
communist manifesto central arguments
on history
The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, is a foundational
document of communist thought. Its analysis of history is not merely a historical account,
but a powerful framework for understanding societal change. At its core, the Manifesto
posits a specific interpretation of historical development driven by class struggle. This
article delves into the central arguments of the Communist Manifesto concerning history,
exploring its dialectical materialism, the role of class conflict, and the inevitable progression
towards communism. Understanding these arguments is crucial for anyone seeking to
grasp the historical underpinnings of socialist and communist movements worldwide. We
will examine how Marx and Engels saw the forces of production shaping society and leading
to revolutionary transformations, ultimately predicting the overthrow of capitalism.
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The Centrality of Class Struggle in Communist
Historical Theory

At the heart of the Communist Manifesto's historical analysis lies the concept of class
struggle as the primary driving force of societal evolution. Marx and Engels famously
declared, "The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles." This
assertion is not a casual observation but a fundamental tenet of their philosophy. They
argued that throughout recorded history, societies have been characterized by the
antagonism between oppressor and oppressed classes. These classes are defined by their
relationship to the means of production – the tools, factories, land, and raw materials used



to create wealth. The dominant class, owning these means, exploits the labor of the
subordinate class, which possesses only its ability to work.

This perpetual conflict, whether overt or hidden, fuels historical change. The Manifesto
traces this dynamic through various historical epochs, from ancient slave societies where
masters and slaves were the primary antagonistic classes, to feudal societies with lords and
serfs. In each era, the existing mode of production and the associated class relations create
inherent contradictions. These contradictions, manifesting as social unrest and revolution,
eventually lead to the overthrow of the old order and the establishment of a new one, with
its own set of dominant and subordinate classes. The Communist Manifesto posits that this
historical process is not random but follows a discernible pattern driven by economic and
social forces.

Understanding Dialectical Materialism: The
Engine of History

The philosophical foundation for the Manifesto's view of history is dialectical materialism.
This concept, largely developed by Marx and Engels themselves, combines the dialectical
method of G.W.F. Hegel with a materialist understanding of the world. Materialism asserts
that the physical, material world – particularly the economic base of society – is the primary
determinant of social relations, political structures, and intellectual life. The
"superstructure" of laws, politics, religion, and ideology arises from and reflects this
economic base. Dialectics, on the other hand, describes a process of change through
inherent contradictions and their resolution.

In dialectical materialism, historical change occurs as a result of the inherent contradictions
within the material conditions of society. For instance, the forces of production (technology,
labor, raw materials) develop and advance. However, the relations of production (the social
organization of labor, property ownership) tend to lag behind, becoming a fetter on further
development. This tension, or contradiction, between the forces and relations of production
creates a state of crisis. This crisis can only be resolved through a social revolution that
transforms the relations of production to align with the advanced forces of production. This
process of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis drives history forward, with each stage
containing the seeds of its own destruction and the emergence of the next. The Communist
Manifesto applies this framework to explain the transition from one mode of production to
another.

Bourgeoisie and Proletariat: The Revolutionary
Binary

The Communist Manifesto specifically identifies the bourgeoisie and the proletariat as the
two principal antagonistic classes in capitalist society. The bourgeoisie, in Marx and Engels'
analysis, is the class of modern capitalists, the owners of the means of social production
and employers of wage labor. Through their relentless pursuit of profit and their



revolutionary role in dismantling feudalism, the bourgeoisie have created unprecedented
productive forces and a globalized economy. They have transformed the world with their
industries, commerce, and technological advancements.

However, in their rise, the bourgeoisie have also created their own gravediggers: the
proletariat. The proletariat is the class of modern wage-laborers who, having no means of
their own production, are reduced to selling their labor-power to survive. As capitalism
develops, the proletariat grows in size and concentration, forming large industrial working
classes. The Manifesto argues that the inherent exploitative nature of capitalism, where the
bourgeoisie extracts surplus value from the labor of the proletariat, creates a fundamental
conflict of interest. The proletariat, suffering from alienation and exploitation, will
eventually recognize their shared interests and organize to overthrow the bourgeoisie,
thereby initiating the final class struggle. This struggle, according to the Manifesto, is the
engine of change that will lead to a classless society.

