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Communist Manifesto - Assembled by Olivier Debure 

My intent is to have students understand the text and the ideas a little better, place it into context, 

and realize how influential this work was and is. The following material is compiled from material 

used in previous years. 

Terms: 

Bourgeoisie:  Class who owns the means of production and exploits the labor of workers for profit 

Proletariat : Class of workers who have no or little property and have to sell their labor 

Lumpenproletariat : Class of dangerous social scums who can easily be part of the proletarian 

revolution but also “a bribed tool of the reactionary intrigue”. 

Petty bourgeoisie (or lower middle-class): artisans under the feudal system who will gradually fall 

into the proletariat (due to competition and new industrial methods). Tends to be reactionary and 

return to the feudal system. 

Reactionary: Anyone that wants to return to an earlier era and stop the socialist revolution 

Alienation : workers are reduced to be agent of production, placed in competition with others, living 

a life of subsistence, and therefore deprived of the possibility of self-realization. 

Wage-labor : workers received a wage (do not own the product of the labor) just enough to live (not 

always) but not enough for savings (accumulation, extra, etc…) 

Historical concepts and the program: 

History can be understood through class struggles. Regardless of the names of the groups Marx and 

Engels argued that they could be understood through the lens of class and reduced to the oppressed 

and the oppressor (6). Each age contains the seeds of its own destruction so the socialist revolution 

will inevitably happen.  

Society is splitting into the bourgeoisie (capitalist) and the Proletariat (workers). The Bourgeoisie 

have gained control of the modes of production and property in a few hands (theirs) (9). They are in 

control of the world market and have centralized production for their own wealth. 

Demand for products is increasing due to development in navigation, commerce, and expansion of 

territories. It is accompanied by better industrial capacity and political influence (advances). (10) 

”In proportion as the bourgeoisie, i.e. capital, is developed, in the same proportion in the proletariat, 

the modern working class, developed- a class of labourers, who only live so long as they find work, 

and who find work only so long as their labor increases capital” (15) 

”The immediate aim of the Communists is the same as that of all the other proletariat parties: 

formation of the proletariat into a class, overthrow of the bourgeoisie supremacy, conquest of 

political power by the proletariat” (22). Marx suggests a violent revolution since reforms will not be 

enough to force change. 
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”Communism deprives no man of the power to appropriate the products of society; all that it does is 

to deprive him of the power to subjugate the labour of others by means of such appropriation…” 

(25). Communism will remove the exploitation of workers and ally with the proletariat because they 

have similar aims. The abolition of private property and a dictatorship of the proletariat will be 

necessary at first (31). 

Biography (excellent) on Karl Marx can be found at: http://historyguide.org/intellect/marx.html 

An example - 1848 French revolution:  

1830 Monarchy is back but is mainly a compromise. It lacks legitimacy since it was not approved by 

the revolutionaries nor had divine rights. It was mainly put in place by influential European powers. It 

lacked legitimate support from the population and even the high bourgeoisie. King Louis Philippe and 

his head of government Louis Guizot (who put in place free elementary schools) lead the country and 

promoted economic development. However, workers did not benefit from the changes and became 

even poorer. 

1846 – Severe economic crisis due to poor crops (wheat and potatoes) added to existing strained 

political situation (i.e. the 1934 Massacre of Rue Transnonain in Lyon) 

 

1848 – Street demonstrations erupt. Army eventually joins demonstrators. Louis-Philippe abdicates – 

Republicans (second republic) come to power. 

http://historyguide.org/intellect/marx.html
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Poet and political leader Lamartine leads the revolution and proclaims the second republic: As a 

result, freedom of the press, right to vote, right to work, abolition of slavery, no  death penalty for 

political reason are declared.  

Meanwhile, similar demands and revolutions spread throughout Europe (le printemps des peuples) 

1852 – Louis Napoleon-Bonaparte is eventually elected. The second empire replaces the second 

republic and brings back a system resembling a monarchy with the bourgeoisie in charge. 

Document (very interesting) on the historical context of the Communist Manifesto: (However, I am 

not qualified to determine if this is accurate information. Use at your own risk) 

http://digitalcommons.ilr.cornell.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1527&context=articles 

 

Day 1 discussion 

Passages  - read and go over in class or ask students to prepare before coming to class. 

 Family relations, wage labor, free trade, self-interest - Page 11: “The bourgeoisie has played a 

most revolutionary role…reduced the family relation to a mere money relation” 

 Demand, globalization, wants and needs, -page 12-13: “the need of a constantly expanding…a 

world after his own image” 

 Wage-labor, alienation, exploitation – page 15-16: “in proportion as the bourgeoisie, i.e. 

capital…the landlord, the shopkeeper, the pawnbroker, etc.” 

 Class conflict, bipolarization of classes – Page 18: “The unceasing improvement of machinery, 

ever…break out into riots”. Page 19: “Further, as we have already seen…to adopt that of the 

proletariat”. 

