communist manifesto on proletariat

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, is a foundational
document of communist ideology, offering a profound analysis of historical materialism
and class struggle. Central to its discourse is the concept of the proletariat, the working
class, and its pivotal role in societal transformation. This article delves deep into the
Communist Manifesto's portrayal of the proletariat, examining its historical context, its
revolutionary potential, and its ultimate aims. We will explore how the Manifesto identifies
the proletariat as the engine of history, the force destined to overthrow capitalism and
usher in a classless society. Understanding the Communist Manifesto on the proletariat is
crucial for comprehending Marxist theory and its enduring impact on political thought and
movements worldwide.
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The Proletariat as a Historical Force

The Communist Manifesto presents the proletariat not merely as a social class but as a
historically determined force, a product of the very development of capitalism. Marx and
Engels argue that throughout history, society has been characterized by class struggle, a
perpetual conflict between the oppressor and the oppressed. In the capitalist era, this
struggle is primarily defined by the antagonism between the bourgeoisie, the owners of
the means of production, and the proletariat, those who possess only their labor power to
sell. The Manifesto asserts that as capitalism progresses, it inherently expands the ranks
of the proletariat, drawing individuals from all strata of society into its fold. This expansion
is driven by the industrial revolution and the mechanization of labor, which alienates
workers from the products of their toil and concentrates wealth in the hands of a few. The
proletariat, therefore, emerges as the largest and most oppressed class, inherently
positioned to challenge the existing social order.

The historical trajectory described by Marx and Engels suggests a dialectical process



where the development of capitalism simultaneously creates and empowers the
proletariat. The forces that generate bourgeois wealth are the same forces that generate
proletarian poverty and discontent. This inherent contradiction within capitalism is what
fuels the revolutionary potential of the working class. The Manifesto emphasizes that the
proletariat is not a passive victim but an active agent of change, whose very existence and
suffering are testaments to the unsustainable nature of capitalism. The collective
experience of exploitation and alienation binds the proletariat together, fostering a sense
of shared identity and purpose.

The Exploitation of the Proletariat Under
Capitalism

A core tenet of the Communist Manifesto's analysis of the proletariat is its profound
exploitation under the capitalist system. Marx and Engels meticulously detail how the
bourgeoisie extracts surplus value from the labor of the proletariat. Surplus value, in
Marxist terms, is the difference between the value a worker creates and the wages they
receive. Capitalists, driven by the pursuit of profit, pay workers only enough to sustain
their ability to work, while the entirety of the value they produce beyond that subsistence
level is appropriated by the capitalist. This fundamental imbalance is the source of the
proletariat's economic subjugation.

The Manifesto illustrates this exploitation through various mechanisms. Workers are
forced to compete against each other, driving down wages to the lowest possible level.
They are subjected to long working hours, unsafe conditions, and the constant threat of
unemployment. The mechanization of industry, while lauded by the bourgeoisie as
progress, further devalues skilled labor and reduces workers to mere appendages of
machines. This process not only strips the proletariat of the economic fruits of their labor
but also alienates them from the creative and fulfilling aspects of work. The constant
pressure to produce more for less fuels a cycle of poverty and desperation, solidifying the
proletariat's subordinate position in society.

The Manifesto highlights that this exploitation is not accidental but intrinsic to the
capitalist mode of production. The entire system is designed to perpetuate the
accumulation of capital, which is achieved through the systematic extraction of surplus
value from the working class. This economic exploitation translates into political and
social powerlessness, as the bourgeoisie controls not only the means of production but
also the state apparatus and the ideological apparatuses that justify the existing social
order. The proletariat, therefore, faces a multi-faceted system of oppression that must be
dismantled for their liberation.

Alienation of Labor



Central to the exploitation of the proletariat is the concept of alienation, a key theme in
Marx's early writings and a recurring motif in the Manifesto. Alienation, in this context,
refers to the estrangement of workers from:

e The product of their labor: Workers create goods that do not belong to them and
often have no control over their production or distribution.

e The act of labor itself: Work becomes a means to an end (wages) rather than a
fulfilling human activity.

e Their own human nature (species-being): The creative and social aspects of human
existence are suppressed by the monotonous and dehumanizing nature of factory
work.

e Other human beings: Competition and the division of labor foster isolation and a lack
of genuine connection among workers.

