
WHGC Section Day on “Freedom. 

 

Dear Colleagues: 

 

What you see below are some suggestions for a good discussion to prepare the way for 

the section on Freedom in spring WHGC.  I recommend an open and general discussion 

with your students, but I also give you some information about the Communist Manifest, 

for Friday after the lecture. 

 

Thanks, 

 

Tony Brunello 

 

 

Freedom Discussion 

 

I. Start a conversation about the meaning of Freedom.  What does Freedom: 

really mean? 

 

1. This may see trivial, but it is not.  Remind the students that America is still 

engaged in “Operation: Iraqi Freedom.”  President Bush told America that by 

“spreading freedom and democracy” America could make a better and more 

peaceful world.  How we define the word freedom is very important.  There are 

serious implications surrounding an idea that exists on contested ground.  Discuss 

with students: what do we mean by saying something is an “idea that exists on 

contested ground?” 

 

2. There are many ways to define Freedom: ask the students to make a list in a few 

minutes.  Discuss the relevance of their lists. 

 

3 We will see an important example of the definition of Freedom in The Four 

Freedoms Speech by Franklin D. Roosevelt.: 

 

a. Freedom of Speech and Expression 

b. Freedom of worship and god 

c. Freedom from want 

d. Freedom from fear 

 

These are powerful but abstract notions of freedom. FDR’s definition does not emphasize 

that freedom requires capitalism and markets, electoral politics or a lot of other things 

that confuse us about real freedom.  As FDR said: “There is nothing mysterious about the 

foundations of a healthy and strong democracy.  The basic things expected by our people 

of their political and economic systems are simple.  They are: equality of opportunity for 

youth and for others; jobs for those who can work; security for those who need it; the 

ending of special privilege for the few; the preservation of civil liberties for all; the 

enjoyment of the fruits of scientific progress in a wider and constantly rising standard of 



living.”  The four freedoms refer to basic elements of type of freedom that aims to nurture 

the prospects for the richness and meaning of human life.  To be free is to have a 

meaningful life, and thus,  it is a constant effort, a responsibility and a thoughtful 

enterprise. 

 

II. Distinguish between the ideal of democracy, and democratic institutions and 

governments as we know them.  What  are the ideals of democracy?  Why are 

they so important to modern peoples? 

 

The ideal is primary: it is about the hope, expectations and a kind of confidence in the 

human being.  Human beings are believed to have the gift to govern themselves, as 

individuals and as citizens of their societies.  What makes governing yourself truly 

meaningful?  Can you do it by accident?  How can we shape our own lives, and are we 

confident that people are truly capable of doing so?  Do our political institutions and rules 

allow us to shape our own lives—have we accomplished the ideal? 

 

Of course….the answer to this is no—and it probably is not possible.  The ideal is a 

destination.  The ideal is not clearly determined, but it is about who we say we are as 

human beings.    Ask the students to consider the American Republic since the revolution 

of 1776.  How have we struggled to expand the ideal of democracy? Ask them to think of 

examples.  Are we still doing a good job of expanding democracy in our lives—and as a 

model for the rest of the world?  This is important when you look at the Iraq War and the 

GWOT (Global War on Terrorism), the use of torture, the Patriot Act, our current 

electoral system and parties, the power of  money and corporations, the way we recruit 

leaders and elites, religion and politics, etc. 

 

Final question: What can we do to expand the ideal of democracy in the future? 

 

III. Karl Marx and The Communist Manifesto: 

 

1. Marx wrote the Manifesto between 1847 and 1848 at the request of First 

International of the Communist League—which was not really a league nor very 

organized.  The League wanted a statement of purpose, so to speak, and they gave 

Marx a stipend to write something.  Marx procrastinated, almost missed the 

deadline, and then hurriedly finished the Manifesto so he could keep his 

reputation and the stipend.  (Like students—he was turning his work in late, and 

the Manifesto near the end looks like a hastily written document). 

 

2. The seminal argument in the Manifesto arises from Marx’s critique of socialism 

and the socialist movement in response to the rise of industrial society.  No one 

before Marx had made this argument.  It is as follows:  Capitalism’s very success 

produces a constantly growing proletariat (working class), which is forced by its 

dependent position to destroy capitalism and create socialism in its place. 

 

3. The significance of the Manifesto (like Machiavelli’s little book The Prince) is in 

its distillation of ideas in a short format.  There are three aspects of its 



significance:  1) it is short, but comprehensive and presents a dramatic whole; 2) 

the Manifesto is symbolic—it was accepted by the Communist League and thus 

gave legitimacy to the need for a revolution in the worker’s movement; 3) the 

Manifesto supplies powerful and long-lasting images.  It took over 20 years for 

the Manifesto to acquire the recognition it has as a powerful statement—it was 

nearly forgotten after it was written. 

 

4. Images in the Manifesto that have been influential: 

 

a. A “specter is haunting Europe.”  Pure hyperbole for its day, but later on—a 

doozy. 

b. The distinction between the Bourgeois and the Proletarians.  Marx praises 

capitalism for its success and then anoints the workers (proletarians) as the 

eventual destroyers of capitalism, leading to a new and better world. 

c. Alienation—Marx does not use the word herein, but the theory is pivotal and he 

stakes his revolutionary theory on the concept.  Capitalism transforms workers 

(people) into commodities (things to be exchanged in the market; capitalism is a 

terrible work life where workers do not make judgments nor govern themselves, 

where workers create things that owners take away and profit from, where 

workers are alienated from themselves, families and even nature because they are 

reduced to being nothing more than cogs in the machinery.  Workers are slaves 

and have no control over capitalism itself. 

d. Finally there is Marx’s classic image of “the dictatorship of the proletariat.”  

Another doozy! This one has been the most powerful image over time, and a real 

bane to believers in socialist democracy and Marxism ever since.  Marx did not 

mean a dictatorship of the few (like Lenin) over the many.  He believed all 

government were dictatorships of one dominant class over another.  The class that 

controls the means of production, controls politics, culture, everything.  So—

when the proletarian revolution finally comes, it will for the first time establish 

the rule of the many (the largest and last class in history) over the few.  This brief 

dictatorship will unfold into the communist millennium where “the free 

development of each” would be the “condition of the free development of all.” 

Future politics would one of free association; classes would be eliminated, and 

true self government would arise. 

 

Marx’s final vision is…………..yes………utopian.  But so is the democratic ideal.  It is 

destination we cannot see.  A place we seek but may never arrive at, and can only 

conceive of in our imaginations.  If we do not conceive of new horizons and visions for 

freedom and democracy, then we are doomed.  Freedom and its ideal in democracy exists 

in our imaginations.   


