
communist manifesto on bourgeoisie

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, remains a
foundational text in understanding historical materialism and class struggle.
A significant portion of its analysis centers on the role and nature of the
bourgeoisie. This article delves deep into the Communist Manifesto's critique
of the bourgeoisie, exploring their historical rise, their revolutionary
impact, and the inherent contradictions that Marx and Engels argued would
ultimately lead to their downfall. We will examine how the Manifesto defines
the bourgeoisie, their relationship with the proletariat, and the systemic
implications of their dominance in capitalist society. Understanding the
Manifesto's perspective on the bourgeoisie is crucial for grasping its
broader arguments about revolution and the establishment of a classless
society.
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The Historical Rise of the Bourgeoisie

The Communist Manifesto meticulously traces the historical ascent of the
bourgeoisie, identifying its origins within the decaying feudal society. Marx
and Engels posit that the bourgeoisie did not merely emerge by chance but was
a product of the evolving modes of production. Initially, they were a nascent
force, a class of merchants and artisans operating within the feudal
framework. However, as trade expanded and new markets were discovered,
particularly with the Age of Discovery, the seeds of feudalism's destruction
were sown. The bourgeoisie, driven by the relentless pursuit of profit and
the accumulation of capital, began to undermine the established aristocratic
order. Their rise was intrinsically linked to the development of
manufacturing, the expansion of trade routes, and the subsequent creation of
a more mobile and dynamic economic system. This transformation marked a
fundamental shift in societal power structures, moving away from land
ownership as the primary source of wealth and influence towards capital
accumulation and industrial production.



From Feudal Vassals to Masters of Capital

The transition from feudalism to capitalism was a period of profound
upheaval, and the bourgeoisie were the principal agents of this change.
Within the feudal system, power was largely concentrated in the hands of the
landed aristocracy and clergy. However, the burgeoning merchant class, the
early bourgeoisie, accumulated wealth through trade and commerce, gradually
accumulating capital. They challenged the restrictive guild systems and the
feudal obligations that hindered economic growth. The development of new
technologies, such as improved navigation and printing, further facilitated
their expansion. The Manifesto describes how the bourgeoisie gradually
wrested control from the old feudal powers, creating new institutions and
legal frameworks that protected private property and facilitated free trade.
This was not a peaceful transition but a revolutionary one, marked by the
overthrow of monarchies and the dismantling of feudal privileges.

The Bourgeoisie and the Dawn of Industrialization

The Industrial Revolution was the crucible in which the modern bourgeoisie
was forged. The invention of new machinery and the harnessing of new energy
sources, like steam power, enabled mass production on an unprecedented scale.
The bourgeoisie, as the owners of the means of production – the factories,
machinery, and raw materials – became the dominant economic class. They
organized labor, creating factories that drew workers from the countryside,
thereby transforming the social landscape. This period saw a dramatic
increase in productivity and wealth, but also a widening gap between the
bourgeoisie and the growing class of industrial laborers, the proletariat.
The bourgeoisie’s ability to exploit these new productive forces was central
to their ascendant power.

Defining the Bourgeoisie: The Master Class of
Capital

In the context of the Communist Manifesto, the bourgeoisie is precisely
defined as the class of modern capitalists, the owners of the social means of
production and employers of wage labor. This definition is crucial because it
highlights the fundamental relationship of power and exploitation that
underpins capitalism. The bourgeoisie do not produce goods or services
themselves; rather, they own the factories, land, mines, and tools necessary
for production. Their wealth and power derive from their ownership of capital
and their ability to extract surplus value from the labor of the proletariat.
The Manifesto emphasizes that this ownership is not merely a matter of
personal property but represents a dominant social relationship that shapes
the entire economic and political structure of society.

Ownership of the Means of Production

The cornerstone of bourgeois power, as articulated in the Manifesto, is their
exclusive ownership of the means of production. This includes not only
physical assets like factories and machinery but also land, raw materials,



and the capital required to initiate and sustain production. The proletariat,
by contrast, possesses nothing but their own labor power, which they must
sell to the bourgeoisie to survive. This unequal distribution of ownership
creates an inherent power imbalance. The bourgeoisie, by controlling access
to the means of production, dictate the terms of employment and the
distribution of the wealth generated. Their ownership is not static but
constantly seeks expansion through reinvestment and the accumulation of more
capital.