Wage Slavery

The Manifesto uses the term "wage slavery" to describe the proletariat's condition. Unlike
chattel slavery, where individuals are directly owned, wage slavery involves a subtler but
equally effective form of bondage. Workers are "free" to sell their labor power, but this
freedom is illusory when the alternative is starvation. They are dependent on capitalists
for their livelihood, forced to accept whatever wages and conditions are offered to survive.
This dependence perpetuates a cycle of exploitation that binds the proletariat to the
bourgeoisie.

The Proletariat's Revolutionary Mission

The Communist Manifesto fundamentally posits that the proletariat possesses a unique
and inherent revolutionary mission. Unlike previous oppressed classes, such as slaves or
serfs, the proletariat is depicted as being inherently incapable of improving its condition
within the existing capitalist framework. The Manifesto argues that the proletariat has
nothing to lose but its chains. This is because the development of industrial capitalism has
concentrated the working class, making them a potentially powerful collective force.
Furthermore, the very nature of their exploitation, which involves the alienation from their
labor and the products of their labor, creates a deep-seated dissatisfaction that fuels the
desire for fundamental change.

The Manifesto contends that the proletariat's revolutionary mission is not simply about
achieving better working conditions or higher wages within capitalism; it is about the
complete abolition of the capitalist system itself. This abolition, according to Marx and
Engels, will not only liberate the proletariat but also, by extension, liberate humanity as a



whole from class-based oppression. The historical role of the proletariat is to overthrow
the bourgeoisie and dismantle the structures of capitalist society, paving the way for a
new social order. This revolutionary act is seen as the inevitable outcome of the inherent
contradictions within capitalism, which create escalating crises and intensify class
conflict.

The Manifesto also highlights the international character of the proletariat's struggle. The
development of global capitalism means that the working class is interconnected across
national borders. The famous slogan, "Workers of the world, unite!" underscores this
point. The proletariat is encouraged to recognize their shared interests and common
enemy, transcending nationalistic divisions that the bourgeoisie often uses to divide and
conquer them. This international solidarity is considered crucial for the success of the
global revolution. The proletariat's mission is therefore not confined to national liberation
but extends to a worldwide emancipation from capitalist exploitation.

The Inevitability of Revolution

Marx and Engels argued for the historical inevitability of a proletarian revolution. They
believed that the internal contradictions of capitalism, such as the tendency of the rate of
profit to fall and the increasing concentration of wealth, would inevitably lead to economic
crises. These crises, in turn, would exacerbate the suffering of the proletariat, further
radicalizing them and making them more receptive to revolutionary ideas. The
bourgeoisie's attempts to manage these crises, they argued, would only serve to deepen
the contradictions and hasten the arrival of the revolution.

The Proletariat's Unique Position

The Manifesto distinguishes the proletariat from previous revolutionary classes, such as
the bourgeoisie itself when it overthrew feudalism. The bourgeoisie, while revolutionary in
its time, ultimately replaced one form of class rule with another. The proletariat, however,
is argued to be the last oppressed class. Once the proletariat seizes power and abolishes
private property, there would be no other class left to oppress them, thus leading to the
abolition of all class distinctions and the creation of a classless society.

The Role of the Communist Party in Relation to
the Proletariat

The Communist Manifesto also addresses the specific role of the Communist Party in
relation to the broader proletariat. While the proletariat is identified as the revolutionary
class, the Manifesto clarifies that communists do not form a separate party opposed to
other working-class parties. Instead, communists are presented as the most advanced and
resolute section of the working-class parties of every country, consistently pushing



forward all sections of the working class. Their distinguishing feature is not an opposition
to the interests and general movement of the proletariat but rather their understanding of
the movement's conditions, course, and general results.

The Communist Party, according to the Manifesto, serves to educate and organize the
proletariat. They are the vanguard, equipped with a theoretical understanding of history
and the capitalist system, which allows them to guide the working class towards its
revolutionary goals. Communists advocate for the interests of the entire proletariat,
irrespective of nationality, and represent the future interests of the movement. They aim
to raise the proletariat's consciousness, helping them to see beyond their immediate
economic struggles and to understand the systemic nature of their exploitation.

Furthermore, the Manifesto emphasizes that communists are distinguished by their
advocacy of the movement as a whole. They do not seek to create a separate proletariat
but rather to unite and elevate the existing working class. Their ultimate aim is the
abolition of all class distinctions, and therefore, they seek to advance the proletariat's
cause in such a way that it leads to the eventual dissolution of all classes, including the
proletariat itself. The party's strategy involves supporting every revolutionary movement
against the existing social and political order, highlighting the common interests of the
working class across all countries.

