
communist manifesto on the paris
commune

The Paris Commune of 1871 stands as a pivotal moment in the history of
socialist and revolutionary movements, a period of radical self-governance
that briefly held sway over the French capital. Its echoes resonated deeply
within the burgeoning socialist intelligentsia, particularly for Karl Marx
and Friedrich Engels, who meticulously analyzed its triumphs and failures
through the lens of their communist theory. This article delves into the core
tenets of the Communist Manifesto and how they were both reflected and tested
by the revolutionary experiment of the Paris Commune. We will explore the
Commune's social and political reforms, drawing parallels to Marx's analysis
of class struggle and the eventual emancipation of the proletariat.
Furthermore, we will examine how the Commune, despite its short lifespan,
offered a tangible, albeit imperfect, embodiment of many communist ideals,
providing valuable lessons for future revolutionary endeavors.
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The Communist Manifesto: A Blueprint for
Revolution

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in 1848,
served as a foundational text for modern communism, articulating a historical
and economic analysis of society driven by class struggle. It posited that
throughout history, societies have been characterized by the conflict between
the oppressors and the oppressed, the bourgeoisie (the capitalist class) and
the proletariat (the working class). The Manifesto famously declared that
"The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class
struggles." This core tenet provided a framework for understanding societal
development and the inherent contradictions within capitalism.

Central to the Manifesto's argument was the critique of capitalism's
exploitative nature. It detailed how the bourgeoisie, through its ownership
of the means of production, extracted surplus value from the labor of the
proletariat, leading to alienation and immiseration. The Manifesto predicted
that as capitalism developed, the proletariat would grow in size and
consciousness, eventually leading to a revolution that would overthrow the



bourgeois state and establish a classless society.

The Manifesto outlined a series of measures intended to be implemented by the
proletariat once in power, aiming to dismantle the structures of capitalism
and pave the way for communism. These measures included the abolition of
property in land and the application of all rents of land to public purposes,
a heavy progressive or graduated income tax, and the abolition of all right
of inheritance. It also advocated for the centralization of credit in the
hands of the state, by means of a national bank with state capital and an
exclusive monopoly, and the extension of national factories and instruments
of production owned by the state. The ultimate goal was the establishment of
a communist society where the means of production are owned communally, and
the principle "from each according to his ability, to each according to his
needs" would prevail.

The Paris Commune: An Unforeseen Uprising

The Paris Commune of 1871 emerged from a confluence of factors, including the
defeat of France in the Franco-Prussian War and widespread dissatisfaction
with the provisional government. Following the siege of Paris and the
humiliation of surrender, the working classes of Paris, already organized and
radicalized, resisted the attempts by the National Assembly to disarm them
and restore monarchical rule. This resistance escalated into an open revolt,
leading to the establishment of the Commune on March 26, 1871.

The Commune was not a meticulously planned Marxist revolution, but rather a
spontaneous uprising born out of the immediate political and social crisis.
It was a diverse coalition, encompassing various shades of socialist,
republican, and anarchist thought, united by a common desire for radical
reform and self-governance. The Commune's proclamation articulated its aims,
emphasizing the principle of communal autonomy, the sovereignty of the
people, and the establishment of a republic that would guarantee liberty and
equality.

The Commune's actions and decrees reflected a desire to fundamentally alter
the social and political landscape of Paris. It sought to empower the working
classes and address the dire conditions they faced. The period of the
Commune's existence, though brief, was marked by significant social
experiments and a fervent, albeit ultimately doomed, attempt to create a more
just and equitable society. Its suppression by the Versailles government was
brutal, with thousands of Communards killed or deported, leaving a deep scar
on the French labor movement and providing a stark illustration of the
state's repressive power.

Communist Manifesto on the Paris Commune: A
Marxist Interpretation

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels closely observed the events of the Paris
Commune, and Marx, in particular, provided a detailed and insightful analysis
in his influential pamphlet, "The Civil War in France." This work became a
seminal text for understanding the Commune through a Marxist perspective,
highlighting its significance as a practical, albeit embryonic, manifestation
of the proletarian dictatorship envisioned in the Communist Manifesto.

Marx saw the Commune as the first historical example of a government that was
truly of the people, by the people. He argued that it represented a decisive
break from the bourgeois state, which he characterized as an instrument of



class oppression. The Commune, by contrast, was an administration of the
working classes, elected by universal suffrage in the various wards of the
city and responsible to them. This, for Marx, was the very essence of the
"dictatorship of the proletariat," not as a totalitarian regime, but as the
rule of the vast majority of the population over the remnants of the old
oppressive classes.

