
communist manifesto engels historical
materialism and the family
The Communist Manifesto, a foundational document of Marxist thought, co-authored by Karl Marx
and Friedrich Engels, offers a radical critique of capitalist society. While often examined for its
analysis of class struggle and the inevitable overthrow of bourgeois dominance, its insights into the
historical evolution of social structures, particularly the family unit, are equally profound. This
article delves into the intersection of the Communist Manifesto, Engels' concept of historical
materialism, and their revolutionary perspective on the family. We will explore how historical
materialism provides the analytical framework to understand the family's transformation through
different modes of production and how the Manifesto envisions a future where the family, as
historically understood under capitalism, will eventually wither away. Understanding this nuanced
relationship is crucial for grasping the full scope of Marxist social theory and its implications for
modern societal structures.
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Introduction to the Communist Manifesto and
Historical Materialism

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in 1848, is a seminal work
that dissected the dynamics of capitalist society and posited a revolutionary trajectory towards
communism. At its heart lies the powerful analytical tool of historical materialism, a concept
meticulously elaborated by Engels. This approach posits that the economic base, the mode of
production and the relations of production, forms the foundation upon which the superstructure of



society – including its laws, politics, culture, and crucially, its family structures – is built and evolves.
The Manifesto, by applying this materialist conception of history, offered a radical re-evaluation of
social institutions, including the family. It argued that the family, far from being a natural or eternal
institution, is a product of specific historical and economic conditions. Understanding the
intertwined nature of the Communist Manifesto, historical materialism, and their perspective on the
family is essential to appreciating the breadth and depth of their critique of bourgeois society and
their vision for a future society.

Understanding Historical Materialism: The Core of
Marxist Analysis

Historical materialism, as articulated by Marx and Engels, provides the fundamental interpretive
framework for understanding social change. It asserts that the driving force behind historical
development is not ideas or great individuals, but the evolution of material conditions, specifically
the means of production and the resulting relations of production. The means of production
encompass the tools, technology, raw materials, and labor power necessary to produce goods and
services. The relations of production, on the other hand, refer to the social relationships that emerge
from the process of production, most notably class relations based on ownership or lack thereof of
the means of production.

According to this theory, different historical epochs – such as primitive communism, slavery,
feudalism, and capitalism – are characterized by distinct modes of production. Each mode creates
specific social structures, ideologies, and political systems that serve to maintain its prevailing
relations of production. Changes in the means of production eventually come into conflict with
existing relations of production, leading to social revolutions that establish new modes of production
and, consequently, new social structures. This dialectical process of change, driven by material
forces, is the engine of history.

The Communist Manifesto masterfully applies historical materialism to explain the rise of the
bourgeoisie and the proletariat, predicting the eventual revolutionary displacement of capitalism by
socialism. It argues that the development of capitalism itself created the conditions for its own
demise, by concentrating wealth and power while simultaneously creating a vast, dispossessed
working class. This analytical lens is then extended to examine other fundamental social institutions.

The Family Through the Lens of Historical Materialism

Applying historical materialism to the family unit fundamentally challenges traditional, ahistorical
understandings of this institution. Marx and Engels, and particularly Engels in his later work,
argued that the family is not a static, divinely ordained structure but a social construct that has
undergone significant transformations throughout history, directly influenced by changes in the
mode of production. They contended that the form and function of the family are deeply intertwined
with the economic system of a given society, serving to reproduce its social relations and maintain
its property structures.



The family, from a historical materialist perspective, is understood as an economic unit, albeit one
that evolves. In early societies, the family might have been a collective unit of production and
consumption. However, with the advent of private property and the subsequent development of
more complex economic systems, the family began to serve new functions, primarily related to the
inheritance and accumulation of private property, and the reproduction of labor power necessary for
the prevailing mode of production.

