communist manifesto on freedom

The concept of freedom is a cornerstone of human aspiration, often debated
and reinterpreted across diverse ideologies. Within this discourse, the
Communist Manifesto offers a unique and, to many, paradoxical perspective on
freedom. Far from advocating for unbridled individual liberty in the
bourgeois sense, the Manifesto frames true freedom as liberation from
oppressive economic systems and class struggle. This article delves into the
intricacies of the communist understanding of freedom, exploring how it
critiques capitalist notions of liberty and proposes a collective
emancipation. We will examine the historical context, the core tenets, and
the proposed pathways to achieving this distinct form of freedom, ultimately
seeking to clarify the communist manifesto on freedom for a contemporary
audience.
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Understanding Freedom in the Communist
Manifesto

The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, presents a
revolutionary vision of society, one fundamentally rooted in a distinct
understanding of freedom. It is crucial to recognize that this understanding
diverges significantly from the liberal, individualistic notions of freedom
prevalent in capitalist societies. For Marx and Engels, freedom is not merely
the absence of external restraint or the right to pursue private interests.
Instead, it is intrinsically linked to the abolition of oppressive social
structures and the attainment of collective liberation from economic
exploitation and alienation. The Manifesto argues that the prevailing forms



of freedom in bourgeois society are, in reality, masks for deeper forms of
unfreedom, perpetuated by the inherent contradictions of capitalism.

Freedom as a Historical and Material Condition

Marx and Engels viewed freedom not as an abstract philosophical concept but
as a historically constituted and materially conditioned reality. They
believed that genuine freedom could only emerge when the material basis of
human existence-the means of production—-was collectively owned and
controlled, thereby eliminating the class divisions that inherently create
unfreedom for the majority. This perspective emphasizes that the economic
structure of society dictates the possibilities for individual and collective
freedom. In a society where a ruling class owns the means of production, the
laboring class is necessarily bound by economic necessity, limiting their
choices and opportunities for self-realization.

The Dialectical Nature of Freedom

The communist understanding of freedom is dialectical, meaning it evolves
through conflict and resolution. The Manifesto identifies the historical
struggle between opposing classes—primarily the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat—-as the driving force behind societal change and the potential for
a higher form of freedom. This dialectic suggests that the current unfreedom
experienced under capitalism contains the seeds of its own transcendence,
paving the way for a future where true freedom can be realized through the
overthrow of existing power structures.

Critique of Bourgeois Freedom

A central theme in the Communist Manifesto's discussion of freedom is its
sharp critique of what it terms "bourgeois freedom." Marx and Engels argue
that the freedoms celebrated by the capitalist class are, in essence, the
freedom to exploit and the freedom to be exploited. They contend that the
liberties afforded to individuals within a capitalist framework are heavily
mediated by economic status and that the fundamental freedom of the
proletariat is curtailed by the necessity of selling their labor-power to
survive.

Freedom of the Market: A Double-Edged Sword

The Manifesto famously declares that "the executive of the modern state is
but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie."



This highlights the view that bourgeois freedom is, in practice, the freedom
of the capitalist class to maintain and expand its power and wealth. The
freedom of the market, while ostensibly offering choices, is seen as the
freedom for capitalists to extract surplus value from the labor of others.
For the worker, this "freedom" translates to the obligation to work for a
wage, often under conditions that are dictated by the employer, thereby
limiting their autonomy and self-determination.

Individual Freedom vs. Collective Liberation

The Manifesto contrasts the atomistic, individualistic notion of freedom
promoted by liberalism with its own concept of collective liberation.
Bourgeois ideology emphasizes individual rights and freedoms, but Marx and
Engels argue that these are often superficial and do not address the systemic
issues that create widespread unfreedom. They posit that true freedom cannot
be achieved by isolated individuals but only through the collective action
and emancipation of the entire working class from the constraints of
capitalist production.

