communist manifesto central arguments
on abolition of morals

The Communist Manifesto, a seminal work by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, has
profoundly influenced political thought and societal aspirations. Beyond its well-known
economic arguments, the Manifesto also delves into the realm of morality, proposing a
radical re-evaluation of existing ethical frameworks. Understanding the communist
manifesto central arguments on abolition of morals requires a deep dive into its critique of
bourgeois society and its vision for a classless future. This article will explore how Marx and
Engels posited that traditional morals are intrinsically linked to class structures and how
their abolition is a necessary step towards achieving true human emancipation and a
society free from exploitation. We will examine their critique of existing morality, the
concept of historical materialism as it relates to ethics, and the implications of a communist
society for moral development.
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The Communist Manifesto's Critique of Bourgeois
Morality

The Communist Manifesto presents a scathing critique of the prevailing moral system of the
bourgeois era, arguing that it is not a universal or objective set of principles but rather a
reflection of the interests of the ruling class. Marx and Engels contend that bourgeois
morality serves to maintain and legitimize the existing power structures, specifically the
capitalist system of production and ownership of the means of production. They assert that
the virtues extolled by the bourgeoisie - such as property rights, individual responsibility,



and even family loyalty - are designed to protect their economic dominance and the
exploitation of the proletariat.

One of the central arguments is that bourgeois morality is inherently hypocritical. While
advocating for principles like fairness and equality in theory, in practice, it upholds a
system where a small minority accumulates vast wealth and power at the expense of the
majority. The Manifesto famously states, "Your very ideas are but the outgrowth of the
conditions of your bourgeois production and bourgeois property, just as your jurisprudence
is but the will of your class made into law for all." This highlights the Marxist view that
morality is a superstructure, an ideological product of the economic base, and thus
intrinsically biased towards the dominant class.

Furthermore, the Manifesto suggests that bourgeois morality actively discourages
revolutionary action and class consciousness. By emphasizing individualistic values and
obedience to authority, it aims to prevent the working class from recognizing their
collective exploitation and uniting to overthrow the system. Concepts like charity and
philanthropy, often lauded as moral imperatives, are seen not as genuine acts of altruism
but as means to pacify the masses and deflect criticism from the systemic injustices of
capitalism. The focus is on individual amelioration within the existing oppressive framework
rather than a fundamental transformation of that framework.

Historical Materialism and the Relativism of
Morals

The foundation of the Communist Manifesto's arguments regarding morality lies in the
theory of historical materialism. This philosophical framework posits that history progresses
through a series of class struggles, driven by changes in the material conditions of society,
particularly the modes of production. Marx and Engels argue that moral codes, like all other
aspects of society's ideological superstructure, are not static but evolve in accordance with
these material changes.

According to historical materialism, each mode of production gives rise to a corresponding
set of moral norms and values that are functional for its perpetuation. For instance,
feudalism had its own set of virtues and vices, emphasizing loyalty, honor, and religious
piety, which were necessary for maintaining the feudal hierarchy. Capitalism, in turn,
fosters a different set of moral values that support private property, competition, and the
accumulation of capital.

This perspective leads to a form of moral relativism, not in the sense that all morals are
equally valid, but that morality is historically and socially conditioned. What is considered
“right” or “wrong” is not an eternal truth but a product of specific historical circumstances
and the prevailing class interests. Therefore, when Marx and Engels speak of the “abolition
of morals,” they are not advocating for a descent into anarchy or amorality. Instead, they
are arguing for the abolition of the bourgeois morals that are tied to the oppressive class
system and their replacement with a new set of values that will emerge from a classless,
communist society.



The Morality of Exploitation

The Manifesto argues that the moral system of capitalism is intrinsically linked to the
exploitation of labor. Bourgeois morality serves to justify this exploitation by framing it as a
natural or even divinely ordained consequence of individual differences in talent, effort, or
ownership of property. Concepts such as "fair wages" are critically examined, with the
understanding that in a capitalist system, wages are determined by the market and often
fall short of the full value produced by the worker. The moral justification for private
ownership of the means of production, which allows capitalists to extract surplus value from
the labor of others, is therefore seen as a cornerstone of bourgeois morality that needs to
be dismantled.

