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Chapter I: Class Society and the State 

1. The State: A Product of the Irreconcilability of Class 

Antagonisms 

What is now happening to Marx’s theory has, in the course of history, happened repeatedly to 

the theories of revolutionary thinkers and leaders of oppressed classes fighting for 

emancipation. During the lifetime of great revolutionaries, the oppressing classes constantly 

hounded them, received their theories with the most savage malice, the most furious hatred and 

the most unscrupulous campaigns of lies and slander. After their death, attempts are made to 

convert them into harmless icons, to canonize them, so to say, and to hallow their names to a 

certain extent for the “consolation” of the oppressed classes and with the object of duping the 

latter, while at the same time robbing the revolutionary theory of its substance, blunting its 

revolutionary edge and vulgarizing it. Today, the bourgeoisie and the opportunists within the 

labor movement concur in this doctoring of Marxism. They omit, obscure, or distort the 

revolutionary side of this theory, its revolutionary soul. They push to the foreground and extol 

what is or seems acceptable to the bourgeoisie. All the social-chauvinists are now “Marxists” 

(don’t laugh!). And more and more frequently German bourgeois scholars, only yesterday 

specialists in the annihilation of Marxism, are speaking of the “national-German” Marx, who, 

they claim, educated the labor unions which are so splendidly organized for the purpose of 

waging a predatory war! 

In these circumstances, in view of the unprecedently wide-spread distortion of Marxism, our 

prime task is to re-establish what Marx really taught on the subject of the state. This will 

necessitate a number of long quotations from the works of Marx and Engels themselves. Of 

course, long quotations will render the text cumbersome and not help at all to make it popular 



reading, but we cannot possibly dispense with them. All, or at any rate all the most essential 

passages in the works of Marx and Engels on the subject of the state must by all means be 

quoted as fully as possible so that the reader may form an independent opinion of the totality of 

the views of the founders of scientific socialism, and of the evolution of those views, and so that 

their distortion by the “Kautskyism” now prevailing may be documentarily proved and clearly 

demonstrated. 

Let us begin with the most popular of Engels’ works, The Origin of the Family, Private Property 

and the State, the sixth edition of which was published in Stuttgart as far back as 1894. We have 

to translate the quotations from the German originals, as the Russian translations, while very 

numerous, are for the most part either incomplete or very unsatisfactory. 

Summing up his historical analysis, Engels says: 

“The state is, therefore, by no means a power forced on society from without; just as little is it 

’the reality of the ethical idea’, ’the image and reality of reason’, as Hegel maintains. Rather, it is 

a product of society at a certain stage of development; it is the admission that this society has 

become entangled in an insoluble contradiction with itself, that it has split into irreconcilable 

antagonisms which it is powerless to dispel. But in order that these antagonisms, these classes 

with conflicting economic interests, might not consume themselves and society in fruitless 

struggle, it became necessary to have a power, seemingly standing above society, that would 

alleviate the conflict and keep it within the bounds of ’order’; and this power, arisen out of 

society but placing itself above it, and alienating itself more and more from it, is the state.” 

(Pp.177-78, sixth edition)
[1] 

This expresses with perfect clarity the basic idea of Marxism with regard to the historical role 

and the meaning of the state. The state is a product and a manifestation of the irreconcilability 

of class antagonisms. The state arises where, when and insofar as class antagonism objectively 

cannot be reconciled. And, conversely, the existence of the state proves that the class 

antagonisms are irreconcilable. 

It is on this most important and fundamental point that the distortion of Marxism, proceeding 

along two main lines, begins. 

On the one hand, the bourgeois, and particularly the petty-bourgeois, ideologists, compelled 

under the weight of indisputable historical facts to admit that the state only exists where there 
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are class antagonisms and a class struggle, “correct” Marx in such a way as to make it appear 

that the state is an organ for the reconciliation of classes. According to Marx, the state could 

neither have arisen nor maintained itself had it been possible to reconcile classes. From what the 

petty-bourgeois and philistine professors and publicists say, with quite frequent and benevolent 

references to Marx, it appears that the state does reconcile classes. According to Marx, the state 

is an organ of class rule, an organ for the oppression of one class by another; it is the creation of 

“order”, which legalizes and perpetuates this oppression by moderating the conflict between 

classes. In the opinion of the petty-bourgeois politicians, however, order means the 

reconciliation of classes, and not the oppression of one class by another; to alleviate the conflict 

means reconciling classes and not depriving the oppressed classes of definite means and 

methods of struggle to overthrow the oppressors. 

For instance, when, in the revolution of 1917, the question of the significance and role of the 

state arose in all its magnitude as a practical question demanding immediate action, and, 

moreover, action on a mass scale, all the Social-Revolutionaries and Mensheviks descended at 

once to the petty-bourgeois theory that the “state” “reconciles” classes. Innumerable resolutions 

and articles by politicians of both these parties are thoroughly saturated with this 

petty-bourgeois and philistine “reconciliation” theory. That the state is an organ of the rule of a 

definite class which cannot be reconciled with its antipode (the class opposite to it) is something 

the petty-bourgeois democrats will never be able to understand. Their attitude to the state is one 

of the most striking manifestations of the fact that our Socialist-Revolutionaries and Mensheviks 

are not socialists at all (a point that we Bolsheviks have always maintained), but petty-bourgeois 

democrats using near-socialist phraseology. 

On the other hand, the “Kautskyite” distortion of Marxism is far more subtle. “Theoretically”, it 

is not denied that the state is an organ of class rule, or that class antagonisms are irreconcilable. 

But what is overlooked or glossed over is this: if the state is the product of the irreconcilability of 

class antagonisms, if it is a power standing above society and “alienating itself more and more 

from it”, it is clear that the liberation of the oppressed class is impossible not only without a 

violent revolution, but also without the destruction of the apparatus of state power which was 

created by the ruling class and which is the embodiment of this “alienation”. As we shall see 

later, Marx very explicitly drew this theoretically self-evident conclusion on the strength of a 

concrete historical analysis of the tasks of the revolution. And — as we shall show in detail 

further on — it is this conclusion which Kautsky has “forgotten” and distorted. 



2. Special Bodies of Armed Men, Prisons, etc. 

Engels continues: 

“As distinct from the old gentile [tribal or clan] order,
[2]

 the state, first, divides its subjects 

according to territory....” 

This division seems “natural” to us, but it costs a prolonged struggle against the old organization 

according to generations or tribes. 

“The second distinguishing feature is the establishment of a public power which no longer 

directly coincides with the population organizing itself as an armed force. This special, public 

power is necessary because a self-acting armed organization of the population has become 

impossible since the split into classes.... This public power exists in every state; it consists not 

merely of armed men but also of material adjuncts, prisons, and institutions of coercion of all 

kinds, of which gentile [clan] society knew nothing...." 

Engels elucidates the concept of the “power” which is called the state, a power which arose from 

society but places itself above it and alienates itself more and more from it. What does this 

power mainly consist of? It consists of special bodies of armed men having prisons, etc., at their 

command. 

We are justified in speaking of special bodies of armed men, because the public power which is 

an attribute of every state “does not directly coincide” with the armed population, with its 

“self-acting armed organization". 

Like all great revolutionary thinkers, Engels tries to draw the attention of the class-conscious 

workers to what prevailing philistinism regards as least worthy of attention, as the most habitual 

thing, hallowed by prejudices that are not only deep-rooted but, one might say, petrified. A 

standing army and police are the chief instruments of state power. But how can it be otherwise? 

From the viewpoint of the vast majority of Europeans of the end of the 19th century, whom 

Engels was addressing, and who had not gone through or closely observed a single great 

revolution, it could not have been otherwise. They could not understand at all what a “self-acting 

armed organization of the population” was. When asked why it became necessary to have special 

bodies of armed men placed above society and alienating themselves from it (police and a 
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standing army), the West-European and Russian philistines are inclined to utter a few phrases 

borrowed from Spencer or Mikhailovsky, to refer to the growing complexity of social life, the 

differentiation of functions, and so on. 

Such a reference seems “scientific”, and effectively lulls the ordinary person to sleep by 

obscuring the important and basic fact, namely, the split of society into irreconcilable 

antagonistic classes. 

Were it not for this split, the “self-acting armed organization of the population” would differ 

from the primitive organization of a stick-wielding herd of monkeys, or of primitive men, or of 

men united in clans, by its complexity, its high technical level, and so on. But such an 

organization would still be possible.​  

It is impossible because civilized society is split into antagonistic, and, moreover, irreconcilably 

antagonistic classes, whose “self-acting” arming would lead to an armed struggle between them. 

A state arises, a special power is created, special bodies of armed men, and every revolution, by 

destroying the state apparatus, shows us the naked class struggle, clearly shows us how the 

ruling class strives to restore the special bodies of armed men which serve it, and how the 

oppressed class strives to create a new organization of this kind, capable of serving the exploited 

instead of the exploiters. 

In the above argument, Engels raises theoretically the very same question which every great 

revolution raises before us in practice, palpably and, what is more, on a scale of mass action, 

namely, the question of the relationship between “special” bodies of armed men and the 

“self-acting armed organization of the population". We shall see how this question is specifically 

illustrated by the experience of the European and Russian revolutions. 

