been no translations apart from a Swedish version, probably pub- 

lished at the end of 1848, and an English one in 1850, significant in 

the bibliographical history of the Manifesto only because the 

translator seems to have consulted Marx-or (since she lived Lanca- 

shire) more probably Engels. Both versions sank without trace. By 

the mid-1860s virtually nothing that Marx had written in the past 

was any longer in print. 

Marx’s prominence in the International Working Men’s Associa- 

tion (the so-called ‘First International’, 1864-72) and the emer- 

gence, in Germany, of two important working-class parties, both 

founded by former members of the Communist League who held 

him in high esteem, Ied to a revival of interest in the Manifesto, as 

in his other writings. In particular, his eloquent defence of the Paris 

Commune of 1871 (commonly as The Civil War in France) gave 

him considerable notoriety in the press as a dangerous leader of 

international subversion, feared by governments. More specifi- 

cally, the treason trial of the German Social-Democratic leaders, 

Wilhelm Liebknecht, August Bebel and Adolf Hepner in March 

1872 gave the document unexpected publicity. The prosecution 

read the text of the Manifesto into the court record, and thus gave the 

Social-Democrats their first chance of publishing it legally, and in 

a large print run, as part of the court proceedings. As it was clear that 

a document published before the 1848 Revolution might need some 

updating and explanatory commentary, Marx and Engels produced 

the first of the series of prefaces which have since usually accom- 
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panied new editions of the Manifesto.’ For legal reasons the preface 

could not be widely distributed at the time, but in fact the 1872 

edition (based on the 1866 edition) became the foundation of all 

subsequent editions, Meanwhile, between 1871 and 1873, at least 

nine editions of the Manifesto appeared in six languages. 

Over the next forty years the Manifesto conquered the world, carried 

forward by the rise of the new (socialist) labour parties, in which the 

Marxist influence rapidly increased in the 1880s. None of these 

chose to be known as a Communist Party until the Russian Bolshe- 

viks returned to the original title after the October Revolution, but 

the title Manifesto of the Communist Party remained unchanged. 

Even before the Russian Revolution of 1917 it had been issued in 

several hundred editions in some thirty languages, including three 

editions in Japanese and one in Chinese. Nevertheless, its main 

region of influence was the central belt of Europe, stretching from 

France in the West to Russia in the East. Not surprisingly, the largest 

number of editions were in the Russian language (70) plus 35 more 

in the languages of the Tsarist empire-11 in Polish, 7 in Yiddish, 6 

in Finnish, 5 in Ukrainian, 4 in Georgian, 2 in Armenian. There were 

55 editions in German plus, for the Habsburg Empire, another 9 in 

Hungarian and 8 in Czech (but only *in Croat and one each in Slovak 

and Slovene), 34 in English (covering the USA also, where the first 

translation appeared in 1871), 26 11) French and J J inItalian-the first 

not until 1889.3 Its impact in southwestern Europe was small-6 

editions in Spanish (including the Latin American ones): one in 

Portuguese. So was its impact in southeastern Europe (7 editions in 

Bulgarian, 4 in Serb, 4 in Romanian, and a single edition in Ladino. 

presumably published in Salonica). Northern Europe was moder- 

ately well represented, with 6 editions in Danish, 5 in Swedish and 

2 in Norwegian." 

