communist manifesto role of the state

The Communist Manifesto: Unpacking the Role of the State

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, remains a foundational text in
understanding socialist and communist thought. Central to its critique of capitalist society and its vision for a
future classless world is the concept of the state and its eventual dissolution. This article delves into the
complex and often debated role of the state within the framework of the Communist Manifesto, exploring
its historical function, its proposed transformation during the transition to communism, and its ultimate
abolition. We will examine how the Manifesto views the state as an instrument of class oppression, the
necessity of a temporary "dictatorship of the proletariat,” and the envisioned stateless society that
communism aims to achieve. Understanding the nuances of the communist manifesto role of the state is

crucial for grasping the entirety of its revolutionary program.
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The State as an Instrument of Bourgeois Domination



The Communist Manifesto fundamentally posits that the modern, bourgeois state is not a neutral arbiter but
rather a tool wielded by the ruling class — the bourgeoisie — to maintain its power and suppress the
proletariat. Marx and Engels argue that the state, in its current form, exists to protect private property and
the economic system that generates profit for the capitalists. This means that laws, police forces, armies, and
even parliamentary systems are all designed to uphold the existing social order, which is inherently

exploitative.

The authors famously state, "The executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the
common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie." This powerful assertion highlights the perceived lack of true
representation or power for the working class within the existing state structures. Every decision, from
taxation to regulation, is seen through the lens of benefiting the bourgeoisie and perpetuating their
economic dominance. The state, therefore, becomes synonymous with the organized power of one class to

oppress another.

The Manifesto traces this concept back to the historical suppression of other classes. As societies evolved, so
too did the state. In feudal societies, the state served the aristocracy. With the rise of capitalism, the
bourgeoisie seized control, transforming the state into an organ for its own class interests. This historical
perspective is crucial for understanding why the Manifesto advocates for a radical transformation rather

than mere reform of the existing state apparatus.

The Historical Evolution of the State

To fully grasp the communist manifesto role of the state, it is essential to understand its historical
perspective on the state's development. Marx and Engels, drawing upon historical materialism, saw the
state as a product of societal contradictions, specifically the emergence of class divisions. Prior to the
existence of private property and class stratification, they theorized, societies functioned without a formal

state apparatus.

As societies developed, particularly with the advent of private ownership of the means of production, the
need arose for a coercive force to manage the inevitable conflicts between the property-owning class and
those who possessed no property. This led to the formation of the state, initially as a means to protect the
interests of the emerging ruling class. The state’s primary function, throughout its various historical forms,

was to regulate property relations and suppress dissent from the exploited classes.

The Manifesto illustrates this evolution by pointing to different historical epochs. In slave societies, the state
served the slave owners. In feudal societies, it served the landed aristocracy. With the bourgeois revolution,
the state transitioned to serve the capitalist class. This historical trajectory suggests that the state is not a
static or divinely ordained institution, but rather a historical phenomenon that changes in accordance with

the prevailing mode of production and the dominant class relations.



The Dictatorship of the Proletariat: A Transitional State

A core tenet of the Communist Manifesto, and a point of significant debate, is the concept of the
"dictatorship of the proletariat." This is not understood as a tyrannical regime in the modern sense, but
rather as a transitional phase where the working class, having overthrown the bourgeoisie, seizes state
power. The purpose of this transitional state is to dismantle the remnants of bourgeois society and pave the

way for a classless, communist future.

The Manifesto argues that simply abolishing the existing state machine is insufficient. The bourgeoisie,
accustomed to its privileges and control, will inevitably attempt to reclaim power. Therefore, the
proletariat must establish its own form of rule, a state apparatus controlled by the working class, to suppress
counter-revolutionary forces and reorganize society on socialist principles. This is the essence of the

communist manifesto role of the state during this critical juncture.

This "dictatorship" is characterized by the political dominance of the proletariat over the bourgeoisie. It is a
state where the working class, as the vast majority, exercises power to enact the necessary social and
economic transformations. The Manifesto doesn't provide a detailed blueprint for this dictatorship, but it
implies that it will be a fundamentally different kind of state, one that serves the interests of the majority

rather than a privileged minority.

Functions of the Proletarian State

During the transitional period of the dictatorship of the proletariat, the state would undertake specific
functions aimed at achieving the goals of communism. These functions are designed to dismantle the
capitalist system and build a new socialist society. The primary objective is to remove the economic power

of the bourgeoisie and establish collective ownership of the means of production.

Key functions envisioned include:

o Expropriation of land and all means of production from the bourgeoisie and their use for the benefit

of the state.

Centralization of credit in the hands of the state through a national bank with state capital and an

exclusive monopoly.

Extension of factories and instruments of production owned by the state; the bringing into cultivation

of waste lands, and the improvement of the soil generally in accordance with a common plan.

Equal liability of all to labour. Establishment of industrial armies, especially for agriculture.



¢ Combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries, gradually bringing into abolition the
distinction between town and country, by a more equable distribution of the population over the

country.

