communist manifesto engels main
arguments

The Communist Manifesto, co-authored by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, remains one of the most
influential and debated political documents in history. Understanding the main arguments of the
Communist Manifesto, particularly Engels' contributions, is crucial for grasping the foundational tenets
of Marxist thought and its impact on global political and economic discourse. This article delves deep
into the core concepts presented in the Manifesto, examining its historical context and the primary
arguments that have shaped revolutions, social movements, and academic study for over a century.
We will explore the historical materialism, the class struggle, the critique of capitalism, the proposed
abolition of private property, and the vision for a communist society, all central to the Communist
Manifesto by Engels and Marx.
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The Historical Context of the Communist Manifesto

To fully appreciate the main arguments of the Communist Manifesto, understanding its historical
backdrop is essential. Published in 1848, the Manifesto emerged during a period of immense social
and political upheaval across Europe. The Industrial Revolution was in full swing, transforming
economies and societies at an unprecedented pace. This transformation led to the growth of a new
industrial working class, the proletariat, who often faced brutal working conditions, poverty, and a
lack of political power. Simultaneously, a powerful and expanding capitalist class, the bourgeoisie,
accumulated vast wealth and influence. The Manifesto was written in response to this growing social
inequality and the perceived injustices of the capitalist system. It was commissioned by the
Communist League, a workers' organization, and intended to serve as a declaration of their principles
and objectives. The year 1848 itself was marked by widespread revolutions across the continent,
further underscoring the volatile social climate and the demand for radical change. This environment
of intense class conflict and revolutionary fervor provided fertile ground for the radical ideas
presented in the Communist Manifesto by Engels and Marx.

Engels' Role in the Communist Manifesto

While the Communist Manifesto is famously attributed to both Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, it is
important to acknowledge Engels' significant contributions. Engels, a businessman and son of a
wealthy textile manufacturer, possessed firsthand knowledge of the industrial working class and their
struggles. His early work, "The Condition of the Working Class in England" (1845), provided a detailed
and sympathetic account of the plight of the proletariat. This empirical research deeply informed his
understanding of capitalist exploitation and provided a crucial foundation for the Manifesto's analysis.
Engels was also a close collaborator and financial supporter of Marx, and their intellectual partnership



was profound. He provided Marx with many of the raw materials and insights necessary for
developing their shared theories. Therefore, when discussing the main arguments of the Communist
Manifesto, it is vital to recognize the intertwined intellectual labor and shared vision of both Marx and
Engels, with Engels bringing a critical understanding of industrial capitalism's practical realities to
their theoretical framework.

Main Argument 1: The History of Society is the History
of Class Struggles

Perhaps the most foundational argument presented in the Communist Manifesto is the assertion that
"The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles." This statement
encapsulates the Marxist concept of historical materialism, which posits that economic and social
development is driven by the conflict between different social classes. Throughout history, from
ancient slave societies to feudalism, there have always been oppressor and oppressed classes,
standing in constant opposition to each other. These struggles have, in turn, led to revolutionary
changes in the organization of society or the common ruin of the contending classes. Engels and Marx
argued that each epoch in history is characterized by a dominant mode of production and the class
relations that arise from it. The conflict between these classes is the engine of historical change,
propelling society forward.

The Bourgeoisie and the Proletariat: A New Dichotomy

In the era of capitalism, the Communist Manifesto identifies two dominant classes: the bourgeoisie
and the proletariat. The bourgeoisie, the modern capitalist class, are the owners of the means of
social production and employers of wage labor. They emerged from the ruins of feudal society and,
through their relentless pursuit of profit, revolutionized industrial production, expanding global
markets and creating unprecedented productive forces. The proletariat, on the other hand, are the
modern wage-laborers who, lacking their own means of production, are compelled to sell their labor
power to the bourgeoisie to live. The relationship between these two classes is inherently
antagonistic, characterized by exploitation. The bourgeoisie constantly seeks to lower wages and
increase surplus value extracted from labor, while the proletariat struggles to maintain their
subsistence and improve their working conditions. This fundamental antagonism is at the heart of the
capitalist mode of production and forms the core of the class struggle in the modern era.

