
Brief History:  

The Manifesto was published as the platform of The Communist League, a worker's association. 

At a Congress of the League, in 1847, Mark and Engels were commissioned to prepare the 

Communist Manifesto. Drafted in German, the Manifesto was first published in London in 1848! 

The principle author was Marx, who was assisted by Engels. In the Preface, Engels gives 

appropriate credit to Marx.  

In 1848, Europe was in upheaval, including revolutions in France, Austria-Hungary, Italy, and 

the German states. Each revolution had its own course and causes, but from a contemporary 

perspective, it looked as if the old order was under attack by men with liberal and nationalist 

aspirations who demanded immediate social, economic, and political reforms. See the Facu1ty 

Guide for more… 

It was the dramatic events of the time that inspired Marx and Engels to write The Communist 

Manifesto. However, by 1850 of these revolutionary movements had been defeated. The French 

Second public crippled by internal factionalism and continued worker unrest, finally elected 

Louis Napoleon, the nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte, as president of the Republic. He soon 

abolished the Repub1ic and named himself emperor Napoleon III. In Germany, Austria, 

and.Ita1y, revolution movements were put down in brutal military campaigns by soldiers loyal to 

the monarchs. After these revolutionary disappointments, Marx concluded that European society 

was not yet sufficiently developed for a successful revolution. 

 

Timelines (see Syllabus reading by Carolyn Johnston for amore detailed timeline:   

 

Marx: 

 

1818 Marx is born in Trier, Germany near the French border. 

1835-36 He enters the University of Bonn, but transfers to University of Berlin where he studies 

law, philosophy, history, English, and Italian. 

1842 He became the editor of the Rheinische Zeitung and he first meets Engels. 

1843 he moves to Paris and studies the French Revolution and marries the daughter of Privy 

Councilor of Wesphalen (a member of the bourgeoisie!) 

1845 He is banished from Paris and moves to Brussels. 

1848 He writes The Communist Manifesto with Engels. 

1849 He is expelled from Belgium, France, and Prussia. He moves to London. 

1867-1870 He writes Das Kapital. 

1883 Marx dies. 

 

Engels: 
 

1820 Engels is born. 

1838-1841 He is sent to Bremen for business training.  

1841-1842 He serves in the Household Artillery of the Prussian Army.  

1842 He meets Marx for first time.  

1844 He meets Marx in Paris, and the collaboration begins.  

1845 He meets Marx in Brussels.  

1845-1846 He helps Marx write The German Ideology. 1848 He helps write The Communist 

Manifesto.  

1895 Engels dies.  



 

Definition of Terms:  

Proletariat - class of modem workers who have little or no property and are forced to sell their 

labor to live.  

Bourgeoisie - class of modem capitalists who own the means of production (i.e., factories) and 

exploit the labor of the proletariat for profit. The bourgeoisie developed out of feudalism and 

according to Marx and Engels will eventually be destroyed by the proletariat.  

Lumpenproletariat - "dangerous class" of social scum (vagrants, prostitutes, etc.), "its conditions 

of life, however, prepare it far more for the part of a bribed tool of reactionary intrigue." p, 20  

Petty-bourgeoisie - "lower middle class" - old remnant of the feudal artisan class, which will 

gradually sink into the proletariat because of new industrial methods and competition, Faced 

with this prospect, many tend to be reactionary (yearn to return to a feudal guild system).  

 

Wage-labor - instead of owning the products of their own labor, members of the proletariat are 

given a wage that is just large enough for subsistence living but not large enough for 

accumulation of wealth. 

Reactionary - anything or anyone who aspires to turn back or stop the inevitable march of 

history. 

  

Dialectic – a system in which one element, the thesis, is contradicted or opposed by another 

element called the antithesis. This opposition is resolved by synthesis of the thesis with the 

antithesis. The synthesis becomes the new – thesis and the process are repeated. Marx believed 

that history process though a dialectic of class struggle. According Marx and Engels, victory by 

the proletariat will put an end to the dialectic and an end to history.  

