
communist manifesto central arguments
on abolition of wages
The Communist Manifesto, a foundational text of Marxist theory, offers a radical critique
of capitalist society, with its central arguments on the abolition of wages standing as a
cornerstone of its revolutionary vision. This seminal work, penned by Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels, dissects the exploitative nature of the wage labor system, proposing a
future where human labor is liberated from the constraints of economic necessity and
alienation. Understanding the manifesto's case for eliminating wages is crucial to grasping
the core tenets of communist ideology and its proposed alternative economic structure.
This article will delve into the intricate arguments presented in the Communist Manifesto
regarding the abolition of wages, exploring the historical context, the theoretical
underpinnings, and the envisioned societal transformation. We will examine how Marx and
Engels viewed wages as a mechanism of capitalist exploitation and what they proposed as
a replacement for this system, ultimately illuminating the radical reimagining of work and
society at the heart of their philosophy.
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Wages: An Overview
The Communist Manifesto, a pivotal document in the history of political and economic
thought, passionately argues for a fundamental restructuring of society, with a central
thesis revolving around the eventual abolition of wages. Marx and Engels meticulously
detail how the capitalist system, driven by profit and competition, inherently creates a
division between the bourgeoisie, the owners of the means of production, and the
proletariat, the wage-earning working class. They posit that wages are not a fair exchange
for labor but rather a mechanism by which the capitalist extracts surplus value, leading to
the exploitation and impoverishment of the working masses. The document outlines a
revolutionary path towards a classless society where the means of production are
collectively owned, thereby eliminating the need for a wage system that perpetuates
inequality and alienation.

The core of the argument for the abolition of wages lies in the critique of the inherent
power imbalance within the capitalist framework. Wages, in this view, represent the price
of a commodity – labor power – which is bought and sold in the market, reducing human
activity to a mere economic transaction. This perspective highlights the dehumanizing
aspect of wage labor, where workers are separated from the fruits of their labor and their
intrinsic creative potential. The manifesto does not merely advocate for higher wages; it
calls for the complete dismantling of the system that necessitates them, envisioning a
society where work is undertaken for the collective good and individual fulfillment, rather
than for the accumulation of capital by a select few.

Understanding Wages in the Capitalist System:
The Communist Critique
Marx and Engels launch a scathing critique of the wage system as it operates within
capitalism. They argue that wages, far from being a just compensation for labor, represent
the minimum necessary to keep the worker alive and able to reproduce their labor power.
In their analysis, the wage is a direct consequence of the capitalist's ownership of the
means of production. The worker, lacking ownership of tools, land, or factories, has no
alternative but to sell their ability to work – their labor power – to the capitalist in
exchange for a wage. This fundamental asymmetry in power and ownership is the bedrock
of the communist critique of wages.

The Communist Manifesto contends that the value of labor power, like any other
commodity, is determined by the labor time necessary for its reproduction. This includes
the cost of food, shelter, clothing, and the upbringing of children to replace the current
generation of workers. The capitalist, however, purchases labor power for a certain period
and extracts more value from it than the cost of its reproduction. This surplus value is the
source of profit for the capitalist, and it is precisely this appropriation of unpaid labor that
the manifesto identifies as the core of capitalist exploitation and the primary reason for
advocating the abolition of wages.

Alienation of Labor and the Wage System
A significant facet of the communist critique of wages is its connection to the concept of



alienation. In capitalist societies, as described by Marx and Engels, workers experience
profound alienation from their labor, the products of their labor, themselves, and their
fellow human beings. The wage system exacerbates this alienation by transforming work
from a potentially fulfilling activity into a means of survival. Workers do not control the
process of production, nor do they own the finished product. Their labor becomes a
commodity they sell, and the outcome is dictated by the capitalist's pursuit of profit, not by
the worker's creative or personal desires.

This detachment from the creative and productive aspects of their lives leads to a sense of
powerlessness and estrangement. The wage-earner is alienated from the "species-being"
of humanity – the inherent capacity for creative, conscious, and social activity. Instead,
work becomes a drudgery, a necessary evil to earn a wage, rather than an expression of
self and a contribution to society. The abolition of wages, therefore, is seen as intrinsically
linked to the abolition of this alienating condition, paving the way for work that is
intrinsically rewarding and socially meaningful.

