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THE COMMUNIST MANIFESTO

Born in Trier in the Rhineland in 1818, KARL MARX was the son of a Jewish lawyer, recently converted to Christianity. As a student in Bonn and Berlin, Marx studied law and then philosophy. He joined with the Young Hegelians, the most radical of Hegel’s followers, in denying that Hegel’s philosophy could be reconciled with Christianity or the existing State. Forced out of university by his radicalism, he became a journalist and, soon after, a socialist. He left Prussia for Paris and then Brussels, where he stayed until 1848. In 1844 he began his collaboration with Friedrich Engels and developed a new theory of communism to be brought into being by a proletarian revolution. This theory was brilliantly outlined in The Communist Manifesto. Marx participated in the 1848 revolutions as a newspaper editor in Cologne. Exiled together with his family to London, he tried to make a living writing for the New York Herald Tribune and other journals, but remained financially dependent on Engels. His researches in the British Museum were aimed at underpinning his conception of communism with a theory of history that demonstrated that capitalism was a transient economic form destined to break down and be superseded by a society without classes, private property or state authority. This study was never completed, but its first part, which was published as Capital in 1867, established him as the principal theorist of revolutionary socialism. He died in London in 1883.

Born in Westphalia in 1820, FRIEDRICH ENGELS was the son of a textile manufacturer. After military training in Berlin and already a convert to communism, Engels went to Manchester in 1842 to represent the family firm. A relationship with a mill-hand, Mary Burns, and friendship with local Owenites and Chartists helped to inspire his famous early work, The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844. Collaboration with Marx began in 1844 and in 1847 he composed the first drafts of the Manifesto. After playing an active part in the German revolutions, Engels returned to work in Manchester until 1870, when he moved to London. He not only helped Marx financially, but reinforced their shared position through his own expositions of the new theory. After Marx’s death, he prepared the unfinished volumes of Capital for publication. He died in London in 1895.
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1. Preface

Through most of the twentieth century, the importance of The Communist Manifesto was uncontested. It was important not because of its intrinsic merits, but because of the brute facts of world politics. In the twenty or thirty years after 1950, millions in the Soviet Union, China, Cuba and Eastern Europe lived under communist rule. Millions more, whether engaged in civil wars in Southern Africa, Latin America and South East Asia or in political struggles in France, Greece, Italy or Portugal, lived in countries in which communism was a powerful and inescapable presence.

In Western Europe communism was rejected as unacceptably authoritarian. But, strange though it now seems, until the 1960s it continued to be identified with an image of ruthless and energetic modernity. At the time of the Soviet five-year plans in the 1930s it had been thought to possess an answer to mass unemployment. Through to the 1970s it was widely believed to have the most effective solutions to economic backwardness. In many parts of the Third World national liberation and anti-colonial movements concocted their creeds from a mixture of Marxism and nationalism, while even in Northern and Western Europe, a blend of Keynesianism and moderate versions of socialist planning appeared to be in the ascendant. In Britain in 1964, for example, the prime minister, Mr Wilson, as champion of the forces of modernity, believed he had to produce a ‘national plan’ to regenerate the country. Only in the United States – and even there, only after a sustained period of persecution in the McCarthy era – did the population appear immune to the appeal of socialism. Clearly, therefore, an understanding of the modern world appeared to require a knowledge of Marx; and Marx’s message was most memorably set out in The Communist Manifesto.

But in the 1980s and 1990s the political landscape of this mid twentieth-century world was transformed beyond recognition. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1992 and the extinction of communist parties everywhere outside China and South East Asia brought to an abrupt end a ‘Cold War’ that most had come to accept as part of the order of things. No one had anticipated that communism would make such a rapid and undignified exit from history.

Socialist and Social-Democratic parties had also been forced onto the defensive. From the time of the events in Paris in May 1968 libertarian and anti-authoritarian movements had emerged both on the left and on the right. The rise of a new and more aggressive laissez-faire conservatism, spearheaded by Mrs Thatcher in Britain and President Reagan in the United States, brought to an end the post-Second World War consensus built upon exchange stability, full employment and social security. At the same time, the electoral basis of social democracy began to break up as traditional industrial occupations throughout the developed world disappeared in the face of a shift of manufacture to the Third World. In addition, developments in electronics and information technology led to the down-sizing of corporations, the casualization of office employment and yet more shedding of manual labour. In the new era, a growing prosperity of the majority of wage earners in the advanced economies was accompanied by increasing insecurity and the emergence of an underclass lacking any useful function in the post-industrial economy. Traditional socialist and social-democratic aspirations to shape the economy or to redistribute wealth were all but abandoned.

The increase in female employment has made the language of the Manifesto appear dated: appeals for the unity of ‘working men’ have all but ceased. The growth of more individualized political concerns and the proliferation of single-issue campaigns have made the ambition to turn the working class into a party appear incomprehensible. Belief in the possibility or even the desirability of a future communist society has become extinct. In this new era the Manifesto can no longer command automatic attention and its importance needs to be thought out afresh. Will it become one of a very small number of political texts – Plato’s Republic, Machiavelli’s Prince, Hobbes’s Leviathan, Rousseau’s Social Contract may be others – that even centuries after their original composition still retain their power to shock? Or will it, like the communist movement it once inspired, shrink in importance until it is little more than an object of curiosity for specialists in the history of political thought?