The Illusion of Choice

Under capitalism, the Manifesto suggests, the choices available to most
individuals are largely illusory, dictated by the economic system rather than
genuine personal preference or fulfillment. The freedom to choose one's
employer, for instance, is seen as a limited choice constrained by the
necessity of earning a living. This critique implies that bourgeois freedom
is fundamentally a freedom within the confines of a system designed to
benefit a select few, rather than a universal freedom for all.

The Communist Conception of True Freedom

The Communist Manifesto does not envision freedom as the absence of all
social regulation or the unrestrained pursuit of individual desires. Instead,
it presents a vision of freedom as the liberation from the constraints
imposed by class society and the establishment of a system where all
individuals can develop their full potential. This is a freedom achieved
through collective action and the transformation of the material conditions
of existence.

Freedom from Exploitation

At its core, the communist conception of freedom is freedom from



exploitation. The Manifesto argues that capitalism is inherently exploitative
because it is based on the extraction of surplus value from the labor of the
proletariat. In a communist society, where the means of production are
collectively owned, this exploitation would be abolished. Labor would no
longer be a means for profit for a few but a cooperative activity for the
benefit of all, thus liberating individuals from the compulsion to labor for
the enrichment of others.

Freedom from Alienation

Another crucial aspect of communist freedom is liberation from alienation.
Marx identified four key forms of alienation under capitalism: alienation
from the product of labor, alienation from the process of labor, alienation
from one's species-being (human nature), and alienation from other human
beings. In a communist society, workers would have control over their labor,
the products of their labor, and the means of production, fostering a sense
of connection, purpose, and self-realization. This reclaimed connection to
one's work and humanity constitutes a profound form of freedom.

Collective Self-Determination

The ultimate expression of freedom in the communist vision is collective
self-determination. By abolishing private property and class antagonisms,
communism aims to create a society where the means of production are managed
democratically by the community as a whole. This would allow for the
conscious and rational organization of social life, where decisions about
production and distribution are made in the interests of all members, leading
to a society where individuals are not subject to the arbitrary forces of the
market or the dictates of a ruling class.

Freedom from Exploitation and Alienation

The Communist Manifesto posits that the fundamental unfreedom experienced by
the vast majority under capitalism stems from systemic exploitation and the
resultant alienation of human beings from their labor, their products, their
fellow humans, and their own essential nature. True freedom, therefore, is
intrinsically linked to the dismantling of these oppressive structures and
the creation of conditions that allow for the full development of human
potential.



The Abolition of Exploitation: A Prerequisite for
Freedom

Marx and Engels viewed capitalist exploitation not as an unfortunate
byproduct but as the very engine of the system. The accumulation of capital
is predicated on the extraction of surplus value—the difference between the
value created by the worker and the wages they receive. This inherent
imbalance creates a state of unfreedom for the laborer, who must surrender a
portion of their productive capacity to the capitalist owner. The Communist
Manifesto argues that until this system of exploitation is abolished, true
freedom remains an unattainable ideal for the working class. The transition
to collective ownership of the means of production is presented as the
necessary step to end this parasitic relationship.

Overcoming Alienation: Reclaiming Human Essence

Alienation, as described by Marx, is a pervasive condition under capitalism
where individuals are estranged from essential aspects of their lives. The
worker becomes estranged from the product of their labor, which is owned and
controlled by another. The process of labor itself becomes a meaningless,
repetitive task, devoid of creativity or self-expression. Furthermore,
individuals become alienated from their "species-being"—their inherent human
capacity for creative, social, and conscious activity—-and from each other, as
social relations are mediated by competition and economic self-interest. The
Communist Manifesto proposes that a communist society, by collectivizing
labor and democratizing production, would overcome these forms of alienation,
allowing individuals to engage in meaningful work that contributes to their
own fulfillment and the common good. This restoration of human connection and
purpose is a profound aspect of communist freedom.

