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Introduction

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, remains a foundational text in
understanding Marxist theory. Its incisive critique of the bourgeoisie, the ruling capitalist class, is a
cornerstone of its analysis of historical materialism and class struggle. This article delves into the specific
critiques leveled by Engels, as presented in the Manifesto, against the bourgeoisie. We will explore their
role in revolutionizing production, their inherent contradictions, their relationship with the proletariat, and
the ultimate historical inevitability of their downfall. Understanding Engels' perspective on the bourgeoisie
is crucial for grasping the Manifesto's call for proletarian revolution and the establishment of a communist
society. This exploration will illuminate the economic, social, and political forces that Marx and Engels
identified as driving historical change, with a particular focus on the dual role of the bourgeoisie as both
destroyer of old systems and progenitor of its own eventual demise.
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Engels' Critique of the Bourgeoisie: A Foundational Analysis

Friedrich Engels, alongside Karl Marx, presented a scathing and systematic critique of the bourgeoisie in
The Communist Manifesto. This critique is not merely an ideological condemnation but is rooted in a deep
analysis of historical development and the economic forces that shape society. Engels, through his
understanding of industrial capitalism, detailed how the bourgeoisie, as the class owning the means of
production, had fundamentally altered the course of human history. His analysis highlights their pivotal



role in dismantling feudalism and ushering in a new era of unprecedented material progress. However,
this progress, according to Engels, was not without its inherent flaws and contradictions, setting the stage
for the very class that would ultimately overthrow it: the proletariat.

The central argument of Engels' critique revolves around the inherent dynamism and exploitative nature
of the capitalist mode of production, driven by the bourgeoisie. He meticulously outlines how the
bourgeoisie, in its relentless pursuit of profit, has revolutionized the instruments of production and the
entire system of social relations. This transformation, while bringing about immense material wealth and
global interconnectedness, simultaneously creates a new form of oppression and alienation for the working
class. Understanding this dual nature—the bourgeoisie as both a progressive force and a source of
exploitation—is key to comprehending the Manifesto's call to action.

The Bourgeoisie as a Revolutionary Class: Transforming
Production

Engels’ analysis of the bourgeoisie in The Communist Manifesto begins by acknowledging its undeniably
revolutionary impact on the economic and social landscape. He portrays the bourgeoisie as a class that, in its
historical ascent, played a role of “most revolutionary character.” This meant they were instrumental in
overthrowing the ancien régime and breaking the feudal chains that had bound society for centuries.

Dismantling Feudalism and Creating a Global Market

The bourgeoisie, driven by the burgeoning forces of industrial capitalism, systematically dismantled the old
feudal order. They replaced the rigid social hierarchies and agrarian economies with a system based on free
trade, private property, and the commodification of labor. Engels highlights how the bourgeoisie “has put
an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations.” This process of dissolution was characterized by the
relentless expansion of markets, spurred by technological innovation and the insatiable demand for new
products. The bourgeoisie, through its voyages and enterprises, created a world market, effectively
knitting together disparate regions through trade and communication.

Technological Innovation and Productivity

A significant aspect of Engels' critique acknowledges the bourgeoisie's role in fostering unprecedented
levels of technological innovation and productivity. They invested in machinery, factories, and new
methods of production that vastly increased the output of goods and services. This surge in production was
a hallmark of the bourgeois era, transforming society from a largely agrarian and localized existence to an



industrialized and increasingly globalized one. Engels notes that the bourgeoisie “has accomplished wonders
far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals.” This comparison underscores
the sheer scale of material progress attributed to bourgeois enterprise.

The Emancipatory Promise and its Betrayal

Initially, the rise of the bourgeoisie carried with it an emancipatory promise, freeing individuals from the
constraints of birth and tradition. It championed ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity, at least in its early
stages. However, Engels and Marx argued that this promise was ultimately betrayed. The liberation offered
was primarily economic, and even then, it was a liberation for the bourgeoisie itself, allowing them to
accumulate capital and control the means of production. For the majority, the proletariat, this new system
introduced a different form of bondage – wage slavery.