The Bourgeoisie as Employers of Wage Labor

The bourgeoisie's relationship with the proletariat is one of employer and
employee, or more accurately, exploiter and exploited. The proletariat sells
their labor power to the bourgeoisie for a wage. However, the wage they
receive is less than the value they create through their labor. This
difference, the surplus value, is appropriated by the bourgeoisie as profit.
The Manifesto argues that this exploitation is not accidental but a
fundamental characteristic of the capitalist mode of production. The
bourgeoisie are incentivized to maximize this surplus value, leading to a
continuous drive to increase production efficiency, often at the expense of
worker well-being and wages. This creates an antagonistic relationship
between the two classes.

The Revolutionary Role of the Bourgeoisie

Despite its ultimate critique, the Communist Manifesto acknowledges the
profoundly revolutionary character of the bourgeoisie. Marx and Engels
recognized that the bourgeoisie, in its historical development, had played a
role that no previous class had managed. They dismantled feudalism, abolished
feudal relations, and broke the all-encompassing ties of serfdom, replacing
them with the "naked self-interest" and "cash payment." The bourgeoisie's
insatiable need for ever-expanding markets, driven by the imperative of
capital accumulation, forced them to be constantly innovative and to
revolutionize the instruments of production. This inherent dynamism
contrasted sharply with the stagnant and tradition-bound nature of feudal
society.

Overthrowing Feudalism and Aristocracy

The bourgeoisie were the architects of the transition from feudalism to
capitalism. They actively fought against the landed aristocracy and the old
feudal order, which represented an impediment to their economic expansion.
Through political revolutions, economic pressure, and the development of new
social structures, they gradually undermined and ultimately overthrew the
power of the feudal lords. This involved challenging inherited privileges,
advocating for legal equality (though often limited in practice), and
establishing systems of governance that favored trade and industry. The
Manifesto emphasizes that this was a necessary and progressive step, paving
the way for a more advanced mode of production.



Revolutionizing the Instruments of Production

One of the most significant contributions of the bourgeoisie, according to
the Manifesto, was their relentless innovation in the means of production.
Unlike previous ruling classes, who were content with existing methods, the
bourgeoisie were compelled by the logic of competition and profit to
constantly seek new technologies and more efficient ways of producing goods.
This led to the development of machinery, factories, and new forms of
organization, fundamentally altering the productive capacity of society. The
Manifesto famously states, "The bourgeoisie, by the rapid and better of all
Chinese production, by the constantly improving, of all the most
revolutionary classes of the history of humanity." This drive for progress,
while beneficial in terms of material advancement, also laid the groundwork
for the exploitation of the proletariat.

The Bourgeoisie's Impact on Production and
Society

The ascendancy of the bourgeoisie brought about a radical transformation of
society and the global economy. Their pursuit of profit and expansion led to
the creation of a truly global market, connecting previously isolated regions
and fostering unprecedented economic interdependence. The Manifesto
highlights how the bourgeoisie "has conglomerated the population, centralized
the means of production, and has concentrated property in a few hands." This
concentration of wealth and power, alongside the development of new
industries, reshaped urban life, family structures, and cultural norms. The
very fabric of society was rewoven to serve the needs of capitalist
accumulation.

The Creation of a World Market

The bourgeoisie's quest for new markets was a powerful engine of
globalization. They sought out raw materials and markets for their
manufactured goods across the globe, breaking down national barriers and
fostering international trade. This process, while often brutal and
exploitative in its colonial manifestations, created a level of global
integration that had never before existed. The Manifesto observes that "The
bourgeoisie has subjected the country to the rule of the towns, by creating
for gigantic cities, has greatly increased the urban population as against
the rural, and has thus rescued a considerable part of the population from
the idiocy of rural life." This movement of people and goods, facilitated by
bourgeois enterprise, fundamentally altered the human landscape.

Urbanization and the Transformation of Daily Life

As industry boomed, people flocked from rural areas to urban centers in
search of work. This led to rapid urbanization, the growth of cities, and the
transformation of daily life. The traditional agrarian lifestyle, with its
close-knit communities and seasonal rhythms, was replaced by the fast-paced,
often anonymous existence of industrial cities. The bourgeoisie established



new forms of social organization, including the factory system and the
commodification of labor. Even personal relationships and family ties were
increasingly influenced by economic considerations, as the Manifesto notes
the reduction of family relationships to mere money transactions. The urban
environment became the primary stage for class struggle.