The Material Basis for Free Association

The Manifesto suggests that freedom is not merely an ideological aspiration
but requires a material basis. The abundance generated through collective,
rationalized production, freed from the inefficiencies and wastefulness of
capitalist competition, would create the conditions for truly free
association. In such a society, individuals would not be bound by the
necessity of wage labor but would be free to pursue activities that genuinely
interest and benefit them, contributing to the overall flourishing of the
community. This envisioned society is one where human needs are met, and
individuals are liberated from the drudgery of survival to engage in higher
forms of self-realization.



The Role of the Proletariat in Achieving
Freedom

The Communist Manifesto places the proletariat, the industrial working class,
at the center of the historical process of achieving freedom. Marx and Engels
identified the proletariat as a unique revolutionary class, possessing both
the numbers and the objective conditions to overthrow capitalism and
establish a classless society. Their understanding of the proletariat's role
is crucial to grasping the communist approach to liberation.

The Proletariat as the Universal Class

Marx and Engels argued that the proletariat, by virtue of its position within
capitalism, is inherently disenfranchised and exploited. Unlike previous
revolutionary classes that sought to replace one form of class rule with
another, the proletariat, in overthrowing capitalism, aims to abolish all
class distinctions. This makes the proletariat a "universal class," whose
liberation signifies the liberation of all humanity. The Manifesto states
that the proletariat must "raise itself to the position of ruling class, to
the winning of the Prize of Democracy." This elevation is not merely about
political power but about fundamentally reshaping society.

Class Struggle as the Engine of Change

The Manifesto emphasizes that the struggle between the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat is the primary engine of historical change. The proletariat,
through organized action and class consciousness, is destined to confront and
ultimately defeat the bourgeoisie. This struggle is not merely a fight for
better wages or working conditions but a revolutionary upheaval aimed at
dismantling the capitalist system itself. The organized, collective power of
the proletariat is seen as the force capable of enacting the profound
societal transformation necessary for true freedom.

The Dictatorship of the Proletariat as a
Transitional Phase

The Manifesto alludes to a transitional phase, often referred to as the
"dictatorship of the proletariat."” This is not to be understood as a
tyrannical rule by a select few but as the political dominance of the working
class as a whole to suppress counter-revolutionary forces and lay the
groundwork for a classless society. This phase is viewed as a necessary step
to secure the gains of the revolution and transition away from class-based



oppression towards a society where the state, as an instrument of class rule,
begins to wither away.

The Withering Away of the State and Ultimate
Freedom

A key tenet of the communist vision, as extrapolated from the Manifesto, is
the eventual "withering away of the state." This concept is directly tied to
the ultimate realization of freedom in a communist society, where the need
for an apparatus of class oppression would cease to exist.

The State as an Instrument of Class Rule

Marx and Engels viewed the state in class societies not as a neutral arbiter
but as an instrument of the ruling class, designed to maintain its power and
protect its property interests. In capitalist society, the state apparatus
serves the interests of the bourgeoisie, enforcing laws and maintaining order
in ways that perpetuate the system of exploitation. Therefore, for the
Manifesto, the state itself is an embodiment of unfreedom for the oppressed
classes.

Abolishing Class Antagonisms to Abolish the State

The core argument is that the state will become redundant once class
antagonisms are abolished. In a communist society, where the means of
production are collectively owned and managed, and where there are no
exploiting or exploited classes, the primary functions of the state—coercion,
repression, and the management of class conflict—would no longer be
necessary. This is the essence of the "withering away of the state."

Freedom in a Stateless, Classless Society

The ultimate goal is a stateless, classless society characterized by genuine
freedom and self-governance. In this envisioned future, individuals would be
free from the external authority of the state and the internal constraints of
class divisions. The Manifesto does not detail the precise mechanisms of such
a society but posits that human beings would be able to associate freely and
cooperate rationally for the common good, operating under principles of "from
each according to his ability, to each according to his needs." This
represents the highest form of collective and individual freedom, where human
potential is fully realized without the impositions of hierarchical power



structures.

