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INTRODUCTION

Tse TREMENDOUS IMPACT Of
Communism on the life of the world is one of the clearcst
demonstrations of the far-reaching practical effects which may
flow from apparently highly-theoretical sources. Nobody
watching Karl Marx at work in the British Museum towards
the middle of last century would have imagined that what was
going on in his mind would one day have drastic influence
on the lives of millions of men and women all over the world.
Yet, since Lenin and his associates set out to base the whole
life of Russia on the principles first elaborated by Marx, there
can be no doubt about it. The work of Marx was influential
enough in the socialist parties of Europe before World War I:
the history of Soviet Russia since 1917 has focused the
attention of the world upon it in a quite new way. It simply
cannot be ignored.

Therc is some ground to be cleared before we get to work
on the main thesis of this book.

The book itself is writtcn primarily for Christians who are
prepared to do some work on Marxism because they are con-
vinced—whether they accept the Marxist analysis or not—that
Communism is a momentous fact of which Christians are
bound to take account. To-day there is a tendency to suggest
that Communism is washed-up as a philosophy and discredited
as a political technique. To write 2 book on Communism—so
some would say—is to flog a dead horse. Even Russia has
discarded the pure form of it, and we are beginning to realize
that the Marxist analysis does not explain contemporary
changes. We have been misled by an over-emphasis on the
economic, and we can see from the virility of nationalism and
the varieties of modern fanaticism that the * spiritual > forces
are morc potent than we had been taught by Marxism to
believe.
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8 The Christian Significance of Karl Marx

It is worth setting down the general line of this argument,
and to take the opportunity of insisting, for those who are
inclined to be influenced by it, that especially for students and
young people in industry it simply does not correspond with
their situation. To them Communism presents itself as the
most coherent philosophy and the greatest single emotional
drive that this generation has to deal with.

If this fact did not create an audience ready to hand, 1
should be inclined to write a book in the form of a warning
against accepting the conclusion that Communism with its
alleged “ over-emphasis on the economic ” is dated and dis-
credited. The chronic temptation to by-pass economic de-
mands in the name of the “ spiritual ” is too easily exploited
by the forces of reaction and counter-revolution, and it is
pretty clear that the total effect of the line of argument I have
outlined is to provide an excuse to do so. So much is probably
worth saying to check those who might lay the book down,
assuming that it was written by someone who hadn’t read his
Drucker and his Mannheim, and who was living still in the
“ romantic ” world of the nineteenth-century revolutionary—
the world of class-war and proletarian struggle. Christians
who are at grips with contemporary realities know that Com-
munism is a very live option for their contemporaries: it has
strength and coherence enough to win some of the best of our
people, and those who reject it for other options are usually
no more admirable or significant for doing so.

There is a second line of argument which operates to divert
Christian attention from the plain issues which Communism
puts up. The burden of this is that in some absolute fashion
Christianity and Communism are in opposition, and that this
fundamental antagonism makes discussion worthless. Com-
munism is materialistic and Christianity is a spiritual religion

. or, Communism does away with private property while’
classic Christian doctrine holds it necessary to man’s true
good . . . or, Communism attacks the sanctity of family life,
which Christianity cherishes as an ordinance of God. But it
won’t do to foreclose discussion on grounds like these: for
whatever our conclusions before this book is through, we shall
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certainly discover in the course of it that these distinctions are
over-simplifications: that Communism is not materialistic in
the ordinary sense, nor is Christianity a spiritual religion; that
Engels, rightly or wrongly, claimed that Communists were the
true defenders of “ private property ”; and that onc of the
grounds for the initial Communist assault on Capitalism was
that it made the reality of family life impossible.

All this is too epigrammatic to be enlightening. but again it
is probably worth setting down to make it clear that the issues
may be quite other than they are often supposed to be, and
that Christian integrity requires that they be fairly and
honestly dealt with. \

What then is our business with Communism? What is the
approach to it which Christian integrity requires? In the first
place Christian integrity exacts a strict regard for facts. The
Christian knows that all truth is to be honoured, because all
truth belongs to Christ, even when it does not acknowledge
Him. The man who is afraid of facts does not believe in
God, and it is an elementary Christian obligation to submit
to the discipline of rigorous scientific study.

Our business, therefore, is certainly not to put up a Com-
munist straw man so that with Hallelujahs and Christian
“ Huzzahs ” we can knock him down again. It is not even in
the first place to “ find a Christian answer ” to Communism.
Rather it is to expose ourselves to the full impact of Marxism,
so that it may have its full chance to convince us.

The only adequate way to do this is to read the Marxist
stuff. But some will first want convincing that that work is
worth doing, and others may feel they have not the time and
equipment to do it, much as they might want to. So the first
three chapters of this book are simply a straight exposition of
Marxist doctrine : an attempt to help Christians to “ find their
way about ” in this field of study. There is no Christianity
in them at all, except the Christian responsibility of the author
to do the job fairly. The fourth chapter is a study of the kind
of criticism Communism has bad to meet, apart from any
specific criticism Christianity has to make. It is an attempt to
discover how far historical change and later criticism have



10 The Christian Significance of Karl Marx

affected Marxist “ orthodoxy ”. By the end of Chapter
1V, then, Communism has had its chance to convince us—if
I have done my work fairly—so that when we come to bring
Christian doctrine to bear on it we are dealing with the thing
at its full-blooded best, and not with the palsied, straw-man
version of it which is sometimes butchered to make a Christian
holiday.

And one final word to determine our approach. The con-
vinced Marxist will tell you that it is no use trying to under-
stand Communism in any fundamental way except from within
the Communist Party, for Communism is not an absiract
theory to be approached with scientific detachment, but the
basis of a revolutionary movement in which theory and practice
are held inextricably together for the sake of the validity of
both. It sounds an impossible demand, yet it has a ring rather

“like the Gospel insistence that he who docs the will shall know

the doctrine. This at least we may agrec: that there is small
chance of coming to real grips with a theory like the Com-
munist theory, which was wrought out amid social conflict in an
endeavour to understand and direct it. unless we ourselves feel
the weight of the conflict and are in our measure immersed in
it; unless, that is to say, we feel as in our own bodies the
shameful weight of exploitation, poverty and war, and have a
living concern to lift thesc heavy burdens off men’s backs.

Yet we cannot make sense of the practical results of Marx-
ism and neglect its theoretical foundations. For Marx himself
and for all his genuine followers philosophy and action belong
together; to understand Marxism without putting in some
work on Marx’s philosophy is simply not possible.

Th@s book expounds Marxism as a system of thought and
practice in order to draw out its significance for Christians, and
it neces.sarily pays equal attention to its philosophical basis
and to its practical results. I believe that for the most part it
is reasonably clear and readable, but some who are strange to
the ways of philosophy may find the first chapter heavy going.
It may be of use if I set down some preliminary definitions.

The whole of Western thought has been deeply influenced by
the astonishing culture which flourished in ancient Greece



Introduction 11

some four centuries before Christ. The leading ideas put for-
ward by Plato, and after him, with modifications, by Aristotle,
were taken up into the Christian tradition and lasted on until
the end of the Middle Ages and the coming of the Renaissance
and the Reformation. Indeed, the great medieval culture was
largely a synthesis between Greek and Hebrew thought, and
the change which came over Western minds about the six-
teenth century was the break-up of this synthesis.

Certain terms which may be found puzzling in the opening
chapter of this book belong to this Greek tradition and the
history of its relation to other elements in our Western heritage.
Platonism covers the system of ideas associated with the work
of Plato himself and his disciples in subsequent ages. Dialectic
comes from a Greek word for conversation, or discussion—a
method of arriving at truth through the conflict of opposing
ideas in debate. Idealism does not mean the pursuit of “ideals”
(as it is commonly understood nowadays), but a view of life
which gives priority to an ideal world which is yet held to
exist, in some sense, already. We may see this last distinction
more clearly if we take as an example the notion of law. We
have the laws made by man, whether by a parliament or by an
autocrat, which may be just or unjust, or a bit of both. But
we judge whether they are just or unjust by reference to a
body of gencral principles which give us a notion of justice.
These general principles are still human ideas, subject to error,
the best we can do. It is possible to hold that these principles
themselves are the reflection of a perfect law, which is part of
the ultimate nature of things even if it cannot be fully grasped
by finite minds or perfectly embodied in legal codes. Plato
would have held this view. Against him would be arrayed the
various ‘ naturalistic ” intcrpretations, which see law as the
product of purely material causes or selfish interests, under-
standable without recourse to any “ idecal ™ law.

