
communist manifesto and nationalism

The intersection of communist ideology and nationalist sentiment is a complex and often paradoxical

subject. While Marx and Engels's seminal work, the Communist Manifesto, famously declared

"Workers of the world, unite!" a call that seemingly transcended national borders, the reality of

communist movements throughout history has frequently involved significant engagement with, and

even manipulation of, nationalist feelings. This article delves into the intricate relationship between the

Communist Manifesto and nationalism, exploring how communist theory grapples with national identity,

how nationalist elements have been incorporated into socialist states, and the enduring tension

between internationalism and national interests within communist thought and practice.

The Communist Manifesto and the Rejection of Bourgeois

Nationalism

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, in their foundational text, the Communist Manifesto, present a stark

critique of the prevailing social and economic order of their time, which was increasingly shaped by the

rise of industrial capitalism. A central theme of their analysis is the role of the bourgeoisie in

revolutionizing production and, in doing so, creating a global market. This globalizing impulse, they

argued, was intrinsically linked to the rise of nationalism, but not in a way that they found beneficial to

the proletariat.

Critique of Bourgeois Nationalism in the Manifesto

The Manifesto explicitly criticizes the way the bourgeoisie utilizes nationalism. Marx and Engels argue

that the bourgeoisie, in its pursuit of profit and expansion, breaks down national barriers through free

trade and the establishment of a world market. However, they observe that this process does not



inherently liberate the working class. Instead, the bourgeoisie uses national sentiment as a tool to

maintain its own power and to divide the international working class. By appealing to national pride

and loyalty, the bourgeoisie can pit workers of one nation against those of another, thereby preventing

the formation of a unified international proletariat that could challenge capitalist exploitation.

The authors famously state, "National differences and antagonism between peoples are daily more and

more vanishing, owing to the development of the bourgeoisie, to free intercourse, and to the world

market." This statement, however, is not presented as a celebration of global unity but rather as an

observation of how capitalist development is dissolving old national structures. The implication is that

while the material conditions for internationalism are being created, the ideological and political

structures of nationalism persist, often manipulated by the ruling class.

The Internationalist Call of the Proletariat

In direct contrast to the perceived manipulative nationalism of the bourgeoisie, the Communist

Manifesto champions an explicitly internationalist agenda for the proletariat. The rallying cry, "Working

men of all countries, unite!" is perhaps the most powerful expression of this internationalist vision. Marx

and Engels believed that the fundamental interests of the working class were global, not national. The

exploitation faced by workers in Britain was, in their view, fundamentally the same as that faced by

workers in France, Germany, or America. Therefore, their liberation could only be achieved through a

united, international struggle against the global capitalist system.

The Manifesto argues that national struggles are secondary to the class struggle. They see national

movements as potentially serving the interests of the bourgeoisie by distracting the working class from

its true enemies – the capitalist class – and directing its anger towards perceived foreign threats. The

proletariat, by its very nature, has no homeland in the sense that the bourgeoisie does. Its loyalty lies

with its fellow workers across all nations, united by their shared experience of exploitation and their

common goal of overthrowing capitalism.



Nationalism within Socialist States: A Historical Paradox

Despite the strong internationalist underpinnings of the Communist Manifesto, the historical trajectory

of communist movements and states has often seen a complex and sometimes contradictory embrace

of nationalism. While the theory advocated for transcending national boundaries, the practical realities

of establishing and maintaining socialist states in a world of competing nation-states led to a significant

integration of nationalist sentiment and policies.

The Soviet Union and the "Socialism in One Country" Debate

One of the most significant historical instances of nationalism within a communist framework emerged

in the Soviet Union, particularly after the death of Lenin. Joseph Stalin's doctrine of "Socialism in One

Country" marked a departure from the more orthodox internationalist perspective that had guided the

early Bolshevik revolution. This doctrine argued that it was possible and necessary to build socialism

within the borders of the Soviet Union, even if socialist revolutions had not yet occurred in other major

capitalist countries.