This uneven geographical distribution did not only reflect the 

uneven development of the socialist movement, and of Marx’s own 

influence, as distinct from other revolutionary ideologies such as 

anarchism. It should also remind us that there was no strong 

correlation between the size and power of social-democratic and 

Jabour parties and the circulation of the Manifesto. Thus until 1905 

the German Social-Democratic Party (SPD), with its hundreds of 

thousands of members and millions of voters, published new 

editions of the Manifesto in print runs of not more than 2,00-3,000 

copies. The party’s Erfurt Programme of 1891 was published in 

120,000 copies, while it appears to have published not many more 

than 16,000 copies of the Manifesto in the eleven years 1895 to 

1905, the year in which the circulation of its theoretical journal, Die 

Neue Zeit, was 6,400.° The average member of a mass Marxist 

social-democratic party was not expected to pass examinations in 

theory. Conversely, the 70 pre-Revolutionary Russian editions 

represented a combination of organizations, illegal for most of the 

time, whose total membership cannot have exceeded a few thou- 

sand. Similarly, the 34 English editions were published by and for 

the scattering of Marxist sects in the Anglo-Saxon world, operating 

on the left flank of such labour and socialist parties as existed. This 

was the milieu in which ‘the clearness of a comrade could be gauged 

invariably from the number of earmarks on his Manifesto’ .* In short, 

the readers of the Manifesto, though they were part of the new and 

rising socialist labour parties and movements, were almost certainly 
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not a representative sample of their membership. They were men 

and women with a special interest in the theory that underlay such 

movements. This is probably still the case. 

This situation changed after the October Revolution-at all events, n 

the Communist Parties. Unlike the mass parties of the Second 

International (1889-1914), those of the Third (1919-43) expected 

all their members to understand - or at least to show some knowledge 

of-Marxist theory. The dichotomy between effective political lead- 

ers, uninterested in writing books, and the ‘theorists’ like Kar] 

Kautsky-known and respected as such, but not as practical political 

decision-makers-faded away. Following Lenin, all leaders were 

now supposed to be important theorists, since all political decisions 

were justified on grounds of Marxist analysis-or, more probably, by 

reference to the textual authority of ‘the classics’: Marx, Engels, 

Lenin and, in due course, Stalin. The publication and popular 

distribution of Marx’s and Engels’s texts therefore became far more 

central to the movement than they had been in the days of the Second 

International. They ranged from series of the shorter writings, 

probably pioneered by the German Elementarbucher des 

Kommunismus during the Weimar Republic, and suitably selected 

compendia of readings, such as the invaluable Selected Corre- 

spondence of Marx and Engels, to Selected Works of Marx and 

Engels m two-later three-volumes, and the preparation of their 

Collected Works [Gesamtausgabe]; all backed by the-for these 

purposes-unlimited resources of the Soviet Communist Party, and 

often printed in the Soviet Union in a variety of foreign languages. 

The Communist Manifesto benefited from this new situation in there 

ways. Its circulation undoubtedly grew. The cheap edition pub- 

lished in 1932 by the official publishing houses of the American and 

British Communist Parties in ‘hundreds of thousands’ of copies has 

been described as ‘probably the largest mass edition ever issued in 

English’ .’ Its title was no longer a historical survival, but now linked 

it directly to current politics. Since a major state now claimed to 

represent Marxist ideology, the Manifesto’s standing as a text in 

political science was reinforced, and it accordingly entered the 

teaching programme of universities, destined to expand rapidly 

after the Second World War, where the marxism of intellectual 

readers was to find its most enthusiastic public in the 1960s and 

1970s. 

The USSR emerged from the Second World War as one two 

superpowers, heading a vast region of Communist states and de- 

pendencies. Western Communist Parties (with the notable excep- 

tion of the German Party) emerged from it stronger than they had 

ever been or were likely to be. Although the Cold War had begum, 

in the year of its centenary the Manifesto was no longer published 

simply by communist or other Marxist editors, but in lange editions 

by non-political publishers with introductions by prominent aca- 

demics. In short, it was no longer only a classic Marxist document- 

it had become a political classic tout court. 

It remains one, even after the end of Soviet communism and the 

decline of Marxist parties and movements in many parts of the 

world. In states without censorship, almost certainly anyone within 

reach of a good book shop, and certainly within reach of a good 
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library, can have access to it. The object of anew edition on its 150th 

anniversary is therefore not so much to make the text of this 

astonishing masterpiece available, and still less to revisit a century 

of doctrinal debates about the ‘correct’ interpretation of this funda- 

mental document of Marxism. It is to remind ourselves that the 

Manifesto still has plenty to say to the world on the eve of the 

twenty-first century. 