To this question, there is one simple answer. The Manifesto will remain a classic, if only because of its brief but still quite unsurpassed depiction of modern capitalism. Marx was the first to evoke the seemingly limitless powers of the modern economy and its truly global reach. He was first to chart the staggering transformation produced in less than a century by the emergence of a world market and the unleashing of the unparalleled productive powers of modern industry. He also delineated the endlessly inchoate, incessantly restless and unfinished character of modern capitalism as a phenomenon. He emphasized its inherent tendency to invent new needs and the means to satisfy them, its subversion of all inherited cultural practices and beliefs, its disregard of all boundaries, whether sacred or secular, its destabilization of every hallowed hierarchy, whether of ruler and ruled, man and woman or parent and child, its turning of everything into an object for sale.

In short, the Manifesto sketches a vision of reality that, at the start of a new millennium and against a background of endless chatter about globalization and deregulation, looks as powerful and contemporary a picture of our own world as it might have appeared to those reading it in 1848.

In the period before 1870, political economists were slow to recognize the transforming power of industrialization because they remained haunted by fears of overpopulation and the spectre of diminishing returns.1 It was left to socialists in the 1830s and 1840s, particularly the followers of Robert Owen, as apostles of what was then called ‘social science’, to identify themselves with the prospect of abundance and the possibility of a society freed from scarcity. But these potentialities were identified with science and cooperation. They were not usually associated with the market, which was denounced as a system of unequal exchange, of the ‘war of all against all’ or of ‘buying cheap and selling dear’. From this position it was easy to slip back into a nostalgia for a ‘simpler’ society with predictable expectations and fixed needs. What was unusual, if not unique, about the Manifesto – and this is by no means true of all Marx’s other writings – was its unflinchingly modernist vision, in which the capitalist world market was not simply identified with destabilization and exploitation but also with a liberating power, the power to release people from backwardness and tradition-bound dependence.

The continual process of innovation, the incessant invention of new needs and the creation of new markets have not ceased since the time the Manifesto was written. The tendency towards limitless expansion remains, even if it is now hindered by environmental dangers, as it once was by diminishing returns. Communism, as subsequent history was to prove, was not the answer to the contradictory tendencies at work in the world depicted by the Manifesto. But, whatever is said about the rest of the Manifesto, its great achievement was to have built its theory upon a highly distinctive and strikingly novel vision of the modern world that, for all the immense changes of a century and a half, still remains visibly our own.

The case for the historical importance of the Manifesto is also powerful. For a century or more, its now seemingly extraordinary theory of history as a class struggle leading inevitably towards the triumph of world communism constituted a credo embraced by tens of thousands, sometimes hundreds of thousands, of adherents in every part of the world. Enunciated not as a statement of principle or an expression of desire, but as a set of predictions, the formulations of the Manifesto underpinned the creation of a worldwide labour movement in the last third of the nineteenth century and, in the twentieth century, fuelled many of the political struggles – and not a few of the wars – that tore the world apart from 1917 to 1989.

A more diluted form of the view of history expressed in the Manifesto also made an impact far beyond the ranks of socialists and communists. It profoundly affected both the writing of history and the understanding of society among those without any direct acquaintance with the works of Marx. In place of a battle of ideas and creeds, it substituted the clash of social forces judged according to the goal of imminent or eventual social revolution. The ‘materialist conception of history’ that Marx and Engels applied to the history of communism in the Manifesto also gained wide acceptance beyond the ranks of communists, and it was to generate a mode of social and historical understanding which continues even after communism itself has begun to fade into history.

Even now, for example, a spectrum stretching from despairing veterans of the ‘old left’ to brash new champions of the free-enterprise right have appeared to agree that the development of world capitalism encountered only one major challenge in its history, that of revolutionary socialism representing the industrial working class. Both groups appear to conclude that with the final overcoming of this challenge, the future progress of an unconstrained and fully globalized capitalism will proceed unimpeded.

If this short-term stocktaking after the Cold War reveals the lingering after-effects of the Manifesto, so perhaps at a more stylish level does the stance adopted by a certain strand of post-modernist writing. This is the approach of all those French and American theorists who have concluded that because the class struggle over communism is over, history itself must have come to an end. One way to counter such conclusions is to point out that challenges to the global development of laissez-faire capitalism did not begin with industrialization and revolutionary socialism. Nor is it likely that the collapse of communism and the end of the industrial epoch will bring about their disappearance. Already the end of the old millennium has witnessed the beginnings of other and differently inspired attempts to set the global economic system within a more sustainable and ethically acceptable framework.

But the best answer to this kind of post-modernism is to draw attention to the now forgotten sequence of events which resulted in the construction of the grand historical narrative associated with Marx. An investigation into the construction of the Manifesto can explain how this still compelling vision of the world was first stitched together. Such an explanation requires the telling of a rather lengthy and complicated story. But the story is important because it makes clear that much of what was first put forward in the Manifesto and later accepted as a commonsense understanding of the making of the modern world belongs more to the realm of mythology than fact.

