
communist manifesto role of the state
explained

The Communist Manifesto, a foundational document of Marxist theory, lays out a radical vision for
societal transformation, with a significant focus on the role of the state. Understanding the
"Communist Manifesto role of the state" is crucial for grasping the revolutionary goals outlined by
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. This article will delve into their analysis of the existing state
apparatus under capitalism, the proposed transitionary state, and the ultimate abolition of the state
in a communist society. We will explore how the manifesto views the state as an instrument of class
oppression and how its eventual dismantling is central to achieving a classless society. Prepare to
explore the intricate relationship between revolution, the state, and the envisioned future of
communism as presented in this seminal work.
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The Transitionary Role of the State: The Dictatorship of the Proletariat

The Ultimate Withering Away of the State

The Communist Manifesto's Vision vs. Historical Interpretations

Understanding the Communist Manifesto Role of the
State: An Overview
The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, presents a profound critique
of existing societal structures, with a particular emphasis on the role of the state. Central to their
argument is the assertion that under capitalist modes of production, the state is not a neutral arbiter
but rather a tool wielded by the dominant class to maintain its power and suppress the exploited
class. This understanding of the "Communist Manifesto role of the state" is fundamental to
appreciating the revolutionary program it advocates. The document meticulously dissects how the
state, through its laws, institutions, and enforcement mechanisms, serves to perpetuate the interests
of the bourgeoisie, thereby hindering the liberation of the proletariat. This initial analysis sets the
stage for the subsequent proposals regarding the revolutionary overthrow of the existing state and
the establishment of a new form of political organization.

The State as an Instrument of Class Rule in Capitalist
Society
Marx and Engels begin their analysis in the Communist Manifesto by framing the state within the
context of class struggle. They argue that throughout history, the state has consistently evolved to
serve the interests of the ruling class. Under feudalism, the state protected the landed aristocracy,



and under capitalism, it serves the bourgeoisie. This perspective is pivotal to understanding the
"Communist Manifesto role of the state" as an entity inherently tied to economic power. The
manifesto famously states, "The executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the
common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie." This iconic phrase encapsulates the Marxist view of the
state as a specialized apparatus designed to safeguard and advance the interests of the capitalist
class, ensuring the continuation of their economic dominance and the exploitation of the working
class.

The State and the Maintenance of Private Property
A core function of the capitalist state, as depicted in the Communist Manifesto, is the protection of
private property, particularly the means of production. This protection is not seen as safeguarding
property in general, but rather the specific form of property ownership that defines capitalism –
private ownership of factories, land, and other resources. The state, through its legal system and
armed forces, intervenes to prevent any challenge to this ownership structure. Marx and Engels
contend that by upholding private property, the state actively perpetuates the conditions for the
exploitation of labor, as the bourgeoisie can then appropriate the surplus value generated by the
proletariat. The "Communist Manifesto role of the state" is therefore intrinsically linked to its role as
the guardian of capitalist property relations.

The State's Role in Suppressing Working-Class Movements
Beyond protecting property, the state is portrayed as actively suppressing any organized opposition
from the working class. Laws that restrict trade unions, prohibit strikes, and criminalize collective
action are seen as direct manifestations of the state's class character. The manifesto highlights how
the state employs its police, judiciary, and military to quell dissent and maintain social order in favor
of the capitalist class. This suppression is crucial for the state to fulfill its primary function: ensuring
the smooth operation of the capitalist system and the continued extraction of surplus value from the
labor force. The "Communist Manifesto role of the state" in this context is one of coercion and
control, aimed at preventing the proletariat from realizing its collective power.

The Transitionary Role of the State: The Dictatorship of
the Proletariat
The Communist Manifesto does not advocate for the immediate abolition of the state upon the
success of the proletarian revolution. Instead, it proposes a crucial, albeit temporary, phase where
the working class seizes state power. This transitional period is characterized by what Marx and
Engels termed the "dictatorship of the proletariat." Understanding this "Communist Manifesto role
of the state" during the revolution is essential for comprehending the Marxist theory of social
change. This new state, controlled by the working class, would be fundamentally different from its
bourgeois predecessor, serving to dismantle the remnants of capitalism and pave the way for
communism.



