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The Communist Manifesto: Unpacking the Role of
Government

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, remains a
foundational text in understanding socialist and communist thought. While often
associated with revolution and the abolition of private property, a crucial aspect of its
analysis lies in its examination of the role of government, particularly the transitionary
state known as the "dictatorship of the proletariat." This article delves deep into what the
Manifesto says about the government's function, exploring its envisioned post-
revolutionary responsibilities and how these contrast with capitalist governance. We will
unpack the Manifesto's critique of the bourgeois state, its proposals for a revolutionary
government, and the eventual "withering away" of the state in a communist society.
Understanding the communist manifesto's role of government is key to grasping the
practical implications of its radical theories.
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The Bourgeois State: A Critique in the Manifesto

The Communist Manifesto begins its profound critique of the existing order by dissecting
the nature of the "bourgeois state." According to Marx and Engels, the state in capitalist
societies is not a neutral arbiter of justice or a representative of the general will. Instead,



they argue, it functions as an instrument of the ruling class, the bourgeoisie, to maintain
its dominance and protect its economic interests. This concept is central to understanding
the communist manifesto's role of government, as it posits that the current governmental
structures are inherently designed to perpetuate inequality.

The authors contend that the state's laws, its bureaucracy, and its coercive apparatus -
including the police and military - are all employed to safeguard private property and the
capitalist mode of production. The "executive of the modern state" is described as "but a
committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie." This powerful
assertion highlights the Marxist view that political power is inextricably linked to
economic power, and that the government in a capitalist system serves to reinforce the
power of the capitalists over the working class, the proletariat.

Furthermore, the Manifesto criticizes the illusion of democracy within bourgeois states.
While elections and representative bodies may exist, Marx and Engels argue that these
institutions ultimately operate within the confines of capitalist ideology and are unable to
fundamentally challenge the power of the bourgeoisie. The state, in this view, is a tool for
oppression, maintaining social order by suppressing any threats to the established
economic system. This perspective forms the bedrock of the Manifesto's call for
revolution, as it suggests that reform within the existing state structures is insufficient to
achieve true emancipation for the working class.

The Dictatorship of the Proletariat: A Transitional
Role of Government

Following the overthrow of the bourgeoisie, the Communist Manifesto outlines a crucial
transitional phase: the "dictatorship of the proletariat." This concept, often misunderstood,
does not necessarily imply a tyrannical, one-person rule in the modern sense. Rather, it
signifies the political rule of the working class as a whole, a government where the
proletariat holds state power. The primary role of this transitional government, as
envisioned in the communist manifesto's role of government, is to dismantle the remnants
of capitalist society and pave the way for communism.

The dictatorship of the proletariat is presented as a necessary step to suppress counter-
revolutionary forces and to ensure that the gains of the revolution are not undone. It is a
state apparatus controlled by the working class, tasked with expropriating the means of
production from the bourgeoisie and centralizing them under state control. This is a direct
response to the perceived exploitative nature of the bourgeois state; the proletariat must
seize state power to prevent the bourgeoisie from using the state to reassert its
dominance.

This transitional government would be instrumental in transforming the economic base of
society. It would manage the economy, plan production, and redistribute resources to
meet the needs of the entire population, rather than for the profit of a few. The Manifesto
emphasizes that this phase is temporary, a necessary bridge to a society where class
distinctions, and therefore the need for a distinct state apparatus to manage class conflict,



would cease to exist. The role of government here is thus inherently dynamic, shifting
from a tool of oppression to an instrument of liberation and transformation.

Specific Measures Proposed by the Communist
Manifesto for Government Action

The Communist Manifesto, while broad in its philosophical scope, also provides a concrete
list of measures that the victorious proletariat government would implement. These
proposals offer specific insights into the practical role of government envisioned by Marx
and Engels during the transitionary period. The aim of these measures is to fundamentally
alter the economic and social landscape, eroding the foundations of capitalism and
building the framework for a communist society.

The Manifesto outlines several key policy areas for this revolutionary government. These
include:

e Abolition of the right of property in land and application of all rents of land to public
purposes.