But to return to Engels’ exposition. 

He points out that sometimes — in certain parts of North America, for example — this public 

power is weak (he has in mind a rare exception in capitalist society, and those parts of North 

America in its pre-imperialist days where the free colonists predominated), but that, generally 

speaking, it grows stronger: 

“It [the public power] grows stronger, however, in proportion as class antagonisms within the 

state become more acute, and as adjacent states become larger and more populous. We have 

only to look at our present-day Europe, where class struggle and rivalry in conquest have tuned 



up the public power to such a pitch that it threatens to swallow the whole of society and even the 

state." 

This was written not later than the early nineties of the last century, Engels’ last preface being 

dated June 16, 1891. The turn towards imperialism — meaning the complete domination of the 

trusts, the omnipotence of the big banks, a grand-scale colonial policy, and so forth — was only 

just beginning in France, and was even weaker in North America and in Germany. Since then 

“rivalry in conquest” has taken a gigantic stride, all the more because by the beginning of the 

second decade of the 20th century the world had been completely divided up among these 

“rivals in conquest”, i.e., among the predatory Great Powers. Since then, military and naval 

armaments have grown fantastically and the predatory war of 1914-17 for the domination of the 

world by Britain or Germany, for the division of the spoils, has brought the “swallowing” of all 

the forces of society by the rapacious state power close to complete catastrophe. 

Engels’ could, as early as 1891, point to “rivalry in conquest” as one of the most important 

distinguishing features of the foreign policy of the Great Powers, while the social-chauvinist 

scoundrels have ever since 1914, when this rivalry, many time intensified, gave rise to an 

imperialist war, been covering up the defence of the predatory interests of “their own” 

bourgeoisie with phrases about “defence of the fatherland”, “defence of the republic and the 

revolution”, etc.! 

3. The State: an Instrument for the Exploitation of the Oppressed 

Class 

The maintenance of the special public power standing above society requires taxes and state 

loans. 

“Having public power and the right to levy taxes,” Engels writes, “the officials now stand, as 

organs of society, above society. The free, voluntary respect that was accorded to the organs of 

the gentile [clan] constitution does not satisfy them, even if they could gain it....” Special laws 

are enacted proclaiming the sanctity and immunity of the officials. “The shabbiest police 

servant” has more “authority” than the representative of the clan, but even the head of the 

military power of a civilized state may well envy the elder of a clan the “unrestrained respect” of 

society. 



The question of the privileged position of the officials as organs of state power is raised here. 

The main point indicated is: what is it that places them above society? We shall see how this 

theoretical question was answered in practice by the Paris Commune in 1871 and how it was 

obscured from a reactionary standpoint by Kautsky in 1912. 

“Because the state arose from the need to hold class antagonisms in check, but because it arose, 

at the same time, in the midst of the conflict of these classes, it is, as a rule, the state of the most 

powerful, economically dominant class, which, through the medium of the state, becomes also 

the politically dominant class, and thus acquires new means of holding down and exploiting the 

oppressed class....” The ancient and feudal states were organs for the exploitation of the slaves 

and serfs; likewise, “the modern representative state is an instrument of exploitation of 

wage-labor by capital. By way of exception, however, periods occur in which the warring classes 

balance each other so nearly that the state power as ostensible mediator acquires, for the 

moment, a certain degree of independence of both....” Such were the absolute monarchies of the 

17th and 18th centuries, the Bonapartism of the First and Second Empires in France, and the 

Bismarck regime in Germany. 

Such, we may add, is the Kerensky government in republican Russia since it began to persecute 

the revolutionary proletariat, at a moment when, owing to the leadership of the petty-bourgeois 

democrats, the Soviets have already become impotent, while the bourgeoisie are not yet strong 

enough simply to disperse them. 

In a democratic republic, Engels continues, “wealth exercises its power indirectly, but all the 

more surely”, first, by means of the “direct corruption of officials” (America); secondly, by 

means of an “alliance of the government and the Stock Exchange” (France and America). 

At present, imperialism and the domination of the banks have “developed” into an exceptional 

art both these methods of upholding and giving effect to the omnipotence of wealth in 

democratic republics of all descriptions. Since, for instance, in the very first months of the 

Russian democratic republic, one might say during the honeymoon of the “socialist” S.R.s and 

Mensheviks joined in wedlock to the bourgeoisie, in the coalition government. Mr. Palchinsky 

obstructed every measure intended for curbing the capitalists and their marauding practices, 

their plundering of the state by means of war contracts; and since later on Mr. Palchinsky, upon 

resigning from the Cabinet (and being, of course, replaced by another quite similar Palchinsky), 

was “rewarded” by the capitalists with a lucrative job with a salary of 120,000 rubles per annum 

— what would you call that? Direct or indirect bribery? An alliance of the government and the 



syndicates, or “merely” friendly relations? What role do the Chernovs, Tseretelis, Avksentyevs 

and Skobelevs play? Are they the “direct” or only the indirect allies of the millionaire 

treasury-looters? 

Another reason why the omnipotence of “wealth” is more certain in a democratic republic is that 

it does not depend on defects in the political machinery or on the faulty political shell of 

capitalism. A democratic republic is the best possible political shell for capitalism, and, 

therefore, once capital has gained possession of this very best shell (through the Palchinskys, 

Chernovs, Tseretelis and Co.), it establishes its power so securely, so firmly, that no change of 

persons, institutions or parties in the bourgeois-democratic republic can shake it. 

We must also note that Engels is most explicit in calling universal suffrage as well an instrument 

of bourgeois rule. Universal suffrage, he says, obviously taking account of the long experience of 

German Social-Democracy, is 

“the gauge of the maturity of the working class. It cannot and never will be anything more in the 

present-day state." 

The petty-bourgeois democrats, such as our Socialist-Revolutionaries and Mensheviks, and also 

their twin brothers, all the social-chauvinists and opportunists of Western Europe, expect just 

this “more” from universal suffrage. They themselves share, and instil into the minds of the 

people, the false notion that universal suffrage “in the present-day state” is really capable of 

revealing the will of the majority of the working people and of securing its realization. 

Here, we can only indicate this false notion, only point out that Engels’ perfectly clear statement 

is distorted at every step in the propaganda and agitation of the “official” (i.e., opportunist) 

socialist parties. A detailed exposure of the utter falsity of this notion which Engels brushes 

aside here is given in our further account of the views of Marx and Engels on the “present-day” 

state. 

Engels gives a general summary of his views in the most popular of his works in the following 

words: 

“The state, then, has not existed from all eternity. There have been societies that did without it, 

that had no idea of the state and state power. At a certain stage of economic development, which 

was necessarily bound up with the split of society into classes, the state became a necessity 

owing to this split. We are now rapidly approaching a stage in the development of production at 



which the existence of these classes not only will have ceased to be a necessity, but will become a 

positive hindrance to production. They will fall as they arose at an earlier stage. Along with them 

the state will inevitably fall. Society, which will reorganize production on the basis of a free and 

equal association of the producers, will put the whole machinery of state where it will then 

belong: into a museum of antiquities, by the side of the spinning-wheel and the bronze axe." 

We do not often come across this passage in the propaganda and agitation literature of the 

present-day Social-Democrats. Even when we do come across it, it is mostly quoted in the same 

manner as one bows before an icon, i.e., it is done to show official respect for Engels, and no 

attempt is made to gauge the breadth and depth of the revolution that this relegating of “the 

whole machinery of state to a museum of antiquities” implies. In most cases we do not even find 

an understanding of what Engels calls the state machine. 

4. The “Withering Away” of the State, and Violent Revolution 

Engels’ words regarding the “withering away” of the state are so widely known, they are often 

quoted, and so clearly reveal the essence of the customary adaptation of Marxism to 

opportunism that we must deal with them in detail. We shall quote the whole argument from 

which they are taken. 