The Contradictions Inherent in Bourgeois Society

While acknowledging the bourgeoisie’s revolutionary achievements, Engels’ critique deeply scrutinizes
the inherent contradictions that plague bourgeois society. These contradictions, he argued, are not accidental
but are fundamental to the capitalist mode of production and ultimately lead to its undoing.

Crises of Overproduction

One of the most significant contradictions identified by Engels is the phenomenon of recurrent economic
crises, particularly crises of overproduction. In a capitalist system driven by profit, the bourgeoisie
constantly seeks to expand production. However, the very success of this expansion leads to a situation
where the market cannot absorb the sheer volume of goods produced. Engels describes how “the’ epidemic
of over-production” becomes a recurring feature, leading to idleness, destitution, and the destruction of
productive forces. This demonstrates a fundamental imbalance where the capacity to produce outstrips the
ability of the masses, whose labor creates the wealth, to consume it.

The Concentration of Wealth and the Rise of Poverty

Another central contradiction is the tendency for wealth to become increasingly concentrated in the hands
of a few, while the majority, the proletariat, remains in a state of relative or absolute poverty. The
relentless pursuit of profit by the bourgeoisie leads to the accumulation of capital, and as this accumulation
grows, so too does the dependence and impoverishment of the working class. Engels observed that the



bourgeoisie “keeps itself in constant revolutionizing of production, at once the basis of the whole existence
of the bourgeois class in its best and most vigorous periods.” However, this constant revolutionizing also
leads to a concentration of ownership of the means of production, creating a stark divide.

Alienation of Labor

Engels, building on Marx’s ideas, also implicitly critiques the alienation of labor inherent in bourgeois
society. Under capitalism, the worker is separated from the product of their labor, from the process of
production, from their fellow workers, and ultimately, from their own human potential. The labor
performed by the proletariat is not a creative act but a means to an end – earning a wage to survive. The
bourgeoisie, as the owners of the means of production, control the labor process, reducing the worker to a
mere cog in the vast machinery of capitalist production. This alienation is a direct consequence of the
bourgeois ownership structure.

The Commodification of Everything

Engels observed how the bourgeoisie has a tendency to commodify all aspects of life, reducing them to
their exchange value. Personal relationships, artistic creations, and even human dignity can become subject
to the market forces dictated by the bourgeoisie. This relentless commodification, while driving economic
activity, erodes genuine human connection and intrinsic worth. The “callous ‘cash payment’” is highlighted
as the sole remaining nexus between people, replacing all other forms of social interaction and evaluation.

The Bourgeoisie and the Proletariat: A Symbiotic and
Antagonistic Relationship

The relationship between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat is central to Engels’ critique in The
Communist Manifesto. He outlines a dynamic that is at once symbiotic, in that one class relies on the other
for its existence, and fundamentally antagonistic, due to the inherent conflict of interests.

The Creation of the Proletariat

Engels details how the bourgeoisie, in its revolutionary expansion, inadvertently created its own
gravedigger: the proletariat. As the bourgeoisie developed industries and expanded its control over the
means of production, it also created a large class of wage laborers who possessed no means of production



themselves. These workers, dependent on selling their labor power to survive, became the proletariat.
Engels writes, “It is a fact that millions of workers are thrown out of employment by the machinery of the
bourgeoisie.” This process of dispossession and the formation of a wage-dependent working class is a direct
consequence of bourgeois development.

Exploitation and Surplus Value

The core of the antagonistic relationship lies in the exploitation of the proletariat by the bourgeoisie. The
bourgeoisie, as owners of the means of production, extract surplus value from the labor of the proletariat.
This surplus value, representing the difference between the value the worker creates and the wage they
receive, is the source of the bourgeoisie’s profit and capital accumulation. Engels and Marx argued that this
exploitation is not merely a matter of unfair wages but is inherent in the capitalist system itself. The
bourgeoisie, by controlling the means of production, dictates the terms of labor and ensures its own
enrichment at the expense of the working class.