11 
What does it have to say ? 

It is, of course, a document written for a particular moment in 

history. Some of it became obsolete almost immediately-for in- 

stance, the tactics recommended for Communists in Germany, 

which were not those in fact applied by them during the 1848 

Revolution and its after-math. More of it became obsolete as the 

time separating the readers from the date of writing lengthened. 

Guizot and Metternich have long retired from leading governments 

into history books; the Tsar (though not the pope) no longer exists. 

As for the discussion of ‘Socialist and Communist Literature’, Marx 

and Engels themselves admitted in 1872 that even then it was out of 

date. 

More to the point: with the lapse of time, the language of the 

Manifesto was no longer that of its readers. For example, much has 

been made of the phrase that the advance of bourgeois society had 

rescued ‘a considerable part of the population from the idiocy of 

rural life’. But while there is no doubt that Marx at this time shared 

the usual townsman’s contempt for-as well as ignorance of-the 

peasant milieu, the actual and analytically more interesting German 

phrase (‘dem Idiotismus des Landlebens entrissen’) referred not to 

‘stupidity’ but to ‘the narrow horizons’, or ‘the isolation from the 

wider society’, in which people in the countryside lived. It echoed 

the original meaning of the Greek term ‘idiotes’, from which the 

current meaning of ‘idiot’ or ‘idiocy’ is derived: ‘a person con- 

cerned only with his own private affairs and not with those of the 

wider community’. In the course of the decades since the 1840s-and 

in movements whose members, unlike Marx, were not classically 

educated-the original sense and evaporated, and was misread. 

This is even more evident in the Manifesto’s political vocabulary. 

Terms such as ‘Stand’ (‘estate’), ‘Demokratie’ (‘democracy’) or 

‘Nation/national’ either have little application to late-twentieth- 

century politics, or no longer retain the meaning they had in the 

political or philosophical discourse of the 1840s. To take an obvious 

example: the ‘Communist Party’ whose Manifesto our text claimed 

to be had nothing to do with the parties of modern democratic 

politics, or the ‘vanguard parties’ of Leninist Communism, let alone 

the state parties of the Soviet and Chinese type. None of these as yet 

existed. ‘Party’ still meant essentially a tendency or current of 

opinion or policy, although Marx and Engels recognized that once 

this found expression in class movements, it developed some kind 

of organization (‘diese Organization der Proletarier zur Klasse, und 

damit zur politischen Partei’). Hence the distinction in Section IV 

between the ‘existing working-class parties... the Chartists in Eng- 

land and the agrarian reformers in America’ and the others, not yet 

so constituted.* As the text made clear, at this stage Marx’s and 
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Engels’s Communist Party was no kind of organization, nor did it 

attempt to establish one-let alone an organization with a specific 

programme distinct from that of other organizations.” Incidentally, 

nowhere is the actual body on whose behalf the Manifesto was 

written, the Communist League, mentioned in it. 

Moreover, it is clear not only that the Manifesto was written in and 

for a particular historical situation, but also that it represented one 

phase-a relatively immature phase-in the development of Marxian 

thought. This is most evident in its economic aspects. Although 

Marx had begun to study political economy seriously from 1843 

onwards, he did not set out to develop the economic analysis 

expounded in Capita! until he arrived in his English exile after the 

1848 Revolution, and acquired access to the treasures of (he British 

Museum Library in the summer of 1850. Thus the distinction 

between the proletarian’s sale of his /abour to the capitalist and the 

sale of his labour-power, which is essential to the Marxian theory 

of surplus-value and exploitation, had clearly not yet been made in 

the Manifesto. Nor did the mature Marx hold the view that the price 

of the commodity ‘labour’ was its cost of production-that is, the cost 

of the physiological minimum of keeping the worker alive. In short. 

Marx wrote the Manifesto less as a Marxian economist than as a 

communist Ricardian. 

