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The Communist Manifesto: Unpacking its Central
Arguments on the Critique of Marriage

The enduring legacy of the Communist Manifesto extends far beyond its immediate calls for
proletarian revolution; it delves into fundamental societal structures, including the institution of
marriage. Within its radical critique, Marx and Engels posit that bourgeois marriage, far from being a
natural or equitable union, is intrinsically tied to the capitalist mode of production and the
perpetuation of class inequality. This article will meticulously explore the central arguments
presented in the Communist Manifesto concerning its critique of marriage, examining how the
document connects this critique to broader economic and social analyses. We will dissect the
Manifesto's assertion that marriage, in its existing form, serves as a tool for bourgeois exploitation
and the accumulation of private property, and understand how the abolition of these capitalist
structures is presented as a prerequisite for a more liberated approach to human relationships. The
profound implications of this critique for understanding family dynamics, gender roles, and the very
fabric of society under capitalism will be thoroughly investigated.
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The Communist Manifesto's Core Argument: Marriage
as a Bourgeois Institution

At the heart of the Communist Manifesto's critique of marriage lies the assertion that it is not a
timeless, natural institution but rather a specific historical product of the bourgeois era. Marx and
Engels argue that the form and function of marriage are inextricably linked to the prevailing economic
system, specifically capitalism. Under capitalism, marriage is transformed from a potential personal
union into an economic transaction, a mechanism for the preservation and transfer of wealth and
property across generations. This perspective fundamentally challenges the traditional, often
romanticized, view of marriage as a purely emotional or spiritual bond, highlighting its embeddedness
within material conditions.

The Manifesto contends that the bourgeoisie, in its pursuit of economic dominance, has perverted the
concept of the family and, by extension, marriage. They claim that the primary purpose of bourgeois
marriage is to secure the lineage and inheritance of private property, thus reinforcing the capitalist
class structure. This economic imperative dictates who marries whom, often prioritizing social
standing and financial security over genuine affection or compatibility. The argument is that the
"bourgeois family" is not a haven of love and support but a microcosm of capitalist exploitation,
where relationships are often instrumentalized for the accumulation and maintenance of capital.

Marriage Under Capitalism: A Critique of Private
Property and Inheritance

A cornerstone of the Communist Manifesto's critique of marriage is its direct correlation with the
institution of private property. Marx and Engels argue that bourgeois marriage is fundamentally
shaped by the need to regulate the inheritance of private property, particularly the means of
production. This necessitates a clear line of legitimate descent, leading to the emphasis on
monogamy and fidelity within marriage, not out of moral conviction, but as a means to ensure the
purity of inheritance. The property-owning class relies on marriage to solidify its economic power and
pass it down through generations, creating a hereditary aristocracy of capital.

The Manifesto elaborates on how this focus on property distorts familial relationships. It suggests that
children, instead of being loved and nurtured unconditionally, are often viewed as heirs, extensions of
the family's property. This economic rationale can lead to arranged marriages, strategic alliances, and
a pragmatic approach to partnership that sidelines personal fulfillment. The communal ownership of
the means of production, as proposed by communism, would, in theory, dismantle the economic basis
for this type of marriage, thereby liberating relationships from the constraints of capitalist inheritance
laws and the anxieties of property accumulation.

The Exploitative Nature of Bourgeois Marriage

The Communist Manifesto goes further to describe bourgeois marriage as inherently exploitative,
particularly concerning the position of women. Within this system, women are often reduced to being



instruments for the production of heirs and the management of the domestic sphere, which itself is
seen as an extension of the husband's property. The economic dependence of women on their
husbands, a direct consequence of their exclusion from productive labor under capitalism, places
them in a subordinate and often vulnerable position. This economic reality, the Manifesto implies,
perpetuates a power imbalance within marriage that mirrors the broader class struggle.

Furthermore, the Manifesto suggests that the supposed "virtues" of bourgeois marriage, such as
fidelity and domesticity, are enforced through social and economic pressures that ultimately serve the
interests of the ruling class. The fear of social ostracism, economic destitution, and the potential loss
of children's inheritance can compel individuals, especially women, to remain in unsatisfactory or
even abusive marriages. This reinforces the idea that bourgeois marriage is less about genuine love
and partnership and more about maintaining social order and economic stability for the property-
owning class.

The Family as a Bourgeois Construct

The critique extends to the very concept of the "family" as understood within bourgeois society. Marx
and Engels argue that the bourgeois family, with its emphasis on the nuclear unit and private
domesticity, is a direct product of capitalist ideology. They contend that this model serves to isolate
individuals, atomize society, and distract from the larger forces of economic exploitation. By
privatizing domestic labor and emotional support within the confines of the family, capitalism shifts
the burden of reproduction and social cohesion away from the collective and onto individual
households.

