
communist manifesto key arguments on
state power
The Communist Manifesto, authored by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, remains
a pivotal text in understanding critiques of capitalism and the envisioned
role of the state in a post-capitalist society. This seminal work delves into
a multitude of arguments, with a significant focus on the nature and function
of state power under different societal structures. Exploring the communist
manifesto key arguments on state power reveals a radical departure from
prevailing political thought of its time, advocating for the eventual
abolition of the state itself. This article will dissect the Manifesto's core
propositions regarding state power, examining its historical context, its
critique of the bourgeois state, the transitional role of the proletarian
state, and the ultimate communist ideal of a stateless society. Understanding
these arguments is crucial for anyone seeking to grasp the foundational ideas
of communism and its enduring influence on political discourse.
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Historical Context of State Power in The
Communist Manifesto

To fully grasp the communist manifesto key arguments on state power, it is
essential to understand the historical milieu in which it was conceived.
Published in 1848, the Manifesto emerged during a period of intense
industrialization and burgeoning class conflict across Europe. The rise of
the bourgeoisie, propelled by capitalist development, had fundamentally
reshaped social and political structures. Marx and Engels observed that
existing states, across various European nations, largely served to maintain
and protect the interests of the landowning aristocracy and, increasingly,
the capitalist class. The state, in their analysis, was not a neutral arbiter
but a tool wielded by the dominant economic class to preserve its power and
privilege. This understanding directly informed their critique of the state
as an instrument of class domination, a core tenet of their political
philosophy. The historical experience of revolutions and counter-revolutions,



often characterized by the state's violent suppression of working-class
movements, further solidified their conviction that the state apparatus was
inherently linked to the perpetuation of class inequality. Therefore, the
historical context of the mid-19th century provided the empirical grounding
for Marx and Engels' radical reinterpretation of state power.

The Bourgeois State: An Instrument of Class
Oppression

One of the most foundational of the communist manifesto key arguments on
state power is its fierce critique of the bourgeois state. Marx and Engels
famously declared that "The executive of the modern state is but a committee
for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie." This assertion
encapsulates their view of the state in capitalist societies. They argued
that the state, far from being a representative body serving the interests of
all citizens, functions primarily to safeguard the economic and political
dominance of the capitalist class, the bourgeoisie. This is achieved through
various mechanisms, including the legal system, law enforcement, and the
military, all of which are designed to uphold private property rights and
suppress any threats to the existing capitalist order.

The State as a Tool of the Ruling Class

The Manifesto elaborates on how the state actively perpetuates class
exploitation. It establishes and enforces laws that facilitate the
accumulation of capital by the bourgeoisie, often at the expense of the
proletariat, or working class. This includes legislation concerning labor
relations, taxation, and property ownership. The state's coercive apparatus,
such as the police and army, is deployed to quell strikes, riots, and any
form of organized resistance from the working class, thereby maintaining the
status quo. This perspective suggests that the very structure and function of
the bourgeois state are inherently biased towards the preservation of
capitalist relations of production.

The Illusion of Democracy

While bourgeois societies often present themselves as democratic, with
elected representatives and universal suffrage, Marx and Engels argued that
this democracy is largely superficial under capitalism. They contended that
true political power resides not with the electorate but with the economic
elite. The policies enacted by governments, regardless of their stated
intentions, ultimately serve the interests of the capitalist class because
that class controls the means of production and wields significant economic



and political influence. Therefore, the democratic facade of the bourgeois
state is seen as a means to legitimize and perpetuate the existing system of
class exploitation, masking the underlying reality of class rule.

The State and the Reproduction of Capitalist
Relations

Beyond direct coercion, the communist manifesto key arguments on state power
also highlight the state's role in the broader reproduction of capitalist
relations. This includes its involvement in education, which Marx and Engels
implied serves to socialize individuals into accepting capitalist norms and
values. The state also plays a role in managing economic crises, often
through interventions that bail out corporations or stimulate the economy in
ways that ultimately benefit capital. By managing these aspects of society,
the state contributes to the ongoing stability and perpetuation of the
capitalist mode of production, ensuring the continued exploitation of labor.