And yet, though Marx and Engels reminded readers that the Mani- 

festo was a historical document, out of date in many respects, they 

promoted and assisted the publication of the 1848 text, with rela- 

tively minor amendments and clarifications.'° They recognized that 

it remained a major statement of the analysis which distinguished 

their communism from all other projects for the creation of a better 

society. In essence this analysis was historical. Its core was the 

demonstration of the historical development of societies, and spe- 

cifically of bourgeois society, which replaced its predecessors, 

revolutionized the world, and in turn necessarily created the condi- 

tions for its inevitable supersession. Unlike Marxian economics, the 

‘materialist conception of history’ which underlay this analysis had 

already found its mature formulation in the mid-1840s, and re- 

mained substantially unchanged in later years.'' In this respect the 

Manifesto was already a defining document of Marxism. It embod- 

ied the historical vision, though its general outline remained to be 

filled in by fuller analysis. 
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How will the Manifesto strike the reader who comes to it for the first 

time in 1998? The new reader can hardly fail to be swept away by 

the passionate conviction, the concentrated brevity, the intelectual 

and stylistic force, of this astonishing pamphlet. It is written, as 

though in a single creative burst, in lapidary sentences almost 

naturally transforming themselves into the memorable aphorisms 

which become known far beyond the world of political debate: from 

the opening ‘A spectre is haunting Europe-the spectre of Commu- 

nism’ to the final ‘The proletarians have nothing to lose but their 

chains. They have a world to win.’!? Equally uncommon in nine- 

teenth-century German writing: it is written in short, apodictic 

paragraphs, mainly of one to five lines-in only five cases, out of 

more than two hundred, of fifteen or more lines. Whatever else it is, 
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The Communist Manifesto as political rhetoric has an almost bibli- 

cal force. In short, it is impossible to deny its compelling power as 

literature."? 

However, what will undoubtedly also strike the contemporary 

reader is the Manifesto’s remarkable diagnosis of the revolutionary 

character and impact of ‘bourgeois society’. The point is not simply 

that Marx recognized and proclaimed the extraordinary achieve- 

ments and dynamism of a society he detested-to the surprise of more 

than one later defender of capitalism against the red menace. It is that 

the world transformed by capitalism which he described in 1848, in 

passages of dark, laconic eloquence, is recognizably the world in 

which we live 150 years later. Curiously, the politically quite 

unrealistic optimism of two revolutionaries, twenty-eight and thirty 

years of age, has proved to be the Manifesto’s most lasting strength. 

For though the ‘spectre of Communism’ did indeed haunt politi- 

cians, and though Europe was living through a major period of 

economic and social crisis, and was about to erupt in the greatest 

continent-wide revolution of its history, there were plainly no 

adequate grounds for the Manifesto’s belief that the moment for the 

overthrow of capitalism was approaching (‘the bourgeois revolu- 

uonin Germany will be but the prelude to an immediately following 

proletarian revolution’). On the contrary. As we know, capitalism 

was poised for its first era of triumphant global advance. 

Two things give the Manifesto its force. The first is its vision, even 

at the outset of the triumphal march of capitalism, that this mode of 

production was not permanent, stable, ‘the end of history’, but a 

temporary phase in the history of humanity-one due, like its pred- 

ecessors, to be superseded by another kind of society (unless-the 

Manifesto’s phrase has not been much noted-it founders ‘in the 

common ruin of the contending clases’). The second is its recogni- 

tion of the necessary long-term historical tendencies of capitalist 

development. The revolutionary potential of the capitalist economy 

was already evident-Marx and Engels did not claim to the only ones 

to recognize it. Since the French Revolution some of the tendencies 

they observed were plainly having substantial effect-for instance, 

the decline of ‘independent, or but loosely connected provinces, 

with separate interests, laws, governments and systems of taxation’ 

before nation-states ‘with one government, one code of laws, one 

national class interest, one frontier and one customs tariff’. Never- 

theless, by the late 1840s what ‘the bourgeoisie’ had achieved was 

a great deal more modest than the miracles ascribed to it in the 

Manifesto. After all, in 1850 the world produced no more than 
“1,000 tons of steel (almost 70 per cent of that in Britain) and had 

built less than 24,000 miles of railroads (two-thirds of these in 

Britain and the USA). Historians have had no difficulty in showing 

that even in Britain the Industrial Revolution (a term specifically 

used by Engels from 1844 on)'*had hardly created an industrial-or 

even a predominantly urban-country before the 1850s. Marx and 

Engels did not describe the world as it had already been transformed 

>y capitalism in 1848; they predicted how it was logically destined 

:o be transformed by it. 