The Communist Manifesto, while not dedicating extensive space to a detailed historical analysis of
the family, clearly implies that its current bourgeois form is a product of capitalism. This bourgeois
family, characterized by monogamy, patriarchal authority, and the private ownership of property, is
seen as a tool for consolidating wealth and ensuring the transmission of capital across generations.
The article will explore how this perspective leads to a critique of the bourgeois family's perceived
universality and morality.

Historical Stages and the Evolution of the Family

To understand the Marxist view of the family, it is crucial to trace its perceived evolution through
different historical stages, as theorized through historical materialism. While the Communist
Manifesto itself offers a more generalized critique, Friedrich Engels, in his seminal work "The Origin
of the Family, Private Property and the State," provides a more detailed historical account, drawing
upon anthropological research of his time.

In the earliest stages of human society, often characterized as primitive communism or communal
living, Engels posited a more fluid family structure. Kinship was likely traced through the maternal
line (matrilineal), and the concept of exclusive, lifelong monogamous marriage was absent.
Reproduction and the raising of children were often communal efforts, with collective responsibility.
There was no private property to necessitate a nuclear family unit for inheritance or the
concentration of wealth.

With the emergence of settled agriculture, the accumulation of surplus, and the development of
private property, the family structure began to transform. The concept of paternity and the need to
transmit property to legitimate heirs became paramount. This shift, Engels argued, led to the
establishment of patriarchal authority and the rise of monogamy, not out of love or romantic
attachment, but as a means to secure the legitimacy of heirs and protect private property. The family
became the primary unit for the accumulation and inheritance of wealth, solidifying class divisions.

Each succeeding mode of production – slavery, feudalism, and capitalism – further shaped and
redefined the family. In each case, the dominant family form served the economic interests of the
ruling class and the overall mode of production. This historical perspective is key to understanding
the Marxist critique of the family as a natural or immutable institution.

Monogamy, Private Property, and the Subjugation of



Women

A central tenet of the Marxist analysis of the family, particularly elaborated by Engels, is its direct
correlation with the rise of private property and the subsequent subjugation of women. The
Communist Manifesto hints at this when it discusses the "bourgeois family" as a purely economic
relationship. Engels, however, provides a more in-depth historical argument linking monogamy, the
nuclear family structure, and female subordination to the establishment of private property.

According to this viewpoint, early human societies, possibly characterized by group marriage and
matrilineal descent, did not feature the same degree of female oppression. The transition to settled
life, agriculture, and the accumulation of private property fundamentally altered social relations.
With the desire to pass down accumulated wealth to specific heirs, the certainty of paternity became
crucial. This led to the imposition of monogamous marriage, primarily on women, to ensure the
legitimacy of inheritance.

Engels argued that monogamy, in its historical development under class societies, became a tool of
patriarchal power, effectively turning women into the property of their husbands. Women were
confined to the domestic sphere, their economic contribution outside the household often devalued,
and their social and political rights severely curtailed. The family unit, therefore, became the
primary site for the reproduction of patriarchal power structures and the perpetuation of private
property through inheritance, making women dependent on men for economic security.

The Manifesto's call for the abolition of private property, therefore, inherently carries with it a call
for the transformation of the family and the liberation of women from this historical subjugation. The
critique is not of love or companionship, but of the economic and social structures that warp the
family into an instrument of oppression and property accumulation.

Critique of the Bourgeois Family

The Communist Manifesto launches a sharp critique against the "bourgeois family," portraying it not
as a bastion of morality and affection, but as a fundamentally economic institution rooted in
capitalist relations. Marx and Engels argued that the bourgeois family is characterized by its
emphasis on property, inheritance, and the maintenance of class distinctions. It is seen as a unit
designed to protect and perpetuate private property, ensuring that wealth and status are passed
down from one generation of the bourgeoisie to the next.

This critique extends to the perceived hypocrisy of the bourgeois family. While often presented as a
model of virtue and moral uprightness, the Manifesto suggests that behind its respectable facade
lies a system built on economic dependence and exploitation. The bourgeois family is seen as a place
where women are often reduced to being mere instruments for procreation and the management of
the household, dependent on their husbands' financial support. The emotional bonds are often
secondary to the economic and social considerations that bind families together.

