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Harold J. Laski

Communist Manifesto Socialist Landmark

A New Appreciation Written for the Labour Party
Together with the Original Text and Prefaces
London: George Allen and Unwin, 1948

15: .. in the famous aphorism of Marx, that "thex ruling ideas
of an age were the ideas of its ruling olass.»

15:"Hitherto," Marx was to write, "it was the mission of phil-
osophers to interpret the world: now it is our business to :
change it." iy
16-30: _
16: The composition of the Communist Manifesto is set in the 1]
background of the evolution into unity of a number of those

groups of exiled revolutionaries which are the mx inevitable
outcome of an age of repression and reaction,

64: No phrase has been subject to so much representation as
the ndictatorship ofthe proletariat." Let us be clear at onoce
that neither for Marx nor for Engels was it the antithesis ot
democracy; for them, its antithesis was the v"distatorship of
the bourgeoisie" which as they believed obtained in every country,
even when concealed by formally demmocratic political xmxfxrx
institutions, so long as ownership of the means of production
remained in middle class hands, Marx and Engels meant by

the dictatorship of the proletariat an organization of socixety
in which the state-power was in the hands of the working class,

and used with kikm all the force necessary to prevent its heing
seized from them by the class which formerly exercised its
anthority.

695: From this angle it seems to me inescapable that Marx and
Engkels did not conceive the dictatorship of the proletariat

to mean the dictator ship of the Communist Party over the rest
of the community, that is, the centralisation of the state-power
in the hands of a single party, which imposes its will by foroce
on all citizens outside its ranks,
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67: The "withering away" of the state is another famous phrase
that has been much discussed and much misunderstood. In one
sense it is a purely logical inference from the definition of
the Manifesto. The stte is there defined as the "executive
committee of the bourgeoisie." Obviously therefore as the power
to govern is taken out of the hands of the bourgeoisie by the :
workers, the state as a hourgeols institution ceases to exist i
because heing in the workers' hands 1t becomes transformed into
a proletarian institxution, Marx and Engels then argued that
its coercive authority, the army for example, the police, and
the civil service would have to bhe so adapted as to be capable
of use by the workers for socialist purposes, They thought

in 1872.., that a socialist society would have to "hreak" the
political machinery of the régime it took over ,/08;// in order
to make the adaptation successful.,, The organs of ® government
were to be genuinely democratised, They were to be in and of
the new proletarian society, not, as in capitalist society,

over and above the workers, separated from them by caste-like
walls so that they could impose upon the workers the disecipline
necessary to maintain in its fullmness the capitalist mode of
production, The defence forces, the police and the ocivil
sexrvice were to have no special privileges and no special place
in the new régime, Their members were to be looked upon

as workers performing a necessary social function in the same
way as any other groups of workers,

68: It should be added that when Marx and Engels spoke of the

!'“‘ﬁ "withering away" of the state there is no reason to suppose
} they believed that in a socialist country the hopes of the
1 o philosophical anarchists would be fulfilled and that all

authority would be the outoome of express aaggnt to its orders,
No doubt both of them strongly helieved that the private
ownership of the means of produotion passed away, there would
bhe far less needk for a coercive apparatus in soclety. That

C | was a natural view for them to take since they held that it was
the private ownerhsip of the means of production which was respen-
\\,J sible for most of what was evil in the social process.




Laski, Communist Manifesto, p (68 con'd page 3

Their insistence that the state-power was essentially used to
protect that mkx private ownership from attack was, of ocurse,
held with great emphasis by Adam Smith himself, "It is only
under the shelter of the civil //69// magistrates," Adam Smith
vwrote (Wealth of Nations bk Vv, ch 1, § 2), that the owner of
that valuable property, acquired by the labour of many years,

or perhaps many successive generations, can sleep a single night
in security,®

69: Some discussion is desirable of the materialist comception
of history which is the vital thread upon which the whole of the
Communist Manifesto hangs; the more so bhecause it continues to

be strangely misrepresented by historians and social philosophers,
It is not a claim that all aotions are the result of economic
motives, Ut does not insist either that all change is economically
caused., It does not mean that the ideas and hehaviour of men

are fatalistically predetermined and that, whether he will or

no, the emergence of a soocialist society is inevitable, It is
the xxxxmmix argument that, as Engels put it (Socialism, Utopian
and Soientific, Section 3, Allen and Unwin), "production and

with production the exchange of its products 1s the basis of
every social order; that in every society which has appeared in
historyk, the distribution of the products and, with it, the
division of society into oclasses or estates, 1is determined by what
1s produced, and how it is produced, and how the product is
exchanged,” This is the basis from // 70 // which Marx and
Engels were led to that philosophy of history whioh led them to
part company with their former allies , the Left Hegelians,

whose conceptions are attacked in the Manifesto, For it led

them to see that the way 1in which the total social production is
divided in a community is not the outcome of the purposes, elther
good or bad, of the members of the community, but of the legal
relations which arise out of given modes of production, and that
these legal relations are independent of the wills of those engaged
in production, Since changes in the modes of production and
exchange are ceaselessly taking place, legal relations which

