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12 THE REVOLUTIONARY IDEAS OF KARL MARX

and replacing it with their own rule. This doesn’t mean that this book
has no eriticisms to make of Marz. The man whose favourite motto was
TDoubt everything” would have despised the Soviet cult of him as an
infallible sage. But the book is, first and foremost, an exposition and
defence of Marx's ideas.

Secondly, any account of Marx's ideas is bound to be controversial.
His writings are surrounded by such a mass of conflicting interpreta-
tions that to explain what they say is to walk through a minefield. More-
over, Marx, beinghuman, was sometimes ambiguous and inconsistent,
and changed his mind on matters both large and small. In picking one’s
way through these difficulties, one has to tread a narrow path. It is easy
to slip from "What Marx really meant to say..." to "What Marx should
have said, but didn't...’ Thope I have avoided the Jatter. The only place
where I might reasonably be accused of doing this is in Chapter 5, on
Marx’s theory of history. Here 1 believe that Marx's views did change,
and develop, between The German Ideology and Capital, and have
based my account on the latter and more mature work.

Thirdly, there is the question of how far Engels’ writings can be taken
as a reliable guide to Marx's thought. Having been treated as the touch-
stone of orthodoxy by the Second International and in the Fastern bloc,
Engels is now regarded by many Marxists in the West as Marx's evil genius,
who distorted the latter’s thought. Both these views of Engels must be
rejected. Engels himself would never have claimed to be as great or origi-
nal a thinker as Marx. ‘Marx was a genius,” he wrote, ‘we others were at best
talented’ (SWiii 961). Nevertheless, Engels made his own independent
contribution to Marxism, both as a writer on scientific, philosophical,
political and military sukjects, and as a populariser of Marx's ideas. He
deserves to be studied in his own right. I shall cite his writings in so far as
they complement, clarify or develop Marx's own views.

This book is a contribution to the strugg]e against capitalism, and for
socialism. To the extent that it succeeds in changing a few people’s
beliefs, and persuading them that Marx was ri ght, it must also alter their
practice. For one cannot accept Marx's scientific theory and reject his
revolutionary politics: the two go together. That is the fundamental
point about Marxism—it is, in Antonio Gramsei's words, the philosophy
of practice.

If this book convinces only one person of the necessity of working
to bring about the self-emancipation of the working class, then I shall

be content.



CHAPTER 1

THE LIFE OF A
REVOLUTIONARY

Karl Marx was born on 5 May 1818 in Trier, an ancient cathedral town
in the German Rhineland. Both his parents were Jewish, the descen-
dants of many generations of rabbis; his family name had been
Mordechai, then Markus, before Marx. Marx's father, Heinrich, how-
ever, had converted to Tutheran Christianity in 1817, in order to evade
a decree excluding Jews from public office. The Rhineland, although
annexed by the reactionary Prussian monarchy in 1815, remained the
most economically and politically advanced part of Germany, heavily
influenced by the French Revolution.

Heinrich Marx, a successful le gal official, was a moderate liberal with a
deep faith in the power of reason. His granddaughter Eleanor called him
‘areal Frenchman of the I8th century who knew his Voltaire and Rousseau
by heart'. The relationship between father and son was close: Marx carried
a picture of Heinrich till his death, when it was buried with him.

The future author of Gapital was brought up in a comfortable and
fairly prosperous middle class home. Educated at the high school in
Trier, he received a liberal education with a strong emphasis on the
classics. He does not seem to have been an outstanding pupil, and his
surviving school essays give litdle hint of his future greatness. An
important influence on the young Marx was a Prussian civil servant,
Baron Ludwig von Westphalen, who introduced him to Homer and
Shakespeare, and whose daughter he was to marry.

In 1835 Marx went to Bonn University to study law. A conven-

tional middle class career in his father's footsteps seemed set out for
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40 THE REVOLUTIONARY IDEAS OF KARL MARX

not even be together in the same room... Never shall 1 forget the
morning when he felt strong enough to go to Mother’s room. Then
they were young again—she a young girl and he a loving youth, both an
the threshold of life, not an old man devastated from illness and an old

dying woman parting from each other forever.

