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The Origins



In February 1848, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels published the Communist Manifesto, on behalf of a group of idealistic workers. Originally drafted as a programme for an international “Communist League” which had its roots in the 19th-century tradition of workers’ mutual improvement societies, it became one of the most important political documents of all time. It has been as influential as the American Declaration of Independence (1776) and the French Declaration of Rights (1789).
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WORKERS OF THR WORLD, UNITE! YOU HAVE NOTHING TO LOSE BUT YOUR CHAINS ...









The Communist Manifesto



The Manifesto has left an indelible mark on human progress and still today forms the basis for a system of political beliefs that motivates millions. Even after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, and the collapse of Communism in Russia and Eastern Europe, its authority and prestige remain for many. What did it say that seemed so important and revolutionary? The key demands, in the authors’ own words, were ...


1. Abolition of property in land and application of all rents of land to public purposes.


2. A heavy progressive or graduated income tax.


3. Abolition of all rights of inheritance.


4. Confiscation of the property of all emigrants and rebels.


5. Centralization of credit in the banks of the state, by means of a national bank with state capital and an exclusive monopoly.


6. Centralization of the means of communication and transport in the hands of the state.


7. Extension of factories and instruments of production owned by the state; the bringing into cultivation of waste lands, and the improvement of the soil generally in accordance with a common plan.


8. Equal obligation of all to work. Establishment of industrial armies, especially for agriculture.


9. Combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries; gradual abolition of all the distinction between town and country by a more equable distribution of the populace over the country.


10. Free education for all children in public schools. Abolition of children’s factory labour in its present form. Combination of education with industrial production, etc.
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THESE DEMANDS WE FOLLOW WITH A STATEMENTS OF BOTH PRINCPLE AND INTENT ...





“If the proletariat during its contest with the bourgeoisie is compelled, by the force of circumstances, to organize itself as a class; if, by means of a revolution, it makes itself the ruling class, and, as such, sweeps away by force the old conditions of production, then it will, along with these conditions, have swept away the conditions for the existence of class antagonisms and of classes generally, and will thereby have abolished its own supremacy as a class. In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonisms, we shall have an association in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all.”


 


It is from these words that, during the next century and a half, revolutionary action swept first across Europe and then across the world.
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ALL PROPERTY RELATIONS ARE SUBJECT TO HISTORICAL CHANGE. HENCE, SLAVERY HAS RECEDED TO THE PAST ... CONSIDER HOW MANY OF OUR DEMANDS HAVE BEEN MET, WHOLLY OR IN PART, SINCE 1848.









Brief Life of Marx



Karl Marx was born in 1818 in Triers in the Rhineland of Germany. He was Jewish and came from a line of rabbis but his own father was a lawyer. When he was six, his family converted to Christianity and he grew up a Lutheran.
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IT HAS BEEN CLAIMED THAT HIS JEWISH ANCESTRY IS IMPORTANT IN UNDERSTANDING MARX ... IT GAVE HIM A SENSE OF AUTHORITY IN PROPHESYING HOW THE WORLD SHOULD DEVELOP. I WAS SHAPED BY THE REALITY OF MY TIME.





As a student, philosophy influenced him greatly, particularly the works of G.W.F. Hegel (1770–1831). He came to reject the mystical and idealistic nature of Hegel’s work and turned to the materialistic ideas of a “Young Hegelian” disciple, Ludwig Feuerbach (1804–72). He was soon to move far beyond Feuerbach to the view that the everyday material conditions under which people live actually create the way they see and understand the world.
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LOOK TO THE IDEA OF HISTORY, YOUNG MAN. BAH! MAN IS WHAT HE EATS. OR DOESN’T EAT ...









Meeting Engels



In 1842 he was employed by the Neue Rheinische Zeitung newspaper in Cologne and became editor. Within a year, the newspaper had been shut down by the Prussian authorities because of one of Marx’s articles. He moved to Paris, then the centre of socialism, and met the influential French socialist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809–65) and the Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin (1814–76) (later to become his greatest enemy). He also met Friedrich Engels (1820–95) again.




[image: image]


I VISITED MARX IN COLOGNE BUT WAS NOT WELL RECEIVED. SHORTLY AFTER ARRIVING IN PARIS, I READ AN ARTICLE BY ENGLES AND WAS IMPRESSED.





When Engels introduced himself again in Paris, Marx welcomed him as an intellectual equal and political brother-in-arms.


Together they went on to establish Marxism as an intellectual force. Engels’ family were rich owners of cotton-spinning factories in Manchester and Westphalia. He was able to support Marx financially in the hard times to come. But this was not his most important contribution. Marx might have spent his life in an ivory tower of intellectual speculation.
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ENGELS BROUGHT ME DOWN TO EARTH. HE KNEW HOW CAPITALISM ACTUALLY WORKED AND THE EFFECTS IT HAD ON WORKING PEOPLE. IN 1845, I PUBLISHED THE CONDITION OF THE WORKING CLASS IN ENGLAND.





Engels also alerted Marx to the importance of Great Britain for the development of capitalism.






The Exile, Agitator and Writer



The Prussian state asked the French authorities to give Marx a hard time. He was duly thrown out of Paris in 1845. He went to Brussels and began a life of political agitation and propaganda.
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I WAS ACTIVELY INVOLED IN THE REVOLUTIONS OF 1848 IN FRANCE AND GERMANY ... HE WAS EXPELLED FROM GERMANY IN 1849 AND EVER RETURNED.