Engels, in his later introduction to "The Civil War in France," elaborated on
this point, emphasizing that the Commune had to be a working, not a
parliamentary, body, both legislative and executive at the same time. This
was a direct response to Marx's critique of representative democracy, which
he saw as a means by which the bourgeoisie maintained its power. The
Commune's attempt to fuse executive and legislative functions, and its
recallability of delegates, were seen as steps towards eliminating the
parasitic nature of the state and creating a truly democratic form of
governance directly accountable to the people.

Marx also analyzed the Commune's efforts to dismantle the traditional
instruments of state power, such as the standing army and the police,
replacing them with a national guard composed of the working population. He
saw this as a crucial step in the process of breaking the chains of bourgeois
domination and empowering the working class to defend its own interests. The
Commune's short existence prevented a full realization of these ideals, but
Marx's interpretation positioned it as a crucial stepping stone in the long
march towards communist society.

Key Reforms of the Paris Commune Through a
Communist Lens

The Paris Commune implemented a series of radical reforms that, when viewed
through the framework of the Communist Manifesto, revealed a strong affinity
with the proposed policies for a transition to communism. While not all
Communards were strict adherents to Marxist communism, many of their actions
reflected a desire to dismantle capitalist structures and empower the working
class.

One of the most significant reforms was the abolition of night work for
bakers. This was a direct intervention to improve the working conditions of a
specific segment of the proletariat, a concern echoed in the Manifesto's call
for ameliorating the lot of the working class.

Separation of Church and State: The Commune decreed the separation of
church and state, secularizing education and abolishing religious
symbols in public spaces. This resonated with the Manifesto's critique
of religion as an "opium of the people" and its vision of a society free
from religious dogma's influence on public life.

Abolition of the Pawn Shops: The Commune abolished the Mont-de-piété,
the state-owned pawn shops, by decreeing the cancellation of all
outstanding rents and debts. This was a direct attack on usury and the
financial exploitation of the poor, aligning with the Manifesto's call
for the abolition of property and the centralization of financial power
in the hands of the state for the benefit of the people.

Workers' Control of Abandoned Workshops: In a move that directly
mirrored the Manifesto's emphasis on communal ownership of the means of
production, the Commune decreed that all workshops abandoned by their
owners due to emigration should be taken over and organized as workers'



cooperatives. This was a practical application of the idea of the
proletariat seizing the means of production and managing them for the
collective good.

Abolition of the Death Penalty and Compulsory Military Service: The
Commune abolished the death penalty and conscription, reflecting a
humanitarian and anti-militarist stance that aligned with the broader
goals of creating a more peaceful and just society, free from the
instruments of state repression and war.

Free and Secular Education: The Commune aimed to provide free and
secular education for all children, an important step towards breaking
down class barriers and ensuring that knowledge and opportunity were not
the exclusive preserve of the elite.

These reforms, though limited in scope and duration, demonstrated a tangible
commitment to implementing principles that were foundational to the Communist
Manifesto's vision of a post-capitalist society. They represented an attempt
to create a system where the needs of the many superseded the profits of the
few, and where the instruments of state power were wielded for the benefit of
the working masses.

Lessons from the Commune for the Communist
Movement

The Paris Commune, despite its ultimate defeat, provided invaluable lessons
for the burgeoning international communist movement. Marx and Engels
meticulously studied its successes and failures, integrating these
observations into their evolving theoretical framework. The Commune served as
a real-world laboratory for revolutionary practice, offering both inspiration
and cautionary tales.

One of the most crucial lessons was the need for a disciplined and organized
revolutionary vanguard. While the Commune's spontaneous nature was in some
ways its strength, its lack of unified leadership and clear strategic
direction ultimately contributed to its downfall. Marx recognized that a
successful proletarian revolution would require more than just popular
uprising; it would necessitate a well-organized party capable of seizing and
consolidating political power.

Another key takeaway was the importance of securing control over the entire
state apparatus, not just the capital city. The Commune, isolated in Paris,
was ultimately crushed by the forces of the Versailles government, which
represented the rural and bourgeois elements of France. This highlighted the
need for a broader, national revolutionary movement that could neutralize or
co-opt the military and administrative structures of the existing state.

The Commune also underscored the challenges of governing in a post-
revolutionary period. The internal divisions within the Commune and the
difficulty in establishing a consistent policy direction demonstrated the
complexities of transitioning from revolution to a stable new social order.
Marx's analysis in "The Civil War in France" focused on the Commune's
positive achievements but also implicitly pointed to the need for greater
coherence and foresight in the administration of a workers' state.

