
communist manifesto central arguments on abolition
of inheritance

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, remains a seminal text in political
and economic thought, offering a radical critique of capitalist society and proposing a future devoid of class
distinctions. Among its most provocative and debated proposals is the call for the abolition of inheritance.
This contentious idea, rooted in the manifesto's core tenets about property and social equality, seeks to
dismantle a foundational element of bourgeois society. Understanding the communist manifesto central
arguments on abolition of inheritance requires delving into its critique of private property, its vision of a
classless society, and the economic and social implications of such a drastic measure. This article will explore
these arguments in detail, examining how the elimination of inherited wealth and property was
envisioned as a critical step towards achieving a more equitable and communal future.
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The Communist Manifesto's Foundational Critique of Private



Property

At the heart of the Communist Manifesto's radical vision lies a fierce indictment of private property,
particularly the ownership of the means of production. Marx and Engels argued that private property, in
its capitalist form, is not merely about personal possessions but about the ownership of factories, land, and
capital by a select few – the bourgeoisie. This ownership grants them the power to exploit the labor of the
many – the proletariat – who possess nothing but their ability to work. The Manifesto famously states,
"The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles." This historical materialism
forms the bedrock of their analysis, positing that societal development is driven by conflict between
opposing economic classes.

According to Marx and Engels, private property in the means of production is the primary engine of this
class struggle. It creates an inherent inequality, where one class benefits from the surplus value generated
by the labor of another. They contended that this system is inherently exploitative and leads to the
alienation of the worker from their labor, the product of their labor, and ultimately, from themselves and
their fellow human beings. The accumulation of private property by the bourgeoisie, they argued, is a
process of extracting wealth from the working class, thereby perpetuating their subjugation and poverty.

Central Arguments for the Abolition of Inheritance in the
Communist Manifesto

The Communist Manifesto explicitly calls for the abolition of inheritance as one of its ten key measures for
advancing the revolution and transitioning towards communism. This demand is not an isolated one but is
intrinsically linked to its broader critique of private property and its aims for social transformation. The
central arguments for this abolition are multifaceted, focusing on its role in perpetuating inequality,
reinforcing class structures, and distorting social relations.

Inheritance as a Perpetuator of Class Divisions and Inequality

One of the most significant arguments for the abolition of inheritance in the Communist Manifesto is its
function in perpetuating class divisions and economic inequality across generations. Marx and Engels saw
inheritance as a mechanism through which wealth and the advantages it confers are passed down from
parents to children, creating an unearned advantage for the inheritor. This process, they argued,
entrenches the existing class structure, ensuring that the bourgeoisie remain bourgeois and the proletariat
remain proletarian, irrespective of individual merit or effort. The concentration of capital, already a feature
of capitalism, is exacerbated by inheritance, leading to a continuous accumulation of wealth within a limited
number of families.



This inherited advantage translates into access to better education, opportunities, and social networks,
further solidifying the dominance of the propertied class. The Manifesto viewed this as fundamentally
unjust, as it means that one's life chances are largely determined by the accident of birth rather than by
one's contributions to society. By abolishing inheritance, the communists aimed to level the playing field,
ensuring that all individuals begin life with more equitable starting conditions, free from the pre-
determined advantages or disadvantages conferred by inherited wealth.

Inheritance and the Maintenance of the Bourgeois Family Structure

The Communist Manifesto also critiques the bourgeois family structure and views inheritance as integral to
its preservation and reinforcement. Marx and Engels argued that the bourgeois family, in its capitalist
manifestation, is not primarily a unit of love and mutual support but an economic institution concerned
with the management and transmission of private property. Marriage, in this context, is often seen as a
legal and social contract for the purpose of consolidating and passing on wealth and property to legitimate
heirs.

The abolition of inheritance, therefore, was intended to undermine this economic basis of the bourgeois
family. By removing the incentive to accumulate and pass on private property, the communists believed
they could foster a more genuine and less economically driven form of family and social association. They
envisioned a society where individuals would be valued for their intrinsic worth and contributions, rather
than for their inherited status or the wealth they controlled. The elimination of inheritance would, in
theory, sever the financial ties that bind the family to the perpetuation of capitalist property relations.

The Principle of "From Each According to His Ability, To Each
According to His Needs'

The ultimate goal of communism, as articulated in later Marxist thought and implicitly present in the
Manifesto, is a society guided by the principle: "From each according to his ability, to each according to his
needs." The abolition of inheritance is a direct step towards realizing this principle. If resources are
distributed based on need rather than accumulated wealth or birthright, then inheritance becomes an
obstacle to such a system.