¢ Free education for all children in public schools. Abolition of children’s factory labour in its present

form. Combination of education with industrial production, &c.

o The state, as the representative of the proletariat, would also manage the distribution of resources and
labor, ensuring that everyone contributes according to their ability and receives according to their
needs, although the full realization of this principle would come with the higher stage of

communism.

These measures are all intended to weaken the bourgeoisie's capacity to resist the revolution and to lay the
groundwork for a society free from exploitation and class antagonism. The communist manifesto role of the

state in this phase is thus one of active intervention and transformation.

Criticisms and Interpretations of the Proletarian State

The concept of the "dictatorship of the proletariat” has been a major source of criticism and divergent
interpretations of the Communist Manifesto. Critics often equate this term with totalitarianism and
authoritarianism, pointing to historical examples where regimes claiming to represent the proletariat have
indeed become oppressive. They argue that concentrating power in the hands of a state, even a proletarian

one, inevitably leads to the suppression of individual liberties and the rise of a new ruling elite.

Interpretations vary significantly. Some Marxists emphasize the democratic aspect of the dictatorship of the
proletariat, seeing it as rule by the vast majority of the population for the benefit of that majority. They
argue that it is a necessary counter-balance to the entrenched power of the bourgeoisie. Others focus more
on the state's role in suppressing counter-revolution and ensuring the transition to communism, which can

lead to interpretations that prioritize state control over individual freedoms.

The ambiguity in the Manifesto regarding the specific form and duration of this dictatorship has left ample
room for debate. The historical experiences of states that have implemented Marxist-Leninist ideologies
have often diverged sharply from the envisioned stateless society, leading many to question the viability or
desirability of a state-led transition to communism. Understanding these criticisms is vital for a complete

picture of the communist manifesto role of the state.



Towards the Withering Away of the State

The ultimate goal of the communist revolution, as outlined in the Manifesto, is not to perpetuate a
proletarian state indefinitely but to achieve a classless society where the state itself becomes obsolete and

"withers away." This is a crucial, often misunderstood, aspect of the communist manifesto role of the state.

As the proletariat consolidates its power and eliminates class distinctions, the need for a coercive apparatus
to maintain order and suppress class conflict diminishes. With the abolition of private property and the
establishment of collective ownership, the economic basis for class division disappears. Consequently, the

state, which Marx and Engels viewed as an instrument of class oppression, loses its raison d'étre.

The Manifesto suggests that in a communist society, where the free development of each is the condition
for the free development of all, there will be no antagonistic social divisions to manage. The administration
of things, rather than the government of people, will take precedence. This means that societal functions

will be carried out by the community collectively, without the need for a separate, coercive state apparatus.

The Stateless Communist Society

The final stage envisioned by the Communist Manifesto is a society free from classes, exploitation, and the
state. In this stateless communist society, the oppressive functions of the state would have entirely
disappeared. Production would be organized for the benefit of all, and distribution would follow the

principle: "From each according to his ability, to each according to his need."

In this advanced stage of communism, social harmony would prevail, rendering the need for a coercive

state obsolete. The former functions of the state, such as managing resources and organizing labor, would be
undertaken by the community itself through cooperative and democratic means. This would be a society of
unprecedented freedom and self-governance, where individuals are no longer alienated from their labor or

from each other.

The communist manifesto role of the state, therefore, is seen as a temporary, albeit necessary, phase in the
historical development towards this ultimate stateless ideal. It is a tool to dismantle the old order and
construct the foundations of a new one, after which it is no longer required. The transition from a state-

dominated society to a stateless one is a cornerstone of Marxist theory.

The Communist Manifesto Role of the State: A Summary



In summary, the Communist Manifesto presents a dynamic and dialectical view of the state. It begins by
identifying the modern state as an instrument of bourgeois oppression, a tool to maintain capitalist
exploitation and private property. The historical evolution of the state is traced as a reflection of changing

class structures, always serving the interests of the dominant class.

The Manifesto then posits the necessity of a transitional phase, the "dictatorship of the proletariat," where
the working class seizes state power to dismantle the capitalist system, suppress counter-revolutionaries,
and reorganize society. This transitional state is envisioned as a tool for liberation, not for perpetuating class

rule. However, the ultimate aim is for this state to "wither away" as class distinctions disappear.

The final stage is a stateless, classless communist society where the functions previously performed by the
state are managed collectively by the community. Understanding the communist manifesto role of the state
is therefore a journey from critique of the existing state, through a necessary transitional state, to the

ultimate abolition of the state itself in favor of a self-governing, communal society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Communist Manifesto's ultimate vision for the role of the
state?

The Communist Manifesto's ultimate vision is the abolition of the state as a tool of class oppression. In the

transitional phase of communism, the state would "wither away" once class distinctions are eliminated.

How does the Communist Manifesto describe the state's role in capitalist
society?

The Manifesto describes the state in capitalist society as an "executive committee of the bourgeoisie,"
meaning it primarily serves the interests of the ruling capitalist class to maintain their power and control

over the means of production.

