communist manifesto role of women

The Communist Manifesto, a seminal work by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, has profoundly
influenced political and social thought for over a century. While often discussed in terms of class
struggle, the abolition of private property, and the rise of the proletariat, its perspectives on the
communist manifesto role of women are equally significant, albeit often less explicitly detailed.
Understanding this aspect requires a deeper dive into the text's inherent critique of bourgeois society
and its proposed radical restructuring of family and social relations. This article will explore the
multifaceted ways the Manifesto addresses women's subjugation within capitalist systems and
outlines the transformative potential for women under communism. We will examine how the authors
link women's oppression to private property and the traditional family unit, and what liberation might
look like in a society free from these constraints.
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The Communist Manifesto's Stance on Women's
Oppression

The Communist Manifesto, in its incisive analysis of capitalist society, implicitly and explicitly critiques
the subjugated position of women. Marx and Engels argue that under the existing system, women are
often treated as mere instruments of production or as property within the confines of the patriarchal
family structure. They contend that the bourgeois family, far from being a natural or immutable
institution, is a product of economic conditions, specifically the advent of private property. This
economic foundation dictates social relations, including those between men and women, and
perpetuates a system where women's autonomy and agency are severely restricted. The Manifesto
suggests that the economic dependence of women on men, within the framework of the capitalist
mode of production, is a primary driver of their oppression.

The authors highlight how the bourgeoisie, in its relentless pursuit of profit, has transformed personal
relationships into mere transactional ones, reducing even the conjugal bond to an exchange of
services or a contract of mutual utility. In this context, women are often seen as commaodities, their



value determined by their marital status, their ability to bear children, or their contribution to the
family's social standing, rather than their individual capabilities or intrinsic worth. The Manifesto's call
for a radical transformation of society therefore inherently includes a redefinition of women's place
and rights, moving them from a position of subservience to one of equality and full participation.

Critique of the Bourgeois Family and Women's Role

The Communist Manifesto launches a sharp critique against the bourgeois family, labeling it not as a
bastion of love and morality, but as an institution that reinforces class distinctions and entrenches the
exploitation of one class by another. Within this critique, the role of women is central. Marx and
Engels argue that the bourgeois family serves as an economic unit, where the wife is often treated as
a partner in the accumulation of capital, albeit a subordinate one. Her role is primarily domestic:
managing the household, raising children to uphold bourgeois values, and serving the needs of the
husband, who is the primary breadwinner and representative of the family in the public sphere.

The Manifesto famously states that for the bourgeois, "his wife is but a mere instrument of
production." This statement underscores the commodification of women within the capitalist system.
Their value is not intrinsic but derived from their utility to the family's economic and social standing.
This perspective highlights how the very structure of bourgeois life, built upon private property and
inheritance, necessitates a specific and often restrictive role for women, confining them to the private
sphere and limiting their opportunities for independent development. The authors see the family as a
microcosm of capitalist exploitation, where the woman is subject to the authority of the man,
mirroring the broader class struggle between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat.

Women as Property in the Bourgeois Family

A significant aspect of the Manifesto's critique of the bourgeois family is the notion of women being
treated as property. This is not to suggest that women are legally owned in the same way as chattel,
but rather that their social and economic standing is intrinsically tied to their relationship with men
and the patriarchal inheritance structures. In bourgeois society, marriage is often an economic
arrangement, a means of consolidating wealth and status. Women, through marriage, become
integrated into the property-owning class, but their agency is curtailed. Their dowries, their children,
and their domestic labor all contribute to the family's capital, yet they are rarely the ultimate
beneficiaries of this accumulation.

The authors observe that "the bourgeois sees in his wife a mere instrument of production." This
extends to the idea that women are often valued for their reproductive capabilities, ensuring the
continuation of the family lineage and the transmission of property. The sexual fidelity of women is
thus policed more rigorously than that of men, not out of moral imperative, but out of the need to
maintain the certainty of inheritance and the purity of the family's economic interests. This treatment
of women as extensions of men's property rights is a core element of the Manifesto's critique of
bourgeois morality and social relations.