Theoretical Clarity and Organization

The Communist Party's primary function is to provide theoretical clarity and a cohesive
organizational structure for the proletariat. In a class society, the dominant ideas are
those of the ruling class. The Communist Party acts as an intellectual force, developing
and disseminating a scientific understanding of historical materialism and class struggle
to counter bourgeois ideology and awaken class consciousness among the workers.

Advancing the Movement

Communists are characterized by their consistent efforts to advance the overall movement
of the proletariat. They are not content with mere reforms but strive for fundamental
societal transformation. This means actively participating in and supporting all working-
class struggles, providing leadership and strategic direction to ensure that these struggles
contribute to the ultimate goal of revolution.

The Ultimate Aim: A Classless Society Free from
Proletarian Exploitation



The ultimate objective outlined in the Communist Manifesto, achieved through the
revolutionary action of the proletariat, is the establishment of a classless society. This
society, often referred to as communism, would be free from the exploitation and
oppression that characterize capitalist and all previous class-based systems. In this
envisioned future, private property in the means of production would be abolished, and
the ownership and control of these means would be transferred to the community as a
whole. This fundamental shift would eliminate the basis for class divisions and the
inherent conflict between classes.

In a classless society, the Manifesto suggests, the proletariat, having fulfilled its historical
mission, would cease to exist as a distinct class. The state, which Marx and Engels viewed
as an instrument of class rule, would "wither away" as it would no longer be needed to
enforce the dominance of one class over another. The principle guiding this new society
would be "From each according to his ability, to each according to his need." This signifies
a society where resources are distributed equitably, and individuals contribute to the
common good based on their capabilities, receiving what they require for a fulfilling life.

The abolition of private property and the creation of a classless society are presented as
the logical and necessary conclusion to the historical progression of class struggle. The
proletariat, by overthrowing the bourgeoisie, would not be establishing a new form of
class domination but rather the final abolition of class rule itself. This would lead to a
society where human beings are no longer alienated from their labor or from each other,
fostering genuine human emancipation and the full realization of human potential. The
legacy of the proletariat's struggle, therefore, is the promise of a truly egalitarian and
liberated future for all humanity.

Abolition of Private Property

The cornerstone of the communist vision is the abolition of private property in the means
of production. This does not imply the confiscation of personal possessions but rather the
collective ownership of factories, land, and other resources that are used to generate
wealth and employ labor. This collective ownership is seen as the essential step to ending
the exploitation of the proletariat.

The Withering Away of the State

The Manifesto theorizes that the state, as an apparatus of class oppression, will become
obsolete in a classless society. Once the antagonism between classes has been resolved
and collective ownership established, the need for a coercive state apparatus to maintain
order will diminish and eventually disappear.



"From Each According to His Ability, To Each According
to His Need"

This famous maxim encapsulates the economic and social principles of a communist
society. It signifies a system where production is organized to meet the needs of all
members of society, and individuals are encouraged to contribute their talents and efforts
for the common good, without the constraints of profit motive or wage labor.

Conclusion

The Communist Manifesto's detailed exploration of the proletariat reveals it as the central,
driving force in the historical analysis presented by Marx and Engels. The Manifesto
unequivocally identifies the proletariat as the exploited class under capitalism, subject to
alienation and wage slavery. However, it also posits the proletariat as the revolutionary
agent destined to overthrow this oppressive system. The document clearly articulates the
proletariat's unique position to achieve this, possessing nothing to lose but its chains and
the power to unite globally. The Communist Manifesto underscores the critical role of
communist parties in organizing and leading the proletariat, ensuring their collective
action leads to the ultimate goal: a classless society free from all exploitation.
Understanding the Communist Manifesto on the proletariat is essential for grasping the
core tenets of Marxist theory and its enduring influence on political and economic
thought.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core definition of the proletariat according
to the Communist Manifesto?

The proletariat is defined as the class of wage-laborers who, having no means of
production of their own, are reduced to selling their labor-power to live.

How does the Manifesto describe the historical role of
the proletariat?

The Manifesto posits the proletariat as the revolutionary class destined to overthrow the
bourgeoisie and ultimately abolish class society, thereby creating a communist future.

What are the primary grievances of the proletariat as
outlined in the Manifesto?

The proletariat's grievances stem from their exploitation by the bourgeoisie, characterized
by low wages, poor working conditions, alienation from their labor, and the constant



threat of unemployment.

What does the Manifesto propose as the primary
method for the proletariat to achieve its goals?