Plato regarded all things in this world as reflections, or
shadows, of their ideal counterparts in the heavens. The real
world was, for him, the world of “ ideas”: the actual world
in which we live was in a sense a shadow world, at best an
approximation to reality.
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What happened at the Renaissance was that men began to
turn away from this view and to take the natural world on its
own merits. They were immensely interested in this world
and saw no reason for referring it to any “ ideal world ”.
Their thinking became, therefore, more and more ‘ natural-
istic ”, and a conflict was created between the * idealists ”—
the descendants of Plato; and the naturalists—children of the
Renaissance. The debate went on, in one form and another,
until the nineteenth century, when Hegel, the German philo-
sopher, discovered a fresh approach to thc problem which
seemed to offer more hope of a solution. What Hegel did was
to revive the notion of dialectic and use it to interpret the
world and human history. ,

Dialectic was in the first place, as we have secn, a method
of discussion. Truth was arrived at by thc conflict of opinions
in debate. But what was true of these “ artificial ” discussions
seemed to be true of the human mind in general: one view
held the field until it was challenged by its opposite. Out of
the ensuing conflict a third view arose, more adequate to the
facts than either of the original positions. This in turn held
the field until it called forth its own contradiction, and so on
throughout history. Hegel sought to combine the two views
represented by the idealists and the naturalists by applying this
“ dialectic ” to the whole world process. Plato’s “ world of
ideas ” was real; so, also, was the “ natural world ”, but in a
sense greater than Plato had allowed when he saw it as a mere
reflection or shadow of the world of ideas. The struggle of the
Idea to embody itself in the material world set going a process
of struggle which is the ultimate stuff of history. Spirit (or
Idea) in conflict with matter produced history; history unfolded
itself through a series of contradictions and conflicts, each
producing the next stage, just as a debate cnds not in the
complete victory of either view but in something which was
not apparent before the two views met in conflict. It is,
therefore, a dialectical process. Hegel expressed this in the
terms: thesis, antithesis, synthesis.

But Hegel still left the world of Idea, or of Spirit, as the
primal element in the process. It was the Idea which unfolded
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itself in history, reaching ever fuller and more perfect ex-
pression of its own nature in and through the material world
and human society. Marx, as will become clear in the follow-
ing chapters, reversed this view. For him the world of ideas
was the product of material process. He stood Hegel’s philo-

sophy on its head and claimed that only then was it right
way up.

I have deliberately omitted any direct treatment of the Soviet
Union. I have my own opinion about Russian Socialism, but
I don’t hold it with any particular confidence because I don’t
think all the evidence is in. I could wish that those who hold
a different and less favourable opinion would use a like re-
serve. What I have tried to do is to provide background
material which is necessary if we Christians are to judge
rightly about Russia and about many another contemporary
fact and problem. But this at least I will say. Leaving aside
the more vicious kind of anti-Soviet bias, conscious and un-
conscious, there seem to me to be two kinds of prejudice in
the discussion of Russia: the prejudice of the honest secularist
who feels that Russia must be vindicated at all costs, because
otherwise man’s greatest scientific achievement is discredited;
and the prejudice of the Christian who feels that on no account
must the secular experiment of the Soviets be allowed to be
succeeding, for if it does succeed, what room is there for
Christianity? I hope that there is enough in this book to
deliver us from both these equally disastrous phobias.



CHAPTER I

WHAT COMMUNISM Is: The Period of the Manifesto

“ Karl Marx made a man of me.” G. BERNARD SHAW

AR 1

“Read Marx and inwardly digest. D. D. CARMICHAEL

K arL HEINRICH MARX was born in Prussia in 1818, the
son of a Jewish lawyer. His mother was a Dutchwoman, and
the financial difficulties in which the family lived are reflected
in her saying that “ If Karl made a lot of Capital, instead of
writing a lot about Capital, it would have been much better *. .
Karl Marx himself was sent to study law at Bonn, but removed
after a year to the University of Berlin, because his interests
were widening and his thirst for intellectual enlightenment was
such that he felt it could be satisfied only in what was then
the centre of philosophic culture.

He worked like a galley-slave, taking the whole of know-
ledge for his province, and finding his way from abstract
idealism to the Hegelian dialectic, which seemed to him to
offer a living interpretation of reality and relief from the
barrenness of the Kantian abstractions. By the time he re-
moved to Paris he had developed his criticism of Hegel in the
direction of a new formulation, and when he met Friedrich
Engels in Paris in 1844 they found that they were blood-
brothers in a new understanding of philosophy and of social
change. Engels was two years younger than Marx, the son of
a prosperous manufacturer and himself engaged in commerce.
From 1844 till the death of Marx in 1883 they worked with
complete understanding to provide the revolutionary move-
ment with a working theory and a fighting strategy, and after
Marx’s death Engels laboured through recurrent illness to com-
plete Das Kapital from Marx’s notes, to initiate and supervise

15



16 The Christian Significance of Karl Marx

the work of translation into English and other languages, and
to carry on not only revolutionary polemic but a prolonged
defence of Marx’s integrity as a scholar in the face of the
assaults which developed against the alarming new theories
and their first exponents. Engels died in 1895.

The Comimunist Manifesto, the joint work in which Marx
and Engels set out their general view of history and of social
change, was published in 1848. It ended not with a theoretical
conclusion but with a revolutionary slogan:

“Let the ruling-classes tremble at a Communist revolu-
tion. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains.
They have a world to win.

Working-men of all countries, unite! ”

Of the Manifesto Engels was able to write in 1888 that it
had become “undoubtedly the most widespread, the most
international production of all Socialist literature, the com-
mon platform acknowledged by millions of working-men from
Siberia to California ”.

From 1850 Marx lived in England. Engels, after a period
in Manchester, worked for the most part from Paris. Their
collaboration was one of the most single-minded and influential
in history, whatever we may think of its results.

In.the statement of it which we owe to Marx and Engels

- Communism is two things: a way of looking at the world and
a method of changing it. On the Communist view these two
are one, for “to understand the world is to be able to change
it” and, conversely, those who are able to change the world
have the only kind of understanding of it that is of interest.
If, in its first aspect then, we call Marxism a “ philosophy ”,
let it be on the understanding that it is “ a philosophy which
is the end of all philosophy ”, for it expressly sets itself to make
war against every kind of philosophizing which deals in pure
speculation, or bare theory. It will have no theory or meta-
physic which is not intimately related to activity. Theory and
practice belong together, and neither can have validity with-
out the other. How then; did Marxism arrive at this point?



What Communism Is: The Period of the Manifesto 17

The Renaissance initiated a process of philosophical debate
which Hegel brought to a climax. Renaissance thought set
over against Platonism and idcalism an emphasis on naturalism
and realism, a this-worldly view-point which was reflected not
only in philosophy in the beginnings of the scientific outlook,
but in the abandonment of medieval and symbolic art for the
realism of the Dutch interior and the concentration on the
immediate impact of experience without.asking questions about
ultimates. Walter Pater summed it up once for all at the end
of The Renaissance:

“ Every moment some form grows perfect in hand or face:
some tone on thec hills or the sea is choicer than the rest;
some mood of passion or insight or intellectual excitcment
is irresistibly real and attractive for us and for that moment
only. Not the fruit of cxperience, but experience itself, is
the end. . . .

To burn always with this hard, gem-like flame, to main-
tain this ccstasy, is success in life. . . . While all melts under
our feet, we may well catch at any exquisite passion, or any
contribution to knowledge that seems by a lifted horizon to
set the spirit free for a moment, or any stirring of the senses,
strange dyes, strange colours and curious odours, or work of
the artist’s hands, or the face of one’s friend. . . . With this
sense of the splendour of our experience and its awful
brevity, gathering all we are into one desperate effort to see
or touch, we shall hardly have time to make theories about
the things we sec or touch. . . . Of this wisdom, the poetic
passion, the desire for beauty, the love of art for art’s sake,
has most; for art comes to you professing frankly to give
nothing but the highest quality to your moments as they
pass, and simply for that moment’s sake.”