The Inevitable Rise of the Proletariat

The Communist Manifesto argues that the very nature of capitalist development inherently creates
the conditions for its own overthrow by the proletariat. As capitalism expands, it concentrates wealth
and power in the hands of the bourgeoisie, while simultaneously increasing the size and solidarity of
the proletariat. The factory system, Engels and Marx noted, brings workers together, fostering a
collective consciousness and organization. Moreover, the inherent contradictions within capitalism,
such as periodic crises of overproduction, tend to exacerbate the suffering of the working class,
pushing them towards revolutionary action. The proletariat, by virtue of their numbers and their
exploitation, are presented as the revolutionary class capable of abolishing capitalism and ushering in



a new, classless society. Their historical mission, as articulated in the Manifesto, is to dismantle the
bourgeois system.

Main Argument 2: A Critique of Capitalism and its
Contradictions

A significant portion of the Communist Manifesto is dedicated to a scathing critique of capitalism.
Engels and Marx argued that capitalism, despite its immense productive power, is inherently
exploitative, alienating, and unstable. They believed that the system was riddled with contradictions
that would ultimately lead to its demise. Their analysis focused on how the pursuit of profit by the
bourgeoisie necessitates the exploitation of the proletariat, creating a fundamentally unjust system.
The Manifesto highlights how capitalism, while initially a revolutionary force that shattered feudal
bonds, ultimately creates new forms of oppression.

Exploitation of Labor Under Capitalism

Central to the critique of capitalism is the concept of the exploitation of labor. The Manifesto explains
that under capitalism, workers do not receive the full value of the labor they contribute. Instead, the
bourgeoisie extracts surplus value from the labor of the proletariat. This surplus value represents the
unpaid labor of the worker, which is appropriated by the capitalist as profit. This exploitation is not a
matter of individual malice but is inherent in the capitalist mode of production. The relentless drive for
accumulation of capital compels the bourgeoisie to maximize this extraction, leading to low wages,
long working hours, and dangerous working conditions for the proletariat. Engels' detailed
observations of factory life provided a stark, empirical testament to this abstract theoretical
argument.

The Alienation of Labor

Another critical aspect of the Manifesto’s critique is the concept of alienation. Marx and Engels argued
that under capitalism, labor becomes alienated from the worker in several ways. Firstly, the worker is
alienated from the product of their labor, which belongs to the capitalist. Secondly, the worker is
alienated from the act of labor itself, which is often repetitive, meaningless, and controlled by
external forces. Thirdly, workers are alienated from their "species-being," their essential human
nature, which is meant to be expressed through creative and fulfilling work. Instead, labor under
capitalism becomes a mere means of survival, devoid of intrinsic satisfaction or personal fulfillment.
This psychological and social impact of capitalism on the individual worker is a key element of their
critique.

The Cycles of Crisis in Capitalism

The Communist Manifesto also highlights the inherent instability of capitalism, pointing to its recurring
cycles of economic crisis. They argued that capitalism's tendency to overproduce goods, driven by the



relentless pursuit of profit and competition, inevitably leads to crises of market saturation. During
these crises, factories close, workers are laid off, and widespread unemployment and poverty ensue.
These crises, far from being accidental misfortunes, are seen as systemic features of capitalism,
revealing its inability to manage its own productive forces. The Manifesto suggests that each
successive crisis strengthens the proletariat's resolve and pushes society closer to a revolutionary
transformation, demonstrating capitalism's self-destructive tendencies.

Main Argument 3: The Abolition of Private Property

One of the most controversial and central proposals in the Communist Manifesto is the call for the
abolition of private property. However, it is crucial to understand what specific type of property Marx
and Engels targeted. They were not advocating for the abolition of all personal possessions, such as
one's home, clothing, or tools used for personal sustenance. Instead, their focus was on the abolition
of bourgeois private property, which they defined as the private ownership of the means of production
- factories, land, raw materials, etc. - by the capitalist class. This form of property ownership, they
argued, is the foundation of class exploitation and oppression.