Inherited wealth allows individuals to meet their needs (and often wants) without necessarily contributing
their labor or abilities to society. Conversely, those without inherited wealth may struggle to meet their
basic needs despite possessing considerable abilities. By abolishing inheritance, the Manifesto's proponents
sought to ensure that the fruits of society's labor and resources would be distributed more equitably,
aligning with individual needs and societal contributions rather than with the arbitrary transfer of
accumulated capital.



Economic Implications of Abolishing Inheritance

The economic implications of abolishing inheritance are profound and were intended to fundamentally
reshape the economic landscape. Marx and Engels envisioned a shift away from private accumulation and
towards collective ownership and management of the means of production. The elimination of inheritance
would be a critical component of this transition, impacting capital formation, investment, and the
distribution of wealth.

Redistribution of Wealth and Resources

The most immediate economic consequence of abolishing inheritance would be the redistribution of wealth
and resources. Instead of wealth concentrating in the hands of a few families through generational transfers,
it would, in theory, revert to the collective or the state to be managed for the benefit of society as a whole.
This could involve the nationalization of industries, land redistribution, and the establishment of public
services funded by previously inherited capital.

This envisioned redistribution aims to eliminate the vast disparities in wealth that characterize capitalist
societies. By preventing the accumulation of fortunes through inheritance, the communists aimed to create
a more egalitarian distribution of economic power and opportunity. The resources that would otherwise be
tied up in private inheritances could then be directed towards public works, social welfare programs, and
the development of a more robust and equitable economy for all.

Impact on Capital Accumulation and Investment

The abolition of inheritance would undoubtedly alter patterns of capital accumulation and investment.
Under capitalism, the prospect of passing on a substantial inheritance often serves as a powerful incentive
for saving, investment, and entrepreneurial activity. Removing this incentive could, from a capitalist
perspective, lead to reduced investment and slower economic growth.

However, Marx and Engels would argue that this type of capital accumulation is precisely what creates the
exploitative conditions they sought to dismantle. In a communist society, the motivation for investment and
production would shift from private profit and familial legacy to meeting societal needs and improving
collective well-being. Investment decisions would be made democratically and collectively, prioritizing
projects that benefit the community rather than individual wealth accumulation. The focus would be on
ensuring that production serves the purpose of providing for everyone, rather than generating profit for a
select few through inheritance.



Social Implications of Abolishing Inheritance

Beyond the economic realm, the abolition of inheritance carries significant social implications, aiming to
foster a society characterized by greater equality, solidarity, and a transformation of social relationships and
individual aspirations.

Promotion of Social Mobility and Meritocracy

By removing the advantage of inherited wealth, the abolition of inheritance is seen as a crucial step
towards fostering genuine social mobility and a meritocratic society. In a system where fortunes are not
inherited, individuals would theoretically rise or fall based on their talents, efforts, and contributions, rather
than on their lineage. This would open up opportunities for individuals from all social backgrounds,
breaking down the barriers that inherited privilege erects.

This would lead to a society where success is earned, not inherited, fostering a greater sense of fairness and
individual agency. The emphasis would shift from being born into wealth to earning one's way through
productive contribution and personal development. This could lead to a more dynamic and innovative
society, where talent is recognized and utilized regardless of social origin.

Transformation of Social Aspirations and Values

The abolition of inheritance would likely lead to a profound transformation of social aspirations and values.
The traditional pursuit of wealth for the purpose of creating a dynastic legacy would be rendered obsolete.
Instead, individuals might be motivated by contributing to the common good, pursuing intellectual or
artistic endeavors, or developing their individual capabilities for the benefit of the community.

The emphasis would likely shift from material accumulation to personal fulfillment and social contribution.
This could foster a stronger sense of community and solidarity, as the competitive drive to out-inherit
others diminishes. Social status might be derived from one's contributions to society, one's skills, or one's
character, rather than from the size of one's inherited fortune.

Historical Context and Interpretations of the Abolition of
Inheritance

The call for the abolition of inheritance within the Communist Manifesto emerged from the specific



historical context of the mid-19th century, a period of intense industrialization and growing class
consciousness. Marx and Engels were responding to the stark inequalities they observed, where the fruits
of industrial progress were disproportionately enjoyed by a hereditary aristocracy and a rising industrial
bourgeoisie, while the working class faced dire conditions.

Marx and Engels' Historical Materialist Perspective

From a historical materialist standpoint, Marx and Engels viewed the abolition of inheritance as a necessary
evolutionary step in the development of human society. They saw history as a progression through
different modes of production, each characterized by its own property relations and class structures.
Capitalism, with its emphasis on private property and inheritance, was seen as a transitional stage that
would eventually be superseded by communism, a classless society where private property in the means of
production is abolished.

In this framework, inheritance is not an eternal or natural institution but a product of specific historical and
economic conditions. Its abolition was therefore considered a logical consequence of overcoming capitalism
and moving towards a more advanced societal organization. They believed that by removing this vestige of
feudal and capitalist property relations, society could move towards a more rational and equitable
distribution of resources.