Surplus Value and the Exploitation of the Proletariat
The concept of surplus value is central to the Communist Manifesto's argument for the
abolition of wages. Marx and Engels explain that a worker, during their working day,
produces more value than the wage they receive. For instance, a worker might be paid
enough to cover their living expenses for eight hours of work, but during those eight
hours, they might have produced enough value to cover ten or twelve hours of labor. The
additional value, the "surplus value," is appropriated by the capitalist without any
equivalent compensation to the worker. This is the engine of capitalist accumulation and
the fundamental mechanism of exploitation.

The abolition of wages, in this context, means the elimination of this surplus value
extraction. If the means of production are collectively owned, then the value produced by
labor would accrue to society as a whole, rather than being siphoned off by private
owners. This would allow for a distribution of resources based on need and contribution,
rather than on ownership and the ability to exploit labor power. The capitalist class, whose
existence is predicated on the appropriation of surplus value through the wage system,
would therefore cease to exist.

The Communist Vision: Beyond Wage Labor
The Communist Manifesto does not simply deconstruct the capitalist system; it also offers
a vision of an alternative society where wage labor is obsolete. In this envisioned
communist society, the abolition of wages is intrinsically linked to the abolition of private
property in the means of production. When factories, land, and machinery are owned by
the community, the impetus for exploiting labor for private profit disappears. Work would
then be undertaken not for a wage, but for the fulfillment of social needs and individual
passions.

This future society is characterized by the free development of each as the condition for
the free development of all. Without the coercive force of the wage, individuals would be
free to pursue activities that genuinely interest them and contribute to the collective well-
being. The distinction between mental and manual labor, often a source of hierarchy and
alienation in capitalist societies, would also be blurred. Work would become a joyous



expression of human creativity, rather than a necessary chore to earn a living wage.

The Abolition of Private Property as a Prerequisite
The abolition of wages is presented not as an isolated policy but as a consequence of a
more profound societal transformation: the abolition of private property in the means of
production. Marx and Engels famously declared, "The theory of the Communists may be
summed up in the single sentence: Abolition of private property." This statement
underscores that the wage system is inextricably tied to the ownership of capital by a few.
As long as individuals or groups possess exclusive control over the resources and tools
necessary for production, they will inevitably seek to profit from the labor of others,
necessitating a wage relationship.

Therefore, the establishment of a communist society, characterized by collective
ownership and control of the means of production, is the necessary prerequisite for the
abolition of wages. In such a system, the concept of selling one's labor power for a wage
becomes an anachronism. The fruits of labor are shared, and the motivation for work shifts
from economic survival to social contribution and personal satisfaction. This fundamental
shift in ownership is what enables the dismantling of the wage-labor relationship.

The Role of the Collective in a Wage-Free Society
In a society without wages, the collective plays a paramount role in organizing and
distributing resources. The Communist Manifesto suggests that production will be planned
and managed for the benefit of all members of society. Instead of individuals competing in
a labor market to sell their labor power, people would contribute their skills and efforts to
communal enterprises. The distribution of goods and services would be based on the
principle of "from each according to his ability, to each according to his need." This
necessitates a robust and participatory collective structure.

This collective organization would oversee production, ensuring that essential goods and
services are provided for everyone. It would also facilitate the allocation of labor based on
societal needs and individual inclinations. The elimination of wages means the elimination
of the intermediary role of the capitalist, allowing for a more direct and equitable
relationship between producers and consumers, and between individuals and society as a
whole. The collective becomes the guarantor of well-being, replacing the market and the
wage as the primary organizing force.

Addressing Counterarguments and Criticisms
Throughout history, the concept of abolishing wages has been met with significant
skepticism and criticism. A common concern revolves around the practicalities of
organizing production and distribution in a society without a price mechanism or wages to
incentivize labor. Critics often point to the potential for inefficiency, lack of innovation,
and a decline in productivity if individuals are not motivated by financial reward. The
question of how to ensure that necessary but perhaps undesirable tasks are still
performed in the absence of wages is a perennial challenge raised against this communist
tenet.



