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Karl Marx & Frederick Engels: Communist Manifesto

Question #3: “Go back and read again the ten points Marx makes about what will have to be done when the proletariat takes control. What do you think about the items on this list?”


In his “Communist Manifesto,” Marx outlines ten steps that the proletariat will have to take once they have control over the bourgeoisie. This paper will respond to the ideas posited in those ten steps and discuss the applicability of the communist theory in the real world. I will also remark on current functioning communes, Kibbutzim, in Israel and provide my opinion on why Marx’s commune is unrealistic despite its good intentions.
Throughout the “Communist Manifesto,” Marx continuously notes the fact that many people were opposed to communism. This poses a problem since communism requires people to work together in harmony. Regardless of this issue, Marx seems to make the assumption that all people in the commune would be at Kohlberg’s second postconventional level of moral development. This stage is when “the individual freely chooses to live by a particular set of abstract moral principles, such as justice, equality and respect for individual dignity (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2006, p.132).” Although very few people reach that level of moral development, Marx is presuming that people will freely choose to live by the measures of communism because they understand why the communist principles should be followed. Unfortunately, I believe that he was trying to start the commune the wrong way since it abolishes the freedom of choice. It could possibly work if the proletariat came together and founded a new country in which to form a commune. However, Marx is speaking of overthrowing an existing political structure, which would leave bitterness in those defeated. It would result in them not freely choosing to live by the measures of communism but being forced into it.
Marx proposes that the first step toward communism is the “abolition of property in land; application of all rents of land to public purposes (156).” The idea behind this belief is that property ownership is central to capitalism and that property ownership has a class character. Then, without owning land, one cannot force others to manufacture products and then appropriate those products for their own profit. At the time that the manifesto was written, nine tenths of the population did not own any land. Since wage labor does not acquire any land for the proletariat, Marx claimed that it would not be taking land away from everyone. Instead, they would be spreading it out so that the whole state could share it. 

Of course, this equality is great in theory but as Zihala says in the forward, Marx is apparently forgetting about human nature (142). As Marx continues with his manifesto, it continuously emphasizes the selfish character of the bourgeoisie and seemed to disregard the fact that those people would be absorbed into the communist society he was proposing. He assumes that the bourgeoisie will suddenly have the benefit of society in mind. Not to mention the fact that he is proposing that all the proletariats are selfless and altruistic people as well. Although Marx does not seem to recognize it, there is the possibility that they would have acted the same as the bourgeoisie had they been given the opportunity. Humans are self-interested beings and although it happens that what benefits us, will sometimes simultaneously benefit society, it is a false assumption to believe that all the proletariats will be willing to sacrifice the right to own property once they have some power (Zihala, 2003, p. 142). One should not forget that the proletariat includes members of the middle class such as shopkeepers and craftsmen; it is no doubt they had one day hoped of owning their own piece of land or their own shop. 

The second step is a “heavy progressive or graduated income tax (Marx, 2003, p.156).” Marx did not describe exactly how much it would be or who would decide what would be done with it, but this idea once again seems to presume that everyone would accept this mandate. It does seem as though the poorer people would agree with a graduated income tax which would essentially take from the rich and give to their state as a whole. However, it is still the case that the proletariat may not be willing to give up a large portion of their income just because they were used to having so little. Another issue left unanswered is who would be controlling this money if he is opposed to having a ruling class? An entire country is too large for everyone to have a say in such an issue.
The end to all rights of inheritance is the third measure proposed by Marx (156). Yet again, this assumes that those belonging to the commune will be selfless members of society. However, the fact does remain that some people tend to work harder than others and after a long tradition of passing something on to your children (even the smallest of things) it seems very unlikely that everyone would want to give up that right.

Marx also believed that it would be necessary to confiscate the property of all emigrants and rebels (156). I believe that this measure could have positive effects on the commune. This step would weed out those who do not truly believe in communism. If a person wanted to move into the country and was willing to give up their right to property among other things, he or she must believe firmly in communism. In fact, I think the only way to ensure that the citizens have the best interest of the commune at heart is to allow them in and out on their own accord. Forcing people to join the commune would only cause bitterness and contempt which would undermine the principles of communism.
One big step would be the centralization of credit in all banks into one national bank, which would also have the exclusive right to set interest rates (Marx, 2003, p. 156). In the US today, the Federal Reserve Bank sets the interest rates. Banks then choose their interest rates based on that. Although there is some leeway for each individual bank to choose their specific rate, it is still closely based on that of the Federal Reserve. In the case of communism it would be similar, except that there would be only one rate since there would be only one bank. This is another case where those running the banks would need to operate at the second stage of postconventional moral development when setting the sole interest rate, since it is such an enormous responsibility and allows for the possibility of extreme corruption.
This assumption that everyone is working at the final stage of moral development can be seen again with the call for the “centralization of the means of communication and transportation at the hands of the state (Marx, 2003, p.156).” If that power is abused, the state could be worse off than when under bourgeoisie rule. It also seems that if one’s right to communication and a mode of transportation is controlled for them, they will not be choosing to live by the communist set of principles on their own. Consequently, they may actually work for their own benefit and not that of the commune. If that were the case, the commune would either fail or take away all rights to the point where the citizenry would be unhappy and liable to revolt yet again. 