Defining Bourgeois Property

The Manifesto explicitly clarifies that "The phrase 'abolition of the family' will evoke the most
reformatory reaction both on the part of our bourgeois and, not less, of our radical reformers." This
illustrates their careful approach to societal change. Bourgeois property, as understood by Marx and
Engels, is property that allows one class to exploit the labor of another. It is property that enables the
capitalist to extract surplus value. This is distinct from the property that the working class might
possess for personal use. Therefore, the abolition of bourgeois property is not about deprivation but
about the redistribution of ownership of the productive assets of society.

The Communalization of the Means of Production

Following the abolition of bourgeois private property, the Communist Manifesto proposes the
communalization of the means of production. This means that the tools, factories, land, and other
resources necessary for production would no longer be privately owned by a few, but would be owned
and controlled by society as a whole, through the collective action of the proletariat. This communal
ownership would eliminate the basis for capitalist exploitation and allow for production to be
organized for the benefit of all, rather than for the profit of a select few. The aim is to create a society
where the fruits of labor are distributed equitably among all members.

Addressing Common Misconceptions about Property Abolition

The Communist Manifesto preemptively addresses common fears and misconceptions regarding the
abolition of private property. It anticipates that the bourgeoisie will accuse communists of wanting to
abolish personal property, family, nationality, and individuality. The Manifesto counters that



communists aim to abolish the existing bourgeois property relations, which they see as the source of
social ills. They argue that by abolishing private ownership of the means of production, they would
actually liberate individuals from the oppressive social structures that currently limit their personal
freedom and individuality. The ultimate goal is to create a society where all can develop their full
potential, free from economic coercion.

Main Argument 4: The Role of the Communist Party

The Communist Manifesto also outlines the role and strategy of communists within the broader
revolutionary movement. It posits that communists are not a separate party opposed to other
working-class parties. Instead, they are presented as the most advanced and resolute section of the
working-class parties of every country, always pushing forward for the attainment of the ultimate
objective. Their understanding of the historical movement and the conditions of the proletariat allows
them to serve as a guiding force.

The Communists as the Vanguard of the Proletariat

Engels and Marx envisioned the Communist Party as the vanguard of the proletariat. This means they
are the most politically conscious and theoretically advanced segment of the working class, equipped
with a clear understanding of the historical trajectory and the ultimate goals of the revolution. They
are not merely participants but leaders, tasked with educating, organizing, and mobilizing the working
class towards achieving its revolutionary aims. This vanguard role emphasizes the importance of
political organization and ideological clarity in the struggle against capitalism.

The Immediate Aims of the Communists

The Communist Manifesto does not shy away from outlining the immediate, practical steps that
communists would advocate for following a proletarian revolution. These are presented as measures
to transition towards a communist society and consolidate the power of the working class. Engels and
Marx list several such measures, including the expropriation of landed property, a heavy progressive
or graduated income tax, abolition of the right of inheritance, centralization of credit and transport in
the hands of the state, and free education for all children. These policies, they argue, would serve to
disempower the bourgeoisie and empower the proletariat, gradually paving the way for a classless
society.

Main Argument 5: The Vision of a Communist Society

Beyond its critique of capitalism and its revolutionary program, the Communist Manifesto offers a
vision of the future communist society. This vision is not one of rigid uniformity but of human
emancipation and the flourishing of individual potential, unhindered by class divisions and economic
exploitation. It is a society where the antagonisms that plague capitalist societies are overcome, and
human needs are prioritized.



The End of Class Antagonisms

The ultimate goal of the communist revolution, as articulated in the Manifesto, is the abolition of class
antagonisms. In a communist society, the division of society into exploiter and exploited classes
would cease to exist. This would be achieved through the communal ownership of the means of
production, which would eliminate the economic basis for class division. Without classes, the inherent
conflict and exploitation that characterized previous societies would be eradicated, leading to a more
harmonious and equitable social order.