This was all very well as a practical conclusion when men
had abandoned dualism and other-worldliness and the
Church’s testimony to the supernatural. But it was impossible
" for serious speculation to beg the questions which classical
philosophy had posed about the relation of idea and thing,
form and substance, and of the ultimate ground of existence,
whether in eternal flux or unmoved Mover. Hegel’s unique
B
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contribution was to bring classic idealism and Renaissance
naturalism into philosophic relation. This he achieved by
introducing the concept of “dialectic ”, and interprcting the
nature of reality as a continuing debate, in which progress
comes about, as in discussion, by the opposition and conflict
of ideas or propositions. Reality is not static, nor is it a
smooth progression, without conflict. It moves as a debate
moves. . .. Yes—No—Nevertheless. . . .”” It was the Socratic
method of getting at truth: it must be transferred from the
sphere of logical enquiry and used as a key to the interpreta-
tion of reality. This is the Hegelian dialcctic—thesis, anti-
thesis and synthesis—and it is this philosophic method which
enabled him to make a creative contribution to the endless
discussion between idealism and materialism, between classic
philosophy and Renaissance naturalism. For in his conception
the ultimate Idea is in a dialectic relation to the world of
nature, and history is the story of this dynamic struggle :

“The Absolute concept does not only exist—where un-
known—from eternity, it is also the actual living soul of the
whole existing world. . . . Then it ‘alienates ’ itself by
changing into nature, where, without consciousness of itself,
disguised as the necessity of nature, it goes through a new
development and finally comes again to sclf-consciousness
in man . . . completely in the Hegelian philosophy.”!

In this doctrine of the “impregnation ” of nature with Spirit,
or with the “ Absolute concept ”, Hegel thought that he had
not only provided the final philosophic synthesis and ended
the arid controversy between idealism and materialism, but
that he had done so in the form of a new apologia for Christian
orthodoxy, in fact a re-statement of it. The theological objec-
tion to it, of course, is that it gives man a status and right
in himself as the expression of the divine, apart from redemp-
tion, which no responsible Christian thinking would concede
to him. The distortion of Christian doctrine which Hegelianism
involves is seen in sharper focus in Hegel’s doctrine of the
state, which he sees as “ the fullest historical expression of the

1 F. Engels: LubpwiIG FEUERBACH.
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immanent activity of the divine Spirit ”.! His world-view gives
validity if not divinity to human life as such and supremely to
its expression in the state. It provides no standing-ground
from which man can be called in question, or the state can
be judged; it is one more unsuccessful attempt to use philo-
sophy to strengthen the Christian case.

But our concern with Hegelianism is not in the details of its
relation to Christianity, or the details of its developed doctrine;
but simply in its relation to Marxism, for in Marxism “the
dialectic of Hegel was placed upon its head, or rather, turned
off its head, on which it had been standing before, and placed
upon its feet again ™.

The relation of Marx to Hegel needs to be stated more pre-
ciscly, and at some length. )

Both Marx and Engels in their twenties were ardent “ Young
Hegelians . They were captivated by the possibility which
Hegel offered of escape from the barren antagonisms of
philosophic debate. Not only did Hegelianism offer intellectual
satisfaction, but the dynamic concept of the Idea in dialectic
relation to nature and history promised a basis for action, for
intelligent participation in the work of the world and the affairs
of nations. At the age of twenty-three Marx dedicated a
Doctor’s thesis to his future father-in-law with the words:

“ Would that all who doubt of the Idea might be as for-
tunate as I, to admire an ever-young old man, who greets
each advance of time with the enthusiasm and poise of the
Truth, and with that conviction-deep, sun-clear Idealism,
which alone knows the right word to call up all the spirits
of the world, who never recoils before the shadows of re-

. actionary spectres, before the oft-clouded sky of the times,
but with godlike energy and manly sure glance pierces
always through all metamorphoses to the empyrean which
burns in the heart of the world. You, my fatherly friend,
have always been to me a living argumentum ad oculos, that
Idealism is not a fancy, but a truth.”?

1 Gwilym O. Griffith: INTERPRETERS OF MAN, p. 11.
3 Quoted in Max Eastman’s Marxisy: Is IT Science? p. 61f. Marx is
speaking of Hegelian Idealism.
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And Engels at the age of twenty-two:

“ That everlasting struggle and movement of peoples and
heroes, above which in the eternal world soars the Idea,
only to swoop down into the thick of the fight and become
the actual, self-conscious soul—there you have the source
of every salvation and redemption, there the kingdom in
which every one of us ought to struggle and be active at his
post. . . .”?

It is clear even from these quotations that, so far from being
blind to the refincments of speculation, Marxism was rooted
in a vital awareness of the issues which philosophy raises, and
that those who accuse Marx and Engels of vulgar materialism
simply convict themselves of ignorance of Marxist origins.
Authoritative Marxism is well aware of its roots in previous
philosophies, as well as of the reasons for its differences from
them. Lenin said:

“It would be a ver‘y serious mistake to suppose that onc
can become a Communist- without making one’s own the
treasures of human knowledge. It would be mistaken to
imagine that it is enough to adopt the Communist formulas
and conclusions of Communisi science without mastering
the sum-total of different branches of knowledge, the final
outcome of which is Communism. . . . Communism becomes
an empty phrase, a mere fagade, and the Communist a mere
bluffer, if he has not worked over in his consciousness the
whole inheritance of human knowledge . . .”

What then did Marxism make of Hegelianism, out of which
it stemmed? Hegelianism is already to be distinguished, on
the one hand, from Platonic idealism, which will attribute
reality only to the eternal or the * spiritual ”’; and, on ‘the other
hand, from Renaissance naturalism, which will attribute reality
only to the passing flux of “things”. In Hegel reality is to
be interpreted by the ingression of the divine Idea into the
world of things, which, by this ingression, is charged with

1 Ibid.
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dynamic possibilities of change. The pattern of this change is
the dialectic—the thesis, antithesis and synthesis—which gives
us the clue to history.

Where does Marx go from here? He retains the pattern,
but he sets it—so he claims—the right way up. Marx says in
cffect to Hegel: “ Many thanks. You have done more than
all the philosophers before you have done. You have given
us the key—the dialectic—but you’re trying to fit it into the
door the wrong way up. Let me have it . . . presto! Seg:
turn your dialectical idealism into dialectical materialism, and
the lock will really yield.”

Dialectical materialism: that is the Marxist key to reality,
the new instrument, not of knowledge only but of control of
the historic process. Men must not henceforward interpret the
world of things in terms of the divine thought or idea which
impregnates it: rather, thought is to be understood as the
product of a dialectic process in the world of things itself.
Reality is not “thought-moving-matter ”, but * matter-in-
motion ” which, among other things, produces thought. From
this starting-point Marx had his answer to the two key ques-
tions of all philosophy: the question, in the first place, of the
relation of thinking to being, of spirit to nature; in the second
place, the question of the possibility of any human knowledge
of reality at all, that is to say, the question how far our think-
ing is thinking about real things.

The first question Marx would answer somewhat after this
fashion. Marxism stands over against idealism not in denying
spirit or ideas, as crude materialism does, but in accepting
all spiritual existence, all thought, as a product of matter-in-
motion and dependent upon it. The Marxist answer to the
second question is that our knowledge of reality is given us
not in speculation—for speculation always leaves open the
question whether or not we are speculating about anything
real—but in practical activity. We know the world only by
living in it; we understand the world when we are able to
change it. Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach (Ludwig Feuerbach
was considered by Marx and Engels the greatest of the “con-
templative materialists ') has these two key sentences: _

.;:.f‘ \\ ".- Neaan AI\:\ "}'.‘52:2;':"
/ ( *.“ferc-. No].hl&f\\‘?

S0 . (b))



22 The Chiistian Significance of iXarl Marx
“ The dispute over the reality or non-reality of thinking
which is isolated from practice is a purely scholastic
question.”
“The philosophers have only interpreted the world
in various ways, the point is to change it.”

In philosophic terms, then, Marx flatly denies the first principle
of speculative philosophy, which is that the spectator of the
game of life sees most of the game. Only the player knows
how the game goes and can become proficient in it. Hence the
vital unity of theory and practice: no true theory without
practical activity; no sound practice without valid theory.

How does all his philosophic effort to put an end to philo-
sophy issue in the Communist Party and the rcvolutionary
struggle? Marxist theorists claim that their method has a
revolutionizing effect in every branch of scientific work, but
our special concern is its influence upon the understanding of
history and upon social theory. When the Marxist uses his clue
to history hc brings to light two fundamental dogmas:
economic determinism and historical materialism.