What immediate role does the Manifesto suggest for the state after a

proletarian revolution?

Immediately after a proletarian revolution, the Manifesto suggests the proletariat will use the state to
"centralize all instruments of production in the hands of the State," expropriating capitalist property and

gradually centralizing economic power.



What are some of the transitional measures the Manifesto proposes for the

state to implement?

The Manifesto lists several transitional measures, 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 in the hands of the state.

Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for an immediate abolition of the

state after revolution?

No, the Manifesto does not advocate for the immediate abolition of the state. It proposes a transitional phase

where the proletariat uses state power to dismantle capitalism, with the state eventually "withering away".

How does the concept of the 'dictatorship of the proletariat' relate to the
state in the Manifesto?

The 'dictatorship of the proletariat’ refers to the period where the working class holds political power,
using the state apparatus to suppress counter-revolution and establish the foundations of a communist

society. It's a temporary, but powerful, role for the state.

What is the Marxist argument for the state's eventual disappearance
according to the Manifesto?

The argument is that the state exists to manage class antagonisms. Once classes are abolished, and there are
no longer antagonistic social forces to suppress, the need for a state as an instrument of repression will cease

to exist.

How have historical interpretations and implementations of the

Manifesto's ideas on the state varied?

Historical interpretations and implementations have varied significantly. Some states claiming to follow
Marxist principles have maintained or even expanded state power, leading to debates about whether this

aligns with the Manifesto's ultimate goal of state abolition or represents a deviation.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's role of the state, with descriptions:



The State and Revolution

This foundational Marxist text by Vladimir Lenin delves into the role of the state within the context of
communist theory. Lenin analyzes the historical development of the state, arguing that it serves as an
instrument of class oppression. He elaborates on Marx and Engels' ideas about the necessity of a proletarian
revolution to dismantle the bourgeois state and establish a transitional socialist state. The book is crucial for

understanding the Bolshevik approach to state power.

The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State

Friedrich Engels, drawing heavily on Lewis Henry Morgan's anthropological research, traces the evolution
of social organization and the emergence of the state. He argues that the state arose with the development
of private property and class divisions to manage societal conflicts. Engels contends that the state, in its
current form, is ultimately a tool for the ruling class to maintain its power and that it will wither away

with the abolition of private property.

Critique of the Gotha Programme

In this critical analysis of the German Workers' Party's program, Karl Marx offers sharp insights into the
transition from capitalism to communism. He addresses the concept of a "socialist society” and the eventual
"higher phase of communist society," outlining the role of the state in each. Marx distinguishes between the

"dictatorship of the proletariat” as a necessary transitional phase and the ultimate stateless communist society.

The German Ideology

Co-authored by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, this work critiques idealistic philosophies and lays out
their materialist conception of history. It extensively discusses the role of the state as a product of historical
development and class struggle, arguing that the state is not an independent entity but an emanation of the
ruling class's economic power. The book emphasizes that the state's functions are dictated by the need to

uphold the existing social order and protect private property.

Capitalism and the State

This collection of essays and theoretical works from various Marxist scholars examines the intricate
relationship between capitalist economic systems and the state apparatus. It explores how the state, even in
ostensibly democratic societies, functions to facilitate and reproduce capitalist relations of production. The

book delves into debates about the state's autonomy, its role in managing economic crises, and its potential



for reform or revolutionary overthrow.

State and Revolution Revisited

This title suggests a contemporary re-examination of Lenin's seminal work on the state, likely exploring its
relevance and application in modern political contexts. Such a book would analyze how the concepts of the
state and revolution are understood by contemporary Marxist thinkers and activists. It might critique or
update Lenin's arguments in light of new historical experiences and theoretical developments, particularly

concerning globalization and neo-liberalism.

The State: A Marxist Theory

This title implies a comprehensive exposition of Marxist theory regarding the state. It would likely cover
the historical origins of the state, its function as an instrument of class domination under capitalism, and the
theoretical models of the state during the transition to socialism and communism. The book would aim to
provide a clear and systematic understanding of the Marxist perspective on state power, its necessity, and

its eventual supersession.

The Specter of the State: Continuity and Change in Marxist Thought

This book would likely explore the evolving understanding of the state within Marxist intellectual
traditions. It might trace the lineage of ideas from Marx and Engels through Lenin and subsequent
theorists, highlighting continuities in core arguments while also examining divergences and adaptations.
The title suggests a focus on how the "specter” of state power, both as a tool of oppression and a potential

vehicle for change, has been debated and reinterpreted.

Manifesto of the Communist Party: A Critical Companion

‘While the primary title is the Communist Manifesto itself, a "Critical Companion” would offer extensive
analysis of its core tenets, including the role of the state. Such a book would dissect Marx and Engels'
arguments about the need to seize state power and transform it. It would likely explore historical attempts
to implement these ideas and critically evaluate the successes and failures of various states in the transition

to communism.
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