The Illusion of Universal Morality

Marx and Engels challenge the notion that bourgeois morality represents universal human
values. They argue that what the bourgeoisie presents as universal moral truths are, in fact,
specific to their class and their mode of production. For example, the emphasis on
individual property rights is a fundamental tenet of capitalism, but in a society where the
means of production are communally owned, such a concept would be meaningless and
even detrimental. The Manifesto points out that the very categories of morality are class-
specific, reflecting the experiences and struggles of different social classes.

Abolition of Morals: A Misunderstood Concept

The phrase "abolition of morals" as used in the Communist Manifesto is often
misinterpreted as a call for a society devoid of any ethical principles or a descent into
complete moral chaos. However, this interpretation fundamentally misunderstands the
Marxist critique. Marx and Engels were not advocating for amorality; rather, they were
calling for the abolition of the existing, class-based, bourgeois morality.

They believed that the moral system prevalent in capitalist societies was inherently tied to
the exploitative nature of that system. These morals served to uphold the interests of the
bourgeoisie by legitimizing private property, competition, and social inequality. The
Manifesto argues that these values, far from being universal truths, are specific to a
particular historical epoch and are designed to maintain the power of the ruling class.

The abolition of these specific morals, therefore, is seen as a necessary precursor to the
establishment of a new, truly humanistic ethical framework. This new morality would not be
based on class privilege or the exploitation of one human being by another. Instead, it
would arise from the shared experiences and collective needs of a society free from class
antagonisms.

The Goal: Emancipation, Not Anarchy

The ultimate goal of communism, as presented in the Manifesto, is the emancipation of all



humanity from oppression and exploitation. This emancipation cannot be achieved, they
argued, as long as the prevailing moral codes continue to legitimize and perpetuate the
existing social injustices. The abolition of bourgeois morals is therefore a functional
necessity for achieving a truly equitable and ethical society, not an end in itself.

The Communist Society and its Ethical Imperatives

In @ communist society, where the means of production are communally owned and class
distinctions have been abolished, the need for the old moral codes would disappear. New
ethical principles, rooted in cooperation, solidarity, and the common good, would emerge.
These principles would not be imposed from above or dictated by the interests of a ruling
class, but would naturally develop from the social relations of a truly classless society.

The Communist Vision of a New Morality

The Communist Manifesto does not merely deconstruct existing moral frameworks; it also
implicitly outlines the foundations of a future morality that would arise in a communist
society. This future morality, though not explicitly detailed, can be inferred from the core
principles of communism itself: the abolition of private property, the elimination of class
distinctions, and the establishment of a society based on collective ownership and
production for need.

In a classless society, the motivations for the moral shortcomings attributed to bourgeois
society - greed, competition, and the drive for individual accumulation at the expense of
others - would cease to exist. The Manifesto suggests that human beings are not inherently
selfish or amoral, but that these traits are cultivated by the pressures and contradictions of
capitalist society. Once these pressures are removed, human beings would be free to
develop their full potential in a cooperative and altruistic manner.

The ethical imperatives of communism would therefore be rooted in solidarity, mutual aid,
and the pursuit of the common good. The concept of "from each according to his ability, to
each according to his need" encapsulates this future moral orientation. It implies a society
where individuals contribute to the collective well-being based on their capabilities and
receive what they require to thrive, fostering a deep sense of interconnectedness and
shared responsibility.

Solidarity and Collective Well-being

The communist vision emphasizes solidarity as a primary ethical virtue. In a society where
everyone’s needs are met and no one is exploited, the natural inclination would be to
support and uplift one another. This stands in stark contrast to the atomized individualism
fostered by capitalism, where competition often breeds isolation and mistrust. The
Manifesto implies that human beings are fundamentally social creatures, and their moral
development flourishes in environments that nurture cooperation and collective flourishing.



The End of Exploitative Ethics

The abolition of the communist manifesto central arguments on abolition of morals implies
the eradication of any ethical justification for exploitation. In a communist society, the
exploitation of labor for private profit would be impossible. Consequently, any moral codes
that serve to rationalize or protect such exploitation would become obsolete. This includes
concepts like the sanctity of private property as it relates to the means of production, or the
notion that wealth accumulation through the labor of others is morally permissible.