“The proletariat seizes from state power and turns the means of production into state property 

to begin with. But thereby it abolishes itself as the proletariat, abolishes all class distinctions and 

class antagonisms, and abolishes also the state as state. Society thus far, operating amid class 

antagonisms, needed the state, that is, an organization of the particular exploiting class, for the 

maintenance of its external conditions of production, and, therefore, especially, for the purpose 

of forcibly keeping the exploited class in the conditions of oppression determined by the given 

mode of production (slavery, serfdom or bondage, wage-labor). The state was the official 

representative of society as a whole, its concentration in a visible corporation. But it was this 

only insofar as it was the state of that class which itself represented, for its own time, society as a 

whole: in ancient times, the state of slave-owning citizens; in the Middle Ages, of the feudal 

nobility; in our own time, of the bourgeoisie. When at last it becomes the real representative of 

the whole of society, it renders itself unnecessary. As soon as there is no longer any social class 

to be held in subjection, as soon as class rule, and the individual struggle for existence based 

upon the present anarchy in production, with the collisions and excesses arising from this 

struggle, are removed, nothing more remains to be held in subjection — nothing necessitating a 

special coercive force, a state. The first act by which the state really comes forward as the 



representative of the whole of society — the taking possession of the means of production in the 

name of society — is also its last independent act as a state. State interference in social relations 

becomes, in one domain after another, superfluous, and then dies down of itself. The 

government of persons is replaced by the administration of things, and by the conduct of 

processes of production. The state is not ’abolished’. It withers away. This gives the measure of 

the value of the phrase ’a free people’s state’, both as to its justifiable use for a long time from an 

agitational point of view, and as to its ultimate scientific insufficiency; and also of the so-called 

anarchists’ demand that the state be abolished overnight." (Herr Eugen Duhring’s Revolution in 

Science [Anti-Duhring], pp.301-03, third German edition.)
[3] 

It is safe to say that of this argument of Engels’, which is so remarkably rich in ideas, only one 

point has become an integral part of socialist thought among modern socialist parties, namely, 

that according to Marx that state “withers away” — as distinct from the anarchist doctrine of the 

“abolition” of the state. To prune Marxism to such an extent means reducing it to opportunism, 

for this “interpretation” only leaves a vague notion of a slow, even, gradual change, of absence of 

leaps and storms, of absence of revolution. The current, widespread, popular, if one may say so, 

conception of the “withering away” of the state undoubtedly means obscuring, if not 

repudiating, revolution. 

Such an “interpretation”, however, is the crudest distortion of Marxism, advantageous only to 

the bourgeoisie. In point of theory, it is based on disregard for the most important 

circumstances and considerations indicated in, say, Engels’ “summary” argument we have just 

quoted in full. 

In the first place, at the very outset of his argument, Engels says that, in seizing state power, the 

proletariat thereby “abolishes the state as state". It is not done to ponder over the meaning of 

this. Generally, it is either ignored altogether, or is considered to be something in the nature of 

“Hegelian weakness” on Engels’ part. As a matter of fact, however, these words briefly express 

the experience of one of the greatest proletarian revolutions, the Paris Commune of 1871, of 

which we shall speak in greater detail in its proper place. As a matter of fact, Engels speaks here 

of the proletariat revolution “abolishing” the bourgeois state, while the words about the state 

withering away refer to the remnants of the proletarian state after the socialist revolution. 

According to Engels, the bourgeois state does not “wither away”, but is “abolished” by the 

proletariat in the course of the revolution. What withers away after this revolution is the 

proletarian state or semi-state. 
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Secondly, the state is a “special coercive force". Engels gives this splendid and extremely 

profound definition here with the utmost lucidity. And from it follows that the “special coercive 

force” for the suppression of the proletariat by the bourgeoisie, of millions of working people by 

handfuls of the rich, must be replaced by a “special coercive force” for the suppression of the 

bourgeoisie by the proletariat (the dictatorship of the proletariat). This is precisely what is 

meant by “abolition of the state as state". This is precisely the “act” of taking possession of the 

means of production in the name of society. And it is self-evident that such a replacement of one 

(bourgeois) “special force” by another (proletarian) “special force” cannot possibly take place in 

the form of “withering away". 

Thirdly, in speaking of the state “withering away”, and the even more graphic and colorful 

“dying down of itself”, Engels refers quite clearly and definitely to the period after “the state has 

taken possession of the means of production in the name of the whole of society”, that is, after 

the socialist revolution. We all know that the political form of the “state” at that time is the most 

complete democracy. But it never enters the head of any of the opportunists, who shamelessly 

distort Marxism, that Engels is consequently speaking here of democracy “dying down of itself”, 

or “withering away". This seems very strange at first sight. But it is “incomprehensible” only to 

those who have not thought about democracy also being a state and, consequently, also 

disappearing when the state disappears. Revolution alone can “abolish” the bourgeois state. The 

state in general, i.e., the most gdemocracy, can only “wither away". 

Fourthly, after formulating his famous proposition that “the state withers away”, Engels at once 

explains specifically that this proposition is directed against both the opportunists and the 

anarchists. In doing this, Engels puts in the forefront that conclusion, drawn from the 

proposition that “the state withers away”, which is directed against the opportunists. 

One can wager that out of every 10,000 persons who have read or heard about the “withering 

away” of the state, 9,990 are completely unaware, or do not remember, that Engels directed his 

conclusions from that proposition not against anarchists alone. And of the remaining 10, 

probably nine do not know the meaning of a “free people’s state” or why an attack on this slogan 

means an attack on opportunists. This is how history is written! This is how a great 

revolutionary teaching is imperceptibly falsified and adapted to prevailing philistinism. The 

conclusion directed against the anarchists has been repeated thousands of times; it has been 

vulgarized, and rammed into people’s heads in the shallowest form, and has acquired the 



strength of a prejudice, whereas the conclusion directed against the opportunists has been 

obscured and “forgotten”! 

The “free people’s state” was a programme demand and a catchword current among the German 

Social-Democrats in the seventies. This catchword is devoid of all political content except that it 

describes the concept of democracy in a pompous philistine fashion. Insofar as it hinted in a 

legally permissible manner at a democratic republic, Engels was prepared to “justify” its use “for 

a time” from an agitational point of view. But it was an opportunist catchword, for it amounted 

to nothing more than prettifying bourgeois democracy, and was also a failure to understand the 

socialist criticism of the state in general. We are in favor of a democratic republic as the best 

form of state for the proletariat under capitalism. But we have no right to forget that wage 

slavery is the lot of the people even in the most democratic bourgeois republic. Furthermore, 

every state is a “special force” for the suppression of the oppressed class. Consequently, every 

state is not “free” and not a “people’s state". Marx and Engels explained this repeatedly to their 

party comrades in the seventies. 

Fifthly, the same work of Engels’, whose arguments about the withering away of the state 

everyone remembers, also contains an argument of the significance of violent revolution. Engels’ 

historical analysis of its role becomes a veritable panegyric on violent revolution. This, “no one 

remembers". It is not done in modern socialist parties to talk or even think about the 

significance of this idea, and it plays no part whatever in their daily propaganda and agitation 

among the people. And yet it is inseparably bound up with the ”withering away” of the state into 

one harmonious whole. 

Here is Engels’ argument: 

“...That force, however, plays yet another role [other than that of a diabolical power] in history, a 

revolutionary role; that, in the words of Marx, it is the midwife of every old society which is 

pregnant with a new one, that it is the instrument with which social movement forces its way 

through and shatters the dead, fossilized political forms — of this there is not a word in Herr 

Duhring. It is only with sighs and groans that he admits the possibility that force will perhaps be 

necessary for the overthrow of an economy based on exploitation — unfortunately, because all 

use of force demoralizes, he says, the person who uses it. And this in Germany, where a violent 

collision — which may, after all, be forced on the people — would at least have the advantage of 

wiping out the servility which has penetrated the nation’s mentality following the humiliation of 



the Thirty Years’ War.
[4]

 And this person’s mode of thought — dull, insipid, and impotent — 

presumes to impose itself on the most revolutionary party that history has ever known!” (p.193, 

third German edition, Part II, end of Chap.IV) 

How can this panegyric on violent revolution, which Engels insistently brought to the attention 

of the German Social-Democrats between 1878 and 1894, i.e., right up to the time of his death, 

be combined with the theory of the “withering away” of the state to form a single theory? 

Usually the two are combined by means of eclecticism, by an unprincipled or sophistic selection 

made arbitrarily (or to please the powers that be) of first one, then another argument, and in 99 

cases out of 100, if not more, it is the idea of the “withering away” that is placed in the forefront. 

Dialectics are replaced by eclecticism — this is the most usual, the most wide-spread practice to 

be met with in present-day official Social-Democratic literature in relation to Marxism. This sort 

of substitution is, of course, nothing new; it was observed even in the history of classical Greek 

philosophy. In falsifying Marxism in opportunist fashion, the substitution of eclecticism for 

dialectics is the easiest way of deceiving the people. It gives an illusory satisfaction; it seems to 

take into account all sides of the process, all trends of development, all the conflicting 

influences, and so forth, whereas in reality it provides no integral and revolutionary conception 

of the process of social development at all. 

We have already said above, and shall show more fully later, that the theory of Marx and Engels 

of the inevitability of a violent revolution refers to the bourgeois state. The latter cannot be 

superseded by the proletarian state (the dictatorship of the proletariat) through the process of 

”withering away”, but, as a general rule, only through a violent revolution. The panegyric Engels 

sang in its honor, and which fully corresponds to Marx’s repeated statements (see the 

concluding passages of The Poverty of Philosophy
[5]

 and the Communist Manifesto,
[6]

 with 

their proud and open proclamation of the inevitability of a violent revolution; see what Marx 

wrote nearly 30 years later, in criticizing the Gotha Programme of 1875,
[7]

 when he mercilessly 

castigated the opportunist character of that programme) — this panegyric is by no means a mere 

“impulse”, a mere declamation or a polemical sally. The necessity of systematically imbuing the 

masses with this and precisely this view of violent revolution lies at the root of the entire theory 

of Marx and Engels. The betrayal of their theory by the now prevailing social-chauvinist and 

Kautskyite trends expresses itself strikingly in both these trends ignoring such propaganda and 

agitation. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev/ch01.htm#fw04
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1847/poverty-philosophy/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev/ch01.htm#fw05
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev/ch01.htm#fw06
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1875/gotha/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev/ch01.htm#fw07


The supersession of the bourgeois state by the proletarian state is impossible without a violent 

revolution. The abolition of the proletarian state, i.e., of the state in general, is impossible except 

through the process of “withering away". 

