After opening "The Communist Manifesto" with a few paragraphs justifying the necessity of this document, Marx (and Engels) makes a bold statement to start the main body of this essay: 

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

This statement is important for two reasons: 

· it illuminates Marx's theory of base and superstructure; that is that changes in the economic base (the mode of production) lead to changes in the superstructure of political system, religion, art (in short culture) and not the other way around. Later, we'll look at what some other theorists have to say about this. 

· it points to Marx's theory of dialectical (or historical) materialism. 

The Dialectic: 

Marx borrowed the idea of the dialectic from Hegel (who probably borrowed it from the Greeks). Simplifying, dialectics suggests that motion results from conflicting opposites: 

Thesis --> antithesis --> synthesis

The synthesis that develops out of the contradiction between thesis and antithesis becomes a new thesis. A new antithesis develops, and so on until there is no conflict. 

Marx explains history through his dialectical materialism. For Marx, history develops out of the conflict between the classes (materialism means matter or goods are important, instead of idealism's emphasis on ideas). 

That is, there is a continual conflict between oppressor and oppressed: freeman and slave, lord and serf, guildmaster and journeyman. This conflict always ends in "the revolutionary reconstitution of society or the ruin of contending classes. 

Until … 

The final conflict between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. 

Bourgeoisie - class of capitalists, owners of the means of production, employers of wage labor 

Proletariat - class of modern wage laborers

At last, the class antagonism has been simplified into the conflict between 2 great classes. 

The development of modern industry (a change in the means of production) has increasingly broken up the feudal (or aristocratic) social structure. The bourgeois class (thesis) arose out of this change, but as the bourgeois class arises, so does the proletariat (antithesis). 

With the breakdown of the feudal social structure, the apparent virtue and idyllic relations of the aristocracy are unmasked to show their true character - naked self-interest. 

Marx writes: "In one word, for exploitation veiled by religious and political illusions, it has substituted naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation." 

Marx thinks - at last we can see the truth - and now, the final conflict! 

In the first chapter, then, Marx shows how the rise of the bourgeois (and thus, the proletarians - for there can be no proletarians until there is a bourgeois) is a result of the clash of previous classes. 

The new clash between bourgeois and proletarians is a result of: 

Constant crises due to overproduction 

These crises can only be avoided by the conquest of new markets or through more thorough exploitation of old ones. 

But, avoiding crises in this way only paves the way for bigger, more destructive crises. 
  
 

With these bigger crises, proletarians will strike the death knell of bourgeois society. 

As the division of labor increases and tasks become more and more menial, labor becomes more and more alienating 

Also with the division of labor, laborers become increasingly indistinguishable. (Instead of craftsmen, we have "appendages of machines".) 

Middle-class shopkeepers, tradespeople, etc., become proletarians b/c their skills are rendered worthless by new methods of production or they need more capital to be successful. (Think how grocery stores keep getting bigger and bigger, putting "Mom & Pop" stores out of business. 

also, production goes up, so that the contradictions between the property relations and the productive forces under capitalism come into contradiction (that is, now it becomes possible for everyone to finally live a materially comfortable life....if only those rotten capitalists weren't 
  
 

Thus, the proletariat starts to become not only a class-in-itself, but a 

Class-for-itself 

they recognize their shared social position, and their common goals and needs 

Unions facilitate this process by getting workers to associate. the factory also facilitates this by bringing large groups of workers into contact with each other 
  
Property Relations and Communism 

In Chapter 2, Marx tries to deflect some criticisms of communism, especially its stand on property relations. 

Marx points out that property relations are always historically constituted. 

The establishment of bourgeois property entailed the elimination of feudal property (e.g., the end of certain inheritance laws) and so communism will result in the end of bourgeois property. 

But, bourgeois property is the most complete expression of the exploitation of the many by the few. 

Therefore, the theory of communism can be summed up: Abolition of Private property 

Objections to Communism/abolition of property: 

This vastly reduces our freedom. (Or, is this like the liberal state - a protection against limiting our freedom?) 

Means the end of culture - (is class culture the same as culture?) 

Entails the end of countries and nationality. 

Means the end of family as we know it (and changes reps of women). 


Marx counters all these objections by arguing that they result from people mistaking present social relations for eternal ones. All are based on capital, or the exploitation of lower classes. But human consciousness changes with every change in his material conditions … 

Some old discussion questions…

the communist manifesto…

 

1.  how do marx & engels define history?  what are its major features, and how/why does it change over time?

 

2.  what are the major classes under capitalism?  how are they defined?

 

3.  do marx & engels have a totally negative view of the bourgeoisie?  why do they consider them revolutionary?

 

4.  what is necessary before the next revolution?  how will the proletariat become revolutionary subjects, and how is the bourgeoisie helping the matter?

5.  how are interests defined by marx & engels?  that is, are social norms the norms of “everybody”? (think in terms of law, morality, the state, etc.)

6. we think of globalization as a recent event, but marx & engels show that capitalism has always been global.  give some examples.  is globalization necessary for the ongoing health of capitalism?  how does it affect class relations?

A. what is estrangement/alienation? 
alienation means to be separated from/to be antagonistic towards·.thus for marx human alienation means to be separated from and antagonistic towards the human essence.  marx identifies 2 main components of the human essense:1) homo faber: that is "human the maker"---that the ability to create and labor is the essential human trait; 2) humans are by nature inherently social.  while all of the 4 kinds apply to the entire human essence, the first 2 mainly affect the act of labor, and the 2nd 2 affect the social side·. 

B. The 4 types are : 
1. from the product 

i. that which the worker makes, does not belong to the worker 

ii. the worker produces for someone else 

2. from production 

i. the worker does not have any control over the production process 

ii. the worker works for someone else it is “forced labor” 

3. from one's species being 

i. what marx means by species being is that humans orient their actions towards the group.  That is, that they recognize the existence of the larger group and act accordingly.  Think about the role of the group and the "universal" or "totality" in durkheim's theory 

ii. marx argues that under capitalism, labor becomes a means towards individual existence, rather than acting in the interest of the group 

iii. human society has produced over time a vast treasure trove of "culture"---however, under capitalism and the system of private property, this belongs not to everyone, but to those who have access to it (the owners), those who can buy/own it, etc... 

iv. REMEMBER – this is not the same as simply alienation from other humans – it has a much deeper connotation – people alienated this way can still interact with other people, but cannot conceptualize that beyond their own immediate experience.  That is, this is the loss of one’s own “humanity” as defined by marx.

4. from other humans 

i. this follows from the others 

ii. workers see each other as antagonistic---they no longer recognize themselves in the other---competition for jobs, etc 

iii. problems are seen as individual, not collective 

iv. REMEMBER – this is not the same as the species being

C. why does it happen? 
all this belongs to the capitalist.  that is, the nature of private property is such that the product of the labor that should belong to the worker, now belongs to the capitalist. Think about this in terms of the difference between free labor and forced labor (as well as how forced labor does and does not differ from slavery)

D. how is this to be overcome? 
see the reading on class struggle (or, of course, play the game…)

