communist manifesto historical analysis of

existentialism

The Communist Manifesto, a foundational text for Marxist thought, and existentialism, a philosophical
movement grappling with human existence, might seem worlds apart at first glance. Yet, a deep dive
reveals surprising intersections and points of dialogue between these two influential intellectual
traditions. This article embarks on a historical analysis of the communist manifesto, exploring its
unique relationship with the core tenets of existentialism. We will investigate how Marx and Engels'
critique of capitalist alienation resonates with existentialist concerns about freedom, responsibility, and
the search for meaning in a seemingly indifferent universe. Furthermore, we will examine the historical
context that shaped both ideologies, the shared critiques of societal structures, and the divergent paths
they ultimately took in addressing the human condition. Understanding this complex interplay offers a
richer perspective on both the enduring legacy of the Communist Manifesto and the philosophical

underpinnings of existential thought.
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The Communist Manifesto: Historical Context and Core Tenets

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in 1848, emerged from a period
of profound social and economic upheaval across Europe. The Industrial Revolution had irrevocably
altered the fabric of society, creating vast disparities between the burgeoning bourgeoisie, the owners
of capital and means of production, and the proletariat, the working class who sold their labor. Marx
and Engels sought to provide a framework for understanding this new class struggle and to advocate
for a revolutionary transformation of society. Their central argument posited that history is a continuous

series of class struggles, culminating in the eventual overthrow of capitalism by the proletariat.

The Manifesto outlines key tenets that remain central to Marxist theory. It critiques the inherent
exploitation within the capitalist system, arguing that the bourgeoisie extracts surplus value from the
labor of the proletariat, leading to their impoverishment and alienation. The document also famously
declares that "The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles." This historical
materialism forms the bedrock of their analysis, suggesting that economic conditions are the primary
drivers of historical change and social organization. Furthermore, the Manifesto calls for the abolition of
private property in the means of production, the establishment of a classless society, and the ultimate
withering away of the state. It paints a vision of a future where individuals are freed from economic

oppression and can realize their full potential.



Existentialism: Core Principles and Historical Development

Existentialism, as a distinct philosophical movement, gained prominence in the 19th and 20th
centuries, with thinkers like Sgren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Albert
Camus being key figures. While diverse in their specific formulations, existentialist philosophers share
a fundamental focus on the nature of individual human existence. A core tenet is the idea that
"existence precedes essence." This means that humans are born into the world without a
predetermined purpose or nature; rather, they create their own essence through their choices and

actions. This radical freedom, while empowering, also brings with it a profound sense of responsibility.

Key existentialist concepts include anxiety, despair, and the confrontation with nothingness. These
arise from the realization of one's freedom and the lack of inherent meaning in the universe.
Existentialists emphasize the subjective experience of the individual and the importance of authentic
living, which involves confronting these existential realities and making conscious choices. The search
for meaning is a central theme, as individuals must forge their own values and purposes in a world
that offers no ready-made answers. Historical context for existentialism includes the disillusionment
following World War | and World War I, which amplified questions about human nature, morality, and

the fragility of civilization.

Alienation in the Communist Manifesto and Existentialist

Thought

The concept of alienation is a critical bridge between the Communist Manifesto and existentialism,
though their approaches and diagnoses differ. Marx and Engels extensively detailed alienation within
the capitalist mode of production. They identified four primary forms of alienation experienced by the
proletariat: alienation from the product of their labor, from the process of labor itself, from their
"species-being" or human potential, and from other human beings. Under capitalism, workers do not

own the goods they produce, the work itself is often monotonous and unfulfilling, and their inherent



creative capacities are stifled. This estrangement from their own labor and its fruits leads to a sense of

powerlessness and dehumanization.

Existentialist thought, particularly in the work of Jean-Paul Sartre, also addresses alienation, but often
from a more individualistic and phenomenological perspective. For existentialists, alienation can stem
from the very condition of being human - the burden of freedom and the realization of one's
separateness from others and from any inherent cosmic order. This can lead to feelings of
estrangement from oneself and the world. While Marx saw alienation primarily as a product of
economic structures that could be overcome through revolution, existentialists often viewed it as an
intrinsic aspect of the human condition, a consequence of consciousness and freedom in a
meaningless universe. However, both perspectives highlight a profound sense of disconnect and a loss

of authentic selthood as a result of prevailing societal forces or the fundamental nature of existence.