The Inherent Contradictions of Bourgeois Rule

While acknowledging the bourgeoisie's historical achievements, the Communist
Manifesto meticulously details the inherent contradictions within bourgeois
rule that, according to Marx and Engels, would inevitably lead to its
downfall. The very forces that the bourgeoisie unleashed – the immense
productive power of capitalism – would ultimately prove to be its undoing.
The Manifesto argues that bourgeois society is characterized by recurring
crises of overproduction, where the ability to produce goods outstrips the
ability of the masses to consume them, leading to economic stagnation and
social unrest.

Crises of Overproduction

A central critique leveled against the bourgeoisie in the Manifesto is the
phenomenon of periodic crises. The bourgeoisie's relentless drive to expand
production and accumulate capital leads to a situation where supply
frequently exceeds demand. This results in economic downturns, factory
closures, and widespread unemployment, even amidst the potential for
abundance. The Manifesto describes these crises as a paradox: "And all these
crises of the old world, with the regular recurrence of commercial
stagnation, may not only be prevented, but altogether abolished by the
annihilation of the conditions of bourgeois production." The bourgeoisie's
system, therefore, contains the seeds of its own instability, creating
cyclical periods of boom and bust.

The Escalating Class Antagonism

The bourgeoisie's creation and exploitation of the proletariat intensified
class antagonisms. As the proletariat grew in numbers and became more
concentrated in factories and cities, their shared experiences of
exploitation fostered a sense of class consciousness. The Manifesto argues
that the bourgeoisie themselves inadvertently foster this antagonism by
creating a large, organized, and increasingly powerful working class. The
more the bourgeoisie develop industry, the more they train and unite the
proletariat, and the more the proletariat’s numbers swell, becoming a
formidable force capable of challenging bourgeois dominance. This escalating
tension is a key driver of the historical process, as envisioned by Marx and
Engels.

The Bourgeoisie's Relationship with the



Proletariat

The relationship between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat is the central
dynamic of capitalist society as described in the Communist Manifesto. It is
a relationship defined by exploitation, dependence, and ultimately,
antagonism. The bourgeoisie, as the owners of capital, are fundamentally
reliant on the labor of the proletariat to generate profit. Conversely, the
proletariat, owning nothing but their capacity to work, are dependent on the
bourgeoisie for employment and the means of subsistence. This symbiotic yet
inherently unequal relationship is the source of much of the Manifesto's
analysis of class struggle.

Exploitation Through Surplus Value

The core of the exploitative relationship lies in the concept of surplus
value. The bourgeoisie purchase the labor power of the proletariat at a wage
that is less than the value that the proletariat creates. The difference, the
surplus value, is appropriated by the bourgeoisie as profit. This fundamental
extraction of unpaid labor is what fuels capitalist accumulation and
perpetuates the power of the bourgeoisie. The Manifesto argues that this is
not a matter of individual malice but a systemic feature of capitalism,
driven by the imperative to maximize profits. The bourgeoisie are driven to
reduce wages and increase working hours to enhance this surplus value
extraction.

The Formation of Class Consciousness

As the proletariat experiences the shared hardships of exploitation, a
collective awareness of their common interests and their opposition to the
bourgeoisie begins to emerge. This process, known as the formation of class
consciousness, is crucial for the revolutionary potential envisioned in the
Manifesto. The concentration of workers in factories, their shared struggles
in industrial centers, and the communication facilitated by modern society
all contribute to the development of this consciousness. The Manifesto
suggests that the bourgeoisie, in their efforts to maintain control,
inadvertently contribute to this process by organizing and educating the
proletariat through the very act of their exploitation.

The Bourgeoisie's Ideological Hegemony

Beyond economic and political power, the bourgeoisie also exert significant
ideological influence, establishing a hegemonic control over the ideas and
values of society. The dominant ideas of any age, according to the Manifesto,
are the ideas of the ruling class. The bourgeoisie shape the cultural, legal,
and philosophical frameworks to legitimize their rule and maintain the status
quo. This ideological dominance ensures that their system of exploitation
appears natural, inevitable, and even beneficial to society as a whole.



The State as an Instrument of the Bourgeoisie

The Communist Manifesto asserts that the modern state is not a neutral entity
but an executive committee for managing the common affairs of the whole
bourgeoisie. The laws, political institutions, and enforcement mechanisms of
the state are designed to protect private property, enforce contracts, and
suppress any challenges to bourgeois rule. The bourgeoisie utilize the state
apparatus to maintain order, repress dissent, and facilitate their economic
activities. Therefore, any struggle for liberation must also involve the
seizure of state power from the bourgeoisie.

