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The Communist Manifesto: Engels, Historical Materialism, and the
Foundation of Marxist Morality

The enduring impact of The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, extends far beyond
its revolutionary calls for social change. At its core lies a profound philosophical framework: historical
materialism. This article delves into how Engels, a key architect of this philosophy, interpreted and applied it
to understand societal evolution, and critically, how this understanding underpins the very conception of
morality within Marxist thought. We will explore the interplay between economic structures, class struggle,
and the emergence of moral codes, examining how historical materialism posits that morality is not an
abstract, universal constant but rather a product of specific historical and material conditions.
Understanding this connection is crucial for grasping the fundamental tenets of communist ideology and its
approach to ethical considerations.

Introduction to The Communist Manifesto and its philosophical underpinnings.

The core principles of historical materialism as articulated by Friedrich Engels.

The relationship between the economic base and the social/ideological superstructure in Marxist theory.

How historical materialism informs the understanding of class struggle and its role in shaping society.

The Marxist conception of morality: its origins, development, and relativity.

The critique of bourgeois morality from a historical materialist perspective.

The envisioned communist morality and its potential emergence.

Conclusion: Synthesizing Engels, historical materialism, and the foundation of Marxist morality.

Understanding Engels and Historical Materialism

Friedrich Engels, alongside Karl Marx, is credited with developing the comprehensive philosophical system known
as historical materialism. This approach fundamentally shifts the focus of historical analysis from ideas and
great individuals to the material conditions of human existence, particularly the modes of production and the
resulting social relations. For Engels, history is not a random series of events driven by divine will or
abstract ideals, but rather a dialectical process of change driven by the development of productive forces and
the resulting contradictions within the economic structure of society. He posited that the way a society
organizes its material production—how it creates the necessities of life—forms the bedrock upon which all
other social institutions, including law, politics, religion, and crucially, morality, are built.

The Economic Base and Superstructure



Central to historical materialism is the concept of the economic base and the superstructure. The economic
base, or infrastructure, refers to the forces of production (technology, raw materials, labor power) and the
relations of production (the social relationships people enter into to produce goods, such as employer-
employee, owner-worker). This base, according to Engels and Marx, is the primary determinant of the social,
political, and intellectual life of society—the superstructure. The superstructure encompasses everything
from the state and legal systems to art, philosophy, and moral codes. Engels explained this relationship by
arguing that the prevailing economic system shapes the prevailing ideas and institutions. For instance, in a
capitalist society, the economic relations of private ownership and wage labor naturally give rise to a legal
framework that protects private property and an ideology that celebrates individual competition and profit.

Dialectical Materialism and Social Change

Engels also contributed significantly to the development of dialectical materialism, a philosophical method
that views reality as a constant process of change driven by inherent contradictions. Applied to history, this
means that each mode of production contains internal tensions and contradictions that, when developed to a
certain point, lead to social revolution and the emergence of a new mode of production. For example, the
inherent conflict between the bourgeoisie (owners of the means of production) and the proletariat (wage
laborers) in capitalism, as outlined in The Communist Manifesto, is a prime example of a contradiction that
Engels believed would ultimately lead to the overthrow of capitalism and the establishment of a socialist
society. This dialectical process is not a smooth, linear progression but a series of qualitative leaps driven by
the resolution of these material contradictions.

Class Struggle as the Engine of History

The Communist Manifesto famously states, "The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of
class struggles." Engels rigorously upheld and elaborated upon this central tenet of historical materialism.
He saw the inherent inequalities and exploitative relationships embedded within different modes of production as
the driving force behind historical development. Every society, from ancient slave societies to feudalism and
ultimately capitalism, is characterized by dominant and subordinate classes whose interests are fundamentally
opposed. The conflict between these classes, stemming from their differing relationships to the means of
production, is what propels historical change and shapes the evolution of social structures, including moral
norms.

The Role of Class Conflict in Shaping Societal Norms

Engels argued that the dominant class in any society not only controls the means of material production but
also exerts a significant influence over the production of ideas and values. This means that the prevailing
moral codes, legal systems, and cultural norms typically serve to legitimize and perpetuate the existing power
structures and class relations. For instance, in a capitalist society, bourgeois morality often emphasizes
individual responsibility, hard work, and respect for property rights – values that align with the interests of
the capitalist class. These ideas are disseminated through institutions like education, media, and religion,
effectively creating a "superstructure" that reinforces the economic base. The ruling class's morality becomes
the accepted morality of the era, presented as universal and natural, obscuring its class-based origins.

Revolution as a Catalyst for Moral Transformation

According to historical materialism, fundamental shifts in morality do not occur gradually within existing
social systems but are often precipitated by revolutionary upheavals that overthrow the existing economic
and political order. When the proletariat, or the oppressed class, successfully seizes power and



fundamentally alters the relations of production, the entire superstructure, including morality, is subject to
transformation. Engels believed that the abolition of private property and the establishment of a classless
society would dismantle the material basis for bourgeois morality, paving the way for a new, more equitable
set of ethical principles to emerge. This moral transformation is not merely a matter of changing opinions but a
consequence of changing the material conditions of existence.