We now live in a world in which this transformation has largely 

taken place, even though readers of the Manifesto in the third 

millennium of the Western calendar will no doubt observe that ithas 
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advanced even further since 1998. In some ways we can even see the 

force of the Manifesto’s predictions more clearly than the genera- 

tions between us and its publication. For until the revolution in 

transport and communications since the Second World War, there 

were limits to the globalization of production, to ‘giv[ing] acosmo- 

politan character to production and consumption in every country’. 

Until the 1970s industrialization remained overwhelmingly con- 

fined to its regions of origin. Some schools of Marxists could even 

argue that capitalism, at least in its imperialist form, far from 

‘compel|[ling] all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bour- 

geois mode of production’, was by its nature perpetuating-or even 

creating- ‘underdevelopment’ in the so-called Third World. While 

one-third of the human race lived in economies of the Soviet 

Communist type, it seemed as though capitalism would never 

succeed in compelling all nations ‘to become bourgeois them- 

selves’. It would not ‘create a world after its own image’. Again, 

before the 1960s the Manifesto’s announcement that capitalism 

brought about the destruction of the family seemed not to have been 

verified, even in the advanced Western countries where today 

something like half of all children are born to or brought up by single 

mothers, and half of all households in big cities consist of single 

persons. 

In short, what might in 1848 have struck an uncommitted reader as 

revolutionary rhetoric-or, at best, as plausible prediction-can now 

be read as a concise characterization of capitalism at the end of the 

twentieth century. Of what other document of the 1840s can this be 

said? 

IV 

However, if at the end of the millennium we must be struck by the 

acuteness of the Manifesto’s vision of the then remote future of a 

massively globalized capitalism, the failure of another of its fore- 

casts is equally striking. It is now evident that the bourgeoisie has 

not produced ‘above all... its own grave-diggers’ in the proletariat. 

‘Its fall and the victory of the proletariat’ have not proved ‘equally 

inevitable’. The contrast between the two halves of the Manifesto’s 

analysis in its section on ‘Bourgeois and Proletarians’ calls for more 

explanation after 150 years than it did at the time of its centenary. 

The problem lies not in Marx’s and Engels’s vision of a capitalism 

which necessarily transformed most of the people earning their 

living in this economy into men and women who depend for their 

livelihood on hiring themselves out for wages or salaries. It has 

undoubtedly tended to do so, though today the incomes of some who 

are technically employees hired for a salary, such as corporation 

executives, can hardly count as proletarian. Nor does it lie essen- 

tially in their belief that most of this working population would 

consist of a workforce of industrial labour. While Great Britain 

remained quite exceptional as a country in which wage-paid manual 

workers formed the absolute majority of the population, the devel- 

opment of industrial production required massive and growing 
inputs of manual labour for well over a century after the Manifesto. 
Unquestionably this is no longer the case in modern capital-inten- 

sive high-tech production, a development not considered in the 

Manifesto, though in fact in his more manure economic studies 
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Marx himself envisaged the possible development of an increas- 

ingly labourless economy, at least in a post-capitalist era.'° Even in 

the old industrial economies of capitalism, the percentage of people 

employed in manufacturing industry remained stable until the 

1970s, except for the USA, where the decline set in a little earlier. 

Indeed, with very few exceptions-such as Britain, Belgium and the 

USA-in 1970 industrial workers probably formed a larger propor- 

tion of the total occupied population in the industrial and industri- 

alizing world than ever before. 