Common Misconceptions about Communist Freedom

The interpretation of the Communist Manifesto on freedom has often been
subject to significant misunderstanding and misrepresentation. Many of these
misconceptions stem from a conflation of the theoretical ideals of communism
with the historical implementations of regimes that claimed to be communist.
It is important to address these common misconceptions to provide a clearer
understanding of the text's core arguments regarding freedom.

Misconception 1: Communism Implies Anarchy and Chaos

One prevalent misconception is that communism, by advocating for the
abolition of the state, inherently leads to anarchy and social disorder.
However, the Manifesto's vision of a stateless society is one characterized
by rational organization and collective self-governance, not by the absence
of all order. The "withering away of the state" is predicated on the
elimination of the social conditions (class conflict) that necessitate state
power. In a classless society, the functions currently performed by the state
would be taken over by the community through cooperative and democratic
means, leading to a higher, more organized form of social existence, not
chaos.

Misconception 2: Communism Suppresses Individual
Liberties

Critics often argue that communism inherently suppresses individual liberties
in favor of the collective. The Manifesto does critique certain "bourgeois"
liberties, particularly those that are conditional on economic status or
serve to maintain capitalist exploitation. However, it does not advocate for
the suppression of all individual expression or autonomy. Instead, it posits
that true individual freedom—the freedom to develop one's full potential and
engage in meaningful activity—can only be achieved when the material
conditions of exploitation and alienation are removed. The freedom to pursue
one's passions and contribute to society without the coercion of economic
necessity is the ideal.

Misconception 3: Communism Advocates for Forced



Labor

Another misconception is that communist societies, as envisioned by the
Manifesto, would involve forced labor. The Manifesto, however, speaks of
"abolition of the right of inheritance" and "abolition of all rights of
ownership of the soil" as measures to dismantle capitalist structures. The
aim is not to force individuals to labor against their will but to transform
the nature of labor itself. By collectivizing the means of production and
democratizing economic decision-making, work would ideally become a voluntary
and fulfilling activity, undertaken for the benefit of the community and the
individual, rather than for the profit of a capitalist employer.

Misconception 4: Communist Freedom is Uniform and
Homogenized

The idea that communism would lead to a uniform and homogenized society,
devoid of diversity and individual differences, is another common critique.
The Manifesto's call for the abolition of class distinctions and exploitation
is intended to liberate individuals from oppressive social constraints,
allowing for greater, not less, diversity of human expression and
development. By freeing people from the economic imperatives that shape much
of modern life, individuals would have more scope for personal growth,
creativity, and the pursuit of diverse interests.

The Communist Manifesto on Freedom: A Modern
Perspective

Examining the Communist Manifesto on freedom in the 21st century requires a
nuanced approach, considering both the enduring relevance of its critiques
and the historical evolution of societies that have attempted to implement
its ideas. While the specific historical contexts have shifted, the
Manifesto's fundamental questioning of the nature of freedom under capitalism
continues to resonate.

Critique of Contemporary Capitalism and Freedom

Many of the Manifesto's critiques of capitalist society remain remarkably
pertinent today. Issues such as rising income inequality, the increasing
precariousness of labor, the concentration of wealth and power, and the
pervasive influence of corporate interests on political decision-making can
be seen as manifestations of the very mechanisms of exploitation and
alienation that Marx and Engels described. The "bourgeois freedoms" of



consumer choice and market participation can still appear as hollow or
superficial when contrasted with the systemic constraints faced by many,
limiting their genuine agency and self-determination. The Manifesto's
insistence that true freedom is linked to material conditions and the
abolition of exploitation offers a powerful lens through which to analyze
contemporary struggles for economic justice and autonomy.

The Enduring Appeal of Collective Emancipation

The vision of collective emancipation presented in the Manifesto continues to
hold a certain appeal for those who feel marginalized or disempowered by
existing social and economic structures. The idea that widespread liberation
can be achieved through solidarity and collective action offers a compelling
alternative to the perceived atomization and competitive individualism
fostered by contemporary capitalism. The call for a society where human needs
are prioritized over private profit and where individuals have greater
control over their lives and labor speaks to a fundamental human desire for
security, purpose, and meaningful connection.

