
communist manifesto on pre-communist
societies

Understanding the Communist Manifesto's Perspective
on Pre-Communist Societies

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, is a foundational text in
socialist and communist thought. While famously dissecting the dynamics of capitalism and
envisioning a communist future, its analysis also provides a unique lens through which to
understand historical societal structures. This article delves into how the Communist Manifesto
views and categorizes societies that existed before the advent of industrial capitalism. We will
explore the manifesto's historical materialism, its classification of societal stages, and its specific
descriptions of primitive communism, ancient societies, feudalism, and the rise of the bourgeoisie.
By examining these pre-capitalist formations, we gain a deeper appreciation for the Manifesto's
overarching theory of historical development and the conditions it believed paved the way for
communist revolution.
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The Communist Manifesto's Historical Materialism

At the core of the Communist Manifesto's understanding of history lies the principle of historical



materialism. This philosophical framework posits that the primary driver of historical change is the
development of the material conditions of production – the way in which societies organize
themselves to produce the necessities of life. Marx and Engels argued that economic structures,
particularly the relationships between classes based on their role in production, are the foundation
upon which political, legal, and cultural superstructures are built. Consequently, the Communist
Manifesto analyzes societies not through the lens of great men or abstract ideas, but through the
evolution of their modes of production and the class struggles that inevitably arise from them. This
materialist conception of history dictates that each successive societal stage emerges from the
contradictions inherent in the preceding one, driven by the development of productive forces that
eventually clash with existing relations of production.

The Manifesto explicitly states, "The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class
struggles." This statement is crucial for understanding its perspective on pre-communist societies. It
implies that even before the pronounced class antagonisms of capitalism, earlier forms of society
were characterized by differing degrees of social stratification and, therefore, varying forms of
struggle. The development of tools, agriculture, and later, manufacturing, fundamentally altered the
ways in which humans interacted and organized themselves, leading to the emergence and
transformation of distinct social classes. The Communist Manifesto uses this framework to trace a
linear progression of societal development, from the most rudimentary forms of human organization
to the highly complex, albeit exploitative, system of capitalism, all viewed through the prism of
evolving class relations and the struggle for control over the means of production.

Classifying Pre-Communist Societal Stages

The Communist Manifesto, while not providing an exhaustive sociological treatise on every pre-
capitalist society, outlines a general developmental trajectory based on its understanding of
historical materialism. It implicitly categorizes human history into distinct stages, each defined by its
dominant mode of production and the prevailing class structure. These stages are not viewed as
static entities but as transitional phases, each containing the seeds of its own eventual supersession.
The manifesto’s focus is on identifying the key transformations in productive forces and the resultant
shifts in social organization that led from primitive communalism to feudalism and ultimately, to
capitalism.

The key classifications that emerge from the Manifesto's historical narrative include:

Primitive Communism: The earliest, largely classless societies.

Ancient Society: Characterized by slavery, typically emerging with settled agriculture and
urban centers.

Feudalism: Dominated by land ownership and the relationship between lords and serfs.

The transition to Capitalism: Driven by the rise of the merchant class and industrial
production.

Each of these stages is understood as a necessary precursor to the next, with the inherent
contradictions within each system creating the conditions for its eventual overthrow and



replacement. The Manifesto's analysis emphasizes the progressive development of human productive
capacity across these stages, even while critiquing the exploitative nature of the class relations that
characterized them.

Primitive Communism: The Earliest Human Societies

The Communist Manifesto begins its historical sweep by describing what it terms "primitive
communism." This refers to the earliest stages of human social organization, characterized by
communal living and the absence of private property or distinct social classes. In these societies,
production was primarily for immediate subsistence, with resources shared among the community.
The development of productive forces was rudimentary, relying on simple tools and collective effort
for hunting, gathering, and early forms of agriculture. The Manifesto suggests that in these early
communities, the division of labor was minimal, and social relations were largely based on kinship
and cooperation rather than exploitation.

The absence of surplus and private ownership meant that the fundamental antagonisms that define
later class-based societies were also absent. Engels, in his work "The Origin of the Family, Private
Property and the State," further elaborates on this concept, drawing on anthropological evidence to
describe societies where communal ownership of land and the means of subsistence prevailed. The
Communist Manifesto, in its concise historical overview, highlights this stage as humanity's initial,
uncorrupted state, from which the complexities and exploitations of class society gradually emerged.
This depiction serves as a foundational contrast to the capitalist system the Manifesto so vehemently
criticizes, implying a lost state of equality that could, theoretically, be restored on a higher
technological level.