The Domestic Sphere and Limited Opportunities

The division of labor, rigidly enforced in bourgeois society, assigns women primarily to the domestic
sphere, while men occupy the public sphere of work and politics. The Communist Manifesto posits
that this separation is not natural but a construct of capitalism, designed to maintain the existing
power structures. Women's confinement to the home, while appearing to protect them, effectively
limits their access to education, economic independence, and political participation. Their labor within
the household, though vital for the reproduction of the workforce, is largely unpaid and unrecognized
as productive labor by capitalist standards.

This confinement prevents women from developing their full potential as individuals and as members
of society. Their intellectual and creative energies are stifled, and their opportunities for self-
realization are severely curtailed. The Manifesto argues that this patriarchal division of labor is not
only detrimental to women but also to society as a whole, as it wastes half of its potential human
capital. The promise of communism, therefore, is the abolition of this artificial divide, allowing women
to participate fully in all aspects of social and economic life.

Communal Property and the Abolition of the Bourgeois
Family

The cornerstone of Marxist theory, as presented in the Communist Manifesto, is the abolition of
private property. This fundamental economic change, the authors argue, will inevitably lead to the
dismantling of the bourgeois family as it currently exists. The bourgeois family is inextricably linked to
private property, serving as its unit of inheritance and reproduction. By abolishing private property,
the economic basis for the bourgeois family is removed, paving the way for new forms of social
organization and relationships, including those between men and women.

The Manifesto provocatively suggests that communists will introduce "community of women." This
statement has often been misinterpreted as advocating for sexual promiscuity or the literal communal
ownership of women. However, Marx and Engels were referring to the bourgeois accusation leveled
against them, highlighting how the bourgeoisie, in their own system, already practiced a form of
communalism of women through prostitution and the sexual exploitation of working-class women. The
communist proposal, in contrast, aimed at the abolition of the existing bourgeois system of exploiting
women, which they saw as a form of private property. The intention was to liberate women from their
status as property within the family and to transform sexual relations from those based on ownership
and exploitation to those based on genuine affection and equality.

Challenging the Notion of "Community of Women"

It is crucial to understand the "community of women" proposal within its historical and theoretical

context. The authors were not advocating for the elimination of monogamy or romantic love. Instead,
they were responding to the hypocrisy of the bourgeoisie, who condemned communism for proposing
communal ownership of women while, in practice, their own system was rife with the exploitation and
commodification of women. The bourgeois family, with its emphasis on property inheritance and male



authority, essentially treated women as property to be passed down through generations or used for
social advancement.

The proposed "community of women" under communism was intended to signify the eradication of
the bourgeois system where women were privately owned or exploited. It meant transforming sexual
relationships from exploitative, property-based arrangements into free unions based on mutual
consent and affection. The abolition of private property would eliminate the economic basis for
arranged marriages and the commodification of women, allowing for relationships to be formed and
dissolved based on individual choice and genuine feeling, rather than economic necessity or social
obligation. This transformative vision aimed to place women on an equal footing with men, liberated
from the constraints of the patriarchal family structure.

The Transformation of Social Relations

The abolition of private property and the bourgeois family would, according to the Manifesto, usher in
a new era of social relations, one that would profoundly impact the role and status of women. In a
communist society, where the means of production are collectively owned, the economic basis for the
subjugation of women within the family would be removed. Women would no longer be economically
dependent on men, nor would they be confined to the domestic sphere as sole caretakers. This
liberation would allow women to participate fully in all aspects of social, economic, and political life.

The authors envisioned a society where children would be raised communally, freeing women from
the sole responsibility of child-rearing and allowing them to pursue their own interests and
development. This communal upbringing would also serve to break down the patriarchal inheritance
patterns that reinforced the bourgeois family structure. The transformation of social relations would
therefore extend beyond the economic sphere, fundamentally altering the ways in which men and
women interact, form relationships, and contribute to society, fostering an environment of genuine
equality and mutual respect.