Inany case, the overthrow of capitalism envisaged by the Manifesto 

relied not on the prior transformation of the majority of the occupied 

population into proletarians but on the assumption that the situation 

of the proletariat in the capitalist economy was such that, once 

organized as a necessarily political class movement, itcould take the 

16340 in, and rally round itself, the discontent of other classes,and thus 

acquire political power as ‘the independent movement of the im- 

mense majority, in the interest of the immense majority’. Thus the 

proletariat would ‘rise to be the leading class of the nation.. consti- 

tute itself as the nation’ , " 

Since capitalism has not been overthrown, we are apt to dismiss this 

prediction. Yet-utterly improbable though it looked in 1848-the 

politics of most European capitalist countries were to be trans- 

formed by the rise of organized political movements basing them- 

selves on the class-conscious working class, which had barely made 

its appearance outside Great Britain. Labour and socialist parties 

emerged in most parts of the ‘developed’ world in the 1880s, 

becoming mass parties in states with the democratic franchise which 

they did so much to bring about. During and after World War, I, as 

one branch of ‘proletarian parties’ followed the revolutionary road 

of the Bolsheviks, another branch became the sustaining pillars of 

a democratized capitalism. The Bolshevik branch is no longer of 

much significance in Europe, or parties of this kind have assimilated 

to social-democracy. Social-Democracy, as understood in the days 

of Bebel or even Clement Attlee, is fighting a rearguard action in 

the 1990s. As this is being written (late 1997), however, the 

descendants of the social-democratic parties of the Second Interna- 

tional, sometimes under their original names, are the parties of 

government in all except two European states (Spain and Germany), 

in both of which they have provided the government in the past, and 

are likely to do so again. 

In short, what is wrong is not the Manifesto’s prediction of the 

central role of the political movements based on the working class 

(and still sometimes specifically bearing the class name, as in the 

British, Dutch, Norwegian and Australasian Labour Parties). It is 

the proposition: ‘Of all the class that stand face to face with the 

bourgeoisie today, the proletariat alone is a really revolutionary 

class’. whose inevitable destiny, implicit in the nature and develop- 

ment of capitalism, is to overthrow the bourgeoisie: ‘Its fall and the 

victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable’. 

Even in the notoriously ‘hungry forties’, the mechanism which was 

to ensure this-the inevitable pauperization” of the labourers-was not 

totally convincing; unless on the assumption, implausible even 

then, that capitalism was in its 11114] crisis and about to be immedi- 
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ately over-thrown. It was a double mechanism. In addition to the 

effect of pauperization on the workers’ movement, itproved that the 

bourgeoisie was ‘unfit to rule because it is incompetent to assure an 

existence to its slave within his slavery, because it cannot help 

letting him sink into such a state that it has to feed him, instead of 

being fed by him’. Far from providing the profit which fuelled the 

engine of capitalism, labour now drained it away. But-given the 

enormous economic potential of capitalism so dramatically ex- 

pounded in the Manifesto itself-why was it inevitable that capital- 

ism could not provide a livelihood, however miserable, for most of 

its working class or, alternatively, that it could not afford a welfare 

system? That ‘pauperism [in the strict sense; see Note 17] develops 

even more rapidly than population and wealth’ ?!* If capitalism has 

along life before it-as became obvious very soon after |848-this did 

not have to happen, and indeed it did not. 

The Manitesto’s vision of the historic development of ‘bourgeois 

society’, including the working class which it generated, did not 

necessarily lead to the conclusion that the proletariat would over- 

throw capitalism and, in so doing, open the way to the development 

of communism, because vision and conclusion did not derive from 

the same analysis. The aim of communism. adopted before Marx 

became ‘marxist’, was derived not from the analysis of the nature 

and development of capitalism but from a philosophical-indeed, an 

eschatological-argument about human nature and destiny. The idea- 

fundamental for Marx from then on-that the proletariat was a class 

which could not liberate itself with-out thereby liberating society as 

a whole first appears as ‘a philosophical deduction rather than a 

product of observation’.’” As George Lichtheim put it: ‘the prole- 

tariat makes its first appearance in Marx’ writings as the social force 

needed to realise the aim of German philosophy’ as Marx saw in 

1843-440 

The ‘positive possibility of German emancipation’, wrote Marx in 

the Introduction to a Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of law, lay: 