The Manifesto challenges the notion that the bourgeois family is the natural or ideal unit for human
flourishing. Instead, it posits that this structure is contingent upon the existence of private property
and the class divisions it engenders. When these foundational elements of capitalism are abolished,
the argument goes, the traditional bourgeois family unit will naturally wither away, replaced by new
forms of association and community that are not predicated on economic dependency or property
rights. This does not necessarily mean the eradication of all forms of familial bonds, but rather a
radical transformation of their basis and purpose.

The Bourgeoisie's Fear: The Abolition of Marriage

The Communist Manifesto boldly anticipates the indignant outcry from the bourgeoisie regarding its
proposals. A key accusation leveled against communism, the Manifesto notes, is the alleged intention
to "abolish the family." This, for the bourgeoisie, is synonymous with abolishing marriage and, by
extension, destroying the very foundations of society. Marx and Engels address this fear by clarifying
their position: they do not advocate for the abolition of familial affection or personal bonds, but for the
abolition of the bourgeois family, which they see as a specific, oppressive manifestation.

Their argument is that the existing system of marriage and family is already a form of "abolition"—the
abolition of genuine communal life and the subjugation of individuals to economic imperatives. The
bourgeois themselves, the Manifesto points out, are not above breaking down traditional family
structures when it suits their economic interests, citing the widespread prostitution and adultery that



they claim are prevalent within bourgeois circles. The communist critique, therefore, is not about
eliminating relationships but about liberating them from the distorting influence of capitalism, which
they argue already corrupts and commodifies them.

Women's Emancipation and the Future of Relationships

A crucial element of the Communist Manifesto's critique of marriage is its connection to the
emancipation of women. The document posits that under capitalism, women are not only subjected to
the patriarchal structures of the family but are also, in a sense, commodified within the marriage
market. Their economic dependence on men, coupled with their exclusion from public and productive
life, renders them subordinate. The bourgeois critique of communists allegedly wanting to "introduce
the community of women" is met by Marx and Engels with the counter-argument that such a
community already exists in a hidden, exploitative form among the bourgeoisie.

They argue that the true emancipation of women is impossible as long as the capitalist system
persists, with its inherent economic inequalities and its confinement of women to the domestic
sphere. Communism, by abolishing private property and the class system, would fundamentally alter
the social and economic conditions that necessitate this subjugation. In a communist society, women
would be integrated into productive labor, freed from economic dependence, and able to form
relationships based on genuine equality and mutual respect, rather than on economic necessity or
property considerations. The future of relationships, as envisioned by the Manifesto, is one where
individuals are free to associate based on personal choice and affection, unburdened by the dictates
of capital.

Beyond the Critique: Towards a New Conception of
Family

While the Communist Manifesto is primarily focused on critiquing the existing structures of marriage
and the family under capitalism, it implicitly points towards a future where human relationships will
be fundamentally transformed. The abolition of private property and the establishment of a classless
society would, in theory, remove the economic underpinnings that define bourgeois marriage. This
liberation from economic necessity would allow for the development of new forms of association and
kinship that are not based on inheritance, property, or the subjugation of one sex to another.

The Manifesto does not outline a detailed blueprint for these future relationships, but it suggests a
move towards a more communal and less individualized conception of family and social bonds.
Without the pressures of capitalist accumulation and the need to secure property for heirs, human
relationships could potentially be based on mutual affection, shared interests, and collective well-
being. The critique of marriage, therefore, is part of a larger vision for a society where all aspects of
human life, including intimate relationships, are freed from the distorting and exploitative influences
of economic class divisions.



Conclusion

The Communist Manifesto offers a radical and enduring critique of marriage, framing it not as a
natural or inherently moral institution, but as a product and perpetuator of bourgeois society and its
economic system. The central arguments revolve around the inextricable link between marriage,
private property, and inheritance, which the Manifesto contends reduce relationships to economic
transactions and reinforce class inequalities. It exposes the exploitative nature of bourgeois marriage,
particularly for women, highlighting their economic dependence and subordinate status. By
characterizing the bourgeois family as a construct designed to isolate and manage labor and
reproduction within the confines of capitalist ideology, Marx and Engels pave the way for envisioning
a future where relationships are liberated from these oppressive economic forces. The proposed
abolition of capitalist structures, they argue, is not an attack on affection but a necessary step
towards a society where genuine emancipation and equitable partnerships can flourish,
fundamentally transforming our understanding of family and human connection.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Communist Manifesto's central argument
regarding the bourgeois family?
The Manifesto argues that the bourgeois family is not a natural institution but a product of capitalist
society, based on private property and the exploitation of the family members, particularly women
and children, for labor and profit.

How does the Communist Manifesto link the abolition of the
bourgeoisie to the abolition of the family?
The Manifesto posits that the existence of the bourgeois family is intrinsically tied to the existence of
private property and the bourgeoisie. Therefore, the abolition of the bourgeoisie and their private
property would necessitate the abolition of this form of family structure.

Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for the abolition of
love or relationships between individuals?
No, the Manifesto does not advocate for the abolition of love or genuine human relationships. It
criticizes the existing family structure as being distorted by bourgeois economic relations and aims to
free relationships from these exploitative economic underpinnings, not to eliminate affection.

What does the Communist Manifesto mean by 'abolition of the
family' in the context of its critique?
The 'abolition of the family' refers to the dismantling of the traditional bourgeois family unit, which is
seen as a tool for maintaining private property and social hierarchy, not the eradication of emotional
bonds or child-rearing.



How does the Manifesto view the role of women within the
bourgeois family structure?
The Manifesto views women in the bourgeois family as essentially instruments of production and
reproduction, often exploited directly or indirectly through the family's economic interests. It
highlights the double exploitation of women as laborers and as property within the marital system.

What alternative family structures or social arrangements are
implied by the Communist Manifesto's critique?
While not explicitly detailed, the Manifesto implies that in a communist society, where private
property is abolished, communal living and child-rearing arrangements might emerge, freeing
individuals from the economic constraints of the bourgeois family and allowing for more genuine
personal relationships.

Does the Communist Manifesto suggest a form of 'community
of women' as a replacement for marriage?
The Manifesto explicitly addresses and refutes the accusation of a 'community of women' made by
the bourgeoisie. It argues that this accusation is a reflection of the bourgeois men's own exploitative
practices towards women and that a communist society would aim for genuine freedom and equality
in relationships, not a debased communal ownership of women.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's critique of marriage, with descriptions:

1.

The Abolition of the Family: Towards a Communist
Understanding of Relationships
This work directly confronts the traditional bourgeois family structure as analyzed by Marx and
Engels. It explores how the Manifesto's critique of marriage as an economic institution, tied to private
property and inheritance, can inform alternative models of cohabitation and care. The book examines
historical attempts and theoretical possibilities for moving beyond the nuclear family in a communist
society.

2.

Capitalism's Chains: Marriage, Property, and the Exploited
This title delves into the Manifesto's argument that marriage, within a capitalist framework, functions
as a tool for bourgeois exploitation and control. It dissects how economic necessity forces individuals
into unions that perpetuate class divisions and limit individual autonomy. The book highlights the
Manifesto's vision of a society where such economic pressures on marriage would be eliminated.



3.

Beyond the Bourgeois Bond: Free Unions in a Communist
Future
This book elaborates on the Manifesto's call for the abolition of marriage as a state-sanctioned and
economically driven contract. It envisions a future where relationships are based on genuine affection
and free choice, unburdened by property considerations and social obligation. The text explores the
implications of this for personal liberation and societal transformation.

4.

The Spectre of the Family Court: Marriage as a Tool of Capital
Drawing on the foundational arguments of the Communist Manifesto, this book examines how
institutions like family courts and marriage laws serve to uphold capitalist interests. It argues that
these structures reinforce existing power dynamics and economic inequalities, perpetuating the
conditions the Manifesto sought to dismantle. The work considers how these legal frameworks are
intrinsically linked to the ownership of private property.

5.

Communal Living, Personal Freedom: Reimagining Intimacy
Post-Marriage
This title explores the Manifesto's implicit connection between the abolition of private property and
the transformation of personal relationships, including marriage. It argues that as society moves
towards communal ownership and the elimination of economic exploitation, the need for traditional
marriage as an economic unit diminishes. The book proposes alternative models of intimate
connection and collective support.

6.

The Commodity of Love: Marriage and the Market in Marxist
Theory
This book takes up the Manifesto's critique of marriage as an institution that commodifies love and
personal relationships. It analyzes how capitalist logic permeates even the most intimate spheres of
life, turning marriage into a contractual agreement with economic implications. The work explores
how this commodification alienates individuals and perpetuates inequality.

7.

Wives as Property: The Manifesto's Challenge to Patriarchal
Marriage
This title focuses on the intersection of the Manifesto's critique of marriage and its implicit challenge
to patriarchal structures. It examines how marriage, under capitalism, often reinforces the
subjugation of women, treating them as economic assets or property within the family unit. The book
discusses the Manifesto's call for women's emancipation alongside the abolition of bourgeois



marriage.

8.

The End of the Private Hearth: Communism and the
Dissolution of the Nuclear Family
This work directly addresses the Manifesto's prediction that the family unit will fundamentally change,
if not disappear, with the advent of communism. It interprets the critique of marriage as a key
component of this broader argument about the dissolution of the private, bourgeois sphere. The book
explores the potential for communal forms of childcare and social organization.

9.

From Marriage Certificates to Collective Care: A Communist
Manifesto on Relationships
This title offers a contemporary interpretation of the Communist Manifesto's arguments against
marriage by proposing a shift from state-sanctioned marital contracts to systems of collective care
and mutual support. It re-examines the Manifesto's core ideas about economic liberation and their
application to the realm of personal relationships and intimacy. The book advocates for a future
where emotional and material support is a community responsibility, not a marital one.
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