communist manifesto on class struggle

The Communist Manifesto, a foundational document of communist thought penned by Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels, is intrinsically linked to the concept of class struggle. This
seminal work meticulously dissects historical development through the lens of societal
conflict between opposing classes. Understanding the communist manifesto on class
struggle is crucial for grasping its critique of capitalism and its proposed revolutionary
solutions. This article will delve into the core tenets of this ideology, exploring the
historical context, the nature of the bourgeoisie and proletariat, the mechanisms of
exploitation, the inevitability of revolution, and the envisioned communist society. We will
examine how the manifesto frames class struggle as the driving force of history and its
enduring relevance in analyzing contemporary socio-economic dynamics.

Table of Contents

. The Communist Manifesto and the Centrality
of Class Struggle

- Historical Materialism: The Engine of Class
Struggle

- Pre-Capitalist Societies and Early Class Divisions

- The Rise of the Bourgeoisie and the Modern
Proletariat

- Understanding the Bourgeoisie: The Ruling
Class



- The Role of Capital and Means of Production

- The Bourgeoisie's Revolutionary Impact on
Society

. The Proletariat: The Revolutionary Class

- Alienation and Exploitation under Capitalism

- The Proletariat as the Agent of Change

. The Mechanism of Exploitation: Surplus Value

- Labor Power as a Commodity

- The Creation and Extraction of Surplus Value

. The Inevitability of Revolution: From Class
Struggle to Communism



Crises of Capitalism and Intensifying Class
Conflict

- The Role of the Communist Party

. The Vision of a Classless Society

- Abolition of Private Property

- The Withering Away of the State

- The Communist Manifesto's Legacy and
Contemporary Relevance

. Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of the
Communist Manifesto on Class Struggle

The Communist Manifesto and the Centrality of
Class Struggle

The Communist Manifesto stands as a powerful and enduring analysis of societal
transformation, with the concept of class struggle forming its very backbone. From its
opening declaration that "The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class
struggles," Marx and Engels establish a framework for understanding human civilization
as a continuous series of conflicts between dominant and subordinate social groups. This
foundational idea permeates every aspect of the manifesto, guiding its critique of



capitalism and its projection of a future communist society. The authors meticulously
detail how, throughout history, distinct epochs have been defined by the particular forms
of these class antagonisms. Whether it was the conflict between patricians and plebeians
in ancient Rome, or lords and serfs in feudal Europe, the fundamental dynamic remained
the same: a ruling class wielding power and exploiting a subordinate one.

This emphasis on class struggle is not merely an academic observation; it is presented as
the primary engine driving historical progress. According to Marx and Engels, the
contradictions inherent within each mode of production, and the resulting tensions
between the classes that emerge from it, inevitably lead to social upheaval and the
eventual transition to a new societal structure. The Communist Manifesto argues that
capitalism, while having unleashed unprecedented productive forces, has simultaneously
created its own grave-diggers in the form of the proletariat. The inherent inequalities and
exploitative nature of the capitalist system are seen as the catalysts for a final, decisive
class struggle that will usher in a new era.

Historical Materialism: The Engine of Class
Struggle

The theoretical underpinning of the communist manifesto on class struggle is the principle
of historical materialism. This philosophical approach posits that the material conditions of
a society - its economic structure, the means of production, and the relations of
production - are the primary determinants of its social, political, and intellectual
development. Marx and Engels argued that all historical change can be understood as a
consequence of the evolution of these material forces, particularly as they manifest in
class conflict. The way a society organizes its production determines its class structure,
and the inherent tensions within these structures propel history forward.

Pre-Capitalist Societies and Early Class Divisions

Before delving into the specifics of capitalism, the Manifesto provides a brief but potent
overview of class struggle in earlier societies. It identifies rudimentary forms of class
division in primitive communal societies, where the emergence of private property began
to sow the seeds of inequality. As societies developed, so too did the complexity and
rigidity of their class structures. The Manifesto mentions the master and slave in antiquity,
and the lord and serf in the feudal era, highlighting how in each stage, a dominant class
held control over the means of subsistence and exploited the labor of the subordinate
class. These historical examples serve to illustrate that class struggle is not a phenomenon
unique to capitalism but rather a recurring feature of human history, albeit one that
changes its form and intensity.



