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1. The theoretical actuality of the Manifesto

When dealing with the Communist Manifesto, one has to comprehend what makes this text preserve its hermeneutic and ideological power a whole 150 years after its first publication. The answer to this question is to be found in its revolutionary-scientific character, i.e. to the fact that it constitutes an analysis of the typical features of the capitalist mode of production, as it emerged from the history of class-struggles, and was consolidated into a system of class power and class exploitation with historically unique structural characteristics. This scientific character of the Manifesto, its ability to reveal the real character of a social order which presents itself as a regime of  “freedom” and “human rights”, makes it also an ideological weapon in the hands of the working class, i.e. all those who are subjected to capitalist power and exploitation. And as Louis Altusser argued, "It is absolutely necessary for one to have adopted proletarian class positions, in order, very simply, to see and understand what is happening in a class society. It is based on the simple finding that (...) one cannot see everything from everywhere. One can discern the texture of this reality of conflict only if one adopts within the conflict itself, certain positions and not some other ones, because to passively adopt some other positions means that she/he has caught up in the logic of class illusions, which shall be named ruling ideology. Naturally this pre-condition opposes the entire positivist tradition -through which the bourgeois ideology interprets the practice of natural sciences" (Althusser: “Für Marx und Freud”, in Louis Althusser: Ideologie und ideologische Staatsapparate, Hamburg/Westberlin, pp. 89-107, 1977).

  
The Manifesto demonstrates the element of class antagonism, of the conflicting interests between the two main classes of capitalist society, the capitalists and wage-labourers. Even further, it grasps the unity between the competing classes of society, the unity and coherence of society, in terms of social-class power:


Power does not constitute the "right of the sovereign", or the "power of the state" in relation to (equal and free) citizens, but a specific form of class domination. Power is always class-power, the power of one class, (or a coalition of classes), of the ruling class, over the other, the dominated classes of society. This power, which stabilises on the basis of dominant social structures, is reproduced within class antagonism, within the struggle of the classes. The specific unity of society is, therefore, inseparable from the unity of the specific class power, which is insured within the class-struggle. 


The Marxist theory of classes introduced by the Manifesto thus constitutes a theory of class-power within class-struggle. The classes are, therefore, defined exclusively on the field of class-struggle. They do not pre-exist class-struggle, and consequently they cannot be defined separately one from the other, but only through the social relations of an antagonism, which brings the one class in confrontation with the other. This means that the classes shall be perceived mainly as social relations and practices and not as "groups of individuals". "Capital is (...) a social power (...) The condition for capital is wage labour" (p. 97, 93).


The Manifesto does not refer to some particular capitalist society of its time, but to the structural characteristics of the capitalist relation per ce, to the capitalist mode of production. In other words, Marx and Engels focus on those elements of social relations which: 1) Comprise the unique character of capitalism, of each capitalist society, of capitalist class domination generally and discern this from the corresponding elements of other types of class domination (and of the corresponding social organisation). 2) Constitute the permanent, "unaltered" nucleus of the capitalist system of class domination, independently from the particular evolution of each specifically studied (capitalist) society. It is therefore not an analysis of some past and superannuated form of capitalism, but it constitutes a powerful analytical tool for the approach of contemporary capitalism.  


The same trend of theoretical analysis can be found, of course, in a more complete form, in other classical Marxist texts, and especially in Marx’s Capital. The special merit of the Communist Manifesto is though that it teaches us, in a compendious way, two major principles of Marxist theory: 

a)  that we shall never forget class-struggle; 

b)  that we shall never forget the capitalist state. 

Stated in another way, we shall never consider capitalist power relations as of merely economic nature, but we shall always regard them as a unity of economic, political and ideological structures: as a specific type of economic exploitation intertwined with a specific type of political power and the domination of a specific type of ideological forms.
 


In the next section of this paper I will illustrate the above stated theses focusing on the world market question, which is being often approached in an one-sided, economistic, way, as a unified economic structure, leaving class-struggle and the nation states out of the analysis.
2. The "global" economy, class-struggle, class-power and the state

The formation of the capitalist world market is not a recent phenomenon. It is a development closely related with the prevalence of the capitalist mode of production.  

I will quote a rather lengthy passage from the Manifesto on this subject, in order to make clear that nearly everything that it is said nowadays about the "global" economy and international competition was eloquently stated by Marx and Engels 150 years ago: 

"The bourgeoisie has, through its exploitation of the world market, given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of reactionaries, it has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. All old-established national industries have been destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death question for all civilised nations, by industries that no longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, satisfied by the production of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence of nations (...) The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the immensely facilitated means of communication, draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilisation. The cheap prices of commodities are the heavy artillery with which it forces the barbarians' intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilisation into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image" (p. 83-84).