¢ A heavy progressive or graduated income tax.
e Abolition of all rights of inheritance.
e Confiscation of the property of all emigrants and rebels.

e Centralisation of credit in the hands of the state, by means of a national bank with
State capital and an exclusive monopoly.

e Centralisation of the means of communication and transport in the hands of the
State.

e Extension of national factories, instruments of production owned by the State; the
bringing into cultivation of waste-lands, and the improvement of the soil generally in
accordance with a common plan.

e Equal liability of all to labour. Establishment of industrial armies, especially for
agriculture.

e Combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries, gradually bringing about
the abolition of the distinction between town and country, by a more equitable
distribution of the population over the country.

e Public and free education for all children. Abolition of children’s factory labour in its
present form. Combination of education with industrial production, &c.



These proposed actions illustrate a vision of a powerful, centralized government actively
intervening in all aspects of economic and social life. The role of government here is to
engineer a radical redistribution of wealth and power, eliminate private ownership of the
means of production, and establish a system of collective management. The ultimate goal
is to eradicate the class divisions that, in the Marxist view, are the root cause of social
conflict and exploitation.

The Withering Away of the State: The Ultimate
Goal

Perhaps one of the most distinctive and often debated aspects of the communist
manifesto's role of government is its ultimate prediction: the "withering away of the state.
Marx and Engels did not envision a permanent, all-powerful state apparatus under
communism. Instead, they saw the state as a product of class antagonism, a tool used by
one class to oppress another. As class distinctions disappear, so too would the need for a
state to manage these divisions.

In a truly communist society, where the means of production are owned collectively and
there are no exploiting classes, the state's functions would become obsolete. The
Manifesto posits that public functions would lose their political character and be
transformed into simple administrative tasks. For instance, the management of production
and distribution would no longer require a coercive state but rather an efficient
administrative body. The concept of "government of persons" would be replaced by the
"administration of things."

This eventual dissolution of the state is the logical conclusion of the communist project.
Once society is organized on the principle of "from each according to his ability, to each
according to his needs," the mechanisms of coercion and control that define the state
would no longer be necessary. The role of government, as it transitions from the
dictatorship of the proletariat, ultimately aims for its own obsolescence, leaving behind a
stateless, classless society. This utopian vision underscores the transformative ambition of
the Communist Manifesto.

Contrasting the Communist Manifesto's Role of
Government with Capitalist Systems

The Communist Manifesto's vision of government stands in stark contrast to the principles
and practices of capitalist systems. While both ideologies address the organization of
society and the economy, their fundamental assumptions about the role and purpose of
government diverge significantly. Understanding these differences is crucial for
appreciating the radical nature of the Manifesto's proposals regarding the role of
government.



In capitalist societies, the role of government is typically characterized by its adherence to
principles of private property rights, free markets, and limited intervention. The state's
primary functions are often seen as upholding the rule of law, protecting individual
liberties, and providing public goods and services that the market may not efficiently
supply. While governments in capitalist nations can vary in their degree of intervention,
the underlying economic system is predicated on private ownership and competition. The
government's role is generally to facilitate, regulate, and enforce the rules of the capitalist
game, rather than to fundamentally alter its structure.

Conversely, the Communist Manifesto advocates for a government that actively dismantles
capitalist structures. The transitional government, the dictatorship of the proletariat, is
envisioned as a force for radical economic restructuring. Its role is to abolish private
ownership of the means of production, centralize economic power, and plan production to
meet societal needs. This proactive, interventionist approach to managing the economy
and society is fundamentally different from the regulatory and often more passive role
assumed by governments in most capitalist states. The communist manifesto's role of
government is fundamentally about transformation, not just management.

Furthermore, the ultimate goal of the state's "withering away" in communism stands in
direct opposition to the enduring presence and often expanding power of the state in
capitalist systems. While capitalist governments may debate the extent of their reach, the
abolition of the state is not an inherent tenet of capitalism. This fundamental difference in
the conception of the state's purpose and its eventual fate highlights the revolutionary
aspirations of the Communist Manifesto.

Modern Interpretations and the Legacy of the
Communist Manifesto's Role of Government

The Communist Manifesto's ideas about the role of government have had a profound and
complex legacy, influencing political movements and states throughout the 20th and 21st
centuries. While no state has perfectly implemented the Manifesto's vision, its core
concepts have been interpreted and adapted in various ways, leading to diverse real-world
applications and ongoing debates.