Marx even renounced his Prussian citizenship. This may have been a mistake because, some 20 years later, the first serious workers’ movement was established there, and Marx was able only to influence it from the sidelines.


Marx lived in London in relative poverty, but always rescued by Engels, for the rest of his life.
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I WROTE MY BOOKS IN THE BRITISH MUSEUM LIBRARY ... HE ORGANISED POLITICAL GROUPS AND FEUDED WITH ALMOST EVERYONE HE CAME INTO CONTACT WITH.





Marx died in 1883 and was buried in Highgate cemetery in London. Engels died in 1895 and left everything that he had to Marx’s children.






Understanding Marx’s Theories



The Communist Manifesto was a powerful and coherent call to arms but was not scientific. It provided no thorough theoretical basis for revolution and the end of Capitalism. This would be provided by Marx and Engels’ vast output of other books, pamphlets and polemics, some published after Marx’s death.


Perhaps the best account of all their thinking is Engels’ Anti-Dühring. Professor Eugen Dühring was a German Social Democrat with whom they profoundly disagreed.
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I WANT PRODUCE AN ENCYCLOPAEDIC SURVEY OF OUR CONCEPTION OF THE PHILOSOPHICAL, NATURAL-SCIENCE AND HISTORICAL PROBLEMS. I APPOROVE AND WILL CONTRIVUTE A CHAPTER ON POLITICAL ECONOMY.





Published reluctantly as a supplement by the Social Democratic newspaper Vorwärts in 1878, the Anti-Dühring eventually did more than any other publication to spread the Marxist position amongst thinkers and workers across the world.


The term “Marxism” has had many different meanings in the years since 1848.
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AT ONE STAGE, I EVEN DECLARED THAT I WAS NOT A MARXIST! NEVERTHELESS, THE MARXISM OF MARX AND ENGELS CAN BE SEEN AS CONSISTING OF THREE PARTS ...





▶ A philosophical basis which derives much from Hegel but which neatly inverts the key central idea of the Hegelian perspective.


 


▶ A systematic and complex set of economic and political theories which follow from the philosophical position. The most important of these being the Theory of Surplus Value and the Labour Theory of Value.


▶ A theory of revolution.


These points will be developed in detail as we move through the text.






Three Roots of Marxian Theory



Marx’s theories can be seen as extensions and developments of three European intellectual traditions.
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THE PHILOSOPHICAL BASIS RELATES DIRECTLY TO THE GERMAN CLASSICAL TRADITION.
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THE THEORIES OF POLITICAL ECONOMY CAN EASILY BE TRACED TO 19TH-CENTURY BRITISH ECONOMICS.
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THE REVOLUTIONARY THEORY HAS ITS ORIGINS IN FRENCH REVOLUTIONARY THOUGHT.





V.l. Lenin (1870–1924) himself explicitly recognized this, which is interesting in the light of later attempts to minimize the importance of Western thought for Communism.






Hegel’s View of History



Any understanding of Marxism requires an examination of its roots in the Hegelian tradition. Hegel had a unique and radical view of history. Most historians and philosophers prior to Hegel had seen it as a random and contingent series of events linked in a crudely causal way. Hegel, on the other hand, saw history as a process of development. To understand one part demands an understanding of the whole.
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OUR UNDERSTANDING OF ONE EVENT CAN BE IMPROVED TO THE EXTENT THAT WE UNDERSTAND ALL THE EVENTS THAT PRECEDED IT. I ACCEPT THAT. BUT WHAT EXACTLY IS “DEVELOPING”?









The Reality of Ideas



Like Plato (427–347 BC), Hegel thought that the only things that are really real “are ideas”.
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I ARGUE THAT THESE IDEAS ARE PERFECT AND ETERNAL. I BELIEVE THAT IDEAS ARE DYNAMIC, IMPERFECT NOW, BUT CAPABLE OF PERFECTION. THIS IS A MYSTICAL WORLD VIEW. HEGEL’S CONCEPT OF THE ULTIMATE AND PERFECT IDEA – THE “ABSOLUTE” – IS REALLY INDISITINGUISHABLE FROM GOD.





Hegel claimed that reality was essentially reason and logic – “whatever is rational is real, and whatever is real is rational”. There really is a cosmic principle of rationality. This implies that whatever actually happens is part of the cosmic plan and therefore ultimately justifiable. Hegel’s idea was of great comfort to the Prussian state, who adopted him as official philosopher.


Hegel also believed that questions about the material world are pointless or meaningless. They are only questions about the ideas that we have of the material world. Mind is part of nature and the natural is made up of pure idea.
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THE ABSOLUTE, THE ULTIMATE IDEA, CONTAINS EVERYTHING – INCLUDING OUR OWN EXPERIENCES – AND TIME ITSELF. IT THEREFORE CONTAINS HISTORY. So HISTORY IS THE PROCESS OF THE ABSOLUTE “UNFOLDING ITSELF”. THE END OF THIS UNFOLDING PROCESS IS THE REALIZATION OF THE ULTIMATELY AND FINALLY REAL ... WHICH MEANS IN HEGEL’S OWN TIME, THE PRUSSION STATE!





Hegel thought that the most highly developed aspect of the Absolute was the idea of the state. He is blamed for originating the two most potent and dangerous ideas of the 20th century: Fascism, through his veneration of the state, and Communism, through his idea of the inevitability of progress.
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