Seizing State Power Through Revolution
The manifesto outlines that the proletariat must first achieve political supremacy by overthrowing
the existing bourgeois state. This is not to be achieved through gradual reform but through a
revolutionary process. The working class, organized and conscious of its class interests, must seize
control of the state apparatus, transforming it from an instrument of oppression into a tool for
liberation. The "Communist Manifesto role of the state" in this revolutionary moment is one of
expropriation and redirection of power. This seizure of power is a necessary precondition for the
subsequent transformations that will lead to a classless society.

Transforming the State Apparatus
Once in power, the proletariat would utilize the state to implement policies aimed at dismantling
capitalist structures. This would involve measures such as the expropriation of the bourgeoisie, the
centralization of credit and means of communication, and the establishment of free education for all
children. The "Communist Manifesto role of the state" during this transition is therefore one of
active intervention in the economy and society to redistribute wealth and power. These measures
are designed to neutralize the economic power of the bourgeoisie and to begin the process of
creating a socialist society, a stepping stone towards full communism.

The Dictatorship of the Proletariat as a Means, Not an End
It is crucial to emphasize that the dictatorship of the proletariat is presented as a temporary
measure, a necessary phase in the transition from capitalism to communism. Marx and Engels did
not envision this proletarian state as a permanent fixture. Its purpose is to suppress counter-
revolutionary forces and to manage the complex process of social and economic transformation. The
"Communist Manifesto role of the state" in this transitional phase is inherently about facilitating the
conditions for its own eventual obsolescence. Once the class antagonisms are resolved and the
vestiges of capitalism are eliminated, the need for a coercive state apparatus would, according to
their theory, diminish.

The Ultimate Withering Away of the State
The ultimate goal of the communist revolution, as articulated in the Communist Manifesto, is not the
establishment of a new, perpetual state, but rather the abolition of the state altogether. This concept
of the "withering away of the state" is a cornerstone of Marxist thought and represents the final
stage of communist development. Understanding this "Communist Manifesto role of the state" in its
eventual absence is key to grasping the full scope of their vision for a future society. The state, as
Marx and Engels understood it, is a product of class society and will cease to be necessary once
class divisions are eradicated.

The State as an Instrument of Class Oppression
The fundamental reason for the state's eventual demise lies in its inherent connection to class
struggle. As long as there are distinct social classes with opposing interests, a state will be required
to mediate these conflicts, primarily by upholding the power of the dominant class. The "Communist



Manifesto role of the state" is thus intrinsically tied to its function as a tool of oppression. Once the
proletariat has successfully abolished private property and eliminated the bourgeoisie, the basis for
class antagonism disappears. This, in turn, removes the need for a coercive state apparatus to
maintain order or to defend the interests of one class over another.

Conditions for the State's Withering Away
The transition to a stateless society hinges on the successful eradication of class distinctions and the
establishment of a communist mode of production. In this future society, the means of production
would be owned communally, and resources would be distributed according to need. Marx and
Engels envisioned a society where the administration of common affairs would be carried out by the
people themselves, without the need for a specialized, bureaucratic state apparatus. The
"Communist Manifesto role of the state" in this final stage is to become unnecessary, to fade into
irrelevance as the social conditions that necessitated it vanish.

The Communist Society: A State-less Commonwealth
The communist society envisioned by Marx and Engels is one characterized by abundance, equality,
and the absence of exploitation. In such a society, the functions currently performed by the state –
such as law enforcement, dispute resolution, and resource allocation – would be managed through
collective decision-making and voluntary cooperation. The "Communist Manifesto role of the state"
is therefore paradoxically defined by its eventual absence. This vision represents the ultimate
triumph of human emancipation from all forms of domination, including state coercion. The focus
shifts from governing people to the administration of things, a more fluid and responsive system
suited to a classless society.

The Communist Manifesto's Vision vs. Historical
Interpretations
While the Communist Manifesto clearly outlines its perspective on the "Communist Manifesto role of
the state," the historical implementation and interpretation of these ideas have been complex and
varied. The document's theoretical framework has been subject to numerous adaptations and
reinterpretations by various political movements and states claiming to adhere to Marxist principles.
Examining these divergences is crucial for a nuanced understanding of the manifesto's enduring
influence and the challenges in realizing its revolutionary ideals. The theoretical blueprint for the
state's role, as presented by Marx and Engels, has often been contrasted with the practical realities
of 20th-century socialist states.

