communist manifesto on the nature of communism

The Communist Manifesto, a foundational text in political philosophy, offers a profound and often debated
perspective on the nature of communism. Authored by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, this seminal work
delves into historical materialism, class struggle, and the eventual overthrow of capitalism by the
proletariat. Understanding the core tenets of the Communist Manifesto on the nature of communism is
crucial for grasping its historical impact and enduring influence on socio-political thought. This article will
explore the historical context, the central arguments regarding class struggle, the critique of capitalism, and
the envisioned future society under communism as presented in this pivotal document. We will unpack
the manifesto's vision of a classless society, the abolition of private property, and the role of the proletariat in
achieving these transformative changes, providing a comprehensive overview of what the Communist

Manifesto asserts about the very essence of communism.
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The Historical Context of the Comnmunist Manifesto

To truly grasp the nature of communism as outlined in the Communist Manifesto, it is essential to
understand the historical milieu in which it was conceived. Published in 1848, the manifesto emerged
during a period of immense social, economic, and political upheaval across Europe. The Industrial
Revolution had dramatically reshaped societies, leading to the rise of a powerful industrial bourgeoisie and a
vast, often exploited, industrial working class, the proletariat. Widespread poverty, harsh working
conditions, and significant economic inequality fueled social unrest and a growing demand for radical
change. Thinkers of the time grappled with the consequences of industrialization, and various socialist and
communist ideas were circulating, seeking to address the perceived injustices of the emerging capitalist
order. Marx and Engels, themselves deeply engaged with the intellectual currents of their time, sought to
provide a scientific and historically grounded analysis of these transformations and to offer a clear program

of action for the revolutionary overthrow of the existing system.

The Communist Manifesto was commissioned by the Communist League, a workers' organization, and was
intended to articulate the principles and aims of this nascent political movement. It was not merely a
theoretical treatise but a call to action, designed to unite the working classes of all countries. The authors
drew heavily on Hegelian dialectics, but famously "turned it on its head,” grounding their analysis in
material conditions and economic forces rather than idealist concepts. This historical materialism became a
cornerstone of their understanding of societal development, positing that the economic base of society — the
means and relations of production — determines its superstructure, including its political institutions, laws,
and ideologies. Therefore, to understand communism, one must first understand the historical trajectory of

class societies and the inherent contradictions within each.

Understanding the Nature of Communism Through the

Manifesto

The Communist Manifesto presents communism not as a utopian ideal conjured from thin air, but as the
inevitable outcome of historical development and the logical progression of class struggle. At its core, the
nature of communism, according to Marx and Engels, is the abolition of existing private property relations
and the establishment of a society where the means of production are owned and controlled by the
community as a whole. This is not merely a political revolution but a fundamental transformation of the
economic and social structure. The manifesto argues that history is a continuous process of conflict between
opposing classes, and that the current era is defined by the struggle between the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat. Communism, in this view, represents the final stage of this historical evolution, a society free

from class antagonism and exploitation.

The authors meticulously outline the key characteristics of this future communist society, emphasizing its

antithetical nature to the capitalist system it aims to replace. They posit that communism will lead to the



eradication of alienation, where individuals are no longer estranged from their labor, the products of their
labor, their fellow human beings, or their own potential. The ultimate goal is the liberation of humanity
from the chains of economic oppression and the creation of a truly free and equal society. The manifesto’s
clarity on these points defines the fundamental nature of communism it advocates for: a radical departure
from all previous forms of social organization, driven by the historical imperative of overcoming class-based

exploitation.

Class Struggle as the Engine of History

A central tenet of the Communist Manifesto, crucial for understanding the nature of communism, is its
assertion that "The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles." Marx and Engels
argued that throughout history, societies have been divided into classes with opposing interests, and that
the conflict between these classes has been the primary driver of social change. From the ancient master
and slave to the medieval lord and serf, and finally to the modern bourgeois and proletarian, each epoch has
been characterized by a dominant ruling class that controls the means of production and an oppressed class

that is exploited.