On 2 December 1881, Jenny Marx died. En gels told Fleanor, "Moor
is dead, too.” Marx spent some time in A]giers, visited the Longuets in
Paris, tal(ing refuge in ‘the noise of children, this “microscopic world”
that is much more interesting than the "macroscopic”,” and went to
Vevey in Switzerland with Laura. He returned to England and caught a
cold in the Isle of Wight, only to learn of his daughter Jenny's death at
the age of 38. On 14 March 1883 Engels visited Maitland Road to find
‘the house in tears. It seemed that the end was near.” When he and
Helene Demuth went upstairs to see Marx, they found that he had died
quietly in his sleep. Engels wrote to Friedrich Sorge with the news:
‘Mankind is shorter by a head, and that the greatest head of our time.’



CHAPTER 2

SOCIALISM
BEFORE MARX

Marx was the genius who continued and consummated the three main
ideological currents of the 19th century, as represented by the three
most advanced countries of mankind: classical German philosophy,
classical English political economy, and French socialism combined

with French revolutionary doctrines in general.

Thus wrote Lenin in 19T4. Marx was not the first socialist—far from it.
Since ancient Greece and Rome people have aspired to a society in
which poverty, exploitation and oppression were abolished. But only
in the first half of the 19th century, and especially in France, did
socialism develop into a coherent set of ideas enjoying mass support.
To understand Marx's thought, we must know something of his pre-
decessors, and of the intellectual, social and political context in which
they emerged.

The years between 1789 and 184.8 have been called the epoch of the
‘dual revolution’. Politically there was the French Revolution of 178¢;
economically, there was the industrial revolution.

The industrial revolution meant the emergence of the "factory’™—
single workplaces which increasingly depended for their operation
on artificial sources of energy such as steam. This radically new
form of economic organisation originated in the British textile
industry and spread with gathering speed to other sectors of the
economy and other countries. Industrialisation accelerated in

Europe in the 1830s, with the building of the railways, and then
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52 THE REVOLUTIONARY IDEAS OF KARL MARX

In the formation of their plans they are conscious of caring chiefly for
the interests of the working class, as being the most suffering class. Only
from the point of view of being the most suffering class does the prole-
tariat exist for them. The undeveloped state of the class struggle, as well
as their own surroundings, causes socialists of this kind to consider
themselves far superior to all class antagonisms. They want to improve
the condition of every member of society, even that of the most
favoured. Hence, they habitually appeal to saciety at large, without dis-
tinetion of class, nay, by preference to the ruling elass. For how can
people, once they understand their systemn, fail to see in it the best pos-

sible plan of the best. possible state of societ)({:> (CWi 515)

Blanqui was no believer in class collaboration. When asked his pro-
fession, he replied, "Proletarian.’” He had mass working class support.
But, as with the Utopians, his strategy reflected "the undeveloped state
of the class struggle’. The highly repressive nature of most 19th century
regimes, and the underdevelopment of French industry, which was
still mainly in small workshops, meant that open organisation based
on the collective economic power of the working class was difficult, if
not impossible, and underground activity essential. But the effect was
an attitude to workers remarkably similar to that of the Utopian social-
ists. For revolutionary communists and pacific Utopians alike, the

working class was the object and not the sukject of change.



CHAPTER 3

RICARDO, HEGEL
AND FEUERBACH

The Utopian socialists developed a brilliant eritique of capitalist *Civilisa-
tion’, and produced some marvellous anticipations of a future commu-
nist "Harmony'. Their weakness lay in a lack of any real understanding of
how to get from one to the other, from capitalism to communism.

The French socialists were still prisoners of the Enlightenment. Their
materialism did not extend to society: history was still seen as the "progress
of the human mind’. Moreover, neither Blanqui nor the Utopians had
any scientific analysis of capitalism itself. To go further two things were
needed—{first, a new scientific method, superior to that of the En]ighten—
ment, and, secondly, a better understanding of capitalism. The elements
of these were provided by the two other sources of Marxism—German
classical philosophy and British political economy. We shall start with the

second of these, and its greatest representative, David Ricardo.