were at one time adapted to the conditions of the time, cease

to be adapted to them, It is in this disproportion between legal
relations in the community and the forces of production in it




argues, changes in the forces of production have rendered
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that the changes in men's ideas of good and bhad, justice and ?
injustice, are to be found, That c¢lass in a community which ﬁ
legally owns the means of production uses the xkim state-power |
to sanction that division of the prodmuct of which it approves. i
It therefore seeks through the coercive authority at the disposal B
0f the state-power to compel the general acceptance mfigxmx i!
of its approved division; and systems of values, political, i
ethical, religious, philosophical, are ways in which, direotly %
or indirectly, men express their agreement or disagreement

with the nature of t:e division which the owners of the instrum-
ents of production endeavour to lmpose.

This does not mean that changes may be regarded as ixm
irrelevant to the x ideas of menr; but it does mean that men's
ideas are continually evolving as their minds come to realise
that changes in the methods of production and exchange render
some ideas obsolete and require new ideas, As feudalism
became transformed into capitalism, the legal relations it
implied hinderxed the full use of the forces of production,

The values mf the fuedal system had been able // 71 // to main-
tain before the advent of the capitalist method of production
emerged became no longer acceptable. Then, as Engels wrote,

the bourgeoisie shattered the feudal system, and, on its ruinsx
established’ the bourgeois social order, the realm of free
competition, freedom of movement, equal rights for commodity
owners, and all the other hourgeois glories.® Now the Manifesto

the legal relations of capitalism obsolete in their turn; and
socialism merges as the claim to new relations, and therefore
to new values which the workers, as the class which suffers
most from this ohsolescence, seek to put in itaplace,.

No serious observer supposes that the materialist con-
ception of history is free from difficulaties, or that it mx
solves all the problems involved in historical interpretation,
But no serious observer either can doubt that it has done more
in the last hundred years to provide a major clue to the causes
of sccial change than any other hypothesis that has been put

forward, There can really be no valid reason to deny that,
over the whole space of recorded history, class struggle has been ﬁ
a pximpipxixexuxw central principle of its development, Nor
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oan it be denied that class struggle is intimately bound up

with the relations of production in some given socliety and the
ability to develop the full possibilities of the forces of pro-
duction at any ximy given time, It is equally clear, on any
close analysis, that the class which owns the instruments of
production usea the state-power to safeguard that ownership

and seeks to repress the emergence of ideas and valuee whioch
call that ownership into question. Anyone, moreover, who examines
objectively any period in which the mode of produetion is
rapidly changing, the of the Reformation, for example, or the
pexiod between the two world wars, cannot fail to note that

they also are periods marked by the grave instability xkak of

// 72 // traditional values and traditional institutions,
There 18 nothing in the theory of the Manifesto which argunes
more than that the occurrence of such a period means that, if
the traditional values and institutions continue to funetion

in the new economic setting, they will deprive large numbers

of their meansa of living, and that they will therefxore, seek

to emancipate themselves from a position of which they are

the vietims, To do sq as Marx and Engels point out, they must
possess themselves of the state-power that they may adapt the xm
relations of productiom to the implications of the new order.
And, on the argument of the Manifesto, since the passage from
capitalist to social ownership marks the end of a history

in xx which the instruments of production have been predominantly
the possession of one class, the transition to public ownership
means, when it is successfully effected, the emergence of

a classless society,

75 .. All the world applauded Robert Owen as long as he made
the operation of that "revolution" in the mind and practice of
the human race a philanthropic experiment confined to his own
factories in New Lanark, But when he argued that his principles
were 80 obviously rational that all gsocial organization should
be adapted to their application, the world turned angrily upon
him and shoewed him that, in the absence of the necessary material
conditions, a principle which has justice and truth Emxikxxzxix
and reason on its side will still be unable to conquer the world
by the inmherent force of its own virtue, It is not until men
see that the m"anarchy of social prduction" caused by capitalism
in decay can he replaced by "a socially planned regulation of
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of production in accordance with the needs of society as
a whole and of each individunal," that they are prepared to
get rid of capitalism,

nthe forces operating in society," wrote Engels (Socialism,
Utopian and Scientific S, 3), "work exacily like the forces
operating in nature: blindly, violently, destructively, so
long a8 we dox not understand them and fail to take them into
account, K But when we once have recognised them, and understand
how they work, their direction and their efforts, the gradual
subjeotion of them to our will, and the use of them for the
attainment of our aims, depends entirely upon ourselves . And
this is kxmw quite especailly true of the mighty productive
forces of the present day." That is, I think, the central
principle which underlies ihe Communist Manifesto; it is the
social application of B:con's great aphorism that "nature, to
be commanded, must be obeyed." It is our attempt to show that
every pattern of social institutions presupposes a stage in the
development of productive forces, and that those, who seek for
the achievement of the // 74 // pattern in which they believe,
will succeed only if their aim is justified by the oharacter
of those productive forces at the time when they make the effort,
That was why, though Carlyle and Ruskin saw the evils of their
own day, their remedy was an anachronism when they preached it;
they preached a sermon to men who, as it were, had already left
their church, That was why to take a contemporary instance The
New Deal of President Roosevelt was able only to assuage temporalr-
ily the wounds he sought to heal; for those wounds were not some

temporary infliction, but the symptoms of a disease far more deep
and deadly then he was prepared to recognize,