Culture and Values Shaped by Capital

The values and culture of bourgeois society are intrinsically linked to the
principles of capitalism: competition, individualism, profit motive, and the
commodification of human relationships. The Manifesto argues that art,
literature, religion, and morality are all influenced and shaped by the need
to uphold and perpetuate the bourgeois system. Even notions of freedom and
rights are often interpreted through a bourgeois lens, emphasizing individual
economic liberty rather than collective liberation. The bourgeoisie propagate
an ideology that presents their own class interests as universal interests.

The Bourgeoisie and the Seeds of its Own
Destruction

The Communist Manifesto culminates its analysis by arguing that the very
success of the bourgeoisie in developing the forces of production contains
the seeds of its own downfall. The immense productive capacity unleashed by
capitalism, coupled with the growing, organized, and increasingly class-
conscious proletariat, creates a revolutionary situation. The Manifesto
famously declares that "The development of Modern Industry, therefore, cuts
from under its feet the very foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and
appropriates products. What the bourgeoisie therefore produces, above all,
are its own grave-diggers." The internal contradictions and the rise of a
powerful counter-force make the abolition of the bourgeoisie inevitable.

The Rise of the Proletariat as the Grave-Digger

The proletariat, forged in the crucible of industrial capitalism and
increasingly unified by shared experience and growing class consciousness, is
presented as the revolutionary force destined to overthrow the bourgeoisie.
The Manifesto posits that as capitalism develops, the proletariat will
inevitably grow in size and power. Their organized resistance, culminating in
a revolution, will dismantle the bourgeois state and the capitalist mode of
production, ushering in a new era of history. The proletariat is not merely a
victim but the active agent of change, driven by the necessity of their own
emancipation.



The Inevitability of Revolution

Marx and Engels believed that the internal contradictions of capitalism,
particularly the ever-present threat of economic crisis and the intensifying
class struggle, would make a socialist revolution inevitable. The
bourgeoisie, in their pursuit of profit, would create conditions of misery
and discontent that the proletariat could no longer tolerate. The
proletariat, armed with class consciousness and organized through their
struggle, would seize the means of production, expropriate the bourgeoisie,
and establish a classless society. This historical inevitability is a core
tenet of Marxist theory, with the bourgeoisie serving as the historical
precursor to this transformation.

Conclusion: The Bourgeoisie Through the Lens of
the Communist Manifesto

The Communist Manifesto's critique of the bourgeoisie is multifaceted,
recognizing their crucial role in history while simultaneously exposing the
exploitative and self-destructive nature of their rule. Marx and Engels
present the bourgeoisie as a revolutionary class that shattered feudalism,
unleashed unprecedented productive forces, and created a globalized world.
However, their system of private ownership of the means of production and the
exploitation of wage labor inevitably engenders deep-seated contradictions,
including economic crises and escalating class conflict. The Manifesto argues
that the bourgeoisie, by creating the organized and conscious proletariat,
also forge the instruments of their own demise. Ultimately, the Manifesto
positions the bourgeoisie not as an eternal class but as a historical phase,
destined to be superseded by a society free from class exploitation, a future
to be brought about by the revolutionary action of the proletariat.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central role of the bourgeoisie in the
Communist Manifesto?

The Communist Manifesto identifies the bourgeoisie as the capitalist class,
the owners of the means of production. It posits that the bourgeoisie has
historically played a revolutionary role by overthrowing feudalism and
developing immense productive forces. However, it also argues that the
bourgeoisie's inherent drive for profit leads to the exploitation of the
proletariat and the creation of its own gravediggers.

How does the Manifesto describe the relationship
between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat?

The Manifesto portrays the relationship as one of inherent antagonism and
exploitation. The bourgeoisie, by owning the means of production, extracts
surplus value from the labor of the proletariat, creating a fundamental class
struggle. This relationship is characterized by the bourgeoisie's constant
need to revolutionize production, which in turn revolutionizes the conditions



of labor, making the proletariat more aware of their collective power.

What are the key criticisms leveled against the
bourgeoisie in the Communist Manifesto?

The primary criticisms include their creation of vast wealth alongside
extreme poverty, their commodification of all human relationships, their
relentless pursuit of profit which leads to economic crises, and their
exploitation of labor on a global scale. The Manifesto also criticizes the
bourgeoisie for creating a system where the worker becomes an appendage of
the machine and for stripping away the 'halo' from all professions previously
held in reverent awe.