A detailed and concrete elaboration of these views was given by Marx and Engels when they 

studied each particular revolutionary situation, when they analyzed the lessons of the experience 

of each particular revolution. We shall now pass to this, undoubtedly the most important, part of 

their theory. 

  

 

Endnotes 

[1]
 See Frederick Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (Karl Marx 

and Frederick Engels, Selected Works, Vol. 3, Moscow, 1973, pp. 326-27). 

Further below, on pp. 393-95, 395-99 of the volume, Lenin is quoting from the same work by 

Engels (op. cit., pp. 327-30). 

[2]
 Gentile, or tribal, organisation of society-the primitive communal system, or the first 

socio-economic formation in history. The tribal commune was a community of blood relatives 

linked by economic and social ties. The tribal system went through the matriarchal and the 

patriarchal periods. The patriarchate culminated in primitive society becoming a class society 

and in the rise of the state. Relations of production under the primitive communal system were 

based on social ownership of the means of production and equalitarian distribution of all 

products. This corresponded in the main to the low level of the productive forces and to their 

character at the time. 

For the primitive communal system, see Karl Marx, Conspectus of Lewis Morgan’s “Ancient 

Society”, and Frederick Engels. The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (Karl 

Marx and Frederick Engels, Selected Works, Vol. 3, Moscow, 1973, pp. 204-334). 

[3]
 See Frederick Engels, Anti-Duhring, Moscow, 1969, pp. 332-33. 
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Further down, on p. 404 of this volume, Lenin is quoting from the same work by Engels (op. cit., 

p. 220). 

[4]
 Thirty Years’ War (1618-48), the first European war, resulted from an aggravation of the 

antagonisms between various alignments of European states, and took the form of a struggle 

between Protestants and Catholics. It began with a revolt in Bohemia against the tyranny of the 

Hapsburg monarchy and the onslaught of Catholic reaction. The states which then entered the 

war formed two camps. The Pope, the Spanish and Austrian Hapsburgs and the Catholic princes 

of Germany, who rallied to the Catholic Church, opposed the Protestant countries—Bohemia, 

Denmark, Sweden, the Dutch Republic, and a number of German states that had accepted the 

Reformation. The Protestant countries were backed by the French kings, enemies of the 

Hapsburgs. Germany became the chief battlefield and object of military plunder and predatory 

claims. The war ended in 1648 with the signing of the Peace Treaty of Westphalia, which 

completed the political dismemberment of Germany. 

[5]
 See Karl Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy, Moscow, 1973, pp. 151-52. 

[6]
 See Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Selected Works, Vol. 1, Moscow, 1973, p. 137. 

[7]
 Gotha Programme—the programme adopted by the Socialist Workers’ Party of Germany in 

1875, at the Gotha Congress, which united two German socialist parties, namely, the 

Eisenachers-led by August Bebel and Wilhelm Liebknecht and influenced by Marx and 

Engcls-and the Lassalleans. The programme betrayed eclecticism and was opportunist, because 

the Eisenachers had made concessions to the Lassalleans on major issues and accepted 

Lassallean formulations. Marx in his Critique of the Gotha Programme, and Engels in his letter 

to Bebel of March 18-28, 11475, devastated the Gotha Programme, which they regarded as a 

serious step backwards compared with the Eisenach programme of 1869.  
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Chapter V: The Economic Basis of the Withering Away of the State 

1. Presentation of the Question by Marx 

From a superficial comparison of Marx's letter to Bracke of May 5, 1875, with Engels' letter to 

Bebel of March 28, 1875, which we examined above, it might appear that Marx was much more 

of a "champion of the state" than Engels, and that the difference of opinion between the two 

writers on the question of the state was very considerable. 

Engels suggested to Bebel that all chatter about the state be dropped altogether, that the word 

“state” be eliminated from the programme altogether and the word “community” substituted for 

it. Engels even declared that the Commune was no longer a state in the proper sense of the word. 

Yet Marx even spoke of the "future state in communist society", i.e., he would seem to recognize 

the need for the state even under communism. 

But such a view would be fundamentally wrong. A closer examination shows that Marx's and 

Engels' views on the state and its withering away were completely identical, and that Marx's 

expression quoted above refers to the state in the process of withering away. 

Clearly, there can be no question of specifying the moment of the future "withering away", the 

more so since it will obviously be a lengthy process. The apparent difference between Marx and 

Engels is due to the fact that they dealt with different subjects and pursued different aims. 

Engels set out to show Bebel graphically, sharply, and in broad outline the utter absurdity of the 

current prejudices concerning the state (shared to no small degree by Lassalle). Marx only 

touched upon this question in passing, being interested in another subject, namely, the 

development of communist society. 

The whole theory of Marx is the application of the theory of development--in its most consistent, 

complete, considered and pithy form--to modern capitalism. Naturally, Marx was faced with the 

problem of applying this theory both to the forthcoming collapse of capitalism and to the future 

development of future communism. 

On the basis of what facts, then, can the question of the future development of future 

communism be dealt with? 



On the basis of the fact that it has its origin in capitalism, that it develops historically from 

capitalism, that it is the result of the action of a social force to which capitalism gave birth. There 

is no trace of an attempt on Marx's part to make up a utopia, to indulge in idle guess-work about 

what cannot be known. Marx treated the question of communism in the same way as a naturalist 

would treat the question of the development of, say, a new biological variety, once he knew that 

it had originated in such and such a way and was changing in such and such a definite direction. 

To begin with, Marx brushed aside the confusion the Gotha Programme brought into the 

question of the relationship between state and society. He wrote: 

"'Present-day society' is capitalist society, which exists in all civilized countries, being more or 

less free from medieval admixture, more or less modified by the particular historical 

development of each country, more or less developed. On the other hand, the 'present-day state' 

changes with a country's frontier. It is different in the Prusso-German Empire from what it is in 

Switzerland, and different in England from what it is in the United States. 'The present-day 

state' is, therefore, a fiction. 

"Nevertheless, the different states of the different civilized countries, in spite of their motley 

diversity of form, all have this in common, that they are based on modern bourgeois society, 

only one more or less capitalistically developed. They have, therefore, also certain essential 

characteristics in common. In this sense it is possible to speak of the 'present-day state', in 

contrast with the future, in which its present root, bourgeois society, will have died off. 

"The question then arises: what transformation will the state undergo in communist society? In 

other words, what social functions will remain in existence there that are analogous to present 

state functions? This question can only be answered scientifically, and one does not get a 

flea-hop nearer to the problem by a thousandfold combination of the word people with the word 

state."
[1] 

After thus ridiculing all talk about a "people's state", Marx formulated the question and gave 

warning, as it were, that those seeking a scientific answer to it should use only firmly-established 

scientific data. 

The first fact that has been established most accurately by the whole theory of development, by 

science as a whole--a fact that was ignored by the utopians, and is ignored by the present-day 
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opportunists, who are afraid of the socialist revolution--is that, historically, there must 

undoubtedly be a special stage, or a special phase, of transition from capitalism to communism. 

2. The Transition from Capitalism to Communism 

Marx continued: 

"Between capitalist and communist society lies the period of the revolutionary transformation of 

the one into the other. Corresponding to this is also a political transition period in which the 

state can be nothing but the revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat." 

Marx bases this conclusion on an analysis of the role played by the proletariat in modern 

capitalist society, on the data concerning the development of this society, and on the 

irreconcilability of the antagonistic interests of the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. 

Previously the question was put as follows: to achieve its emancipation, the proletariat must 

overthrow the bourgeoisie, win political power and establish its revolutionary dictatorship. 

Now the question is put somewhat differently: the transition from capitalist society--which is 

developing towards communism--to communist society is impossible without a "political 

transition period", and the state in this period can only be the revolutionary dictatorship of the 

proletariat. 

What, then, is the relation of this dictatorship to democracy? 

We have seen that the Communist Manifesto simply places side by side the two concepts: "to 

raise the proletariat to the position of the ruling class" and "to win the battle of democracy". On 

the basis of all that has been said above, it is possible to determine more precisely how 

democracy changes in the transition from capitalism to communism. 

In capitalist society, providing it develops under the most favourable conditions, we have a more 

or less complete democracy in the democratic republic. But this democracy is always hemmed in 

by the narrow limits set by capitalist exploitation, and consequently always remains, in effect, a 

democracy for the minority, only for the propertied classes, only for the rich. Freedom in 

capitalist society always remains about the same as it was in the ancient Greek republics: 

freedom for the slave-owners. Owing to the conditions of capitalist exploitation, the modern 

wage slaves are so crushed by want and poverty that "they cannot be bothered with democracy", 
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"cannot be bothered with politics"; in the ordinary, peaceful course of events, the majority of the 

population is debarred from participation in public and political life. 