Attempts at Implementation and their Consequences

While the Communist Manifesto outlined the abolition of inheritance as a key policy, its direct and
comprehensive implementation has been rare and complex. Some socialist and communist states in the 20th
century did implement policies that significantly limited or abolished private inheritance, particularly of
productive assets. These measures often involved high inheritance taxes, state control over large estates,
and the promotion of collective ownership.

The consequences of these attempts have been varied and debated. In some cases, they contributed to a
reduction in extreme wealth concentration and a more equitable distribution of social resources. However,
they also faced significant challenges, including economic inefficiencies, resistance from those affected, and
unintended consequences. The practical difficulties of fully eradicating the practice and the human desire
for intergenerational provision have made it a particularly challenging aspect of socialist and communist
programs to implement effectively.



Critiques and Counterarguments to the Abolition of Inheritance

The radical proposal to abolish inheritance has, understandably, faced considerable criticism and generated
numerous counterarguments. These critiques often center on individual liberty, economic incentives, and
the fundamental nature of family and personal property rights.

Concerns over Individual Liberty and Property Rights

A primary critique of abolishing inheritance revolves around the concept of individual liberty and the
right to private property. Opponents argue that individuals have a fundamental right to acquire,
accumulate, and dispose of their property as they see fit, including the right to pass it on to their heirs. To
deny this right is seen as an infringement on personal freedom and an overreach of state power.

Furthermore, the concept of personal property, which can include items of sentimental value or small
assets, is often conflated with the private ownership of the means of production. Critics argue that while
the Manifesto targets the latter, the abolition of inheritance could be interpreted as an attack on all forms of
personal property and the ability of individuals to provide for their loved ones after their death. This
erosion of property rights is seen as a dangerous precedent that could undermine individual autonomy.

Disincentives for Saving and Investment

As mentioned earlier, a significant economic counterargument is that abolishing inheritance would create
powerful disincentives for saving and investment. If individuals know that their accumulated wealth
cannot be passed on to their children, they may be less inclined to work hard, save diligently, and invest in
productive enterprises. This could lead to a decline in capital formation and economic stagnation.

The motivation to secure a better future for one's offspring is a powerful driver of economic activity in
capitalist societies. Without this incentive, the argument goes, the dynamism of the economy could be
severely hampered. This could result in a less prosperous society overall, even if wealth is more equally
distributed in the short term.

The Role of Inheritance in Family Support and Philanthropy

Inheritance also plays a crucial role in family support beyond the simple accumulation of wealth. It can
provide a safety net for children, fund education, support small businesses started by family members, and
enable generational continuity in professions or crafts. Moreover, inherited wealth has historically been a



significant source of philanthropic funding, supporting charities, educational institutions, and cultural
endeavors.

Critics argue that the abolition of inheritance would eliminate these vital functions, potentially leading to
greater reliance on state support and a reduction in private charitable giving. The ability of individuals to
use their accumulated wealth to benefit causes they believe in, even after their death, is seen as a valuable
aspect of civil society that would be lost.

Conclusion: The Enduring Resonance of the Communist
Manifesto's Argument on Inheritance

The Communist Manifesto's call for the abolition of inheritance, while radical and contentious, remains a
potent articulation of its core critique of capitalist society and its pursuit of radical equality. The central
arguments presented in the manifesto – that inheritance perpetuates class divisions, entrenches inequality,
and distorts social relations – continue to provoke discussion and reflection on the nature of wealth,
opportunity, and societal justice. By seeking to dismantle this fundamental mechanism of wealth
transmission, Marx and Engels aimed to create a society where economic advantage is not dictated by
birthright but by collective well-being and equitable distribution.

While the practical implementation of such a policy has proven complex and fraught with challenges, the
underlying principle that unearned advantages should not define one's life chances resonates with ongoing
debates about wealth inequality, social mobility, and the role of inherited privilege. The Communist
Manifesto central arguments on abolition of inheritance serve as a stark reminder of the profound societal
transformations envisioned by revolutionary thinkers, urging us to critically examine the structures that
shape our economic and social realities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Communist Manifesto's primary argument for abolishing
inheritance?
The Communist Manifesto argues for abolishing inheritance as a means to dismantle the bourgeoisie's
private property ownership and the system of capitalist exploitation. It views inheritance as a mechanism
that perpetuates class divisions and concentrates wealth and power in the hands of a select few across
generations.



How does the abolition of inheritance relate to the Communist Manifesto's
concept of a classless society?
The abolition of inheritance is presented as a crucial step towards achieving a classless society. By
eliminating the transfer of inherited wealth and capital, the Manifesto aims to break the cycle of inherited
privilege and disadvantage, thereby leveling the economic playing field and eroding the foundations of
class-based society.