Class Consciousness and Organization

As the proletariat grows in numbers and experiences the shared hardships of capitalist exploitation, it
begins to develop class consciousness. Engels and Marx saw this developing awareness as a crucial step
towards revolutionary action. The very concentration of workers in factories and urban centers, a product
of bourgeois industrialization, facilitates their communication, organization, and the formation of common
goals. The bourgeoisie, in its quest for efficiency and profit, inadvertently brings together the forces that
will eventually challenge its dominance.

The Inevitability of Conflict

The symbiotic yet antagonistic relationship inevitably leads to conflict. The bourgeoisie, driven by its need
to maintain and expand its capital, is compelled to exploit the proletariat. Conversely, the proletariat,
seeking to improve its living conditions and escape exploitation, is driven to resist bourgeois domination.
Engels famously stated, “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.” This struggle, he argued, would
escalate until the proletariat, through revolution, overthrew the bourgeoisie.

The Inevitable Downfall of the Bourgeoisie According to Engels



A significant part of Engels’ critique is the assertion of the bourgeoisie's historical inevitability of downfall.
This is not a prediction based on mere wishful thinking but a conclusion drawn from his analysis of the
internal contradictions and dynamics of capitalism.

The Historical Determinism of Class Struggle

Engels, following Marx’s theory of historical materialism, posited that history progresses through stages of
class struggle. Each dominant class, in its time, revolutionizes the mode of production, but in doing so, it also
creates the conditions for its own supersession. The bourgeoisie, having played its revolutionary role by
overthrowing feudalism, would, in turn, be overthrown by the proletariat, the class it created and
exploited. This is seen as a natural, almost scientific, progression of historical forces.

Capitalism's Self-Destructive Tendencies

The inherent contradictions within bourgeois society, particularly the crises of overproduction and the
escalating inequality, are seen by Engels as self-destructive tendencies. Capitalism, by its very nature,
creates the conditions for its own crises. These crises, which disrupt production, lead to unemployment, and
exacerbate social tensions, weaken the stability of bourgeois rule and create fertile ground for revolution.
The inability of the bourgeoisie to resolve these fundamental contradictions signals its eventual demise.

The Proletariat as the Agent of Change

The proletariat, as the exploited and oppressed class, is identified by Engels as the agent of historical change.
As the contradictions of capitalism sharpen, the proletariat will become increasingly organized, class-
conscious, and unified. This growing power, coupled with the inherent weaknesses of the bourgeoisie, will
culminate in a revolution that overthrows the bourgeois class and establishes a new social order. The
proletariat, unlike previous revolutionary classes, would not merely seek to replace one form of private
property with another but would abolish private property itself.

The Withering Away of the State

In the Marxist framework, the downfall of the bourgeoisie is linked to the eventual abolition of the state.
Engels argued that the state, in bourgeois society, is essentially an instrument of the ruling class, used to
maintain its power and protect private property. Once the bourgeoisie is overthrown and private property
is abolished, the need for a state that serves the interests of a dominant class would disappear. The



communist society, therefore, would be a classless society, and the state, in its oppressive form, would
"wither away."

Engels' Critique in the Context of Modern Capitalism

While The Communist Manifesto was written in the mid-19th century, Engels’ critique of the bourgeoisie
continues to resonate with many aspects of modern capitalism, albeit with significant transformations in the
global economic landscape.

Globalization and Imperialism

The bourgeoisie’s creation of a global market, noted by Engels, has intensified dramatically in the modern
era. Globalization, driven by multinational corporations and international finance, reflects the bourgeoisie’s
continued expansion and search for new markets and cheaper labor. This process, however, often mirrors
the exploitative dynamics Engels described, with developing nations often bearing the brunt of economic
exploitation and environmental degradation.

Automation and the Precariat

The technological advancements that Engels observed have accelerated exponentially with automation and
artificial intelligence. While this has led to increased productivity, it has also raised concerns about job
displacement and the creation of a precariat – a class of workers facing precarious employment and unstable
incomes. This echoes Engels’ observations about the bourgeoisie’s constant revolutionizing of production,
which can have profound impacts on the workforce.

