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WHGC – Hilliker/Dempsey 

                     The Communist Manifesto - Karl Marx and Frederick Engels (1848) 

 

This document is a response to the expansion of industry and capitalism in the West, and 

to perceived wrongs in Enlightenment-Revolutionary discourse and practice.  Marx and 

Engels are here concerned with the exploitation of the proletariat, that is, with the poor 

and lower classes.  Marx developed a theory of history which ends in a Communist state 

of complete equality and the absence of exploitation - “from each according to his ability, 

to each according to his need.”  In the intro Engels neatly sums up Communist thought as 

it then existed (p.6, middle paragraph). 

 

Working through Marx’s explanation of history and contemporary (19th cen.)  

society (beginning on p.9): 

 

1. (9) What drives history, according to Marx and Engels? 

 

2. (9) What classes do M/E identify in ancient and feudal societies?  Has ”modern 

bourgeois society” done away with class antagonisms? 

 

3. (9)  What has happened to class antagonisms in the epoch of the bourgeoisie?  What 

are the two classes? 

 

4. (9-10)  Summarize the proposed model of the social evolution of the bourgeoisie: 

 

5. (11) What has the bourg done to a. feudal relations; b. religion; c. personal worth; d. 

occupations; e. family?   What is the term for this action? 

 

6. (12-13) What has the bourg done and what must it do or produce to maintain itself? 

 

7. (13-14) How does the bourg “draw all nations”? 

 

8.  (14-15) What causes crises in bourg society ? How does bourg society get over crises? 

 

9. (15-16) What weapons has the bourg forged against itself?  What is the nature of this 

“class of laborers,” what do they resemble? 

 

 

10. (16-17)  What is the importance of age and sex for the working class?  How is the 

proletariat “recruited”? 

 

 

11. (17-19)  How does the proletariat change with the development of industry? 

 

 

12.  (20) What is the result for the proletariat? 
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13.  (21) What is the “essential condition” for the existence of the bourg?  How does the 

bourg produce “its own grave-diggers”? 

 

 

Goals for part I: summarize 1)the history and importance of class in the analysis of 

Marx and Engels; 2)the results of bourgeois domination for traditional institutions and for 

society as a whole; 3)how the proletariat becomes a revolutionary force;  

 

 

                                                 Marx/Engels, part II 

 

14. (22-25) What are the Communists in relation to the working class?  What sort of 

property do the Communists wish to abolish?  Why? 

 

 

15.  (25) What is freedom  under present conditions?  What is Marx’ definition of power? 

 

 

16.   (26-27) What does Marx say about freedom, culture and law?  - whose interests are 

they in reality?  What has become of the working-class (proletarian) family under 

bourgeois conditions?  What has education become? 

 

 

17.  (27-28) How do M/E characterize the role of women in bourg culture?  How does it 

differ in Communist culture?  What is bourg marriage?  Nationality? 

 

 

18. (28-29)  How does human consciousness change, according to K. Marx?  according 

to G. Marx?  How do M/E summarize historical development, and what has been the 

single common element in this development? 

 

 

19. (30-31) What is the first step in the establishment of democracy?  What “despotic 

inroads” will be necessary?  What steps of M/E’s 10 point plan do you recognize as 

having been instituted in the West in general?  Which seem particularly humanizing, 

which authoritarian?   

 

 

20. (31) How do M/E define “political power” in the bourg system?  How does this 

change under Communism?  What will be “swept away” in the new order?  What will the 

“free development of each” depend on in this order? 

 

Goals for part II: 1)What is the attitude of M/E toward private property? 2)What 

elements of the 10 point plan have come to fruition in contemporary society?  3)what is 

the relationship of human consciousness to the conditions of material existence for M/E? 
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Comparisons: 1. Class and social hierarchy: - if Plato can be said to have begun the 

written discussion of class in the West, Marx and Engels take it in a new direction.  

Where class is natural, inherently just and eternal for P, it is inherently exploitative and, 

eventually, subject to inexorable historical evolution for M/E.  For P, the Guardians are 

the natural rulers, but for M/E the very notion of rule and hierarchy will fall away with 

the Communist Revolution, although interestingly M/E do identify an advanced class 

fraction that will lead the revolution in the final stages.  Class and hierarchy seem the 

natural order for Mencius, who is concerned with developing harmony in the individual, 

the family and the state within that hierarchy and in accordance with tradition and the 

Mandate of Heaven. 