The Dictatorship of the Proletariat in Practice
The concept of the "dictatorship of the proletariat" has been one of the most debated and historically
contested aspects of Marxist theory. Many states that emerged in the 20th century, often identifying
as Marxist-Leninist, claimed to represent the dictatorship of the proletariat. However, critics argue
that these states often became highly centralized, authoritarian, and perpetuated forms of
oppression, deviating significantly from the manifesto's envisioned transitionary state. The



"Communist Manifesto role of the state" in these practical implementations often resulted in the
consolidation of power within a vanguard party rather than a broad, democratic rule of the working
class. This often led to the state not withering away, but rather strengthening its grip.

The Withering Away of the State: An Unfulfilled Promise?
The ultimate goal of the state's withering away has, in practice, largely remained an unfulfilled
aspect of the communist project as envisioned by the manifesto. States that have implemented
Marxist-inspired policies have, by and large, not dismantled their state apparatus but have instead
reinforced it. This has led to a significant scholarly debate about whether the theoretical framework
of the Communist Manifesto is inherently flawed or if its implementation has been distorted by
historical circumstances and the actions of specific political actors. The practical "Communist
Manifesto role of the state" has often seen a strengthening of the state's administrative and coercive
functions, rather than their planned dissolution.

Contemporary Relevance and Debates
The ideas presented in the Communist Manifesto regarding the state continue to be relevant in
contemporary political discourse. Debates surrounding economic inequality, the role of government
in regulating capitalism, and the nature of political power often draw upon the theoretical
foundations laid out by Marx and Engels. Understanding the "Communist Manifesto role of the
state" provides a critical lens through which to analyze current socio-political issues and the ongoing
tension between state power and individual liberty. The manifesto's critique of the state as an
instrument of class oppression remains a powerful analytical tool for understanding power dynamics
in modern societies, even as the practical application of its proposed solutions continues to be
debated.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of the
Communist Manifesto Role of the State
The Communist Manifesto's examination of the "Communist Manifesto role of the state" provides a
radical and enduring critique of state power within capitalist societies. It meticulously argues that
the state is not a neutral entity but a tool of class oppression, designed to uphold the interests of the
bourgeoisie. The manifesto's revolutionary blueprint includes a transitional phase, the dictatorship
of the proletariat, intended to dismantle capitalist structures and empower the working class.
Ultimately, it envisions a future communist society where the state, having fulfilled its purpose, will
wither away, leading to a classless and stateless commonwealth. While historical attempts to
implement these ideas have been fraught with complexity and deviation, the core analysis of the
state as a product of class society and the ultimate aspiration for its abolition remain potent and
continue to fuel critical discussions about power, economics, and social justice today.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the primary role of the state in the Communist
Manifesto?
According to the Communist Manifesto, the primary role of the state, in its current form, is to serve
as an executive committee of the bourgeoisie, managing the common affairs of the entire class. It
acts as an instrument to suppress the proletariat and maintain the existing capitalist system.

Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for the abolition of
the state?
Yes, the ultimate goal of communism, as outlined in the Manifesto, is the abolition of the state.
However, this is not immediate. It posits a transitional phase called the 'dictatorship of the
proletariat' where the state is used by the working class to dismantle capitalism and suppress
bourgeois resistance, before eventually withering away.

What is the 'dictatorship of the proletariat' in the context of
the state?
The 'dictatorship of the proletariat' is a transitional state form envisioned in the Communist
Manifesto. It is a state controlled by the working class, used to expropriate the bourgeoisie,
centralize the means of production, and suppress counter-revolutionary forces. It's presented as a
necessary, albeit temporary, step towards a classless society.

How does the Communist Manifesto propose the state will
'wither away'?
The Manifesto suggests that the state will 'wither away' as class distinctions disappear. In a
communist society, where the means of production are communally owned and there are no
exploited classes, the need for a coercive apparatus (the state) to maintain class dominance would
cease to exist. Public functions would become administrative rather than political.

What specific measures does the Manifesto suggest the
proletariat state might implement?
The Manifesto lists several measures to be employed by the proletariat state, which vary in
applicability to different countries. These include the abolition of property in land and application of
all rents of land to public purposes, a heavy progressive or graduated income tax, abolition of all
rights of inheritance, and centralization of credit and the means of communication and transport in
the hands of the state.