Challenges and Interpretations for the Future

However, the historical record of states that claimed to be communist
presents significant challenges and complexities for interpreting the
Manifesto's vision of freedom. The authoritarianism, suppression of dissent,
and economic inefficiencies observed in many of these regimes have led to
widespread skepticism about the practical viability of communist ideals.
Contemporary analyses must grapple with these historical experiences,
distinguishing between the theoretical framework of the Manifesto and the
divergent historical paths taken by movements that invoked its name. This
necessitates a critical engagement with how collective liberation can be
pursued without sacrificing individual rights and democratic principles. The
pursuit of freedom, as envisioned by the Manifesto, remains a complex and
contested terrain, demanding ongoing critical reflection and adaptation.

Conclusion: Reimagining Freedom Through the
Communist Manifesto

The Communist Manifesto presents a radical redefinition of freedom, moving
beyond the individualistic and often economically constrained liberties of
bourgeois society. It argues that true freedom is not merely the absence of
external coercion but the active liberation from systemic exploitation and
alienation, achievable only through collective action and the transformation
of economic relations. By positing freedom as intrinsically linked to the



abolition of class struggle, the establishment of collective ownership of the
means of production, and the eventual withering away of the state, the
Manifesto offers a compelling, albeit controversial, vision for human
emancipation. Understanding the communist manifesto on freedom requires
acknowledging its critique of capitalist unfreedom and its aspiration for a
society where all individuals can achieve their full potential, free from the
dictates of economic necessity and oppressive social structures.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does the Communist Manifesto conceptualize
freedom, and how does it differ from liberal notions
of freedom?

The Communist Manifesto views freedom not as individual liberty from state
interference (as in liberal thought), but as freedom from alienation,
exploitation, and class oppression. It posits that true freedom can only be
achieved through collective liberation from the capitalist system, where
individuals are free from the necessity of selling their labor power and are
able to develop their full human potential. Liberal freedom, in contrast,
often focuses on individual rights and freedoms within existing social
structures.

What does the Communist Manifesto mean by 'abolition
of private property' in relation to freedom?

The 'abolition of private property' in the Manifesto refers specifically to
the private ownership of the means of production (factories, land, capital),
not personal possessions. The argument is that this form of private property
is the source of class division and exploitation. By abolishing it, the
Manifesto argues, society can move towards a system where the means of
production are collectively owned and managed, freeing individuals from the
economic coercion and dependency inherent in capitalism.

Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for freedom of
speech and association?

While the Manifesto's primary focus is on economic and social freedom from
oppression, it doesn't explicitly detail its stance on individual freedoms
like speech and association in a democratic liberal sense. However, the
underlying goal of creating a classless society where all individuals can
fully develop and participate suggests an eventual environment where such
freedoms would be realized. Critics, however, point to historical
interpretations and implementations of Marxist-inspired states where these
freedoms were often curtailed.



How does the Manifesto's concept of freedom relate
to the 'dictatorship of the proletariat'?

The Manifesto introduces the 'dictatorship of the proletariat' as a
transitional phase. The idea is that this temporary state, led by the working
class, is necessary to dismantle the capitalist class's power and establish
the foundations for a classless society. In this view, the 'freedom' gained
during this period is the freedom of the majority from the exploitation by
the minority capitalist class, paving the way for the eventual 'withering
away of the state' and a higher form of freedom for all.

What is the Manifesto's vision of a communist
society as the ultimate realization of freedom?

The Communist Manifesto envisions a communist society as the ultimate stage
of human development, characterized by the abolition of classes, the end of
exploitation, and the collective ownership of the means of production. In
this society, the 'free development of each is the condition for the free
development of all.' This means individuals are no longer bound by the
constraints of alienated labor or economic necessity and can pursue their
diverse interests and talents, achieving a comprehensive form of human
freedom.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's ideas on freedom,
with descriptions:

1.