While presented as a pragmatic necessity, "Socialism in One Country" had profound implications for

Soviet national identity. The state began to cultivate a strong sense of Soviet patriotism, often drawing

on historical Russian narratives and symbols, albeit reinterpreted through a Marxist-Leninist lens. The

emphasis shifted from a global, immediate proletarian revolution to the consolidation and defense of

the Soviet state. This strategic shift, born out of geopolitical realities and the perceived failure of

widespread international revolution, inadvertently fostered a powerful sense of national pride and

loyalty, which was then utilized to mobilize the population for industrialization, defense, and other state-

driven goals.



Nationalism in China and other Communist States

Similarly, communist movements in other parts of the world, notably China under Mao Zedong, also

demonstrated a significant integration of nationalist elements. The Chinese Communist Revolution was

deeply intertwined with a struggle against foreign imperialist powers and the desire to restore China's

national sovereignty and pride. The narrative of the revolution often emphasized the humiliation of

China by Western and Japanese powers and presented communism as the path to national liberation

and strength.

Maoist ideology, while retaining a theoretical commitment to international solidarity, was heavily

influenced by Chinese national conditions and historical experiences. The concept of "people's war"

and self-reliance reflected a deep-seated nationalistic impulse. Many other communist states,

especially in post-colonial contexts, found that embracing nationalist aspirations was a powerful tool for

mobilizing popular support and consolidating state power. This often involved highlighting national

achievements, defending national interests, and framing socialist development as a project of national

resurgence.

The Comintern and Internationalism vs. National Interests

The Communist International (Comintern), established by the Bolsheviks to foster world revolution, was

intended to be the embodiment of the internationalist spirit of the Communist Manifesto. However,

even within the Comintern, the tension between internationalist ideology and the national interests of

the Soviet Union, as the leading communist power, was palpable. Decisions made by the Comintern

were often influenced by the geopolitical strategies and perceived security needs of the Soviet state,

leading to accusations of Soviet dominance and manipulation of national communist parties.

The Comintern's dissolution in 1943, ostensibly to foster Allied unity during World War II, further

signaled a shift away from a rigid, centralized internationalism. The subsequent emergence of diverse

national communist parties, each with its own political strategies and national contexts, highlighted the



difficulty of maintaining a singular, unified international communist movement that could completely

subordinate national considerations.

The Enduring Tension: Internationalism vs. Nationalism in

Communist Thought

The relationship between the Communist Manifesto's call for international proletarian unity and the

persistent reality of nationalism within communist movements and states is a subject of ongoing

debate and analysis. This tension arises from fundamental questions about human identity, the role of

the state, and the practicalities of achieving revolutionary change in a world structured by nation-

states.

Reinterpreting the Manifesto in National Contexts

One way to understand this tension is through the lens of interpretation. Communist thinkers and

leaders in different national contexts have often reinterpreted the core tenets of the Communist

Manifesto to align with their specific historical and cultural circumstances. While the call for

international solidarity remains a central tenet, its practical application has varied widely. For many,

national liberation and the building of a strong socialist nation became seen as prerequisites for, or at

least compatible with, achieving broader international proletarian emancipation.

This reinterpretation often emphasizes the material conditions that Marx and Engels described – the

breakdown of national barriers due to capitalism – but then pivots to argue that the specific national

context requires tailored strategies. The "national peculiarities" and historical development of each

country were seen as important factors that could not be ignored in the pursuit of socialist goals. This

approach, sometimes referred to as "national communism" or "socialism with national characteristics,"

acknowledges the reality of national identity and historical development while still theoretically aiming



for a globally transformed society.

The Role of the State and National Sovereignty

The Communist Manifesto envisioned a stateless, classless society as the ultimate goal. However, the

process of achieving this envisioned future typically involved the establishment of a workers' state,

which, in practice, often became a powerful, centralized entity. The existence of these states,

particularly in a world populated by other nation-states, inherently brought questions of national

sovereignty, security, and self-interest to the forefront. Protecting the gains of the revolution within a

particular nation often necessitated prioritizing national interests, which could sometimes conflict with

or overshadow a purely internationalist agenda.

The concern for national defense against perceived capitalist encirclement or intervention became a

powerful justification for strengthening the state and cultivating national loyalty. This created a dynamic

where the instruments of national power – armies, borders, national culture – were utilized by states

that theoretically aspired to a world without nations. The very act of building and defending a socialist

state within existing national boundaries meant engaging with and, to some extent, reinforcing national

identity and structures.