THE ANATOMY OF CIVIL SOCIETY

The thinkers of the Enlightenment drew a distinction between the
state and civil society. The state, they argued, represented the common
interests of all citizens. Civil society, on the other hand, was the realm
outside the state where individuals pursued their private economie
interests. Everyone agreed that, without the state, society would col-
lapse into chaos. People were assumed to be naturally aggressive,
greedy, selfish and violent. If left to themselves, without the restraints
imposed by the state, the result would be a "war of all against all’, of
which Hobbes painted such a terrifying picture in his Leviathan.
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&4 THE REVOLUTIONARY IDEAS OF KARL MARX

necessary, he argued, was to make people aware of their true nature.
This could be achieved only through a process of education whose aim
would be to destroy the influence of religion on people’s minds.

Marx aptly summed up Feuerbach's position when he wrote that 'in
so far as Feuerbach is a materialist he does not deal with history, and in
so far as he considers history he is not a materialist’ (CWwv 4I).

Nevertheless, Feuerbach's eritique of Hegel provided the starting
peint for Marx's own distinctive position. Materialism, the belief that
thought reflects the world, and does not create it, lay at the basis of his
conception of history. "It is not the consciousness of men that deter-
mines their being, but, on the contrary, their social being which
determines their consciousness’ (SWig503).

In The Holy Family Marx championed the materialism of the 17th
century scientific revolution and the 18th century Enlightenment
against the Young Hegelians. He lampooned the latter’s belief that
thought ruled the world in the preface to The German Ideology:

Onee uponatime a valiant fellow had the idea that men were drowned
in water only because they were possessed with the idea ofgravi!y. It they
were to get this notion out of their heads, say by avowing it to be a
superstitious, a religious concept, they would be sublimely proof
against any danger from water. His whole life long he fought against the
illusion of gravity, of whose harmful consequences all statistics brought
him new and manifold evidence. This valiant fellow was the type of the

new revolutionary philosophers in Germany (CWv 24.).

For the Hegelian left, all that people had to do to become free was
to think themselves free, to rid themselves of the ‘illusion of unfree-
dom’'. Max Stirner, the main target of The German Ideology, dis-
missed the material apparatus of the state, with all its repressive power,
asa ‘spook’, a phantom created by our own imagination. Marx's criti-
cism of Feuerbach was that he did not go far enough. History as well as

nature had to be understood materialistically.



CHAPTER 4

MARX'S METHOD

If there ever should be time for such work again, Iwould greatly like to
make accessible to the ordinary human intelligence, in two or three
printer’s sheets, what is rational in the method which Hegel discovered

but at the same time enveloped in mysticism {(SC100).

Marx never had time, of course, to realise the desire expressed in this
letter to Engels of January 1858, and the question of "the dialectic’ has
haunted later Marxists. This chapter will not try to solve this problem,
merely to outline the main features of Marx's approach to under-

standing society.

LABOUR AND ALIENATION

The oldest argument against socialism—that it is contrary to human
nature—is also the most popular. Socialism isa good idea, people say,
but it will never happen, because you can't change human nature. Any
attempt to create a society free of poverty, exp]oitation and violence is
bound to run up against the fact that human beings are naturally self-
ish, greedy and aggressive.

The argument presumably goes back to the old Christian con-
cept of original sin. Man (peop]e who talk about human nature
tend to forget women completely) is a fallen animal, born with the
mark of Cain upoen his brow, whose only salvation lies outside this
world in the grace of God. Adam Smith used a secular version of
this argument to explain why the emerging capitalist society of I8th
century Britain was natural and inevitable. He traced the origins of

the market economy to the ‘propensity in human nature...to truck,
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80 THE REVOLUTIONARY IDEAS OF KARL MARX

only as revolutionary practice’ (CWv 4.

