
communist manifesto on human nature
The Communist Manifesto, a foundational document of Marxist ideology, offers
a potent critique of historical and societal structures, fundamentally rooted
in its interpretation of human nature. Understanding the communist
perspective on human nature is crucial to grasping the core tenets of
communism, from its analysis of class struggle to its vision of a stateless,
classless society. This article delves into the communist manifesto's
perspective on human nature, exploring its core arguments and implications.
We will examine how Marx and Engels viewed innate human drives, the impact of
societal organization on these drives, and the revolutionary potential they
saw in transforming human relationships.
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The Communist Manifesto's Conception of Human
Nature
The Communist Manifesto, penned by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, presents a
complex and often misunderstood view of human nature. Rather than asserting a
fixed, immutable set of inherent traits, Marx and Engels argued that human
nature is largely a product of the material conditions and social relations
in which individuals live. They posited that under the oppressive systems of
capitalism, certain human capacities are suppressed or distorted, leading to
behaviors that are often seen as selfish or competitive. However, their
ultimate argument was that in a communist society, freed from the constraints
of exploitation and class division, humanity's true, more cooperative and



creative potential could be unleashed. This perspective challenges
traditional notions of inherent evil or inherent good, instead placing
emphasis on the transformative power of societal structures.

Central to their argument is the idea that "social being determines
consciousness." This means that the way people interact with each other in
the production of their means of subsistence – their economic base –
fundamentally shapes their thoughts, beliefs, and even their understanding of
themselves and others. Consequently, what might appear as inherent human
traits are, in fact, historically and socially conditioned behaviors. The
Manifesto does not suggest that humans are blank slates, but rather that
their inherent capacities for creativity, sociality, and reason are deeply
influenced and often thwarted by the prevailing mode of production.

Historical Materialism and the Shaping of Human
Nature
The bedrock of the Communist Manifesto's understanding of human nature lies
in its theory of historical materialism. This philosophical approach asserts
that the primary driver of historical change is the development of material
forces, particularly the means of production and the social relations that
arise from them. Marx and Engels contended that each historical epoch is
characterized by a specific mode of production, and it is this economic base
that determines the superstructure of society, including its laws, politics,
culture, and, crucially, its prevailing ideas about human nature.

In pre-class societies, such as primitive communism, Marx and Engels
suggested that human nature was expressed through communal living,
cooperation, and shared resources. Individuals were intrinsically linked to
their community, and their sense of self was derived from their contribution
to the collective well-being. As societies developed and private property
emerged, leading to class divisions, human relationships became increasingly
mediated by economic interests and competition. This, they argued, fostered a
sense of individualism, acquisitiveness, and a focus on self-preservation at
the expense of others. The capitalist system, with its inherent drive for
profit and its division of labor, further exacerbated these tendencies,
alienating individuals from their labor, its products, and each other.

The Manifesto explicitly states that "the executive of the modern state is
but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie."
This highlights how even political structures are designed to serve the
interests of the dominant class, further solidifying the notion that societal
norms and behaviors are dictated by the economic order. Therefore, to
understand human nature, one must first understand the economic system in
which it is embedded.



Alienation and its Impact on Human Psyche
A key concept in Marx and Engels' analysis of how societal structures impact
human nature is alienation. Under capitalism, they argued, workers are
alienated from several crucial aspects of their existence, leading to a
distorted and diminished human experience. This alienation fundamentally
reshapes what might otherwise be natural human tendencies towards creativity
and fulfillment.

The Communist Manifesto outlines several forms of alienation:

Alienation from the product of labor: The worker does not own the
products they create; these belong to the capitalist. This disconnect
prevents the worker from experiencing the satisfaction of seeing their
labor materialized into something tangible and meaningful.

Alienation from the activity of labor: Work becomes a means to an end
(survival) rather than an intrinsically rewarding activity. The worker
has no control over the process of production, the pace of work, or the
conditions under which they labor.

Alienation from species-being: Marx viewed human beings as "species-
beings," meaning that their nature is to engage in conscious, creative,
and social activity, transforming nature to meet their needs and express
their potential. Capitalism, by reducing labor to a mere commodity,
alienates individuals from this fundamental aspect of their humanity.