This concept of class struggle is not merely a description of social conflict; it is presented as a fundamental
dynamic that propels historical development forward. Each dominant class, in its own historical moment,
revolutionizes the means of production, thereby creating the material conditions for its eventual overthrow
by a new, emerging class. The bourgeoisie, for instance, by developing industrial capitalism, created the
proletariat, a class whose very existence and growing power would ultimately lead to the demise of
bourgeois rule. The nature of communism is thus inextricably linked to this historical process: it is the

resolution of this perpetual class struggle, the creation of a society where such divisions no longer exist.

The Bourgeoisie and the Proletariat

The Communist Manifesto vividly portrays the relationship between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat as
the defining characteristic of the capitalist era and the immediate precursor to communism. The
bourgeoisie, according to the text, are the owners of the means of production — the factories, land, and
capital — in capitalist society. They are the ruling class, whose economic power translates into political and
ideological dominance. The manifesto acknowledges the revolutionary role the bourgeoisie played in
overthrowing feudalism and ushering in an era of unprecedented economic growth and global

interconnectedness, enabled by the advancement of productive forces.

Conversely, the proletariat are the wage laborers, the industrial working class who, possessing no means of
production of their own, are compelled to sell their labor power to the bourgeoisie to survive. The
manifesto describes the proletariat as a class that has been "forged in the furnace of capitalism," often

subjected to brutal working conditions, low wages, and precarious employment. As industrialization



progresses, the proletariat grows in size and concentration, becoming increasingly aware of their collective
power and their shared exploitation. The nature of communism, as envisioned by the manifesto, is
precisely the emancipation of this proletariat from the exploitative yoke of the bourgeoisie, achieved

through a revolutionary transformation of society.

Critique of Capitalism According to the Manifesto

The Communist Manifesto launches a scathing critique of capitalism, arguing that its inherent
contradictions and exploitative nature necessitate its eventual abolition and replacement by communism.
The document asserts that capitalism, while capable of immense productivity, inherently creates vast
inequality and fosters widespread alienation. The pursuit of profit by the bourgeoisie leads to the
exploitation of the proletariat, whose labor generates surplus value that enriches the owners of capital. This
unequal distribution of wealth and power is seen not as a minor flaw but as a fundamental feature of the

capitalist system.

Furthermore, the manifesto highlights capitalism's cyclical nature, prone to crises of overproduction.
Despite the immense productive capacity developed under capitalism, the system often fails to distribute
the fruits of this labor equitably, leading to situations where goods cannot be sold, and workers are
unemployed and impoverished. This paradox of abundance and want is presented as a damning indictment
of capitalism. The nature of communism, in contrast, is presented as a system that would overcome these
contradictions, ensuring that production is geared towards meeting human needs rather than accumulating

private profit, thereby eliminating crises and widespread suffering.

Private Property and its Abolition

Perhaps the most controversial and defining aspect of the nature of communism presented in the
Communist Manifesto is its call for the abolition of private property. It is crucial to understand that by
"private property," Marx and Engels primarily refer to the private ownership of the means of production,
which forms the basis of capitalist exploitation. They distinguish this from personal property, such as one's

tools, clothes, or home, which they do not seek to abolish.

The manifesto argues that private property, in the sense of ownership of capital and land by a minority, is
the very foundation of class division and exploitation. It is the engine that drives the bourgeoisie's power
and the proletariat's subjugation. The abolition of private property, therefore, is not an act of petty theft but
a radical, necessary step towards creating a classless society. In its place, communism proposes the communal
ownership of the means of production, allowing for the collective benefit and control of society's resources.
This transformation of property relations is central to understanding the fundamental nature of communism

as a system aimed at ending exploitation and establishing social equality.



The Vision of a Communist Society

The Communist Manifesto sketches a vision of a communist society that is fundamentally different from
anything that has come before. It is a society characterized by the absence of classes, where the exploitation
of man by man has ceased. In such a society, the means of production are owned collectively, and
production is organized for the benefit of all members of society, not for private profit. This leads to the
abolition of the division between mental and manual labor, and a significant reduction in the hours of labor

required to sustain society, freeing individuals for creative and self-fulfilling pursuits.

The manifesto suggests that the state, which it views as an instrument of class oppression, would wither
away in a communist society. Once the need to suppress one class by another disappears, the coercive
apparatus of the state would become redundant. Personal relationships would be transformed, moving from
relations of dependence and exploitation to those of free association and mutual respect. The ultimate aim is
the development of "the free development of each as the condition for the free development of all," a
society where individuals can realize their full potential, unburdened by economic necessity or social
hierarchy. This utopian yet historically grounded vision defines the ultimate nature of communism

according to the manifesto.