Ancient Society: The Dawn of Class Division

Following primitive communism, the Communist Manifesto identifies the emergence of "ancient
society," often linked to the development of settled agriculture, the rise of city-states, and the advent
of slavery. This period marked a significant shift in societal organization and the introduction of
profound class divisions. The surplus produced by agriculture allowed for the accumulation of
wealth and the emergence of a leisured class that could subsist without engaging directly in manual
labor. This class, often the slave owners, held significant power and control over the means of
production, primarily land and, crucially, enslaved human beings.

The manifesto frames ancient society as a society of masters and slaves. The labor of the slaves, who
were considered property, generated the wealth and supported the social and political structures of
the time. This system, while a significant step in terms of developing productive forces and complex
social organization, was inherently exploitative and based on the direct subjugation of one human
being by another. The Communist Manifesto views this as a critical historical stage where the
concept of private property became firmly entrenched, leading to the stratification of society into
distinct, antagonistic classes. The inherent contradictions within this system, including slave revolts
and the eventual breakdown of the slave-holding empires, paved the way for subsequent societal
formations.



Feudalism: The Dominance of Lords and Serfs

The Communist Manifesto then describes feudalism as the dominant mode of production in medieval
Europe, a system that replaced ancient slave societies in many regions. In feudalism, the primary
mode of production was agricultural, centered on land ownership. The key social relationship was
between the feudal lords, who owned the land, and the serfs, who were tied to the land and
obligated to work it for the lord in exchange for protection and a small plot for their own
subsistence. This relationship was characterized by a complex web of obligations, dues, and
services, constituting a distinct form of exploitation.

The Manifesto highlights that feudalism was characterized by a hierarchy of landowners, ranging
from kings and nobles to lesser lords, with the vast majority of the population being serfs. Unlike the
outright ownership of slaves, serfs possessed certain customary rights and were not legally
considered mere property. However, their labor and surplus product were nonetheless appropriated
by the feudal lords. The Communist Manifesto points to the development of crafts and petty
manufacturing within feudal towns as contributing to the system's eventual decline. The growing
power of the merchant class, the rise of urban centers, and the increasing inefficiencies and
limitations of feudal production all contributed to the internal contradictions that would lead to its
transformation.

The Bourgeoisie's Rise and the Transformation of
Society

The Communist Manifesto meticulously details the transition from feudalism to capitalism, a
transformation spearheaded by the rise of the bourgeoisie. This nascent class, initially composed of
merchants, artisans, and manufacturers operating outside the feudal system, grew in power and
influence as trade expanded and new methods of production emerged. The manifesto attributes this
rise to the expansion of markets, facilitated by advancements in navigation and the discovery of new
continents, which created opportunities for accumulating capital. This growing economic power of
the bourgeoisie gradually undermined the feudal order.

The Communist Manifesto emphasizes that the bourgeoisie, driven by its inherent need to
revolutionize the means of production and expand markets, gradually broke down the old feudal
relations. They created new forms of industrial production, powered by new technologies and
organized through the factory system. This process led to the creation of a new dominant class – the
industrial capitalists – and a new exploited class – the proletariat, or the modern working class, who
owned nothing but their labor power. The manifesto views this historical shift as a fundamentally
progressive step in terms of expanding humanity's productive capacity, despite the immense social
upheaval and exploitation it engendered. The bourgeoisie, in its revolutionary historical role,
dismantled the old feudal structures and paved the way for the highly developed, yet profoundly
class-divided, capitalist society.



The Manifesto's Critique of Pre-Communist
Exploitation

While the Communist Manifesto acknowledges the historical role and progressive aspects of each
preceding societal stage in developing productive forces, it does not shy away from critiquing the
exploitation inherent in them. Even in the seemingly more egalitarian primitive communist societies,
the Manifesto implicitly points to the limitations imposed by undeveloped productive forces.
However, it is with the emergence of class divisions that the critique becomes more pointed. Ancient
societies, with their reliance on slavery, are presented as a system of brutal subjugation, where
human beings were treated as mere commodities.

