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Understanding the Communist Manifesto on
Relations of Production

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, remains a
foundational text for understanding Marxist theory, particularly its
intricate analysis of the relations of production. This seminal work doesn't
just describe historical societal structures; it dissects the very engine
that drives social change: the conflict arising from how societies organize
the creation and distribution of goods and services. At its core, the
Manifesto argues that the history of all hitherto existing society is the
history of class struggles, fundamentally rooted in these relations of
production. This article delves deep into the Communist Manifesto's
perspective on relations of production, exploring its definition, its
evolution through different historical epochs, and its implications for
understanding societal conflict and the potential for revolution. We will
examine how the ownership of the means of production dictates the power
dynamics between social classes and how this inherent tension propels
historical development. Furthermore, we will explore the Manifesto's critique
of capitalism's specific relations of production and its proposed transition
to a communist society, where these fundamental economic relationships are
dramatically reshaped.
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The Core Concept: Relations of Production in
the Communist Manifesto

The Communist Manifesto places the concept of "relations of production" at
the very heart of its historical and social analysis. Marx and Engels define
relations of production as the sum total of the social relationships that men
enter into in the process of production, in order to reproduce their social
life. These are not merely technical or logistical arrangements; they are
fundamentally social, and crucially, they are about power. These relations
are determined by who owns and controls the means of production – the tools,
machinery, raw materials, and land necessary to produce wealth. In any given
society, the dominant class is the one that owns these means of production,
and this ownership grants them the power to dictate the terms of labor for
those who do not own them. This power dynamic is the bedrock upon which class
structure and conflict are built. The Manifesto posits that these relations
are not static but evolve, and their inherent contradictions lead to social
upheaval.

The relationship between the owner of the means of production and the laborer
is the defining feature of any given mode of production. This relationship
dictates who benefits from the fruits of labor, who holds authority, and who
is subject to it. The Communist Manifesto argues that throughout history,
these relations have been characterized by exploitation, where one class
extracts surplus value from the labor of another. Understanding these
dynamics is crucial for grasping the Manifesto's central thesis: that
historical change is driven by the class struggle, a struggle directly
stemming from the antagonistic nature of the relations of production.

Historical Materialism and the Evolution of
Relations of Production

The theoretical framework underpinning the Communist Manifesto's analysis of
relations of production is historical materialism. This philosophical
approach posits that material conditions, specifically the mode of production
and the relations of production it entails, are the primary drivers of
historical development and societal change. Rather than ideas or great
individuals shaping history, Marx and Engels argued that the way humans
organize themselves to produce their means of subsistence forms the
foundation upon which the legal, political, and intellectual superstructure
of society is built. As the forces of production (technology, labor power,
raw materials) develop, they eventually come into conflict with the existing
relations of production, which become fetters on further progress. This
contradiction creates the conditions for revolution and the transition to a



new mode of production with new relations of production.

The Manifesto illustrates this process by tracing the progression of
historical epochs, each characterized by a distinct set of relations of
production. This evolutionary perspective is key to understanding why the
Manifesto sees capitalism not as a final stage, but as a transitional phase.
The inherent dynamism of human productive forces, coupled with the rigidities
of existing social and economic structures, creates a constant tension that
propels history forward. The forces of production are always pushing against
the existing relations of production, demanding a transformation that allows
for their fuller development and utilization.

Key Historical Modes of Production and Their
Relations

The Communist Manifesto outlines a historical progression through various
modes of production, each with its unique set of relations of production.
While not an exhaustive treatise on each, the work highlights key examples
that illustrate the underlying principle of class conflict driven by
ownership of the means of production.

Primitive Communism: In early human societies, characterized by communal
ownership of the means of production, there were no distinct classes and
therefore no exploitative relations of production. Labor was cooperative
and geared towards collective survival.

Slavery: In ancient societies, the means of production (land and tools)
were owned by a master class, who owned the laborers themselves as
property. The relations of production were those of owner and slave,
with the former extracting all surplus labor.

Feudalism: Under feudalism, land was the primary means of production,
owned by the aristocracy. Peasants, tied to the land, worked it and owed
labor and produce to their feudal lords. The relations of production
were characterized by serfdom and a system of obligations and dues.

Capitalism: This is the mode of production most extensively analyzed in
the Manifesto. Here, the means of production (factories, machinery,
capital) are privately owned by the bourgeoisie. The proletariat,
possessing only their labor power, must sell it to the capitalists to
survive.

Each transition from one mode of production to another, according to the
Manifesto, was facilitated by the development of new forces of production



that clashed with the existing relations of production. For instance, the
burgeoning trade and manufacturing of the late feudal era eventually
undermined the land-based feudal economy, paving the way for capitalism.