 

 

Key Ideas: 

1. Each age contains the seeds of its own destruction. The bourgeois developed first in the late 

feudal age from elements of the artisan, high peasant, and low vassal classes. Its economic 

interest and wealth soon became so powerful that it sought a revolution to force a permanent 

change in social relations and political power. The proletariat is growing during the bourgeois 

age and will eventually help destroy it. 

2. The next stage can only come about through a violent revolution since mere reforms; will not 

be enough to force a change in the entire network of social relations.  

3. A dictatorship proletariat will be necessary briefly, but this public power will eventually lose 

its political character as the last of the class distinctions disappear and thus the history of class 

conflict,  



Quotes From the Text to Have Students Read Aloud and Discuss:  

1. "The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honored and looked up to 

with reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of 

science, into its paid wage-laborers." p. 11  

2. "The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the 

whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connections 

everywhere." p. 12  

3. "The lower strata of the middle class - the small trades people, shopkeepers and retired 

tradesmen generally, the handicraftsmen and peasants - all these sink slowly into the 

proletariat..," p. 17  

4. "What the bourgeoisie therefore produces, above all, are its own grave diggers." p. 21  

5. In this sense the theory of Communism may be summed up in the single sentence: Abolition 

of private property". p.23  

6. "It has been objected, that upon the abolition of private property all work will cease, and 

universal laziness will overtake us." p. 25  

7. "But Communism abolishes eternal truths, it abolishes all religion, and all morality, instead 9f 

constituting them ;~ on a new basis; it therefore acts in contradiction to all past historical 

experience." p. 29  

  

General Questions:  

1. Why study The Communist Manifesto today? Virtually all of the communist world has 

collapsed. Even China has embraced a capitalist economy. Moreover, countries like North Korea 

cannot adequately feed their people. Is Marxism relevant today? Why? Why Not?  

2. Marx and Engels write that all human history is the history of class struggles. Is this true 

today? Are there economic and/or social classes in American society today? What are they? Are 

class antagonisms generally getting stronger or weaker? To which class do you belong?  

3. On page 11, Marx and Engels write that "The executive of the modem state is but a committee 

for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.” To what degree is this true today? 

To what degree does the government represent the interests of the wealthiest as opposed to the 

interests of all?  

 

4. Why do goods tend to be over produced in a capitalistic society? Can a capitalistic society 

produce too much? How do the bourgeoisie create the force that will eventually destroy them? 

Why are laborers forced to work at the lowest possible wage? Is this true in American society? If 

so, for whom? 

 



5. Marx and Engels provide a 10-point plan for how a communist society would work on page 

30.Do these points seem radical, even today? Which points have been adopted by countries like 

the U.S.? Which one do you agree with? How much similarity is there between Marx and 

Engels’ idea of communism vs. the 20
th

 Century brand of communism practiced in the USSR? In 

China?  

 

6. How do Marx and Engels view the family? Women? Do you agree? Disagree? Why?  

Group Activities:  

1. Have the class split up into bourgeoisie and proletariat groups to engage in a debate. Have 

them support the position on their group with arguments using references from the text - 

probably a more difficult task for the bourgeoisie.  

2. In Part ill of the Manifesto, Marx and Engels critique rival social groups. What do they claim 

is wrong with other brands of socialism? Break the class up into groups and have each group 

take one of the rival social groups and explain the main parts of Marx and Engels' critique. The 

rival groups are: Feudal Socialism, Petty Bourgeois Socialism, "True" or German Socialism, 

Conservative or Bourgeois Socialism, Critical-Utopian Socialism and Communism.  

Web Pages: http://courses.nus.edu.sg/course/socsia/SC2202/Forces/TwoStoriesb.html  

http://www.wsu.edu:8080/~brians/hum_303/manifesto.html  

http://www.classicnote.com/ClassicNotes/Titles/communist/about.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