The Rise of the Bourgeoisie and the Modern Proletariat

The Manifesto then pivots to the transformative impact of capitalism. It describes the
bourgeoisie, the capitalist class, as a revolutionary force that overthrew the feudal order.
By developing new technologies, expanding markets, and concentrating capital, the
bourgeoisie fundamentally reshaped the world. However, this very success contained the
seeds of its own obsolescence. The relentless pursuit of profit led to the creation of a new,
immense, and increasingly organized class: the proletariat, or the industrial working class.
This class, stripped of its own means of production, is forced to sell its labor power to the
bourgeoisie in order to survive. The relationship between these two emergent classes, the
bourgeoisie and the proletariat, becomes the central axis of class struggle in the capitalist
epoch.

Understanding the Bourgeoisie: The Ruling Class

The Communist Manifesto offers a stark portrayal of the bourgeoisie, defining it as the
class that owns the means of social production and employs wage labor. This class is
characterized by its ownership of capital, factories, land, and all the essential elements
required to produce goods and services. Their power derives not from inherited titles or
feudal obligations, but from their control over the economic infrastructure of society. The
bourgeoisie's primary objective is the accumulation of capital through the exploitation of
labor, a driving force that propels their relentless expansion and innovation.

The Role of Capital and Means of Production

Central to the definition of the bourgeoisie is their exclusive ownership of the means of
production. This ownership grants them the power to dictate the terms of employment and
the distribution of wealth generated by labor. In a capitalist system, the factory owner, the
landowner, and the financier are all members of the bourgeoisie. They do not necessarily
engage in the physical labor of production themselves but rather invest their capital to
facilitate it, thereby extracting profit from the efforts of others. This concentration of
ownership is a defining characteristic of the bourgeois class and the source of its
economic and political dominance.

The Bourgeoisie's Revolutionary Impact on Society

Despite its critique, the Manifesto acknowledges the historically revolutionary role of the
bourgeoisie. It credits the bourgeoisie with breaking the chains of feudalism, abolishing
landed property, and creating a world market. The sheer scale of their innovation and
global reach is recognized. They have, according to Marx and Engels, "drowned the most
heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine
sentimentalism, in the icy water of egoistical calculation." This transformative power,
however, comes at a cost: the creation of a vast, exploited working class and the inherent



instability of the capitalist system itself.

The Proletariat: The Revolutionary Class

In stark contrast to the bourgeoisie, the proletariat represents the exploited class in
capitalist society. The Communist Manifesto defines the proletariat as those who, lacking
their own means of production, are compelled to sell their labor power as a commodity to
the bourgeoisie in order to live. This class is characterized by its dependency on wages
and its alienation from the products of its labor. The rise of industrial capitalism has
concentrated this class in large numbers, creating a collective identity and a shared
experience of oppression that fuels its potential for revolutionary action.

Alienation and Exploitation under Capitalism

The manifesto vividly describes the condition of the proletariat under capitalism,
highlighting the profound alienation they experience. Workers are alienated from the
product of their labor, as the goods they produce belong to the capitalist, not to them.
They are also alienated from the process of labor itself, which is often monotonous,
dehumanizing, and controlled by the dictates of profit maximization rather than the
creative impulses of the worker. Furthermore, workers are alienated from their fellow
human beings, reduced to competitors in the labor market, and alienated from their own
human potential. This multifaceted alienation, coupled with the economic exploitation
inherent in the wage system, fosters a deep-seated resentment and a desire for
fundamental change.

The Proletariat as the Agent of Change

Crucially, the Communist Manifesto identifies the proletariat not merely as a victim of
capitalism but as its inevitable destroyer. Unlike previous exploited classes, the proletariat
is seen as a truly revolutionary class because its emancipation requires the abolition of all
private property and the dismantling of the entire system of class oppression. As the
proletariat grows in size and consciousness, it becomes increasingly organized, not just
within individual factories but across nations. This growing unity and awareness are what
the Manifesto suggests will ultimately empower the proletariat to overthrow the
bourgeoisie and establish a new, classless society.

