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Introduction

The Communist Manifesto, a foundational text in political philosophy, presents a radical critique of
capitalist society, delving into its inherent contradictions and proposing a revolutionary path
forward. Among its most provocative and often misunderstood arguments is its stance on the
abolition of the bourgeois family. This article will unpack the Communist Manifesto's main
arguments on the abolition of the bourgeois family, exploring its historical context, the underlying
critique of the existing family structure, and the proposed alternatives. We will examine how Marx
and Engels viewed the family not as a natural, immutable institution, but as a product of economic
conditions, specifically the private ownership of the means of production. Understanding this
complex argument is crucial for grasping the Manifesto's broader vision of a classless society and
the fundamental societal transformations it advocates for, including the restructuring of social
relations beyond capitalist exploitation.
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The Historical Materialist Basis for Critiquing the
Bourgeois Family

The Communist Manifesto grounds its analysis of all social institutions, including the family, in the
principles of historical materialism. Marx and Engels argued that the prevailing modes of production
fundamentally shape the dominant social relations, including those within the family. They asserted
that the "family" as understood and lauded in bourgeois society is not a universal human constant
but a historical construct, inextricably linked to the development of private property and the rise of
capitalism. In pre-capitalist societies, family structures might have been different, often more
communal or extended, serving different economic functions. However, with the advent of private
ownership of the means of production, the family began to transform into a unit primarily serving



the accumulation and inheritance of wealth. This transformation, according to the Manifesto, led to
the establishment of the "bourgeois family."

The core of this argument lies in the understanding that economic interests dictate social structures.
The bourgeois family, therefore, is not primarily an institution of love, companionship, or natural
affection, but an economic entity designed to reproduce the capitalist system. It functions as a site
for the transmission of private property and the cultivation of individuals who will perpetuate this
system. The Manifesto's critique, therefore, is not a rejection of love or familial bonds themselves,
but a dissection of how these bonds are distorted and commodified within a capitalist framework.
This historical perspective is vital for understanding why the authors felt compelled to address the
family's role in maintaining class society.

The Bourgeois Family as an Instrument of Capitalist
Exploitation

The Communist Manifesto explicitly labels the bourgeois family as a tool for capitalist exploitation. It
argues that the family, in its bourgeois form, is built upon the subjugation of women and the
exploitation of children. The husband is presented as the bourgeois and the wife as the instrument,
not merely of the bourgeois, but of the bourgeois's exploitation. This means that the woman's role,
within this specific family structure, is often tied to the man's economic status and his ability to
maintain private property. Her labor, both within the household and sometimes outside of it,
contributes to the reproduction of capital, but her agency and economic independence are often
curtailed.

Furthermore, the Manifesto highlights the economic dependence of children within this system.
Children, born into bourgeois families, are viewed as future heirs and perpetuators of private
property. Their upbringing, education, and eventual roles are shaped by the economic imperatives of
the family unit. The constant concern for property, inheritance, and social standing within the
bourgeois family distracts from genuine human development and fosters a sense of ownership over
individuals, akin to the ownership of commodities. This familial structure, therefore, serves to
reinforce the class divisions and the exploitative nature of capitalism by ensuring the continued
existence of a property-owning class.

The Role of Women in the Bourgeois Family

A significant aspect of the Manifesto's critique of the bourgeois family is its analysis of the position
of women within it. Marx and Engels contend that the bourgeois family is characterized by a specific
sexual division of labor, where women are largely relegated to the domestic sphere. This
domesticity, however, is not presented as a natural state but as an economic arrangement that
serves the interests of the propertied class. Women, in this context, are often seen as custodians of
the family's property and reputation, and their own economic and social development is sacrificed
for the maintenance of the patriarchal capitalist structure.

The Manifesto argues that the bourgeois apologists for the family often romanticize women's roles,



masking the underlying exploitation. They are presented as symbols of purity and domestic virtue,
while in reality, their lives are often constrained by economic dependence and the social
expectations tied to maintaining the family's status. The Manifesto's call for the abolition of the
bourgeois family is, in part, a call for the emancipation of women from this economically determined
subservience, envisioning a society where women are not merely appendages of bourgeois men but
independent and equal participants in all spheres of life.