in the formation of a class with radical chains.. a class which 

is the dissolution of all classes, a sphere of society which has 

a universal character because its sufferings are universal,and 

which claims no particular right because the wrong commit- 

ted against it is not a particular wrong, but wrong as such... 

This dissolution of society as a particular class is the prole- 

tariat.. The emancipation of the German is the emancipation 

of the human being. Philosophy is the head of this emancipa- 

tion and the proletariat is its heart. Philosophy cannot realise 

itself without abolishing the proletariat, and the proletariat 

cannot be abolished without philosophy being made a real- 

ity?! 

At this time Marx knew little more about the proletariat than that ‘it 

is coming into being in Germany only as a result of the rising 

industrial development, and this was precisely its potential as a 

liberating force, since, unlike the poor masses of traditional society, 

it was the child of ‘a drastic dissolution of society’, and therefore by 

its existence ‘proclaim[ed] the dissolution of the hitherto existing 

world order’. He knew even less about labour movements, though 

he knew a great deal about the history of the French Revolution. In 

Engels he acquired a partner who brought to the partnership the 
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concept of the ‘Industrial Revolution’, an understanding of the 

dynamics of capitalist economy as it actually existed in Britain, and 

the rudiments of an economic analysis.” all of which led him to 

predict a future social revolution, to be fomented by an actual 

working class about which, living and working in Britain in the 

early 1840s, he knew a great deal. Marx’s and Engels’s approaches 

to ‘the proletariat’ and communism complemented one another. So 

did their respective conceptions of the class struggle as a motor of 

history-in Marx’s case derived largely from the study of the French 

Revolutionary period; in Engels’s from the experience of social 

movements in post-Napoleonic Britain. It is no surprise that they 

found themselves (in Engels’s words) ‘in agreement in all theoreti- 

cal fields’. ** Engels brought to Marx the elements of a model which 

demonstrated the fluctuating and self-destabilizing nature of the 

operations of the capitalisteconomy-notably the outlines of a theory 

of economic crises*4 -and empirical material about the rise of the 
British working-class movement and the revolutionary role it could 

play in Britain. 

In the 1840s the conclusion that society was on the verge of 

revolution was not implausible. Nor was the prediction that the 

working class, however immature, would lead it. After all, within 

weeks of the publication of the Manifesto a movement of the Paris 

workers overthrew the French monarchy, and gave the signal for 

revolution to half of Europe. Nevertheless, the tendency for capital- 

ist development to generate an essentially revolutionary proletariat 

could not be deduced from the analysis of the nature of capitalist 

development. It was one possible consequence of this development, 

but could not be shown 0 be the only possible one. Still less could 

it be shown that a successful overthrow of capitalism by the 

proletariat must necessarily open the way to communist develop- 

ment. (The Manifesto claims no more than it would then initiate a 

process of very gradual change.)** Marx’s vision of a proletariat 

whose very essence destined it to emancipate all humanity, and end 

class society by its overthrow of capitalism, represents a hope read 

into his analysis of capitalism, but not a conclusion necessarily 

imposed by that analysis. 

What the Manifesto’s analysis of capitalism could undoubtedly lead 

to-especially when it is extended by Marx’s analysis of economic 

concentration, which is barely hinted at in 1848-is a more general 

and lees specific conclusion about the self-destructive forces built 

into capitalist development. It must reach a point-and in 1998 it is 

not only Marxists who will accept this—where: 

Modern bourgeois society with its relations of production, of 

exchange and of property, a society that has conjured up such 

gigantic means of production and of exchange, is like the 

sorcerer who is no longer able to control the powers of the 

nether world, whom he has called up... The conditions of 

bourgeois society are too narrow to encompass the wealth 

created by them. 