In particular, such an account will show that what became Marxian socialism in Germany in the beginning had nothing to do with industrialization or the social and political aspirations of industrial workers. On the contrary, it emerged from debates among radical disciples of the German philosopher Hegel, about what should replace Christianity or Hegel’s rationalized variant of it, ‘absolute spirit’. Furthermore, when seen in a larger European perspective this emergence of German socialism out of a movement of religious reform was not particularly surprising. Socialism had also emerged out of post-Christian movements of religious reform in Britain and France at the beginning of the nineteenth century.2

In the Manifesto, Marx and Engels made a successful effort to cover over these religious tracks and to set in their place a socio-economic genealogy appropriate to their new communist self-image. In fact, as this introduction will show, they not only wrote out the religious prehistory of communism, but also any form of intellectual prehistory. There was therefore no mention of the Manifesto’s intellectual debt to German classical historians, nor to the so-called ‘German Historical School of Law’ on the history of forms of ownership, to Adam Smith or Simonde de Sismondi on the operation of commercial society, to Proudhon’s criticism of both property and community, to the development within the seventeenth-century natural law tradition of a historical conception, both of community and of private property. In the drafting of the Manifesto, any reference to these ideas, religious or secular, disappeared. Attention was deflected from socialist or communist ideas to the social forces supposedly represented by them. In this way, the history of socialism or communism appeared to become synonymous with the emergence of the industrial proletariat and the transition to modern society, starting from the industrial revolution in Britain and spreading to Europe and North America. Wars and revolutions became by-products of the social and political struggles engendered by the global industrializing process.

But despite the Manifesto, socialism or communism was never to become synonymous with the outlook of the ‘proletariat’. The speculative or quasi-religious origins and character of socialist creeds, including that built upon the pronouncements of the Manifesto itself, continued to shine through the laboriously elaborated socioeconomic façade. It was not the mere fact of proletarianization that generated the wars and revolutions of the twentieth century, but the experiences of social and political upheaval, shaped and articulated through the militant and apocalyptic languages of communism or revolutionary socialism. For this reason, historians have rightly likened the passions, intransigence and extremism of twentieth-century revolutions to the religious wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Similar reasoning also needs to be applied to the question of socialist decline in the second half of the twentieth century. Although the crises of socialist doctrine and the collapse of communist states were clearly hastened by political, military and socio-economic factors, the marked secularization of political beliefs in the decades after 1950 was equally important. The end of communism was not ‘the end of history’, but the end of an epoch in which criticism of global capitalism overlapped with the rise and fall of a powerful and organized post-Christian religion that, in the name of science, addressed itself to the oppressed.

The last general point to be made about the continuing historical importance of the Manifesto concerns its power as a text, its rhetorical force. Its claims and slogans were remembered even by those who had never read it – ‘A spectre is haunting Europe – the spectre of Communism’ … ‘The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles’ … ‘Proletarians have nothing to lose except their chains’ … ‘WORKING MEN OF ALL COUNTRIES, UNITE!’

But the power of the Manifesto did not simply consist of these memorable phrases. Nor could it be claimed that its impact derived from its overall design. The last section was hurriedly jotted down and looks unfinished, while the third section, despite its occasionally brilliant jibes, is arbitrary and sectarian. Undoubtedly, then, its power is concentrated in the first two sections. Propelled forward by the caustic and apparently undeviating logic of its argument, and enlivened by its startling rhetorical shifts, each paragraph still preserves the capacity to surprise and disconcert.

Even now – and certainly in the 1840s – readers of a ‘manifesto’ might have expected to find (as they would have found in an earlier draft composed by Frederick Engels) a declaration of ‘The Principles of Communism’, or even (in a yet earlier version proposed by another member of the Communist League, Moses Hess) ‘A Communist Confession’.3 In the 1840s, as will become clear, communism was overwhelmingly identified either with radical traditions of Christianity or with the extremes of Jacobin rationalism deriving from the French Revolution. The starting point of the Manifesto is quite different. It opens with a sustained tribute to its declared antagonist – the very epitome of private property and egoism – the ‘bourgeoisie’ and ‘modern bourgeois society’. The ‘bourgeoisie’ had ‘accomplished wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals’. In a mere hundred years, it had ‘created more massive and more colossal productive forces than have all preceding generations together’. If ‘modern bourgeois society’ were now approaching its end and about to yield to its opposite, communism, it was not because of the failings of the bourgeoisie, but because of its triumphs.

This end was nigh. ‘Like the sorcerer, who is no longer able to control the powers of the nether world whom he has called up by his spells’, the bourgeoisie, through the very magnitude of the material advance which it had accomplished, had ‘forged the weapons that bring death to itself’. It had also ‘called into existence the men who are to wield those weapons – the modern working class – the proletarians’. The first section then concludes with an account of the formation of the proletariat into a class. Modern industry or the industrial revolution, the great bourgeois achievement, had replaced the isolation of the labourers with their ‘revolutionary combination’ into a group. The fall of the bourgeoisie and the victory of the proletariat ‘are equally inevitable’.

