
communist manifesto role of state
The Communist Manifesto, a foundational text of Marxist thought, offers a
radical critique of capitalist society and outlines a vision for a future
classless, communist system. Central to this vision is a profound
redefinition of the role of the state, moving from an instrument of bourgeois
oppression to a transitional tool for societal transformation. Understanding
the communist manifesto's perspective on the role of the state is crucial for
grasping the core tenets of Marxist ideology and its historical impact. This
article delves deeply into the manifesto's arguments regarding the state's
function in a capitalist world, its proposed role during the transition to
communism, and the ultimate aim of its abolition. We will explore how Marx
and Engels envisioned the state evolving and ultimately withering away,
leaving behind a society organized on entirely different principles.
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The Communist Manifesto's Vision of the Role of
the State

The Communist Manifesto, authored by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, presents
a revolutionary analysis of history and society, famously stating that "The
history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles."
Within this historical framework, the role of the state is not presented as a
neutral arbiter or a benevolent protector of all its citizens. Instead, the
Manifesto argues that the state, in its current form under capitalism, is
fundamentally an instrument of the ruling class, designed to maintain its



dominance and protect its economic interests.

This perspective on the communist manifesto's role of the state is a
cornerstone of Marxist theory. Marx and Engels contend that the state
machinery – including its laws, police, army, and bureaucracy – is ultimately
a tool wielded by the bourgeoisie to suppress the proletariat and prevent any
fundamental challenge to the capitalist system. The state, in this view, does
not represent the general will of the people but rather the specific will of
those who own the means of production. Understanding this initial depiction
of the state is vital before delving into its proposed transformation and
eventual dissolution.

The State in Capitalist Society: An Instrument
of Class Rule

Marx and Engels articulate a clear and consistent argument in the Communist
Manifesto regarding the nature of the state within a capitalist mode of
production. They posit that the state is not an autonomous entity existing
above society but rather a product of irreconcilable class antagonisms. Its
primary function is to manage and contain these conflicts in a manner that
preserves the existing social order, which is inherently exploitative.

The economic base, according to Marxist analysis, shapes the superstructure,
which includes the state. Therefore, the state apparatus serves to legitimize
and enforce the property relations that define capitalism. This includes
protecting private property, enforcing contracts that benefit the owning
class, and suppressing any movements that threaten the established economic
hierarchy. The Manifesto provides ample evidence by highlighting how state
policies and actions consistently favor the bourgeoisie.

The State as a Tool of Bourgeois Domination

The Communist Manifesto meticulously details how the state acts as a coercive
force on behalf of the capitalist class. Laws concerning labor, property, and
trade are framed to benefit employers and landowners, while the working class
often faces legal and economic disadvantages. The police and military are
seen as the ultimate enforcers of this bourgeois order, ready to quell any
dissent or uprising from the exploited proletariat.

The Manifesto's critique extends to the ideological functions of the state.
Through education, media, and cultural institutions, the state helps to
propagate the ideas of the ruling class, presenting capitalism as natural,
inevitable, and beneficial for all. This ideological hegemony serves to
obscure the underlying class conflict and legitimize the power of the



bourgeoisie, making it appear as if the existing system is just and
equitable.

The Illusion of the Neutral State

A key aspect of the bourgeois state, as described in the Communist Manifesto,
is its presentation of itself as a neutral entity serving the common good.
This is a deliberate obfuscation designed to mask its true class character.
While ostensibly representing all citizens, the state’s actions, policies,
and resource allocation invariably reflect the interests of those who control
the means of production.

The Manifesto challenges this facade by demonstrating how state intervention
in economic matters, even when presented as regulatory or protective,
ultimately reinforces capitalist principles. For instance, bailouts of
struggling corporations or subsidies for certain industries are not acts of
genuine neutrality but rather interventions aimed at preserving the
capitalist system and its beneficiaries. The communist manifesto's role of
the state is thus understood as fundamentally partisan, even when cloaked in
neutrality.