The correctness of this statement is perhaps most clearly confirmed by Germany, because 

constitutional legality steadily endured there for a remarkably long time--nearly half a century 

(1871-1914)--and during this period the Social-Democrats were able to achieve far more than in 

other countries in the way of "utilizing legality", and organized a larger proportion of the 

workers into a political party than anywhere else in the world. 

What is this largest proportion of politically conscious and active wage slaves that has so far 

been recorded in capitalist society? One million members of the Social-Democratic Party - out of 

15,000,000 wage-workers! Three million organized in trade unions--out of 15,000,000! 

Democracy for an insignificant minority, democracy for the rich--that is the democracy of 

capitalist society. If we look more closely into the machinery of capitalist democracy, we see 

everywhere, in the “petty”--supposedly petty--details of the suffrage (residential qualifications, 

exclusion of women, etc.), in the technique of the representative institutions, in the actual 

obstacles to the right of assembly (public buildings are not for “paupers”!), in the purely 

capitalist organization of the daily press, etc., etc.,--we see restriction after restriction upon 

democracy. These restrictions, exceptions, exclusions, obstacles for the poor seem slight, 

especially in the eyes of one who has never known want himself and has never been inclose 

contact with the oppressed classes in their mass life (and nine out of 10, if not 99 out of 100, 

bourgeois publicists and politicians come under this category); but in their sum total these 

restrictions exclude and squeeze out the poor from politics, from active participation in 

democracy. 

Marx grasped this essence of capitalist democracy splendidly when, in analyzing the experience 

of the Commune, he said that the oppressed are allowed once every few years to decide which 

particular representatives of the oppressing class shall represent and repress them in 

parliament! 

But from this capitalist democracy--that is inevitably narrow and stealthily pushes aside the 

poor, and is therefore hypocritical and false through and through--forward development does 

not proceed simply, directly and smoothly, towards "greater and greater democracy", as the 

liberal professors and petty-bourgeois opportunists would have us believe. No, forward 

development, i.e., development towards communism, proceeds through the dictatorship of the 



proletariat, and cannot do otherwise, for the resistance of the capitalist exploiters cannot be 

broken by anyone else or in any other way. 

And the dictatorship of the proletariat, i.e., the organization of the vanguard of the oppressed as 

the ruling class for the purpose of suppressing the oppressors, cannot result merely in an 

expansion of democracy. Simultaneously with an immense expansion of democracy, which for 

the first time becomes democracy for the poor, democracy for the people, and not democracy for 

the money-bags, the dictatorship of the proletariat imposes a series of restrictions on the 

freedom of the oppressors, the exploiters, the capitalists. We must suppress them in order to 

free humanity from wage slavery, their resistance must be crushed by force; it is clear that there 

is no freedom and no democracy where there is suppression and where there is violence. 

Engels expressed this splendidly in his letter to Bebel when he said, as the reader will remember, 

that "the proletariat needs the state, not in the interests of freedom but in order to hold down its 

adversaries, and as soon as it becomes possible to speak of freedom the state as such ceases to 

exist". 

Democracy for the vast majority of the people, and suppression by force, i.e., exclusion from 

democracy, of the exploiters and oppressors of the people--this is the change democracy 

undergoes during the transition from capitalism to communism. 

Only in communist society, when the resistance of the capitalists have disappeared, when there 

are no classes (i.e., when there is no distinction between the members of society as regards their 

relation to the social means of production), only then "the state... ceases to exist", and "it 

becomes possible to speak of freedom". Only then will a truly complete democracy become 

possible and be realized, a democracy without any exceptions whatever. And only then will 

democracy begin to wither away, owing to the simple fact that, freed from capitalist slavery, 

from the untold horrors, savagery, absurdities, and infamies of capitalist exploitation, people 

will gradually become accustomed to observing the elementary rules of social intercourse that 

have been known for centuries and repeated for thousands of years in all copy-book maxims. 

They will become accustomed to observing them without force, without coercion, without 

subordination, without the special apparatus for coercion called the state. 

The expression "the state withers away" is very well-chosen, for it indicates both the gradual and 

the spontaneous nature of the process. Only habit can, and undoubtedly will, have such an 

effect; for we see around us on millions of occassions how readily people become accustomed to 



observing the necessary rules of social intercourse when there is no exploitation, when there is 

nothing that arouses indignation, evokes protest and revolt, and creates the need for 

suppression. 

And so in capitalist society we have a democracy that is curtailed, wretched, false, a democracy 

only for the rich, for the minority. The dictatorship of the proletariat, the period of transition to 

communism, will for the first time create democracy for the people, for the majority, along with 

the necessary suppression of the exploiters, of the minority. Communism alone is capable of 

providing really complete democracy, and the more complete it is, the sooner it will become 

unnecessary and wither away of its own accord. 

In other words, under capitalism we have the state in the proper sense of the word, that is, a 

special machine for the suppression of one class by another, and, what is more, of the majority 

by the minority. Naturally, to be successful, such an undertaking as the systematic suppression 

of the exploited majority by the exploiting minority calls for the utmost ferocity and savagery in 

the matter of suppressing, it calls for seas of blood, through which mankind is actually wading 

its way in slavery, serfdom and wage labor. 

Furthermore, during the transition from capitalism to communism suppression is still 

necessary, but it is now the suppression of the exploiting minority by the exploited majority. A 

special apparatus, a special machine for suppression, the “state”, is still necessary, but this is 

now a transitional state. It is no longer a state in the proper sense of the word; for the 

suppression of the minority of exploiters by the majority of the wage slaves of yesterday is 

comparatively so easy, simple and natural a task that it will entail far less bloodshed than the 

suppression of the risings of slaves, serfs or wage-laborers, and it will cost mankind far less. And 

it is compatible with the extension of democracy to such an overwhelming majority of the 

population that the need for a special machine of suppression will begin to disappear. Naturally, 

the exploiters are unable to suppress the people without a highly complex machine for 

performing this task, but the people can suppress the exploiters even with a very simple 

“machine”, almost without a “machine”, without a special apparatus, by the simple organization 

of the armed people (such as the Soviets of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies, we would remark, 

running ahead). 

Lastly, only communism makes the state absolutely unnecessary, for there is nobody to be 

suppressed--“nobody” in the sense of a class, of a systematic struggle against a definite section of 

the population. We are not utopians, and do not in the least deny the possibility and inevitability 



of excesses on the part of individual persons, or the need to stop such excesses. In the first place, 

however, no special machine, no special apparatus of suppression, is needed for this: this will be 

done by the armed people themselves, as simply and as readily as any crowd of civilized people, 

even in modern society, interferes to put a stop to a scuffle or to prevent a woman from being 

assaulted. And, secondly, we know that the fundamental social cause of excesses, which consist 

in the violation of the rules of social intercourse, is the exploitation of the people, their want and 

their poverty. With the removal of this chief cause, excesses will inevitably begin to "wither 

away". We do not know how quickly and in what succession, but we do know they will wither 

away. With their withering away the state will also wither away. 

Without building utopias, Marx defined more fully what can be defined now regarding this 

future, namely, the differences between the lower and higher phases (levels, stages) of 

communist society. 

3. The First Phase of Communist Society 

In the Critique of the Gotha Programme, Marx goes into detail to disprove Lassalle's idea that 

under socialism the worker will receive the “undiminished” or "full product of his labor". Marx 

shows that from the whole of the social labor of society there must be deducted a reserve fund, a 

fund for the expansion of production, a fund for the replacement of the "wear and tear" of 

machinery, and so on. Then, from the means of consumption must be deducted a fund for 

administrative expenses, for schools, hospitals, old people's homes, and so on. 

Instead of Lassalle's hazy, obscure, general phrase ("the full product of his labor to the worker"), 

Marx makes a sober estimate of exactly how socialist society will have to manage its affairs. 

Marx proceeds to make a concrete analysis of the conditions of life of a society in which there 

will be no capitalism, and says: 

"What we have to deal with here [in analyzing the programme of the workers' party] is a 

communist society, not as it has developed on its own foundations, but, on the contrary, just as 

it emerges from capitalist society; which is thus in every respect, economically, morally, and 

intellectually, still stamped with the birthmarks of the old society from whose womb it comes." 

It is this communist society, which has just emerged into the light of day out of the womb of 

capitalism and which is in every respect stamped with the birthmarks of the old society, that 

Marx terms the “first”, or lower, phase of communist society. 



The means of production are no longer the private property of individuals. The means of 

production belong to the whole of society. Every member of society, performing a certain part of 

the socially-necessary work, receives a certificate from society to the effect that he has done a 

certain amount of work. And with this certificate he receives from the public store of consumer 

goods a corresponding quantity of products. After a deduction is made of the amount of labor 

which goes to the public fund, every worker, therefore, receives from society as much as he has 

given to it. 

“Equality” apparently reigns supreme. 

But when Lassalle, having in view such a social order (usually called socialism, but termed by 

Marx the first phase of communism), says that this is "equitable distribution", that this is "the 

equal right of all to an equal product of labor", Lassalle is mistaken and Marx exposes the 

mistake. 