The second section is no less striking, though wholly different in tone. In a remarkable switch from epic to bathos, the scene shifts from the factory and the counting house to the bourgeois interior. There the bourgeois stands, no longer a herculean artificer, a world-transformer, rather a self-pitying paterfamilias, a wheedling householder, wiping the cold sweat of fear from his brow and wringing his pudgy hands in an entreaty to escape the retribution which communism is sure to bring.

Despite its title, ‘proletarians and communists’, this section mainly consists of an imaginary dialogue between the communist and the bourgeois, a dialogue in which the physiognomy of the communist ‘spectre’ is delineated in all its most lurid and flesh-creeping detail. The passage is both bitter and teasing. Most of the wild charges against communists – that they practised the community of women, the abolition of nationality, the destruction of property and civilization – are thrown back at the bourgeois’ feet. A few, the communists cheerfully accept. If, therefore, the ‘spectre’ is exorcized, it is in a wholly unreassuring manner. For the bourgeois is invited to cast away his childish fears only to confront the real and grown-up terrors of a coming revolution.

The playful sadism of this passage is in turn only made possible by a third and equally arresting feature of the Manifesto, the changed identity of ‘the communist’. It is no longer ‘the communist’ who threatens the bourgeois. Communists take no personal responsibility for the imminent expropriation of the bourgeoisie and even the proletariat will only be playing the role which history has assigned to it. Communists are no longer those who espouse a particular set of ‘ideas or principles’, they ‘merely express, in general terms, actual relations springing from an existing class struggle, from a historical movement going on under our very eyes’. This ‘historical movement’ is an expression of



the revolt of modern productive forces against modern conditions of production, against the property relations that are the conditions for the existence of the bourgeoisie and of its rule.



The sole defining feature of the communist is a clear awareness of this fact.

The communist, therefore, is one who has the advantage of ‘clearly understanding the line of march, the conditions, and the ultimate general results of the proletarian movement’. Among these ‘ultimate general results’ are the disappearance of ‘class distinctions’ and the concentration of all production in the hands of ‘the associated individuals’ or, as the later English version termed it, of ‘a vast association of the whole nation’. Eventually, ‘the public power will lose its political character’ and in place of ‘the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonisms’ there will arise ‘an association, in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all’.

Were these audacious claims the product of a single process of reasoning, or did a semblance of theoretical unity conceal a more contingent and ad-hoc assemblage of propositions derived from different sources? Why should a declaration of communism have placed such emphasis upon the world-transforming achievements of the ‘bourgeoisie’? Why should it have been imagined that existing social and political systems were unreformable or that periodic economic crises were signs of the impending end of the property system as a whole? Why should it have been assumed that there was a particular affinity between the grievances of workers and the goals of communism? Finally, why should it have been believed that a historical process, governed not by ideals but by the clash of materially contending interests (‘the class struggle’), would nevertheless deliver such a morally desirable result?






2. The Reception of the Manifesto

Until recently, straightforward answers to these rather obvious questions would have been hard to find. A history of the reception of the Manifesto, both of its changing political uses and of the changing meaning attached to its theory, will help to explain why these questions were so rarely put.

From the very beginning, interest in promotion of the Manifesto seems to have been governed by a concern with its immediate political goals rather than its ultimate communist ends. Hurriedly written up by Marx on the basis of earlier drafts by Engels in the first few weeks of 1848, the Manifesto appeared within days of a general European revolution stretching from the Baltic to the Balkans. But despite, or perhaps because of, this accident of timing, its immediate impact was muffled. Written in German, only one edition appeared in 1848.4 Amid the uncertainties of revolutionary upheaval, plans to translate the document into five languages announced at the beginning of the text were soon abandoned, and in Germany the authors themselves found good reason to downplay both the proposals of the Manifesto and the ‘party’ it was supposed to represent.5 Indeed, almost as soon as the revolutions of 1848 had broken out – in Paris in February, in Vienna and Berlin in March – the Communist League, the organization that had commissioned the Manifesto, was disbanded.

It was the newly chosen head of the Central Committee of the Communist League, Marx himself, who took this step. For once the revolution had spread to Germany and Marx was able to return from exile in Brussels and Paris, his first aim was to resume his political career as editor of the radical Cologne-based Rheinische Zeitung (Rhenish Gazette), broken off five years earlier in 1843 by the forced closure of the newspaper by the Prussian government. Now, once more editor of the renamed Neue Rheinische Zeitung (New Rhenish Gazette), Marx considered that in Germany the political aims outlined in the Manifesto – ‘formation of the proletariat into a class, overthrow of the bourgeois supremacy, conquest of political power by the proletariat’ – were premature. The subtitle of the new paper was ‘organ of democracy’, its aim to represent the radical flank of a ‘bourgeois revolution’, comparable to the French Revolution of 1789. Even if the Manifesto had confidently predicted that ‘the bourgeois revolution in Germany will be but the prelude to an immediately following proletarian revolution’, Marx considered that in these new circumstances it would be quite inappropriate to follow the Manifesto’s injunction ‘to instil into the working class the clearest possible recognition of the hostile antagonism between bourgeoisie and proletariat’. The goal was to establish representative government and the liberal freedoms associated with the French Revolution of 1789. Only then would it be possible to proceed to a further revolution that would abolish private property. Marx, therefore, opposed the separate workers’ programme proposed by another member of the Communist League, the leader of the Cologne Workers’ Society, Andreas Gottschalk. But since it proved impossible to stifle this untimely display of working-class independence, Marx dissolved the League itself as a means of marginalizing Gottschalk and his supporters.