Furthermore, the brutal suppression of the Commune served as a stark reminder
of the lengths to which the ruling classes would go to maintain their power.
This experience reinforced the Marxist understanding of the state as an



instrument of class oppression and the inevitability of fierce resistance
from the bourgeoisie during a revolutionary upheaval. The memory of the
"Bloody Week," the period of intense repression following the Commune's fall,
became a rallying cry for socialist movements worldwide, fueling their
resolve to achieve the aims for which the Communards had fought.

The Legacy of the Paris Commune and the
Communist Manifesto

The enduring legacy of the Paris Commune is intrinsically linked to its
interpretation through the lens of the Communist Manifesto. For Marx and
subsequent generations of Marxists, the Commune was not merely a historical
episode but a prophetic preview of the proletarian revolution and the
potential for a new form of governance. Its brief existence provided
empirical data that enriched and validated the theoretical propositions of
communism.

The Commune's association with the Communist Manifesto cemented its status as
a symbol of working-class rebellion and the struggle for emancipation. It
inspired countless socialist and communist movements across the globe,
serving as a benchmark for revolutionary aspirations. The very phrase
"communist manifesto on the Paris Commune" encapsulates this profound
intellectual and historical connection, highlighting how the abstract
principles of Marx and Engels found a tangible, albeit tragically short-
lived, expression in the streets of Paris.

The Commune's innovations, such as the election and recallability of
officials, the abolition of the standing army, and the empowerment of worker
cooperatives, continued to be debated and implemented in various forms by
socialist experiments throughout the 20th century. While no subsequent
revolution perfectly replicated the Commune, its spirit of self-governance
and radical social transformation remained a potent force in the development
of socialist thought and practice.

Ultimately, the Paris Commune, illuminated by the analytical framework of the
Communist Manifesto, stands as a testament to the enduring power of ideas and
the persistent human desire for a more just and equitable society. It
demonstrated that the abstract pronouncements of revolutionary theory could,
under specific historical circumstances, translate into concrete actions,
offering a glimpse of a world where the proletariat could indeed break free
from the chains of capitalist exploitation and forge its own destiny.

Conclusion

The exploration of the "communist manifesto on the Paris Commune" reveals a
profound and enduring dialogue between revolutionary theory and historical
practice. The Communist Manifesto, with its incisive analysis of class
struggle and its blueprint for a communist society, found a powerful, albeit
fleeting, embodiment in the actions of the Paris Commune. Marx's
interpretation of the Commune as the first true "dictatorship of the
proletariat" underscored its significance as a practical step towards a
stateless, classless society, free from bourgeois oppression. The Commune's
reforms, from the abolition of night work to the communalization of abandoned
workshops, mirrored the core tenets of communist ideology, demonstrating a
tangible commitment to worker empowerment and the dismantling of capitalist
exploitation. While the Commune's tragic suppression offered harsh lessons
about the need for organized revolutionary action and a broader understanding



of state power, its legacy as a symbol of working-class defiance and a
precursor to future socialist movements remains undeniable. The interplay
between the Communist Manifesto and the Paris Commune continues to inform and
inspire, solidifying the Commune's place as a pivotal moment in the history
of communist thought and revolutionary struggle.

Frequently Asked Questions

What did Marx and Engels see as the primary
achievement of the Paris Commune in relation to the
Communist Manifesto?

The Paris Commune was seen by Marx and Engels as the first historical example
of the proletariat establishing its own rule, demonstrating the 'dictatorship
of the proletariat' envisioned in the Communist Manifesto as a necessary step
towards communism.

How did the Paris Commune's administrative structure
reflect the principles outlined in the Communist
Manifesto?

The Commune's elected, accountable, and recallable officials, who received
worker's wages, mirrored the Manifesto's call for the abolition of the
parasitic state apparatus and the transformation of government functions into
simple administrative tasks.

Did the Paris Commune successfully implement the
economic policies advocated in the Communist
Manifesto?

While the Commune took some steps like workers taking over abandoned
workshops, it didn't achieve the sweeping nationalization of the means of
production or the abolition of private property as called for in the
Communist Manifesto. Its existence was too short and it faced too many
immediate challenges.

According to Marx, how did the Paris Commune's
failure inform the understanding of the state and
revolution, as discussed in the Communist Manifesto?

The Commune's failure, particularly its inability to effectively deal with
the Versailles government and its reliance on separate municipalities,
highlighted for Marx the need for a unified proletarian state and the
importance of the proletariat seizing centralized state power, rather than
simply dismantling it entirely at the local level.

In what ways did the Paris Commune's actions align
with the Communist Manifesto's critique of bourgeois



democracy?

The Commune's establishment of a direct democracy, where delegates were
directly accountable to the people and could be recalled, contrasted sharply
with the representative democracy of the bourgeoisie, which the Manifesto
criticized for being a tool of class oppression and illusionary freedom.