The Role of the State in Historical Progression

The Communist Manifesto views the state not as a neutral arbiter of social order, but as an
instrument of class domination. For Marx and Engels, the state in any class-divided society
is essentially the executive committee of the ruling class. It exists to maintain the existing
property relations and to suppress any challenges to the dominant class's power. Therefore,
the state serves to perpetuate the existing system of exploitation and inequality.

In a capitalist society, the state apparatus – the government, police, judiciary, and military –
is used by the bourgeoisie to protect private property and to keep the proletariat in check.
Laws are enacted and enforced in ways that favor the interests of capital. The Manifesto
argues that as class antagonisms sharpen, the state may even become more overtly a tool
of repression. The ultimate goal of the communist revolution, therefore, is not merely to
seize state power but to abolish the state itself, as it is intrinsically linked to class society.
Once a classless society is established, the need for a coercive state apparatus, designed to
manage class conflict, will disappear.

From Feudalism to Capitalism: A Historical
Trajectory

The Communist Manifesto provides a vivid historical account of the transition from
feudalism to capitalism, showcasing the revolutionary impact of the bourgeoisie. It
describes how the bourgeoisie, emerging from the decaying feudal society, progressively
liberated the productive forces from feudal constraints. The old feudal relations of
production, characterized by land ownership and hierarchical lord-vassal relationships,
became a hindrance to the burgeoning forces of industrial production.

The bourgeoisie systematically broke down these feudal structures, replacing them with
new economic and social relationships based on commodity production and wage labor.
They created a national market, fostered mass production through machinery, and



revolutionized the means of communication. This process was not merely economic but
also social and political, leading to the dissolution of feudal estates and the rise of the
modern nation-state. The Manifesto emphasizes that the bourgeoisie acted as a profoundly
revolutionary agent, shattering traditional bonds and replacing them with "naked self-
interest" and "cash payment." This transformation, while creating new forms of
exploitation, laid the groundwork for the development of capitalism's immense productive
power.

The Inevitable Demise of Capitalism

A central argument of the Communist Manifesto is the inherent instability and eventual self-
destruction of capitalism. While acknowledging the unprecedented productive capacity
unleashed by capitalism, Marx and Engels predicted its downfall due to its internal
contradictions. One of the key contradictions they identified is the tendency towards the
overproduction of commodities. As capitalism expands, it creates vast quantities of goods,
but the purchasing power of the masses, limited by low wages and exploitation, cannot
absorb this output.

This leads to recurrent crises of overproduction, manifesting as economic depressions,
factory closures, and mass unemployment. These crises, according to the Manifesto, are
not accidental but an inevitable feature of the capitalist system. Furthermore, as capitalism
progresses, the concentration of capital in fewer hands intensifies, leading to the increasing
impoverishment of the majority – the proletariat. This growing inequality and the cyclical
crises of capitalism will, they argued, radicalize the working class, making them
increasingly aware of their collective power and their interest in overthrowing the system.
The very forces that drive capitalist expansion, such as technological innovation and
globalization, are seen as simultaneously sowing the seeds of its own demise by creating
larger, more organized, and more exploited working classes.

The Communist Revolution: The Culmination of
History

The Communist Manifesto portrays the communist revolution not as a mere political
upheaval, but as the logical and inevitable outcome of historical development. It is
presented as the final act in the long drama of class struggle, the moment when the
proletariat, having been forged in the crucible of capitalist exploitation, seizes power. This
revolution is fundamentally different from previous historical revolutions, which merely
transferred power from one ruling class to another.