Freedom and Determinism: A Comparative Analysis

The relationship between freedom and determinism is a complex one when comparing the Communist
Manifesto and existentialism. The Communist Manifesto, rooted in historical materialism, presents a
view where historical forces and economic structures largely determine the trajectory of society and the
lives of individuals within it. Marx and Engels argued that the proletariat, due to their objective position
within the capitalist system, were historically destined to overthrow the bourgeoisie. While individual
agency is acknowledged in the call for revolution, the emphasis is on the unfolding of historical laws
and class consciousness as the primary drivers of change. Freedom, in the Marxist sense, is largely
seen as liberation from economic constraint and oppression, a collective achievement that would

enable individual flourishing.

Existentialism, on the other hand, champions radical human freedom. As mentioned, "existence
precedes essence" means individuals are entirely free to define themselves. This freedom is not
merely political or economic; it is an ontological freedom, the freedom to choose one's values, one's

projects, and one's very being. This freedom is often framed as a burden, as it comes with absolute



responsibility for one's choices. Existentialists are wary of any system, whether economic or
ideological, that they perceive as negating or limiting this fundamental individual freedom. While Marx
saw freedom as emerging from a restructured collective, existentialists prioritize individual liberty as the
starting point, arguing that even within oppressive systems, individuals retain the freedom to choose

their response and to maintain their inner integrity.

The Role of History and the Future: Marx vs. Existentialism

The divergence in their views on freedom is closely tied to their differing conceptions of history and the
future. The Communist Manifesto presents a teleological view of history, suggesting a predetermined
progression towards communism. Marx and Engels believed that capitalism contained the seeds of its
own destruction and that the inevitable rise of the proletariat would usher in a new, more just historical
epoch. The future, for Marxists, is not a realm of infinite possibilities determined by individual choice,
but rather a scientifically predictable outcome of historical development. The revolution is seen as a

necessary historical stage to achieve this envisioned future of classless society.

Existentialism, in contrast, tends to view history not as a linear progression towards a predetermined
end, but as a series of contingent events and individual choices. There is no grand historical narrative
dictating a specific future. Instead, the future is open and uncertain, shaped by the cumulative effect of
countless individual decisions. While existentialists might acknowledge the influence of societal
structures and historical circumstances, they maintain that the ultimate responsibility for shaping one's
future, and by extension contributing to the future of humanity, rests with the individual. The focus is
on the present moment of choice and the creation of meaning in an often absurd and directionless
historical landscape. This emphasis on individual responsibility for creating the future stands in stark

contrast to the more deterministic, yet ultimately hopeful, historical vision of the Communist Manifesto.



Critique of Bourgeois Society: Shared Ground

Despite their fundamental differences, the Communist Manifesto and existentialist thought share a
significant critique of bourgeois society and its accompanying values. Marx and Engels vehemently
condemned the bourgeoisie for their pursuit of profit, their exploitation of the working class, and their
role in perpetuating social inequality. They saw bourgeois morality and ideology as mere justifications
for the existing power structures and as tools to maintain the dominance of the capitalist class. The
emphasis on material wealth and the commaodification of human relationships were central to their

critique.

Existentialists, too, often leveled sharp critiques against the conformity and inauthenticity they
perceived in modern, particularly bourgeois, society. Thinkers like Kierkegaard railed against the
"crowd" and its tendency to stifle individual conscience and critical thought. Sartre criticized the "bad
faith" that characterized individuals who abdicated their freedom and responsibility by conforming to
societal norms and expectations. Both traditions, in their own ways, identified a spiritual and
psychological emptiness within bourgeois life, a life often characterized by superficiality, adherence to
convention, and a disregard for genuine human connection or individual authenticity. This shared
critique of societal superficiality and the erosion of genuine human experience provides a surprising

area of common ground.

The Individual vs. the Collective: Divergent Paths

The most profound divergence between the Communist Manifesto and existentialism lies in their
fundamental emphasis on the individual versus the collective. The Communist Manifesto's ultimate
goal is the liberation of the proletariat as a collective class. The revolution is a mass action, and the
ideal society is one where class distinctions are abolished, and individuals are integrated into a
harmonious collective. Individual liberation is understood as a consequence of collective liberation from
economic oppression. The needs and aspirations of the collective are paramount, and individual

differences are often seen as secondary to the overarching goal of class solidarity and social



transformation.

Existentialism, conversely, places the individual at the absolute center of philosophical inquiry. The
primary concern is the individual's struggle for meaning, authenticity, and self-creation in a world
devoid of inherent purpose. While existentialists might acknowledge the influence of social structures
and intersubijectivity (the relationship between individuals), their focus remains resolutely on the
internal experience and agency of the singular person. Collective action or social structures are often
viewed with suspicion if they threaten to suppress individual freedom or impose a predetermined
identity. The existentialist quest is inherently a solitary one, a personal journey of confronting one's

existence and making one's own choices, even in the face of societal pressures.

