The search for a perfect society... Communism

Forerunners of communism

Plato's Republic (4th century BCE) - no private property, small group would rule

Sir Thomas More's Utopia (England - 16th century) - ideal island, common ownership and no poverty

Mikhail Bakunin (Russia - 19th century) - anarchisim; collective ownership and abolition of the state; terror and violence must destory the old order

Karl Marx - Principles of Marxism

Collaborated with Friedrich Engels - wrote The Communist Manifesto (1848) and Capital
     "A spectre is haunting Europe - the specter of communism." – Manifesto opening 

     "WORKERS OF ALL COUNTRIES, UNITE!" – closing line

Communism – portrayed as a political and economic system that would guarantee equality, prosperity and freedom for all.

dialectical materialism: Assumes that the world is always changing.  Materialism rejects religion and argues that all human history depends totally on what people do.  Dialectical explains the process of change:

Any situation (thesis) creates own destruction (antithesis) forming new order (synthesis)

class struggle:  “The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.” – Communist Manifesto

The ruling class sets up a political system to protect its own economic power.  It uses/invents moral values and religious beliefs to justify their rule and control the people.
Since no ruling class will voluntarily give up power, the change must be violent.

surplus value and the crisis of capitalism: This assumes there is a difference between wages of worker and value of goods.  This surplus value is considered rightful profit by the capitalist.  This is the equivalent of stealing from the worker.  

Marx saw this as leading to a crisis where workers couldn’t purchase enough.  This led to increased competition and resulted in lower wages to the worker.  This would spiral.

dictatorship of the proletariat:  Marx referred to the working class as the proletariat.  He believed they would learn to cooperate and ultimately overthrow the capitalist, then owning the means of production.  A new “dictatorship of the proletariat” would emerge.

After the capitalists were destroyed, the dictatorship would dissolve.  This would initiate a period of socialism, where parts of the old order remained.  This would wither away over time, leaving true communism.  Social classes and the evils of society would then disappear.

“From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs.”

inevitable triumph of communism:  Marx and Engels believed this process was inevitable.  They based their writings on a “scientific study” of history.  They concluded that the time was right for socialism and, eventually, communism.

Communism “in action”

Leninism:  Vladimir Lenin’s vision also drew upon Russia’s tradition of revolution.  Lenin had less faith in the workers, believing that a group or “professional revolutionaries” was needed to spur change.  Otherwise, small advances would satisfy the workers.

Lenin also believed that communism could come more quickly than Marx did.  Force could overthrow capitalism, and it would spread through Europe.

Stalinism:  Joseph Stalin incorporated many of the tactics and techniques of “old Russia.”  He governed more like Ivan the Terrible or Peter the Great, and his violence would have shocked Marx.  

Stalin believed that the state was necessary, and that it should grow even stronger.  He also felt Russia could build socialism on its own, not depending on a “world revolution.”

Maoism:  In China, Mao Zedong adapted Marx’ ideas to suit his own needs.  He placed much more emphasis on the countryside than the urban proletariat.  The peasants were to be mobilized by the party.  He was initially less interested in industrial development, and his version of communism closely linked political ideas with military power. According to Mao, “political power comes from the barrel of the gun."