In the 20th century, states that identified as communist, such as the Soviet Union and
China, adopted policies inspired by the Manifesto. These included state ownership of the
means of production, central economic planning, and the establishment of powerful, often
authoritarian, governmental structures. The concept of the "dictatorship of the proletariat”
was often materialized as a one-party state, aiming to guide society towards communism.
However, the predicted "withering away of the state" did not materialize in these states;
instead, the state often became more pervasive and entrenched.

Modern interpretations of the communist manifesto's role of government continue to
evolve. Some scholars and activists argue that the Manifesto's critique of capitalist
exploitation and its call for greater social equality remain relevant in addressing
contemporary issues like wealth inequality, precarious labor, and environmental



degradation. They might advocate for stronger social safety nets, worker cooperatives,
and more democratic control over economic institutions, viewing these as steps towards
fulfilling some of the Manifesto's broader emancipatory goals, even if not through the
specific state apparatus initially envisioned.

Conversely, historical experiences with states claiming to follow Marxist-Leninist
interpretations of the Manifesto have led to widespread criticism and skepticism regarding
its practical implementation. The association of these states with authoritarianism, human
rights abuses, and economic inefficiencies has cast a long shadow. Nevertheless, the
theoretical framework provided by the Manifesto regarding the function of government,

its critique of power, and its aspirations for a more equitable society continue to stimulate
intellectual and political discourse.

Conclusion: The Evolving Understanding of
Government in Communist Theory

In conclusion, the Communist Manifesto offers a radical and transformative perspective on
the role of government. It begins with a trenchant critique of the bourgeois state as an
instrument of class oppression, arguing that it primarily serves to protect the interests of
the capitalist class. The Manifesto then proposes a revolutionary transitional phase, the
dictatorship of the proletariat, where the working class seizes state power to dismantle
capitalist structures and establish a new social order. This period is characterized by
specific government interventions aimed at collectivizing the means of production and
redistributing wealth.

Crucially, the ultimate aim articulated in the Communist Manifesto is the eventual
"withering away of the state" in a classless, communist society. This vision contrasts
sharply with the enduring and often expanding role of government in capitalist systems.
While the practical implementation of these ideas has varied and often deviated from the
theoretical ideal, the Communist Manifesto's exploration of the government's role
continues to be a subject of profound historical and political significance, prompting
ongoing discussions about power, inequality, and the organization of society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary role of the government according to
the Communist Manifesto?

The Communist Manifesto posits that the government in a communist society would
initially serve as a tool for the proletariat to seize and consolidate power, suppress
bourgeois resistance, and manage the transition to a classless society. This transitional
government, often referred to as the 'dictatorship of the proletariat,' would be responsible
for implementing communist policies.



How does the Communist Manifesto envision the
government's role evolving after the revolution?

The Manifesto suggests that as a classless society develops and private property is
abolished, the need for a coercive state apparatus (the government) will wither away. It
envisions a future where the 'public powers of public persons' lose their political character
and are transformed into simple administrative functions for the management of common
interests.

What specific government functions are outlined in the
Manifesto for the transitional period?

The Manifesto suggests several key government functions during the transition, including
the progressive income tax, abolition of inheritance, centralization of credit and means of
transport in the hands of the state, and free education for all children in public schools.
These are presented as measures to dismantle capitalist structures and redistribute
wealth.

Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for an
anarchist state, or a state that eventually disappears?

The Manifesto is not anarchist in its immediate program. It explicitly calls for a
transitional state (‘dictatorship of the proletariat'). However, it does foresee the eventual
‘withering away' of the state as class antagonisms disappear, leading to a stateless,
communist society. So, it's a temporary state that aims for its own dissolution.

How does the Manifesto's view of government differ
from liberal democracies?

Unlike liberal democracies that emphasize individual rights and limited government
intervention in private enterprise, the Manifesto advocates for a strong, centralized state
in the transitional phase to actively redistribute wealth, control the means of production,
and suppress opposing classes. The ultimate goal is a stateless society, a stark contrast to
the enduring state in liberal democracies.

What is the 'dictatorship of the proletariat' and what is
its governmental function?