Challenging Existing Moral Frameworks

The Communist Manifesto’s critique extends beyond merely identifying the class-based
nature of bourgeois morality; it actively seeks to dismantle the authority and perceived
universality of these established ethical systems. By exposing the material and historical
roots of morality, Marx and Engels aim to liberate individuals from the ideological chains
that bind them to an unjust social order.

The Manifesto challenges traditional notions of family, religion, and patriotism, arguing that
these institutions, in their current bourgeois manifestations, often serve to reinforce class
divisions and mask underlying economic exploitation. For instance, the "family" as it exists
under capitalism is portrayed not as a natural unit but as an economic one, where wives
and children can be treated as commodities. Similarly, religion is critiqued as "the opium of
the people," offering solace and diverting attention from the real-world causes of suffering.

By questioning these deeply ingrained societal structures and their associated moral
imperatives, the Manifesto compels readers to re-examine their own ethical beliefs and
consider their origins and functions within the broader social and economic context. This
process of critical deconstruction is presented as essential for paving the way for a more
enlightened and just ethical system.

Critique of Traditional Institutions

The Manifesto systematically interrogates institutions that are typically considered the
bedrock of morality in bourgeois society. It argues that the bourgeois family, rather than
being a bastion of love and support, often functions as an economic unit, perpetuating
property and reinforcing class privilege. The critique extends to education, which is seen as
a tool for instilling bourgeois ideology rather than fostering independent thought. Similarly,
the state, enforced by laws and supported by prevailing moral codes, is presented as an
instrument of the ruling class.

The Nature of "Freedom" in Bourgeois Society

The Manifesto also scrutinizes the bourgeois concept of "freedom." It argues that bourgeois
freedom is largely economic freedom for the property-owning class, while the working class
remains unfree, bound by the necessity of selling their labor power to survive. This critique



directly challenges the moral implications of bourgeois liberty, suggesting that it is a
freedom that inherently relies on the unfreedom of others. The abolition of morals, in this
context, means dismantling the moral justifications for this unequal distribution of freedom.

The Role of Class in Shaping Morality

A cornerstone of the Communist Manifesto's arguments on the abolition of morals is the
profound influence of social class on the formation and adherence to ethical principles.
Marx and Engels assert that morality is not an abstract, universal phenomenon but is
deeply embedded within the material conditions and power dynamics of different social
classes. Each class develops a worldview and a set of values that are congruent with its
own interests and its position within the mode of production.

The bourgeoisie, as the class that owns and controls the means of production, develops a
morality that emphasizes individual property rights, competition, hard work (for the
worker), and the sanctity of contracts. These moral tenets serve to legitimize their
ownership of capital and the exploitation of labor, framing it as a natural outcome of a fair
and just economic system. The individualistic focus of bourgeois morality encourages
workers to see their struggles as personal failings rather than as a consequence of a
systemic issue.

Conversely, the proletariat, or the working class, experiences a different reality. Their lives
are characterized by collective labor, shared hardship, and dependence on wages. While
they may internalize some aspects of bourgeois morality, their lived experiences often
foster different ethical inclinations, such as solidarity and mutual support within their own
class. The Manifesto argues that true emancipation for the proletariat requires not just a
change in economic conditions but also a fundamental shift away from the morality that
has historically served to oppress them.

Bourgeois Morality: A Tool of Domination

The Manifesto posits that bourgeois morality functions as a crucial tool for maintaining the
dominance of the capitalist class. By promoting virtues like obedience, respect for
authority, and the acceptance of social hierarchy, bourgeois ideology discourages dissent
and revolution. The concept of justice, for example, is framed within the context of
preserving private property and enforcing existing laws, which are themselves products of
class power. The argument is that what is deemed "moral” is often simply what is beneficial
to the ruling class.

Proletarian Morality and Revolutionary Consciousness

While the Manifesto doesn't explicitly detail a "proletarian morality" in its nascent form, it
implies that the shared experiences of the working class will naturally foster values of
solidarity, cooperation, and collective action. The act of organizing for collective bargaining
or revolutionary struggle itself engenders a sense of shared purpose and mutual reliance



that transcends bourgeois individualism. The eventual abolition of morals refers to moving
beyond the specific moral codes of the past, including those that might even be perceived
as positive within the working class but are still rooted in the historical context of class
struggle.