 

2. Education and knowledge: Where P is abstract and idealist (the ultimate knowledge 

is that of forms, the highest discipline is math), M/E are materialist to the extent that 

human consciousness is determined by the mode of production (28-29).  For P education 

is necessary, tightly controlled and only for the upper class, whereas education for M/E is 

synonymous with domination by bourgeois ideology, and is a domain in which the state 

should “intervene.”  Implicitly, a proper education would, for the proles, lead to 

revolutionary consciousness, which can be nurtured and developed prior to the event.  

For Mencius education in general, seems to consist, for rulers, of learning to understand 

human nature and to carry out the Mandate of Heaven, for others in learning to live 

harmoniously within its established order and according to its traditions.  

 

3. Work, labor, value: for Plato, one’s work and value are unchangeable and depend on 

class origins.  For M/E the social order is subject to inevitable change and labor is slavery 

for the proletariat who, in the alienation produced by bourgeois society, become objects  

of exchange value.  In the Communist ideal, all labor is dignified and produces equal 

value, and what one receives depends on one’s need, not on the abstract notion of what a 

market economy dictates.  For Smith, labor and value devolve from human nature and the 

“propensity” to trade or barter for what we don’t have.  Differences among humans are 

natural and useful, and the mark of a civilized society is the fact that value is produced by 

the division of labor based on those differences.  While Smith seems to agree with Marx 

that labor is the “real measure,” the development of money as a medium of exchange 

gives rise to “nominal value.”  Smith, though, does not make the leap (in our first 

reading) that Marx will later make and identify nominal value as the “real price,” 

insisting that labor “is the only universal.”  
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Historical Materialism, The Communist Manifesto, and appropriations of materialist 

reasoning in The Souls of Black Folk 

 

Historical Materialism 

The essential point of Marx’s reasoning, as appropriated by contemporary sociological 

theorists (and others in anthropology, political science, etc.) is that Marx lays out a clear 

and compelling argument for materialism. Marxian materialism developed in 

contradistinction to idealism, wherein history was more or less viewed as unfolding as 

great men with great ideas put those ideas into action. For example, religious dogmas 

were seen as driving historical change in premodern Europe. Those who propounded 

such a theory of history were termed “high-falutin and haughty hucksters of ideas” by 

Marx (1978:167).  

 

Real history, as Marx conceived it, involved considering the material conditions of 

society—“Life,” wrote Marx, “is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness by 

life” (1978:155). Thus rather than seeing religious dogma as the key agent developing 

Europe in the Middle Ages, Marx asserted that such dogma was predicated on defending 

and elaborating the feudal economy; indeed, whatever theology exists at any given 

moment is to Marx inconceivable unless it arises to some degree from material 

conditions.  

 

In his 1883 preface to the Manifesto, Engels refers to this logic as the “basic thought 

running throughout,” and as an idea that “belongs solely and exclusively to Marx” 

(1978:472). While the Manifesto often appears to students as largely a polemical call to 

arms, we find it worthwhile to stress to students that its revolutionary nature lies as much 

in the desire to overthrow a particular economic system as it does in continuing Marx’s 

program of overturning received though about how history is to be understood.  

 

This is the import of the first line of Chapter I—To say “the history of all hitherto 

existing society is the history of class struggles” (Marx and Engels 1948: 9) is to cut the 

legs out of those who would argue that Charlemagne or Robespierre or Jesus Christ were 

the driving forces behind the changes that took place in their eras. Rather, they were the 

necessary outcome of the given class struggles they encountered. By taking this logical 

tack, Marx is able to dismantle the intellectual foundations of all bourgeois culture. Note 

in Chapter II for instance how Marx scoffs at the nature of the family and education 

under capitalism (27). Far from reasonable or transcendent institutions, Marx works to 

show that they are merely ideas propagated to help maintain the dominance of the 

bourgeoisie. The culmination of this thinking is perhaps expressed in the famed sentence, 

“The ruling ideas of each age have ever been the ideas of its ruling class” (29).   