Alienation from other human beings: The competitive nature of capitalist
society, where individuals are pitted against each other for economic
gain, fosters estrangement and hostility. Workers are seen as
competitors, and even the relationship between the capitalist and the
worker is one of inherent antagonism.

This pervasive alienation, the Manifesto suggests, contributes to many of the
negative aspects of human behavior observed in capitalist societies, such as
greed, apathy, and a lack of genuine human connection. It is not that humans
are inherently flawed, but rather that their natural inclinations are warped
by the exploitative system.

The Role of Class Struggle in Human Development
The Communist Manifesto famously declares that "The history of all hitherto
existing society is the history of class struggles." This assertion is
integral to understanding how Marx and Engels viewed human nature as evolving
through historical processes driven by conflict between social classes. They
believed that human development, including the very formation of our
understanding of ourselves and our capacities, is inextricably linked to
these struggles.



In societies characterized by class division, the dominant class exploits the
labor of the subordinate class, creating inherent tensions and antagonisms.
This dynamic shapes the behaviors and mentalities of both classes. The ruling
class, benefiting from the system, may develop a sense of entitlement and a
justification for their dominance, while the exploited class may develop
resentment, solidarity, and a desire for change. These class-based
experiences, the Manifesto argues, mold human interactions and individual
consciousness.

The Manifesto suggests that the inherent inequalities and oppressions within
class-based societies force individuals to adapt in ways that might not be
natural. For instance, the drive for survival in a system of exploitation can
foster cunning and a focus on individual gain, which are then generalized as
human traits. However, Marx and Engels also saw the potential for collective
action and revolutionary consciousness to emerge from these very struggles.
The shared experience of oppression can forge a sense of common identity and
purpose, leading to the development of more cooperative and unified human
behavior within the revolutionary class.

Ultimately, the Manifesto views class struggle not merely as an economic
phenomenon but as a fundamental engine of human historical and psychological
development. The resolution of these struggles, through revolution, is seen
as essential for the liberation and fuller realization of human potential.

Communism's Vision for a Transformed Human
Nature
The ultimate aim of communism, as envisioned in the Manifesto, is the
abolition of class distinctions and the establishment of a society where the
means of production are owned and controlled by the community as a whole.
This societal transformation, they argued, would fundamentally alter human
nature by removing the alienating conditions and exploitative relationships
that currently distort it.

In a communist society, Marx and Engels predicted, the pervasive sense of
alienation would disappear. With collective ownership and democratic control
over production, labor would become a creative and fulfilling activity.
Individuals would no longer be forced into tedious or dehumanizing tasks
simply for survival. Instead, they could pursue work that aligns with their
interests and talents, fostering personal growth and contributing to the
common good.

Furthermore, the elimination of private property and the resulting
eradication of class divisions would remove the primary sources of
competition and antagonism between people. Without the need to accumulate
wealth at the expense of others, and with the assurance that everyone's basic
needs would be met, human relationships would be characterized by



cooperation, solidarity, and genuine empathy. The Manifesto famously states
that in communist society, "the free development of each is the condition for
the free development of all." This encapsulates the idea that individual
fulfillment and collective progress are mutually reinforcing.

The transformation of human nature, in this view, is not about imposing new
moral codes or genetically engineering individuals. Instead, it is about
creating social and economic conditions that allow humanity's inherent
positive qualities – creativity, sociality, and cooperation – to flourish.
The Manifesto’s vision suggests a return to a more natural, uncorrupted state
of being, unburdened by the artificial constraints and corrupting influences
of class society.

Critiques and Counterarguments Regarding
Communist Views on Human Nature
The Communist Manifesto's perspective on human nature has faced significant
criticism and generated numerous counterarguments since its publication. A
central point of contention revolves around the degree to which human nature
is malleable and the extent to which it is shaped by material conditions
versus inherent biological or psychological predispositions.