The proletarian revolution aims to abolish class distinctions altogether, thereby ending
class struggle and, consequently, the need for a state. The Manifesto outlines a transitional
phase, the "dictatorship of the proletariat," during which the working class would
consolidate its power, expropriate the bourgeoisie's means of production, and begin the
process of building a classless society. This society would be characterized by collective
ownership of the means of production, the abolition of private property, and the eventual



withering away of the state. It represents, in their view, the end of pre-history and the dawn
of a new era of human freedom and development, where "the free development of each is
the condition for the free development of all."

Critiques and Enduring Relevance of the
Manifesto's Historical Arguments

The historical arguments presented in the Communist Manifesto have been subjected to
extensive critique since its publication. One of the most common criticisms centers on the
deterministic nature of historical materialism, with critics arguing that it oversimplifies the
complex interplay of social, cultural, and political factors that drive historical change, often
reducing them solely to economic forces. The prediction of the proletariat's inevitable
immiseration and the collapse of capitalism has also been challenged by the actual
historical trajectory of many capitalist economies, which have seen rising living standards
for large segments of the working population, often due to reforms and the rise of welfare
states.

Furthermore, the notion of a monolithic proletariat and bourgeoisie has been questioned,
with scholars pointing to the diversity of class interests and the existence of intermediary
social strata. The collapse of many states that identified as communist in the late 20th
century has also led to questions about the viability of the Manifesto's proposed
revolutionary path and the nature of the socialist society it envisioned. Despite these
critiques, the Communist Manifesto's analysis of history, particularly its emphasis on the
role of economic structures, class conflict, and the dynamics of power, continues to
resonate. It offers a powerful framework for understanding social inequality, the nature of
power, and the transformative potential of collective action, making its historical arguments
a subject of ongoing debate and study.

Conclusion

The Communist Manifesto's central arguments on history provide a compelling, albeit
contentious, framework for understanding societal development. Its core thesis of class
struggle as the engine of history, underpinned by dialectical materialism, posits a dynamic
process of conflict and transformation. The identification of the bourgeoisie and proletariat
as the primary antagonists in capitalist society, the state as an instrument of class rule, and
the inherent contradictions leading to capitalism's inevitable downfall are key takeaways.
The Manifesto presents the communist revolution as the culmination of this historical
trajectory, aiming for a classless society. While subject to significant criticism regarding its
determinism and predictions, the Manifesto's enduring influence lies in its profound insights
into power, inequality, and the potential for radical social change, making its historical
arguments a vital area of study for grasping the evolution of modern thought and political
movements.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core of the Communist Manifesto's
argument about history?
The central argument is that all of history, up to the present, is the history of class
struggles. This means that societal development is driven by the conflict between opposing
social classes.

How does the Manifesto define 'class struggle' in a
historical context?
It defines class struggle as the inherent antagonism between the oppressor and the
oppressed, from ancient slave societies and feudalism to the modern capitalist system,
where the bourgeoisie (owners of the means of production) are in conflict with the
proletariat (the working class).

What historical force does the Communist Manifesto
identify as the primary driver of social change?
The Manifesto identifies the development of productive forces and the resulting
contradictions between these forces and the existing relations of production as the primary
drivers of social change. When the means of producing wealth become incompatible with
the existing social structure, revolution occurs.

According to the Manifesto, what role does the
bourgeoisie play in historical progression?
The bourgeoisie are depicted as a historically revolutionary class. They overthrew feudalism
and created vast productive forces, but in doing so, they also created the conditions for
their own eventual overthrow by the proletariat.

How does the Manifesto view the rise of capitalism in
its historical analysis?
The Manifesto sees the rise of capitalism as a crucial stage in history. It dissolved feudal
relations, concentrated capital, and created a global market, but it also generated immense
social inequality and the conditions for its own demise through class conflict.

What does the Communist Manifesto predict will be the
outcome of the current historical class struggle?
It predicts the inevitable victory of the proletariat over the bourgeoisie, leading to a
communist society where class distinctions are abolished, and the means of production are
owned collectively.



