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Understanding the Communist Manifesto, Engels,
Historical Materialism, and Religion

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, remains a
foundational text in political and economic thought, offering a radical critique of capitalist
society and a vision for a communist future. At its core lies the concept of historical
materialism, a philosophical framework that posits economic and social conditions as the
primary drivers of historical change. This article delves into the intricate relationship
between these seminal ideas, exploring how Engels' contributions, particularly his emphasis
on historical materialism, illuminate the Manifesto's analysis of class struggle, alienation,
and the role of ideology. Crucially, we will examine how this materialist understanding
shapes the critique of religion presented within the Manifesto, viewing it not as divine
revelation but as a product of socio-economic circumstances and a tool of class oppression.
By dissecting these interconnected concepts, we aim to provide a comprehensive
understanding of their enduring relevance and influence on subsequent intellectual and
political movements.
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The Communist Manifesto: A Catalyst for Change

The Communist Manifesto, published in 1848, is a powerful and concise indictment of
bourgeois society and capitalism. It outlines the historical progression of class struggles,
from ancient societies through feudalism to the burgeoning industrial capitalism of the 19th
century. The authors, Marx and Engels, argue that throughout history, societal development
has been shaped by the conflict between opposing social classes – the oppressors and the
oppressed. The Manifesto famously declares that "The history of all hitherto existing society
is the history of class struggles." This central tenet sets the stage for understanding their
critique of the economic system and their proposed revolutionary solution.

The document details the inherent contradictions within capitalism, such as the exploitation
of the proletariat (the working class) by the bourgeoisie (the capitalist class). It highlights
how capitalism, while a revolutionary force in its own right for dismantling feudal
structures, ultimately creates its own gravediggers in the form of an increasingly organized
and empowered working class. The Manifesto's call to action, "Workers of all countries,
unite!", resonates as a plea for international solidarity and a unified struggle against
capitalist exploitation.



Friedrich Engels: The Co-Author and Theorist

Friedrich Engels was not merely a co-author of the Communist Manifesto; he was a crucial
intellectual force behind many of its core concepts, particularly in the development and
application of historical materialism. His lifelong collaboration with Karl Marx saw the
refinement and expansion of their shared dialectical materialist worldview. Engels, often
drawing from his own experiences as a businessman and his observations of industrial life
in England, provided empirical grounding for Marx's theoretical insights.

Engels' independent works, such as "The Condition of the Working Class in England,"
offered a stark and detailed portrayal of the suffering and exploitation faced by the
proletariat. This practical understanding of capitalist realities deeply informed his
theoretical contributions, solidifying the materialist foundation of their critique. His later
writings, such as "Anti-Dühring" and "Socialism: Utopian and Scientific," further
systematized and popularized the principles of historical materialism, making them
accessible to a broader audience and elaborating on their implications for understanding
social phenomena, including religion.

Historical Materialism: The Engine of History

Historical materialism, a cornerstone of Marxist philosophy, offers a framework for
understanding history as a process driven by material conditions, specifically the modes of
production and the resulting social relations. It posits that the economic structure of
society, the "base," fundamentally determines the social, political, and intellectual
"superstructure," which includes law, politics, philosophy, art, and religion. This perspective
shifts the focus from ideas, great individuals, or divine will as the primary drivers of
historical change to the concrete realities of economic organization and class struggle.

The Base and Superstructure

The concept of the base and superstructure is central to historical materialism. The base
refers to the economic system of a society, encompassing the forces of production
(technology, labor, raw materials) and the relations of production (the social relationships
people enter into to produce goods and services, such as landlord-peasant or capitalist-
worker). The superstructure, on the other hand, comprises the non-economic institutions
and ideologies that arise from and serve to legitimize the existing economic base.

According to this theory, changes in the forces of production eventually come into conflict
with the existing relations of production, leading to social revolutions and the
transformation of the superstructure. For instance, the development of new technologies
might challenge the feudal system, paving the way for capitalism and its accompanying
legal, political, and ideological structures.



Class Struggle as the Driving Force

Within the framework of historical materialism, class struggle is identified as the primary
engine of historical progress. Every society, from its inception, is characterized by a division
of labor and the emergence of distinct social classes based on their relationship to the
means of production. The conflict between these classes – the exploiters and the exploited
– generates social change.

In capitalist society, this struggle is between the bourgeoisie, who own the means of
production, and the proletariat, who possess only their labor power, which they must sell to
survive. The Manifesto argues that this inherent conflict is irreconcilable within capitalism
and will ultimately lead to the overthrow of the bourgeoisie by the proletariat, ushering in a
new, classless society.

