
communist manifesto key arguments on
abolition of serfdom
The Communist Manifesto, a seminal work by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels,
lays bare a radical critique of capitalist society and a blueprint for
revolutionary change. While often associated with the overthrow of capitalism
and the establishment of a classless society, a crucial and often overlooked
aspect of its arguments centers on the abolition of historical forms of
unfreedom, particularly serfdom. Understanding the Communist Manifesto's key
arguments on the abolition of serfdom reveals its foundational critique of
oppressive social structures and its vision for a society liberated from all
forms of exploitation. This article delves into the manifesto's core
propositions regarding the dismantling of feudal vestiges and the broader
implications for human emancipation. We will explore how Marx and Engels
viewed serfdom as a precursor to modern wage slavery and how their proposed
abolition was intrinsically linked to the dismantling of the bourgeois class
itself.
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The Communist Manifesto, published in 1848, emerged during a period of
significant social and economic upheaval across Europe. While its primary
focus is the critique of capitalism and the call for proletarian revolution,
its analysis implicitly and explicitly addresses the lingering structures of
feudalism and the subjugation of serfs. Marx and Engels saw the historical
development of societies as a progression through various modes of
production, each characterized by specific relations of production and forms
of class antagonism. Feudalism, with its rigid hierarchy and the unfree labor



of serfs bound to the land, represented a significant stage in this
historical trajectory. The Manifesto argues that the rise of the bourgeoisie
was inherently linked to the dismantling of these feudal structures, paving
the way for a new system of production and a new set of class relations.

The authors recognized that the abolition of serfdom, a process already
underway in many parts of Europe, was a necessary, albeit incomplete, step
towards a more advanced society. They viewed serfdom as a system of direct
personal dependence, where the serf was not merely an economic unit but was
legally and socially tied to their lord. This personal dependence, while
distinct from the impersonal economic compulsion of wage labor under
capitalism, was nevertheless a profound form of unfreedom. The Manifesto’s
critique of serfdom highlights its understanding of how different forms of
exploitation are interconnected and how the abolition of one form of bondage
can create the conditions for others to emerge.

Serfdom as a Foundation for Bourgeois Society

The Communist Manifesto posits that the bourgeoisie, the capitalist class,
played a revolutionary role in history by overthrowing the feudal aristocracy
and dismantling the old order. A significant aspect of this overthrow
involved the abolition of serfdom and the liberation of the peasantry from
their feudal obligations. Marx and Engels contend that the bourgeoisie, in
its pursuit of expanding markets and free labor, actively dissolved the
traditional bonds that tied serfs to the land and their lords. This process,
often referred to as enserfment’s decline or abolition, transformed the serf
into a free peasant or, more significantly for the development of capitalism,
a landless laborer who was now free to sell their labor power in the market.

The Transformation of the Serf into a Wage Laborer

The crucial argument presented by Marx and Engels is that the abolition of
serfdom did not, in itself, lead to true freedom for the masses. Instead, it
facilitated a transition from one form of exploitation to another. The serf,
freed from the direct control of the feudal lord, became a "free" laborer,
meaning they were no longer bound to the land or a specific master. However,
this newfound freedom came at a cost. Without land or the means of
production, these liberated serfs were compelled to sell their labor power to
the burgeoning capitalist class in order to survive. This transition is
central to understanding the Manifesto's view on how historical advancements
in abolishing one form of bondage paved the way for the prevalence of wage
slavery, a condition the Manifesto vehemently criticizes.

This transformation is a recurring theme when discussing the Communist
Manifesto's key arguments on the abolition of serfdom. The feudal lord's



authority over the serf was replaced by the capitalist's economic authority
over the wage laborer. While the legal chains of serfdom were broken, new
economic chains were forged. The serf's labor, previously appropriated
directly by the lord through rents and obligations, was now appropriated by
the capitalist in the form of surplus value extracted from the wage laborer's
work. This conceptual shift from direct, personal subjugation to indirect,
economic subjugation is a critical insight into Marx and Engels' historical
materialism.