Furthermore, the Manifesto points out that the bourgeois family does not represent the reality for all
classes. For the proletariat, the harsh realities of capitalist exploitation often make the maintenance



of a stable, bourgeois-style family difficult, if not impossible. The working-class family is often
fragmented by economic necessity, with family members forced into labor from a young age. This
disparity highlights how the bourgeois family is a product of class privilege rather than a universal
human institution.

The Manifesto’s radical proposal is not to abolish the family entirely, but to abolish the bourgeois
form of the family and the underlying economic system that necessitates it. They envisioned a future
where the family would no longer be tied to private property and economic exploitation, allowing for
more genuine and free relationships.

The Future of the Family in a Communist Society

The Communist Manifesto offers a provocative vision of the future of the family under communism.
It is crucial to understand that Marx and Engels did not advocate for the abolition of all forms of
family or interpersonal bonds. Instead, their critique was directed at the specific, economically
determined bourgeois family, which they saw as intrinsically linked to private property and the
exploitation of women. In a communist society, where private property would be abolished, the
economic functions that currently shape and often distort the family would, in theory, cease to exist.

With the elimination of private property and the consequent dismantling of class divisions, the need
for the family as a unit of inheritance and wealth accumulation would disappear. The economic
dependence of individuals on each other within the family unit would also be significantly reduced as
society would collectively provide for the needs of its members. This would, in turn, liberate
individuals, particularly women, from the constraints and oppressions historically associated with
the bourgeois family structure.

The Manifesto suggests that in a communist society, relationships would be based on genuine
affection and mutual respect, rather than economic necessity or social obligation. The raising of
children, while perhaps still occurring within communal or smaller family units, would be a shared
societal responsibility, freeing individuals from the sole burden of child-rearing and allowing for a
more equitable distribution of labor and care.

It is important to note that the Manifesto is more suggestive than prescriptive regarding the precise
form the future family might take. The emphasis is on the liberation from the oppressive economic
structures of capitalism, allowing for the development of more authentic and egalitarian human
relationships, whatever form they may eventually assume.

Engels' Further Developments: The Origin of the
Family, Private Property and the State

While the Communist Manifesto lays the groundwork for the Marxist critique of the family, it is
Friedrich Engels' later work, "The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State" (1884), that
provides a comprehensive and detailed historical materialist analysis of its development. Building
upon Marx's notes and his own extensive research, Engels meticulously traced the evolution of



family structures from early communal societies to the capitalist era.

Engels argued that the transition from primitive communism to class-based societies was marked by
significant shifts in family organization. He posited that in early stages, kinship was often traced
through the mother (matriliny), and sexual relations were more communal. The rise of private
property, particularly in land and livestock, necessitated a new social order that could guarantee the
inheritance of these possessions to legitimate offspring. This, Engels contended, led to the
establishment of patriarchal authority and the imposition of monogamy, primarily as a means to
ensure the paternity of heirs.

Engels’ analysis critically examined monogamy, arguing that it was not a product of romantic love
but a historical development tied to the consolidation of private property and the subjugation of
women. He described how the bourgeois family, characterized by its emphasis on legality,
inheritance, and the confinement of women to the domestic sphere, served the economic interests of
the ruling class. The book is a vital extension of the ideas presented in the Manifesto, providing the
historical and anthropological evidence to support the materialist understanding of the family's
transformation and its deep entanglement with economic systems and power structures.

Implications and Criticisms of the Marxist View on the
Family

The Marxist perspective on the family, as presented in the Communist Manifesto and elaborated by
Engels, has had profound implications for sociological and feminist thought, while also attracting
significant criticism. The core implication of the Marxist analysis is the radical deconstruction of the
family as a natural or eternal institution, instead framing it as a historical product shaped by
economic forces and class relations.