The Proletariat's Seizure of Power and the
Dictatorship of the Proletariat

The Communist Manifesto does not advocate for the immediate abolition of the
state upon the overthrow of capitalism. Instead, it proposes a transitional
phase characterized by the "dictatorship of the proletariat." This is a
crucial concept that often leads to misunderstanding, but within the context
of the Manifesto, it refers to the political rule of the working class, not
necessarily a tyrannical regime in the modern sense.

The proletariat, having been systematically excluded and oppressed by the
bourgeois state, must seize state power to dismantle the existing structures
of oppression. This seizure of power is seen as a necessary step to prevent
the bourgeoisie from reasserting its dominance and to begin the process of
transforming society towards communism. The communist manifesto's role of the
state during this period is thus envisioned as a tool of revolutionary
change.

The Nature of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat

The term "dictatorship" in the context of the Manifesto signifies a form of



rule where the ruling class directly exercises power without the democratic
pretensions often found in bourgeois states. In this case, the proletariat,
as the revolutionary class, would establish its own class rule. This would
involve the majority class (the proletariat) imposing its will on the
minority class (the former bourgeoisie) to ensure the success of the
revolution.

It's important to differentiate this from authoritarian dictatorships. The
Manifesto suggests that this rule would be exercised by the working class as
a whole, likely through organized bodies like workers' councils or a
revolutionary government representing proletarian interests. The aim is not
to create a new oppressive class but to dismantle the old class structure and
its state apparatus.

Suppression of Counter-Revolution

A primary function of the dictatorship of the proletariat, as outlined in the
Communist Manifesto, is to suppress any attempts by the overthrown
bourgeoisie to regain power. The former ruling class, accustomed to privilege
and control, would naturally resist the transition to a communist society.
The proletarian state would therefore need to employ coercive measures to
prevent counter-revolutionary activities, protect the gains of the
revolution, and consolidate the new social order.

This suppression would involve disarming the bourgeoisie, nationalizing key
industries, and implementing policies that favor the working class. The
Manifesto implies that these measures are a temporary necessity to secure the
revolution and pave the way for a society free from class oppression. The
communist manifesto's role of the state here is defensive and transformative.

The Transitional Role of the State in the
Abolition of Class

The dictatorship of the proletariat is not an end in itself but a crucial
stage in the process of achieving a classless society. During this
transitional phase, the state, now under the control of the proletariat,
begins to actively dismantle the foundations of class society and build the
infrastructure for communism.

This involves a series of economic, social, and political transformations.
The state, in this new guise, becomes an instrument for redistributing
wealth, organizing production for the benefit of all, and eliminating the
exploitative relationships that characterized capitalism. The communist
manifesto's role of the state in this phase is proactive and constructive.



Nationalization and Centralization of Means of
Production

One of the immediate actions envisioned by the Manifesto is the transfer of
ownership of the means of production—factories, land, mines, etc.—from
private hands to the collective ownership of the proletariat, administered by
the state. This nationalization is seen as essential for breaking the
economic power of the bourgeoisie and for enabling the rational organization
of production to meet societal needs rather than private profit.

The state, therefore, takes on a direct role in managing and directing the
economy. This centralized control allows for planning and coordination, which
Marx and Engels believed would be far more efficient and equitable than the
chaotic competition of capitalism. This represents a fundamental shift in the
communist manifesto's role of the state from an enforcer of private property
to an administrator of collective property.

Implementing Social and Economic Reforms

Beyond nationalization, the Manifesto lists several specific measures that
the proletarian state would implement. These are designed to address the
inequalities and injustices created by capitalism and to lay the groundwork
for a communist society. The focus is on improving the living conditions of
the working class and creating a more equitable distribution of resources.

These reforms would include measures such as the abolition of inheritance,
the confiscation of the property of emigrants and rebels, and the
establishment of a national bank with a state monopoly of banking and an
exclusive monopoly of paper money. These are all actions aimed at
consolidating economic power in the hands of the collective and dismantling
the economic power of the old ruling class.

Specific Measures and the Transformation of
State Functions

The Communist Manifesto, while primarily a theoretical document, does offer a
glimpse into the practical steps the proletariat would take using state power
during the transition. These measures are intended to dismantle bourgeois
institutions and establish the foundations for a communist economy and
society. The communist manifesto's role of the state is thus made more
concrete through these proposed actions.