The Marxist Conception of Morality: Relativity and Class
Character

One of the most significant contributions of historical materialism to ethical discourse is its radical
departure from absolutist or universalist theories of morality. Engels, following Marx, argued that morality
is not an eternal, unchanging set of principles handed down by nature or divinity. Instead, Marxist ethics views
morality as a social phenomenon, inextricably linked to the specific historical epoch and the prevailing class
structure of society. This perspective emphasizes the relative and class-bound nature of moral norms,
asserting that what is considered "good" or "bad" is determined by the material interests and experiences of
particular social classes.

Critique of Bourgeois Morality

The Communist Manifesto, and Engels' subsequent writings, offer a scathing critique of what they termed
"bourgeois morality." This is the set of ethical principles that arise from and serve the interests of the
capitalist class. Engels argued that bourgeois morality, with its emphasis on individual rights, competition,
and property, serves to naturalize and justify the exploitation inherent in capitalism. Concepts like "fairness" in
a capitalist context, he contended, are often designed to mask the unequal distribution of wealth and power.
The bourgeois ideal of individual moral virtue, such as thrift and diligence, is seen as a way to blame the poor
for their poverty, rather than holding the system accountable for structural inequalities. Engels viewed this
morality as a tool of ideological control, designed to maintain the dominance of the ruling class by presenting
its own interests as universal human interests.

The Emergence of Communist Morality

From the perspective of historical materialism, the transition to a communist society would necessitate the
emergence of a new, fundamentally different moral framework. This communist morality would be rooted in the
collective ownership of the means of production and the abolition of class exploitation. Engels envisioned a
morality that would prioritize cooperation, solidarity, and the well-being of the entire community over
individualistic gain. The absence of class antagonisms would, in theory, eliminate the material basis for self-
interest and competition as primary motivators. Instead, altruism, mutual aid, and a genuine concern for the
welfare of others would become the guiding principles of social interaction. This new morality would not be
imposed from above but would naturally arise from the altered material conditions of existence in a classless
society.

Morality and the Transformation of Human Nature

Engels, in works like The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, explored how changes in social
organization and economic systems could also lead to a transformation of "human nature." He argued that
certain traits often considered inherent to human beings, such as selfishness or aggression, are in fact products
of specific social and economic environments, particularly those characterized by scarcity and competition. In a
communist society, where the means of life are abundant and shared, and where the necessity of competition is



removed, Engels believed that human beings would develop more cooperative and altruistic tendencies. This
would create fertile ground for the blossoming of a communist morality that reflects these transformed
human capacities, moving away from the vestiges of individualistic and acquisitive behaviors fostered by
capitalism.

Conclusion: Synthesizing Engels, Historical Materialism, and the
Foundation of Marxist Morality

In conclusion, the profound analysis of historical materialism, significantly shaped by the contributions of
Friedrich Engels, provides a crucial lens through which to understand the Marxist conception of morality. The
core principle that the economic base dictates the social and ideological superstructure means that morality
is not an abstract ideal but a product of material conditions and class struggle. Engels meticulously
illustrated how prevailing moral codes, far from being universal truths, are deeply intertwined with the
interests of the dominant class, serving to legitimize existing power structures. The critique of bourgeois
morality as a tool of exploitation and the vision of a future communist morality based on cooperation and
collective well-being are direct consequences of this materialist understanding. By recognizing the historical
and class-bound nature of ethics, Marxist thought offers a radical challenge to traditional moral
philosophies, grounding ethical considerations in the tangible realities of social and economic organization, and
ultimately situating the foundation of Marxist morality firmly within the framework of historical materialism
and the ongoing struggle for a classless society.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does historical materialism, as described in the Communist Manifesto
and further elaborated by Engels, explain the development of morality?

Historical materialism posits that morality is not an eternal, absolute set of principles, but rather a product
of the material conditions and class struggles of a given society. As economic structures and modes of
production change, so too do the prevailing moral codes that serve to justify or legitimize the existing power
relations. For instance, bourgeois morality emphasizes individual property rights and competition, reflecting the
capitalist economic system, while proletarian morality would emerge from the collective experience of the
working class and their struggle for liberation.

What is the relationship between the 'bourgeois morality' mentioned in the
Communist Manifesto and the concept of historical materialism?

The 'bourgeois morality' is presented as a specific historical manifestation of morality, directly tied to the rise
and dominance of the bourgeoisie as a ruling class. Historical materialism explains this morality as an ideology
that supports and perpetuates the bourgeois mode of production and its inherent class inequalities. It serves
to justify private property, inheritance, and the competitive nature of capitalism, masking its exploitative
aspects.

Does the Communist Manifesto suggest that a future communist society
would have a universal, unchanging morality?

No, the Communist Manifesto, within the framework of historical materialism, does not suggest a fixed,
universal morality for a communist society. Instead, it anticipates that the abolition of class antagonisms
and the establishment of communal ownership of the means of production would lead to the emergence of a new,
classless morality. This morality would likely be based on cooperation, solidarity, and the free development
of all individuals, reflecting the new material conditions.