The Bourgeoisie and Proletariat: Capitalist
Relations of Production

The Communist Manifesto focuses its most intense scrutiny on the capitalist
mode of production and its defining relations of production: the bourgeoisie
and the proletariat. The bourgeoisie, the capitalist class, owns the means of
production – factories, mines, railways, and all the instruments necessary
for large-scale industrial production. They are the owners of capital, the
accumulated wealth used to invest in and expand production.

Conversely, the proletariat, or the working class, is defined by its lack of
ownership of the means of production. The only asset the proletariat
possesses is their labor power, which they are compelled to sell to the
bourgeoisie in exchange for wages. This fundamental asymmetry in ownership
forms the basis of the capitalist relations of production. The bourgeoisie
dictates the terms of employment, the working conditions, and the division of
the product of labor, extracting surplus value – the value created by the
worker beyond the cost of their own subsistence (wages).

The Manifesto highlights how capitalism, through its relentless pursuit of
profit and expansion, has a revolutionary character. It has "accomplished
wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic
cathedrals." However, this progress is achieved through the exploitation of
the proletariat. The relations of production under capitalism are inherently
antagonistic, creating a division between those who own and those who labor,
a division that the Manifesto argues is unsustainable and will ultimately
lead to its overthrow.

Alienation and Exploitation within Capitalist
Production

Within the capitalist relations of production, Marx and Engels identify two
critical consequences for the proletariat: alienation and exploitation.
Exploitation, as mentioned, refers to the extraction of surplus value. The
capitalist pays the worker a wage that is less than the full value their
labor creates. This surplus value becomes the profit of the capitalist,
enabling the accumulation of capital and the perpetuation of the system. The
wage, according to Marx, represents the cost of maintaining the laborer as a
working machine, not the full value of their output.



Alienation, a more profound philosophical and psychological consequence,
describes the estrangement of the worker from their labor, the product of
their labor, their fellow workers, and ultimately their own human potential.
Under capitalist relations of production, the worker does not own the product
of their work; it belongs to the capitalist. Their labor is not a creative
expression of their self, but a means to an end – earning a wage. The
repetitive and often dehumanizing nature of factory work further alienates
them from the process itself. The competitive nature of the labor market,
pitting workers against each other, breeds a form of social alienation. This
multifaceted alienation is a direct byproduct of the worker's subordinate
position within the capitalist relations of production.

The Manifesto argues that this dual process of exploitation and alienation
intensifies as capitalism develops. The concentration of capital leads to
larger and larger factories, employing more workers, but also deepening the
workers' dependence and their experience of alienation. This breeds a
collective consciousness among the proletariat, fostering solidarity and the
potential for organized resistance.

The Inevitable Contradictions and the Call for
Revolution

The Communist Manifesto posits that the inherent contradictions within
capitalist relations of production will inevitably lead to its downfall and
the socialist revolution. These contradictions arise from the fundamental
conflict between the social character of production and the private ownership
of the means of production. While production is increasingly socialized –
requiring the cooperation of large numbers of workers in factories – the
ownership and distribution of the wealth generated remain private,
concentrated in the hands of the bourgeoisie.

This dynamic manifests in recurring crises of overproduction. As capitalism
expands its capacity to produce, it simultaneously limits the purchasing
power of the majority of the population (the proletariat) through low wages.
This leads to situations where there is too much produced for the market to
absorb, resulting in economic downturns, unemployment, and hardship for the
working class. These crises, according to the Manifesto, are not accidental
but are systemic features of capitalism, indicative of its internal
contradictions.

Furthermore, the increasing concentration of capital leads to the growth of
the proletariat, a class that has nothing to lose but its chains. As
capitalism develops, it "produces its own gravediggers." The very forces that
drive capitalist accumulation – technological advancement and the expansion
of markets – also create the conditions for the proletariat's empowerment and
organization. The Manifesto sees the development of class consciousness and
the increasing immiseration of the working class as direct consequences of



these capitalist relations of production, paving the way for a revolutionary
overthrow.

Towards a Communist Society: Abolishing
Exploitative Relations

The ultimate aim of the revolution, as envisioned in the Communist Manifesto,
is the abolition of private property in the means of production and the
establishment of a communist society. This would fundamentally transform the
relations of production, moving away from exploitation and towards collective
ownership and control. In a communist society, the means of production would
no longer be privately owned by a bourgeoisie; instead, they would be owned
by society as a whole, managed collectively for the benefit of all.