"Hence, the equal right," says Marx, in this case still certainly conforms to "bourgeois law", 

which,like all law, implies inequality. All law is an application of an equal measure to different 

people who in fact are not alike, are not equal to one another. That is why the "equal right" is 

violation of equality and an injustice. In fact, everyone, having performed as much social labor 

as another, receives an equal share of the social product (after the above-mentioned 

deductions). 

But people are not alike: one is strong, another is weak; one is married, another is not; one has 

more children, another has less, and so on. And the conclusion Marx draws is: 

"... With an equal performance of labor, and hence an equal share in the social consumption 

fund, one will in fact receive more than another, one will be richer than another, and so on. To 

avoid all these defects, the right instead of being equal would have to be unequal." 

The first phase of communism, therefore, cannot yet provide justice and equality; differences, 

and unjust differences, in wealth will still persist, but the exploitation of man by man will have 

become impossible because it will be impossible to seize the means of production--the factories, 

machines, land, etc.--and make them private property. In smashing Lassalle's petty-bourgeois, 

vague phrases about “equality” and “justice” in general, Marx shows the course of development 

of communist society, which is compelled to abolish at first only the “injustice” of the means of 

production seized by individuals, and which is unable at once to eliminate the other injustice, 



which consists in the distribution of consumer goods "according to the amount of labor 

performed" (and not according to needs). 

The vulgar economists, including the bourgeois professors and “our” Tugan, constantly reproach 

the socialists with forgetting the inequality of people and with “dreaming” of eliminating this 

inequality. Such a reproach, as we see, only proves the extreme ignorance of the bourgeois 

ideologists. 

Marx not only most scrupulously takes account of the inevitable inequality of men, but he also 

takes into account the fact that the mere conversion of the means of production into the 

common property of the whole society (commonly called “socialism”) does not remove the 

defects of distribution and the inequality of "bourgeois laws" which continues to prevail so long 

as products are divided "according to the amount of labor performed". Continuing, Marx says: 

"But these defects are inevitable in the first phase of communist society as it is when it has just 

emerged, after prolonged birth pangs, from capitalist society. Law can never be higher than the 

economic structure of society and its cultural development conditioned thereby." 

And so, in the first phase of communist society (usually called socialism) "bourgeois law" is not 

abolished in its entirety, but only in part, only in proportion to the economic revolution so far 

attained, i.e., only in respect of the means of production. "Bourgeois law" recognizes them as the 

private property of individuals. Socialism converts them into common property. To that 

extent--and to that extent alone--"bourgeois law" disappears. 

However, it persists as far as its other part is concerned; it persists in the capacity of regulator 

(determining factor) in the distribution of products and the allotment of labor among the 

members of society. The socialist principle, "He who does not work shall not eat", is already 

realized; the other socialist principle, "An equal amount of products for an equal amount of 

labor", is also already realized. But this is not yet communism, and it does not yet abolish 

"bourgeois law", which gives unequal individuals, in return for unequal (really unequal) 

amounts of labor, equal amounts of products. 

This is a “defect”, says Marx, but it is unavoidable in the first phase of communism; for if we are 

not to indulge in utopianism, we must not think that having overthrown capitalism people will 

at once learn to work for society without any rules of law. Besides, the abolition of capitalism 

does not immediately create the economic prerequisites for such a change. 



Now, there are no other rules than those of "bourgeois law". To this extent, therefore, there still 

remains the need for a state, which, while safeguarding the common ownership of the means of 

production, would safeguard equality in labor and in the distribution of products. 

The state withers away insofar as there are no longer any capitalists, any classes, and, 

consequently, no class can be suppressed. 

But the state has not yet completely withered away, since the still remains the safeguarding of 

"bourgeois law", which sanctifies actual inequality. For the state to wither away completely, 

complete communism is necessary. 

4. The Higher Phase of Communist Society 

Marx continues: 

"In a higher phase of communist society, after the enslaving subordination of the individual to 

the division of labor, and with it also the antithesis between mental and physical labor, has 

vanished, after labor has become not only a livelihood but life's prime want, after the productive 

forces have increased with the all-round development of the individual, and all the springs of 

co-operative wealth flow more abundantly--only then can the narrow horizon of bourgeois law 

be left behind in its entirety and society inscribe on its banners: From each according to his 

ability, to each according to his needs!" 

Only now can we fully appreciate the correctness of Engels' remarks mercilessly ridiculing the 

absurdity of combining the words “freedom” and “state”. So long as the state exists there is no 

freedom. When there is freedom, there will be no state. 

The economic basis for the complete withering away of the state is such a high state of 

development of communism at which the antithesis between mental and physical labor 

disappears, at which there consequently disappears one of the principal sources of modern 

social inequality--a source, moreover, which cannot on any account be removed immediately by 

the mere conversion of the means of production into public property, by the mere expropriation 

of the capitalists. 

This expropriation will make it possible for the productive forces to develop to a tremendous 

extent. And when we see how incredibly capitalism is already retarding this development, when 

we see how much progress could be achieved on the basis of the level of technique already 



attained, we are entitled to say with the fullest confidence that the expropriation of the 

capitalists will inevitably result in an enormous development of the productive forces of human 

society. But how rapidly this development will proceed, how soon it will reach the point of 

breaking away from the division of labor, of doing away with the antithesis between mental and 

physical labor, of transforming labor into "life's prime want"--we do not and cannot know. 

That is why we are entitled to speak only of the inevitable withering away of the state, 

emphasizing the protracted nature of this process and its dependence upon the rapidity of 

development of the higher phase of communism, and leaving the question of the time required 

for, or the concrete forms of, the withering away quite open, because there is no material for 

answering these questions. 

The state will be able to wither away completely when society adopts the rule: "From each 

according to his ability, to each according to his needs", i.e., when people have become so 

accustomed to observing the fundamental rules of social intercourse and when their labor has 

become so productive that they will voluntarily work according to their ability. "The narrow 

horizon of bourgeois law", which compels one to calculate with the heartlessness of a Shylock 

whether one has not worked half an hour more than anybody else--this narrow horizon will then 

be left behind. There will then be no need for society, in distributing the products, to regulate 

the quantity to be received by each; each will take freely "according to his needs". 

From the bourgeois point of view, it is easy to declare that such a social order is "sheer utopia" 

and to sneer at the socialists for promising everyone the right to receive from society, without 

any control over the labor of the individual citizen, any quantity of truffles, cars, pianos, etc. 

Even to this day, most bourgeois “savants” confine themselves to sneering in this way, thereby 

betraying both their ignorance and their selfish defence of capitalism. 

Ignorance--for it has never entered the head of any socialist to “promise” that the higher phase 

of the development of communism will arrive; as for the greatest socialists' forecast that it will 

arrive, it presupposes not the present ordinary run of people, who, like the seminary students in 

Pomyalovsky's stories,
[2]

 are capable of damaging the stocks of public wealth "just for fun", and 

of demanding the impossible. 

Until the “higher” phase of communism arrives, the socialists demand the strictest control by 

society and by the state over the measure of labor and the measure of consumption; but this 

control must start with the expropriation of the capitalists, with the establishment of workers' 
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control over the capitalists, and must be exercised not by a state of bureaucrats, but by a state of 

armed workers. 

The selfish defence of capitalism by the bourgeois ideologists (and their hangers-on, like the 

Tseretelis, Chernovs, and Co.) consists in that they substitute arguing and talk about the distant 

future for the vital and burning question of present-day politics, namely, the expropriation of the 

capitalists, the conversion of all citizens into workers and other employees of one huge 

“syndicate”--the whole state--and the complete subordination of the entire work of this 

syndicate to a genuinely democratic state, the state of the Soviets of Workers' and Soldiers' 

Deputies. 

In fact, when a learned professor, followed by the philistine, followed in turn by the Tseretelis 

and Chernovs, talks of wild utopias, of the demagogic promises of the Bolsheviks, of the 

impossibility of “introducing” socialism, it is the higher stage, or phase, of communism he has in 

mind, which no one has ever promised or even thought to “introduce”, because, generally 

speaking, it cannot be “introduced”. 

And this brings us to the question of the scientific distinction between socialism and 

communism which Engels touched on in his above-quoted argument about the incorrectness of 

the name "Social-Democrat". Politically, the distinction between the first, or lower, and the 

higher phase of communism will in time, probably, be tremendous. But it would be ridiculous to 

recognize this distinction now, under capitalism, and only individual anarchists, perhaps, could 

invest it with primary importance (if there still are people among the anarchists who have 

learned nothing from the “Plekhanov” conversion of the Kropotkins, of Grave, Corneliseen, and 

other “stars” of anarchism into social- chauvinists or "anarcho-trenchists", as Ghe, one of the 

few anarchists who have still preserved a sense of humor and a conscience, has put it). 

But the scientific distinction between socialism and communism is clear. What is usually called 

socialism was termed by Marx the “first”, or lower, phase of communist society. Insofar as the 

means of production becomes common property, the word “communism” is also applicable 

here, providing we do not forget that this is not complete communism. The great significance of 

Marx's explanations is that here, too, he consistently applies materialist dialectics, the theory of 

development, and regards communism as something which develops out of capitalism. Instead 

of scholastically invented, “concocted” definitions and fruitless disputes over words (What is 

socialism? What is communism?), Marx gives an analysis of what might be called the stages of 

the economic maturity of communism. 