The 'dictatorship of the proletariat' refers to a state where the working class (proletariat)
holds political power and uses the government apparatus to enact policies that benefit
their class and dismantle the power of the bourgeoisie. Its function is to transition from
capitalism to communism by centralizing control and suppressing counter-revolutionary
forces.

Does the Communist Manifesto specify how the



government would be structured or organized?

The Manifesto does not provide a detailed blueprint for the governmental structure. It
speaks generally of the 'proletariat organized as the ruling class' and the state acting in
the interest of the majority. The specific organizational forms of this transitional
government are left open to interpretation and development by the revolutionary
movement.

How would the government handle private property and
businesses in a communist society according to the
Manifesto?

The Manifesto's core tenet is the abolition of private property in the means of production.
Therefore, the transitional government would seize these assets from the bourgeoisie and
manage them collectively, or through state-controlled entities, for the benefit of society as
a whole, rather than for private profit.

What is the ultimate fate of the government according
to the Communist Manifesto?

The ultimate fate of the government in the vision of the Communist Manifesto is to cease
to exist. As society progresses towards full communism, with the abolition of classes and
private property, the need for a coercive state apparatus to manage class conflicts and
enforce laws will disappear, leading to a self-governing society.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's view on the role of
government, with descriptions:

1.

The Role of the State in Marxist Theory

This book delves into how the Communist Manifesto and subsequent Marxist thought
conceptualize the state. It explores the idea of the state as an instrument of class
oppression under capitalism and its eventual transformation and "withering away" in a
communist society. The work likely examines the transitional phases and the nature of
state power during socialism.

2.

From State Power to Statelessness: A Marxist
Progression

Focusing on the trajectory of government as outlined by Marx and Engels, this title
examines the Manifesto's argument for the abolition of the bourgeois state. It likely traces



the path from the dictatorship of the proletariat as a necessary, albeit temporary, state
form to the ultimate stateless condition of communism. The book would explore the
rationale behind this progression.

3.

Implementing the Communist Manifesto: The State's
Shifting Purpose

This book analyzes the practical implications of the Communist Manifesto's ideas for the
role of government. It would likely discuss how a revolutionary government would seize
the means of production and implement policies such as progressive taxation and
centralized control of industry. The text would explore the intended functions of this
"workers' state."

4.

The State as a Tool of Bourgeois Hegemony and Its
Overthrow

This title directly addresses the Communist Manifesto's critique of the state under
capitalism. It would explain how Marx and Engels viewed the state as serving the interests
of the ruling class and suppressing the proletariat. The book likely details the
revolutionary necessity of overthrowing this existing state apparatus.

5.

Centralization and the Communist Vision of Governance

This work focuses on the Manifesto's call for centralization of the means of production and
communication. It would likely discuss how this centralization, managed by a
revolutionary government, is seen as crucial for dismantling capitalist structures and
organizing a new society. The book might explore the specific measures proposed by the
Manifesto.

6.

The Withering Away of the State: A Post-Manifesto
Analysis

This book examines the concept of the state's eventual demise as predicted in the
Communist Manifesto. It would likely analyze the theoretical underpinnings of this
"withering away" and discuss how different Marxist thinkers have interpreted this
process. The text could also explore the challenges and criticisms associated with
achieving a stateless society.

7.



Government as Manager: The Communist Manifesto's
Economic Mandate

This title highlights the economic responsibilities assigned to the government in the
Communist Manifesto. It would explore how the state is envisioned to manage key
industries and resources for the benefit of all. The book likely details the Manifesto's
proposals for nationalization and economic planning.

8.

The Dictatorship of the Proletariat: A Necessary State
Intervention

This book focuses on the transitional phase of the "dictatorship of the proletariat" as
presented in the Communist Manifesto. It would explain why Marx and Engels considered
a strong, albeit temporary, state power necessary to suppress counter-revolution and
enact socialist reforms. The text might compare this concept to existing forms of
government.

9.

Revolutionizing Government: The Manifesto's Blueprint
for State Transformation

This title looks at the fundamental changes to the structure and purpose of government
that the Communist Manifesto advocated. It would likely analyze the Manifesto's call for
the abolition of private property and the establishment of a classless society, and how
government is meant to facilitate this societal restructuring. The book would offer a
comprehensive overview of the revolutionary government's intended role.
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