The Exploitation of Children within the Capitalist Family

The exploitation of children within the bourgeois family is another key argument presented in the
Communist Manifesto. The authors observe that as capitalism develops and the capitalist class seeks
to maximize profit, even children are drawn into the machinery of production. This exploitation is
not limited to the factory floor; it also extends to the family's internal dynamics. Children are often
raised with the explicit purpose of inheriting property or continuing a family business, their
aspirations and individual talents secondary to the economic legacy of the family.

The Manifesto notes that bourgeois society often laments the breakdown of the family, particularly
when children are seen as being drawn into crime or prostitution. However, it argues that these
societal ills are often symptoms of the underlying economic conditions and the moral decay inherent
in a system that commodifies human relationships. The idea of children as mere extensions of family
property, to be molded for future economic gain, is a fundamental critique that underscores the
Manifesto's call for a redefinition of familial and societal relationships.

Critique of Bourgeois Morality and the Family's Role

The Communist Manifesto launches a scathing critique of bourgeois morality, arguing that it is not a
universal set of ethical principles but a reflection of the interests of the ruling class. The family, as a
central pillar of bourgeois society, is imbued with this morality, which emphasizes private property,
inheritance, and patriarchal authority. Marx and Engels contend that this morality serves to
legitimize and perpetuate the existing power structures, including the exploitation inherent in
capitalism.

They argue that bourgeois morality dictates a particular view of marriage and family life, often
portraying them as sacred and inviolable institutions. However, the Manifesto counters that the
economic realities of capitalist society, such as the commodification of relationships and the pursuit
of individual wealth, often undermine these ideals. The very system that upholds the bourgeois
family as a moral exemplar is simultaneously creating the conditions that erode genuine familial
bonds, replacing them with transactional and self-serving relationships. This hypocrisy, the authors
suggest, is a hallmark of bourgeois ideology.

The Hypocrisy of Bourgeois Family Values

The Manifesto points out the inherent hypocrisy in bourgeois claims about the sanctity and moral



superiority of their family structure. While the bourgeoisie extols the virtues of fidelity, love, and
permanence in marriage, the economic pressures and competitive nature of capitalist society often
lead to the breakdown of these very ideals. The pursuit of wealth and status can incentivize
marriages of convenience, infidelity, and a general disregard for genuine emotional connection when
it conflicts with material gain. The authors highlight instances where bourgeois men, while
advocating for strict morality within the family, engage in extramarital affairs or treat their wives as
possessions.

This critique suggests that the bourgeois family, far from being a bastion of morality, is often a site
of moral compromise and exploitation, driven by economic considerations. The emphasis on property
inheritance and the maintenance of social standing can create an environment where genuine
human sentiment is suppressed or manipulated for the sake of preserving capital. The Manifesto's
argument is that these bourgeois family values are not universally applicable but are specific to a
class-based society that prioritizes private property above all else.

The Proposed "Abolition" and its Misinterpretations

One of the most controversial and widely misunderstood arguments in the Communist Manifesto is
its call for the "abolition of the bourgeois family." It is crucial to understand that Marx and Engels
were not advocating for the eradication of all forms of family or emotional connection. Instead, they
targeted the specific bourgeois family, characterized by its economic functions related to private
property, its patriarchal structure, and the exploitation of women and children within it.

The Manifesto's vision is not one of sexual promiscuity or the disintegration of human bonds. Rather,
it anticipates a future society where the economic basis for the exploitative bourgeois family is
removed. In a communist society, where the means of production are collectively owned, the need
for inheritance of private property and the economic subservience within the family would, in theory,
disappear. This would lead to a transformation of family relations, freeing them from the constraints
of capitalist economics and allowing for more genuine and egalitarian connections between
individuals.

Abolition of the Economic Basis, Not Emotional Bonds

The core of the Manifesto's argument regarding the abolition of the bourgeois family lies in its
intention to dismantle the economic underpinnings that, in their view, corrupt and distort familial
relationships. They were not proposing to eliminate love, affection, or care between individuals.
Instead, they aimed to remove the system where family structures are primarily dictated by the need
to accumulate and transfer private property, and where women and children are economically
dependent within a patriarchal framework.