The Bourgeoisie as the Agent of Abolition

The Communist Manifesto is clear in its assertion that the bourgeoisie, as a
revolutionary class, was instrumental in the abolition of feudalism and its
associated institutions, including serfdom. The rise of capitalism, with its
emphasis on private property, free markets, and the accumulation of capital,
was fundamentally incompatible with the rigid, land-based economy and social
hierarchy of feudalism. The bourgeoisie's drive for expansion, for the
removal of internal trade barriers, and for the creation of a mobile,
available workforce necessitated the dismantling of the old feudal order.

Marx and Engels highlight how the bourgeoisie, through political and economic
means, gradually eroded the power of the landed aristocracy and, in doing so,
effectively ended the legal status of serfdom. This included the introduction
of new legal frameworks that recognized individual property rights over
collective or feudal obligations, and the creation of a monetary economy that
incentivized the sale of labor rather than its direct appropriation through
feudal dues. The bourgeoisie’s focus on individual liberty, while often
limited in practice to the propertied classes, was a powerful ideological
weapon against the inherited privileges and personal dependencies of the
feudal system. This act of abolition, therefore, is presented not as a
benevolent act but as a consequence of the bourgeoisie's own class interests
and its need to create a more conducive environment for capitalist
accumulation.

The Limits of Bourgeois Abolition and the Call
for Universal Emancipation

While acknowledging the bourgeoisie's role in abolishing serfdom, the
Communist Manifesto is quick to point out the limitations and inherent
contradictions of this abolition. The freedom granted to the former serfs was
primarily economic freedom – the freedom to be exploited by capitalists. This
is where the Manifesto's argument on the abolition of serfdom extends beyond
a purely historical analysis to a critique of capitalist society itself. The
“freedom” achieved through the abolition of serfdom, according to Marx and
Engels, was merely the freedom to enter into wage slavery, a condition they



saw as equally, if not more, oppressive.

The core of the Communist Manifesto's argument is that the abolition of
serfdom by the bourgeoisie was a stepping stone to a more advanced form of
class society, not an end to class society itself. The bourgeoisie, in
abolishing feudal exploitation, replaced it with its own form of
exploitation. The Manifesto's vision, therefore, extends beyond the abolition
of serfdom to the abolition of all forms of class domination and
exploitation. The ultimate goal is not merely to liberate individuals from
specific historical forms of unfreedom, but to eradicate the very system that
creates and perpetuates such unfreedom, namely, capitalism.

The Communist Solution: Abolition of the Bourgeoisie

In light of this critique, the Communist Manifesto argues that the true
emancipation of the proletariat, and indeed of all humanity, requires the
abolition of the bourgeoisie and the capitalist system they represent. This
is the ultimate extension of the principle of abolition. If the bourgeoisie
abolished serfdom to create a class of wage laborers, then the proletariat
must abolish the bourgeoisie to create a classless society where no one is
exploited. This goes beyond the mere dismantling of feudal remnants to a
radical transformation of the entire socio-economic structure.

The Communist Manifesto’s key arguments on the abolition of serfdom therefore
serve as a crucial historical precedent for its broader revolutionary
program. The liberation of serfs from feudal lords, while a step forward, was
incomplete because it did not address the underlying issue of class power and
economic control. The communist revolution, as envisioned in the Manifesto,
seeks to complete this process by abolishing the capitalist class and their
ownership of the means of production, thereby ensuring that labor is no
longer a commodity to be bought and sold, and that all individuals are truly
free and equal.

Serfdom and the Historical Trajectory of Class
Struggle

The Communist Manifesto frames the abolition of serfdom within its
overarching theory of historical materialism and the perpetual class
struggle. Feudalism, with its lords and serfs, represented a specific stage
of class conflict. The bourgeoisie, emerging from within feudal society,
challenged and ultimately overthrew the feudal aristocracy. This struggle,
according to Marx and Engels, was characterized by the bourgeoisie’s drive to
break free from feudal constraints, which included the emancipation of the
peasantry from their feudal bonds. This historical process of class struggle,
where one dominant class supplants another, is a central theme when examining



the Communist Manifesto's key arguments on the abolition of serfdom.