The Future of Internationalism and Nationalism

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the transformation of many other socialist states have led to

renewed discussions about the legacy of communism and its relationship with nationalism. While the

explicit Soviet model of state socialism has largely faded, the underlying tension between universalist

ideals and particularist identities remains a potent force in global politics. Many contemporary

movements that draw inspiration from socialist principles still grapple with how to balance the call for

global justice and solidarity with the realities of national identity, self-determination, and cultural

heritage.



The question of whether a truly internationalist communist movement can exist without being

subsumed by or instrumentalizing national sentiments remains a critical one. The Communist

Manifesto provided a powerful theoretical framework for transcending national divisions, but history has

shown that national identity and the structures of the nation-state are deeply entrenched forces that

significantly shape the practice of political movements, even those that claim to be internationalist in

their ultimate aims.

Conclusion: The Enduring Dialogue between Communism and

Nationalism

The Communist Manifesto, with its potent call for global proletarian unity, stands as a foundational text

advocating for the transcendence of national boundaries. Yet, the historical application of communist

ideology has often involved a complex and sometimes paradoxical engagement with nationalism. This

article has explored the critique of bourgeois nationalism presented in the Manifesto and its counter-

call for international working-class solidarity. It has also examined the historical instances where

communist states, such as the Soviet Union and China, integrated nationalist sentiments into their

political and social fabric, often as a means of mobilization, state consolidation, and national defense.

The enduring tension between the internationalist aspirations of communist theory and the pragmatic

realities of national interests and identity continues to shape political movements and the discourse

surrounding the legacy of the Communist Manifesto and its relationship with nationalism.

Frequently Asked Questions

How did the Communist Manifesto address the concept of nationalism,

and what was its critique?

The Communist Manifesto famously stated, 'The working men have no country.' It argued that



nationalism was a tool used by the bourgeoisie to divide the working class across national lines,

preventing international solidarity. Marx and Engels believed that workers of the world should unite

against their common oppressors (the capitalist class) rather than fighting each other based on

nationality.

Can nationalism and communism coexist, or are they fundamentally

antagonistic?

Historically, they have often been antagonistic. Communism, in theory, aims for a stateless, classless,

international society. Nationalism, by contrast, emphasizes the importance of the nation-state, national

identity, and often, national interests. However, some regimes have attempted to blend nationalist

sentiments with communist ideology, often for pragmatic reasons like mobilizing populations or

justifying state power.

How did 20th-century communist states, like the Soviet Union or

China, engage with nationalism?

While espousing international proletarian solidarity, many 20th-century communist states pragmatically

utilized and even promoted nationalist sentiments. The Soviet Union, for instance, fostered a sense of

Soviet identity and appealed to Russian patriotism, especially during World War II. China under Mao

also emphasized national unity and revolution against foreign imperialism. This often served to

consolidate state power and mobilize the population.

What are the key differences between the 'internationalism' promoted

by the Communist Manifesto and modern forms of internationalism?

The internationalism of the Communist Manifesto was explicitly class-based and revolutionary, aiming

for the overthrow of capitalism on a global scale. Modern internationalism, while also advocating for

cooperation, often operates within the framework of existing nation-states and international law,

focusing on issues like trade, diplomacy, and global governance, without necessarily challenging the

fundamental capitalist system.



Does the critique of nationalism in the Communist Manifesto still hold

relevance today?

Yes, many argue the critique remains relevant. In an increasingly globalized world, nationalism can still

be used to create 'us vs. them' mentalities, hinder international cooperation on critical issues like

climate change or pandemics, and be exploited by populist leaders to divide societies. The Manifesto's

call for international worker solidarity still resonates with those who see global economic inequality as

a primary concern.

Are there historical examples of nationalist movements that drew

inspiration from Marxist or communist ideas, despite the Manifesto's

anti-nationalist stance?

Yes, many anti-colonial and national liberation movements in the 20th century were heavily influenced

by Marxist-Leninist ideology. Leaders like Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam and Fidel Castro in Cuba utilized

Marxist frameworks to achieve national independence and socialist goals. While their ultimate aim was

national self-determination, they often incorporated elements of international solidarity and class

struggle into their movements, creating complex ideological blends.