In its first phase, or first stage, communism cannot as yet be fully mature economically and 

entirely free from traditions or vestiges of capitalism. Hence the interesting phenomenon that 

communism in its first phase retains "the narrow horizon of bourgeois law". Of course, 

bourgeois law in regard to the distribution of consumer goods inevitably presupposes the 

existence of the bourgeois state, for law is nothing without an apparatus capable of enforcing the 

observance of the rules of law. 

It follows that under communism there remains for a time not only bourgeois law, but even the 

bourgeois state, without the bourgeoisie! 

This may sound like a paradox or simply a dialectical conundrum of which Marxism is often 

accused by people who have not taken the slightest trouble to study its extraordinarily profound 

content. 

But in fact, remnants of the old, surviving in the new, confront us in life at every step, both in 

nature and in society. And Marx did not arbitrarily insert a scrap of “bourgeois” law into 

communism, but indicated what is economically and politically inevitable in a society emerging 

out of the womb of capitalism. 

Democracy means equality. The great significance of the proletariat's struggle for equality and of 

equality as a slogan will be clear if we correctly interpret it as meaning the abolition of classes. 

But democracy means only formal equality. And as soon as equality is achieved for all members 

of society in relation to ownership of the means of production, that is, equality of labor and 

wages, humanity will inevitably be confronted with the question of advancing further from 

formal equality to actual equality, i.e., to the operation of the rule "from each according to his 

ability, to each according to his needs". By what stages, by means of what practical measures 

humanity will proceed to this supreme aim we do not and cannot know. But it is important to 

realize how infinitely mendacious is the ordinary bourgeois conception of socialism as 

something lifeless, rigid, fixed once and for all, whereas in reality only socialism will be the 

beginning of a rapid, genuine, truly mass forward movement, embracing first the majority and 

then the whole of the population, in all spheres of public and private life. 

Democracy is of enormous importance to the working class in its struggle against the capitalists 

for its emancipation. But democracy is by no means a boundary not to be overstepped; it is only 

one of the stages on the road from feudalism to capitalism, and from capitalism to communism. 



Democracy is a form of the state, it represents, on the one hand, the organized, systematic use of 

force against persons; but, on the other hand, it signifies the formal recognition of equality of 

citizens, the equal right of all to determine the structure of, and to administer, the state. This, in 

turn, results in the fact that, at a certain stage in the development of democracy, it first welds 

together the class that wages a revolutionary struggle against capitalism--the proletariat, and 

enables it to crush, smash to atoms, wipe off the face of the earth the bourgeois, even the 

republican-bourgeois, state machine, the standing army, the police and the bureaucracy and to 

substitute for them a more democratic state machine, but a state machine nevertheless, in the 

shape of armed workers who proceed to form a militia involving the entire population. 

Here "quantity turns into quality": such a degree of democracy implies overstepping the 

boundaries of bourgeois society and beginning its socialist reorganization. If really all take part 

in the administration of the state, capitalism cannot retain its hold. The development of 

capitalism, in turn, creates the preconditions that enable really “all” to take part in the 

administration of the state. Some of these preconditions are: universal literacy, which has 

already been achieved in a number of the most advanced capitalist countries, then the "training 

and disciplining" of millions of workers by the huge, complex, socialized apparatus of the postal 

service, railways, big factories, large-scale commerce, banking, etc., etc. 

Given these economic preconditions, it is quite possible, after the overthrow of the capitalists 

and the bureaucrats, to proceed immediately, overnight, to replace them in the control over 

production and distribution, in the work of keeping account of labor and products, by the armed 

workers, by the whole of the armed population. (The question of control and accounting should 

not be confused with the question of the scientifically trained staff of engineers, agronomists, 

and so on. These gentlemen are working today in obedience to the wishes of the capitalists and 

will work even better tomorrow in obedience to the wishes of the armed workers.) 

Accounting and control--that is mainly what is needed for the "smooth working", for the proper 

functioning, of the first phase of communist society. All citizens are transformed into hired 

employees of the state, which consists of the armed workers. All citizens becomes employees and 

workers of a single countrywide state “syndicate”. All that is required is that they should work 

equally, do their proper share of work, and get equal pay; the accounting and control necessary 

for this have been simplified by capitalism to the utmost and reduced to the extraordinarily 

simple operations--which any literate person can perform--of supervising and recording, 

knowledge of the four rules of arithmetic, and issuing appropriate receipts.[1] 
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When the majority of the people begin independently and everywhere to keep such accounts 

and exercise such control over the capitalists (now converted into employees) and over the 

intellectual gentry who preserve their capitalist habits, this control will really become universal, 

general, and popular; and there will be no getting away from it, there will be "nowhere to go". 

The whole of society will have become a single office and a single factory, with equality of labor 

and pay. 

But this “factory” discipline, which the proletariat, after defeating the capitalists, after 

overthrowing the exploiters, will extend to the whole of society, is by no means our ideal, or our 

ultimate goal. It is only a necessary step for thoroughly cleansing society of all the infamies and 

abominations of capitalist exploitation, and for further progress. 

From the moment all members of society, or at least the vast majority, have learned to 

administer the state themselves, have taken this work into their own hands, have organized 

control over the insignificant capitalist minority, over the gentry who wish to preserve their 

capitalist habits and over the workers who have been thoroughly corrupted by capitalism--from 

this moment the need for government of any kind begins to disappear altogether. The more 

complete the democracy, the nearer the moment when it becomes unnecessary. The more 

democratic the “state” which consists of the armed workers, and which is "no longer a state in 

the proper sense of the word", the more rapidly every form of state begins to wither away. 

For when all have learned to administer and actually to independently administer social 

production, independently keep accounts and exercise control over the parasites, the sons of the 

wealthy, the swindlers and other "guardians of capitalist traditions", the escape from this 

popular accounting and control will inevitably become so incredibly difficult, such a rare 

exception, and will probably be accompanied by such swift and severe punishment (for the 

armed workers are practical men and not sentimental intellectuals, and they scarcely allow 

anyone to trifle with them), that the necessity of observing the simple, fundamental rules of the 

community will very soon become a habit. 

Then the door will be thrown wide open for the transition from the first phase of communist 

society to its higher phase, and with it to the complete withering away of the state. 

 

Footnotes 



[1] When the more important functions of the state are reduced to such accounting and control 

by the workers themselves, it will cease to be a "political state" and "public functions will lose 

their political character and become mere administrative functions" (cf. above, Chapter IV, 2, 

Engels' controversy with the anarchists). 

 

Bonus Reading 

The Housing Question 

In his work, The Housing Question (1872), Engels already took into account the experience of 

the Commune, and dealt several times with the tasks of the revolution in relation to the state. It 

is interesting to note that the treatment of this specific subject clearly revealed, on the one hand, 

points of similarity between the proletarian state and the present state--points that warrant 

speaking of the state in both cases--and, on the other hand, points of difference between them, 

or the transition to the destruction of the state. 

"How is the housing question to be settled then? In present-day society, it is settled just as any 

other social question: by the gradual economic levelling of demand and supply, a settlement 

which reproduces the question itself again and again and therefore is no settlement. How a 

social revolution would settle this question not only depends on the circumstances in each 

particular case, but is also connected with much more far-reaching questions, one of the most 

fundamental of which is the abolition of the antithesis between town and country. As it is not 

our task to create utopian systems for the organization of the future society, it would be more 

than idle to go into the question here. But one thing is certain: there is already a sufficient 

quantity of houses in the big cities to remedy immediately all real 'housing shortage', provided 

they are used judiciously. This can naturally only occur through the expropriation of the present 

owners and by quartering in their houses homeless workers or workers overcrowded in their 

present homes. As soon as the proletariat has won political power, such a measure prompted by 

concern for the common good will be just as easy to carry out as are other expropriations and 

billetings by the present-day state." (German edition, 1887, p. 22)
[1] 

The change in the form of state power is not examined here, but only the content of its activity. 

Expropriations and billetings take place by order even of the present state. From the formal 
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point of view, the proletarian state will also “order” the occupation of dwellings and 

expropriation of houses. But it is clear that the old executive apparatus, the bureaucracy, which 

is connected with the bourgeoisie, would simply be unfit to carry out the orders of the 

proletarian state. 

"... It must be pointed out that the 'actual seizure' of all the instruments of labor, the taking 

possession of industry as a whole by the working people, is the exact opposite of the Proudhonist 

'redemption'. In the latter case the individual worker becomes the owner of the dwelling, the 

peasant farm, the instruments of labor; in the former case, the 'working people' remain the 

collective owners of the houses, factories and instruments of labor, and will hardly permit their 

use, at least during a transitional period, by individuals or associations without compensation 

for the cost. In the same way, the abolition of property in land is not the abolition of ground rent 

but its transfer, if in a modified form, to society. The actual seizure of all the instruments of 

labor by the working people, therefore, does not at all preclude the retention of rent relations." 