Dialectical Progression

The Marxist understanding of historical development is rooted in Hegelian dialectics, but
with a materialist interpretation. Dialectics involves a process of thesis, antithesis, and
synthesis. In historical materialism, a dominant mode of production (thesis) contains
inherent contradictions that give rise to its opposite (antithesis). The struggle between
these forces eventually resolves into a new, higher stage of development (synthesis), which
in turn contains its own contradictions.

This dialectical progression is not a smooth, linear march but rather a process marked by
conflict, crisis, and revolution. Each stage of history, according to Marx and Engels,
represents a specific mode of production and a particular set of class relations, moving
humanity through a series of transformations towards a communist society.

Religion Through the Lens of Historical
Materialism

Historical materialism provides a critical lens through which Marx and Engels analyze
religion. They view religious beliefs and institutions not as divine truths or revelations, but
as social phenomena deeply intertwined with the economic and social conditions of their
time. In essence, religion is understood as a product of material circumstances and a
reflection of underlying class relations and societal contradictions.

Religion as an Opium of the People

One of the most famous pronouncements on religion from the Marxist tradition is that it is
the "opium of the people." This metaphor, found in Marx's "Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of



Right," does not suggest that religion is inherently bad or that believers are foolish. Instead,
it highlights religion's function within a class-divided society.

In an oppressive and alienating society, religion offers solace, comfort, and a sense of
meaning to those who are suffering. It promises an afterlife where injustices will be rectified
and the downtrodden will be rewarded, thereby distracting them from the immediate
causes of their suffering – the exploitative economic system. By providing this otherworldly
compensation, religion can pacify the oppressed and discourage them from challenging the
existing social order. It acts as a form of ideological control, masking the real sources of
misery and perpetuating the status quo.

The Social and Economic Roots of Religious Belief

Historical materialism argues that religious beliefs themselves are rooted in material
conditions. The awe and wonder inspired by natural phenomena, the anxieties surrounding
life and death, and the desire for justice and order can all be interpreted as manifesting in
religious concepts. As societies develop and become more complex, so too do their
religious forms.

Furthermore, religious institutions often become intertwined with the ruling class. They can
serve to legitimize the existing power structures, preach obedience to authority, and even
accumulate wealth and property. This symbiotic relationship between religion and the
ruling class reinforces the idea that religion functions to uphold the interests of the
dominant class and maintain social control.

The Withering Away of Religion

According to Marxist theory, as society progresses towards communism and the material
conditions of exploitation and alienation are overcome, religion will eventually "wither
away." In a society where basic needs are met, where exploitation is abolished, and where
individuals are no longer alienated from their labor and from each other, the social and
psychological conditions that give rise to religion will cease to exist.

In a truly communist society, where human beings are able to realize their full potential and
live in harmony with one another and with nature, the need for supernatural explanations
or otherworldly comforts will diminish. The focus will shift from seeking solace in the
afterlife to creating a just and fulfilling life in the present material world.

Engels' Further Elaborations on Religion

While the Communist Manifesto lays out a foundational critique of religion within the
context of class struggle, Friedrich Engels significantly expanded upon these ideas in his
later works. His writings provided a more detailed historical and anthropological perspective



on the origins and evolution of religious thought, always grounding these developments in
materialist explanations.

The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State

In "The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State," Engels delves into the
historical development of human society, tracing the evolution of family structures, the
emergence of private property, and the rise of the state. He argues that the patriarchal
family, monogamy, and the concept of inheritance are closely linked to the development of
private property and the need to maintain its transmission through generations. This
societal shift, he contends, also influenced the development of religious ideas, particularly
those that reinforced patriarchal authority and social hierarchy.

Engels suggests that early forms of religion might have been animistic or totemistic,
reflecting a more direct relationship with the natural world. As societies became more
stratified, religion also evolved to reflect these divisions, often incorporating deities and
doctrines that legitimized the authority of rulers and the existing social order. He saw the
development of monotheism, in particular, as often reflecting the consolidation of political
power in the hands of a single ruler or state.

Socialism: Utopian Versus Scientific

In "Socialism: Utopian Versus Scientific," Engels contrasts the idealist, philosophical
socialism of earlier thinkers with the "scientific socialism" he and Marx advocated. This
scientific approach, grounded in historical materialism, sought to understand history and
society through rigorous analysis of economic forces and class dynamics. He applied this
methodology to religion, arguing that critiques of religion that focused solely on abstract
philosophical arguments or moral pronouncements were insufficient.

A truly scientific critique of religion, according to Engels, must understand its material roots
and its function within specific historical and social contexts. He believed that by
transforming the material conditions of society, the need for religion as an opiate or a tool
of oppression would naturally disappear. The goal of scientific socialism was not to wage a
direct war on religion but to create a society in which religion would become irrelevant.