Economic determinism is the application to historical study
of the fundamental principle that spirit is dependent upon
nature, that thought is inescapably conditioned by matter, be-
cause it is a product of matter-in-motion. In historical terms
this means that if you want to make sense of any historical
epoch—to understand its culture, its philosophy, art, religion
and political life—you must look at the material conditions
underlying this cultural growth. No man is other than the
creature of his material environment, and the fundamental fact
about his material cnvironment is the way in which he gets his
living. On this view, the reality of thought, imagination, re-
ligious sentiment, political idealism, and so on, is not denied
—*“thought is what it is, and not something else ”: what is
denied is that thought is free of the material conditions which
permit and which stimulate intellectual activity, or free of the
material stuff with which thought must grapple if it is to be
valid thought at all.

Historical materialism is a further application of the same

N
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method of analysis. Not only is each separate epoch a living
matrix of economic and spiritual factors in which the economic
is, as it were, the fundamental stuff and the spiritual the
superimposcd pattern, but the developing process of history
must be interpreted in the same way. The transition from one
historical epoch to another is the result, not of the free decision
of men’s mind to change the pattern, but of a shift in the
structure of the fundamental stuff, compelling a change in the
pattern. The transition may be easy or arduous, swift or
slow, according as men’s minds grasp what is happening and
flexibly adjust themselves to it: but the shift in the economic
basc is the primary thing. Without it the change would not
take place; without an understanding of it the change cannot
be interpreted or controlled.

These two principles together provide the Marxist method
of historical analysis: they make up the economic interpreta-
tion of history, which can best be understood if we sec how,
in fact, it is applied.

The key is the dialectic method. All history is a dialectic
struggle inherent in the historical process itself. Primitive
societies have a communistic basis and primitive culture, that
is to say, primitive religion reflects the clan life and the direct
relationship to the natural environment of a pastoral people.
This primitive pattern breaks up, not primarily because of
added religious cnlightenment or cultural development, but
because of an alteration in the inaterial basis of life. The
stimulus of material need produces the tool to assist cultiva-
tion; the appcarance bf the tool upsets the simple balance of
life and creates inequality. It puts the beginnings of economic
power in the hands of those who hold the tools, and we see
the beginnings of a class-division between those who pass from
owning the tools, to owning the land, because they hire the
labour of others to use the tools, and so increase their own
cultivated holding. From that first shift.in the primitive
material basis of life all history has been the history of class-
struggle. The development of feudalism, in which a landed
aristocracy depended upon the serf-labour of landless pcasants,
was, according to this view of history, the logical outcome of
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the first use of tools. Feudalism produced, on the basis of its
own productive relations—that is,. the social relations which
were produced by the economic set-up—its own culture and
its own political arrangements, in which were rcflected the
dominance of the landed barons and the subservience of the
landless masses, able to live only by labouring and fighting
for their feudal lords.

But why does one society thus give way to another? For
feudalism in its turn was cnded, not by the peasant risings
(for they were beaten down), but by the growth within feudal-
ism of a new social class, the burghers or the bourgeoisie,
which took power to itself, broke the power of the landowners
and took control of our modern mercantilist civilization. In
a sense, to the Marxist, the question “ Why? ” is meaningless.
As to why the pattern of history should follow a dialectic
scheme there is no answer. The fact is that it does, and that
scientific analysis—*free from idealistic fancies”, as Engels
puts it—shows that it does. The classic statement of this
historical dogma is that with which The Communist Manifesto
opens:

“ The history of all hitherto existing society is the history
of class-struggles.

Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf,
guild-master and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and
oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another,
carrying on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight,
a fight that each time ended, either in a revolutionary re-
constitution of society at large, or in the ruin of the con-
tending classes. . . .

The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from
the ruins of feudal society has not done away with class
antagonisms. It has but established new classes, new con-
ditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of the
old ones.

Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, how-
ever, this distinctive feature: it has simplified the class
antagonisms. Society as a whole is more and more splitting
up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes
directly facing each other—bourgeoisie and proletariat.”
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In the next two chapters we shall sce what history since 1848
has done to illustrate or deny this fundamental thesis; but we
begin to understand how it came about that Marx and Engels
are remembered not simply as the philosophical antagonists
and successors of Hegel, but as the fathers of modern revolu-
tionary socialism, and the founders of the Communist Party.
For sce where their work brought them.

They discovered that dialectical materialism provided a key
to understanding the historic process. They found that,
according to the dialectic scheme, every type of society was
* in unstable equilibrium becausc it carried within itself the con-
ditions of its own transformation (thesis, antithesis . . .), and
that each new synthesis had bcen brought about by the process
of class-struggle, by the supercession in power of one economic
class by another. But so far there had been no final synthesis.
In 1848 capitalism was rapidly piling up the conditions of its
own destruction. It had shattered the feudal pattern of life
by bringing together great masses of labouring men to serve
industry in the production centres of western Europe and
America. Industry thus created the proletariat, uprooted from
any connection with the land, having no share in ownership
of the means of production (the primitive tool had now be-
come the huge industrial plant) and able to live only by selling
their labour-power at a price which would profit the owners,
who lived by manufacture and by trade. All this was taking
place by no man’s design, save that each man sought his own
interest in the class-situation in which he found himself,
whether as capitalist or as worker. Nor was the process itself
disastrous: for the changing technique, which capitalism had
developed, had increased productive possibilities immeasur-
ably beyond anything that feudalism could have known. Even
urbanization was not itself inherently bad, according to Marx
and Engels, for by it the masses were rescued from “ the idiocy
of rural life ”. The Marxist concern is not to pass a moral
judgment upon the historic process or those who play their
part in it, but to point out that here and now, under developing
capitalism, the usual contradiction is appearing, and that un-
less it is understood and dealt with there can be nothing but



26 The Christian Significance of Karl Marx

disaster. Like previous social crises, this onc can only be
resolved “either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society
at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes ™.

For this is what is taking place. The possessing class in its
own interest must buy labour-power at less than the price for
which the finished goods will sell—much less in fact, for other
costs must be allowed for and the goods must still sell at a
profit—and this means that the workers arc for cver unable to
buy back the goods they make, for they have not the financial
means to do so. In its simplest terms, therefore, the dilemma
of capitalist production is that its interests demand, on the
one hand, low Wwages and, on the other, high prices for finished
goods, and these are contradictory.! This contradiction has
three distinct effects:

(a) It creates competition among manufacturers for their
share of the limited market. This competition, in thc nature
of the case, must intensify, because improved industrial
techniques—new inventions, labour-saving devices and the
like—at the same time increase productivity and, by cutting
down the number of workers, decrease the demand for finished
products and so contract the market. This is the root of
imperialism, which springs from the necd of capitalist produc-
tion for an ever-expanding market for finished goods which
cannot be sold at home. “ The need of an ever-expanding

1 There is not space, nor am 1 competent to deal with the details of Marxian
cconomics. The key to them is the theory of surplus valuc or the
labour thcory of value, according to which the contribution of labour-
power, which is the principal ingredient in industrial production,
always reccives less than its share of (the money-price of) the finished
product. This creates an accumulated debt owed to the workers, and
an indictment of capitalist industrialism. My own lay judgment is that
nothing essential to the Marxist analysis depends on the validity or
otherwise of this thcory, and I am supported by an article by Margaret
Cole in the Fasian QUArTERLY for April 1943, in which shec says:

‘ Marx was a brilliant advocate: he excelled in taking his opponcnts’
arguments and turning them inside out to suit his own moral ends. Thus,
he turned Hegel upside down to make the materialist conception of
history, which is a fine argumentative weapon, and a faith to fight for.
Similarly, in the field of economics, he countered the classics with the
labour thecory of value, which formulates the faith that the working-
class get a rotten deal from the capitalist, but has no particular rcla-
tion to the facts of economic life.”
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market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole
surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle every-
where, establish connections everywhere.”?

(b) It breeds a decpening antagonism between the owning-
and the working-class (between the bourgeoisie and the pro-
letariat, in the Marxist phrasing). The interests of the workers
are in high wages and low prices, that of the owners in low
wages and high prices. The interests of the workers are in
full employmeni: the interests of employers lie in the mainten-
ance of a surplus pool of labour so that labour can be bought
at a competitive price. The interests of the employers (the
immediate interests) are to cut costs and increase productivity
by improved industrial methods: for the workers, every im-
provement in industrial technique means less demand for
labour, increascd threat of unemployment.