Does the creation of this "one (bourgeoisie) world" as Marx and Engels named it, or of the "global economy" as many intellectuals and the press call it today, mean that international competition binds together with common interests (the interests of the "national economy") the workers and the bourgeoisie of each country? Or does it mean that capitalist power and the capitalist mode of production exist only on a global scale, creating thus a "world proletariat" on the one hand and a "world bourgeoisie" on the other? The Manifesto does not leave any doubt that both approaches are false; not only the first one, which is promoted by the bourgeoisie all over the world, but also the second one, which was defended by all those claiming that every revolutionary labour movement should follow the directives of an international centre. 

Both approaches disguise class-struggle: The first one by denying its existence in a clumsy manner. The second one by reducing it to the (world) economy and by denying thus the political condensation of capitalist class power in the bourgeoisie state; by denying, therefore, that the strategic aim of the revolutionary Left is "the conquest of political power by the proletariat" (p. 95).

The Communist Manifesto explicitly rebuts both approaches: "Though not in substance, yet in form, the struggle of the proletariat with the bourgeoisie is at first a national struggle. The proletariat of each country must, of course, first of all settle matters with its own bourgeoisie. In depicting the most general phases of the development of the proletariat, we traced the more or less veiled civil war, raging within existing society, up to the point where that war breaks out into open revolution, and where the violent overthrow of the bourgeoisie lays the foundation for the sway of the proletariat (...) Since the proletariat must first of all acquire political supremacy, must rise to be the leading class of the nation, must constitute itself the nation, it is, so far, itself national, though not in the bourgeois sense of the word (...) In proportion as the exploitation of one individual by another will also be put an end to, the exploitation of one nation by another will also be put an end to. In proportion as the antagonism between classes within the nation vanishes, the hostility of one nation to another will come to an end (...) Political power, properly so called, is merely the organised power of one class for oppressing another. If the proletariat during its contest with the bourgeoisie is compelled, by the force of circumstances, to organise itself as a class; if, by means of a revolution, it makes itself the ruling class, and, as such, sweeps away by force the old conditions of production, then it will, along with these conditions, have swept away the conditions for the existence of class antagonisms and of classes generally, and will thereby have abolished its own supremacy as a class" (p. 92-93, 102, 105). 

In the same trend of thought, Lenin stated many decades later that "the basic question of every revolution is the question of state power" (9 April 1917).
 And referring to all those who talk about the world economy only to veil the question of state power, he wrote: "they want to think neither of the state borders nor of the state at all. That is a type of ‘imperialistic economistism’ similar to the old ‘economistism’ of the years 1894 to 1902. Instead of speaking about the state (and therefore also about the determination of its borders!), they (...) select intentionally an expression, which is to that extent indefinite that all questions of the state vanish!" (July 1916).
 The "global economy" is the result of the articulation in the world market of the different capitalist social formations (capitalist nation-states), which form what Lenin described as the "imperialist chain".


The capitalist class power does not constitute exclusively (nor mainly) an economic relation, but refers to all of the social levels (instances). In the capitalist mode of production, there is thus articulated the particular structure of the capitalist state. Consequently, the capitalist class possesses the political power not because the capitalists man the highest political offices of the state, but because the structure of the political element in capitalist societies, and more especially of the capitalist state (its hierarchical - bureaucratic organisation, its "classless" function on the basis of the rule of Law etc.) corresponds to and insures the preservation and reproduction of the entire capitalist class domination: "Your very ideas are but the outgrowth of the conditions of your bourgeois production and bourgeois property, just as your jurisprudence is but the will of your class made into a law for all, a will whose essential character and direction are determined by the economical conditions of existence of your class" (p. 99).


This is the reason why the class-power of the working class can be established only after its class offensive has smashed the bourgeoisie state. As Marx and Engels stated it in the Preface to the German Edition of 1872 of the Manifesto, "the working class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made state machinery, and wield it for its own purposes" (p. 54).


The clarity of the Communist Manifesto makes it a powerful ideological weapon for the revolutionary labour movement.

� All quotations are from the 1967 English Edition of the Communist Manifesto (Penguin Classics).


� "It is in each case the direct relationship of the owners of the conditions of production to the immediate producers (...) in which we find the innermost secret, the hidden basis of the entire social edifice, and hence also the political form of the relationship of sovereignty and dependence" (Karl Marx, Capital, Penguin 1991, p. 927). 
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� Lenin- Werke  Vol. 22, p. 328-29, Dietz Verlag, Berlin 1972.