This abolition of private ownership of the means of production would, in
turn, dismantle the class system. Without a class of owners, there would be
no exploited class. The Manifesto advocates for the proletariat to use its
political supremacy to wrest all capital from the bourgeoisie, to centralize
all instruments of production in the hands of the State (initially, as a
transitional measure representing the proletariat), and to increase the total
productive forces as rapidly as possible. The goal is to create a society
where the "free development of each is the condition for the free development
of all."

The communist relations of production would be characterized by cooperation
rather than competition, by the satisfaction of human needs rather than the
accumulation of profit. The Manifesto outlines several measures for the
transition, which include the abolition of property in land and the
application of all rents of land to public purposes, a heavy progressive or
graduated income tax, abolition of all rights of inheritance, and
centralization of credit and means of communication and transport in the
hands of the State. These measures are designed to dismantle the old
relations of production and lay the foundation for a new, egalitarian social
order.

The Communist Manifesto on Relations of
Production: Enduring Relevance

The Communist Manifesto's analysis of relations of production remains a
potent lens through which to examine contemporary economic and social
structures, even in the 21st century. While the specific manifestations of
capitalism have evolved, the fundamental dynamic of ownership of the means of
production dictating power and wealth distribution continues to resonate. The
concentration of wealth and the growing inequality in many parts of the world



can be understood through the lens of capitalist relations of production,
where a relatively small class often controls vast productive assets.

The concepts of exploitation and alienation, though debated in their modern
interpretations, continue to inform discussions about labor conditions,
precarious work, and the psychological impact of modern employment. The power
imbalance between employers and employees, and the struggle for fair wages
and decent working conditions, are direct continuations of the class struggle
described in the Manifesto. The cyclical nature of economic crises, while
perhaps managed differently, still points to the inherent instabilities
within a profit-driven system.

Ultimately, the enduring legacy of the Communist Manifesto on relations of
production lies in its powerful articulation of how economic systems shape
society, create class divisions, and generate conflict. It compels readers to
critically examine the foundational economic relationships that govern their
lives and to consider the possibility of alternative social arrangements that
prioritize human well-being over capital accumulation. The Manifesto’s
critique of capitalist relations of production continues to spark debate and
inspire movements seeking to create a more equitable world.

Conclusion

The Communist Manifesto's profound examination of the relations of production
offers a foundational understanding of historical change and societal
conflict. It posits that the ownership of the means of production
fundamentally defines class structures and the inherent power dynamics within
any given society. From primitive communism through slavery and feudalism to
its most detailed critique of capitalism, the Manifesto illustrates how
evolving productive forces clash with existing relations of production,
leading to class struggle and eventual revolution. The capitalist relations
of production, characterized by the bourgeoisie's ownership of capital and
the proletariat's sale of labor power, are analyzed for their inherent
exploitation and the alienation they foster. The Manifesto argues that the
internal contradictions of capitalism, particularly crises of overproduction
and growing inequality, inevitably pave the way for the proletariat to seize
control of the means of production and establish a classless, communist
society. The enduring relevance of the Communist Manifesto on relations of
production lies in its ability to provide a critical framework for analyzing
contemporary economic disparities and the ongoing struggles for social
justice, highlighting how economic structures fundamentally shape human
society.

Frequently Asked Questions



How does the Communist Manifesto analyze the
relationship between the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat in terms of production?
The Manifesto posits that the bourgeoisie, as the owning class, controls the
means of production (factories, land, etc.). The proletariat, lacking
ownership, must sell their labor power to the bourgeoisie for wages. This
fundamental division creates a relationship of exploitation, where the
bourgeoisie profits from the surplus value generated by the proletariat's
labor.

What is the 'alienation of labor' as described in
the Communist Manifesto, and how does it relate to
the relations of production?
Alienation of labor, in the context of the Manifesto, refers to the
estrangement of the worker from the product of their labor, the process of
labor itself, their fellow workers, and ultimately, their own human
potential. This is a direct consequence of the capitalist relations of
production, where labor is a commodity and the worker has no control over the
use or distribution of what they create.

How does the Manifesto argue that the relations of
production inherently lead to class struggle?
The Manifesto argues that the inherent contradiction within capitalist
relations of production—the bourgeoisie's need to extract profit and the
proletariat's dependence—inevitably breeds conflict. The opposing class
interests, driven by the ownership or lack thereof of the means of
production, create a perpetual struggle for power and resources.

What does the Communist Manifesto propose as a
solution to the exploitative relations of production
under capitalism?
The Manifesto advocates for the abolition of private property in the means of
production. It proposes a revolutionary overthrow of the bourgeoisie by the
proletariat, leading to the establishment of a classless society where the
means of production are owned collectively, thus eliminating exploitation and
alienation.