(c) The workers must therefore either compete against one
another for the decreasing number of jobs, or band together
for mutual support in bad times, and for a just share of the
proceeds of industry at all times. Hence the development of
trade unions and thc organization of the political working-
class movement.

According to the Marxist analysis each of these factors must
take on ever-increasing importance. There will be fluctuations
in terms of the trade cycle,? but each depression will be deeper
than the last, and the intermittent booms will grow progres-
sively shorter. The issue may be postponed for a time by the
opening up of new trading-areas throughout the world: but
the developing paitern is clear and the logic of it inexorable.
There is no future save deeper enslavement for the working-
class, until socicty undergoes radical transformation and the
contradictions of capitalism are done away with in a new
economic arrangement.

It is here that what night be a theoretical analysis begins to

1 COMMUNIST MANIFESTO.

2 Possibly the best casily-available cxposition—from a Marxist point of
view—of the way in which the contradictions within capitalism work
out in boom and slump is in John Strachey’s books THE COMING
STRUGGLE FOR POWER and THE THEORY AND PRACTICE OF SOCIALiSM.
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have revolutionary meaning: for we have seen that Marx made
“ practical activity ” the very condition of knowlcdge of the
real world. In such a world of class-struggle, knowledge of
the historic process can be won only by participation in the
struggle. Practical activity “ can only be conceived and ration-
ally understood as revolutionary practice ”.!

Marx and Engels not only defined revolutionary activity as
the condition of any valid knowledge of contemporary history

~and all historical understanding as enforcing the urgency of

revolutionary activity, but they set themselves to work out the

- revolutionary strategy which the historical situation required,

and became the mentors of the working-class movemcnt. 1848
was “ the year of revolutions ”. Everywhere the workers were
stirring to protest against their conditions. Chartism had pro-
vided the British labourers with a cohesion they had lacked
before, and in the ’thirties and ’forties England, Scotland and
Wales were all rocked with strikes. In 1848 the ink had
hardly dried on the Conununist Manifesto when Paris was in
the throes of revolutionary turmoil, and there were echoes in -
Belgium and in Germany. In the Marxist view another
historical order was in the process of dissolution, having failed
to adjust itself to the changing productive relations. But this
revolution would be different from any of its predecessors, be-
cause the industrial proletariat was unlike any other revolu-
tionary class in history. The proletariat has “ nothing to lose
but its chains ” and therefore its interests lie in revolution:
but, precisely because it has nothing to lose, it is distinguished
from, for example, the class of the bourgeoisie who superseded
the feudal lords. Each preceding revolution was carried
through by a sectional group in the pursuit of its group inter-
ests, and its menibers had no sooner expropriated the previous
economic overlords than “ they began to fortify their already
acquired status by subjecting society at large to the conditions
of their appropriation ”. But the proletariat has no sectional
interest, for it is not a minority group. ’

“The proletarian movement is the self-conscious, inde-

! THESES ON FEUERBACH.
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pendent movement of the immensc majority, in the interest
of the immense majority. The proletariat, the lowest stratum
of our present society, cannot stir, cannot raise itself up,
without the whole superincumbent strata of official society
being sprung into the air.”!

The working-class cannot free itself without freeing the whole
of society from recurrent class-struggle. Its triumph is the
triumph of humanity, which takes control of the economic
process in the workers’ revolution, and establishes the classless
society.?

The details of this revolutionary process, as Marx and
Engels pictured it, can be seen more clearly in relation to the
role of the Communists. According to the Manifesto, they
were to be, not “a separate party opposed to other working-
class parties ”, but rather the self-consciousness of the work-
ing-class movement as a whole. They were to qualify
themselves for leadership by the quality of their understanding
of the nature of the historic struggle, and so lead the workers
of the world into revolutionary action in accordance with the
historic destiny of their class. The term “ self-consciousness ”
is important here, because Marxism pictures in the most
graphic way the epochal character of the transition to the class-
less society. In this transition occurs something entirely new
in history. 1In all previous revolutions there has been an cle-
ment of automatism: nonc of the contending parties has
understood the nature of the struggle into which it was forced
by ecconomic interest. Now, in Marxist theory and in the
Cqmmumst consciousness, mankind takes an intelligent pur-
chase on its own destiny. The historic process cannot be
diverted. Man is not frce to that extent. But in understand-
ing it man enters upon the only freedom which has meaning,
the freedom which consists in “ the knowledge of necessity .
In one sense history only now begins. All prcv1ous epochs,
because of that automatism and unself-consciousness, had the
1 THE COMMUNIST MANIFESTO.

2 This is the social theory reflected in the refrain of The Internationale:

* Then, comrades, come rally, and the last fight let us face,
The Internationale wunites the human race.”
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character of “ pre-history ”. With the dawn of the classless
society man at last enters into his inheritance.

The transition will be difficult in the measure in which men
resist the inevitable. Resistance may be expected to come
from the possessing-class, for no posscssing-class in history
has yielded up its prerogative without a struggle. Communists
as such have no hankering after violence and will not use
violence first: but realism demands that the working-class be
prepared for resistance and be ready to deal with it.

During the crisis of the revolutionary struggle such demo-
cratic machinery as exists is bound to become inoperative,
and, for a period, the revolutionary party must be prepared
to take control of the situation. This is the period of the
dictatorship of the proletariat, and will last until the control
of the productive resources of the society is firmly in the hands
of the working-class, and as long as there remains a danger
that the expropriated groups may attempt to set the clock back
by some form of counter-revolution. The dictatorship of the
proletariat will then give way to a fuller type of democratic
freedom than men have ever known.

That is the main strand of Communist doctrine in its unity
with revolutionary practice. The next chapter takes up some
of the questions which have so far been intentionally left aside.



CHAPTER II

WHAT COMMUNISM Is: Some Key Terms

“ People who are materially secure always speak about
ideals: people who have nothing but their ideals talk
about material conditions.” ANON

Is THErEe any topic under heaven other than Marxism
of which discussion is morc bedevilled by loose use of terms?
Apart from the pure panic which used to be associated with
the very names of Marx, Lenin and Trotsky, and the emotional
horror attached to the word Bolshevik (which, on being looked
at steadily, means only “ a majority-man ™, and refers to the
debates within the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
during the carly years of the century) almost all the terms
which are necessary for a serious discussion of Marxism are
surrounded by such an emotional aura and have been so dis-
torted in discussion that they have to be either discarded or
translated. The preceding chapter of interpretation is as free
of untranslated technical terms as I can make it, but it seems
worthwhile to set down here a sort of extended glossary, as a
further aid to our understanding of Marxist fundamentals.

(a) Class and Class-Struggle

It is sometimes implied in discussion that what the Com-
munists are after is to arouse hatred between classes, to split
a more-or-less united and harmonious society into warring
groups by setting one section against another. This charge
may or may not have some substance in it as far as this or
that group of Communists is concerned. We come to that
later. The question here is fundamental Marxist doctrine, and
in that setting these two terms have a very well-defined,
scientific and unemotional meaning.

31
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What Marx and Engels were after was a scientific sociology,
and when they conclude that “all recorded history is the
history of class-struggle ” they are stating what they conceive
to be a scientific conclusion. ’

A “class” on their view is not a group of pcoplc either
conscious of their own unity or conscious of their own
superiority to other people. The fact of class may be quite
unconscious and unacknowledged and has in fact been so
throughout history. But that does not make it Icss real. Again,
a distinction of classes is not a distinction between better and
worse people, superior and inferior. It is not a moral judg-
ment at all: it is a scientific, historical, sociological judgment.
A class is a group of pcople in society, whether they recognize
each other or not, whose economic interests are in fact broadly
identical, because they are in the same relation to the pro-
ductive procecss. We shall consider in Chapter III how far
such classes are clear-cut and recognizable in contemporary
society. But the essential thing, as far as Marxist doctrine is
concerned, is that a class is a fact of social life, not a self-
conscious group of people who look down their noses or across
their barricades at other people. For example, the wage-earners
in capitalist society may in fact be very disunited indeed.
Individuals among them may have no keener ambition than
to be capitalists themselves. They may be all for middle-class .
prosperity and upper-class manners. But none .thc less a
scientific analysis of capitalist society will be bound to recog-
nize a class of wage-earners, whose relation to the productive
process is, as a matter of fact, different from that of the owners
and employers, because they will in fact be differently affected
by any change (e.g., the introduction of machinery) in that
process.