Impact and Legacy

The ideas presented in the Communist Manifesto, particularly concerning historical
materialism and its critique of religion, have had a profound and lasting impact on
intellectual, political, and social movements worldwide. The framework provided by Marx
and Engels offered a compelling, albeit controversial, interpretation of history and society
that inspired revolutions and shaped the course of the 20th century.



Influence on Political Movements

The Communist Manifesto became a foundational document for socialist and communist
parties and movements across the globe. Its analysis of capitalism and class struggle
resonated with the working classes of industrialized nations and colonial territories alike.
The concept of historical materialism provided a theoretical justification for revolutionary
action, leading to numerous uprisings and the establishment of socialist states.

The critique of religion as an instrument of oppression also informed the secularizing
tendencies of many socialist states, which often sought to diminish the influence of
religious institutions in public life. While the methods and outcomes of these attempts
varied widely, the underlying principle of questioning religion's societal role stemmed
directly from the materialist analysis.

Critiques and Counter-Arguments

Despite its immense influence, the theories of historical materialism and the Marxist
critique of religion have faced significant criticism. Critics argue that historical materialism
is overly deterministic, reducing complex human behavior and societal change to economic
factors. They contend that it underestimates the role of ideas, culture, individual agency,
and other non-economic forces in shaping history.

Furthermore, the assertion that religion will inevitably "wither away" has been challenged
by the continued persistence and even resurgence of religious belief in many societies,
including those that have undergone significant social and economic transformation. Critics
argue that religion serves deeper psychological and social needs than simply as an opiate
for the masses, fulfilling roles related to community, identity, morality, and existential
meaning.

Conclusion

The Communist Manifesto, profoundly shaped by the theoretical contributions of Friedrich
Engels, stands as a monumental work in its exploration of historical change through the
lens of historical materialism. This analytical framework posits that economic and social
structures, driven by class struggle, are the fundamental engines of history. Within this
materialist understanding, religion is not seen as a divinely inspired truth but rather as a
social phenomenon with deep roots in the material conditions of society, often serving as
an opiate to pacify the oppressed and maintain class dominance.

Engels' further elaborations, particularly in works like "The Origin of the Family, Private
Property and the State," provided a more detailed historical account of how religion evolved
alongside societal changes. The enduring legacy of the Communist Manifesto, Engels'
insights, historical materialism, and its critique of religion continues to be debated and
analyzed, influencing our understanding of society, economics, and the role of belief



systems in shaping human history.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does the Communist Manifesto view the role of
religion in society?
The Communist Manifesto famously describes religion as an 'opiate of the masses,'
suggesting it serves to pacify the working class by offering solace and promises of an
afterlife, thus distracting them from their present material conditions and the need for
revolutionary change.

What is historical materialism, and how does it connect
to the Communist Manifesto's critique of religion?
Historical materialism, a core concept elaborated by Marx and Engels, posits that economic
and material conditions (the 'base') are the primary drivers of historical development,
shaping social relations, political structures, and ideas, including religion (the
'superstructure'). The Manifesto uses this lens to argue that religion is a product of these
material conditions and will wither away as society progresses beyond class oppression.

Did Engels have a different perspective on religion than
Marx, or did they agree?
While both Marx and Engels viewed religion critically within their materialist framework,
Engels, particularly in his later works like 'Anti-Dühring' and 'The Origin of the Family,
Private Property and the State,' provided more detailed analyses of religion's historical
development and its relationship to economic power, often seeing it as a tool of class
domination.

Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for the
forceful suppression of religion?
The Communist Manifesto primarily focuses on the abolition of the economic conditions that
give rise to religion, rather than directly calling for its suppression. The idea is that as class
society and exploitation disappear, so too will the need for religion as a form of escapism or
social control.

How did historical materialism influence the Manifesto's
understanding of religion's origins?
Historical materialism suggests that religion's origins lie in humanity's early attempts to
understand and control the natural world and social forces. As societies became more
complex and stratified, religion evolved to serve the interests of the ruling class, reinforcing
social hierarchies and legitimizing existing power structures.



Can the Communist Manifesto's critique of religion be
seen as a critique of its supernatural aspects or its
social function?
The critique in the Communist Manifesto is primarily directed at religion's social function –
its role in maintaining class domination and obscuring the material realities of oppression.
While the materialist perspective inherently challenges supernatural claims, the emphasis
is on how religion operates within the social and economic sphere.

