communist manifesto abolition of the family

The Communist Manifesto, a foundational text of Marxist thought, famously calls for the abolition of the
bourgeoisie family. This provocative proposition has sparked centuries of debate, analysis, and
misunderstanding. Understanding this concept requires a deep dive into the historical context, the
philosophical underpinnings, and the specific arguments presented by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Far
from advocating for the eradication of love or personal relationships, the Manifesto's call is a critique of the
bourgeois family as an economic unit intrinsically tied to private property and capitalist exploitation. This
article will explore the historical roots of this idea, dissect the Manifesto's arguments, examine the
perceived functions of the traditional family under capitalism, and discuss the alternative societal structures
proposed by communist theory. We will delve into the relationship between the abolition of private
property and the proposed transformation of family life, and critically analyze the potential implications of

such a societal shift.
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Understanding the Communist Manifesto's Stance on the Family

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, presents a radical critique of

existing societal structures, including the institution of the family. The controversial proposition of the



"abolition of the family" is often the most misunderstood and sensationalized aspect of their work. It is
crucial to grasp that Marx and Engels were not advocating for the destruction of personal affection, love, or
communal living. Instead, their target was the bourgeois family — a specific historical and economic
construct prevalent under capitalism. This family unit, they argued, was deeply intertwined with the
accumulation and inheritance of private property, serving as a vehicle for maintaining class divisions and
perpetuating the capitalist mode of production. Their vision was not one of atomized individuals but rather
a reimagining of social organization where the fundamental unit of society shifts from the private,

property-based family to a more communal and collectively oriented structure.

The primary driver behind this critique of the family lies in its perceived role as a cornerstone of bourgeois
society. Marx and Engels saw the family as a micro-level manifestation of the broader capitalist system,
where economic interests often superseded genuine emotional bonds. They believed that the bourgeois
family was built upon the exploitation of its members, particularly women and children, who were often
relegated to domestic labor without economic compensation or social recognition. The inheritance of
property, a central tenet of bourgeois family life, further solidified class distinctions and prevented the
equitable distribution of resources. Therefore, the call for the abolition of the family, in the context of the
Communist Manifesto, is a call for the abolition of a specific, historically contingent form of family life that

they saw as inherently oppressive and antithetical to the establishment of a classless society.

Historical Context: The Family Under Feudalism and Capitalism

To fully comprehend the Communist Manifesto's position on the abolition of the family, it is essential to
examine the historical evolution of family structures, particularly the transition from feudalism to
capitalism. Under feudalism, the family often functioned as a more integrated economic unit, tied to land
ownership and agricultural production. While hierarchical, it possessed a degree of collective self-
sufficiency. The advent of capitalism, however, dramatically altered this landscape. The rise of
industrialization and wage labor separated the workplace from the home, transforming the family into a

unit primarily concerned with consumption and the reproduction of labor power.

Capitalism's influence on the family led to what Marx and Engels described as the "communal secret of the
bourgeoisie." This secret referred to the widespread prostitution and extra-marital relationships that
occurred, often facilitated by the economic precariousness and hypocrisy inherent in bourgeois morality.
They argued that while the bourgeoisie publicly lauded the sanctity of the family, their own practices
often contradicted these ideals. Furthermore, the economic necessity of the family under capitalism meant
that members, especially women and children, were often subjected to exploitative labor conditions within
and outside the home. This analysis highlights that the Communist Manifesto's critique was not a blanket
condemnation of all family forms but a specific indictment of the family as it operated and was shaped by

the economic imperatives of bourgeois society.



The Bourgeois Family: An Economic Unit of Exploitation

The Communist Manifesto's central argument regarding the family revolves around its characterization as
an economic unit of exploitation under capitalism. Marx and Engels contend that the bourgeois family is not
primarily a haven of love and mutual support, but rather an institution designed to facilitate the
accumulation and transfer of private property from one generation to the next. This economic function,
they argue, distorts and corrupts the natural bonds of kinship, reducing family members to instruments for

securing and increasing capital.

Within this framework, children are often viewed as future heirs and inheritors of property, rather than as
individuals to be nurtured and developed for their own sake. This instrumentalization of family members,
particularly children, leads to a system where their upbringing and education are geared towards
perpetuating the family's economic status and social standing. The Manifesto points out that women, within
the bourgeois family, are often reduced to being mere instruments of reproduction and domestic laborers,
their potential for independent economic and intellectual development suppressed. This economic
dependency further entrenches their subordinate position and reinforces the exploitative nature of the

bourgeois family unit.