The Withering Away of the State

Another significant aspect of the vision for a communist society is the eventual "withering away of the
state." Marx and Engels viewed the state in capitalist societies as an instrument of class oppression,
serving the interests of the ruling bourgeoisie. In a classless communist society, where there are no
class antagonisms to manage or suppress, the need for a coercive state apparatus would gradually
diminish and eventually disappear. This is a complex and debated aspect of Marxist theory, but it
signifies a future society where governance is based on communal administration rather than state
coercion.

The Development of Free Association

In place of the state and class-based organizations, the Communist Manifesto envisions a society
characterized by "free association." This refers to a system where individuals voluntarily associate
and cooperate for their mutual benefit and the common good, without the compulsion of economic
necessity or state authority. In such a society, human creativity and potential would be unleashed, as
individuals would be free to pursue their interests and contribute to society in ways that are both
personally fulfilling and socially beneficial. It is a vision of a truly emancipated humanity.

The Enduring Legacy of the Communist Manifesto

The Communist Manifesto, with its powerful arguments concerning class struggle, capitalist
exploitation, and the vision of a communist society, has left an indelible mark on history. Its main
arguments, as articulated by Marx and Engels, have inspired countless social movements, revolutions,
and intellectual debates. While the practical implementations of communist ideology have varied
greatly and often diverged from the theoretical ideals presented in the Manifesto, its critique of
capitalism and its call for social justice continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about
economic inequality, labor rights, and political power. Understanding the core tenets of the
Communist Manifesto by Engels and Marx remains essential for comprehending much of modern
political and economic thought, and its influence is undeniable in shaping the course of the 20th
century and beyond.



Conclusion

In conclusion, the main arguments of the Communist Manifesto, co-authored by Friedrich Engels and
Karl Marx, offer a profound critique of capitalism and a compelling vision for an alternative social
order. The central tenets - the historical inevitability of class struggle, the inherent exploitation and
alienation within capitalism, the proposed abolition of bourgeois private property, the strategic role of
the Communist Party, and the ultimate aspiration for a classless society characterized by free
association - have profoundly shaped political and economic discourse for over 150 years. By
dissecting these core arguments, we gain a deeper understanding of the intellectual and historical
forces that have propelled radical social change and continue to inform debates about economic
justice and societal organization. The enduring legacy of the Communist Manifesto underscores its
significant impact on shaping modern thought and action.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The Communist Manifesto's central thesis is that the history of all hitherto existing society is the
history of class struggles. It argues that society progresses through conflict between the oppressor
and the oppressed, culminating in a proletariat revolution that will abolish class distinctions and usher
in a classless society.

How does the Manifesto describe the role of the bourgeoisie?

The Manifesto describes the bourgeoisie as a revolutionary class that overthrew feudalism and
established capitalism. However, it also criticizes them for their exploitative relationship with the
proletariat, arguing that their pursuit of profit and global markets inherently creates immense social
inequality and alienates workers.

What does the Manifesto propose as the solution to the
problems created by capitalism?

The Manifesto proposes the abolition of private property, particularly the private ownership of the
means of production, as the solution to the problems created by capitalism. It advocates for the
proletariat to seize political power and use it to expropriate the bourgeoisie, centralizing the means of
production in the hands of the state, representing the collective interests of the working class.

What are some of the specific measures the Manifesto
suggests for transitioning to communism?

The Manifesto outlines 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; confiscation of the property of all emigrants and rebels;
centralization of credit in the hands of the state by means of a national bank with state capital and an



exclusive monopoly; centralization of the means of communication and transport in the hands of the
state; and extension of national factories and instruments of production.

How does the Manifesto view the role of the proletariat?

The Manifesto views the proletariat as the revolutionary class destined to overthrow the bourgeoisie
and establish communism. It argues that due to their exploitation and alienation under capitalism, the
proletariat has nothing to lose but their chains, making them the most radical and effective force for
social change.