How does the Manifesto connect the development of
productive forces with changes in the relations of
production?
The Manifesto highlights that the development of 'productive forces'



(technology, labor skills, etc.) eventually come into conflict with the
existing 'relations of production' (property ownership, class structures).
When the relations of production can no longer accommodate the expanded
productive forces, a social revolution occurs to usher in new relations of
production that are compatible with the advanced productive capacities.

What role does the 'commodity' play in the
Manifesto's analysis of capitalist relations of
production?
The Manifesto views the commodity as the fundamental building block of
capitalist society. Under capitalism, labor itself becomes a commodity,
bought and sold in the market. This commodification of labor is central to
the exploitative nature of the relations of production, as it obscures the
social and human element of work.

According to the Communist Manifesto, what is the
ultimate goal of transforming the relations of
production?
The ultimate goal, as envisioned by the Manifesto, is the creation of a
communist society where the class distinctions are abolished, and the
principle of 'from each according to his ability, to each according to his
needs' can be realized. This signifies the end of exploitation, alienation,
and the state, with a focus on collective well-being and human flourishing.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's ideas on the
relations of production, with descriptions:

1.

The Capitalist Engine: Exploitation and Surplus
Value
This book delves into the core Marxist concept of surplus value as outlined
in the Communist Manifesto. It analyzes how capitalists extract surplus labor
from workers, paying them less than the value they create. The text explores
the historical development of this exploitative relationship and its impact
on class struggle. It aims to illustrate the fundamental dynamic driving
capitalist accumulation.

2.



Bourgeoisie and Proletariat: A Historical
Materialist Analysis
This work examines the historical emergence and ongoing antagonism between
the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, a central theme of the Manifesto. It
applies a materialist perspective to understand how economic conditions shape
social classes and their inherent conflicts. The book traces the evolution of
these classes from feudalism to industrial capitalism. It underscores their
interdependent yet opposing roles in society.

3.

Class Struggle: The Motor of History
Drawing heavily on the Manifesto's assertion that "The history of all
hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles," this book
explores this idea as a driving force of societal change. It analyzes various
historical epochs through the lens of class conflict and its role in
revolution and transformation. The text investigates how the dynamics between
oppressor and oppressed classes propel historical development. It provides a
framework for understanding societal evolution.

4.

Alienation in the Factory: The Worker's Condition
This book focuses on the concept of alienation as described in relation to
the conditions of production within capitalism. It examines how the division
of labor and the commodification of work contribute to workers feeling
estranged from their labor, its product, and themselves. The text explores
the psychological and social consequences of this alienation. It highlights
the dehumanizing aspects of capitalist production.

5.

The Communist Revolution: Abolishing Private
Property
This title addresses the Manifesto's call for the abolition of private
property in the means of production as a cornerstone of communist revolution.
It analyzes the theoretical underpinnings and practical implications of this
radical proposal. The book discusses how the elimination of private ownership
is intended to end exploitation and create a classless society. It explores
the envisioned transition and its societal goals.

6.

Means of Production: From Feudal Lords to Factory



Owners
This historical and analytical work traces the evolution of the ownership of
the means of production across different societal formations, as implicitly
discussed in the Manifesto. It details how control over land, tools, and
factories has shifted from feudal lords to the capitalist bourgeoisie. The
book examines the implications of this ownership for the relations of
production in each era. It highlights the continuity of power dynamics.

7.

The Specter of Communism: Global Impact and
Ideological Shifts
This book explores the "specter" of communism that the Manifesto famously
proclaimed was haunting Europe. It analyzes the ideological impact and the
actual movements that arose in response to the capitalist system. The text
examines how the ideas presented in the Manifesto inspired revolutions and
political thought globally. It offers a broader perspective on the historical
resonance of these ideas.

8.

The Dictatorship of the Proletariat: A Transitional
Phase
This title delves into the Manifesto's concept of the "dictatorship of the
proletariat" as a necessary transitional phase towards communism. It analyzes
the theoretical purpose of this state power in suppressing bourgeois
resistance. The book discusses the historical interpretations and
implementations of this concept. It aims to clarify its role in achieving a
classless society.

9.

Abolition of the Family: Social Relations Reimagined
While not solely about relations of production, this book connects the
Manifesto's controversial proposal for the abolition of the bourgeois family
to the broader critique of capitalist social relations. It examines how
traditional family structures are seen as reinforcing capitalist property
relations and social hierarchies. The text explores the envisioned
alternative social arrangements and their connection to a communist mode of
production. It considers the radical redefinition of social bonds.
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