The Manifesto states: "On what foundation is the present family, the bourgeois family, based? On capital, on
private property. In its completely developed form, this family exists only among the bourgeoisie. But this
family reinforces this general phenomenon [the communal secret of the bourgeoisie], because in its
legalized prostitution, analogous relations exist between bourgeois and bourgeois women." This passage
underscores the core of their critique: the family's foundation in capital and private property inherently
links it to the broader system of exploitation. The "communal secret" refers to the hypocritical nature of
bourgeois morality, where private vices often accompany public professions of virtue, and the family,

while idealized, can become a site of transactional relationships and emotional detachment.

Critique of the Bourgeois Family's Functions

Marx and Engels systematically critique several perceived functions of the bourgeois family, arguing that
these functions are not natural or inherent but rather products of capitalist social relations. Their analysis

focuses on how the family, in its bourgeois form, serves to:

o Perpetuate private property and inheritance: The primary role of the bourgeois family is seen as
ensuring the transfer of wealth and property from parents to children, thereby maintaining class

distinctions across generations. This economic imperative overshadows genuine familial bonds.

¢ Reproduce the labor force: The family is responsible for raising and socializing the next generation of

workers, instilling in them the values and habits necessary for functioning within a capitalist



economy. This includes not only physical reproduction but also the ideological conditioning required

for acceptance of the status quo.

¢ Maintain social order and bourgeois morality: The family is presented as a bastion of traditional values
and morality, ostensibly providing stability and order. However, Marx and Engels argue that this
morality is often superficial and used to mask the inherent contradictions and injustices of capitalist

society.

¢ Exploit domestic labor: The unpaid labor of women within the home, primarily focused on childcare
and household management, is seen as essential for the functioning of capitalism. This labor is not
recognized as economically productive, thus rendering women dependent and economically

vulnerable within the family structure.

Their critique extends to the emotional and psychological aspects as well. They suggest that the
commodification of relationships within the bourgeois family leads to alienation and a lack of genuine
human connection. The pressure to maintain appearances and social status within the bourgeois class can
create a superficiality that masks underlying tensions and resentments. By highlighting these functions,
Marx and Engels aim to demonstrate that the bourgeois family, far from being a natural or immutable

institution, is a social construct deeply embedded in and serving the interests of the capitalist system.

Education and the Role of the Communist State

In the context of abolishing the bourgeois family, the Communist Manifesto also addresses the vital role of
education and the proposed responsibilities of the communist state in its place. Marx and Engels foresee that
with the removal of the family as the primary locus of child-rearing and socialization, the responsibility for
educating children will transition to a broader, societal level. They envision the communist state taking on
a significant role in nurturing and educating the youth, ensuring that all children receive a comprehensive

education that fosters critical thinking and prepares them for a communal life.

The Manifesto states: "We have shown above that the bourgeois have no right to take for granted the
abolition of the family; on the contrary, with the most modern industry, the family ties among the
proletarians are already torn asunder, and children are transformed into articles of commerce and
instruments of labour. But all bourgeois clap-trap about the family and education about the intensified
'family education' of the future state, is all the more disgusting, in proportion as, by the action of Modern
Industry, all family ties of the proletariat are practically destroyed, and their children transformed into
simple articles of merchandise and instruments of labour." This passage highlights their belief that the
capitalist system itself already undermines the traditional family for the proletariat, turning children into

commodities.



Therefore, the proposed communal education system would not be about indoctrination into a particular
ideology, but rather about providing all individuals with the knowledge and skills necessary to participate
fully in a classless society. This would include fostering a sense of collective responsibility and solidarity
from an early age. The aim is to break down the insular nature of the bourgeois family and cultivate
individuals who are conscious of their role within the larger community, rather than solely focused on the
interests of their private family unit. This communal approach to education is seen as essential for building

and sustaining a communist society.

Beyond the Bourgeois Family: Communist Ideals for Society

The Communist Manifesto's call for the abolition of the bourgeois family is not an end in itself, but rather a
means to achieve a more equitable and liberated society. Once the family is no longer tied to private
property and its accompanying exploitative functions, Marx and Engels envisioned a society where human
relationships would be based on genuine affection, mutual respect, and collective well-being. The abolition
of the bourgeois family is intricately linked to the abolition of private property and the establishment of
communism, a system where the means of production are owned and controlled by the community as a

whole.

In a communist society, the economic basis for the bourgeois family — the need to accumulate and pass on
private property — would cease to exist. This would, in theory, allow for the flourishing of relationships
free from economic coercion or material calculation. The care and education of children would become a
shared responsibility, undertaken by the community for the benefit of all. This communal approach to
child-rearing would aim to overcome the limitations and potential inequalities inherent in private family
upbringing, fostering a more cohesive and egalitarian society. The focus would shift from the private
accumulation of wealth and status within a family to the collective advancement and welfare of all

members of society.