What kind of property does the Communist Manifesto advocate for
abolishing the inheritance of?
The Communist Manifesto primarily targets the abolition of inheritance of 'private property' in the sense of
the means of production – factories, land, and capital. It differentiates this from personal possessions,
emphasizing its critique of property that allows for the exploitation of labor.

What is the economic rationale behind the Communist Manifesto's call to
abolish inheritance?
The economic rationale is to prevent the perpetuation of capital accumulation by a hereditary elite. By
abolishing inheritance, the Manifesto seeks to prevent the concentration of economic power and resources
in the hands of a few, thereby facilitating the collective ownership and management of the means of
production for the benefit of all.

Does the Communist Manifesto suggest replacing inheritance with any
form of distribution?
While not explicitly detailing a replacement for inheritance, the Communist Manifesto's broader vision
implies a system where the fruits of labor and societal wealth are distributed based on need and
contribution rather than inherited status. The focus shifts from private accumulation to collective benefit
and social provisioning.

What are the potential social implications of abolishing inheritance
according to the Communist Manifesto?
The potential social implications, as envisioned by the Communist Manifesto, include the dissolution of
inherited social hierarchies, the reduction of inequality, and the creation of a more egalitarian society. It
aims to sever the link between birthright and economic power, fostering a society where individual merit
and collective well-being are prioritized.



Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's arguments on the abolition of inheritance, with
descriptions:

1.

The Inheritance of Inequality: A Marxist Critique
This book delves into how inherited wealth perpetuates class divisions and stifles social mobility, as argued
by Marx and Engels. It explores the mechanisms through which capital is passed down through
generations, solidifying existing power structures. The author examines the inherent unfairness of
unearned advantages and advocates for systems that break this cycle of inherited privilege.

2.

From Each According to His Ability: The Case Against Inherited Wealth
Drawing directly from a key tenet of communist thought, this title argues that society should benefit from
the collective labor of its members, not the private accumulation and inheritance of property. It presents a
philosophical and economic case for dismantling the practice of inheritance as a barrier to a truly equitable
society. The book posits that abolishing inheritance would free up resources for communal good.

3.

Capital's Legacy: Abolishing the Chains of Inheritance
This work analyzes how inherited capital functions as a cornerstone of capitalist systems, enabling the
perpetuation of private property and exploitation. It traces the historical development of inheritance laws
and their role in maintaining the bourgeoisie's dominance. The book contends that abolishing inheritance is
a necessary step in overthrowing capitalism and establishing a classless society.

4.

The Spectre of Privatized Futures: Inheritance and Class Struggle
This title examines how inheritance acts as a significant point of contention in the ongoing class struggle. It
explores how the accumulation and transfer of private property, particularly through inheritance, fuels the
conflict between the owning class and the proletariat. The author argues that the abolition of inheritance is
a crucial battleground for achieving a communist future.

5.



Beyond Born Rich: Reclaiming Collective Prosperity
This book champions the idea that the abolition of inheritance is essential for creating a society where
prosperity is not dictated by birthright. It argues that inherited wealth creates an unfair advantage,
preventing a meritocratic system where all individuals have an equal opportunity. The author advocates
for societal structures that ensure resources are distributed based on contribution and need, rather than
lineage.

6.

The Common Purse: Inheritance and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat
This title connects the abolition of inheritance to the transitional phase of a proletarian revolution. It argues
that during the process of establishing communism, eliminating inherited wealth is a critical measure to
dismantle the foundations of bourgeois power. The book explores how this abolition would serve to
centralize resources for the benefit of the collective, as envisioned by Marx.

7.

Unearthing the Roots of Exploitation: Inheritance as a Capitalist Tool
This book positions inheritance as a fundamental mechanism by which capitalist exploitation is perpetuated
across generations. It investigates how inherited assets, like factories and land, allow the bourgeoisie to
continue extracting surplus value from labor without active participation. The author makes the case that
abolishing inheritance is a direct challenge to the very essence of capitalist accumulation.

8.

The End of Dynasties: Communism and the Abolition of Private
Succession
This title focuses on the specific Marxist argument for ending the practice of private succession through
inheritance. It critiques how familial dynasties built on inherited wealth prevent societal progress and
perpetuate an unearned ruling class. The book argues that a truly communist society requires the
dissolution of private control over major means of production, which inheritance directly upholds.

9.

From Private Gain to Public Good: Reimagining Inheritance in a
Communist Society
This book explores the theoretical implications of abolishing inheritance within a communist framework. It
contrasts the individualistic accumulation and transfer of wealth inherent in inheritance with the
communist ideal of collective ownership and distribution. The author envisions how a society free from



inherited privilege could redirect resources towards universal well-being and societal advancement.
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