74 .. after Biamarck repealed the anti-msocialist laws in
Germany and the Social Democratic Party there began despite

all opposition to make both constant and remarkable gains, Engels
began to set the art of revolution in an importantly different
perspective. BL: (1) universal suffrage becomes a weapon of
emancipation, (2) fighting at the barricades pointless because

of advanced weapons, (3) as capitalism decays right will violate
constitution, (4) revolutions are not won by a single mighty
stroke but by the intellectual maturity of the masses (pp 74-79)
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92 This was olearly seen, as early as September 1918, by

Rosa Luxembourg. "Without general am elections," she wrote !
(Die Russische Revolution (1918) p, 113), "freedom of the

press, freedom of the assembly, and freedom of speech, life %
in // 93 // every public institution slows down and becomes i
a caricature of itself, and bureaucracy emerges as the one deciding }
factor.,. Public life gradually dies, and a few score party i
leaders, with inexhaustible energy and limitless idealism, i
direct and rule, Amongst them the leadership is, in reality, :
in the hands of a dozen men of first-class brains, even 1;
though from time to time an elite of the working class is ’
called together in Congress to applaud the speeches of the I
leaders and to vote unanimously for the resolutions they put f
forward,"

9% The Manifesto did not propose the exchange of one dictator-
ship for another; it proposed the democratisation of power by
putting the power of the state into the hands of the working |
clags, It assumes that the decline of capitalism has produced i
a working class mature enough to recognise that it must take i
its destiny into its own hands and begin the building of socialism, i
It does not bhelieve that this effort can be made successfully h
until all the economioc conditions of a particumlar capitalist |
gsociety are ripe for it; over and over again Marx and Engels

made it clear that they regarded any other view as irresponsible,
Neither of them had any faith in Blanquist methods, Neither of
them believed for one moment that in the absence of the necessary

economi¢ conditions some modern commititee of Public Safety on

the Jacobin model could prematurely establist socialist relations
of production by terror, Neither of them thought that the deliberat§
deliberate decomposition of democratic institutions would hasten

the coming of socialism; on the contrary, as Engels so repeatedly
said, their view was the very different one that the greater

the progress of democratic institutions in a society,

the more likely it was that the Right wouod turn from them to

an eagerness for diotatorship, Theyregarded the destruction of
democratic institutions as the supreme method a decaying capitalist °
reaction would employ in order to arrest the growth of that
democratic class-consciousness in the worker, whioh is the proof
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that the time is becoming ripe // 95 // for the transition to
gocilalism, That is why Maxxxemmisxwxxiim in the famous preface

to the Critique of Political Economy (Selected Works I 350)

Marx ocould insist that "no social order ever disappears hefore all
the pmmxkixnx productive forces for which there is room in it
have developed; and new higher relations of production never
appear before the material condtitions of their existence have
heen matured inthe womb of the old society."

95 No oriticism of the Leninist interpretation of the Manifesto
means for one moment that any democratic socialist believes

that there is some highroad down which one may pass peacefully
from capitalism to socialism,
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96: The reason why Marx and Engels were always clear that a _
fundamental change was unlikely to be peaceful, was given with %
clarity by the Freanch historian, Mignet, in the introduction to
the History of the French Revolution that he published in 1824, .
"When a reform has become necessary and the moment for aocomplishing}
it has arrived," he wrote (ET London 1919), " nothing can prevent é
it, everything furthers it, Happy were it for men could they

then come to an understanding; would the rich resign their
superfluity, and the poor content themselves with achieving

what they really needed, historians would have no excesses, no
calamities to reocord; he would merely have to display the tramsition
of humanity to a wiser, freer and happier condition, But the '
annals of nations have not as yet presented any instanoce of such
prudent sacrifices; those who should have made them have xxx

x2 refused to do so; those who have required them have forcibly
compelled them; and good has been brought about, like evil,

by the medium and with all the violence ofm usurpation, As yet

there has been no sovereign but force,"

97: What it (the Communist Manifesto) brought inte social
philosophy were four new and vital insights, It related first
the need for inevitable change to the causes which made it
inevitable, It linked that change, in the second place, to those
divigsions in the social order the antagonism between which has
been the vital source of conflict among man. It expalined, thirdly, j
why there was reason to suppose that the confliot between the

dying capitalist way of life and the mm emerging sociglist way
would he the last stage in those conflicts due to social divisions,
and why as they ended there would begin a new and richer relation
hetween man and man, since there would be at long last the final
destruction of those fetters of production which stood hetween
humanity and its mastery of nature, Finally the authors showed
how men may bscome conscious of the historical position they
occupy, and gathxer thereupon the knowledge that is necessary

to take the next effective step upon thex road of their long
journey to freedom,
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