The Mechanism of Exploitation: Surplus Value

At the heart of the communist manifesto on class struggle lies the concept of exploitation,
which is concretely explained through the theory of surplus value. Marx and Engels argue
that the capitalist's profit is not derived from fair exchange but from the unpaid labor of



the worker. This forms the core of their critique of capitalist economics and explains the
inherent conflict between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. Understanding surplus
value is key to grasping why the class struggle is not a matter of personal grievance but a
systemic issue embedded in the capitalist mode of production.

Labor Power as a Commodity

The Manifesto asserts that under capitalism, labor power itself becomes a commodity that
the worker must sell in the market. The value of this commodity, like any other, is
determined by the labor time necessary for its reproduction - in essence, the cost of
keeping the worker alive and able to work. This includes the cost of food, shelter, clothing,
and the training necessary for their skills. The capitalist purchases this labor power for a
certain period, for instance, a workday, agreeing to pay the worker a wage equivalent to
the cost of reproducing their labor power.

The Creation and Extraction of Surplus Value

The exploitation occurs because the value that the worker creates during the workday is
greater than the value of their labor power (their wage). For example, a worker might be
paid the equivalent of six hours of labor, but they may actually work for ten hours. The
additional four hours of labor produce value that is appropriated by the capitalist as
surplus value. This surplus value is the source of profit, rent, and interest, and it
represents the unpaid labor of the proletariat. The accumulation of this surplus value by
the bourgeoisie fuels their power and reinforces the class divide, perpetuating the cycle of
exploitation and struggle.

The Inevitability of Revolution: From Class
Struggle to Communism

The Communist Manifesto posits that the inherent contradictions within capitalism, driven
by the relentless pursuit of profit and the exploitation of the proletariat, will ultimately
lead to its downfall through revolution. This is not envisioned as a spontaneous uprising
but as a necessary historical progression stemming from the intensifying class struggle.
The Manifesto outlines the conditions and mechanisms that would precipitate this
revolutionary transformation, emphasizing the proletariat's role as the agent of this
change.

Crises of Capitalism and Intensifying Class Conflict

Marx and Engels predicted that capitalism would be prone to cyclical crises, characterized
by overproduction, unemployment, and economic instability. These crises, they argued,



would exacerbate the suffering of the proletariat and further expose the inadequacies of
the bourgeois system. As capitalism develops, the means of production become more
concentrated in fewer hands, and the proletariat grows in size and experiences
increasingly desperate conditions. This sharpening of class antagonism, fueled by periodic
economic downturns, creates fertile ground for revolutionary sentiment and action. The
Manifesto suggests that these crises are not anomalies but inherent features of capitalism
that will drive the system towards its ultimate collapse.

The Role of the Communist Party

While the proletariat is the revolutionary class, the Manifesto also highlights the role of
communists as a vanguard force. Communists are described as the most advanced and
resolute section of the working-class parties of every country, understanding theoretically
the line of march, the movement, and the general results of the proletarian movement.
Their role is to educate, organize, and mobilize the proletariat, guiding them towards a
conscious understanding of their class interests and the necessity of revolution. The
Communist Party does not seek to establish interests separate from those of the
proletariat but aims to represent the movement as a whole, pushing for the ultimate goal
of a communist society.

The Vision of a Classless Society

The ultimate aim of the communist manifesto on class struggle is the abolition of class
distinctions and the establishment of a communist society. This envisioned future is one
free from exploitation, alienation, and the oppressive structures of the state and private
property. It represents a radical departure from all previous forms of societal
organization, promising a more equitable and humane existence for all members of
society. The transition to this society, however, would involve significant societal
restructuring, particularly concerning the ownership of the means of production.

Abolition of Private Property

A cornerstone of the communist project, as outlined in the Manifesto, is the abolition of
bourgeois private property, which is understood as property acquired through the
exploitation of wage labor. This does not mean the confiscation of personal possessions
earned through honest work, but rather the elimination of the capitalist's ownership of the
means of production - factories, land, raw materials - that allow them to accumulate
wealth by employing others. The Manifesto advocates for the collective ownership and
control of these means of production, ensuring that the fruits of labor are shared by all
members of society. This would fundamentally alter the power dynamics and eliminate the
basis for class division.