The specific proposals are often cited as examples of the state's necessary



intervention in the economy and social life to achieve the revolutionary
goals. These are not intended as a rigid blueprint but as illustrative
examples of the kinds of policies that would be implemented.

Key Measures Proposed in the Manifesto

The Manifesto outlines a series of progressive income taxes, the abolition of
the right of inheritance, and the centralization of credit and means of
transport in the hands of the state. Additionally, it calls for the
establishment of public factories and the extension of agriculture, along
with the “equal liability of all to labour.”

Further proposals include the gradual abolition of the distinction between
town and country, by a more equable distribution of the population over the
country, and the establishment of public education for all children, with the
abolition of child factory labour in its present form.

The Transformation of Bureaucratic and Military
Apparatuses

Crucially, the Manifesto also implies a transformation of the state’s
coercive apparatuses. The standing army, often used by the bourgeoisie to
suppress the working class, would presumably be abolished or reorganized to
serve the interests of the proletariat. Similarly, the bureaucratic
structures that served to maintain bourgeois rule would be dismantled or
repurposed.

The idea is that the state’s instruments of repression and administration
would be redirected towards serving the collective good. This shift is
fundamental to understanding the communist manifesto's role of the state
during the revolutionary transition – it becomes an instrument of the
majority for its own emancipation.

The Withering Away of the State: The Ultimate
Goal of Communism

The ultimate aim of the communist revolution, as articulated in the Communist
Manifesto, is not the establishment of an eternal proletarian state, but the
eventual abolition of all states. The concept of the "withering away of the
state" is central to the Marxist understanding of communism as a stateless,
classless society.



Once the proletariat has successfully dismantled the bourgeoisie, eliminated
class distinctions, and established a society where the means of production
are collectively owned and managed, the necessity for a coercive state
apparatus will disappear. The communist manifesto's role of the state is thus
a temporary, albeit critical, stage.

From State to Association of Free Individuals

In a communist society, where exploitation and class antagonism have been
eradicated, there would be no need for a state to enforce the will of one
class over another. The Manifesto envisions a society where "the free
development of each is the condition for the free development of all." This
implies a shift from centralized state control to a decentralized association
of free and equal individuals.

The functions previously performed by the state, such as administration and
coordination, would be carried out by the community itself, through voluntary
associations and democratic self-governance. The communist manifesto's role
of the state is therefore intrinsically linked to its own eventual
obsolescence.

A Society Without Class Antagonism

The eradication of class distinctions is the fundamental prerequisite for the
state to wither away. As long as there are classes with opposing interests, a
state will exist to manage these conflicts, however unjustly. In a communist
society, where everyone contributes according to their ability and receives
according to their need, class divisions cease to exist.

Without class antagonism, the need for a state as an instrument of class
domination or even as a mediator of class interests vanishes. The society
would then be organized through cooperative principles, with administrative
tasks handled by the collective rather than by a separate, coercive political
authority.

Criticisms and Interpretations of the Communist
Manifesto's Stance on the State

The Communist Manifesto's perspective on the role of the state has been a
subject of extensive debate and criticism since its publication. Critics
often point to the potential for the "dictatorship of the proletariat" to
devolve into authoritarianism, a concern that has been realized in various



historical attempts to implement Marxist-Leninist states.

The very idea of a transitional state that is meant to "wither away" has been
questioned for its practical feasibility. Different interpretations of the
Manifesto have led to varied approaches to the state in Marxist movements,
from revolutionary overthrow to reformist engagement. The communist
manifesto's role of the state remains a contentious issue.

Historical Implementations and Divergent Paths

The 20th century witnessed numerous states that claimed to be implementing
the principles of the Communist Manifesto, most notably the Soviet Union and
Maoist China. However, these regimes often became highly centralized and
authoritarian, with the state not withering away but instead becoming more
pervasive and powerful. This has led many to question the Manifesto's
optimistic view of a post-revolutionary state.