How does the concept of 'alienation' in Marxist thought
relate to religion as presented in the Manifesto?
Alienation, a key Marxist concept, describes the estrangement of individuals from their
labor, products, selves, and fellow humans under capitalism. The Manifesto implies that
religion offers a form of 'otherworldly' compensation for this alienation, providing a sense of
meaning and purpose that is denied in the material world.

What does the Communist Manifesto predict about the
fate of religion in a communist society?
The Manifesto predicts that in a communist society, where class antagonisms and
exploitation are abolished, religion will gradually 'die out' or 'wither away.' This is because
the material conditions that foster religious belief and its social utility will no longer exist.

Are there instances where Marx or Engels found
positive aspects or utility in religion, even within their
critique?
While generally critical, Marx and Engels did acknowledge that religion could sometimes
inspire acts of rebellion or social critique, particularly in its early stages or when it spoke
out against oppression. However, they saw this as a transient phase before religion
ultimately served the interests of the ruling class.

How has the relationship between historical
materialism, the Communist Manifesto, and the critique
of religion evolved in later Marxist thought?
Later Marxist thinkers have engaged in diverse interpretations. Some have focused on
religion as a complex ideological tool that can be resistant to change, while others have
explored the potential for liberationist aspects within religious traditions, or the ways in
which religion can be re-appropriated for revolutionary purposes, moving beyond a purely
instrumentalist view.



Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto, Engels, Historical Materialism,
and Religion, with descriptions:

1.

The Communist Manifesto: A Critical Companion
This book offers an in-depth analysis of Marx and Engels' seminal work, exploring its
historical context and enduring impact. It delves into the core concepts of the Manifesto,
including class struggle and the critique of capitalism. The companion also examines
various interpretations and applications of its ideas throughout history, providing a
comprehensive understanding of this foundational text.

2.

Engels' Legacy: Historical Materialism and Its Evolution
This title investigates the intellectual journey of Friedrich Engels, particularly his
foundational role in developing historical materialism. It traces the evolution of this
theoretical framework from its origins within Marx's work and Engels' own writings. The
book also explores how historical materialism has been interpreted, challenged, and
adapted by subsequent thinkers in the Marxist tradition.

3.

Religion and Revolution: A Marxist Perspective
This work examines the complex relationship between religion and societal transformation
through the lens of Marxist thought. It analyzes how religion has been understood as both
an opiate of the masses and a potential force for social change. The book explores
historical examples of religious movements and their engagement with revolutionary
politics, drawing on insights from the Communist Manifesto and historical materialism.

4.

Material Conditions, Spiritual Aspirations: Faith in a
Capitalist World
This book explores the interplay between the material realities described by historical
materialism and the spiritual and religious needs of individuals. It investigates how faith
and belief systems persist and evolve within capitalist societies, often in response to
economic inequality and alienation. The author discusses how religion can both uphold and
challenge dominant social structures.

5.

The Spectre of Communism: Religion, Ideology, and



Social Control
This title analyzes how religious institutions and ideologies have historically been used as
tools for social control and the maintenance of existing power structures, a theme implicitly
addressed by Marxist critiques. It examines the ways in which religious narratives can
reinforce capitalist values or, conversely, be reinterpreted to foster dissent. The book
considers the "spectre" of communism's challenge to these established religious
frameworks.

6.

Engels on the Family, Private Property, and the State: A
Materialist Analysis
This book provides a detailed examination of Friedrich Engels' influential work, The Origin of
the Family, Private Property and the State. It unpacks his materialist explanations for the
development of these fundamental social institutions. The text highlights how Engels'
analysis offers a framework for understanding historical change and its impact on social
relations, including those influenced by religious norms.

7.

False Consciousness and True Faith: Reconsidering
Religion in Marxist Theory
This work re-evaluates the concept of "false consciousness" within Marxist theory,
particularly as it relates to religious belief. It explores whether religion can be solely
dismissed as an illusion or if it holds latent potential for critique and liberation. The book
engages with the legacy of the Communist Manifesto and historical materialism to offer a
nuanced perspective on faith in society.

8.

Historical Materialism and the Dialectics of Faith
This title delves into the philosophical underpinnings of historical materialism, applying its
dialectical method to the study of religion. It examines how religious ideas and practices
are shaped by and, in turn, influence material conditions and historical development. The
book offers a framework for understanding the dynamic and often contradictory
relationship between economic structures and spiritual beliefs.

9.

Beyond the Manifesto: Religion in Post-Communist
Societies
This book explores the role and transformation of religion in countries that have undergone
transitions from communist rule. It examines how religious institutions and beliefs have
adapted and re-emerged in the new socio-economic landscapes. The work draws upon
insights from historical materialism to analyze the lingering effects of past ideologies and



the evolving influence of faith.
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