This view has been influential in feminist theory, providing a framework to understand how
patriarchal structures are reinforced and perpetuated through economic systems and familial roles.
By linking the subjugation of women to private property and the bourgeois family, Marxists offered a
powerful critique of gender inequality rooted in material conditions, suggesting that true liberation
for women would only come with the abolition of capitalism.

However, the Marxist view on the family has also faced considerable criticism. Critics argue that it
oversimplifies the complex emotional and psychological dimensions of family life, reducing it
primarily to an economic unit. The emphasis on the inevitable withering away of the family under
communism has been seen by some as utopian and unrealistic, failing to account for the enduring
human need for close personal bonds and support networks, regardless of the economic system.

Furthermore, empirical evidence from societies that have attempted to implement communist
principles has shown varied outcomes regarding family structures, with some retaining or adapting
traditional forms. The precise mechanisms by which the family would transform and the nature of
future interpersonal relationships remain subjects of debate and interpretation among scholars and
followers of Marxist thought. The focus on the abolition of private property as the sole driver of
family change can also be seen as a reductionist approach to a multifaceted social institution.



Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of the Communist
Manifesto's Family Analysis

The Communist Manifesto, through its application of historical materialism and its critique of the
bourgeois family, offers a compelling lens through which to understand the evolution and function of
family structures within different socio-economic systems. By positing that the family is not a static,
natural entity but a dynamic institution deeply intertwined with the mode of production, Marx and
Engels provided a foundational analysis that continues to resonate. Their argument that the
bourgeois family is intrinsically linked to private property, inheritance, and the subjugation of
women remains a potent critique of capitalist societies and the power dynamics embedded within
family life.

While the precise predictions about the family's future under communism have been subject to
debate and varied interpretations, the core insights of the Communist Manifesto regarding the
family's historical contingency and its relationship to economic power continue to hold significant
relevance. The work encourages a critical examination of the social constructs that shape our most
intimate institutions, prompting ongoing discussions about gender equality, economic justice, and
the very nature of human relationships in a constantly evolving world. Understanding the
interconnectedness of the Communist Manifesto, historical materialism, and their view on the family
provides crucial context for analyzing societal structures and envisioning alternative possibilities.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does Engels' historical materialism explain the evolution
of the family structure according to the Communist
Manifesto?
Engels, building on Marx's historical materialism, posits that the family's form and function are not
static or divinely ordained, but rather products of the prevailing economic and material conditions.
He argues that the monogamous family, as we understand it, emerged with the development of
private property and the need to secure inheritance, particularly for the patriarchal ownership of
property and wealth. Previous forms of family (like gentile families) were shaped by different modes
of production and societal organization.

What is the relationship between private property and the 'fall
of man' in the family according to Engels?
Engels, in works like 'The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State' (often discussed
alongside the Manifesto's themes), links the 'fall of man' to the advent of private property. He
theorizes that the development of private property led to the overthrow of primitive communism and
the rise of patriarchal monogamy, where women were subjugated and the family became an
instrument for the transmission of private property and the assurance of legitimate heirs. This, for
Engels, marked a departure from more egalitarian social structures.



Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for the abolition of
the family as we know it, and if so, why?
The Communist Manifesto doesn't explicitly call for the 'abolition' of the family in the sense of
destroying all kinship bonds. However, it predicts that the bourgeois family, which is based on
capital and private property, will wither away with the abolition of private property itself. The
Manifesto states, 'On what foundation is the present family, the bourgeois family, based? On capital,
on private property. In its completely developed form, this family exists only among the bourgeoisie.'
The implication is that a new, freer form of association will replace it, not based on economic
exploitation.

How does the concept of historical materialism in the
Communist Manifesto challenge traditional views on gender
roles within the family?
Historical materialism challenges traditional views by locating the origins of gender inequality and
subjugated roles for women not in inherent biological differences, but in the material conditions
created by private property and class society. Engels argued that the rise of private property led to
the subjugation of women, transforming them from partners in communal labor to instruments for
the reproduction of the propertied class. This perspective shifts the focus from natural to socio-
economic explanations for gender oppression.