 

Of course Marx expected the ideological wing of the proletariat, good Marxists like 

himself, to form the next ruling class, at least until class distinctions withered away. At 

such time, Marxist ideas would rule the next epoch in history.  

 

And of course, that did not quite pan out. We now know that state socialism failed to 

deliver the utopia promised by Marx, and its real instantiations proved to be quite 
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dystopic. For the most part, social scientists have forsaken the revolutionary program 

outlined by Marx as unrealistic, in large part because of the way it disrupts the incentive 

structure for achievements in the workplace (cf. Lenski 2001).  

 

But social science has not forsaken Marx’s materialism. Social scientific theory exists in 

a number of strands, from utilitarian/Rational Choice theory that draws on Smith and 

others, to something like idealism rooted in Max Weber’s Verstehenden sociology, to 

visions rooted in psychology and semiotic analysis. But we have also retained and refined 

the materialist paradigm throughout the period since Marx first wrote his works. It is that 

paradigm that we feel to be a crucial part of the Manifesto to be grasped by students.  

 

DuBois and Materialism: Cases in Souls of Black Folk 

 

W.E.B. DuBois held a strong intellectual affinity to Marx, going so far in later life to 

participate more actively in communist political activities, joining the party at the age of 

93. While it is arguable whether DuBois was entirely given to Marxian materialism in his 

historical analysis, it may be a useful exercise to review certain key passages of Souls of 

Black Folk with students in order to view materialist analysis at work. Again, the key 

insight here is to show that consciousness and culture are rooted in material, economic 

conditions. Frequently it is said that for a Marxian theorist, economy is the base, culture 

is the superstructure.  

 

Some key passages in DuBois that show a strong affinity to Marx’s materialism include:  

 

The historical analysis of “Negro leadership”, pp.28-30, esp.:  

  

When sticks and stones and beasts form the sole environment of a people, 

their attitude is largely one of determined opposition to and conquest of 

natural forces. But when to earth and brute is added an environment of 

men and ideas, then the attitude of the imprisoned group may take three 

main forms—a feeling of revolt and revenge, an attempt to adjust all 

thought and action to the will of the greater group; or, finally, a 

determined effort at self-realization and self-development despite 

environing opinion. (28)  

 

The roots of prejudice and racism:  

 

The tendency is here, born of slavery and quickened to renewed life by the 

crazy imperialism of the day, to regard human beings as among the 

material resources of a land to be trained with an eye single to future 

dividends. Race-prejudices, which keep brown and black men in their 

“places,” we are coming to regard as useful allies with such a theory. (58) 

 

The instability of relations in the South (reflects a bit more refined Marxian thinking, the 

distinction between a class-in-itself and a class-for-itself (cf. Marx 1948:17-18)):  
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No secure civilization can be built in the South with the Negro as an 

ignorant, turbulent proletariat. Suppose we seek to remedy this by making 

them laborers and nothing more: they are not fools, they have tasted of the 

Tree of Life, and they will not cease to think, will not cease attempting to 

read the riddle of the world. (64) 

 

The entirety of “Of the Sons of Master and Man” can be read as materialist analysis. It is 

most obvious when DuBois discusses economic relations in the South, e.g.:  

 

The Southern problem…is by no means as simple as this, from the 

obvious fact that these workingmen have been trained for centuries as 

slaves. They exhibit, therefore, all the advantages and defects of such 

training; they are willing and good-natured, but not self-reliant, provident, 

or careful. (101-102) 

 

or again in the analysis of Southern justice:  

 

The police system of the South was originally designed to keep track of all 

Negroes, not simply of criminals; and when the Negroes were freed and 

the whole South was convinced of the impossibility of free Negro labor, 

the first and almost universal device was to use the courts as a means of 

reënslaving the blacks. (108) 

 

And finally, and perhaps most forcefully, from this materialist logic DuBois dismantles 

racism. Rather than a biological association of social problems to African extraction, 

DuBois argues:  

 

When, by proscription and prejudice, these same Negroes are classed with 

and treated like the lowest of their people, simply because they are 

Negroes, such a policy not only discourages thrift and intelligence among 

black men, but puts a direct premium o the very things you complain of—

inefficiency and crime. (112-113).  
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