By December 1848 however, Marx was forced to concede the failure of his strategy of supporting a ‘bourgeois’ revolution and blocking the development of an independent proletarian party. Representative institutions had not overcome the entrenched powers of autocracy embedded in the armies and aristocracies of the principal German states. The German bourgeoisie had proved incapable of accomplishing its revolution, was primarily fearful of the threat from below and was sliding into reaction. In early 1849, Marx accordingly changed his position and began actively to encourage the development of proletarian independence. But by that time the main concern was no longer to proceed from a ‘bourgeois’ to ‘proletarian’ revolution. It was rather to save what little had been gained during the spring of 1848 in the face of the increasingly certain victory of reaction.

Between 1850 and 1870, the Manifesto was remembered by no more than a few hundred German-speaking veterans of the 1848 revolutions. It was first republished in significant numbers in Bismarck’s newly constituted German empire as a result of the trial for treason in 1872 of the Social-Democratic leaders August Bebel and Wilhelm Liebknecht (another veteran of the Communist League) for their opposition to the war with France. In search of treasonable evidence, the prosecution entered into the records of the court the hitherto forgotten Manifesto, hoping to make the most out of its anti-patriotic claim that ‘the working men have no country’. The unintended effect of this initiative was to enable socialist publishers to evade the censorship laws and embark upon the Manifesto’s republication. Hence the new German edition of 1872.

Thereafter, with the extraordinary growth of socialist and social-democratic parties across much of the world, numbers of translations and new editions rapidly increased. By 1914 these had amounted to several hundred, including translations into Japanese, Yiddish, Esperanto, Tartar and all the other major languages of the Russian empire.6

At first sight, the political crisis in France following the defeat and abdication of Napoleon III in 1870–71 looked as if it might bring about another round of revolutions similar to that of 1848. The first attempts in the 1840s to establish international associations of radicals, democrats or socialists had been followed in 1864 by the formation in London of the International Working Men’s Association. Its secretary was Karl Marx. This association, now known in history books as the First International, began as a modest collaboration between English and French trade unionists designed to prevent the use by employers of foreign workmen in trade disputes in the building trades.7 Marx attempted to use his position as secretary to mould the association into a vehicle of international working-class solidarity. Although never much more than a paper-organization, an increase in its geographical reach and an enlargement of its political aspirations through a series of well-publicized congresses had by the end of the 1860s ensured the International worldwide fame. In the unstable period that followed the Franco-Prussian war and the collapse of the Second Empire, many in Europe thought that it had masterminded the six-week radical and ‘working class’ takeover of Paris – the Paris Commune – in the spring of 1871. In the industrializing regions of Western Europe it was thought to have been responsible for a large strike wave, while in Germany it was believed to have been behind the emergence of the first mass working-class parties committed, in part at least, to a socialist programme. Not surprisingly, this string of events brought Marx international notoriety. His defence of the Commune, The Civil War in France, written in London in 1871 in his capacity as Secretary of the International Working Men’s Association, led the conservative press everywhere to denounce him as leader of a secret communist international workers’ conspiracy. Coming on top of his growing reputation as the author of Capital, first published in 1867, Marx became established almost overnight as the great revolutionary architect of ‘scientific’ socialism.

But the political circumstances in which the Manifesto had been republished were very different from those in which it had been written. In the period between the 1870s and 1914 the significance attached to the Manifesto among the mainstream socialist parties of Western and Central Europe was mainly emblematic. Critical questions about the larger ideas of the Manifesto, about the viability of its conception of communism, and about the plausibility of a supposed transition from all-powerful socialist state to stateless communist society had been raised in the debates of the First International in the mid 1860s. But Marx’s success in expelling the Russian revolutionary Mikhail Bakunin and his followers from the International in 1872 meant that preoccupation with such issues was henceforth mainly confined to ‘anarchists’.8 Furthermore, by the time of the formation of the Second International in 1889, the exclusion of anarchism, both at a doctrinal and at an institutional level, was becoming a defining feature of the new socialist orthodoxy.9 The new European socialist parties of the 1870s and 1880s were based upon the participation of organized labour within the existing political system.