Does the Communist Manifesto view the existing state as
neutral?
No, the Communist Manifesto explicitly rejects the idea of the state being neutral. It argues that the
state, under capitalism, is inherently a tool of the dominant ruling class (the bourgeoisie) and is used
to uphold their power and interests against the working class.



What is the relationship between class struggle and the role of
the state in the Communist Manifesto?
The Communist Manifesto posits a direct and inseparable relationship between class struggle and
the role of the state. The state is seen as a product and an instrument of class antagonism. As long
as classes exist, the state will serve to maintain the power of the dominant class. The goal of the
proletariat is to use the state to end class struggle, which will ultimately lead to the state's demise.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the role of the state in the context of the Communist Manifesto,
with descriptions:

1.

The State and Revolution: The Marxist Theory of the State and
the Tasks of the Proletariat
This seminal work by Vladimir Lenin directly addresses and expands upon the Marxist
understanding of the state as an instrument of class oppression. It meticulously analyzes historical
materialism and the necessity of a proletarian revolution to overthrow the bourgeois state. Lenin
then outlines the transitional phase of the "dictatorship of the proletariat" and the eventual
"withering away" of the state, providing a practical guide for achieving communist aims.

2.

Critique of the Gotha Programme
Written by Karl Marx himself, this text offers a sharp critique of the draft program of the German
Workers' Party, revealing deep insights into his evolving thoughts on the transition to communism.
Marx distinguishes between the lower and higher phases of communist society, particularly
regarding the distribution of goods and the continued existence of state functions in the initial
stages. The book is crucial for understanding Marx's nuanced view on the role of the state during
the revolutionary process and beyond.

3.

The German Ideology: Part One
Co-authored by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, this foundational text systematically outlines their
historical materialism, which is central to understanding the Manifesto's view of the state. It argues
that the state is not an independent entity but arises from and serves the material conditions and
dominant class relations within a society. By examining the evolution of production and social
structures, the book provides a theoretical framework for why the state, as a tool of the bourgeoisie,
must eventually disappear.

4.



The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State
Friedrich Engels' influential work applies the principles of historical materialism to the development
of social institutions. He traces the emergence of the state as a product of class antagonisms and the
need to manage property and social control. Engels posits that the state is a historical phenomenon,
intrinsically linked to private property and patriarchal family structures, and will ultimately become
obsolete as these foundations of inequality are dismantled.

5.

The Communist Manifesto: A Biography
While not a theoretical treatise on the state itself, this book by Iain McLean offers a historical and
contextual understanding of the Communist Manifesto. It delves into the conditions that shaped
Marx and Engels' ideas, including their views on the existing states of their time. By exploring the
genesis and reception of the Manifesto, it implicitly sheds light on the authors' vision for a future
society devoid of the state apparatus they so vehemently criticized.

6.

State and Capital: Foundations of the Modern State
This book, by various scholars, examines the historical development of the modern state and its
intricate relationship with capitalism. While not solely focused on Marxist theory, it provides a
broader context for understanding the state's role in managing economic systems and social order,
which Marx and Engels critiqued. It explores how states evolved to facilitate and regulate capitalist
expansion, offering a comparative lens to the Marxist perspective on state power.

7.

Dialectics of Liberation
Herbert Marcuse's significant contribution to critical theory offers a profound analysis of
contemporary society, including the role of the state in maintaining oppressive structures. He argues
that the advanced industrial state, far from withering away, actively co-opts dissent and perpetuates
domination through subtle means. Marcuse's work, while post-Marxist, engages with the core
anxieties of the Communist Manifesto regarding state control and the liberation of individuals.

8.

The Spectre of Capital
Immanuel Wallerstein's work, particularly in his analysis of the world-systems, provides a macro-
historical perspective on the role of states within a global capitalist framework. While not exclusively
about the Communist Manifesto, his theories illuminate how states function as essential components
of the capitalist world-economy, reinforcing its logic and inequalities. Understanding this broader
system helps contextualize the Manifesto's call for the abolition of states that serve capitalist
interests.

9.



Capitalism and the State: Towards a New Political Economy
This book explores the complex and evolving relationship between capitalist economic systems and
the state apparatus. It delves into how states have historically intervened in and been shaped by
capitalism, offering various theoretical perspectives. By examining different models of state
intervention and regulation, it provides a framework for understanding the arguments presented in
the Communist Manifesto about the state's function as a tool of the ruling class.
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