How does the economic basis of communism, as outlined in the

Manifesto, conflict with the typical economic policies associated with

strong nationalism?

The Communist Manifesto advocates for the abolition of private property and the collective ownership

of the means of production, aiming for a borderless economy. Strong nationalism, conversely, often

prioritizes national economic protectionism, tariffs, and the development of a self-sufficient national

economy, which can run counter to the idea of a global proletariat uniting for a common economic

cause.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto and nationalism, each with a short

description:

1.

The Specter of Communism and the Nation

This book explores how the rise of Marxist ideologies, particularly the Communist Manifesto, was

perceived and reacted to by various nationalist movements across Europe in the 19th and 20th

centuries. It analyzes the often fraught relationship between internationalist socialist aims and the

powerful pull of national identity. The work highlights instances where nationalist sentiments were co-

opted or actively countered by communist parties, and vice versa.

2.

Nationalism's Counterpoint: Communist Internationalism

This work examines the inherent tension between the universalist aspirations of communism, as

articulated in the Communist Manifesto, and the particularist nature of nationalism. It delves into how

communist movements grappled with the concept of the nation-state, sometimes seeking to transcend

it and at other times adapting to or even utilizing nationalistic fervor for their own ends. The book

traces the historical debates and practical implementations of this complex relationship.

3.

The Communist Manifesto and the Birth of National Bolshevism

This study investigates the unique historical phenomenon of National Bolshevism, a heterodox political

ideology that sought to synthesize elements of both communism and extreme nationalism. It

scrutinizes how figures and movements attempted to reconcile the internationalist call of Marx and

Engels with a fervent, often aggressive, nationalistic agenda. The book analyzes the intellectual origins

and political manifestations of this paradoxical ideology.



4.

Red Flag, White Eagle: Communism and Polish Nationalism

This book analyzes the complex interplay between communist ideology, as outlined in the Communist

Manifesto, and the deeply entrenched nationalism of Poland. It examines how Polish communist

parties navigated their commitment to international revolution while engaging with Polish national

aspirations, particularly during periods of foreign occupation and struggle for independence. The work

highlights the particular challenges of reconciling Marxist internationalism with a strong sense of

national identity and historical grievance.

5.

National Identity in the Shadow of the Manifesto

This volume scrutinizes how national identities were shaped, challenged, and redefined in the wake of

the Communist Manifesto's global dissemination. It explores how various nations responded to the

perceived threat or promise of communism, often using nationalist rhetoric to mobilize populations

against it or, in some cases, to adapt communist principles to national contexts. The book traces the

ideological battles fought on the terrain of national belonging.

6.

The Paradox of the Proletarian Nation

This book delves into the theoretical and practical contradictions encountered when attempting to fuse

the internationalist ideals of the Communist Manifesto with the concept of a singular, defined nation. It

explores how nationalist sentiments could be seen as either an obstacle to class solidarity or,

conversely, as a tool for organizing the working class within specific national boundaries. The work

examines the historical attempts to forge a "proletarian nation."

7.



Nationalism's Appeal to the Communist State

This study examines the ways in which nationalist sentiments and appeals have been utilized by states

that identify as communist, often in direct contrast to the internationalist spirit of the Communist

Manifesto. It analyzes how national pride, historical narratives, and perceived external threats have

been leveraged to bolster state legitimacy and mobilize populations, even within officially socialist

systems. The book explores the evolution of "socialism in one country" and its nationalistic undertones.

8.

Marxism, Nationalism, and the Post-Colonial Struggle

This work analyzes the crucial role that both Marxist thought, stemming from the Communist

Manifesto, and nationalist aspirations played in the decolonization movements of the 20th century. It

explores how anti-imperialist struggles often blended internationalist calls for workers' liberation with

fervent demands for national self-determination and independence. The book examines the unique

synthesis of these ideologies in shaping the post-colonial world.

9.

When Class Met Nation: Communist Manifestations and Nationalist

Responses

This book provides a comparative analysis of how communist movements, inspired by the Communist

Manifesto, interacted with and were influenced by prevailing nationalist currents in different countries. It

looks at instances where communist parties adopted nationalist rhetoric to gain popular support or

where nationalist movements strategically co-opted socialist language. The work highlights the

dynamic and often contradictory relationship between these powerful ideological forces.
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