In these circumstances the political programme outlined in the Manifesto could no longer be accepted as relevant. Speculation about the world after the supersession of private property now appeared increasingly remote, while an insistence upon ‘the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions’ seemed positively dangerous. Similarly, the notion of a party bore little relation to those current in the 1840s.10 The language of the Manifesto had pointed back to the cosmopolitan, free masonic and illuminist associations of an invisible church: ‘the Communists’ did not form ‘a separate party’, they pointed out ‘the common interests of the entire proletariat, independently of all nationality’ and clearly understood ‘the ultimate general results of the proletarian movement’.11 Alternatively, the term had referred to a small group of like-minded spirits: for instance, ‘our party’ as it was used by Marx in the 1850s to refer to the former editorial team of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung in 1848.12 By contrast, in the 1870s, ‘party’ was coming to mean a national organization, with a democratic constitution and policies decided at annual congresses, an organization geared towards elections and increasingly towards participation in representative institutions. It was mainly for these reasons that the new parties preferred to describe themselves as ‘socialist’ or, even better, ‘social-democratic’ rather than ‘communist’.

Insofar as The Communist Manifesto was studied in the decades after 1870, it was mainly as a pioneering example of ‘scientific’ socialism. But here again, its approach appeared dated. It had been written as an intervention in an 1840s debate about ‘communism’. Its specific point, as we shall see, had been the promise of a viable conception of communism on the basis of a historicization of the notion of private property. By the 1870s and 1880s, however, this text was beginning to be presented to a socialist readership as but one part of the creation of an ever more cosmic and gargantuan theory, whose ultimate point was no longer political, but methodological and ontological. This was a ‘scientific’ conception of the world, even of being itself, which was to acquire ever larger and more billowy dimensions in the following seventy years. From ‘the materialist conception of history’, through ‘Marxism’ to ‘historical materialism’ and ‘dialectical materialism’, the process reached a grandiloquent and banal climax in 1940 with the enunciation of Joseph Stalin’s Dialectical and Historical Materialism: ‘the world outlook of the Marxist-Leninist party’.

The trend had been initiated in the late 1850s by Engels with collusion from Marx in an effort to present their work in fresh terms that might appeal to a new, post-1848 generation of secularist and positivist radicals. Marx’s work was to be represented as a great scientific discovery, the beginning of a new and entirely unprecedented ‘materialist conception of history’. ‘Just as Darwin discovered the law of development of organic nature’, Engels proclaimed at Marx’s graveside in 1883, ‘so Marx discovered the law of development of human history.’13 This claim was not only remote from the issues at stake in the political debates of the 1840s, but it also effectively uncoupled the new ‘science’ from all that connected it with antecedent political and social thought.

For those particularly attracted by such claims, the first generation of ‘Marxists’ who entered political life in the 1870s, Marx’s Capital or, even better, Engels’ Anti-Dühring of 1877, were considered more reliable guides to the new world outlook than the Manifesto.14 Thus, no longer the outline of a current political programme and not quite definitive as a résumé of ‘scientific socialism’, the status of the Manifesto in the late nineteenth century was increasingly that of an honoured political relic, the cherished but somewhat dusty birth certificate of revolutionary socialism and an early and abiding symbol of the political and intellectual independence of the working class. Mindful of the constraints placed upon socialists in Bismarck’s new German Empire, Marx and Engels had themselves unintentionally reinforced this view in their Preface to the 1872 German Edition. ‘The Manifesto’, they wrote, ‘has become a historical document that we have no longer any right to alter.’15

Strangely perhaps it was therefore in the twentieth century rather than the nineteenth that The Communist Manifesto acquired its greatest political importance. Only then, galvanized into motion by the upheaval of the First World War and the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, was the Manifesto able to call up, as if from its own nether world, real ‘communists’ prepared to act out an apocalyptic scenario of world revolution to the letter.

Even back in the 1870s, there had been those prepared to follow the injunctions of The Communist Manifesto in more literal ways than those found acceptable by mainstream socialist parties. In an autocratic regime such as the tsarist empire, without a previous history of representative government, socialism or labour organization, ‘the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions’ made far greater sense, while in western Europe and North America, a host of militant and intransigent break-away groups, frustrated by the apparent docility of the parliamentary socialist parties, minutely disputed the meanings and implications of the prescriptions of the Manifesto. The triumph of the Bolshevik-led revolution in Russia in 1917 transported these hardened sectaries from the periphery to the centre of socialist politics.16

The formation of the Third International established an unprecedented and global form of Marxist orthodoxy and imbued The Communist Manifesto with a quite novel canonical status.17 Upon the philosophical naïveté of post-1870 ‘Marxism’ was superimposed the leaden weight of a dogmatic and intolerant ‘Marxism-Leninism’. The numerous but limited runs of The Communist Manifesto associated with the socialist parties and Marxist sects of the pre-1914 period were all but engulfed by the global editions of Marxist-Leninist classics that poured forth from Moscow’s Foreign Languages Publishing House. The new parties, expressly formed to support the October revolution and apply its principles in all other countries, were to be called Communist Parties. The Manifesto of the Communist Party, to give it its full and original name, became a text whose propositions all communists were expected to learn, understand and accept. Orthodox glosses and manuals helpfully ironed out discrepancies. The only sanctioned change was that suggested by Marx and Engels in 1872. Their cursory observation, originally enunciated by Marx in relation to the Paris Commune – that the working class could not ‘simply lay hold of the ready-made State machinery, and wield it for its own purposes’ – was elevated to ex-cathedra status by Lenin and decreed to mark the frontier between socialism and communism. The opportunist socialist parties of the pre-1914 era, it was declared, had evaded the revolutionary consequence of this truth: communists must ‘smash the state’.18