Furthermore, the emancipation of women from their subordinate position within the bourgeois family was
a significant consideration for Marx and Engels. By removing the economic dependency and the burden of
unpaid domestic labor, they believed that women would be free to participate fully in all aspects of social,
economic, and political life. This would lead to a more balanced and just society where both men and
women could realize their full potential, unhindered by the restrictive norms and economic realities of the
capitalist family. The ideal is a society where all individuals are free to form relationships based on love and

choice, unburdened by the economic and social constraints of the bourgeois family structure.

Misinterpretations and Criticisms of the Abolition of the Family

The concept of the "abolition of the family" as presented in the Communist Manifesto has been a persistent



source of misunderstanding and fierce criticism. Many critics interpret this as a call for the complete
destruction of all forms of family and interpersonal bonds, leading to a chaotic and morally bankrupt society.
This interpretation, however, often overlooks the specific historical and economic context of Marx and
Engels' critique, which was directed at the bourgeois family as an institution shaped by capitalism and

private property, not at the fundamental human need for connection and care.

One common criticism is that the abolition of the family would lead to a decline in moral values and the
breakdown of social order. Opponents argue that the family serves as the primary agent of socialization,
instilling important ethical principles in children. They fear that without the family, children would be
raised without proper guidance, leading to increased crime and social deviance. Another significant concern
revolves around the potential impact on emotional development and the provision of nurturing care. Critics
worry that communal child-rearing might lead to a lack of individual attention and emotional bonding,

potentially harming children's psychological well-being.

Historically, attempts to implement communist policies in various states have often been accompanied by
policies that significantly altered or suppressed traditional family structures. These real-world
implementations, while often deviating from the theoretical ideals of Marx and Engels, have fueled the
criticisms and fears surrounding the abolition of the family. The perceived authoritarian nature of some
communist regimes and their interference in private life have led many to associate the abolition of the
family with the erosion of individual liberties and personal freedoms. This ongoing debate highlights the
complexity and the often-contentious nature of interpreting and applying the ideas presented in the

Communist Manifesto to contemporary societal challenges.

The Communist Manifesto and the Abolition of the Family: A

Summary

In conclusion, the Communist Manifesto's call for the "abolition of the family" is a nuanced and historically
contextualized critique of the bourgeois family as an economic unit intrinsically linked to private property
and capitalist exploitation. Marx and Engels did not advocate for the eradication of love, affection, or
personal relationships. Instead, they argued that the capitalist system distorted and corrupted the family by
making it a tool for inheritance, the reproduction of labor power, and the maintenance of class divisions.
Their proposal was not to eliminate family life but to transform it by removing its economic

underpinnings, thereby allowing for relationships based on genuine affection and mutual respect.

The Manifesto's critique posits that the bourgeois family, with its emphasis on private property and
inheritance, perpetuates inequality and exploits its members. They envisioned a communist society where
the abolition of private property would render the bourgeois family obsolete. In its place, they foresaw a
communal approach to child-rearing and education, where the responsibility for nurturing the next

generation would be shared by society, fostering collective responsibility and solidarity. This societal



transformation, including the emancipation of women from domestic servitude and economic dependency,

was seen as crucial for achieving a truly classless and liberated society.

‘While the concept has been a fertile ground for misinterpretation and criticism, often conflated with the
destruction of all familial bonds, a deeper understanding reveals it as a radical proposal for the liberation of
human relationships from the constraints of capitalist economic imperatives. The core idea is to create a
society where human connection and the well-being of all individuals are prioritized over the

accumulation and inheritance of private wealth, leading to a more equitable and fulfilling social existence.

Frequently Asked Questions

‘What does the Communist Manifesto actually say about the abolition of
the family?

The Communist Manifesto argues that the bourgeoisie have replaced the family with the money relation,
reducing family ties to a mere cash transaction. It calls for the abolition of the present bourgeois family,
based on bourgeois property and private gain, and envisions a society where these economic foundations are

removed, thus changing the nature of family relationships.

Is the Communist Manifesto advocating for the literal destruction of all

family structures?

No, the Manifesto is not calling for the literal destruction of all emotional or social bonds between people.
Instead, it targets the bourgeois family, which it sees as intrinsically linked to private property and class
exploitation. It predicts that as class distinctions disappear, so too will the economic basis for the current form

of the bourgeois family.

‘What is the primary criticism of the family presented in the Communist
Manifesto?

The primary criticism is that the bourgeois family, as it exists under capitalism, is a tool that perpetuates
class inequality. It's seen as a unit built upon private property, inheritance, and the economic exploitation of

its members, particularly women and children, within the larger capitalist system.

How is the abolition of the family linked to the abolition of private
property in the Manifesto?

The Manifesto links the two directly, stating that the abolition of private property will inherently change

the nature of the family. It suggests that the bourgeois family's existence and its focus on inheritance and



property accumulation are dependent on private property itself.

Does the Communist Manifesto propose an alternative family structure?

The Manifesto doesn't explicitly outline a detailed alternative family structure. However, it implies that in
a communist society, without private property and exploitation, relationships will be based on mutual

affection and free association, rather than economic necessity and social coercion.