In other words, workers are not simply passively shaped by society.
Capitalism, because it is a form of society based on exploitation, that
is, on the contradiction between capital and labour, gives rise to the
dlass struggle. The effect of this struggle is to transform the working
class. The pressure of the battle with the employer forces workers to
organise collectively, and to behave increasing]y as a class conscious of
its interest in transforming society. The experience of struggle makes
workers aware that their interests differ from those of the capitalists.
The victories they win, however small the issues involved may seem,
give them the confidence necessary to engage in the political move-
ment hecessary to wrest power from the bourgeoisie.

The class struggle is also decisive in establishing socialism. Marx did
not believe that capitalism would collapse under the pressure of its
contradictions. The victory of the working class was in no sense
inevitable. The outcome of his dialectic, unlike Hegel's, was not pre-
determined in advance. Everything depended ultimately on the con-
sciousness, organisation and confidence of the working class.

We can sum this up by saying that at the heart of Marx's thought was
the proposition that socialism is the self-emancipation of the working
class. It is only by their own efforts that workers can be rid of capital-
ism. They are their own liberators. No one else can achieve socialism
for them, neither the well intentioned efforts of Utopian reformers,
nor the conspiracies of Blanquist insurrectionists. The general rules
of the International Working Men's Association, written by Marx,
begin with the words, "The emancipation of the working classes must
be conquered by the working classes themselves’ (SWii19).

Nothing could, therefore, be further from the truth than to say
that Marx's conception of history is 'deterministic’, if by this it is
meant that socialism is, for him, inevitable. On the contrary, human
activity, in the form of the revolutionary practice’ of the class strugg]e,
would be decisive in determining the fate of capitalist society.

Of course, this activity does not take place in a vacuum. Marx made
this clear when he wrote at the beginning of The Eighteenth Brumaire
of Louis Bonaparte, 'Men make their own history, but they do not
make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances
chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered,
given and transmitted from the past’ {CWxiIo3). What human activ-
ity can achieve in a particular historical period depends upon the pre-
vailing material and social conditions. His analysis of these conditions

is the core of Marx's theory of history.



CHAPTER 5

HISTORY AND THE
CLASS STRUGGLE

The most widely accepted view of history is also the most childish. His-
tory is seen as the doings of Great Men {and occasionally Great Wornen),
of kings and politicians, generals and churchmen, artists and film stars.
Such a conception of history can be traced back to the medieval chroni-
clers, who recorded the doings of monarchs and noblemen, their feasts,
wars and adulteries. We are still served up with the same view, by courtesy
of the most advanced technolagy, on the television screen and in the
headlines of the daily tabloids.

There have always been those who were dissatisfied with this superfi-
cial view of history, who believed there was a more fundamental pattern
at work beneath the play of events. In the Middle Ages, the ideo]ogica]
power of the church meant that this pattern was seen in primarily reli-
gious terms. The doings of men and women were interpreted as the
workings of Divine Providence. Unconsciously human beings, while
pursuing their own desires and interests, were fulfﬂling God's design
for the universe. He gel was the last great Christian philosopher, with his
conception of history as the process through which Absolute Spirit
comes to self-consciousness.

The scientific revolution of the I7th century led to a secular view of his-
tory, in which God no lon ger plays any role. But the En]ightenment still
saw history as having a pattern, namely ‘the pro gress of the human mind’.
History was the story of the growing power of reason, of its constant battle
with superstition, and of its inevitable but gradual victory. Such a view was
both idealistic, since it conceived of ideas as the motor of historical
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CHAPTER 6

CAPITALISM

Capital was Marx's crowning achievement, the centrepiece of his life's
work. Its okject was, as he put it in the preface to Volume I, "to reveal
the economic law of motion of modern society’ (C'i92). Previous
economic thinkers had grasped one or other aspect of capitalism's
workings. Now Marg sought to understand it as a whole. In line with
the method of analysis and conception of history set out in the two
previous chapters, Marx analysed capitalism not as the end of history,
as the form of society corresponding to human nature, but as a histor-
ically transitory mode of production whose internal contradictions
would lead to its downfall.