In the struggle over communism, which dominated the world between 1917 and 1992, the Manifesto was treated as a wholly contemporary document. Obsessive importance was now attached to some of its formulations and its general interpretation was carefully policed. Pioneering research into its historical origins made a promising beginning in the 1920s, but then shrivelled.19 As a result, large and rudimentary questions about the definition of communism and the position of the Manifesto disappeared beneath an ever denser overlay of Marxist-Leninist monologue.

As the history of the Manifesto’s reception demonstrates, attention to the text was always dominated by particular political circumstances. In 1848, political circumstances dictated that the prescriptions of the Manifesto, even its existence, be downplayed. After its republication in the 1870s it became a public document. But the way in which it was read always remained extremely selective. An insistent emphasis upon the supposedly critical condition of capitalism and bitter argument about the role of a political party in the revolution that would bring it to an end was accompanied by bland and unquestioning assumptions about the shape of post-capitalist society and the transition to communism. Virtually unanimous endorsement of Marx’s dismissal of communist blueprints indicated a general unwillingness to probe the misty contours of what seemed a remote future.20 But, as the twentieth century was to demonstrate, such questions were not academic.

With the fall of communism and the disintegration of Marxism, consideration of such questions is no longer obscured by deference to a sacred doctrinal tradition according to which capitalism and communism formed part of a single historical process, a zero-sum game in which the defeat of one was the triumph of the other. What was obscured by this idea was the possibility that socialism or communism formed only one strand of the criticism that has accompanied the growth of a world economy in the last three hundred years. To define socialism as the critique of political economy was to obscure the fact that socialism was one of a cluster of highly idiosyncratic forms of that criticism since it was directed not at the defects of an exchange economy but at the exchange economy itself. What was also obscured was the fact that most of the major economic criticisms of the exchange economy, even when taken over by socialists, emanated from outside the socialist or communist tradition. Therefore, if socialism or communism are to be understood, they must be located not in the history of the economy but in the broader history of political thought.

In the case of the Manifesto, this means starting out from the same place from which its authors had started – from the questions raised about communism as it emerged at the beginning of the 1840s. Was communism a justified inference from Christian theology, the true basis of a republic or the ultimate social form appropriate to the human species? What was the difference between socialism and communism? Did communism stand for absolute equality or allocation according to need? How could progressive taxation, the abolition of inheritance, the equalization of wages or the communal appropriation of the land lead to a stateless society? How could human need be defined outside or beyond what the market recognized as consumption or demand? How would the hegemony of private property eventually be overcome? By collective living and the community of goods? By collective ownership, equality of possession or some form of ‘negative community’ reminiscent of the period antecedent to the establishment of law, private property and the state? These were the questions posed about communism in the 1840s, questions to which the Manifesto offered a provocative and highly unstable answer.






3. The ‘Spectre of Communism’

In the opening sentence of the Manifesto, Marx wrote nothing less than the truth when he stated, ‘a spectre is haunting Europe – the spectre of Communism.’ In Central Europe the image was almost commonplace in the late 1840s. For example, in the entry on ‘Communism’ written for the 1846 ‘Supplement’ to the famous liberal encyclopedia of pre-1848 Germany, Rotteck and Welcker’s Staats-Lexikon, the political economist Wilhelm Schulz noted that ‘for a few years in Germany the talk has been about Communism. It has already become a threatening spectre that some fear and others use to strike fear.’21 Communism’s rise to prominence had been astonishingly rapid. In the first edition of the Staats-Lexikon in 1834 neither the word ‘communism’ nor the phenomenon had merited a mention.

The word communism first came into general use in France in the early 1840s as a term to describe an ultra-radical offshoot of the republican movement that had re-emerged during the July Revolution of 1830. ‘Communists’ were distinguished by their emphasis on equality and by their identification with the radical Jacobin phase of the first French Revolution. Even the differences between them reproduced those of the Revolution – between the followers of Robespierre, of Hébert and of Babeuf; especially of ‘Gracchus’ Babeuf, who in 1796 had attempted to organize an uprising against the Directory (the French government that followed the fall of Robespierre). Hence, the initial identification between ‘communism’ and ‘babouvism’. Memory of this event had been revived by the veteran revolutionary conspirator and survivor of the plot, Philippe Buonarroti, whose account, Babeuf’s Conspiracy for Equality, had appeared in Brussels in 1828.22 According to his version of events, the conspirators who called themselves ‘the Equals’ had believed that popular sovereignty and a virtuous republic could never be secured while inequality remained. The corrupt government of Thermidor was therefore to be overthrown and replaced by an emergency ‘dictatorship’ of ‘wise men’ – akin to the Committee for Public Safety that had presided over the Terror two years before. This body would expropriate the rich, take over the land and establish a community of goods before handing power back to the people as constituted within an egalitarian and democratic republic.