The class-struggle, therefore, or class-conflict, which is such
a bogy to amiable people who desire nothing better than that
folk should pull together, is not in the first place a propaganda
slogan for promoting bloody revolution. It may become such:
but, as the Marxists first use it, it is a technical term for a fact
of social life, the fact that there are in society groups whose
economic interests do conflict. The prime example in our
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society is the interest of the manufacturers in high prices and
low wages: the interest of the workers in low prices and high
wages. The conflict may be obscured in times of prosperity
for the whole society, but will always come into the open when
times arc bad, because the employer then, no matter how
benevolent he may be, must either cut wages, sack “ hands ”,
or go out of business. To accept the fact that this is so is to
accept the fact of class-conflict.

Class and class-conflict, then, represent a fact of industrial
life—a disease and not a remedy. The Communists at least
do something to promote a remedy when they call attention to
the disease.

(b) Property

The fundamental source for the understanding of the Marx-
ist teaching about Property is that section in The Communist
Manifesto headed “ Proletarians and Communists ”.

Marx and Engels here reply to the charge that Communists
are the enemies of private property. They point out that
property relations (that is to say, who holds property and the
basis on which it is held) have nothing absolute about them
but have in fact been altered historically again and again.
Feudal property gave way, not willingly but perforce, to bour-
geois property, that is, to the state of society in which the
dominant property-owners are manufacturers and financiers.
The feudal lords, to go further back, held their property be-
cause they were victors, or had chosen the side of the victors,
in previous social struggles. So where do we find an absolute
title to property?

Communism certainly proposes to disturb the existing
property relations, because “ modern bourgeois private
property is the final and most complete expression of the
system of producing and appropriating products that is based
on class antagonisms, or the exploitation of the many by the
few ”.

“ We Communists have been reproached with the desire
of abolishing the right of personally acquiring property as
C
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the fruit of a man’s own labour, which property is alleged
to be the groundwork of all personal freedom, activity and
independence.

Hard-won, self-acquired, self-carned property! Do you
mean the property of the petty artisan and of the small
peasant, a form of property that preceded the bourgeois
form? There is no need to abolish that; the development
of industry has to a great extent already abolished it, and
is still destroying it daily.

Or do you mean modern bourgeois private property? . ..

You are horrified at our intending to do away with private
property. But in your existing society, private property is
already done away with for nine-tenths of the population;
its existence for the few is solely due to its non-cxistence in
the hands of those nine-tenths. You reproach us, therefore,
with intending to do away with a form of property, the
necessary condition for whose existence is the non-existence
of any property for the immense majority of society.

In one word, you reproach us with intending to do away

with your property. Precisely so; that is just what we
intend.”? '

Summarily put, then, the intention of basic Communist teach-
ing is that the reality of property for the masses depends upon
breaking the monopoly in property held by a restricted class.
Marx and Engels, that is to say, present themselves in the
Manifesto not as the enemies of private property for the
“small man >, but as its defenders. Herc again we shall have
to ask in Chapter III how far their analysis holds good for the
twentieth century. But it is worth suggesting at this point
that a good deal of anti-Communist polemic would have to be
scrapped or re-written if this fundamental point were remem-
bered. For example, I think I could undertake to compile two
columns of extracts about property, the one taken from Marx-
ist text-books and the other exclusively from the various Papal
Encyclicals on the Social Order, and defy anyone to tell from
which source they respectively came. That is because the
fundamental “right to private property > which Catholic
doctrine insists on has nothing to do with the bourgeois mon-
1 COMMUNIST MANIFESTO. !
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opoly in property against which the Communist Manifesto
—Ilike the Encyclicals—was directed.

(©) Democracy and the State: The Dictatorship of the
Proletariat

Communism is again and again reproached with being un-
democratic, and therefore foreign to the British genius. It
is worth noticing how careful authoritative Marxism is with
its definitions at this point.

The first thing to mark is the distinction—not peculiar to
Marxism—between political and economic democracy. If
democracy is the actual expression of the will of the people in
government, then clearly we need to devise such political in-
struments as will make the people’s will effective. That is the
intention of the British parliamentary system, with its party
relations, its adjustment between legislature, executive and
judiciary, its Habeas Corpus and—fundamentally—its uni-
versal franchise.

We have to notice, though, if we are to make a fair estimate
of the character of Marxism, that there are two ways in which
this political order is dependent on the economic process.

(1) Even the secret ballot does not necessarily mean that
the intelligent will of the people for their own good finds ex-
pression at elections. It is true that the English squire, for
example, cannot follow his tenants into the polling-booth and
dictate how they vote, nor can he victimize them afterwards
if they vote against the squirearchy; but his influence can be
very effective against the kind of local political work which
alone can teach the people the facts of political life. It is
common knowledge how heavily established interests came
down on early attempts at political and trade union organiza-
tion. .

Then again, we have the formal liberty of the press to form
public opinion, and that is a very precious liberty indeed. But
the creation and operation of powerful newspapers depends
on capital expenditure which is only possible for those who are
already firmly entrenched in industry and finance. So a
political democracy, formally free, may in fact be directed by

'
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the opinion-forming newspapers of powerful privileged groups.
At the present moment! in Britain we arc faced with the
paradox of a gigantic newspapcr combine like the Beaver-
brook Press campaigning, it may even be without conscious
hypocrisy, for the “small man ”. while its own newspapers
oust the local journal from bookstalls all over Britain. Yet
even such a blatant contradiction as this can be put over where
there is money enough to peddle it in the super-cfficient pub-
licity style of the mammoth press.

The same dominance of privilege over opinion could be
traced, though less directly, in education, where influential
jobs are normally held by those who have been able to buy
educational privileges, and who are likely in consequence to
be consciously or unconsciously in alliance with the society
which gave them their chance.

And so it goes on. Leaving out of account all grosser forms
of bribery and corruption, there is clearly an actual domin-
ance, even in a formally-real political democracy, of groups
who hold a strategic position economically, and can therefore
manipulate the instruments which form public opinion and so
direct the vote.

(2) The holders of economic power in society can either
interfere to prevent the establishment of political freedom, or
interfere at the point where political freedom might be used
to bring about a shift of real power.

The Spanish War of 1936-38 was an instance of the former
process; Fascism, in one of its aspects (see Chapter III), of the
latter. But we can put the essential point in general terms.
Political democracy is always less than real democracy, and
always in danger, if it is not grounded in a democratic
economic order. Even where political democratic ideals are
plainly written into the statute-book as in Britain, there is
always the danger that when any economic crisis develops,
and real economic changes are necessary, these changes will
be resisted by threatened economic groups, and the political
instruments of government may have to test their strength
against that of economic privilege.

1 1945,
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The Communist theory, as it was originally set out, there-
fore, tricd to take account of the real limitations of political
democracy in a non-democratic economy. Communists differed
among themselves whether or not the political and parliament-
ary process could be uscd for working-class ends. There
were those who maintained that it could; and those, on the
other hand, who held that this was only an illusion, and that
the working-class should be taught to rely on their own
strength and not on parliamentary method. These latter main-
tained that under capitalism the state-instrument and parlia-
ment were not free to function in the interests of the people
as a whole, but only as “a committee for the administration
of the affairs of the bourgeoisie . In any event, whether it
was judged good strategy to get to the centre of political power
by taking parliamentary office, or whether it was conceived
that the instruments of bourgeois political power must be
crippled or broken by strike or civil war, it was certain, on the
Marxist view, that these organs of political power must eventu-
ally be taken over by the working-class under the leadership
of the Communist Party. Then new organs of government
would be set up—instruments of working-class and not of
capitalist power. But before this could happen there must be
an interim period to accomplish three things:

(1) The working-class!® would have to be educated to under-
stand that power had been taken in their name, and prepared
for the exercise of it. This process would be more or less
complete before the revolution took place, but there might
still be much to do.

(2) The actual transfer of economic power from private to
public hands must be carried through (“ the expropriation of
the expropriators ), and industry, including agriculture, set
going upon a socialist basis.