It may be helpful to readers unfamiliar with the ‘dismal science’
of economies {as Thomas Carlyle called it) briefly to outline the
suhject matter of this chapter. It starts with the cornerstone of Cap-
ital, the labour theory of value, according to which commeodities—
products sold in the marketplace—exchange in proportion to the
socially necessary labour time required for their production. We
shall then see how this theory underlies Marx's account of capitalist
exploitation, for it is the surplus value created by workers which is
the source of the profits on which capitalism as an economic system
rests. Competition between capitals—whether individual capitalists,
companies or even nations—each out to grab the largest amount of
surplus value, leads to the formation of a genera] rate of profit, and
therefore, as we shall see, to a modification of the labour theory of
value. Competition also gives rise to a tendeney for the rate of the
profit to fall, which is the fundamental cause of the crises which reg-
ularly afflict the capitalist system.
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138 THE REVOLUTIONARY IDEAS OF KARL MARX

[1t] drives beyond national barriers and prejudices...as well as all tradi-
tional, confined, complacent, enerusted satisfactions of human needs,
and reproductions of old ways of life. It is destructive to all this, and
constantly revolutionises it, tearing down all the barriers which hem in
the development of the forces of production, the expansion of needs,
the all-sided development of production, and the exploitation and

exchange of natural and mental forces (G410).

At the same time, however, the tendency of the rate of profit to fall
shows that capitalism is not, as the political economists believed, the
most rational form of society, but is rather a historically limited, and
contradictory mode of production, which fetters the forces of produc-
tion at the same time as it develops them. "The real barrier of capital-
ist production is capital itself,” writes Marx (Cii 250). "The violent
destruction of capital, not by relations external to it, but rather as a
condition of its self-preservation, is the most striking form in which it
is given it to be gone and to give room to a higher state of social pro-
duction’ (G 749-750).

Contrary to what many commentators, some of them Marxists,
have said, Marx did not believe that the economic collapse of capital-
istn is inevitable. ‘Permanent erises do not exist,” he insisted (TSVii
497 n1). As we have seen, “the crises are always momentary and foreible
solutions of the existing contradictions.” There is no economic crisis
so deep that the capitalist system cannot recover from it, provided that
the working class is prepared to pay the price in unemployment,
fa]ling 1iving standards, deteriorating working conditions. Whether
any ¢risis leads to "a higher state of social production’ depends upon

the consciousness and action of the working class.



CHAPTER 7

WORKERS' POWER

The most basic proposition of Marxism is that capitalism creates the
material and social conditions of communism. The abolition of classes
is possible only where capitalist relations of production have lifted the
productivity of labour to a level where scarcity can be abolished. We have
seen how these relations come to act as a fetter on the productive forces,
giving rise to a regular, cyclical succession of boom and slump.

Another way of putting this is to say that capitalism makes commu-
nism both historically possible and historically necessary. But there is
more to it than that. Capitalism brings into being the social force
which will overthrow it and abolish classes. This force is the working
class.

As Marx and Engels put it in the Communist Manifesto-

The essential condition for the existence, and for the sway of the bour-
geols class, is the formation and augmentation of capital; the condition
for capital is wage labour... The advance of industry, whose involuntary
promoter is the bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the labourers,
due to competition, by their revolutionary combination, due to asso-
ciation. The development of modern industry, therefore, cuts from
under its feet the very foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces
and appropriates products. What the bourgeoisie, therefore, produees,
above all, is its own gravediggers. Its fall and the victory of the prole-

tariat are equally inevitable (CW+i 496).

The downfall of capital will not take place automatically, as some

misreadings of this passage have it. It depends on the organisation,
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176 THE REVOLUTIONARY IDEAS OF KARL MARX

resisted by capitalists because it would reduce their profits—would free peo-
Fle to develop their intellectual powers and physical skills.

In communist society, thanks to the development of the productive
forces and their subjection to common social control, many of the
Utopian socialists’ dreams would become reality. As Fourier had
anticipated, the barrier between 'work’ and "play’ could be broken
down—labour for the sake of physical survival and labour for sheer
enjoyment’s sake would no longer be separated from, and opposed to
each other. Engels argued that the antithesis between town and coun-
try would also be abolished, with the establishment of communes like
those advocated by Fourier and Robert Owen in which both agricul-
ture and industry would be carried on. The development of new forms
of technology in recent years requiring decentralised units of produc-
tion linked together by advanced communications systems has made
such arrangements more feasible.