The doctrine reappeared within the radical republican societies formed in the aftermath of the July Revolution of 1830.23 Proponents of an egalitarian republic, especially members of the Société des Droits de l’Homme (the Society for the Rights of Man), regarded the parliamentary monarchy, propertied franchise and laissez-faire economics of the new ‘citizen-king’, Louis Philippe, as a ‘betrayal’. The repeated efforts at insurrection of these mainly Paris-based societies, composed of students and disaffected artisans, provoked an increasingly repressive governmental response, and in 1835 not only were the republican societies outlawed, but all advocacy of a republic was henceforth forbidden.24

Faced with this crackdown, one part of the republican opposition went underground. Secret societies were formed, such as the Société des Saisons (the Society of the Seasons), which attempted a badly botched uprising in 1839 under the leadership of Armand Barbès and Auguste Blanqui. Other radical republicans, notably Etienne Cabet, preferred legality and at the end of the 1830s put forward ‘communism’ as an ostensibly peaceful and apolitical surrogate for the forbidden idea of an egalitarian republic.

An admirer of Robespierre, Cabet had been shocked by the unwillingness of the July regime to better the plight of the poor. In exile in London between 1834 and 1839, where he came under the spell of More’s Utopia, Cabet moved towards ‘communism’, which he depicted in his 1840 Voyage to Icaria, a laborious imitation of More’s masterpiece.25 But most important in shaping his subsequent political outlook was the contact he made with Robert Owen. Like Owen, Cabet emphasized the environmental determination of character, peaceful change through the establishment of experimental communities and an alliance with an enlightened middle class. When he returned to France in 1839, he vainly pressed for a broad campaign for universal suffrage. This, he imagined, would be followed by the election of a dictator who would inaugurate a fifty-year transition to communism.26

Britain may also have shaped his economic vision. For while Buonarroti still looked to a Spartan austerity and agrarian simplicity lauded by eighteenth-century writers (Rousseau, Mably or Morelly), Icaria was affluent and up to date. It possessed an extensive rail network, the latest in scientific farming, huge mechanized factories and a source of energy even more productive than steam.

But rival conceptions of communism converged in their understanding of what was needed to keep at bay the corrosive ethos of individualism. Shortly after the establishment of Icaria, all ‘harmful books’ would be burnt. Thereafter, although participatory Icarian democracy would replace the ‘government of men’ by the ‘administration of things’, continuing care would be taken to protect Icarians from the wrong ideas. Just as speaking out against equality would be a punishable offence in the republic of the ‘Equals’, so in Icaria all art and literature would be subject to communal approval. Education in Icarian schools would be supplemented by collective recitation and large gymnastic displays, while the morale of factory workers would be sustained by mass singing.27

‘Communism’ became the object of public attention in 1840. Opponents of Cabet’s gradualism, the ‘violents’ Dézamy and Pillot, outflanked the growing banqueting campaign for suffrage reform by staging ‘the first communist banquet’ in Belleville, attended by 1,200 people.28 Some connected this banquet with a strike wave that occurred in Paris a few weeks later. Finally, towards the end of the year, a communist worker, Darmès, a member of a secret society, attempted to assassinate the king.

If this was the reality of ‘communism’ in 1840, it hardly accounted for the dark and awesome dimensions of the ‘spectre of communism’ as it began to walk abroad in the German-speaking lands for the rest of the decade. But the adoption of this word in 1840 was just one sign of a changed political constellation, in particular the emergence of what contemporaries perceived as an overlap between older radical republican obsessions with equality and newer, predominantly socialist, concerns about ‘association’ as a solution to the ‘labour’ question.

Before the late 1830s, there was not much common ground between these two positions. Communism was political. It represented a revival of the revolutionary republican tradition, an extension of the cause of equality from the destruction of privilege into a generalized assault upon private property. By contrast, socialism – a cluster of doctrines inspired by Saint-Simon and Fourier – was negative about revolution, indifferent to political forms, hostile towards equality and more interested in Church than State. In the longer term, it was geared towards the advent of a harmony made possible by a new social science, in the interim towards ‘association’ or ‘cooperation’ as a solvent of the ‘antagonism’ generated by competition and ‘egoism’ in social life and the economy.

In 1840 two books appeared that in quite different ways gave shape to this new political landscape: Louis Blanc’s Organization of Labour and P.-J. Proudhon’s What is Property? Blanc’s book attempted to merge socialism with republicanism. It focused upon the ‘labour question’: an ‘exterminatory’ system of competition accompanied by falling wages, the dissolution of the family and moral decline; its cause, bourgeois rule, English hegemony and the pervasiveness of egoism; its remedy, workers’ associations under the aegis of a republican state.29 Proudhon’s position was also a form of socialism, and his practical proposals included a non-state form of ‘association’. Yet in his major object of attack, he seemed closer to the communists. For despite his vehement
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