Financialization and Inequality

Modern capitalism is characterized by a significant degree of financialization, where financial markets and
speculation play an increasingly dominant role. This has led to further concentration of wealth and power
in the hands of a financial bourgeoisie. The widening gap between the rich and the poor, a trend that
Engels foresaw, remains a pressing issue in many contemporary economies, fueling social unrest and
political polarization.



The Role of the State in Contemporary Capitalism

While Engels predicted the eventual withering away of the state, modern capitalism often sees a complex
interplay between the state and the bourgeoisie. States frequently intervene to support capitalist
enterprises, bail out financial institutions, and manage economic crises, often in ways that benefit the ruling
class. This suggests that the state, even in ostensibly democratic societies, continues to play a significant role
in upholding bourgeois interests.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Engels' Critique of the
Bourgeoisie

In conclusion, Friedrich Engels' critique of the bourgeoisie within The Communist Manifesto offers a
profound and enduring analysis of capitalist society. He meticulously detailed how the bourgeoisie, as a
revolutionary class, dismantled feudalism and unleashed unprecedented productive forces, creating a world
market and driving technological innovation. However, Engels simultaneously exposed the inherent
contradictions within bourgeois society: the cyclical crises of overproduction, the concentration of wealth
alongside pervasive poverty, and the alienation of labor. He masterfully illustrated the symbiotic yet
antagonistic relationship between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, with the latter being both the engine
of production and the ultimate agent of bourgeois downfall.

Engels argued for the historical inevitability of the bourgeoisie’s collapse, driven by its own internal
dynamics and the rise of a class-conscious proletariat. While modern capitalism has evolved significantly,
many of Engels’ core observations remain remarkably relevant. The persistent global inequalities, the
impacts of technological change on labor, and the concentration of financial power continue to echo the
concerns articulated in the Manifesto. Therefore, understanding Engels' critique of the bourgeoisie provides
essential insights into the fundamental forces that shape economic systems and social relations, offering a
critical lens through which to examine contemporary challenges and the ongoing discourse around
economic justice and societal progress.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Engels' primary critique of the bourgeoisie in relation to their
historical role as outlined in The Communist Manifesto?
Engels, co-author of The Communist Manifesto, critiques the bourgeoisie for their revolutionary role in
overthrowing feudalism, but argues that their pursuit of profit and class interest ultimately creates new
forms of oppression and class struggle, particularly the exploitation of the proletariat.



How does Engels' critique of the bourgeoisie address their role in
globalization and the expansion of capitalism?
Engels, through the Manifesto, highlights how the bourgeoisie, in its quest for new markets, is compelled
to 'settle in everywhere, to establish itself everywhere, to create everywhere connections.' While this
drives global economic integration, it also leads to the exploitation of labor and resources on a worldwide
scale, fostering international class solidarity among the proletariat.

What does The Communist Manifesto say about the bourgeoisie's impact
on family structures and traditional values?
The Manifesto argues that the bourgeoisie degrades the family to a mere money relation and dissolves
traditional patriarchal ties. It contends that their emphasis on economic utility and individual gain erodes
familial bonds, replacing them with transactional relationships driven by wealth.

According to Engels' critique, how does the bourgeoisie's creation of
technological advancements ultimately lead to their downfall?
Engels points out that the bourgeoisie creates 'welfare which would have seemed to the eyes of all India
and of all China an absurdity.' However, these very productive forces, developed by the bourgeoisie,
become too powerful to be contained by the capitalist system, leading to periodic crises and ultimately
paving the way for the proletariat to seize control.

What is Engels' view on the bourgeoisie's ability to adapt and overcome
economic crises?
The Manifesto, with Engels' input, acknowledges the bourgeoisie's remarkable adaptability in overcoming
economic crises through measures like destroying productive forces and conquering new markets.
However, it argues that these are temporary fixes that ultimately intensify the systemic contradictions and
make the crises more widespread and severe.