Furthermore, concerns about individual freedom and choice are frequently voiced. Critics
argue that a system that moves away from wage labor might impose a form of collective
control that restricts individual autonomy in choosing one's work or lifestyle. The
historical experiences of states that claimed to implement communist principles have often
been cited as evidence of the difficulties in achieving a truly stateless, classless society
free from coercion, raising questions about the feasibility of the manifesto's utopian vision
of a wage-free existence. The Communist Manifesto itself acknowledges that a transitional
phase would be necessary, but the practical implementation and long-term sustainability
of such a radical societal shift remain subjects of intense debate.

The Legacy of the Communist Manifesto on Wage
Abolition
The Communist Manifesto's arguments for the abolition of wages have had a profound and
lasting impact on political and economic discourse, even if the envisioned communist
societies have not fully materialized as predicted. The manifesto's critique of wage labor
as a system of exploitation and alienation continues to resonate with critics of capitalism,
informing labor movements, socialist thought, and various academic disciplines. The core
ideas about class struggle, surplus value, and the dehumanizing effects of capitalist
production remain relevant in contemporary discussions about economic inequality and
the future of work.

While the practical implementation of a wage-free society remains a complex and debated
topic, the manifesto's call for a fundamental rethinking of the relationship between labor,
capital, and society has inspired movements and thinkers to question existing economic
structures. The legacy of its arguments on wage abolition lies not only in its direct
influence on revolutionary movements but also in its enduring challenge to the accepted
norms of capitalist economic relations, prompting ongoing critical examination of how
labor is valued, compensated, and experienced in modern economies.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of
Abolishing Wages
The Communist Manifesto's central arguments on the abolition of wages present a radical
critique of capitalist exploitation and a compelling vision for an alternative society. By
exposing wages as a mechanism for extracting surplus value and alienating workers from
their labor, Marx and Engels laid the groundwork for a revolutionary reordering of
economic and social life. The manifesto posits that only through the abolition of private
property in the means of production can the wage system, and the class divisions it
perpetuates, be overcome.

The envisioned communist society, free from the necessity of earning a wage, would allow
for the full development of human potential, with labor undertaken for collective benefit
and personal fulfillment. While the historical attempts to implement such a system have
been fraught with challenges, the manifesto's critique of wage labor and its call for a more
equitable distribution of resources continue to provoke critical thought about the nature of
work, value, and social justice in contemporary society, highlighting the enduring
relevance of its arguments for the abolition of wages.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central argument of the Communist
Manifesto regarding the abolition of wages?
The Communist Manifesto argues that wages, under capitalism, represent the price of
labor power, which is treated as a commodity. It contends that wages are inherently
exploitative, as the value created by the worker is greater than the wage received.
Abolishing wages, in this context, means abolishing the system where labor is a
commodity bought and sold, thereby eliminating this exploitative relationship and allowing
for the full realization of the fruits of labor by the laborers themselves.

How does the abolition of wages, as proposed in the
Communist Manifesto, relate to the concept of private
property?
The abolition of wages is inextricably linked to the abolition of private property in the
means of production. The Manifesto posits that private ownership of factories, land, and
other productive assets allows capitalists to purchase labor power (wages) and extract
surplus value from it. By abolishing private property and establishing common ownership,
the need for a wage system to mediate the relationship between labor and capital
disappears, as the product of labor would then belong to the community as a whole.

What would replace wages in a communist society
according to the ideas presented in the Communist
Manifesto?
While the Manifesto doesn't detail a precise replacement mechanism for wages, it implies
a transition to a system of 'from each according to his ability, to each according to his
needs.' In such a society, the collective would control production, and resources would be
distributed based on necessity rather than on the exchange of labor for a wage. This
suggests a move away from monetary compensation towards direct access to the products
and services required by individuals.

Is the abolition of wages a call for unpaid labor, and if
not, what is the distinction?
No, the abolition of wages in the Communist Manifesto is not a call for unpaid labor.
Instead, it's a call for the abolition of the system of wage labor, which is seen as inherently
exploitative. Under capitalism, wages are what workers receive for their labor power, but
the value they produce often exceeds their wages. By abolishing wages, the Manifesto
aims to eliminate the capitalist class's appropriation of surplus value, allowing the full
value of labor to benefit society as a whole, not to be performed without compensation.