Feudalism, while replacing the overt chattel slavery of antiquity, is depicted as a system of
oppression where serfs were bound to the land and subjected to the economic and social dominance
of their lords. The dues, labor obligations, and lack of freedom for the serf are all highlighted as
forms of exploitation. The Communist Manifesto argues that each of these systems, while necessary
steps in historical development, was characterized by a ruling class that lived off the surplus labor of
an exploited class. The manifesto's critique is consistent: the development of society, from its
earliest forms to the cusp of capitalism, was marked by the struggle between those who owned the
means of production and those who provided the labor. This historical critique sets the stage for
understanding why the Manifesto sees capitalism, despite its advancements, as carrying the same
fundamental exploitative dynamic, albeit in a more sophisticated and generalized form, which it aims
to overthrow.

Conclusion: The Communist Manifesto's Legacy on
Understanding Pre-Communist Societies

The Communist Manifesto offers a powerful and influential framework for understanding the
trajectory of human societies prior to the dominance of capitalism. By grounding its analysis in
historical materialism, it emphasizes the primacy of economic structures and class struggle in
shaping social development. From the communal egalitarianism of primitive societies to the master-
slave dynamics of antiquity and the lord-serf relationships of feudalism, the Manifesto meticulously
traces the evolution of productive forces and the resulting shifts in social organization and
exploitation. Its narrative highlights the progressive, albeit often brutal, accumulation of human
productive capacity and the inherent contradictions within each system that ultimately led to its
transformation.

The Manifesto's examination of pre-communist societies is not merely an academic historical
exercise; it serves as a crucial foundation for its critique of capitalism and its vision of a future
communist society. By demonstrating how successive modes of production and class relations have
emerged and been superseded, it argues for the historical inevitability of capitalism's eventual
downfall and replacement. The enduring legacy of the Communist Manifesto lies in its ability to
provide a compelling, albeit debated, interpretation of history as a dynamic process driven by
material forces and class conflict, offering a critical lens through which to view the entirety of
human societal evolution before the era of communism. The understanding of pre-communist
societies within its pages remains a cornerstone of Marxist thought and historical analysis.



Frequently Asked Questions

What does the Communist Manifesto say about pre-communist
societies, specifically regarding class struggle?
The Communist Manifesto posits that throughout history, all societies have been characterized by
class struggle, with oppressors and the oppressed in constant conflict. It argues that even in
societies prior to capitalism, distinct social classes with opposing interests existed, driving historical
development.

How does Marx view the transition from ancient societies to
feudalism in the context of the Manifesto?
The Manifesto sees the transition from ancient slave societies to feudalism as a shift in the dominant
mode of production and the corresponding class structure. It describes feudalism as having its own
ruling and subject classes (lords and serfs), whose exploitation fueled its progression.

Does the Communist Manifesto identify specific pre-
communist social structures beyond feudalism?
Yes, while the Manifesto primarily uses feudalism as a key example, it broadly refers to 'all hitherto
existing society' as having class distinctions. This implies recognition of other historical forms like
ancient slave societies as also fitting this pattern of class conflict.

What is the role of the 'productive forces' in the Manifesto's
analysis of pre-communist societies?
The Manifesto argues that the development of productive forces (technology, labor) in pre-
communist societies eventually comes into conflict with the existing relations of production (the
social organization of labor and ownership), leading to social upheaval and transformation.

How does the concept of 'ideology' apply to pre-communist
societies according to the Manifesto?
The Manifesto suggests that the ruling class in pre-communist societies creates and disseminates
ideologies (e.g., religion, law) that serve to legitimize their dominance and the existing social order,
thereby masking the inherent exploitation.

What does the Manifesto mean by 'primitive communism' in
relation to pre-communist societies?
While not extensively detailed in the Manifesto itself, the concept of 'primitive communism' is an
antecedent idea that Marx and Engels developed, suggesting a hypothetical early stage of human
society characterized by communal ownership and lack of class divisions, before the emergence of
private property and state.



How does the Manifesto see the progression from pre-
communist societies to capitalism?
The Manifesto views capitalism not as a spontaneous emergence, but as a product of historical
development, evolving out of the contradictions and transformations within feudal society. It
highlights how the bourgeoisie, initially a class within feudalism, eventually overthrew the old order.