How does Engels' concept of historical materialism inform the critique of
religion and traditional morality in the Communist Manifesto?

Engels' historical materialism provides a framework for understanding religion and traditional morality as
ideological superstructures that arise from and serve the interests of the dominant economic class. The
Manifesto critiques these as tools used by the bourgeoisie to pacify the proletariat, promising otherworldly
rewards or upholding existing social hierarchies, thus hindering the revolutionary consciousness necessary for
liberation. The critique is that these moral systems are not inherently true but are rather historically
contingent and class-biased.

What does the Communist Manifesto mean when it states that 'bourgeois
ideas' are a product of its material conditions, and how does this relate to
morality?

The Manifesto argues that 'bourgeois ideas,' including its moral precepts, are not universal truths but are
generated by the specific economic and social realities of bourgeois society. This means that concepts like
individual responsibility, hard work leading to success, and the sanctity of private property are seen as
reflections and justifications of the capitalist mode of production, which is characterized by private ownership
and exploitation of labor. Morality, in this view, is thus a tool of class rule.

According to historical materialism, what would be the primary drivers for
the development of a new morality in a post-capitalist society?

The primary drivers would be the transformation of material conditions and the elimination of class struggle.
The abolition of private property and the establishment of a society where the means of production are
communally owned would remove the economic basis for exploitative relationships and the moral justifications
that support them. A new morality would likely arise from the collective experience of working together for
the common good, fostering cooperation, mutual aid, and the full development of human potential.

How does the concept of 'alienation' in Marxist thought, informed by
historical materialism, connect to the discussion of morality in the
Communist Manifesto?

Alienation, the estrangement of individuals from their labor, the product of their labor, themselves, and others,
is a consequence of capitalist production. This alienation can lead to a sense of powerlessness and a
disconnect from genuine human relationships, which in turn can shape moral perceptions. The Manifesto implicitly
suggests that by overcoming alienation through the abolition of capitalism, a more authentic and ethically
grounded human existence, and consequently a new morality based on human connection and self-realization,
would emerge.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto, Engels, historical materialism, and morality, each
with a short description:

1.

The Communist Manifesto: A Critical Edition
This edition provides the foundational text by Marx and Engels, offering extensive scholarly annotations. It
delves into the historical context of its writing and its lasting impact on political thought and
revolutionary movements. The introduction typically explores the core concepts of class struggle and the
critique of capitalism.



2.

Engels: A Revolutionary Life
This biography offers a comprehensive look at the life and intellectual contributions of Friedrich Engels, co-
author of the Communist Manifesto. It examines his partnership with Karl Marx, his role in developing historical
materialism, and his personal involvement in workers' movements. The book illuminates how Engels' experiences
shaped his theoretical output.

3.

Historical Materialism: A Critical Introduction
This book serves as an accessible entry point into the complex theory of historical materialism developed by
Marx and Engels. It explains how material conditions and economic structures are seen as the primary drivers of
historical change. The text also explores the relationship between the economic base and the social, political,
and ideological superstructure.

4.

The German Ideology: Historical Materialism and the Critique of Philosophy
A key text by Marx and Engels, this work lays out the principles of historical materialism in detail. It critiques
idealistic philosophies, arguing that consciousness and ideas are not independent forces but are shaped by
material existence. The book is crucial for understanding how they envisioned the development of human society.

5.

Marxism and Morality: A Re-evaluation
This book examines the ethical dimensions of Marxist thought, exploring how concepts like justice, fairness, and
human emancipation are interwoven with historical materialism. It analyzes whether Marxist theory inherently
contains a moral critique of capitalism and discusses the nature of socialist morality. The author may debate
the objectivity versus subjectivity of Marxist ethics.

6.

The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State
By Friedrich Engels, this seminal work applies historical materialism to the study of social institutions. It
traces the evolution of family structures, the rise of private property, and the emergence of the state from
primitive communal societies. The book argues that these developments are rooted in economic changes and class
antagonisms.

7.

The Poverty of Philosophy
In this work, Karl Marx directly engages with and critiques the economic and philosophical ideas of Pierre-
Joseph Proudhon. It further solidifies the foundations of historical materialism by refuting what Marx saw as
idealistic and ahistorical approaches to understanding society. The book highlights the dialectical method and
class analysis.

8.

Capitalism and Morality: From Adam Smith to Karl Marx
This comparative study explores different philosophical and economic perspectives on the moral implications of
capitalism. It likely contrasts the viewpoints of classical liberal thinkers with the critiques offered by Marx



and Engels. The book may investigate how historical materialism informs a specific moral critique of capitalist
exploitation.

9.

The Dialectics of Nature
Another significant work by Engels, this book extends the principles of historical materialism to the natural
sciences. It argues for a dialectical understanding of natural phenomena, suggesting that the same laws
governing historical development are present in nature. The book aims to provide a scientific basis for the
materialist worldview.
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