(p.68) 

We shall examine the question touched upon in this passage, namely, the economic basis for the 

withering away of the state, in the next chapter. Engels expresses himself most cautiously. 

saying that the proletarian state would “hardly” permit the use of houses without payment, "at 

least during a transitional period". The letting of houses owed by the whole people to individual 

families presupposes the collection of rent, a certain amount of control, nd the employment of 

some standard in allotting the housing. All this calls for a certain form of state, but it does not at 

all call for a special military bureaucratic apparatus, with officials occupying especially 

privileged positions. The transition to a situation in which it will be possible to supply dwellings 

rent-free depends on the complete "withering away" of the state. 

Speaking of the Blanquists' adoption of the fundamental position of Marxism after the 

Commune and under the influence of its experience, Engels, in passing, formulates this position 

as follows: 

"... Necessity of political action by the proletariat and of its dictatorship as the transition to the 

abolition of classes and, with them, of the state...." (p.55) 

Addicts of hair-splitting criticism, or bourgeois "exterminators of Marxism", will perhaps see a 

contradiction between this recognition of the "abolition of the state" and repudiation of this 

formula as an anarchist one in the above passage from Anti-Dühring. It would not be surprising 
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if the opportunists classed Engels, too, as an “anarchist”, for it is becoming increasingly common 

with the social-chauvinists to accuse the internationalists of anarchism. 

Marxism has always taught that with the abolition of classes the state will also be abolished. The 

well-known passage on the "withering away of the state in Anti-Dühring accuses the anarchists 

not simply of favoring the abolition of the state, but of preaching that the state can be abolished 

“overnight”. 

As the now prevailing "Social-Democratic" doctrine completely distorts the relation of Marxism 

to anarchism on the question of the abolition of the state, it will be particularly useful to recall a 

certain controversy in which Marx and Engels came out against the anarchists. 

Controversy with the Anarchists 

This controversy took place in 1873. Marx and Engels contributed articles against the 

Proudhonists, “autonomists” or "anti- authoritarians", to an Italian socialist annual, and it was 

not until 1913 that these articles appeared in German in Neue Zeit.
[2]3 

"If the political struggle of the working class assumes revolutionary form," wrote Marx, 

ridiculing the anarchists for their repudiation of politics, "and if the workers set up their 

revolutionary dictatorship in place of the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie, they commit the 

terrible crime of violating principles, for in order to satisfy their wretched, vulgar everyday needs 

and to crush the resistance of the bourgeoisie, they give the state a revolutionary and transient 

form, instead of laying down their arms and abolishing the state." (Neue Zeit Vol.XXXII, 1, 

1913-14, p.40) 

It was solely against this kind of “abolition” of the state that Marx fought in refuting the 

anarchists! He did not at all oppose the view that the state would disappear when classes 

disappeared, or that it would be abolished when classes were abolished. What he did oppose was 

the proposition that the workers should renounce the use of arms, organized violence, that is, 

the state, which is to serve to "crush the resistance of the bourgeoisie". 

To prevent the true meaning of his struggle against anarchism from being distorted, Marx 

expressly emphasized the "revolutionary and transient form" of the state which the proletariat 

needs. The proletariat needs the state only temporarily. We do not after all differ with the 

anarchists on the question of the abolition of the state as the aim. We maintain that, to achieve 
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this aim, we must temporarily make use of the instruments, resources, and methods of state 

power against the exploiters, just as the temporary dictatorship of the oppressed class is 

necessary for the abolition of classes. Marx chooses the sharpest and clearest way of stating his 

case against the anarchists: After overthrowing the yoke of the capitalists, should the workers 

"lay down their arms", or use them against the capitalists in order to crush their resistance? But 

what is the systematic use of arms by ne class against another if not a "transient form" of state? 

Let every Social-Democrat ask himself: Is that how he has been posing the question of the state 

in controversy with the anarchists? Is that how it has been posed by the vast majority of the 

official socialist parties of the Second International? 

Engels expounds the same ideas in much greater detail and still more popularly. First of all he 

ridicules the muddled ideas of the Proudhonists, who call themselves "anti-authoritarians", i.e., 

repudiated all authority, all subordination, all power. Take a factory, a railway, a ship on the 

high seas, said Engels: is it not clear that not one of these complex technical establishments, 

based on the use of machinery and the systematic co-operation of many people, could function 

without a certain amount of subordination and, consequently, without a certain amount of 

authority or power? 

"... When I counter the most rabid anti-authoritarians with these arguments, they only answer 

they can give me is the following: Oh, that's true, except that here it is not a question of authority 

with which we vest our delegates, but of a commission! These people imagine they can change a 

thing by changing its name...." 

Having thus shown that authority and autonomy are relative terms, that the sphere of their 

application varies with the various phases of social development, that it is absurd to take them 

as absolutes, and adding that the sphere of application of machinery and large-scale production 

is steadily expanding, Engels passes from the general discussion of authority to the question of 

the state. 

"Had the autonomists," he wrote, "contented themselves with saying that the social organization 

of the future would allow authority only within the bounds which the conditions of production 

make inevitable, one could have come to terms with them. But they are blind to all facts that 

make authority necessary and they passionately fight the word. 

"Why do the anti-authoritarians not confine themselves to crying out against political authority, 

the state? All socialists are agreed that the state, and with it political authority, will disappear as 



a result of the coming social revolution, that is, that public functions will lose their political 

character and become mere administrative functions of watching over social interests. But the 

anti-authoritarians demand that the political state be abolished at one stroke, even before the 

social relations that gave both to it have been destroyed. They demand that the first act of the 

social revolution shall be the abolition of authority. 

"Have these gentlemen ever seen a revolution? A revolution is certainly the most authoritarian 

thing there is; it is an act whereby one part of the population imposes its will upon the other part 

by means of rifles, bayonets and cannon, all of which are highly authoritarian means. And the 

victorious party must maintain its rule by means of the terror which its arms inspire in the 

reactionaries. Would the Paris Commune have lasted more than a day if it had not used the 

authority of the armed people against the bourgeoisie? Cannot we, on the contrary, blame it for 

having made too little use of that authority? Therefore, one of two things: either that 

anti-authoritarians down't know what they are talking about, in which case they are creating 

nothing but confusion. Or they do know, and in that case they are betraying the cause of the 

proletariat. In either case they serve only reaction." (p.39) 

This argument touches upon questions which should be examined in connection with the 

relationship between politics and economics during the withering away of the state (the next 

chapter is devoted to this). These questions are: the transformation of public functions from 

political into simple functions of administration, and the "political state". This last term, one 

particularly liable to misunderstanding, indicates the process of the withering away of the state: 

at a certain stage of this process, the state which is withering away may be called a non-political 

state. 

Against, the most remarkable thing in this argument of Engels' is the way he states his case 

against the anarchists. Social-Democrats, claiming to be disciples of Engels, have argued on this 

subject against the anarchists millions of times since 1873, but they have not argued as Marxists 

could and should. The anarchist idea of abolition of the state is muddled and 

non-revolutionary--that is how Engels put it. It is precisely the revolution in its rise and 

development, with its specific tasks in relation to violence, authority, power, the state, that the 

anarchists refuse to see. 

The usual criticism of anarchism by present-day Social-Democrats has boiled down to the purest 

philistine banality: "We recognize the state, whereas the anarchists do not!" Naturally, such 

banality cannot but repel workers who are at all capable of thinking and revolutionary-minded. 



What Engels says is different. He stresses that all socialists recognize that the state will 

disappear as a result of the socialist revolution. He then deals specifically with the question of 

the revolution - the very question which, as a rule, the Social-Democrats evade out of 

opportunism, leaving it, so to speak, exclusively for the anarchists "to work out". And when 

dealing with this question, Engels takes the bull by the horns; he asks: should not the Commune 

have made more use of the revolutionary power of the state, that is, of the proletariat armed and 

organized as the ruling class? 

Prevailing official Social-Democracy usually dismissed the question of the concrete tasks of the 

proletariat in the revolution either with a philistine sneer, or, at best, with the sophistic evasion: 

"The future will show". And the anarchists were justified in saying about such Social-Democrats 

that they were failing in their task of giving the workers a revolutionary education. Engels draws 

upon the experience of the last proletarian revolution precisely for the purpose of making a most 

concrete study of what should be done by the proletariat, and in what manner, in relation to 

both the banks and the state. 

 

Discussion Questionss 

●​ In your own words, what is the state? What are some of its coercive mechanisms? 

●​ What are examples of state machinery that can take out,  or have taken out, parts of our 

movement? 

●​ What are some roadblocks for trying to  reform capitalism into socialism? 

●​ Why do some socialists want to smash the capitalist state? Can’t they just use the tools 

that’re already there to achieve their goals? 

●​ Is America a democracy? Is the Dictatorship of the Proletariat democratic? 

●​ Why would we need a dictatorship of the proletariat? 

●​ What’s the difference between socialism and communism? Can we go straight from 

capitalism to communism? 

●​ What could a new proletarian “state” look like if we don’t use the same state apparatus 

that our current oppressive state uses?  
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