“Extension of factories and means of production owned by the state; the bringing into cultivation of wastelands; the improvement of the soil generally in accordance with a common plan (Marx, 2003, p.156).” This measure genuinely seems to be in the best interest of the whole. Communism would eliminate the need for poor farmers to plant the same crops repeatedly in order to make a profit. When there is a lack of crop rotation, it reaps the same nutrients from the soil each season and causes the soil to become infertile over time. Measures such as crop rotation and diversification would improve agriculture thus ensuring a more bountiful supply of food for all. 
Of course, one of the main tenets of communism is that there is an “equal obligation of all to work; establishment of industrial armies, especially for agriculture (Marx, 2003, p.156).” Since those doing all of the work at that time had no property and still remained hardworking, Marx defended this eighth measure by analogizing that idleness would spread after the abolition of property (152). However, in Communism all land and property are shared amongst all citizens, since it is human nature to want the most profit from the least amount of work, it seems that having a guaranteed share could promote laziness in a portion of the people. I believe this idea is actually supported by the example of the bourgeoisie; their society did not fail because they had the proletariat to do the work for them, they had a guaranteed share of the profit. Meanwhile, the proletariat worked simply as a means for survival. Had the bourgeoisie not had a guaranteed share they may have actually worked to support their own survival. Therefore, it is wrong to assume that the proletariat would remain steadfast in their work ethic once they had a guaranteed share.  

Marx also proposes the “combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries; gradual abolition of all the distinction between town and country by a more equable distribution of the populace over the country (Marx, 2003, p.156).” This is again contains a false assumption; it assumes that everyone would be willing to move wherever they are told without growing hostile. People often have attachments and strong feelings for the towns and villages in which they grew up and want to stay and work along side those they are familiar with. After being controlled by the bourgeoisie it seems doubtful that the proletariat would be ready and willing to uproot and move elsewhere for the common good. 

The final measure is “free education for all children in public schools; abolition of children’s factory labor in its present form; combination of education with industrial production, etc (Marx, 2003, p. 156).” The communists believed that the capitalist society had torn families apart by promoting the exploitation of children by their parents. Education at the time was only afforded to those rich enough to pay for it while the proletariat children were “transformed into simple articles of commerce and instruments of labor (Marx, 2003, p. 154).” Therefore, the idea of a free public education and limited child labor clearly a very sound idea. Although this measure does not suggest the total abolition of child industrial labor, it does provide for some restrictions, which would be a good start. Once again, this makes the assumption that those acting on behalf of the state will have the common good in mind when allocating the pooled resources. 
Personally, I believe the main problem with communism is that it is incredibly hard to find or start an entire country of people with the same desires and personal agendas. As Kohlberg said, only a small percentage of people make it to the second postconventional level of moral development (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2006, p.132). Therefore, the rest of the citizens would not be living according to the abstract principles of communism and would have some selfish tendencies. Unfortunately, communism as Marx had proposed it would be an impossible proposition since he wanted to force those who once had power to give it up, live under tenets they to not believe in, and still live for the good of the commune. It seems that the only way to get people to do so would with force, which is not congruent with the fact that Marx did not want a ruling class. 
Despite all this, there are certain conditions under which communism can and does work. Kibbutzim are small, self-sufficient communes in Israel. When one lives on a Kibbutz they agree to evenly share the work (working to their capabilities) and also share the benefits of their labor. I believe that Kibbutzim work because they are composed of a small community of people with the same beliefs. It is also much easier to get one hundred people to live, work and think together than a nation of hundreds of thousands. I think the deciding factor is that they members of Kibbutzim truly have freedom of choice and are not forced into something they do not believe in.
I believe the communist theory works best as a mere theory; it takes a very altruistic stance on human nature. Unfortunately, the history of class struggles that Marx describes indicates that humans have a tendency to be selfish and have an interest in what is most beneficial to themselves, not necessarily the State. Although I do believe that Marx had only the best intentions when he wrote his manifesto, I find it unlikely that all of the bourgeoisie would some together to accept communism and that all the proletariat would have the best interest of the whole in mind.
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