The transition from feudalism to capitalism, marked by the abolition of
serfdom, is presented as an example of how the contradictions within a given
mode of production lead to its eventual overthrow and replacement by a new
one. However, the Manifesto is keen to highlight that this is not an end to
the struggle but a transformation of its form. The class antagonism between
the feudal lord and the serf, with its elements of personal obligation and
direct coercion, gave way to the antagonism between the capitalist and the
wage laborer, characterized by economic compulsion and the extraction of
surplus value. This historical dialectic of class struggle is essential to
understanding the Manifesto's perspective on the abolition of serfdom.

The Future Vision: Beyond the Abolition of
Serfdom

Ultimately, the Communist Manifesto’s engagement with the abolition of
serfdom serves as a historical prologue to its vision of a future communist
society. The authors argue that just as the bourgeoisie abolished serfdom to
create a free labor market, the proletariat must abolish capitalism to create
a society free from all forms of exploitation and alienation. The abolition
of serfdom was a necessary step in the historical development of productive
forces and social relations, but it was an incomplete revolution.

The communist revolution, as proposed in the Manifesto, aims to carry the
principle of abolition to its logical conclusion. This means not only
abolishing the ownership of the means of production by a select few but also
abolishing the very conditions that necessitate the selling of labor power.
In a communist society, where the means of production are owned collectively,
the concept of a distinct working class, and therefore the need for wage
labor, would cease to exist. This represents a complete emancipation, far
exceeding the partial liberation that the abolition of serfdom offered. The
Communist Manifesto's key arguments on the abolition of serfdom underscore
its critique of partial reforms and its insistence on a total societal
transformation for genuine human freedom.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Abolition
in Communist Theory

The Communist Manifesto's key arguments on the abolition of serfdom reveal a
nuanced understanding of historical progress and class struggle. Marx and
Engels recognized the bourgeoisie's role in dismantling feudal structures and
liberating serfs, but critically, they exposed the limitations of this
liberation, which ultimately led to the establishment of wage slavery. This



analysis serves as a foundational critique of capitalist exploitation,
demonstrating how historical forms of bondage, like serfdom, paved the way
for new, albeit different, forms of unfreedom. The Manifesto's call for the
abolition of the bourgeoisie and the capitalist system is presented as the
necessary completion of the historical process of abolition, aiming for a
society where true freedom and equality prevail, transcending the partial
emancipations of earlier eras.

Frequently Asked Questions

Did the Communist Manifesto advocate for the
immediate abolition of serfdom in all contexts?
While the Communist Manifesto championed the abolition of all existing forms
of property and the liberation of the proletariat from capitalist
exploitation, its specific focus on serfdom was within the historical context
of feudal societies. It argued that the rise of the bourgeoisie and
industrial capitalism inherently undermined and would eventually abolish
feudal relationships, including serfdom, by introducing wage labor and market
economies.

How did the Communist Manifesto link the abolition
of serfdom to the broader class struggle?
The Manifesto viewed the abolition of serfdom as a historical step in the
ongoing class struggle. It saw the transition from feudalism to capitalism,
marked by the liberation of serfs into wage laborers, as a victory for the
rising bourgeoisie over the aristocracy. However, it argued that this
transition merely replaced one form of exploitation with another, paving the
way for the proletariat's struggle against the bourgeoisie.

What was the Communist Manifesto's perspective on
the consequences of serfdom's abolition for the
former serfs?
The Manifesto's perspective was that the abolition of serfdom, while a step
towards a less oppressive system than feudalism, ultimately transformed serfs
into wage laborers who were still exploited by the new capitalist class. The
'freedom' gained was the freedom to sell their labor power, not freedom from
economic dependency and exploitation.

Does the Communist Manifesto offer a specific plan
for how serfdom should be abolished?
The Communist Manifesto does not provide a detailed, prescriptive plan for



the abolition of serfdom. Instead, it analyzes the historical process by
which capitalism itself drove the obsolescence and abolition of feudal
structures like serfdom. The focus is on the broader societal transformation
driven by the development of productive forces and the resulting class
antagonisms.

