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The Marxist Critique of Industrial Caprtalism
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THE COMMUNIST MANIFESTO

Karl Marx (1818-1883) was born in Trier, a German city on the Rhine River that
had been occupied by Napoleon in 1803 and assigned to the Kingdom of Prussia
by the Congress of Vienna in 1815. Marx’s parents both came from long lines of
Jewish rabbis, but in 1817 his father, Herschel Levi, converted the family to Chris-
tianity and changed its name to Marx to protect his career as a lawyer. Young Marx
studied law at the University of Bonn before enrolling at the University of Berlin,
where he was influenced by the thought of the famous philosopher G. W. F. Hegel
(1770-1831), especially his theory that history unfolded toward a specific goal in an
ongoing process driven by the clash and resolution of antagonistic ideas. After los-
ing his job as a journalist for a Cologne newspaper because of his political views, in
1844 Marx moved to Paris, where he argued doctrine with other radicals and
would-be revolutionaries and continued his studies of economics and history. He
also made the acquaintance of another German, Friedrich Engels (1820-1895), an
ardent critic of capitalism despite the fortune he amassed from managing a textile
mill in Manchester, England. In 1847, Marx and Engels joined the Communist
League, a revolutionary society dominated by German political exiles in France and
England. In 1848, a year of revolution in France, Germany, Austria, Hungary,
and Italy, the two men wrote The Communist Manifesto to publicize the League’s
program. It soon became the most widely read socialist tract in history.

After 1848, Marx and Engels remained friends, with Engels giving the impover-
ished Marx enough money to continue his writing and political activities while liv-
ing in London. Both men continued to write on behalf of socialism, but Marx’s
works, especially his masterpiece, Das Kapital (Capitalism), assumed the far
greater role in shaping modern socialist thought. Furthermore, Marx’s views of his-
tory, human behavior, and social conflict have influenced not only politics but also
philosophy, religion, literature, and all the social sciences.
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QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

I. How do Marx and Engels define class, and what do they mean by the “class
struggle”?

2. According to Marx and Engels, how does the class struggle in nineteenth-
century Europe differ from class struggles in previous eras?

3. According to Marx and Engels, what are the characteristics of the bourgeoisie?

4. Marx and Engels believe that bourgeois society is doomed and that the
bourgeoisie will be the cause of their own destruction. Why?

5. The authors dismiss the importance of ideas as a force in human affairs. On
what grounds? Ultimately, what is the cause of historical change in their
view?
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6. What may explain the popularity and influence of The Communist Manifesto
among workers and those who sympathized with their plight?

7. How does The Communist Manifesto's vision of the past and future resemble
that of Condorcet’s Sketch of the Progress of the Human Mind (source 37)? How

does it differ?

8. How would Marx and Engels have responded to the point of view represented
by Samuel Smiles in Self-Help and Thrift (source 62)?

I. THE BOURGEOISIE
AND PROLETARIAT

The history of all hitherto existing society is the
history of class struggles.

Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord
and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a
word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant
opposition to one another, carried on an uninter-
rupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that
each time ended, either in a revolutionary recon-
stitution of society at large, or in the common
ruin of the contending classes. . . .

The modern bourgeois society that has sprout-
ed from the ruins of feudal society has not done
away with class antagonisms. It has but estab-
lished new classes, new conditions of oppression,
new forms of struggle in place of the old ones.

Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, pos-
sesses, however, this distinctive feature: It has
simplified the class antagonisms. Society as a
whole is more and more splitting up into two
great hostile camps, into two great classes directly
facing each other — bourgeoisie and proletariat.

From the serfs of the Middle Ages sprang the
chartered burghers of the earliest towns. From
these burgesses the first elements of the bour-
geoisie were developed.

The discovery of America, the rounding of the
Cape, opened up fresh ground for the rising
bourgeoisie. The East-Indian and Chinese mar-
kets, the colonization of America, trade with the
colonies, the increase in the means of exchange
and in commodities generally, gave to commerce,
to navigation, to industry, an impulse never be-
fore known, and thereby, to the revolutionary el-
ement in the tottering feudal society, a rapid
development.

The feudal system of industry, in which indus-
trial production was monopolized by closed
guilds, now no longer sufficed for the growing
wants of the new markets. The manufacturing
system took its place. The guild-masters were
pushed aside by the manufacturing middle class;
division of labor between the different corporate
guilds vanished in the face of division of labor in
each single workshop.

Meantime the markets kept ever growing, the
demand ever rising. Even manufacture no longer
sufficed. Thereupon, steam and machinery revo-
lutionized industrial production. The place of
manufacture was taken by the giant, modern in-
dustry, the place of the industrial middle class by
industrial millionaires, the leaders of whole in-
dustrial armies, the modern bourgeois. . . .

We see, therefore, how the modern bourgeoisie
is itself the product of a long course of develop-
ment, of a series of revolutions in the modes of
production and of exchange. . . .

The bourgeoisie, historically, has played a most
revolutionary part.

The bourgeoisie, whetever it has got the upper
hand, has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal,
idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the
motley feudal ties that bound man to his “natural
superiors,” and has left no other nexus between
man and man than naked self-interest, than cal-
lous “cash payment.” . .. It has resolved personal
worth into exchange value, and in place of the
numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has
set up that single, unconscionable freedom —
Free Trade. In one word, for exploitation, veiled by
religious and political illusions, it has substituted
naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation. . . .

We see then: the means of production and of
exchange, on whose foundation the bourgeoisie