Communist Manifesto Central Arguments on
Abolition of Morals: Key Takeaways

The Communist Manifesto's perspective on the abolition of morals is a complex and often
debated aspect of its revolutionary theory. The central arguments revolve around the idea
that existing moral systems are not universal but are deeply intertwined with the class
structures of society, particularly capitalism. Marx and Engels contend that bourgeois
morality serves to uphold the interests of the ruling class by legitimizing exploitation,
private property, and social inequality. Therefore, the "abolition of morals" refers not to a
descent into amorality, but to the dismantling of these class-specific ethical frameworks.

Key takeaways from the Manifesto's critique include the understanding of morality as a
historical and material product, evolving with changes in the modes of production. This
leads to a form of moral relativism, where what is considered right or wrong is contingent
upon the prevailing social and economic conditions. The Manifesto argues that a truly
emancipated society, free from class conflict, will necessitate the emergence of a new set
of ethical principles rooted in cooperation, solidarity, and the common good, embodying the
principle of "from each according to his ability, to each according to his need."

Conclusion

The Communist Manifesto's exploration of the abolition of morals offers a radical re-framing
of ethical discourse, positing that morality is inextricably linked to social class and
economic structures. The central arguments highlight that prevailing bourgeois morals are
not universal truths but rather ideological constructs designed to maintain the power and
privilege of the capitalist class. Marx and Engels argued that historical materialism provides
the framework for understanding how ethical systems evolve with changes in the means of
production. Thus, the call for the abolition of morals is a call to dismantle the specific, class-
bound ethical codes that perpetuate exploitation and inequality. The Manifesto envisions a
future communist society where the elimination of class distinctions will naturally give rise
to a new, humanistic morality based on cooperation, solidarity, and the pursuit of collective
well-being, transcending the limitations and hypocrisies of past moral systems.

Frequently Asked Questions



Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for the
complete abolition of all morality, or is it a critique of
existing moral systems?

The Communist Manifesto primarily critiques bourgeois morality as a tool of class
oppression, arguing that it serves the interests of the ruling class and hinders the
development of a truly universal and equitable society. It doesn't call for the abolition of all
morality, but rather for a transformation of moral values that would arise from a classless
society, where exploitation and alienation are eliminated.

How does Marx and Engels connect the abolition of
private property with the abolition of certain moral
norms?

Marx and Engels argue that the prevailing moral norms of their time (bourgeois morality)
are deeply intertwined with private property and the capitalist system. They contend that
concepts like individualistic self-interest, competition, and the sanctity of private property
are moral imperatives that uphold the existing power structures. By abolishing private
property, they believe the foundations for these specific moral norms would be removed,
paving the way for new, more communal values.

What does the Manifesto mean by 'morality' being
‘class-determined'?

When Marx and Engels state that morality is class-determined, they mean that the
dominant moral codes and values within a society reflect the interests and experiences of
the ruling class. For instance, they would argue that the emphasis on hard work and
individual responsibility in bourgeois morality serves to justify the exploitation of the
proletariat, obscuring the systemic inequalities.

Does the Communist Manifesto suggest that a
communist society would be amoral, or that it would
have a different set of morals?

The Manifesto suggests that a communist society would not be amoral. Instead, it
anticipates the emergence of new moral principles that would be based on human
solidarity, cooperation, and the common good, rather than on the individualistic and
competitive values of capitalism. These new morals would be a product of a society free
from exploitation and alienation.

How does the Manifesto's critique of religion relate to
its stance on morality?

The Manifesto views religion, much like bourgeois morality, as an opiate for the masses,
serving to pacify the oppressed and legitimize the existing social order. By advocating for
the abolition of religion (as an institution that supports class rule), they also implicitly



challenge the moral dictates that often accompany religious doctrines, which they see as
reinforcing capitalist values.

What are some common misinterpretations of the
Communist Manifesto's views on morality?