Legacy and Modern Relevance

The legacy of the Communist Manifesto continues to shape political and economic discourse, inspiring
movements for social justice and critiques of capitalism. Its analysis of alienation and exploitation
remains relevant in discussions about labor rights, globalization, and economic inequality. While the
specific predictions of Marxist theory have been debated and often challenged, its core critiques of

power structures and its call for a more equitable society continue to resonate.

Existentialism's influence is evident in literature, psychology, and philosophy. Its emphasis on individual
responsibility, the search for meaning, and the courage to confront life's challenges continues to offer
valuable insights for navigating the complexities of modern existence. In an era marked by rapid
technological change, shifting social norms, and existential anxieties, the existentialist call to authentic
living and self-creation remains profoundly relevant. The ongoing dialogue between these two
intellectual traditions, however indirect, highlights enduring questions about the human condition that

continue to perplex and motivate us.



Conclusion: The Communist Manifesto and Existentialism in

Dialogue

In conclusion, a historical analysis of the Communist Manifesto through the lens of existentialism
reveals a complex and compelling intellectual dialogue. While their origins, core tenets, and proposed
solutions often stand in stark contrast — with Marxism emphasizing collective liberation and historical
determinism, and existentialism prioritizing individual freedom and subjective experience - their
critiques of societal alienation and their engagement with the human condition offer surprising
commonalities. Both ideologies, in their own distinct ways, grapple with the ways in which individuals
can become estranged from themselves and others, and both, albeit through different means, seek to
empower individuals to live more authentic and meaningful lives. The Communist Manifesto's profound
critique of capitalist alienation and its vision of a future free from economic oppression, when
considered alongside existentialism's unwavering focus on individual freedom, responsibility, and the
courageous confrontation with existence, provides a rich tapestry for understanding the enduring

questions that define human society and individual being.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does the Communist Manifesto's critique of alienation in
capitalist society resonate with existentialist themes of
meaninglessness and estrangement?

The Communist Manifesto's analysis of how capitalism alienates workers from the products of their
labor, the act of labor itself, their fellow humans, and their own species-essence directly mirrors
existentialist concerns. Both frameworks highlight a profound sense of estrangement from oneself and
the world, a consequence of societal structures that prioritize commaodification and profit over authentic
human experience and self-realization. The Manifesto proposes a collective solution to this alienation,

while existentialism often focuses on individual responsibility in confronting it.



In what ways can the 'specter of communism' mentioned in the
Manifesto be interpreted through an existentialist lens regarding the
fear of freedom or the confrontation with nothingness?

The 'specter of communism' can be viewed existentially as the looming possibility of radical societal
transformation that, for some, represents a terrifying disruption of established order and identity. This
fear of a future without the familiar structures of class society — a future that demands the creation of
new values and meanings — echoes existentialism's exploration of the anxiety that accompanies radical

freedom and the potential void that emerges when traditional frameworks for meaning collapse.

How does the Manifesto's call for revolution and the abolition of
private property relate to existentialist ideas of choice, responsibility,
and the creation of authentic existence?

The Manifesto's revolutionary call can be interpreted existentially as a radical act of collective self-
creation. By seeking to abolish the conditions that stifle human potential and impose predetermined
roles, it aims to create a society where individuals are free to define themselves. This aligns with
existentialism's emphasis on radical freedom and the responsibility to choose and create one's own
essence, albeit on a societal rather than purely individual scale. The revolution becomes a dramatic,

albeit potentially violent, assertion of human agency.

Can the Manifesto's concept of historical materialism be reconciled
with existentialist notions of historical contingency and the absence of
preordained meaning?

While historical materialism posits a deterministic trajectory based on economic forces, it can be

interpreted in a way that aligns with existentialist contingency. The Manifesto's assertion that history is
made by humans, even if driven by material conditions, leaves room for human agency in shaping the
present and future. Existentialism, by emphasizing that existence precedes essence and that meaning

is not inherent but created, finds common ground in the idea that humanity is not bound by a fixed



destiny but is instead constantly creating itself within historical circumstances.

How does the Manifesto's vision of a classless society, where the 'free
development of each is the condition for the free development of all,’
speak to existentialist ideals of intersubjectivity and shared
responsibility?