In a society without private property, the economic incentives for maintaining the traditional
bourgeois family would cease. Marriage, as a legally and economically binding contract primarily for
property transfer and social status, would likely evolve. The Manifesto envisions that in a communist
society, relationships would be based on genuine affection and companionship, free from the
economic pressures and class-based obligations that define the bourgeois family. This liberation



from economic determinism, they believed, would foster healthier and more equitable human
connections.

Communism and the Future of Marriage and Relationships

The Communist Manifesto speculates on how marriage and relationships might evolve in a
communist society. It suggests that with the abolition of private property and the accompanying
exploitation, the traditional bourgeois form of marriage, often driven by economic necessity and
social convention, would gradually disappear. This does not imply the absence of stable relationships
or emotional commitment. Instead, it suggests that relationships would be formed and maintained
based on mutual love, respect, and genuine attraction, free from the external pressures of property
accumulation and class status.

The Manifesto famously states, "The bourgeois sees in his wife a mere instrument of production."
This stark assertion highlights their view that the bourgeois family is not a site of equality but one
where individuals, particularly women, are treated as means to an economic end. In a communist
society, the authors envisioned relationships becoming partnerships of equals, where individuals are
free to form bonds based on genuine human connection, unburdened by the economic imperatives of
capitalism. The concept of "free love," often associated with communist ideals, should be understood
within this context: love and relationships freely chosen and pursued, rather than dictated by
economic necessity or social stratification.

Education and the Communal Upbringing of Children

Central to the Communist Manifesto's vision for a post-bourgeois society is the radical reimagining
of child-rearing and education. The authors argued that the bourgeois system of education, like the
family itself, is often a tool for reinforcing class divisions and inculcating bourgeois ideology.
Children are educated to fit into the existing economic and social order, perpetuating the status quo.

The Manifesto proposes that in a communist society, the responsibility for educating children would
shift from the individual family to society as a whole. This communal upbringing would aim to
liberate children from the prejudices and limitations imposed by bourgeois family life. The goal
would be to raise well-rounded individuals, free from class bias, and equipped to contribute to a
society based on cooperation and equality, rather than competition and exploitation. This communal
approach to education is seen as a direct consequence of abolishing the private ownership that
forms the basis of the bourgeois family.

Shifting the Responsibility for Child Rearing

The Communist Manifesto argues that the current system, where parents are solely responsible for
the upbringing and education of their children within the confines of the bourgeois family, is
inherently flawed. This familial responsibility, they contend, is often influenced by the parents'
economic status and class interests, leading to the transmission of bourgeois values and prejudices



from one generation to the next. Children are often educated with the primary goal of their
economic advancement within the capitalist system, rather than their holistic development as human
beings.

By advocating for the communal upbringing of children, Marx and Engels envisioned a society where
the burden and the influence of individual familial economic interests are removed. This would mean
that education would be a collective endeavor, guided by the principles of communism, aiming to
foster a sense of social responsibility, critical thinking, and a commitment to the collective good.
Children would be raised as citizens of a classless society, rather than as heirs to private property or
members of a specific class. This shift in responsibility is a direct challenge to the bourgeois family's
exclusivity and its role in perpetuating class society.

Education for a Classless Society

The Manifesto's proposal for communal education is inextricably linked to its ultimate goal: the
creation of a classless society. They believed that the existing bourgeois system of education,
intertwined with the bourgeois family, serves to indoctrify children into the prevailing capitalist
ideology, emphasizing competition, individualism, and respect for private property. This form of
education, therefore, acts as a mechanism for social reproduction, ensuring that the ruling class
continues to rule and the working class remains subservient.

In contrast, the communal education envisioned by the Manifesto would aim to cultivate a different
set of values and skills. It would focus on fostering critical thinking, a sense of collective
responsibility, and an understanding of the principles of communism. Children would be taught to
see themselves as part of a larger community, rather than primarily as members of a particular
family unit tied to specific economic interests. This educational system would be designed to break
down class barriers from an early age, preparing individuals to live and contribute to a society
where class distinctions have been abolished, and the exploitative nature of the bourgeois family is a
relic of the past.