How does Engels' critique of the bourgeoisie in the Manifesto relate to
the concept of alienation?
Engels, echoing Marx's ideas, suggests that the bourgeoisie, by reducing labor to a commodity and
divorcing the worker from the product of their labor, creates alienation. The worker becomes estranged
from their work, the product, their fellow workers, and ultimately themselves, under the bourgeoisie's
system of production.



What is the ultimate prediction or outcome of the bourgeoisie's
dominance according to The Communist Manifesto?
The Manifesto predicts that the bourgeoisie's dominance is inherently temporary. By creating the
proletariat as its own grave-diggers, the bourgeoisie unwittingly sets in motion the forces that will lead to
its own overthrow and the establishment of a classless society through a proletarian revolution.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to a critique of the bourgeoisie in the context of the Communist Manifesto,
each starting with `

`:

1.

The End of the Bourgeois Era

This work examines the historical trajectory of the bourgeoisie, tracing its
rise and exploring arguments for its eventual obsolescence as a dominant
class. It delves into how the very mechanisms that propelled bourgeois
society forward are now contributing to its decline. The book analyzes
the internal contradictions and external pressures that challenge the
bourgeoisie's continued reign.

2.

Bourgeois Illusions and Proletarian Realities

This book offers a stark comparison between the perceived triumphs and
inherent limitations of bourgeois ideology and the lived experiences of
the working class. It critiques the promises of capitalism and highlights



how these often mask exploitation and inequality. The text aims to
demystify bourgeois justifications for the status quo and illuminate the
path toward a classless society.

3.

The Specter of Revolution: Beyond Bourgeois Order

This title explores the revolutionary potential inherent in capitalist
societies, as foreseen by Marx and Engels, and analyzes how the
bourgeoisie attempts to suppress it. It dissects the mechanisms of control
and ideological hegemony employed by the ruling class to maintain its
power. The book argues for the necessity of transcending the current
bourgeois order to achieve true liberation.

4.

Critique of Capitalist Culture and the Bourgeois Psyche

This volume delves into the cultural manifestations and psychological
underpinnings of bourgeois society. It scrutinizes the values, aesthetics,
and consumerism that define bourgeois life, arguing that these elements
serve to reinforce class division. The book explores how these cultural
aspects alienate individuals and hinder collective progress.

5.

The Inheritors of Marx: A Bourgeois Reckoning



This book revisits the core tenets of Marxist thought and applies them to a
contemporary critique of the bourgeoisie in the 21st century. It assesses
how the bourgeoisie has evolved and adapted, yet still operates on
principles that Marx and Engels identified as fundamentally exploitative.
The work aims to provide a modern re-evaluation of the class struggle.

6.

From Feudal Lord to Capitalist Boss: The Bourgeois Ascent

This historical analysis traces the lineage of class dominance from
feudalism to capitalism, focusing on the specific role of the bourgeoisie in
this transition. It details how the bourgeoisie dismantled old structures
and established its own system of power and ownership. The book offers a
nuanced understanding of the bourgeoisie's historical necessity and
eventual contradictions.

7.

The Bourgeoisie's Paradox: Progress and Stagnation

This title examines the dual nature of bourgeois development,
acknowledging its role in driving technological and economic
advancement while simultaneously highlighting its inherent tendencies
toward crisis and social immobility. It argues that the pursuit of profit
ultimately creates barriers to true human progress. The book explores the
cyclical nature of capitalist boom and bust, driven by bourgeois interests.

8.



Unmasking the Bourgeois Family and Social Reproduction

This critical work analyzes the bourgeois family unit as a cornerstone of
capitalist social reproduction and a site of ideological conditioning. It
argues that the family, as promoted by the bourgeoisie, serves to
perpetuate class hierarchies and traditional gender roles. The book
critiques the privatization of life and its impact on collective liberation.

9.

The Global Bourgeoisie: Imperialism and Exploitation

This book extends the critique of the bourgeoisie beyond national borders,
examining its role in global economic and political systems. It links the
rise of the bourgeoisie to the development of imperialism and the
exploitation of resources and labor worldwide. The title explores how
bourgeois interests drive international inequality and conflict.
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