Women's Emancipation and the Proletarian Revolution

The Communist Manifesto unequivocally links the emancipation of women to the success of the
proletarian revolution. Marx and Engels argue that the working class, both men and women, are the
most oppressed segments of society under capitalism. While men, as laborers, are exploited for their
economic output, women, in addition to this, face the double burden of domestic labor and often
lower wages in the public sphere, further entrenching their subservient position. Therefore, the
revolution that liberates the proletariat from capitalist exploitation will inherently liberate women from
their specific forms of oppression.

The authors believe that the bourgeoisie uses the family as a tool to maintain its dominance and to
indoctrulate future generations into its ideology. By abolishing the bourgeois family and its associated
private property relations, the proletariat can dismantle these structures of oppression. The
participation of women in the revolutionary struggle is thus seen as crucial. As the Manifesto states,
"The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win. Working Men of All
Countries, Unite!" This call to unity implicitly includes working women, recognizing their shared



struggle and their vital role in achieving a classless society.

The Working-Class Woman in the Revolutionary Struggle

The Manifesto acknowledges the specific plight of the working-class woman, who experiences the
harsh realities of capitalism even more acutely than her male counterpart. Beyond the exploitation in
the factory or workplace, she faces the additional burden of domestic servitude and the responsibility
for child-rearing within an economic system that offers little support. Her labor in the home, essential
for the reproduction of the workforce, is unpaid and unacknowledged by the capitalist system. The
Manifesto recognizes that the working-class woman is not merely an appendage to the male worker
but a distinct subject of exploitation and a potential agent of revolutionary change.

Engels, in his later work "The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State," elaborates on this,
arguing that the "world-historical defeat of the female sex" occurred with the advent of private
property and class society. The proletarian revolution, by dismantling these structures, offers the
potential for the restoration of women's equality and liberation. The working-class woman's
participation in strikes, protests, and the broader revolutionary movement is seen as a testament to
her agency and her desire for a more just society. Her liberation is not a secondary concern but an
integral part of the overall revolutionary project.

Future Prospects for Women in a Communist Society

The vision presented in the Communist Manifesto for the future of women in a communist society is
one of radical equality and liberation. By abolishing private property, the economic basis for
patriarchal domination and the subjugation of women within the family unit would be eliminated. This
would free women from their economic dependence on men and their confinement to the domestic
sphere. The collective ownership of the means of production would also lead to the socialization of
domestic labor and childcare, allowing women to pursue education, careers, and political engagement
on an equal footing with men.

The Manifesto's proponents envisioned a society where individuals, regardless of gender, would be
free to develop their full potential and contribute to the collective good. This meant not only economic
emancipation but also a fundamental transformation of social and personal relationships. Sexual
liberation, understood as freedom from oppressive social norms and property-based arrangements,
would be a hallmark of this new society. The goal was a society where women were no longer
property, no longer confined, but fully autonomous individuals contributing to and benefiting from a
classless, egalitarian world.

Misinterpretations and Criticisms of the Manifesto's
View on Women

Despite the Manifesto's critical stance on women's oppression, its remarks regarding the family and



"community of women" have been a frequent source of misinterpretation and criticism. Critics,
particularly from bourgeois society, often seized upon these phrases to demonize communism,
accusing it of advocating for the destruction of morality, the breakdown of social order, and the
sexual promiscuity of women. These interpretations frequently overlooked the nuanced critique of
existing social relations and the revolutionary context in which these ideas were presented.

One common criticism is that the Manifesto seeks to abolish the natural family and replace it with
something unnatural or degenerate. This fails to grasp Marx and Engels' argument that the bourgeois
family itself is a historical product, not a natural institution, and that its current form is characterized
by exploitation and inequality. The proposed "community of women" was a response to the existing
commodification of women, not an endorsement of it. The aim was to dismantle the exploitative
aspects, not to introduce new forms of sexual subjugation.