One common critique is that Marx and Engels underestimated the persistence of
individual self-interest and competition, even in the absence of class
structures. Critics argue that certain aspects of human behavior, such as the
desire for status, personal ambition, and even aggression, may be deeply
ingrained and not solely a product of economic systems. They point to
historical examples and sociological observations that suggest these traits
manifest even in societies with less pronounced class divisions.

Another significant critique concerns the practicality and feasibility of
creating a society where alienation is completely eradicated and cooperation
becomes the norm. Skeptics question whether such a radical transformation of
human behavior is achievable without resorting to authoritarian measures,
which ironically could lead to new forms of oppression and the suppression of
individual freedoms. The historical experiences of states that have attempted
to implement communist ideologies have often been cited as evidence of these
difficulties, with critics pointing to authoritarianism, economic
inefficiency, and the resurgence of hierarchical structures.

Furthermore, some philosophers and psychologists argue that the Marxist view
of human nature is overly simplistic and neglects the complex interplay of
individual psychology, cultural influences, and biological factors. They
contend that reducing human motivation and behavior solely to economic
determinants is an incomplete explanation of the human condition.

The idea that human nature can be so profoundly transformed by a change in



economic system is often seen as utopian by critics. They argue that while
societal improvements are possible and desirable, the notion of a complete
metamorphosis of human behavior, erasing millennia of ingrained patterns, is
an unrealistic aspiration. The debate over the Communist Manifesto's
understanding of human nature continues to be a vital part of discussions
about political philosophy and social organization.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of the
Communist Manifesto's Perspective on Human
Nature
The Communist Manifesto's exploration of human nature, though controversial,
remains a cornerstone for understanding its radical critique of capitalism
and its vision for societal change. By positing that human nature is not
static but rather profoundly shaped by the material conditions and social
relations of production, Marx and Engels offered a powerful lens through
which to analyze societal ills. Their concepts of alienation and class
struggle highlight how economic systems can distort and suppress natural
human capacities for creativity, cooperation, and fulfillment.

The Manifesto's core argument—that a society free from exploitation and class
division would foster a transformed, more humane individual—continues to
resonate and provoke debate. While critics question the feasibility of such a
transformation and point to the complexities of human psychology, the
enduring relevance of the Communist Manifesto on human nature lies in its
persistent challenge to consider how our social and economic environments
shape who we are. It compels us to question whether the behaviors we often
attribute to inherent human flaws are, in fact, the product of systems we
have created.

Frequently Asked Questions

Does the Communist Manifesto portray human nature as
inherently selfish or cooperative?
The Communist Manifesto suggests that current societal structures,
particularly capitalism, distort human nature, fostering selfishness and
competition. It posits that under communism, in a society free from class
struggle and private property, humans would naturally express their
cooperative and creative potential.

How does the Manifesto reconcile the concept of



alienation with its view of human nature?
The Manifesto argues that under capitalism, workers experience alienation
from their labor, the products of their labor, their fellow workers, and
their own 'species-being' (essential human nature). It believes that
communism, by abolishing private property and class divisions, would end this
alienation and allow humans to realize their full, uncorrupted nature.

What role does the Manifesto assign to material
conditions in shaping human nature?
The Manifesto strongly emphasizes the role of material conditions and
economic systems in shaping human nature. It argues that 'it is not
consciousness that determines being, but being that determines
consciousness.' Therefore, a change in the material base of society, such as
the abolition of private property, is seen as essential to changing human
nature.

Does the Manifesto believe human nature is fixed or
malleable?
The Manifesto views human nature as largely malleable, shaped by historical
and economic circumstances. While it doesn't deny certain inherent human
capacities, it asserts that the dominant traits we observe (like greed or
competition) are products of the capitalist system, not immutable aspects of
humanity.

How does the Manifesto's view of human nature differ
from liberal ideas of individual autonomy?
While liberalism often emphasizes individual autonomy and self-interest as
positive forces, the Manifesto sees these as potentially negative traits
exacerbated by capitalism. It prioritizes collective well-being and social
solidarity, believing that true individual fulfillment is only possible
within a truly communal society, not through isolated individual striving.