The Manifesto advocates for the organized, political action of the proletariat, culminating
in a revolution to seize state power and establish a 'dictatorship of the proletariat'.

How does the Manifesto contrast the proletariat with
the bourgeoisie?

The Manifesto highlights the fundamental antagonism between the proletariat, who create
wealth but own nothing, and the bourgeoisie, who own the means of production and profit
from the labor of the proletariat.

What is the significance of 'class consciousness' for the
proletariat in the Manifesto?

Class consciousness is crucial as it represents the proletariat's realization of their common
interests and their collective power, enabling them to move from a class 'in itself' to a
class 'for itself' capable of revolutionary action.

Does the Manifesto believe the proletariat's struggle is
limited to a single nation?

No, the Manifesto famously states, 'The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains.
They have a world to win. Working Men of All Countries, Unite!"

What is the ultimate aim of the proletariat's struggle,
according to the Manifesto?

The ultimate aim is the abolition of private property and the establishment of a classless,
communist society where the free development of each is the condition for the free
development of all.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's focus on the proletariat, each
with a short description:

1.

The Spectre of Revolution: Class Struggle in the Modern



Age

This book examines the historical lineage of class struggle, tracing its roots from the
industrial revolution and the rise of the proletariat as described in the Communist
Manifesto. It analyzes how the core tenets of Marxist thought have been adapted and
challenged in contemporary global contexts. The author explores the evolving nature of
exploitation and the potential for collective action in the face of new economic paradigms.

2.

Chains of Capital: The Proletariat's Unfinished Fight

This work delves into the persistent realities of capitalist exploitation that continue to
shape the lives of the working class worldwide. It revisits the Communist Manifesto's
analysis of alienation and commodification, arguing for their continued relevance in
understanding modern labor. The book highlights various forms of precarious work and
the challenges faced by the proletariat in achieving genuine emancipation.

3.

Workers of the World Unite!: Legacies of the Manifesto

This title offers a critical retrospective on the impact and enduring influence of the
Communist Manifesto on global movements for social justice. It investigates how the call
for international proletarian solidarity has manifested in different historical periods and
geographical locations. The author explores both the successes and failures of various
socialist and communist experiments inspired by the Manifesto.

4.

From Exploitation to Emancipation: The Proletarian
Dream

This book explores the historical aspirations and theoretical frameworks that underpin the
proletarian quest for liberation from capitalist oppression. It reconstructs the intellectual
journey from Marx and Engels' foundational ideas to later interpretations and adaptations
of their work. The author emphasizes the ongoing struggle for workers' rights and the
pursuit of a more equitable society.

5.

The Industrial Proletariat: Birth of a Revolutionary
Class

This study focuses on the pivotal role of the industrial working class in the development of
Marxist theory and revolutionary thought. It meticulously details the harsh working
conditions, alienation, and collective identity forged within factories during the 19th
century. The book argues that this specific historical experience was crucial in shaping the
Communist Manifesto's understanding of the proletariat.

6.



Beyond the Factory Gates: The Global Proletariat

This work expands the concept of the proletariat beyond its industrial origins, examining
its manifestation in the global South and in the service sector. It analyzes how
globalization has created new forms of exploitation and how the principles of the
Communist Manifesto can inform contemporary struggles. The author explores the
intersection of class with other forms of identity and oppression in the modern world.

7.

The Power of Collective Action: Proletarian Movements

This book examines the historical and theoretical underpinnings of organized labor and
proletarian movements as agents of social change. It draws heavily on the Communist
Manifesto's emphasis on collective power and class consciousness. The author analyzes
the strategies, successes, and challenges faced by workers in their efforts to challenge
capitalist structures and achieve greater control over their lives.

8.

Class Consciousness in the Digital Age: The New
Proletariat

This contemporary analysis explores how class consciousness is being shaped and
potentially transformed by digital technologies and the gig economy. It re-evaluates the
Communist Manifesto's concepts of alienation and commodification in the context of
online labor and information control. The book investigates whether new forms of
proletarian identity and solidarity are emerging in the digital sphere.

9.

The Communist Manifesto and Its Echoes: Class
Struggle Through Time

This title provides a comprehensive overview of the Communist Manifesto's foundational
arguments regarding the proletariat and class struggle. It then traces the historical
echoes of these ideas through various revolutionary movements and social critiques across
different eras. The author discusses how the Manifesto's insights into capitalism and its
inherent contradictions continue to resonate in contemporary societal debates.
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