The Withering Away of the State

In a communist society, where class antagonisms have ceased to exist, the state, as an
instrument of class oppression, is predicted to gradually fade away. Marx and Engels
viewed the state as a tool used by the ruling class to maintain its dominance and suppress
the subordinate classes. Once the proletariat has abolished class distinctions and
established a system of collective ownership, the need for a coercive apparatus to enforce
class interests would disappear. The Manifesto envisions a society where social affairs are
managed through voluntary association and communal decision-making, rather than
through the centralized power of a state apparatus. This "withering away of the state"
signifies the ultimate achievement of true social freedom and equality.

The Communist Manifesto's Legacy and
Contemporary Relevance

The Communist Manifesto, with its powerful articulation of class struggle, has had a
profound and lasting impact on global history and continues to be a subject of intense
debate and analysis. Its critique of capitalism, while formulated in the 19th century,
resonates with many contemporary concerns about economic inequality, corporate power,
and the alienation of labor. The concepts of exploitation and the inherent instability of
capitalist markets remain relevant in understanding modern economic phenomena and
social unrest. While the specific predictions regarding the inevitable collapse of capitalism
and the rise of global proletarian revolution have not unfolded precisely as envisioned, the
manifesto's core analytical framework for understanding power dynamics and societal
conflict remains a potent tool.

The ongoing discourse surrounding the communist manifesto on class struggle highlights
its enduring significance as a historical document that shaped political movements and
intellectual thought. It continues to inform analyses of social stratification, labor relations,
and the distribution of wealth and power in capitalist societies. Understanding its
arguments provides crucial context for comprehending the motivations and goals of
various socio-political movements throughout the 20th and 21st centuries. The manifesto
serves as a foundational text for critical social theory, prompting ongoing reflection on the
nature of economic systems and their impact on human lives.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of the
Communist Manifesto on Class Struggle

In summation, the Communist Manifesto irrevocably cemented the concept of class
struggle as a central analytical tool for understanding historical development and societal
transformation. Through its meticulous dissection of the conflict between the bourgeoisie
and the proletariat, driven by the mechanism of surplus value, the manifesto offers a
potent critique of capitalist exploitation. It posits that the inherent contradictions within



capitalism, coupled with the growing consciousness and organization of the working class,
would inevitably lead to a revolutionary overthrow of the existing order. The ultimate goal,
as articulated in the manifesto, is the establishment of a classless, stateless communist
society where the means of production are collectively owned and the fruits of labor are
shared by all. While the historical trajectory of communist movements has been complex
and varied, the core arguments of the Communist Manifesto regarding class struggle
continue to resonate, providing enduring insights into the dynamics of power, inequality,
and social change in the modern world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of the Communist Manifesto
regarding class struggle?

The central thesis is that the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class
struggles, where oppressors and oppressed stand in constant opposition to each other.

Who are the main opposing classes described in the
Communist Manifesto?

The primary opposing classes identified are the bourgeoisie (the capitalist class, owners of
the means of production) and the proletariat (the working class, who sell their labor
power).

How does the Manifesto describe the role of the
bourgeoisie in historical development?

The Manifesto acknowledges that the bourgeoisie has played a 'most revolutionary part.' It
has abolished feudal relations, centralized political power, and created the 'world market,'
but in doing so, it has also created its own grave-diggers - the proletariat.

What is the 'weapon' that the proletariat uses against
the bourgeoisie, according to the Manifesto?

The 'weapon' of the proletariat is its collective power and unity, which develops as
industrialization concentrates workers and as they recognize their shared exploitation and
common interests.

According to the Manifesto, why is the proletariat
unique among oppressed classes throughout history?

The proletariat is unique because it has nothing to lose but its chains, and its struggle is
not for a specific private property right, but for the abolition of all private property and the
establishment of a classless society.



What is the ultimate goal of the class struggle as
envisioned by the Communist Manifesto?

The ultimate goal is the overthrow of the bourgeoisie by the proletariat, the establishment
of a dictatorship of the proletariat, and eventually, the creation of a communist society
without classes or private property.