What does the Manifesto predict will be the ultimate
fate of the bourgeoisie?

The Manifesto predicts that the bourgeoisie will ultimately be overthrown by
the proletariat. This is because the very system of capitalism that the
bourgeoisie creates, with its cyclical crises and growing concentration of
wealth, will inevitably lead to the proletariat becoming a unified and
conscious revolutionary force. They will expropriate the means of production
from the bourgeoisie, leading to a communist society.

How does the Manifesto argue that the bourgeoisie's
own achievements pave the way for its downfall?

The Manifesto argues that the bourgeoisie's relentless drive to revolutionize
production and expand markets creates the very conditions for its demise. By
developing massive productive forces, it creates the potential to satisfy
everyone's needs. Simultaneously, it concentrates the proletariat into large,
organized masses who develop class consciousness through their shared
experience of exploitation, making them capable of overthrowing the
bourgeoisie and establishing a new social order.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's critique of the
bourgeoisie, along with short descriptions:

1.

The Bourgeoisie's Golden Chains
This book delves into how the capitalist class, as described by Marx, creates
a system where even its own members become bound by the pursuit of profit and
accumulation. It explores the psychological and social consequences of this
relentless drive for wealth, suggesting that it ultimately enslaves rather
than liberates. The text examines how the bourgeoisie's perceived freedom is
often an illusion, dictated by the demands of the economic system they
champion.

2.



Capital's Architects: The Bourgeoisie Defined
This work offers a detailed analysis of the historical formation and defining
characteristics of the bourgeoisie as a class. It traces their rise to power,
their role in overthrowing feudalism, and their creation of the modern
industrial state. The book dissects the core principles that guide bourgeois
society, including private property, the free market, and the commodification
of labor.

3.

The Specter of Exploitation: Bourgeois Economics
This book scrutinizes the economic mechanisms by which the bourgeoisie
extracts surplus value from the proletariat, a central tenet of the Communist
Manifesto. It breaks down concepts like capital accumulation, labor power,
and the inherent contradictions within capitalist production. The author
argues that bourgeois economic theory often serves to legitimize and obscure
the exploitative nature of the system.

4.

Alienation in the Age of Capital
Exploring the human cost of bourgeois society, this title examines the
concept of alienation as presented in Marxist thought, particularly as it
affects the working class under bourgeois rule. It discusses how labor, human
relationships, and even one's own sense of self can become estranged in a
system driven by profit. The book connects the pursuit of bourgeois interests
to the pervasive feeling of powerlessness and meaninglessness experienced by
many.

5.

The Opium of the Bourgeoisie: Culture and Ideology
This critical examination focuses on how bourgeois ideology shapes cultural
norms, institutions, and beliefs to maintain its dominance. It analyzes how
art, education, and media serve as tools to perpetuate bourgeois values and
obscure class conflict. The book argues that these cultural products act as a
form of "opium," pacifying the masses and reinforcing the status quo.

6.

Revolution's Crucible: Bourgeois Contradictions
This book investigates the internal contradictions within bourgeois society
that, according to the Communist Manifesto, ultimately pave the way for
revolution. It highlights issues like economic crises, class polarization,
and the inherent instability of capitalism. The author posits that the very
success of the bourgeoisie in building industrial power contains the seeds of
its own destruction.

7.

Global Reach: The Bourgeoisie's Imperial Project
Tracing the outward expansion of bourgeois capitalism, this title explores
the imperialistic tendencies of the capitalist class and their impact on a



global scale. It discusses how the pursuit of new markets and resources by
the bourgeoisie has led to colonialism and neocolonialism. The book examines
the unequal power dynamics created by this global bourgeois expansion.

8.

The Unmaking of the Bourgeoisie: A Revolutionary Lens
This work looks at the theoretical arguments for the eventual downfall of the
bourgeoisie from a Marxist perspective. It analyzes the historical forces and
class struggles that are predicted to lead to the abolition of the bourgeois
class. The author explores the transition from capitalism to communism and
the role of the proletariat in achieving this fundamental societal change.

9.

Private Property's Paradox: Bourgeois Foundations
Explored
This book critically examines the concept of private property, a cornerstone
of bourgeois society, and its role in creating class divisions and
exploitation. It delves into how the concentration of private property in the
hands of the bourgeoisie allows for the control of the means of production.
The text argues that this system inherently generates inequality and
conflict.
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