Critics argue that the concentration of power in the hands of a revolutionary
party, which claims to represent the proletariat, can easily lead to the
suppression of individual liberties and dissent, effectively creating a new
form of class oppression, albeit under a different guise. The communist
manifesto's role of the state in these historical contexts often deviated
significantly from the envisioned outcome.

Debates on Revolutionary Strategy and the State

Beyond the practical outcomes, there have also been significant theoretical
debates among Marxists themselves regarding the role of the state. Some have
emphasized the need for a strong, centralized state during the transition,
while others have advocated for more decentralized, democratic forms of
proletarian power.

The concept of "the state and revolution" continues to be a focal point of
discussion, with thinkers grappling with how to achieve the emancipatory
goals of communism without replicating the authoritarian tendencies of past
revolutionary states. The communist manifesto's role of the state is thus a
living concept, subject to ongoing reinterpretation and critique.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the
Communist Manifesto's Role of the State

The Communist Manifesto's articulation of the role of the state is



multifaceted, evolving from an instrument of bourgeois oppression to a
revolutionary tool of the proletariat, ultimately destined to wither away in
a communist society. This nuanced perspective underscores the Marxist belief
that the state is a historical product of class conflict, not an eternal or
neutral entity.

The Manifesto's enduring legacy lies not only in its critique of capitalist
states but also in its visionary, albeit debated, proposal for a transitional
phase of proletarian rule aimed at dismantling class structures.
Understanding the communist manifesto's role of the state is essential for
comprehending the broader aims of Marxism and its profound influence on
political thought and historical events, even as its practical implementation
remains a subject of continuous examination and critical analysis.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary role of the state envisioned by
the Communist Manifesto?
The Communist Manifesto envisions the state, initially, as a tool for the
bourgeoisie to suppress the proletariat. However, in a communist society, the
state is seen as a temporary instrument of the proletariat to dismantle the
capitalist system and establish a classless society. Ultimately, the state is
expected to 'wither away' as class antagonisms disappear.

Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for the
immediate abolition of the state?
No, the Manifesto does not advocate for the immediate abolition of the state.
Instead, it proposes a transitional phase where the proletariat, organized as
the ruling class, uses the state to suppress the remnants of the bourgeoisie
and implement socialist policies, such as centralized control of production.

What specific powers does the Manifesto suggest the
proletariat should seize control of via the state?
The Manifesto outlines several measures to be implemented by the victorious
proletariat, including the abolition of landed property, a heavy progressive
or graduated income tax, abolition of the right of inheritance,
centralization of credit and transport in the hands of the state, and
extension of factories and instruments of production owned by the state.

How does the role of the state in the Manifesto



differ from its role in capitalist societies?
In capitalist societies, the state is seen as an instrument of the ruling
bourgeoisie to protect private property and maintain class relations. In the
transitional phase described in the Manifesto, the state is wielded by the
proletariat to overturn these relations and begin the process of establishing
communism.

What is the Marxist concept of the state 'withering
away' and how does it relate to the Manifesto?
The concept of the state 'withering away', central to later Marxist thought
and implied in the Manifesto, suggests that once class distinctions are
abolished and a communist society emerges, the need for coercive state
apparatus will cease. The state, in this view, becomes unnecessary as society
manages itself collectively.

Are there differing interpretations of the state's
role in the Communist Manifesto?
Yes, there are significant differing interpretations. Some focus on the
Manifesto's revolutionary call for state seizure and control during the
transition. Others emphasize the ultimate goal of state abolition. Debates
also exist on whether the Manifesto outlines a prescriptive blueprint or a
descriptive analysis of historical tendencies.

How has the concept of the state in the Manifesto
been implemented or interpreted in practice by
communist states?
Real-world 'communist' states, while often claiming to follow Marxist
principles, generally saw a significant expansion and consolidation of state
power, rather than its 'withering away.' They typically retained and
intensified state control over the economy and society, leading to criticisms
that they deviated from the Manifesto's ultimate aim.