The Bourgeois Accusation of Abolishing the Family

The Communist Manifesto directly addresses the accusation that communists intend to "abolish the
family." The authors argue that the bourgeoisie themselves are responsible for the progressive
annihilation of the family under capitalism. They point to the alienation of family members due to
economic pressures, the rise of prostitution, and the general commaodification of relationships as
evidence that the bourgeois family is already in a state of decay. The "family" that communists intend
to abolish is specifically the bourgeois family, which is rooted in private property, capital
accumulation, and the subordination of women.

What communists propose, instead, is the transformation of social relations that would lead to a more
equitable and loving form of association, unburdened by economic coercion and patriarchal power
structures. The "abolition" is thus a transformative process, not a destructive one, aimed at creating a
family structure based on genuine affection and equality, rather than property and social status. The
fear-mongering about the destruction of the family was a deliberate tactic by the bourgeoisie to
discredit communism and to maintain the existing social order, which benefited them.

Critique of Communal Marriage as Promiscuity

The most contentious aspect of the Manifesto's discussion on women has often been the phrase
"community of women." Critics have widely misinterpreted this as advocating for a system of free
love or communal promiscuity, thereby degrading women and undermining the institution of
marriage. This interpretation, however, fundamentally misrepresents the authors' intent and the
broader context of their critique of bourgeois sexual mores.

Marx and Engels were not proposing the abolition of monogamy or love. Rather, they were
denouncing the hypocrisy of the bourgeois class, which claimed to uphold monogamy and the sanctity
of the family while simultaneously engaging in widespread prostitution and the sexual exploitation of
working-class women. The "community of women" they envisioned was the antithesis of this
bourgeois practice: it was about the abolition of women as property, the elimination of sexual
exploitation, and the establishment of relationships based on free consent and mutual respect. In
essence, they were arguing that the bourgeoisie's accusations were a projection of their own corrupt



system onto the communist ideal, which sought to liberate rather than exploit.

The Historical Impact and Legacy of the Communist
Manifesto on Women's Rights

The Communist Manifesto, despite its brevity and its focus on broader economic and political
principles, has had a profound and lasting impact on feminist thought and the discourse surrounding
women's rights. By identifying the economic roots of women's oppression within capitalist society and
linking their emancipation to the broader struggle for class liberation, the Manifesto provided a
powerful framework for understanding and challenging patriarchal structures. It inspired generations
of activists and theorists to advocate for women's equality and their full participation in all spheres of
life.

While the practical implementations of communism in various states have yielded complex and often
debated outcomes regarding women's rights, the theoretical contributions of the Manifesto remain
significant. It shifted the conversation from purely moral or individualistic explanations of women's
subjugation to a systemic, economic analysis. This provided a foundation for advocating for state-
sponsored measures to support women, such as childcare, maternity leave, and equal pay, as part of
a broader societal transformation towards equality.

Inspiration for Feminist Movements

The ideas presented in the Communist Manifesto have served as a significant source of inspiration for
various feminist movements throughout history. The analysis of how private property and class
society create and perpetuate the oppression of women resonated deeply with many women who
experienced firsthand the limitations and injustices of patriarchal systems. The call for radical social
change and the critique of the traditional family unit offered a vision of liberation that extended
beyond mere legal reforms.

Many socialist and Marxist feminists have built upon the Manifesto's foundational arguments, further
developing the analysis of gender and class intersectionality. They have explored how the specific
forms of women's exploitation are shaped by both their gender and their class position. The
Manifesto's emphasis on collective action and revolutionary change also provided a model for feminist
activism, encouraging women to organize and fight for their rights collectively. The concept of
women's emancipation being intrinsically tied to the broader struggle for liberation became a central
tenet for many progressive women's movements.

Critiques and Developments in Marxist Feminist Theory

While the Communist Manifesto laid important groundwork, later developments in Marxist feminist
theory have also critically engaged with and expanded upon its ideas regarding women. Critics have
pointed out that while the Manifesto correctly identified economic exploitation as a root of women's



oppression, it sometimes underemphasized the autonomous nature of patriarchy and gendered power
structures that could persist even in the absence of private property.

