The Classless Society

IN THE CommunisT ManiFesTo, KARL MARX and Friedrich
Engels projected the creation of a classless society as the
end product of the struggle between the bourgeoisie and
the proletariat. In this selection, they discuss the steps by
which that classless society would be reached.

farl Marx and Friedrich Engels,
The Communist Manifesto

We have seen ... that the first step in the revolution by the
working class is to raise the proletariat to the position of
ruling class. . .. The proletariat will use its political supremacy
to wrest, by degrees, all capital from the bourgeoisie, to
centralize all instruments of production in the hands of the
State, i.e., of the proletariat organized as the ruling class; and
to increase the total of productive forces as rapidly as
possible.

Of course, in the beginning, this cannot be effected except
by means of despotic inroads on the rights of property, and
on the conditions of bourgeois production; by means of
measures, therefore, which appear economically insufficient
and untenable, but which, in the course of the movement,
outstrip themselves, necessitate further inroads upon the old
social order, and are unavoidable as a means of entirely
revolutionizing the mode of production.

These measures will of course be different in different
countries.

Nevertheless, in the most advanced countries, the
following will be pretty generally applicable:

1. Abolition of property in land and application of all rents
of land to public purposes.

2. A heavy progressive or graduated income tax.

3. Abolition of all right of inheritance. . ..

5. Centralization of credit in the hands of the State, by
means of a national bank with State capital and an
exclusive monopoly.

6. Centralization of the means of communication and
transport in the hands of the State.

Source: From The Communist Manifesto by Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, trans. Samuel Moore, 1888.

and government became its instrument. Marx and Engels
declared, “The executive of the modern State is but a committee
for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.” In
other words, the government of the state reflected and defended
the interests of the industrial middle class and its allies.

Although bourgeois society had emerged victorious out of
the ruins of feudalism, Marx and Engels insisted that it had not
triumphed completely. Now once again the members of the
bourgeoisie were antagonists in an emerging class struggle, but
this time they faced the proletariat, or the industrial working
class. The struggle would be fierce, but eventually, so Marx
and Engels predicted, the workers would overthrow their bour-
geois masters. After this victory, the proletariat would form a

7. Extension of factories and instruments of production
owned by the State. ...

8. Equal liability of all to labor. Establishment of industrial
armies, especially for agriculture.

9. Combination of agriculture with manufacturing
industries; gradual abolition of the distinction between
town and country, by a more equable distribution of
the population over the country.

10. Free education for all children in public schools.
Abolition of children’s factory labor in its present
form. ...

When, in the course of development, class distinctions
have disappeared, and all production has been concentrated
in the whole nation, the public power will lose its political
character. Political power, properly so called, is merely
the organized power of one class for oppressing another.

If the proletariat during its contest with the bourgeoisie is
compelled, by the force of circumstances, to organize itself as
a class, if, by means of a revolution, it makes itself the ruling
class, and, as such, sweeps away by force the old conditions
of production, then it will, along with these conditions,

have swept away the conditions for the existence of class
antagonisms and of classes generally, and will thereby have
abolished its own supremacy as a class.

In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and
class antagonisms, we shall have an association, in which the
free development of each is the condition for the free
development of all.

How did Marx and Engels define the proletariat? The
bourgeoisie? Why did Marxists come to believe that
this distinction was paramount for understanding
history? What steps did Marx and Engels believe
would lead to a classless society? Marx criticized early
socialists as utopian and regarded his own socialism
as scientific, but do you think that his socialism was
also utopian? Why or why not?

dictatorship to reorganize the means of production. The
classless society would emerge, and the state—itself an ins
ment of the bourgeoisie—would wither away since it no lor
represented the interests of a particular class. Class strug;
would then be over (see the box above). Marx believed t
the emergence of a classless society would lead to progres:
science, technology, and industry and to greater wealth for a

After the failure of the revolutions of 1848, Marx went
London, where he spent the rest of his life. He continued
writing on political economy, es,ecial]y his famous work, 1
Kapital (Capital), only one volume of which he completed. Ar-
ter his death, the remaining volumes were edited by his friend
Engels.
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