The Role of the Proletariat

The Communist Manifesto assigns a pivotal and revolutionary role to the proletariat in the historical
transition from capitalism to communism. The authors argue that the proletariat, by virtue of their position
within the capitalist system — being the direct producers of wealth and the most oppressed class — are the
only truly revolutionary class. Unlike previous exploited classes, such as the peasantry or the early
industrial working class, the proletariat, as they become more numerous and concentrated in factories,
develop a heightened sense of class consciousness and a collective interest in overthrowing the entire

system of private property and class domination.

The manifesto calls upon the proletariat to unite, to organize, and to seize political power through
revolution. This political power is seen as necessary to dismantle the existing bourgeois state and its
institutions, which are designed to protect the interests of the ruling class. Once in power, the proletariat
would use its political dominance to expropriate the means of production from the bourgeoisie and to
centralize them under the control of the organized proletariat. This transitional phase, often referred to as
the "dictatorship of the proletariat,” is presented as a necessary, albeit temporary, step towards the
establishment of a fully communist society, where class distinctions, and therefore the need for a state to
enforce class rule, would eventually disappear. The nature of communism, in this crucial aspect, is its

achievement through the agency of the proletariat.



Common Misconceptions About Communism

Despite the extensive discussion and analysis of the Communist Manifesto, several common misconceptions
persist regarding the nature of communism it advocates. One prevalent misunderstanding is the conflation
of communism with authoritarian regimes that have historically adopted the label. The manifesto's vision of
a stateless, classless society is fundamentally different from the totalitarian states that emerged in the 20th
century, which often suppressed individual liberties and maintained vast state apparatuses. Marx and

Engels envisioned the state "withering away," not becoming all-powerful.

Another common misconception is that communism advocates for the equal distribution of all property,
including personal possessions. As previously discussed, the manifesto specifically targets the abolition of
private ownership of the means of production, not personal belongings. The idea is to collectivize
ownership of factories, land, and capital to prevent exploitation, not to enforce an absolute, uniform equality

of possessions for all individuals. The manifesto's focus is on the abolition of class-based economic power.

Furthermore, the notion that communism inherently stifles individual creativity and freedom is often
raised. However, the manifesto posits that it is precisely the abolition of capitalist exploitation and alienation
that will liberate individuals to pursue their full creative and intellectual potential. By removing the
necessity of labor solely for survival, communism, in theory, creates the conditions for unprecedented
individual flourishing and self-expression, a stark contrast to the often-monotonous and exploitative labor

found in capitalist systems.

Conclusion

The Communist Manifesto provides a powerful and enduring analysis of the nature of communism, rooted
in a theory of historical materialism and class struggle. It posits communism as the inevitable resolution to
the inherent contradictions and exploitative dynamics of capitalism. The core of its argument lies in the call
for the abolition of private property, understood as the private ownership of the means of production, and
its replacement by collective ownership. This transformation, driven by the proletariat, aims to create a
classless, stateless society where exploitation and alienation are eradicated, and the free development of each

individual becomes the condition for the free development of all.

Understanding the Communist Manifesto's perspective on the nature of communism requires
acknowledging its historical context, its critique of capitalism, and its vision for a fundamentally different
social and economic order. While the practical implementations of communist ideologies have varied
widely and have often deviated significantly from the theoretical ideals presented by Marx and Engels, the
manifesto itself remains a vital text for comprehending the aspirations and intellectual foundations of
communism as a socio-political movement. Its influence on subsequent political thought and revolutionary

movements across the globe underscores its profound impact on shaping historical dialogues about justice,



equality, and the organization of society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core argument of the Communist Manifesto regarding the

nature of communism?

The core argument is that communism is a historical stage that will inevitably arise from the contradictions
of capitalism. It posits communism as a classless society where the means of production are owned

collectively, leading to the abolition of private property and exploitation.

How does the Manifesto describe the transition from capitalism to

communism?