Does the Communist Manifesto suggest that class
struggle is inevitable?

Yes, the Manifesto posits that class struggle is an inherent and inevitable consequence of
class-divided societies.

How does the Manifesto view the potential for the
proletariat to overcome its oppression?

The Manifesto believes the proletariat has the inherent potential to overcome its
oppression through organized revolution, driven by its growing numbers, consciousness,
and the inherent contradictions within capitalism.

What does the Manifesto mean by 'abolition of the
existing state of things' in relation to class struggle?

It refers to the complete dismantling of the capitalist system and the class structures that
support it, leading to a new form of social organization where class antagonisms no longer
exist.

How relevant is the concept of class struggle from the
Communist Manifesto to contemporary society?

The relevance is debated. Some argue that class divisions and exploitation persist, albeit
in new forms (e.g., global capitalism, gig economy), while others contend that other forms
of identity and social division are now more significant than traditional class struggle.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's themes of class struggle, with
descriptions:

1.

The Spectre and the Chains: Echoes of the Communist
Manifesto

This collection explores the enduring legacy of the Communist Manifesto's core ideas
about class conflict and historical materialism. It examines how these concepts have



shaped revolutionary movements and critical theory throughout the 20th and 21st
centuries. The essays delve into the persistent relevance of understanding society through
the lens of exploiter and exploited classes in contemporary global capitalism.

2.

Beyond the Barricades: Modern Class Warfare

This book analyzes the evolution of class struggle in the post-industrial era, moving
beyond the traditional factory floor. It investigates how new forms of economic
exploitation and social stratification emerge in the digital age and globalized economy.
The author offers critical perspectives on how the fundamental dynamics of class remain
central to understanding political and social unrest today.

3.

The Inheritance of Exploitation: Marx's Vision in
Today's World

This title re-examines the Communist Manifesto's central arguments about the inherent
exploitative nature of capitalism. It assesses how Marx's analysis of surplus value and
alienation applies to modern labor practices, including the gig economy and precarious
work. The book argues for the continued necessity of class analysis to address persistent
inequalities and power imbalances.

4.

Proletarian Hearts: Solidarity and Struggle in the 21st
Century

This work focuses on the concept of the proletariat and its potential for collective action in
the modern world. It explores historical and contemporary examples of working-class
solidarity and resistance against capitalist dominance. The book examines how shared
grievances and aspirations can forge communities capable of challenging entrenched
power structures.

5.

The Capitalist Machine: Understanding Its Mechanisms
of Control

This book dissects the inner workings of capitalism, drawing heavily on the foundational
critique presented in the Communist Manifesto. It elucidates how capital accumulation
inherently creates and perpetuates class divisions and social hierarchy. The author
provides readers with a framework for understanding the systemic nature of economic
inequality.

6.



Revolution's Echoes: From 1848 to Tomorrow's Uprising

This title traces the historical trajectory of revolutionary movements inspired by the
Communist Manifesto's call for fundamental societal change. It examines the successes
and failures of past attempts to overthrow capitalist systems and create a classless
society. The book offers insights into the enduring appeal of revolutionary ideals and their
potential for future transformations.

7.

The Bourgeois Mirror: Class and Consciousness in
Modernity

This work critically analyzes the dominant ideology of the bourgeoisie and its role in
shaping societal perceptions of class. It explores how capitalist values and narratives can
obscure or naturalize class inequality. The book investigates the formation of class
consciousness and its crucial impact on both individual actions and collective movements.

8.

From Manifesto to Mandate: The Politics of Class
Representation

This book delves into the political strategies and challenges of representing class interests
within democratic systems. It assesses how the historical goals of the Communist
Manifesto translate into contemporary demands for social justice and economic
redistribution. The author examines the complexities of achieving genuine class
empowerment through political action.

9.

The Dispossesed: Class Struggle and Social Justice
Today

This title highlights the ongoing struggles of those who are economically marginalized and
exploited within contemporary capitalist societies. It draws a direct line from the
Manifesto's description of the oppressed to the lived realities of inequality. The book
champions the pursuit of social justice by advocating for systemic changes that address
the root causes of class-based disadvantage.
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