 Downfall of bourgeoisie, wage-labor – Page 21: “The modern laborer, on the contrary 

…proletariat are equally inevitable”. 

General discussion: 

Day 2 discussions  

Preparation questions: (to be distributed ahead of time) 

1. What are the Communists in relation to the working class? (22-23) 

2. What happens to private property? Why? (22-23) 

3. What is freedom (according to Marx) under present conditions? 25 

4. What does Marx say about power? 25 

5. What does Marx say about freedom, culture and law? Whose interests are they in reality? 26 

6. What has become of the working-class (proletarian) family under bourgeois conditions? 27 

7. What is bourgeois marriage? 28 

8. How does human consciousness change, according to K. Marx? 28 

9. How is democracy to be established? (30) 

10. How many of these proposed measures are, for you, acceptable or not? Why? (30) 

http://digitalcommons.ilr.cornell.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1527&context=articles
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11. What happens to 'political power' in this system? (31) 

12. In Communist society, what does the free development of each person depend on? (31) 

Other in class discussion questions: 

 Marx’s views of human nature: Do you think that the goal of communism to abolish private 

property (as indicated on page 23) would ever be possible? Why or why not? How do you 

characterize Marx’s view of human nature? 

 How does K. Marx handle the criticism about the consequences of his ideas on freedom (23), 

individuality (24), laziness (25), women (27), religion and morality (29)? 

 Does Marx’ writing style (blunt accusations, exaggerations, etc.) tend to discredit his points? 

 Why study the Communist Manifesto today? Is Marxism relevant today? 

 Do economic or social class struggles or conflicts exist today? To which class do you belong 

to? 

 Marx writes: “The executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the 

common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie” (11). Does our government represent the interest 

of all? 

 Is there an advantage to have laborers working at very low wages? 

Finale – read the last paragraph page 44 

For something different or an intermission - Music – The International 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5DTbashsKic performed by Folk songwriter Alistair Hulett (à la 

Victor Jara) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T2MpX2GhPZA performed by Billy Bragg. Following are the 

lyrics: 

Stand up, all victims of oppression 

For the tyrants fear your might 

Don't cling so hard to your possessions 

For you have nothing, if you have no rights 

Let racist ignorance be ended 

For respect makes the empires fall 

Freedom is merely privilege extended 

Unless enjoyed by one and all. 

 

Refrain: 

So come brothers and sisters 

For the struggle carries on 

The Internationale 

Unites the world in song 

So comrades come rally 

For this is the time and place 

The international ideal 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5DTbashsKic
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T2MpX2GhPZA
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Unites the human race. 

 

Let no one build walls to divide us 

Walls of hatred nor walls of stone 

Come greet the dawn and stand beside us 

We'll live together or we'll die alone 

In our world poisoned by exploitation 

Those who have taken, now they must give 

And end the vanity of nations 

We've one but one Earth on which to live. 

 

(Refrain) 

 

And so begins the final drama 

In the streets and in the fields 

We stand unbowed before their armour 

We defy their guns and shields 

When we fight, provoked by their aggression 

Let us be inspired by life and love 

For though they offer us concessions 

Change will not come from above. 

(Refrain) 

Another Intermission - Poetry - Here is an interesting poem written by Shelley (1792-1822), "A Song 

- To the Men of England", expressing Shelley's hope for a proletarian revolution:  

 

Men of England, wherefore plough  

For the lords who lay ye low?  

Wherefore weave with toil and care  

The rich robes your tyrants wear?  

 

Wherefore feed and clothe and save,  

From the cradle to the grave,  

Those ungrateful drones who would  

Drain your sweat -nay, drink your blood?  

 

Wherefore, Bees of England, forge  

Many a weapon, chain, and scourge,  

That these stingless drones may spoil  

The forced produce of your toil?  

 

Have ye leisure, comfort, calm,  

Shelter, food, love's gentle balm?  

Or what is it ye buy so dear  
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With your pain and with your fear?  

 

The seed ye sow another reaps;  

The wealth ye find another keeps;  

The robes ye weave another wears;  

The arms ye forge another bears.  

 

Sow seed, -but let no tyrant reap;  

Find wealth, -let no imposter heap;  

Weave robes, -let not the idle wear;  

Forge arms, in your defence to bear.  

 

Shrink to your cellars, holes, and cells;  

In halls ye deck another dwells.  

Why shake the chains ye wrought? Ye see  

The steel ye tempered glance on ye.  

 

With plough and spade and hoe and loom,  

Trace your grave, and build your tomb,  

And weave your winding-sheet, till fair  

England be your sepulchre!  

 

And, just to show you how much he wanted to make a difference, from "Ode  

to the West Wind":  

 

Drive my dead thoughts over the universe  

Like withered leaves to quicken a new birth!  

And, by the incantation of this verse,  

 

Scatter, as from an unextinguished hearth  

Ashes and sparks, my words among mankind!  

Be through my lips to unawakened Earth  

 

The trumpet of a prophecy! O Wind  

If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind?  

 