What historical epochs or modes of production does the
Manifesto reference to illustrate its theory of class
struggle?
The Manifesto references several historical epochs, including ancient slave societies
(master and slave), feudalism (lord and serf), and the current era of capitalism (bourgeoisie
and proletariat).

How does the concept of 'materialism' underpin the
Manifesto's historical arguments?
The Manifesto employs historical materialism, arguing that the economic base (the mode of
production and class relations) determines the social, political, and intellectual
superstructure of society. History is understood as a progression of these material
conditions and the conflicts they generate.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's central arguments on history,
presented as requested:

1.

The Unfolding of Class Struggle
This book delves into the historical progression of societies as depicted by Marx and Engels,
emphasizing the inevitable rise and fall of dominant classes. It examines how economic
systems evolve, driven by the inherent contradictions within each mode of production and
the ensuing conflict between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. The narrative traces this
dialectical materialist understanding of history from ancient times to the industrial era,
highlighting the escalating tension that foreshadows revolution.

2.

From Feudalism to Factory: A Historical Materialist
View
This title explores the transition from feudal societies to capitalist ones through the lens of
historical materialism. It dissects the economic forces and class antagonisms that propelled
this monumental shift, showcasing how the ownership of the means of production changed
hands. The book illustrates the Manifesto's argument that each historical epoch is defined
by its specific economic structure and the resulting social relations.

3.



The Engine of History: Capital and Labor
Focusing on the core relationship between capital and labor, this work unpacks the
Manifesto's assertion that this dynamic is the primary engine of historical change under
capitalism. It details how the accumulation of capital necessitates the exploitation of labor,
creating a perpetual cycle of conflict and innovation. The book argues that this inherent
tension is the driving force behind industrial development and social upheaval.

4.

Bourgeoisie and Proletariat: The Historical Dynamic
This book examines the central class conflict described in the Communist Manifesto – the
antagonism between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. It traces the historical emergence
of these classes and their evolving relationship, from the early days of industrial capitalism
to the mature stages. The narrative emphasizes how the bourgeoisie, by revolutionizing
production, simultaneously creates its own gravediggers in the form of the proletariat.

5.

Revolution as a Historical Necessity
This title directly addresses the Manifesto's claim that revolution is not merely an option but
a historical necessity arising from irreconcilable class conflict. It analyzes historical
instances of revolutionary change, interpreting them through the framework of dialectical
materialism. The book argues that when the existing social order can no longer contain the
forces of production, a revolutionary transformation becomes inevitable to usher in a new
era.

6.

The Spectre of Communism: Historical Manifestations
This work explores how the conditions and ideas described in the Communist Manifesto
have manifested throughout history, contributing to movements and ideologies advocating
for a communist future. It looks beyond the text itself to trace the historical impact of its
arguments on working-class movements and intellectual thought. The book examines the
ongoing relevance of the Manifesto's historical analysis in understanding societal
transformations.

7.

A History of Exploitation and Emancipation
This book provides a sweeping historical overview of exploitation, as analyzed by Marx and
Engels, and the subsequent struggles for emancipation. It highlights how different historical
periods have featured varying forms of exploitation, all rooted in the control of the means
of production. The narrative champions the proletariat's historical role as the class destined
to achieve universal emancipation by overthrowing the capitalist system.

8.



The Globalization of Capital: A Manifesto Retrospective
This title re-examines the Communist Manifesto's predictions about the globalizing
tendencies of capitalism in light of contemporary global economic realities. It assesses how
the historical forces described by Marx and Engels have played out on an international
scale, from colonial expansion to modern multinational corporations. The book considers
the enduring insights the Manifesto offers into the interconnectedness of global economic
and political history.

9.

From Master to Wage-Slave: A Historical Trajectory
This work traces the historical trajectory from earlier forms of servitude and master-slave
relationships to the modern wage-labor system. It emphasizes the Manifesto's argument
that while the form of exploitation changes, the underlying principle of one class benefiting
from the labor of another persists. The book analyzes the historical development of the
wage-slave relationship, positioning it as a key outcome of capitalist history.
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