The Dictatorship of the Proletariat: A
Transitional State Form

A crucial element of the communist manifesto key arguments on state power is
the concept of the "dictatorship of the proletariat." This term, often
misunderstood and misrepresented, refers to a transitional phase following a
proletarian revolution, where the working class seizes state power. It is not
intended to imply a tyrannical regime but rather a period where the
proletariat exercises its political dominance to dismantle the remnants of
bourgeois society and establish the foundations for a classless communist
society.

Seizing State Power for Revolution

The Manifesto posits that the proletariat must first conquer political power.
This involves overthrowing the existing bourgeois state apparatus through
revolutionary means. Once power is secured, the proletariat will establish
its own form of state, the dictatorship of the proletariat. This new state
will be fundamentally different from its predecessor, as it will represent
the interests of the vast majority of the population – the working class –
rather than a privileged minority.



Transforming the Means of Production

The primary function of the dictatorship of the proletariat, according to the
Manifesto, is to expropriate the bourgeoisie and centralize the means of
production in the hands of the state, acting on behalf of the working class.
This would involve measures such as the abolition of the right of
inheritance, the centralization of credit and transport in the hands of the
state, and the establishment of state banks and a national bank. These
actions are designed to dismantle the economic power base of the bourgeoisie
and pave the way for a socialist economy.

Suppression of Counter-Revolution

Another key aspect of the dictatorship of the proletariat is its role in
suppressing any attempts by the dispossessed bourgeoisie to regain power. The
state would therefore retain a coercive function, but now directed against
the former oppressors rather than the working class. This is seen as a
necessary step to consolidate the revolution and prevent a counter-
revolutionary restoration of capitalism. The intensity and duration of this
phase would depend on the specific historical circumstances and the degree of
resistance encountered.

The withering Away of the State

Crucially, Marx and Engels envisioned the dictatorship of the proletariat not
as an end in itself, but as a temporary stage. The ultimate goal of this
transitional state is to create the conditions for its own eventual
dissolution. As class antagonisms diminish and the production of abundance
becomes widespread, the need for a state apparatus, with its coercive and
administrative functions, would gradually disappear. This leads to the final,
and arguably most radical, of the communist manifesto key arguments on state
power.

Abolishing the State: The Ultimate Communist
Goal

The ultimate aspiration articulated in the communist manifesto key arguments
on state power is the abolition of the state altogether. This is the defining
characteristic of the communist society envisioned by Marx and Engels, where
class distinctions have been eradicated, and with them, the need for a state
to maintain class rule.



The State as a Product of Class Society

The Marxist theory of the state posits that the state is not an eternal or
natural institution but rather a historical product of class-divided
societies. It arises as a mechanism for the dominant class to manage and
control subordinate classes. Therefore, if class divisions are eliminated,
the fundamental raison d'être of the state ceases to exist. Without a
dominant class to represent or oppressed classes to control, the state, in
its traditional sense, becomes obsolete.

From Government of Persons to Administration of
Things

In a communist society, Marx and Engels suggested, the functions currently
performed by the state would transform into mere "administration of things."
This means that instead of governing people through laws and coercion, the
focus would shift to the rational organization of production, distribution,
and public services. These administrative tasks would be carried out by
collective bodies, free from the political power dynamics inherent in state
structures. The principle of "from each according to his ability, to each
according to his needs" would guide societal organization.

The Free Association of Producers

The communist society is depicted as a "free association of producers." In
this scenario, individuals would no longer be alienated from their labor or
from each other. The means of production would be collectively owned and
managed. Without the inherent conflicts of interest generated by private
property and class divisions, there would be no need for a state to mediate
disputes or enforce class-based laws. Social harmony and cooperation would
become the norm, rendering state power unnecessary.