‘What role does the Manifesto assign to women and children in relation to
the family?

The Manifesto criticizes the bourgeois family for turning wives and children into mere instruments of
commerce and property. It points to the exploitation of women within the existing family structure and

anticipates their emancipation alongside the proletariat's liberation.

Has the concept of 'abolition of the family' from the Manifesto been

implemented in historical communist states?

Historically, communist states have implemented various social policies aimed at supporting women,
providing childcare, and challenging traditional family structures. However, a literal 'abolition of the
family' as the Manifesto might be interpreted has not been a direct or fully realized outcome, and many

states maintained or reformed existing family laws.

How is the Manifesto's view on the family interpreted by modern critics

or proponents of communism?

Modern interpretations vary. Some critics see it as a radical and destructive proposal, while proponents
might interpret it as a call for freeing relationships from economic constraints and patriarchal control,

emphasizing communal child-rearing and genuine personal bonds over property-based structures.

Is the 'abolition of the family' a central tenet of all Marxist thought, or
specific to the Communist Manifesto?

‘While the critique of the bourgeois family is a recurring theme in Marxist writings, the explicit phrasing
and empbhasis on its 'abolition’' is most prominent in the Communist Manifesto. Later Marxist thinkers have

elaborated on this critique and its implications for social transformation, sometimes with different nuances.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the concept of the abolition of the family as discussed or interpreted in



relation to the Communist Manifesto, along with short descriptions:

The Communist Manifesto: A Critical Examination of the Family in
Bourgeois Society

This seminal work, penned by Marx and Engels, outlines a historical analysis of class struggle. Within this
analysis, they critique the traditional bourgeois family as an economic unit tied to private property and
inheritance. The text argues that as private property is abolished, the existing family structure, as it is

known under capitalism, will also wither away.

The Communist Household: Utopian Visions and Practical Realities

This book explores historical and theoretical attempts to create communal living arrangements as an
alternative to the nuclear family. It delves into early socialist and communist experiments that sought to
collectivize childcare, domestic labor, and education, aiming to free individuals from traditional familial
constraints. The narrative examines both the ideological underpinnings and the practical challenges faced

by these endeavors.

Abolishing the Patriarchy: Family Structures in Marxist Theory

This title investigates the intricate relationship between Marxist thought, the abolition of private property,
and the dismantling of patriarchal structures. It analyzes how the traditional family is seen by some
Marxists as a key site of oppression, perpetuating gender inequality and serving capitalist interests. The
book traces arguments for why a communist society would necessitate the radical transformation or

dissolution of existing familial norms.

Children of the Revolution: Communal Upbringing and Socialist Futures

This work examines the proposals and historical instances of communal child-rearing within socialist and
communist movements. It discusses the idea that children could be raised by the community, rather than
solely by parents, to foster a sense of collective identity and loyalty to the state or socialist ideals. The book

explores the implications of such a system for individual development and societal cohesion.



The End of the Private Sphere: Communism and the Public Family

This book theorizes the shift from private, familial life to a more public and collectivized existence under
communism. It delves into how the abolition of private property would, in theory, extend to the abolition
of the private family as a distinct social and economic unit. The author explores how essential functions of

the family, like care and education, would be absorbed by the community or the state.

Unbinding Kin: Family Structures in Post-Capitalist Thought

This title offers a critical survey of various post-capitalist ideologies that propose alternatives to the
traditional family. It highlights how certain interpretations of communist theory envision a future where
kinship ties are reconfigured or rendered less significant than collective solidarity. The book examines the

social and psychological impacts of moving beyond the nuclear family model.

From Bourgeois Ties to Proletarian Bonds: Family in Marxist Discourse

This book analyzes the evolution of the concept of "family" within Marxist discourse, contrasting the
bourgeois model with potential proletarian alternatives. It explores how the emphasis shifts from blood ties
and private property to the solidarity and collective responsibility of the working class. The text examines
the theoretical arguments for the dissolution of the capitalist family as a prerequisite for a communist

society.

The Collective Cradle: Communalism and the Future of Child-Rearing

This work focuses specifically on the concept of communal childcare and its theoretical place within
communist societies. It investigates the historical examples and philosophical arguments that advocate for
the collective raising of children as a means to promote equality and social cohesion. The book discusses how

this approach aims to break down traditional familial dependencies and foster a more egalitarian society.

Beyond the Hearth: Family as a Site of Class Struggle

This title presents a perspective that views the family unit not as a natural or immutable institution, but as
a site where class struggle is enacted and reproduced. It examines how the traditional family is implicated
in the perpetuation of capitalist social relations and economic inequalities. The book argues that for a truly
communist society, the abolition of the family, as understood under capitalism, is a necessary step towards

liberation.
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