Did the Communist Manifesto anticipate the specific
forms of organization that emerged in the Paris
Commune?

While the Manifesto laid the groundwork for proletarian organization and the
seizure of power, the specific forms of the Commune – its federative
structure of arrondissements and its elected delegates performing executive
and legislative functions – were emergent and not explicitly detailed in the
Manifesto.

How did the repression of the Paris Commune by the
bourgeoisie influence the interpretation of the
Communist Manifesto's predictions?

The brutal suppression of the Commune demonstrated to Marx and Engels the
lengths to which the ruling bourgeoisie would go to maintain power. This
reinforced their argument in the Manifesto that the state is an instrument of
class domination and that a violent confrontation would likely be necessary
for the proletariat to achieve its liberation.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto and the Paris
Commune, with short descriptions:

1.

The Specter of the Commune: Marx and the Echo of
Revolution
This book delves into how Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels interpreted and
analyzed the Paris Commune of 1871, drawing direct connections to the ideas
articulated in the Communist Manifesto. It explores how the Commune served as
a practical, albeit brief, manifestation of their theories on class struggle
and the potential for a proletarian revolution. The text examines the
Commune's influence on subsequent Marxist thought and revolutionary
movements.

2.

Paris Commune: Genesis of a Proletarian State
Focusing on the Paris Commune, this work examines its origins, organizational
structures, and the socio-economic conditions that gave rise to it. It argues
that the Commune represented a crucial, real-world experiment in governing
without a traditional bourgeois state, aligning with the 'dictatorship of the
proletariat' concept from the Manifesto. The book analyzes the Commune's



decrees and actions as early attempts to implement socialist principles.

3.

From Manifesto to barricades: The Communards' Dream
This title explores the ideological underpinnings of the Paris Commune,
tracing the influence of various socialist and revolutionary ideas,
particularly those found in the Communist Manifesto. It highlights how the
Communards attempted to translate abstract revolutionary ideals into concrete
political and social reforms during their short-lived rule. The book focuses
on the aspirations and motivations of the ordinary people who participated in
the Commune.

4.

The Paris Commune: A Testament to the Communist
Manifesto's Vision
This analysis posits the Paris Commune as a pivotal historical event that
validated key tenets of the Communist Manifesto. It scrutinizes the Commune's
attempt to dismantle existing state apparatus and empower the working class,
seeing it as a tangible example of the Manifesto's call for a proletarian
uprising. The book discusses the Commune's successes and failures through the
lens of Marxist theory.

5.

Commune and Manifesto: Intertwined Fates of
Revolution
This comparative study examines the symbiotic relationship between the
Communist Manifesto and the Paris Commune. It investigates how the events of
the Commune were interpreted by Marx and Engels to further develop and refine
their revolutionary theories. The book argues that the Commune provided a
crucial, albeit tragic, historical case study for the Manifesto's prophecies
of class conflict and societal transformation.

6.

The Legacy of '871: A Communist Manifesto Reimagined
This book re-evaluates the Paris Commune of 1871, arguing that its
experiences provided a vital, practical addendum to the theoretical framework
laid out in the Communist Manifesto. It explores how the Commune's unique
administrative and social experiments offered new insights into the potential
forms of future communist societies. The work considers the Commune's lasting
impact on socialist and anarchist thought.

7.

Bourgeoisie, Proletariat, and the Paris Commune: A
Manifesto's Test
This title analyzes the Paris Commune as a direct confrontation between the
bourgeoisie and the proletariat, mirroring the fundamental class antagonism
described in the Communist Manifesto. It details the actions of both sides



during the Commune and its brutal suppression, highlighting the historical
struggle for power. The book uses the Commune as a case study to illustrate
the Manifesto's predictions about revolutionary conflict.

8.

The Commune's Red Flag: Echoes of the Communist
Manifesto
This work focuses on the symbolism and revolutionary spirit of the Paris
Commune, particularly its adoption of the red flag, a potent emblem of
socialist and communist movements. It connects these symbols and the
Communards' actions directly to the revolutionary fervor and demands
articulated in the Communist Manifesto. The book explores how the Commune
became a potent symbol of working-class defiance.

9.

From Theory to Practice: The Communist Manifesto and
the Paris Commune's Experiments
This book investigates how the abstract principles of the Communist Manifesto
were attempted in practice by the governing bodies of the Paris Commune. It
details the Communards' efforts in areas such as education, labor, and
secularism, seeing them as early applications of communist ideals. The text
evaluates the successes and limitations of these practical applications in
the context of the Manifesto's broader vision.
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