How does the Communist Manifesto's discussion of
serfdom relate to its critique of property
ownership?
The Communist Manifesto argues that serfdom, like all feudal property
relations, was a form of ownership that bound individuals to land and to a
lord. Its abolition, as part of the transition to capitalism, replaced this
with the private ownership of the means of production by the bourgeoisie. The
Manifesto's ultimate goal was the abolition of all private property,
including the capitalist ownership that emerged after serfdom's demise.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's key arguments on
the abolition of serfdom, presented as requested:

1.

The Shackles of the Land: A History of Serfdom's
Decline
This book meticulously traces the historical progression of serfdom across
various societies, examining the economic, social, and political pressures
that led to its eventual dismantling. It highlights how evolving notions of
labor and ownership gradually undermined the feudal system. The narrative
often touches upon nascent forms of class struggle and the desire for
individual autonomy that foreshadowed later revolutionary ideas.

2.

From Manor to Machine: The Transition of Labor
This work explores the seismic shift in labor practices, moving from the
agrarian, land-bound labor of serfdom to the industrial, wage-dependent labor
of the factory. It analyzes how the abolition of serfdom, a crucial step,
paved the way for new forms of exploitation and alienation. The book delves
into the ideological justifications and practical consequences of replacing
personal obligation with abstract economic relationships.

3.



The Spectre of Emancipation: Peasants and Property
Focusing on the impact of serfdom's abolition on peasant populations, this
book examines their newly acquired (or often, limited) rights to property and
land. It scrutinizes how the promise of freedom was frequently curtailed by
economic realities and the continuation of powerful landowning classes. The
text explores the ongoing struggle for true economic liberation beyond mere
legal emancipation.

4.

Class Warfare in the Fields: Precursors to
Revolution
This historical analysis identifies early instances of peasant uprisings and
organized resistance against feudal lords, arguing these movements contained
the seeds of later class struggle. It connects the grievances of serfs
seeking freedom from their masters to the broader Marxist critique of
exploitation. The book demonstrates how the desire to break free from
oppressive landholding structures fueled a revolutionary spirit.

5.

Bourgeoisie's Burden: The Abolitionist Engine
This book presents a compelling argument that the abolition of serfdom was,
in many historical contexts, driven by the emerging bourgeoisie and their
need for a mobile, wage-earning workforce. It highlights how the feudal
system, with its attached labor, hindered the development of capitalist
markets. The work explores the unintended consequences of freeing serfs, as
they often exchanged one form of dependency for another.

6.

The Unfinished Revolution: Agrarian Reform and Its
Limits
This title delves into the complex aftermath of serfdom's abolition,
exploring how attempts at agrarian reform often fell short of creating true
equality. It examines the persistent power of landed elites and the
challenges faced by newly freed peasants in establishing economic
independence. The book argues that without a fundamental restructuring of
land ownership, the liberation from serfdom remained incomplete.

7.

Chains of Custom, Cords of Capital: A Comparative
Study
This comparative history analyzes the process of serfdom's abolition across



different European nations, highlighting both commonalities and unique
national trajectories. It contrasts the slow erosion of feudal ties with more
abrupt, state-imposed reforms. The book offers insights into how the
transition from a serf-based economy to a capitalist one was shaped by
specific historical and cultural contexts.

8.

The Proletariat's Dawn: From Serf to Worker
This book charts the historical evolution of the working class, specifically
examining how former serfs became the backbone of the nascent industrial
proletariat. It illustrates the Marxist concept of historical materialism by
showing how changes in the mode of production directly impacted social
strata. The text emphasizes the shared experience of exploitation faced by
both serfs and factory workers.

9.

Manifesto for the Landless: Reclaiming the Earth
While not directly about the Communist Manifesto, this book explores the
historical and philosophical arguments for the communal ownership of land and
the abolition of private property, drawing parallels to the critiques of
feudal landholding. It examines movements and thinkers who advocated for a
radical redistribution of land to end exploitation. The work connects the
historical struggle against serfdom to contemporary calls for economic
justice and the abolition of land-based inequalities.
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