(3) The revolutionary leaders must mobilize and lead re-
sistance to any counter-revolutionary move either from within
the country or from outside, and break the power of such a

1 The *“ working-class " in any normal situation will include the peasants.
They in fact may nced more convincing than any other group that the
revolution is in their interests.
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counter-revolution. It is worth reading the history of the
revolutionary years in Russia to sce how these three phases
of the interim period did actually work out, but the general
point here is that, until these three things arc accomplished,
no secure political order can be built to take the place of the
previous governmental system. The gap between the two must
in practice be filled by the Communist Party itself, wielding
power in the name of the working-class. This period is the
period of “ the' dictatorship of the proletariat ”, which should
give way to a new and morc complete democratic order as soon
as the new economy is secure and functioning. Strict Com-
munist theory maintained that this state-power would then
“ wither away ”: in the smoothly-functioning classless society
no coercion would be necessary, because there would be no
class to dominate another. This is a large question. But in
theory at any rate it is clearly democratic, as democratic at
any rate as the Civil War in England or any other attempt to
establish the rights of common men by force against tyranny.
Given the Communist premise that parliamentary democracy
is in fact the tool of economic tyranny, then the dictatorship
of the proletariat is the substitution of one dictatorship for
another, with the advantage that the new form of (Communist)
state power knows its responsibility to prepare the way for
full democracy.

The Communists would maintain that the class-war in every
nation is at least as real and at least as vital for human happi-
ness as the present war between nations. The period of the
dictatorship of the proletariat, therefore, is precisely analogous
to the situation at present (1945) in Europe, where order is
being maintained, after the ousting of the oppressors, by force
of arms by the victor powers, pending the time when free
elections can be held.

(d) Religion and Morality

It is worth looking here at the Communist version of
morality, not so much because it is liable to misrepresentation,
as because it is peculiarly difficult for folk brought up in an-
other tradition to understand it.
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Mixed up in our Western European inheritance are two
elements: the Jewish belief in divine government, with its clear
legal requirements which are summarized in The Ten Com-
mandments, and the Greek conception of a fixed divine order,
which can be more or less completely represented by rules of
human behaviour and of social life. It is vital to realize that
for the logical Marxist all this is cancelled, “ washed-up ”,
finished, incredible, entirely mythical.

Take these two. Greek philosophy and Jewish religion, and
see what Marxism makes of them.

We have seen how the static Greek conception of the idea
and the ideal world was thrown into dynamic conflict and flux
by Hegel, and how Marx found this same flux and conflict,
not in the world of ideas, but in the world of things and man,
of history and society. So there are no longer, for the Marxist,
any transcendent standards or fixed rules—nothing but the
“ rules ” of the historic process itself, which moves by dialectic
struggle towards the classless society and the soverecignty of
the people.

As for Jewish religion, this for the Marxist is only one
variety of rcligion in general; and * religion-in-general” is
no better than a fairy story, a piece of wishful thinking. In
its primitive form it is simply a mythical product of simple
men’s imagination personifying the natural and material forces
of the world. Herée Marxism took over the theories of
nineteenth-century rationalism, but gave them a particular
development in terms of its own understanding of human
culture. For religion, they said, which begins with primitive
man’s personification of natural forces, persists in society be-
cause it serves the intelligent ends of the exploiters and pro-
vides comfort for, the unintelligent exploited peoples. The
exploiters—whether they be kings or capitalists—patronize
religion and make an ally of it because, with its otherworldli-
ness, its emphasis on the importance of spiritual perfection as
compared with material satisfaction, its promise of heavenly
compensation for the ills of this life (“ pie in the sky when you
die ), its making a virtue of humility and submission, it is the
best possible instrument for keeping the people quiet under
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tyranny, for persuading them to endure quietly all kinds of
affliction and oppression. It is the perfect “opium of the
people ” (it was in fact Charles Kingsley, the Anglican cleric,
who used this expression first of all). Then again, religion is
fostered by the unconscious desire of the people themselves to
avoid facing facts. They tend to shirk the realization that
their happiness is in their own hands, and rather than accept
the responsibility of a strong struggle for justice and the class-
less socicty, they turn to the satisfactions of spiritual piety as
a compensation for present injustice.

Religion is thus kept in being by the self-intcrest of the
exploiters and the timidity of the exploited, and the Church
and the priests live quietly and prosperously as the paid
lackeys of the dominant class and by the offerings of the de-
luded people, until the dominant class and its handmaid the
Church are swept out of the way by the insurgent proletariat.
The first struggle, as Lenin said, is thercefore the struggle against
religion. The people must have the scales of superstition
stripped from their eyes before they can see the real situation
and the real remedy for it.

‘Whether that is or is not a fair and complete account of

_Jewish religion and of the Christianity which stemmed from
it we have still to discuss, but once this view is accepted
radical consequences for morality logically follow. There is
no longer any divine government or absolute moral order;
there are no set codes, no fixed rules. The only guidance for
conduct is the scientific understanding of nature and of history.
If a man wants to cross the road, as Lenin said, he must for
safety’s sake find out which way the traffic runs. So the man
who has his life to live must learn the rules of the world’s
road, he must “get the hang of ” the world in which his life
is to be lived. He must understand, primarily, the nature of
the historic process and the fact of the class-war. If he is a
member of the working-class his historic role is “ to be loyal
to his class”. If he is a member of another class, then
common-sense and enlightened self-interest demand that he
accept the fact that his class is historically doomed. He must
therefore move across into alliance with the working-class
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which has the future in its hands.

It is very important to sce that this view of things produces
its own heroism and its own heroes. But what is so difficult
for non-Marxists to grasp is that the code of Marxist
behaviour is utterly different from that in which Europeans
have been traditionally reared. It knows no law except
the necessities of the class-war, no obligations except to
serve the revolution. From this starting-point things nor-
mally forbidden become not only permissible but obli-
gatory. It is pointless to indict Marxism because it tolerates
or even encourages ruthlessness, lying and the weapon of
terror, or because we find among the Communists the kind of
laxity in personal behaviour which conventional morality con-
demns. To that kind of attack the Marxist is invulnerable,
unless it can be shown that the kind of conduct in question
is defeating the purpose of revolution. His form of morality
mcans sitting lightly by conventional obligations. To trample
on compassion, to put aside personal ties and obligations, to
accept the label of an unscrupulous and undependable person,
for the sake of the Party and the Cause, may be a real kind
of heroism.

“He reads Machiavelli, Ignatius of Lovola, Marx and
Hegel; he is cold and unmerciful to mankind, out of a kind
of mathematical mercifulness. He is damned always to do
what is most repugnant to him: to become a slaughterer in
order to abolish slaughtering, to sacrifice lambs in order
that no more lambs may be slaughtered, to whip people
with knouis so that thcy may learn not to let themselves
be whipped, to sirip himself of every scruple in the name
of a higher scrupulousness, and to challenge the hatred of
mankind because of his love for it—an abstract and geo-
metric love.”?

The great Polish-born leader of the German and European
revolution, Rosa Luxembourg, lived as an ascetic, was content
to be without nationality, left her lover and married a man
for whom she had no personal affection, all in the service of

1 From a portrait of a logical rcvolutionary in Arthur Kocestler's DARKNESS
AT NoOON, p. 146.
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revolutionary strategy. She wrote near the end, “I hope to
die at my post, in the street or in prison.” When, as an old
woman, she was led to her death:

“ Before the door a trooper named Runge was waiting
with orders from Liecutenant Vogel and Captain Horst von
Pflugk-Hartung to strike her to the ground with the butt
of his carbine. He smashed her skull with two blows and
she was then lifted half-dead into a waiting car, and accom-
panied by Licutenant Vogel and a number of other officers.
One of them struck her on the head with the butt of his
revolver, and Lieutenant Vogel killed her with a shot in the
head at point-blank range. The car stopped at the Liechten-
stein Bridge over the Landwehr Canal, and her corpse was
then flung from the bridge into the water, from which it was
not recovered until the following May.”!

Her own account of the motive of revolutionary morality
reads like this:

“If in spite of all the violence of its enemies the con-
temporary workers’ movement marches triumphantly for-
ward with its head high, that is due above all to its tranquil
understanding of the ordered objective historical develop-
ment, its understandmg of the fact that ‘ capitalist produc-
tion creates with the necessity of a natural process its own
negation—namely, the exproprlatlon of the expropnators.
the Socialist Revolution °. In this understanding the workers’
movement sees the firm guarantee of its ultimate victory,
and from this source it derives not only its zeal, but its
patience, not only strength for action, but also courageous
restraint and endurance.”?

Lenin’s life bears the same marks of selflessness and dis-
interestedness. It was shortened by the ceaseless labour of
Communist leadership and he died burnt-out by the struggle
to provide the necessary theoretical guidance for the Russian
Revolution.