The Manifesto's ideal of a classless society underscores a profound sense of intersubjectivity and
shared responsibility. It suggests that individual freedom and fulfilment are inextricably linked to the
well-being and liberation of others. This resonates with existentialist thinkers like Sartre, who argued
that our freedom is enacted in relation to others and that our choices have implications for humanity as
a whole. The Manifesto, in this light, offers a utopian vision of collective authenticity and mutual

recognition.

What existentialist critiques could be leveled against the perceived
collectivism or potential suppression of individual will within the
framework of the Communist Manifesto?

Existentialist critiques might focus on the potential for the Manifesto's emphasis on collective action
and a predetermined historical outcome to stifle individual freedom and authentic self-creation. Critics
could argue that the pursuit of a universal historical goal might lead to a suppression of individual
dissent, the imposition of a collective ideology, and a diminishment of personal responsibility in
defining one's own values and meaning, thus creating a new form of alienation or 'bad faith' on a

societal scale.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles, starting with °



", related to a historical analysis of the Communist Manifesto and

existentialism, along with short descriptions:

Marx's Ghost: Existential Echoes in Communist Theory

This book explores the often-overlooked existential dimensions within
Karl Marx's writings, arguing that concepts like alienation, freedom,
and the critique of reification resonate with later existentialist thought.
It examines how the Manifesto's vision of human liberation, while
rooted in historical materialism, can be interpreted through an
existential lens. The author delves into the philosophical underpinnings

of revolutionary change and individual agency.

The Burden of Being: Sartre, Marx, and the Post-War Left

This work analyzes the intellectual currents that shaped the post-war

era, focusing on the complex relationship between Jean-Paul Sartre's



existentialism and Marxist ideology. It investigates how existentialist
concerns about freedom, responsibility, and the human condition were
integrated or debated within communist movements. The book
highlights key moments of intellectual synthesis and divergence

between these seemingly disparate philosophical traditions.

Alienation and Authenticity: From Marx to Merleau-Ponty

Tracing a lineage from Marx's concept of alienation to the
existentialist exploration of authenticity, this book examines how
thinkers grappled with the individual's place in a world of social and
political structures. It analyzes how the Communist Manifesto's
critique of capitalist exploitation laid groundwork for existentialist
inquiries into selfhood and meaning-making. The author explores how
later philosophers sought to reclaim or redefine human freedom in

response to societal forces.



The Philosopher King's Decree: Revolution and Subjectivity in the

Manifesto

This title delves into the inherent tension between the collective,
historical forces described in the Communist Manifesto and the
individual's subjective experience of revolutionary participation. It
questions whether the Manifesto's vision of a classless society
implicitly addresses the existential quest for meaning and purpose. The
book scrutinizes the role of individual consciousness and will in driving

historical change as envisioned by Marx.

Beyond the Dialectic: Existentialism's Critique of Historical

Determinism

This analysis explores how existentialist philosophers responded to
and critiqued the perceived historical determinism of Marxism,
particularly as outlined in the Communist Manifesto. It highlights
existentialism's emphasis on radical freedom, choice, and the creation

of meaning in a world without inherent purpose. The book investigates



whether existentialism offered an alternative framework for

understanding human agency in the face of societal structures.

The Human Condition in Revolution: A Phenomenological Reading of

the Manifesto

This book applies phenomenological methods, often associated with
existentialism, to a historical analysis of the Communist Manifesto. It
seeks to understand the lived experience of individuals caught in the
revolutionary upheavals described by Marx. The author examines how
the Manifesto's call for a new society impacts concepts of

embodiment, intersubjectivity, and the search for authentic existence.

Encountering the Other: Ethics and Politics in Marx and Beauvoir

This work explores the ethical and political implications of Marx's

theories, as presented in the Communist Manifesto, through the lens



of Simone de Beauvoir's existentialist feminism. It examines how
concepts of otherness, freedom, and oppression are understood from
both Marxist and existentialist perspectives. The book considers the
potential for a synthesized approach to social justice that

acknowledges both structural inequalities and individual responsibility.

Freedom's Double Edge: The Manifesto and the Existentialist Dilemma

This title investigates the inherent paradoxes of freedom as presented
in the Communist Manifesto, particularly in relation to existentialist
thought. It explores how the promise of liberation from capitalist
constraints might simultaneously present new existential challenges
for individuals. The author scrutinizes the psychological and

philosophical weight of achieving a truly free society.

The Weight of History: An Existentialist Interpretation of Class

Struggle



This book offers an existentialist framework for understanding the
historical phenomenon of class struggle as described in the
Communist Manifesto. It analyzes the subjective burden and
existential implications of oppression and the fight for liberation. The
author probes how individuals experience and respond to the historical
forces shaping their lives, seeking meaning and authenticity within

these struggles.
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