It is not unreasonable to conclude that the ‘contradictions’ inherent 

in a market system based on ‘no other nexus between man and man 

than naked self-interest, than callous “cash payment’, a system of 

exploitation and of ‘endless accumulation’ can never be overcome; 

that at some point in a series of transformations and restructurings 

the development of this essentially self-destabilizing system will 

1630] to a state of affairs that can no longer be described as capitalism. 

Or-to quote the later Marx-when ‘centralisation of the means of 

production and the socialisation of labour at last reach a point where 

they become incompatible with their capitalist integument’, and 

that ‘integument is burst asunder’.”* By what name the subsequent 

state of affairs is described is immaterial. However-as the effects of 

the world economic explosion on the world environment demon- 

strate-it will necessarily have to mark a sharp shift away from 

private appropriation to social management on a global scale. 

It is extremely unlikely that such a ‘post-capitalist society’ would 

correspond to the traditional models of socialism, and still less to the 

‘really existing’ socialisms of the Soviet era. What forms it might 

take, and how far it would embody the humanist values of Marx’s 

and Engels’s communism, would depend on the political action 

through which this change came about. For this, as the Manitesto 

holds, is central to the shaping of historical change. 

Vv 

In the Marxian view, however we describe that historic moment 

when ‘the integument is burst asunder’, politics will be an essential 

element tn it. The Manifesto has been read primarily as a document 

of historical inevitability, and indeed its force derived largely from 

the confidence it gave its readers that capitalism was inevitably 

destined to be buried by its grave diggers, and that now-and at no 

earlier era in history-the conditions for emancipation had come into 

being. Yet-contrary to widespread assumptions-inasmuch as it 

believes that historical change proceeds through men making their 

own history, it is not a determinist document. The graves have to be 

dug by or through human action. 

A determinist reading of the argument is indeed possible. It has been 

suggested that Engels tended towards it more naturally than Marx, 

with important consequences for the development of Marxist theory 

and the Marxist Jabour movement after Marx’s death. However, 

though Engels’s own earlier drafts have been cited as evidence,” it 
cannot in fact be read into the Manifesto itself. When it leaves the 

filed of historical analysis and enters the present, it is adocument of 

choices, of political possibilities rather than probabilities, let alone 

certainties. Between ‘now’ and the unpredictable time when, ‘in the 

course of development’, there would be ‘an association, in which 

the free development of each is the condition for the free develop- 

ment of all’ lies the realm of political action. 

Historical change through social praxis, through collective action, 

is at its core. The Manifesto sees the development of the proletariat 

as the ‘organization of the proletarians into a class, and conse- 

quently into a political party’. The ‘conquest of political power by 

the proletariat’ (‘the wining of democracy’) is ‘the first step in the 
workers’ revolution’, and the future of society hinges on the 
subsequent political actions of the new regime (how ‘the proletariat 
will use its political supremacy’). The commitment to politics is 
what historically, distinguished Marxian socialism from the anar- 
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chists, and the successors of those socialists whose rejection of all 

political action the Manifesto specifically condemns. Even before 

Lenin, Marxian theory was not just about ‘what history shows us 

will happen’, but also about ‘what must be done’. Admittedly, the 

twentieth-century Soviet experience has taught us that it might be 

better not to do ‘what must be done’ under historical conditions 

which virtually put success beyond reach. But this lesson might also 

have been learned from considering the implications of the Commu- 

nist Manifesto. 

But then, the Manifesto-and this is not the least of its remarkable 

qualities-is a document which envisaged failure. It hoped that the 

out-come of capitalist development would be ‘A revolutionary 

reconstitution of society at large’ but, as we have already seen. it did 

not exclude the alternative; ‘common ruin’. Many years later, 

another marxian rephrased this as the choice between socialism and 

barbarity. Which of these will prevail is a question which the 

twenty-first century must be left to answer. 
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