Whatever our judgment of Marxism, this kind of conduct

! Rosa LuxemBourG: Paul Frolich.
2 Ibid.
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is not contemptible: but there are one or two comments to
be made here.

(1) Logically, the Marxist ought to deal in no motives ex-
cept thosc of expediency and revolutionary necessity. Actually,
in all Communist literature the categories of morality come
creeping in. The concern for justice, a righteous indignation
against tyranny, the strong challenge to self-sacrifice, to
loyalty—these arc the stock-in-trade of revolutionary propa-
ganda. Logically, they have no place: actually, they appear
regularly.

(2) In point of fact the revolutionary movement does not
produce the kind of libertinism which one might expect to
follow the repudiation of any absolute moral standards. Lenin,
as a logical Marxist, can give no reason for avoiding sexual
promiscuity except, “ who would want to drink from a glass
from which many others have drunk? *’; but there appears to
be something in devotion to the revolutionary cause itself
which breeds self-discipline and sometimes asceticism.

(3) As the years move on the clear lines of Communist
orthodoxy on this matter tend to become blurred. The
Russians have appealed frankly to the most traditional and
non-Marxist human motives during the war against Ger-

many, so that one finds in their propaganda utterances like
this:

“ Hitler has released the Germans completely from moral
emotions—from all sense of pity, nobility, honesty, and
respect for the human being, from the natural and absolutely
essential love for everything that is alive. . . .

For us, international rights and codes are not an old
telephone-book which can be discarded, as Hitler thinks it
can, as all his Germans think it can, who joyfully jumped

across the borders of morality, and went for a joy-ride over
fields of blood and suffering.

Almighty God, what swine these people are. . . .”!
Our business in this chapter is primarily with Marxism as a
logical system: but this is a warning against treating it solely
as a logical system and not also as an historical movement of
1 Alexei Tolstoy in SOoVIET WAR News WEEKLY, December 23rd, 1943.
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human persons. The entirely logical Marxist is probably as
much an abstraction as the entirely Christian Christian.

() Communism and Socialism

We have given a summary but reasonably complete account
of the outlines of the Communist theory. But one cause of
confusion is the failure clearly to distinguish between Com-
munism and Socialism. They are, as a matter of fact, by no
means entirely separate, but a certain amount of definition is
required.

In the first place, as we have secn, Communism is a com-
prehensive world-view, implying its own version of morality
and its own programme and strategy for social change. But
within this general scheme there is a narrower sense in which
the term Communism can be used. In this scnse it refers to
the final stage of social development when, in the classless
society, the state has withered away, and industrial produc-
tion has reached such a stage that there is no longer any
competition for material goods. This final Communism is
not pictured as succeeding immediately on the overthrow of
capitalism. There intervenes a socialist stage in which, while
the means of production are collectively owned and adminis-
- tered, work is rewarded according to its social uscfulness, and,
since production is still short of the total human demand, it
' has to be distributed unequally in proportion to the value of
work done.

In this scheme, then:

Socialism is that stage of social organization which follows
on the overthrow of capitalism, the stage in which the prin-
ciple of material distribution is from each according to his
ability, to each according to his work (or worth).

Communism succeeds on socialism when production is at
such a pitch that everyone can have without struggle whatever
material goods are necessary for happiness, and when the
principle of distribution is from each according to his ability,
to each according to his needs.

A good deal of talk at cross-purposes could be avoided if it
were remembered, for example, that Russia has never claimed
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to be Communist in this final sense. What it does claim is
that, under the leadership of the Communist Party, it has
instituted socialism, where skilled workers are materially re-
warded for their work by a greater share insthe total product,
and where since, for instance, there are not yet enough cars
to go round, the privilege of owning a car is reserved for
those who have specially earned it.

Of course, while socialism is used in this sense of a particu-
lar type of economic organization in which the main means
of production are collcctively owned, it has also been used
in the wider sense of a general philosophy and a progressive
social morality. In this sense the term socialism is wider than
Communism, and the Communist Party is normally found as
one party among others in the general socialist movement.



CHAPTER III

WHAT CoMMUNISM Is: The Twilight of Capitalism

“ Always remember that one is given by fate only one
lifetime in which to live and work for humanity. There is
no greater crime in my opinion than to renounce the
world, no matter for what excuse. If anything should
happen to either of us, never say, ¢ It is finished.” For we
have both lived for one purpose, the cmancipation of the
working-people. If by chance one of us has to leave this
work before it is done, then let the other go on and see it
through—not in the spirit of holy self-sacrifice—as a monk
or a nun—but even more in the fullness of human experi-
ence. What we miss we can find only in knowing human-
ity more deeply and not in the ever-narrowing experience
of private memories. Life for me has only been worth-
while in so far as I have been able to show, even to a few
people, the way to forward living. And above all, what-
ever happens, let us never for one instant, on the slightest
excuse, forget that we are human beings and belong to the
brotherhood of man. Tyrants and hermits are tarred with
the same brush. Whatever happens you must go on

living—there are so many years of grand work ahead.”
Letters of CLIVE BRANSON: This one written
shortly before he was killed fighting the
Japanese on February 25th, 1944, He was
a member of the Communist Party.

So Far we have been concerned with orthodox Marxism
in its original expression, taking the main line of it and avoid-
ing all sectionil quarrels and niceties of interpretation. We
turn now to ask how far this orthodox theory has stood the
test of history, how far it does interpret for us the events of the

century since the Manifesto.
46
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Two main trends in line with Marxist prophecy can readily
be scen: the vast imperialist expansion of Britain and the
capitalist development of America; and the deepening of
economic crisis in the highly-industrialized countries of
Europe.

Take these in turn:

1. Imperialism

According to Marxism' every highly-industrialized economy
under capitalism has an inherent tendency to expansion, due
to its insatiable need for markets. For markets, not for raw
materials, as some suggest who maintain that “ free access to
raw materials” will solve industrial and international prob-
lems. Raw materials are profitless to capitalist industry,
unless it can work them up into finished products the price of
which will clear the cost and more. How does this inherent
pressure towards expansion develop? Reduced to its simplest
terms it has to do with the contradiction within capitalism
arising from the manufacturers’ simultaneous interest in high
prices and low wages. Wages enter into costs and, therefore,
must be kept as low as possible; profits depend on the margin
of prices over costs, so that prices must be kept as high as
possible. But since, broadly speaking, it is only the workers
who can buy the finished goods, low wages drive down prices
on the internal market, for competition between producers
tends to force down prices to the level which the consumer can
pay. When the contradiction becomes irreconcilable, that is,
when competition forces prices down to a level at which in-

dustry cannot profitably produce, there is a deadlock, industrial
stoppage, “slump ”.

“ Trade comes to a standstill, the markets are glutted,
the products lie in great masses, unsaleable, ready money
disappears, credit vanishes, the factories are idle, the work-
.ing masses go short of food because they have produced too
much food, bankruptcy follows upon bankruptcy, forced

1 Sce especially V. I. Lenin: IMPERIALISM : THE HIGHEST STAGE OF CAPITAL-
ISM.



48 The Christian Significance of Karl Marx

sale upon forced sale. The stagnation lasts for years, both
productive forces and products are squandered and de-
stroyed on a large scale, until the accummulated masses of
commodities are at last disposed of at a more or less con- .
siderable depreciation, until production and exchange at
last begins to move again. By degrees the pace quickens; it
becomes a trot; the industrial trot passes into a gallop, and
the gallop passes into the mad onrush of a complete in-
dustrial, commercial and credit steeplechasc, only to land
in the end, after the most breakneck jumps—in the ditch of
a crash. And so on again and again. We have experienced
it five times since 1825, and at this moment (1877) we are
experiencing it for the sixth time.”!

That same alternation of boom and slump has continued to
our own day, the even pattern of it broken by two world wars.
Within a capitalist economy, working in a limited area,
there is no solution for this dilemma. The industrialist caught
in the slump is helpless, whatever his goodwill towards his
workers. If he does not cut costs, he will go under in the
competitive struggle for whatever profitable business there is:
if he does cut costs, it means the sack or a wage-cut for his
employed workers.

Besides issuing in mass-unemployment for the workers
themselves, a slump reduces the number of productive units
and strengthens (relatively) those that survive. In every recur-
ring slump some firms go under, or are bought out by stronger
units and combines. This means a cumulative trend to
monopoly, balanced on the workers’ side by organization for
self-protection by trade unions (see below). But the trend to
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