The Manifesto describes a revolutionary transition, driven by the proletariat (working class) overthrowing
the bourgeoisie (capitalist class). This revolution would initially involve a 'dictatorship of the proletariat' to

dismantle capitalist structures and pave the way for a communist society.

What is the role of class struggle in the Manifesto's understanding of

communism?

Class struggle is presented as the primary engine of historical change. The Manifesto argues that
throughout history, societies have been defined by the conflict between oppressor and oppressed classes,

and that communism is the ultimate resolution of this struggle by eliminating class distinctions.

What does the Communist Manifesto say about private property and its
abolition?

The Manifesto famously calls for the 'abolition of bourgeois private property,’ which refers to property used
for the exploitation of wage labor. It distinguishes this from personal property and asserts that collective

ownership of the means of production is essential for a communist society.

How does the Manifesto envision the end of alienation under

communism?

The Manifesto suggests that in a communist society, the alienation experienced by workers under
capitalism would cease. With collective ownership and control over production, individuals would no

longer be estranged from their labor, the products of their labor, or each other.



What is the significance of the phrase 'From each according to his ability,

to each according to his need' in relation to the nature of communism as
described in the Manifesto?

This phrase, though not explicitly in the Manifesto but a later summation of communist ideals, encapsulates
the Manifesto's vision of a communist society. It implies a state of abundance and cooperation where

resources are distributed based on individual requirements, not on the ability to pay or ownership of capital.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto and the nature of communism, with descriptions:

The Communist Manifesto: A Critical Companion

This book offers a comprehensive analysis of the foundational text by Marx and Engels. It delves into the
historical context, key concepts like class struggle and historical materialism, and the enduring influence of
the Manifesto. Readers will gain a deeper understanding of the Manifesto's arguments and its impact on

political thought and movements worldwide.

Capitalism and Communism: A Comparative Study

This title explores the fundamental differences and inherent tensions between capitalism and communism
as economic and political systems. It examines their respective theories of value, production, and social
organization. The book aims to illuminate the core tenets of each ideology and the historical trajectory of

their competition.

The Spectre of Revolution: Echoes of the Manifesto

This work investigates how the ideas and pronouncements within the Communist Manifesto have
resonated throughout history. It traces the various interpretations and applications of Marxist thought by
different revolutionary movements and intellectual traditions. The book highlights the persistent "spectre"

of communist revolution and its evolving relevance.



From Utopia to Reality: The Implementation of Communist Ideals

This book critically examines the attempts to establish communist societies in the 20th century, drawing
connections to the theoretical framework laid out in the Manifesto. It analyzes both the achievements and
the significant challenges and failures encountered. The narrative explores the complex journey of

translating revolutionary ideals into practical governance.

The Evolution of Marx's Thought: Beyond the Manifesto

While acknowledging the importance of the Communist Manifesto, this title focuses on the further
development and refinement of Karl Marx's theories throughout his career. It explores his later works,
particularly Das Kapital, to understand the nuances and complexities of his critique of capitalism. The book

provides a more in-depth look at the intellectual underpinnings of communist ideology.

The Future of Communism: Debates and Revisions

This publication engages with contemporary discussions and debates surrounding the viability and
relevance of communism in the 21st century. It explores how the original principles of the Manifesto are
being reinterpreted and adapted in light of new global economic and political realities. The book offers

diverse perspectives on the potential future of communist thought and practice.

Class Struggle and Social Change: The Manifesto's Legacy

This title centers on the concept of class struggle as presented in the Communist Manifesto and its impact
on understanding social transformation. It examines how this analytical tool has been used to interpret
historical events and social movements across different eras. The book underscores the Manifesto's enduring

contribution to the sociology of conflict and change.

The Dictatorship of the Proletariat: A Theoretical and Historical Inquiry

This book delves into one of the most significant, and often debated, concepts from the Communist
Manifesto. It explores the theoretical underpinnings of the proletariat seizing state power and examines
historical attempts to implement this principle. The work aims to critically assess the practice and

consequences of this revolutionary stage.



Anti-Communism and the Critique of the Manifesto

This title presents a collection of critical perspectives and arguments against the ideas articulated in the
Communist Manifesto. It analyzes the philosophical, economic, and political objections raised by anti-
communist thinkers and movements. The book offers a balanced view by showcasing the counter-

arguments to the communist project.
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