Does the Communist Manifesto imply a dictatorship of
the proletariat, and what is the state's role in
this?
Yes, the Manifesto implies a 'dictatorship of the proletariat.' This is
understood not as a single dictator, but as the political rule of the working
class as a whole, using state power to overcome bourgeois resistance and
reshape society. The state is the primary instrument for this class rule.



What is the relationship between the abolition of
private property and the role of the state in the
Manifesto?
The Manifesto posits that the state, under proletarian control, must abolish
private property as a means to dismantle the foundations of capitalist
exploitation and class division. The state is seen as the necessary
administrative and coercive force to carry out this abolition and manage
collective ownership.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the role of the state in communist thought,
with descriptions:

1.

The State and Revolution: The Marxist Theory of the
State and the Tasks of the Proletariat in the
Revolution
This seminal work by Vladimir Lenin directly addresses the Marxist concept of
the state. It elaborates on Marx and Engels' ideas, arguing that the state is
an instrument of class oppression used by the ruling class. Lenin outlines
the necessity of smashing the bourgeois state and establishing a proletarian
state, or "dictatorship of the proletariat," as a transitional phase towards
communism. He details the eventual "withering away" of the state as class
distinctions disappear.

2.

Critique of the Gotha Programme
In this critical analysis, Karl Marx dissects a program adopted by the German
Workers' Party, offering insights into his vision of a communist society. He
distinguishes between the lower phase of communism, where a "dictatorship of
the proletariat" would still involve a state apparatus for distribution, and
the higher phase where the state would cease to exist. Marx emphasizes that
the state in the transition would be a revolutionary state, serving the
interests of the working class.

3.

The German Ideology
Written by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, this work lays the philosophical
groundwork for historical materialism, including their views on the state.
They argue that the state is not an independent entity but rather a product



of class relations and the ruling class's need to maintain its power. The
book posits that the state will eventually become obsolete with the abolition
of private property and the establishment of a classless society.

4.

Anti-Dühring: Herr Eugen Dühring's Revolution in
Science
Friedrich Engels defends and elaborates upon Marxist theory in this
comprehensive critique. Regarding the state, Engels reiterates that it arises
from the need to contain class antagonisms and will ultimately wither away
once these antagonisms are resolved. He clarifies that the "withering away"
is not an immediate disappearance but a gradual process as the functions of
the state become increasingly administrative rather than coercive.

5.

The State and the Economy: Marx and the Civil War in
France
This book likely examines Marx's analysis of the Paris Commune, drawing
connections between the state's role and economic management. Marx observed
the Commune's attempts to dismantle traditional state structures and
implement worker control over the means of production. The analysis
highlights the potential for a decentralized, worker-managed state apparatus
in a post-revolutionary society.

6.

Leninism and the State: From Dictatorship to
Statelessness
This title suggests an exploration of how Leninist theory developed the
concept of the state's role in the transition to communism. It would likely
trace Lenin's adaptation of Marxist ideas, focusing on the mechanisms of the
proletarian state as a tool for socialist construction and defense. The book
might also discuss the theoretical trajectory towards the eventual withering
away of this state.

7.

The Myth of the State in Marxist Theory
This book title implies a critical examination of the state's place within
Marxist thought, potentially challenging or reinterpreting its role. It might
analyze how the concept of the state has been understood and applied
throughout different stages of Marxist theory. The work could explore whether
the state, even in its transitional form, can be entirely separated from
oppressive tendencies.



8.

Revolutionary Statecraft: The Marxist Approach to
Governance
This work would likely delve into the practical implications of Marxist
theory for governing during a revolutionary period. It would explore how a
"dictatorship of the proletariat" would function, manage resources, and
suppress counter-revolutionaries. The book might also discuss the challenges
of balancing state control with democratic principles within the
revolutionary context.

9.

The Communist Manifesto and the Modern State
This title suggests a contemporary analysis of how the foundational ideas of
the Communist Manifesto relate to the structures and functions of modern
nation-states. It would likely examine whether the Manifesto's critique of
the state as an instrument of bourgeois rule remains relevant today. The book
might also consider how socialist movements have engaged with or sought to
transform state power in the 21st century.
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