Does the Manifesto suggest that pre-communist societies were
inherently unjust or unstable?
The Manifesto doesn't necessarily label pre-communist societies as inherently unjust in a moralistic
sense, but rather as inherently unstable due to their inherent class antagonisms. The conflict
between classes was seen as the engine of historical change, leading from one system to the next.

What is the primary difference between the class struggles in
pre-communist societies and those under capitalism, as per
the Manifesto?
The primary difference highlighted is the increasing simplification and polarization of class
antagonisms under capitalism into two main opposing camps: the bourgeoisie and the proletariat.
While pre-communist societies had class struggles, they were often more complex and not
necessarily reduced to this binary.

How does the Manifesto's analysis of pre-communist societies
inform its call for communist revolution?
By demonstrating the historical pattern of class struggle and societal transformation driven by
economic forces, the Manifesto argues that capitalism, like its predecessors, contains the seeds of its
own destruction. This historical precedent justifies the inevitability and necessity of a proletarian
revolution to establish communism.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the concept of pre-communist societies, framed through a lens that
might inform or be informed by the ideas presented in the Communist Manifesto:

1.

The Dawn of Shared Inheritance
This book explores anthropological evidence of early human communities where resources were
often held and utilized collectively. It examines how rudimentary forms of cooperation and
communal living predated formalized property rights and class structures, suggesting a natural
inclination towards shared existence before the advent of private ownership and its subsequent
societal divisions. The work delves into the social dynamics and survival strategies that fostered
these early communal arrangements.



2.

Tribal Echoes: From Kinship to Communism
This title investigates the historical and social structures of tribal societies, highlighting their
emphasis on kinship, mutual obligation, and collective well-being. It traces the evolution of these
societies and how their inherent collectivist tendencies might offer insights into the theoretical
foundations of communism. The book considers how the breakdown of these traditional bonds led to
the emergence of more stratified social orders.

3.

Hunter-Gatherer Commons: The Roots of Cooperation
Focusing on the earliest human subsistence strategies, this work examines how hunter-gatherer
groups operated with a strong sense of shared access to territory and resources. It analyzes the
unwritten rules and social norms that governed the distribution of food and other necessities within
these bands. The book argues that these early forms of "commons" represent a foundational stage of
social organization profoundly different from modern capitalist models.

4.

The Agrarian Revolution and the Seeds of Property
This book delves into the profound societal shifts brought about by the agricultural revolution,
particularly the emergence of settled communities and the concept of land ownership. It examines
how the development of surplus and the desire to control its production led to the initial
formalization of private property and the subsequent rise of social hierarchies. The narrative traces
this transition as a critical juncture away from more communal forms of living.

5.

Ancient Guilds: Proto-Proletariats?
This title explores the organization of labor and craft within ancient and medieval societies, looking
at guilds and other worker collectives. It considers whether these early associations, with their
shared interests and collective bargaining power, represent a nascent form of class consciousness.
The book analyzes their internal structures and their often-contentious relationships with ruling
elites.

6.

The Commons of the Medieval Village
This work provides an in-depth look at the social and economic systems of medieval rural life, with a
particular focus on the enduring importance of common lands. It details how villagers shared
pastures, forests, and other resources, illustrating a persistent, albeit regulated, form of
communalism within a feudal context. The book examines the social governance and disputes that
arose from the management of these shared resources.

7.



Early Trade Networks and the Rise of Exchange
This book analyzes the development of trade and exchange in ancient civilizations, looking at how
these burgeoning economic activities began to introduce new forms of social interaction and
potential inequality. It examines the early merchants and their increasing influence, as well as the
communal aspects of early markets. The title hints at how the expansion of exchange could both
connect and divide societies.

8.

Pre-Columbian Communalism: Indigenous Models of Society
This title investigates the diverse social and economic structures of indigenous societies in the
Americas prior to European colonization. It highlights examples of collective land ownership,
communal labor, and reciprocal sharing as fundamental principles of their organization. The book
offers a counter-narrative to Western developmental trajectories, presenting sophisticated models of
pre-capitalist communal living.

9.

The Pre-Industrial Household: A Microcosm of Cooperation
This book examines the structure and functioning of pre-industrial households, often operating as
units of production and consumption. It explores the division of labor within these units and the
inherent cooperation necessary for their survival and prosperity. The title suggests that even within
smaller social units, principles of collective effort and mutual dependence were paramount before
widespread industrialization.
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