A common misinterpretation is that the Manifesto advocates for total amorality or a free-
for-all. In reality, its critique is directed at the class-specific nature of existing morality, and
it envisions a future society with a transformed, more equitable set of values. Another
misinterpretation is that it seeks to destroy all ethical considerations, when it actually aims
to replace exploitative ethics with humanist ones.

In what way does the Manifesto see family structures
as tied to its critique of morals?

The Manifesto argues that the bourgeois family, like bourgeois morality, is largely based on
private property and economic dependence. They contend that it serves as a microcosm of
capitalist relations, with women and children often treated as property. By advocating for
the abolition of private property and the communalization of certain aspects of life, they
imply a transformation of family structures and the associated moral obligations that are
rooted in capitalist ownership.

Additional Resources

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

1.

The Specter of Morality: A Communist Critique

This book delves into how the Communist Manifesto viewed traditional bourgeois morality
as a tool of oppression, designed to maintain existing power structures. It explores the
manifesto's argument that this "morality"” stifled true human liberation and class
consciousness. The analysis highlights how the authors believed a new, classless society
would necessitate a fundamental reevaluation and transcendence of pre-existing moral
codes.

2.

Bourgeois Virtues, Proletarian Vices: Unmasking Moral
Hypocrisy

This title suggests an examination of the perceived hypocrisy in bourgeois morality, as
critiqued by the Manifesto. It would explore how the ruling class imposes its moral
standards to justify exploitation while often disregarding them in practice. The book would
argue that what is deemed "virtuous" by the bourgeoisie is often a mechanism to preserve
their dominance, while the struggles of the proletariat are mischaracterized as immoral.



From Chains to Conscience: Reimagining Ethics in a
Classless Society

This work would focus on the manifesto's implication that a truly equitable society would
foster a different kind of ethical framework. It would explore the idea that liberation from
economic exploitation would allow for the development of a genuinely communal and
humane conscience, free from the distortions of class antagonism. The book would
speculate on what such an ethic might look like in practice, moving beyond individualistic
or class-based moral systems.

4.

The Historical Dialectic of Decadence: Morals as a
Historical Construct

This title points to an analysis of how the Manifesto treats morality as a product of historical
and economic conditions, rather than an eternal truth. It would argue that bourgeois morals
are inherently tied to capitalism and would therefore decay and become obsolete with its
abolition. The book would trace the evolution of moral systems as reflections of dominant
modes of production and class relations.

5.

Family, Property, and the Abolition of the Old Order

This book would directly address the Manifesto's controversial statements regarding the
abolition of the family and private property. It would explore the argument that traditional
family structures and possessive morality are intrinsically linked to private property
ownership. The analysis would focus on how the manifesto envisioned a society where
these institutions, and their associated moral imperatives, would be rendered unnecessary
and thus abolished.

6.

Revolutionary Morality: A Materialist Perspective

This title suggests a deep dive into how the Manifesto implicitly proposes a "revolutionary
morality" rooted in the material conditions and goals of the proletariat. It would explore the
idea that actions aligning with the advancement of the revolution are inherently moral from
this perspective. The book would contrast this with the prevailing moral codes that uphold
the existing capitalist system.

7.
The Tyranny of the Moral Law: Unbinding the

Proletariat

This work would likely focus on the Manifesto's portrayal of bourgeois morality as a form of



ideological control. It would explore how these moral dictates serve to discipline the
working class and discourage dissent or revolutionary thought. The book would examine
how the abolition of such "tyrannical" moral laws is presented as a necessary step towards
the proletariat's emancipation.

8.

Beyond Good and Evil: A Marxist Reinterpretation

Drawing inspiration from Nietzsche, this title implies a re-examination of moral concepts
through a Marxist lens, specifically as informed by the Manifesto. It would explore how the
Manifesto challenges conventional understandings of "good" and "evil" by rooting them in
class interests. The book would discuss how the revolutionary struggle necessitates a re-
evaluation of what is considered morally right or wrong.

0.

The Communist Horizon: Ethics in the Age of
Emancipation

This title suggests a forward-looking exploration of ethics within the framework of a
communist society as envisioned by the Manifesto. It would focus on the moral implications
of a world without class exploitation and the potential for a new humanism to emerge. The
book would consider how the abolition of capitalist morality paves the way for a more
authentic and liberated human existence.
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