The Role of the Individual in a Stateless Society

In this final stage of communism, the individual would experience true
freedom from both economic exploitation and political oppression. The
abolition of the state signifies the liberation of individuals from the
external authority that has historically shaped and constrained their lives.
The development of each individual would be seen as the condition for the
free development of all, a stark contrast to the state-controlled societies
of previous eras.



Key Arguments on State Power: A Summary

To consolidate the understanding of the communist manifesto key arguments on
state power, it is beneficial to summarize the core propositions presented:

The state in capitalist societies (the bourgeois state) is an instrument
of the ruling class (the bourgeoisie) designed to protect its interests
and perpetuate class exploitation.

The bourgeois state, despite its democratic pretensions, ultimately
serves to maintain the economic and political dominance of the
capitalist class.

The proletariat must seize political power through revolution and
establish a transitional state, the "dictatorship of the proletariat."

The dictatorship of the proletariat's role is to dismantle bourgeois
institutions, expropriate the means of production, and suppress counter-
revolutionary forces.

The dictatorship of the proletariat is a temporary phase intended to
create the conditions for the eventual abolition of the state.

The ultimate goal of communism is a stateless society where class
antagonisms have disappeared, and the state, as a coercive apparatus, is
no longer necessary.

In a stateless communist society, functions of administration would
replace government, guided by collective needs and the free association
of producers.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of the
Manifesto's Arguments on State Power

The communist manifesto key arguments on state power offer a radical and
enduring critique of political authority and its relationship to economic
systems. Marx and Engels presented a compelling analysis of how state power,
in their era, was inextricably linked to the maintenance of capitalist class
relations. Their concept of the bourgeois state as an instrument of the
ruling class, and their proposal for a transitional dictatorship of the
proletariat, remain central to understanding Marxist theory. Most
significantly, their vision of the eventual "withering away of the state" in
a classless communist society represents a profound aspiration for human
emancipation from all forms of domination. While the practical



implementations of these ideas have been subject to extensive debate and
varied historical outcomes, the Manifesto's core arguments concerning state
power continue to stimulate critical thought about governance, social
inequality, and the potential for a radically different societal
organization.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Communist Manifesto's central argument
regarding the role of the state?
The Communist Manifesto argues that the state, in capitalist societies, is
not a neutral arbiter but rather an instrument of the ruling class (the
bourgeoisie) used to maintain its power and exploit the proletariat (the
working class).

According to the Manifesto, what will happen to the
state after a successful communist revolution?
The Manifesto famously states that the proletariat will 'use its political
supremacy to wrest, by degree, all capital from the bourgeoisie, to
centralize all instruments of production in the hands of the state, i.e., of
the proletariat organized as the ruling class.' This transitional phase is
often referred to as the 'dictatorship of the proletariat,' aimed at
dismantling capitalist structures.

Does the Communist Manifesto envision a perpetual
role for the state in a communist society?
No, the Manifesto's ultimate vision is the abolition of social classes and,
consequently, the 'political power properly so called' (the state). It
anticipates that as class antagonisms disappear, the state will 'wither away'
because it will no longer be needed to suppress one class by another.

How does the Manifesto view the state's power in
relation to the ownership of the means of
production?
The Manifesto contends that the state's power is intrinsically linked to the
ownership of the means of production. By seizing and centralizing these
means, the proletariat, through its organized state, aims to end private
ownership and the exploitation it facilitates.



What are some of the immediate measures the
Manifesto suggests for the proletariat to wield
state power?
The Manifesto lists ten measures to be progressively introduced, including
the abolition of property in land and application of all rents of land to
public purposes, a heavy progressive or graduated income tax, abolition of
all right of inheritance, and centralization of credit and means of
communication and transport in the hands of the state.