What are the primary critiques of the wage system that
lead Marx and Engels to advocate for its abolition in the
Communist Manifesto?
The primary critiques of the wage system in the Communist Manifesto revolve around its
inherent exploitative nature. Marx and Engels argue that wages represent the 'price of
labor power' treated as a commodity, not the full value of the labor performed. This
creates a fundamental antagonism between the bourgeoisie (owners of capital) and the
proletariat (wage laborers), where the former extracts surplus value from the latter. The
Manifesto also criticizes how the wage system alienates workers from the product of their
labor, the process of labor, their fellow workers, and their own human potential.

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

1.

Abolition of Labor for Wages
This theoretical work explores the Marxist vision of a society where work is not
compensated through wages but is instead a voluntary contribution to the collective good.
It delves into the historical context and philosophical underpinnings of this radical
proposal, examining how it would reshape social relations and economic structures. The
book argues that the elimination of wages is a necessary step towards genuine human
emancipation and the overcoming of capitalist alienation. It envisions a future where
individuals contribute their skills and talents freely, driven by a sense of community and
shared purpose.

2.

The End of Wage Slavery
This book scrutinizes the concept of "wage slavery" as presented in Marxist thought and
its implications for modern society. It analyzes how the necessity of selling one's labor
power for survival under capitalism creates a form of unfreedom. The author discusses the
historical evolution of wage labor and posits that its abolition is crucial for achieving true
liberation and self-determination. The text explores potential alternative systems that
could replace wage-based employment, fostering creativity and fulfilling work.

3.

Communism Without Compensation
This philosophical inquiry examines the practicalities and ethical considerations of a
communist society that operates without the system of wages. It explores how resources
would be distributed and needs met in the absence of monetary compensation for labor.
The book grapples with questions of motivation, contribution, and fairness in a post-wage



economy. It suggests that such a system would foster a sense of shared responsibility and
community, transcending the individualistic pursuit of profit.

4.

Beyond the Paycheck: A Post-Wage Economy
This forward-looking book envisions a transition towards an economy where traditional
wages are rendered obsolete. It outlines the potential societal shifts and technological
advancements that could facilitate such a transformation. The author discusses the
dismantling of the employer-employee relationship and its replacement with more
collaborative and self-managed forms of production. The book explores how individual
fulfillment and societal well-being could be prioritized over the accumulation of capital
through wages.

5.

The Unfettered Worker: A Marxist Critique of Wage
Labor
This critical analysis offers a deep dive into the Communist Manifesto's arguments against
wage labor, framing it as a fundamental obstacle to human potential. It dissects the power
dynamics inherent in the wage system and its role in perpetuating class inequality. The
book argues that the abolition of wages is essential to unlock the full creative and
intellectual capacities of individuals. It advocates for a society where labor is intrinsically
motivated and serves the common good, rather than the dictates of capital.

6.

Wages: The Chains of Capital
This text presents a stark portrayal of how wages, far from being a fair exchange, serve as
the primary mechanism for capitalist exploitation. It unpacks the Marxist concept of
surplus value and how it is extracted from the worker through the wage system. The book
contends that the abolition of wages is a prerequisite for dismantling the exploitative
relationship between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. It explores the historical and
ongoing consequences of this economic structure on individual lives and society at large.

7.

From Wage Earners to Free Contributors
This exploration charts a path from the current reality of wage dependency to a future
where individuals freely contribute to society's needs. It examines the social and
psychological transformations required to move away from a system driven by monetary
incentives for labor. The book discusses how education and a shift in cultural values can
foster a spirit of voluntary contribution. It envisions a society where work is not a burden
but an opportunity for personal growth and collective advancement.

8.



The Abolition of Work for Pay
This provocative book directly addresses the Manifesto's call for the end of work being
performed solely for monetary compensation. It delves into the implications of divorcing
labor from the necessity of earning a wage for survival. The author analyzes how this
separation would fundamentally alter economic systems and social hierarchies. The text
posits that such an abolition would lead to a more equitable distribution of resources and a
reduction in class conflict.

9.

Towards a Society Without Salaries
This book outlines the theoretical framework and practical steps towards building a
society where salaries and wages are no longer the primary means of economic
sustenance. It explores how communal ownership and democratic planning could facilitate
the distribution of goods and services based on need. The author discusses the potential
for innovation and social progress when individuals are freed from the constant pressure
of earning a living wage. The book imagines a world where human activity is guided by
contribution and mutual support rather than financial reward.
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