Later Marxist feminists, such as Clara Zetkin and Alexandra Kollontai, while deeply influenced by Marx
and Engels, also delved deeper into the specific challenges faced by women, including issues of
sexuality, reproduction, and the unequal division of domestic labor. They sought to refine the
understanding of how capitalism and patriarchy mutually reinforce each other. These later thinkers
aimed to provide a more comprehensive analysis that addressed the complexities of women's
liberation, ensuring that the revolutionary project genuinely prioritized gender equality and the
dismantling of all forms of patriarchal control.

Conclusion: Reaffirming the Communist Manifesto's
Role for Women

The Communist Manifesto's perspective on the role of women, while not always explicit, offers a
radical critique of their subjugation within capitalist society and outlines a vision for their liberation.
By linking women's oppression to the system of private property and the bourgeois family, Marx and
Engels posited that true emancipation for women could only be achieved through a fundamental
transformation of economic and social structures. Their call for the abolition of private property and
the creation of a classless society implicitly promised to dismantle the patriarchal foundations that
confined women to subordinate roles, limited their opportunities, and commaodified their existence.

The Manifesto's revolutionary call for the unity of the proletariat, including working women,
underscores their vital importance in achieving societal change. While interpretations of specific
phrases like "community of women" have been controversial, the overarching message is clear: the
communist revolution aims to liberate all oppressed classes, and this includes the liberation of women
from the specific burdens and inequalities imposed by capitalism and patriarchy. The legacy of the
Communist Manifesto continues to inform discussions about gender equality, economic justice, and
the ongoing struggle for a society where women can fully realize their potential as equal partners in
all aspects of life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary role of women in the Communist
Manifesto?

The Communist Manifesto doesn't explicitly define a specific 'role' for women in the communist
society. Instead, it focuses on the abolition of the bourgeois family and the concept of women being
shared property within that system, arguing that communism will emancipate women from this
exploitation.



How does the Communist Manifesto critique the bourgeois
family's impact on women?

The Manifesto views the bourgeois family as an economic unit where women are essentially
instruments of production and property. It argues that the family, under capitalism, is based on
private property and serves to perpetuate class division and the exploitation of women.

Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for women's suffrage
or political rights?

While the Manifesto calls for the 'abolition of the bourgeois family' and the '‘community of women," it
primarily frames the liberation of women within the broader context of class struggle and the abolition
of private property. Direct advocacy for specific political rights like suffrage isn't its central theme.

How is the concept of 'community of women' interpreted in
relation to women's liberation?

The 'community of women' refers to the abolition of the bourgeois notion of exclusive sexual relations
and the ownership of women within marriage. It suggests that in a communist society, the
exploitative private ownership of individuals, including women, would cease.

What does the Manifesto mean by 'abolition of the bourgeois
family' for women?

It means dismantling the family structure that is based on capitalist economic relations, where women
are often dependent and exploited. Communism aims to replace this with a system where family ties
are not dictated by property or economic necessity.

Did Marx and Engels believe communism would lead to the
equal participation of women in the workforce?

Yes, the underlying principle is that the abolition of private property and the economic basis of
exploitation would naturally lead to the integration of women into the broader productive forces of
society, alongside men.

How does the Manifesto's view on women relate to its broader
critique of capitalism?

The Manifesto sees the oppression of women within the bourgeois family as a direct consequence of
capitalist property relations and the economic exploitation inherent in the system. Therefore, the
liberation of women is intrinsically linked to the overthrow of capitalism.

Are there specific proposals in the Manifesto for how women
will be integrated into a communist society?

The Manifesto is more of a broad outline of principles than a detailed policy document. It focuses on



the systemic changes that would lead to women's emancipation, rather than detailing specific
organizational structures for women.

What are some common misunderstandings about the
Communist Manifesto's position on women?

A common misunderstanding is that the ‘community of women' implies promiscuity or the state
ownership of individuals. However, it's more accurately understood as the rejection of the bourgeois
concept of women as property within marriage.