How does the Manifesto's concept of state power
contrast with liberal democratic ideals?
While liberal democracies often emphasize the state as a protector of
individual rights and a neutral enforcer of laws, the Manifesto views the
capitalist state as inherently biased towards the owning class. The
'dictatorship of the proletariat' is presented as a necessary, albeit
temporary, counter-power to dismantle this bourgeois state apparatus.

What is the Marxist interpretation of the state's
function in maintaining class society, as presented
in the Manifesto?
The Manifesto portrays the state as an executive committee of the
bourgeoisie, tasked with managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeois
class. Its primary function is to maintain the conditions for capitalist
exploitation and suppress any revolutionary threats from the working class.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's key arguments on
state power, with descriptions:

1. The State as an Instrument of Class Domination
This book delves into how the Communist Manifesto views the state not as a
neutral arbiter but as a tool wielded by the ruling class to maintain its
power and suppress the working class. It explores historical examples and
theoretical arguments supporting the idea that state institutions, laws, and
enforcement mechanisms are designed to protect bourgeois interests. The text
further examines how this concept influences subsequent Marxist analyses of
political power and social control.

2. Revolution and the Withering Away of the State
Focusing on the Manifesto's prediction of the proletariat's seizure of state
power, this book analyzes the revolutionary process envisioned. It discusses
the temporary dictatorship of the proletariat as a necessary transitional
phase and explores the ultimate goal of the state's obsolescence. The book



traces the theoretical underpinnings of this "withering away" and the
challenges faced in achieving such a stateless society.

3. Abolition of the Bourgeois State
This title examines the Manifesto's call for the destruction of the existing
state apparatus, which is seen as inherently tied to capitalist production.
It investigates the arguments for dismantling institutions like the standing
army, police, and judiciary, which are understood as props for the bourgeois
economic system. The book analyzes the radical implications of this proposed
state abolition for societal organization.

4. The State in the Transition to Communism
This work scrutinizes the role of the state during the historical transition
from capitalism to communism, as outlined in the Manifesto. It explores how
the proletariat would utilize state power to dispossess the bourgeoisie and
reorganize the economy. The book also considers the ideological and practical
challenges involved in managing this new form of state control.

5. Universal Suffrage and Class Struggle
This book connects the Manifesto's understanding of the state to the concept
of universal suffrage, arguing that it, in itself, is insufficient to
overcome class divisions. It explores how bourgeois democracy, even with
extended voting rights, can mask underlying economic inequalities and
perpetuate class rule. The text analyzes how the Manifesto posits that
genuine liberation requires more than just political participation within the
existing state structure.

6. National States and the Specter of Internationalism
This title investigates the Manifesto's critique of national boundaries and
its call for international proletarian solidarity. It examines how the
concept of the state is seen as a tool for capitalist competition and the
division of the working class along national lines. The book explores the
tension between the Manifesto's emphasis on national states and its ultimate
vision of a global revolution transcending these divisions.

7. The State as a Means of Centralization
This book focuses on the Manifesto's recognition of the state's capacity for
centralization, particularly in the development of capitalism. It analyzes
how the proletariat might leverage this centralizing power to dismantle
feudal remnants and establish a new economic order. The text explores the
dual nature of state centralization: both a tool of bourgeois advancement and
a potential instrument for communist transformation.

8. The Dictatorship of the Proletariat: A Theoretical Examination
This work provides an in-depth theoretical examination of the "dictatorship
of the proletariat," a key concept in the Manifesto concerning state power.
It dissects what this form of governance entails, differentiating it from
traditional bourgeois notions of dictatorship. The book explores the
historical interpretations and controversies surrounding this transitional
state form.



9. State Control Over the Means of Production
This title analyzes the Manifesto's argument that the proletariat must seize
control of the means of production through the state. It discusses the
mechanisms by which the state would facilitate this expropriation from the
bourgeoisie and manage collective ownership. The book explores the
implications of state control for economic planning and the elimination of
private property.
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