The Specter of Liberation: Reimagining Freedom in
Marx

This book explores how Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, in the Communist
Manifesto, envisioned freedom not as individual liberty but as a collective
liberation from class oppression and alienation. It delves into their
critique of capitalist exploitation, arguing that true human freedom arises
from the abolition of private property and the establishment of a society
where individuals are no longer estranged from their labor. The analysis
highlights the Manifesto's call for a revolutionary transformation to achieve
this emancipatory state.

2.

From Chains to Collective: The Manifesto's Vision of



Emancipation

This work examines the concept of freedom presented in the Communist
Manifesto, framing it as a transition from the unfreedom inherent in
capitalist production to a liberated existence within a communist society. It
dissects the Manifesto's critique of the bourgeoisie for creating a system of
economic servitude, even while claiming to champion individual rights. The
book emphasizes how Marx and Engels saw collective ownership and control of
the means of production as the pathway to freeing humanity from the
constraints of class.

The Unfettered Future: Communism and the End of
Alienation

This title focuses on the Communist Manifesto's assertion that capitalism
inherently alienates individuals from their work, their products, themselves,
and each other, thus hindering true freedom. The book argues that the
Manifesto's call for communism is a radical proposal to overcome this
alienation. It posits that by eliminating private property and the division
of labor, a society is created where individuals can freely develop their
diverse capacities, achieving a profound sense of self-realization and
freedom.

4,

Beyond Bourgeois Liberty: A Manifesto for True
Freedom

This book delves into the Communist Manifesto's distinction between the
formal, often illusory, freedoms offered by bourgeois society and the
substantive freedom it proposes. It critiques the idea that economic
dependence and exploitation can coexist with genuine liberty. The author
unpacks the Manifesto's argument that true freedom necessitates the abolition
of the class system, where economic power dictates the lives of the majority,
and the creation of a cooperative society.

5.

The Communist Promise: Freedom from Exploitation

This analysis centers on the core promise of freedom within the Communist
Manifesto, which is the liberation from the exploitative nature of
capitalism. It explores how Marx and Engels identified exploitation as the
fundamental unfreedom of the working class. The book highlights the
Manifesto's call for a revolution to dismantle this system and establish a
society where the fruits of labor are shared, thereby emancipating
individuals from economic servitude.

6.



The Dawn of Universal Freedom: The Communist
Manifesto's Legacy

This work investigates the Communist Manifesto's vision of a future where
freedom is not a privilege of the few but a universal right for all. It
examines the Manifesto's critique of how capitalism creates vast inequalities
that curtail freedom for the majority. The book discusses how the Manifesto
posits that a classless society, achieved through communist revolution, would
be the necessary precondition for the universal flourishing and unfettered
development of all individuals.

7.

Breaking the Bonds of Capital: Freedom in the
Communist Vision

This book explores how the Communist Manifesto frames freedom as the
severance from the oppressive economic bonds imposed by capital. It analyzes
the Manifesto's depiction of the proletariat as a class bound by the
necessity of selling their labor power to survive. The author argues that the
Manifesto's call for communism is a direct appeal to break these bonds,
enabling individuals to control their labor and destiny for the first time.

8.

The Emancipatory Engine: Communism's Pursuit of
Freedom

This title examines the Communist Manifesto as a blueprint for an
emancipatory engine that drives towards a state of genuine freedom. It
highlights the Manifesto's belief that capitalism, despite its own
revolutionary past, ultimately creates new forms of unfreedom through its
inherent contradictions. The book discusses how communism, as envisioned by
Marx and Engels, is the historical process designed to dismantle these
unfreedoms and usher in an era of collective and individual liberty.

9.

The Classless Society: The Ultimate Freedom?

This book interrogates the Communist Manifesto's central thesis that the
abolition of social classes is the ultimate pathway to human freedom. It
delves into the Manifesto's argument that class antagonisms are the root
cause of oppression and unfreedom. The author analyzes how the envisioned
classless society would eliminate exploitation and coercion, allowing for the
complete and unhindered development of human potential, thereby achieving the
highest form of freedom.
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