How has the role of women in communist movements evolved
since the writing of the Manifesto?

While the Manifesto laid foundational ideas, subsequent socialist and communist movements have
actively engaged in feminist theory and activism, advocating for women's rights in areas like
reproductive healthcare, equal pay, and political representation, often going beyond the explicit text
of the Manifesto.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the role of women within the context of the Communist Manifesto,
with short descriptions:

1.

Engels's Daughters: Women and the Communist Manifesto

This book explores how Friedrich Engels, a co-author of the Communist Manifesto, addressed the
"woman question" in his own writings, particularly "The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the
State." It examines his theories on how capitalism oppressed women and how communism would
liberate them. The analysis delves into the historical reception and critique of these ideas, considering
their impact on subsequent feminist and socialist movements.

2.

Beyond the Manifesto: Women's Liberation in Marxist Thought

This title investigates the evolution of ideas about women's roles and liberation within Marxist theory,
moving beyond the initial pronouncements of the Communist Manifesto. It traces how later Marxists
and socialist feminists interpreted, challenged, and expanded upon the foundational concepts
regarding class struggle and gender equality. The book likely examines diverse strands of Marxist
feminism and their practical applications in various historical contexts.

3.

The Spectre and the Scribe: Women's Voices in Early



Communist Movements

This work focuses on the often-overlooked contributions and experiences of women who were active
in the early days of communist movements, inspired by or in dialogue with the Manifesto. It seeks to
uncover their perspectives on the promises of communism for women and their engagement with
socialist ideals. The book highlights how these women navigated societal expectations and actively
shaped the discourse and practice of revolutionary politics.

4.

Class, Gender, and Revolution: A Manifesto Reimagined

This book offers a contemporary re-examination of the Communist Manifesto's implications for
women's liberation through the lens of intersectionality. It analyzes how the Manifesto's critique of
capitalist exploitation intersects with gender oppression, and how these dynamics continue to shape
social and political movements. The author likely argues for a nuanced understanding that moves
beyond a solely class-based analysis to incorporate the complexities of gender.

5.

The Communist Manifesto and the Domestic Sphere: A
Reassessment

This title delves into how the Communist Manifesto's vision of societal transformation impacts the
traditional roles and expectations placed upon women within the domestic realm. It considers
whether the Manifesto's call for the abolition of private property and the socialization of labor would
fundamentally alter women's domestic responsibilities. The book explores the feminist interpretations
and critiques of these potential shifts.

6.

Women as Agents of Change: The Communist Manifesto's
Legacy

This book examines the role of women not just as subjects of communist theory but as active agents
in historical movements inspired by the Communist Manifesto. It highlights instances where women
played crucial leadership roles, organized, and fought for social change, drawing on the Manifesto's
revolutionary spirit. The work likely celebrates the resilience and agency of women in various
revolutionary struggles.

7.

The Family Under Communism: A Woman's Perspective on the
Manifesto

This title explores the specific ways in which the Communist Manifesto's critique of the bourgeois
family and its proposals for social change might affect women's experiences within family structures.
It likely draws on historical accounts and theoretical arguments to understand how communism
envisioned transforming gendered familial roles and responsibilities. The focus is on the potential
impact on women's autonomy and social standing.



Unveiling the Proletariat: Women's ldentity in Marxist
Thought

This book analyzes how the Communist Manifesto defines the proletariat and examines the specific
position and experiences of working-class women within this revolutionary class. It investigates how
Marxist theory accounts for or overlooks the unique forms of exploitation and oppression faced by
women in capitalist society. The work likely seeks to highlight the often-silenced voices and
contributions of proletarian women.

9.

From Manifesto to Emancipation: Women's Struggles in
Socialist States

This title provides a historical and critical analysis of the experiences of women in countries that
attempted to implement communist ideology, drawing on the foundational ideas of the Communist
Manifesto. It assesses the extent to which women achieved liberation and equality in practice,
examining both the successes and failures. The book likely considers the complex relationship
between revolutionary promises and their real-world outcomes for women.
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