The Future of Social Relations Beyond the Bourgeois
Family

The Communist Manifesto's critique of the bourgeois family is not merely a destructive one; it is also
a constructive proposal for a different way of organizing human relationships and society. By
envisioning the abolition of the bourgeois family, Marx and Engels were paving the way for new
forms of social organization that would be based on principles of equality, cooperation, and genuine
human connection, free from the distortions of capitalist economics.

In a communist society, the authors speculated that relationships would be based on free association
and mutual affection. Without the constraints of private property and the need to reproduce class
hierarchies, individuals would be free to form bonds based on love and shared values. This liberation
from economic determinism would allow for a more profound and authentic expression of human
relationships, moving beyond the transactional and often exploitative nature of the bourgeois family.



The emphasis shifts from the family as an economic unit to individuals as free and equal members of
a communal society.

Free Association and Genuine Human Connection

The Communist Manifesto posits that the abolition of the bourgeois family would lead to a society
characterized by free association and genuine human connection. In the current capitalist system,
relationships are often shaped by economic considerations, social status, and the imperative of
property inheritance. The bourgeois family, with its emphasis on private ownership and its
patriarchal structure, perpetuates these dynamics, often turning individuals into instruments for
economic gain.

In the envisioned communist society, however, the removal of private property and class exploitation
would create the conditions for relationships to flourish based on genuine affection, mutual respect,
and shared interests. Marriage and family life would no longer be dictated by economic necessity or
the need to secure inheritances. Instead, individuals would be free to form bonds based on love and
companionship, contributing to a more authentic and fulfilling social fabric. This vision represents a
fundamental reimagining of human social organization, moving from a system driven by economic
imperatives to one driven by human needs and desires.

Conclusion: Reassessing the Communist Manifesto's
Family Arguments

The Communist Manifesto's arguments concerning the abolition of the bourgeois family remain a
significant point of discussion and contention. It is essential to reiterate that the critique was
directed at the bourgeois family specifically - a family structure defined by its connection to private
property, its patriarchal norms, and its role in perpetuating class exploitation. Marx and Engels were
not advocating for the destruction of all familial bonds or the eradication of love and care. Instead,
they sought to dismantle the economic and social conditions that, in their analysis, corrupted and
distorted these fundamental human relationships under capitalism.

The core takeaway is that the Manifesto viewed the family not as an immutable natural institution,
but as a social construct deeply intertwined with the prevailing mode of production. By calling for its
abolition, they envisioned a future society where relationships would be based on genuine affection
and free association, unburdened by the economic imperatives of private property and class
hierarchy. Understanding this complex argument requires moving beyond simplistic interpretations
and appreciating the Manifesto's commitment to creating a more equitable and liberated human
existence. The call for communal education and the emancipation of women are integral to this
vision of a transformed society, moving beyond the exploitative framework of the bourgeois family.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the Communist Manifesto's primary argument
regarding the bourgeois family?

The Communist Manifesto argues that the bourgeois family, based on private property and capital, is
not a natural institution but a product of the capitalist system. It claims this family structure exploits
women and children and serves to maintain the inheritance of private property.

How does the Manifesto connect the abolition of the bourgeois
family to the abolition of private property?

The Manifesto posits that the bourgeois family's existence is intrinsically linked to private property.
By abolishing private property, the economic basis for the bourgeois family is removed, leading to its
eventual dissolution. It argues that the family's function as a means to transmit property would
cease to exist.

What does the Manifesto suggest will replace the bourgeois
family?

The Manifesto doesn't outline a specific, detailed replacement for the family. Instead, it suggests
that communal upbringing and education of children will emerge once the economic pressures and

private property motivations driving the bourgeois family are removed. It envisions a society where
children are raised for the benefit of all, not just as inheritors of private wealth.

Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for the abolition of
all family structures, or specifically the bourgeois family?