Marx emphasised that all this depended on the development of the

productive forces:

The realm of freedom actually begins only where labour which is
determined by necessity and mundane considerations ceases; thus in
the very nature of things it lies beyond the sphere of actual material
productioni .. Freedom in this field can only consist in socialised man,
the associated producers, rationally regulating their interchange with
nature, bringing it under their common control, instead of being
ruled by it as by the blind forces of nature; and achieving this with the
least expenditure of energy and under conditions most favourable to,
and worthy of, their human nature. But it nonetheless remains a
realm of necessity. Beyond it begins that development of human
energy which is an end in itself, the true end of freedom, which can
blossom forth anly with this realm of necessity as its basis. The short-

ening of the working day is its basic prerequisite (Ciii 8z0).

Communism thus both drastically reduces the burden of extracting
a 1iving from nature, freeing us for other pursuits, and subjects the
labour process, ‘the realm of necessity’, to rational and collective con-
trol. In Engels’ words, ‘it is humanity's leap from the kingdom of

necessity to the kingdom of freedom’ (AD 336).



CHAPTER 8

MARX TODAY

No discussion of Marx's life and thought can ignore developments since
his death. Marx had set out, after all, to lay the basis of a scientific theory
of history, and, in particular, of the capitalist mode of production. Now
the only way in which we can establish even the approximate truth of a sci-
entific theory is by comparing its predictions with what actually happened.

Many would argue that by this criterion Marxism must be judged false.
The course of history, they claim, has completely refuted Marx's thought.
Most of his predictions have allegedly been contradicted by later develop-
ments, while even where his ideas have triumphed it is supposedly in a
form quite contrary to his hopes and expectations. Indeed, within the
labour movernent itself, there has been a succession of “crises of Marxism’,
the first within a few years of Engels’ death in 1895, in each of which the
irrelevance of Marx's ideas to contemporary society has been proclaimed.

Abooksuch as this obviously cannot discuss these eriticisms at any
length. Here I wish merely to confront, briefly, the three most impor-
tant arguiments against Marx. The first concerns the origins and nature
of the so-called ‘socialist’ countries today, the second the condition of

capitalism today, and the third the position of the Worl(ing class within it.

'REALLY EXISTING SOCIALISM’

The Russian Revolution of October I9I7 was undoubtedly the most
important event of the 20th century. A working class under avowedly
Marxist leadership seized power. Yet innumerable critics have argued
that the revolution and its aftermath completely refute Marx.

There are two main strands of this argument. First, it is claimed that

Marx expected revolutions to happen first in the advanced industrial
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FURTHER READING

THE WRITINGS OF MARX AND ENGELS

One negative consequence of the collapse of Stalinism has been that
Progress Publishers in Moscow no longer churns out cheap editions of
Marx and Engels in vast quantities. Some of this cutput is still avail-
able, in Britain through Lawrence & Wishart, which publishes the two
best selections of Marx’s and Engels’ writings in English in one and
three volumes respectively. Lawrence & Wishart is also publishing the
monumental 50-volume Marx-Engels Collected Works, begun in
1975 and now nearing completion.

Penguins Classics publishes, in association with New Left Review,
an excellent three-volume selection of Marx's Political Writings
(The Revolutions of 1848, Surveys from Exile and The First Inter-
national and After), the Grundrisse and a good modern translation
of the three volumes of Gapital. These editions, and those published
by Lawrence & Wishart, are to be preferred since, on the whole, they
provide complete works rather than selected fragments of Marx’s
and Engels’ writings which can be highly misleading. The Chinese
regime still publishes cheap separate editions of many of the most
important works in English, though these are not always easy to get
hold of.

The best place to start in trying to understand Marx is with The Com-
munist Manifesto (London, 2003). Engels’ Socialism: Utcpian and
Scientific (London, 1993) sets Marx’s ideas in their historical context
and briefly summarises them.

Marx’s materialist conception of history is concisely stated in his
1850 Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy.
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