What is the concept of 'historical materialism' as it relates to
the Manifesto's arguments?

While not explicitly named in the Manifesto, the concept of historical materialism underpins its
arguments. It posits that economic conditions and the mode of production are the primary drivers of
historical development and social change, shaping political, legal, and ideological structures. The
Manifesto uses this framework to explain the rise and fall of different class systems, predicting the
inevitable collapse of capitalism due to its inherent contradictions and the rise of the proletariat.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the main arguments of the Communist Manifesto, along with short
descriptions:

1.

The Specter of Revolution: Class Struggle in Capitalist Society

This book delves into the core Marxist concept of class struggle, explaining how historical
development is driven by the conflict between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. It examines the
inherent contradictions within capitalism that, according to Marx and Engels, inevitably lead to the
exploitation of the working class and their eventual uprising. The text likely explores the mechanisms
of this exploitation and the conditions that foster revolutionary consciousness.

2.

From Feudalism to Free Trade: The Rise of the Bourgeoisie

This title focuses on the historical progression outlined in the Manifesto, tracing the revolutionary role
of the bourgeoisie in overthrowing feudal structures. It details how the bourgeoisie, in its pursuit of
profit and expansion, created unprecedented forces of production and globalized markets. The book
would likely analyze the inherent dynamism of capitalism and its destructive, yet also creative, impact
on traditional social orders.

3.



The Proletariat's Dawn: Workers' Movements and Collective
Action

This work centers on the Manifesto's call for the proletariat to organize and unite as a class. It would
likely explore the historical emergence of organized labor movements, trade unions, and political
parties aimed at challenging bourgeois dominance. The book might discuss the strategies and
ideologies that guided these early workers' movements in their fight for better conditions and
ultimate emancipation.

4,

Abolishing Private Property: The Communist Vision of
Ownership

This book directly addresses the Manifesto's most contentious proposal: the abolition of private
property in the means of production. It likely explains the theoretical underpinnings of this idea,
arguing that private ownership is the root of exploitation and class division. The text might also
explore different historical and theoretical interpretations of what "abolishing private property"

actually entails in a communist society.

5.

The International Brotherhood of Labor: Global Solidarity and
Nationalism

This title highlights the Manifesto's assertion that "workers of the world, unite!" and its critique of
nationalistic divisions. The book would likely examine the tension between the call for international
proletarian solidarity and the realities of nationalism that often divided the working class. It might
explore how class interests transcend national borders and the challenges faced in forging a truly
global workers' movement.

6.

The State as an Instrument of Class Rule

This book dissects the Manifesto's argument that the state is not a neutral entity but rather an
executive committee of the ruling class. It would likely analyze how state power is used to maintain
the existing capitalist system and suppress dissent. The text might explore the concept of the
"dictatorship of the proletariat" as a transitional phase to dismantle this class-based state apparatus.

7.

The Obsolescence of the Family and Other Bourgeois
Institutions

This title focuses on the Manifesto's critique of traditional bourgeois institutions, including the family,
religion, and morality. It would likely explore how these institutions are seen as serving to perpetuate
capitalist ideology and maintain social control. The book might analyze the proposed transformation
of social relations under communism, moving beyond these historically specific forms.



The End of History? Capitalism's Inevitable Crisis

This work would delve into the Manifesto's prediction of capitalism's eventual collapse due to its
inherent contradictions. It might analyze the cyclical nature of economic crises under capitalism and
the increasing immiseration of the proletariat. The book could explore the theoretical arguments for
why capitalism, despite its dynamism, ultimately contains the seeds of its own destruction.

9.

From Utopia to Scientific Socialism: The Evolution of
Communist Thought

While the Manifesto is foundational, this book might explore its place within the broader development
of socialist and communist theory. It would likely discuss how Marx and Engels sought to move
beyond utopian socialism by grounding their ideas in a materialist analysis of history and economics.
The text could examine the "scientific" basis of their arguments for historical inevitability and the path
to communism.
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