Can the Manifesto's ideas on human nature be applied
to historical attempts at communist states?
This is a complex and debated topic. Critics often point to the failures and
authoritarianism of historical communist states as evidence against the
Manifesto's optimistic view of human nature. Supporters might argue that
these states did not fully achieve the conditions outlined by Marx and
Engels, or that external pressures and historical contingencies prevented the
realization of their envisioned humanistic society.



Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto's perspective on
human nature, along with descriptions:

1.

The Chains of Property: A Critique of Alienation
This book delves into the Marxist concept of alienation as presented in the
Communist Manifesto, arguing that private property and capitalist modes of
production fundamentally distort human nature. It explores how the division
of labor and the commodification of individuals strip away their inherent
creativity and social connection. The author examines how this alienation
leads to a sense of powerlessness and estrangement, hindering the full
realization of human potential.

2.

Class Struggle as the Engine of Human Evolution
This title explores the Manifesto's assertion that class struggle is not
merely a historical phenomenon but a driving force behind human development
and the shaping of human nature. It argues that the inherent conflicts
between different economic classes necessitate adaptation and change, leading
to new forms of social organization and consciousness. The book posits that
overcoming oppressive class structures is crucial for unlocking a more
cooperative and liberated human existence.

3.

From Species-Being to Commodity: Reclaiming Human
Essence
Drawing heavily on the philosophical underpinnings of the Communist
Manifesto, this work investigates the Marxist idea of "species-being" – the
innate, social, and creative essence of humanity. It contrasts this with the
dehumanizing effects of capitalism, where individuals are reduced to mere
commodities whose value is determined by their labor power. The book
advocates for a return to a social system that allows for the full expression
of this natural human essence.

4.

The Ghost in the Machine: Ideology and False
Consciousness
This book examines how dominant ideologies, as described by Marx and Engels,
serve to obscure and distort human nature within capitalist societies. It
argues that false consciousness, instilled by the ruling class, prevents
individuals from recognizing their shared interests and the exploitative



nature of their conditions. The author explores how this ideological
manipulation shapes perceptions of self and society, hindering collective
action for liberation.

5.

Revolutionary Consciousness: The Birth of a New Man
Focusing on the transformative potential envisioned in the Communist
Manifesto, this title discusses the emergence of a "new man" through
revolutionary struggle. It posits that by overthrowing oppressive systems and
engaging in collective action, individuals can shed the alienation and
dehumanization imposed by capitalism. The book explores the psychological and
social shifts required to cultivate a revolutionary consciousness that
prioritizes solidarity and collective well-being.

6.

The Communal Garden: Cultivating Cooperative
Humanity
This work uses the metaphor of a communal garden to illustrate the Marxist
ideal of a society built on cooperation and mutual aid, as hinted at in the
Communist Manifesto. It argues that human nature is inherently capable of
altruism and social responsibility, but this potential is stifled by
competitive capitalist structures. The book explores how a system
prioritizing shared resources and collective goals can foster a more
fulfilling and interconnected human experience.

7.

Beyond Self-Interest: The Ethics of Communism
This title delves into the ethical framework implied by the Communist
Manifesto's critique of bourgeois individualism. It argues that while
capitalism promotes self-interest as a natural drive, communism offers an
alternative ethics based on collective responsibility and the abolition of
exploitative relationships. The book examines how a society free from
economic coercion could allow for the flourishing of genuine human empathy
and cooperation.

8.

The Family, The State, and The Individual: Reshaping
Human Bonds
This book analyzes the Communist Manifesto's view on how capitalist
institutions like the family and the state shape and constrain human nature.
It argues that these structures, often seen as natural, are in fact products
of historical and economic conditions that can be transformed. The author
explores how overcoming these societal constructs is essential for fostering



more liberated and authentic human relationships and individual development.

9.

The Abolition of Labor as Liberation of Man
This title directly addresses the Communist Manifesto's critique of labor
under capitalism, where it is seen as a source of alienation and toil. The
book argues that the ultimate goal is not simply to reform labor but to
abolish its oppressive characteristics, thereby liberating human potential
for creative and fulfilling activity. It explores how the transition to a
communist society would allow individuals to engage in pursuits driven by
passion rather than economic necessity.
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