What is the Marxist view on the future of the family after a
communist revolution, as suggested by the historical
materialist analysis in the Manifesto?
Following a communist revolution, the Marxist perspective, informed by historical materialism,
suggests that the bourgeois family, tied to private property and economic exploitation, will cease to
exist. The text implies that with the abolition of private property, the economic basis for the current
family structure will disappear. While not explicitly detailed, the anticipation is for a more liberated
and less restrictive form of social association to emerge, where relationships are based on genuine
affection and equality, free from the constraints of economic necessity and property inheritance.

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

1.

The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State
This foundational work by Friedrich Engels meticulously applies the principles of historical
materialism to understand the evolution of human society. It traces the development of family
structures from primitive communalism through monogamy, arguing that these changes are
inextricably linked to shifts in economic production and the rise of private property. Engels posits
that the patriarchal family and the state emerged as instruments to maintain class rule and the



inheritance of private wealth.

2.

The Communist Manifesto: A Critical Companion
This book likely offers an in-depth analysis of the Communist Manifesto, exploring its historical
context, key arguments, and enduring relevance. It would dissect the concepts of class struggle,
historical materialism, and the predicted overthrow of capitalism. The companion would also likely
examine how these ideas, particularly concerning societal transformation, might relate to
institutions like the family and broader social structures.

3.

Engels's Legacy: Materialism, Modernity, and the Family
This title suggests a book that critically engages with Friedrich Engels's broader intellectual
contributions beyond just the Manifesto and The Origin of the Family. It would likely explore how his
theories of historical materialism shaped understandings of modernity, social change, and gender
roles. The book might specifically analyze his views on the family in relation to industrialization and
evolving social norms.

4.

Historical Materialism and the Transformation of Domestic
Life
This work would delve into how the Marxist concept of historical materialism can be used to analyze
changes within the private sphere of the family. It would likely examine how shifts in the mode of
production, from feudalism to industrial capitalism, have impacted family organization, gender
relations, and child-rearing practices. The book might connect these transformations to broader
class struggles and the potential for future societal restructuring.

5.

Beyond the Nuclear Family: A Materialist Perspective
This book likely offers a contemporary interpretation of historical materialism applied to
understanding diverse family forms beyond the traditional nuclear model. It would critically examine
how economic forces, social class, and power dynamics influence the constitution and function of
families in different historical periods. The work could explore how the Manifesto's critique of
bourgeois society extends to its idealized family structures.

6.

The Family in Marx's and Engels's Thought
This book would focus specifically on the treatment of the family within the writings of Karl Marx
and Friedrich Engels. It would likely analyze their evolving views on marriage, gender roles, and the
socialization of children within the context of their broader economic and political theories. The
work would aim to provide a comprehensive overview of how these key figures understood the



family's place in historical development and class society.

7.

Social Reproduction and Historical Change
This title indicates a book that explores the concept of social reproduction, which often encompasses
the ways in which societies maintain themselves and reproduce their members, including through
family and kinship systems. It would likely frame these processes within a historical materialist lens,
examining how economic structures influence the capacity of families to reproduce labor power and
societal norms. The book might draw on Manifesto and Engels's insights to critique current modes of
social reproduction.

8.

Engels on Woman and the Family: Revolutionary Insights
This book would specifically highlight Friedrich Engels's groundbreaking work on the position of
women and the nature of the family. It would emphasize how his application of historical materialism
provided a radical critique of patriarchal structures and the subjugation of women within capitalist
society. The book likely argues that Engels's analysis remains essential for understanding
contemporary feminist struggles and the need for fundamental societal transformation.

9.

The Communist Manifesto and the Evolution of Kinship
This work would likely trace the historical trajectory of kinship systems and family structures
through the lens of the Communist Manifesto's core tenets. It would explore how economic modes of
production, as understood through historical materialism, have shaped different forms of marriage,
descent, and domestic organization. The book could analyze how the Manifesto's call for
revolutionary change implies a radical rethinking of the family itself.
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