The Manifesto specifically targets the 'bourgeois family.' It aims to abolish this particular form of
family that is built upon the economic foundations of capitalism and private property, implying that
other forms of communal living and child-rearing might evolve.

What criticism does the Manifesto level against the role of
women within the bourgeois family?

The Manifesto criticizes the bourgeois family for reducing women to mere instruments of production
and reproduction, essentially functioning as another form of private property owned by the husband.
It argues that this system prevents women from participating fully in public life and economic
production.

How does the Manifesto view the emotional or sentimental
aspects of the bourgeois family?

While acknowledging the existence of sentimental and emotional bonds, the Manifesto frames them
within the context of the economic motivations of the bourgeois family. It suggests that these
sentiments are often used to legitimize and perpetuate a system of exploitation and can be
overshadowed by material considerations and the pursuit of profit.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's arguments on the abolition of the
bourgeois family, with descriptions:

1.

The Ghost of the Family: Communism and the Personal Sphere

This book explores the historical and theoretical arguments for dismantling the bourgeois family
structure from a communist perspective. It delves into how communal living, collective child-rearing,
and the liberation of women from domestic labor were envisioned as core to achieving a classless
society. The work analyzes the radical implications these ideas had for traditional notions of kinship,
marriage, and private property.

2.

From Private Property to Public Hearth: Family in Marxist
Theory

This title examines the Marxist critique of the bourgeois family as an economic unit tied to private
property and inheritance. It investigates how thinkers linked the family's subjugation of women and
children to the capitalist mode of production. The book traces the development of alternative models
for social reproduction and emotional connection proposed by communist thinkers.

3.

Abolishing the Nest: Revolutionary Visions of Domesticity

This work analyzes the revolutionary fervor behind the call to abolish the traditional bourgeois
family in favor of collective care and communal living. It explores the utopian ideals of freeing
individuals from the constraints of private domestic life. The book considers how this abolition was
seen as a necessary step towards fostering a truly equitable and liberated society.

4.

The Communist Cradle: Rethinking Kinship and Care

This title investigates the Communist Manifesto's radical proposal to replace the bourgeois family
with communal forms of childcare and education. It discusses the underlying belief that the family,
as it existed under capitalism, was a site of exploitation and alienation. The book examines the
theoretical groundwork laid for a society where the responsibility for nurturing the next generation
is shared.

5.

Beyond the Bourgeois Bond: Family, Class, and Revolution

This book scrutinizes the relationship between the bourgeois family and the maintenance of
capitalist class structures. It argues that the family unit, with its emphasis on private inheritance
and gendered division of labor, served to perpetuate inequality. The work delves into how



revolutionaries believed breaking these familial bonds was essential for a complete societal
transformation.

The Unmaking of the Private Home: Communist Futures of
Social Life

This title explores the profound challenge posed by the Communist Manifesto to the concept of the
private bourgeois home. It investigates the vision of a society where communal spaces and resources
would replace the isolation and possessiveness often associated with private family life. The book
considers the potential for greater social cohesion and individual freedom in such a reimagining.

7.

Children of the Collective: The Family Question in Radical
Thought

This work focuses on the Communist Manifesto's arguments regarding the communal upbringing of
children, aiming to sever their ties to bourgeois property relations. It examines how this was seen as
a way to emancipate both children and parents from exploitative familial roles. The book analyzes
the theoretical underpinnings of this proposed social revolution.

8.

The Fragmented Family: Capitalism's Impact on Domestic Ties

While not solely focused on communist solutions, this book uses Marxist analysis to explore how
capitalism fragments and distorts familial relationships, making it a relevant read for understanding
the Manifesto's critique. It discusses how economic pressures and the commodification of labor
impact domestic life. The text implicitly supports the need for alternative social structures that
prioritize human connection over economic function.

9.

Redefining Kin: Family Structures in Marxist-Inspired
Societies

This title examines the practical and theoretical attempts to abolish or significantly alter the
bourgeois family in societies influenced by Marxist thought. It analyzes the successes and failures of
implementing communal living and collective care models. The book explores the enduring debate
about the role of family in achieving communist ideals and whether alternative structures can truly
replace the traditional family.
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