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Background 

This is a beginner’s guide to studying the varying revolutionary Leftist perspectives on the question 

of the state and authoritarianism. The goal of most Leftists is to establish Communism, and even 

those who don’t want to establish Communism are inspired by the ideas expressed in The 

Communist Manifesto that was written by Marx and Engels in 1848.  

The Communist Manifesto was written around the time that Capitalism had taken root in Western 

Europe. The Communist Manifesto speaks of intense class divisions, and the way in which the 

working-class masses remain poor while creating wealth for a class of elites. 

Communist revolution is the idea that the working-class masses should seize power to abolish 

Capitalism and build a stateless and classless society. Still, the most well-known attempts at building 

Communism have involved states. Many persons tend to associate “Communism” with 

“dictatorship” – but why? If Communism is supposed to be stateless, why have successful 

revolutions by Communists become dictatorships? 

Most successful Communist revolutions in the world have been Marxist-Leninist, but none have 

accomplished true Communism, i.e. a stateless and classless society. Instead, they have attempted – 

with varying degrees of success – to establish Socialism. After taking state power, they use it to 

dismantle Capitalism and attempt to establish the foundations that should ideally lead to a 

Communist society. 

Some Communists, however, disagree with this approach and instead call for the state to be 

abolished immediately. They believe that states are inherently dictatorial, and that a state-based 

approach to Socialism will make Communism impossible to achieve, because the state would be 

self-preserving and end up oppressing the people instead of liberating them. These are the 

Anarchists. 

But are the Anarchists realistic? After the working class overthrows the Capitalists in one country, 

foreign Capitalist powers may work against them. The Capitalists and their sympathisers may still 

control some resources, and attempt to undermine the Socialist or Communist project. We have 

seen how countries like the USA and France have gone around destabilising countries; they have 

overthrown many Socialist and Communist leaders, including ‘Democratic Socialists’ like Salvador 

Allende and Michael Manley. In the face of constant foreign intervention, and the threat of ‘counter-

revolution’ (an attempt to reverse the working class revolution), isn’t the use of a state a more 

realistic approach? How would the gains of a revolution, like Cuba’s, be protected without the use of 

a very strong state? 
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What Marxist-Leninists would argue is that a state or dictatorship is not inherently a negative thing; 

what matters to Marxist-Leninists is which class holds power. Let us use ‘the sword’ as an analogy 

for the state. What Anarchists would be saying is that the sword is bad; what the Marxist-Leninists 

would be saying is that the sword is neither good nor bad, and that what matters is who holds the 

sword, i.e. whether it is the wealthy elites or the working-class masses. 

Both the Anarchist and Marxist-Leninist recognise that it is Capitalist who holds the sword, and 

both want to disarm the Capitalist. The difference is that the Anarchist wants to take the sword and 

destroy it immediately, whereas the Marxist-Leninist wants to use the sword to subdue the Capitalist 

before destroying it, because the Capitalist can make another sword. 

So which approach makes more sense to you? Can Communism (a society that has no classes or a 

state) be established immediately after a hypothetical revolution, or will there have to be a transition 

period that involves a strong Socialist state? 
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Readings 

Here are readings that you could do for yourself, to get a better grasp of the different arguments on 

the topic. The key readings are essential; the other readings are very important, but of less priority.  

We do not necessarily agree with the content of all the sources that we share. The sources take very 

different – and often opposing – stances on the same issue. We encourage everyone to read and 

think critically to determine their own stance. 

Key Readings: 

- “On the Principles of Political Morality” (Robespierre 1794) 

- “Statism and Anarchy” (Bakunin 1873) 

-  “On Authority” (Engels, On Authority 1872) 

- “Letter to Philipp Van Patten in New York” (Engels 1883) 

- “State and Revolution – Chapter 5” (Lenin 1917) 

- “On the People’s Democratic Dictatorship” (Mao 1949) 

- “Solution to the Problem of Democracy: The Authority of the People” (Gaddafi 1975) 

Other Readings: 

- “What is Authority?” (Bakunin 1871) 

- “Letter from Engels to Theodore Cuno” (Engels 1872) 

- “Anarchism or Socialism?” (Stalin 1906) 

- “State and Revolution – Chapter 1” (Lenin 1917) 

- “State and Revolution – Chapter 3” (Lenin 1917)  

- “Marxism Versus Liberalism” (Stalin 1934) 

- “What the Grenada Revolution Can Teach Us About People’s Power” (Nangwaya 2016) 

- “Why You Shouldn’t Romanticise the BPP” (Nangwaya 2016) 

  

https://www.marxists.org/history/france/revolution/robespierre/1794/political-morality.htm
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/bakunin/works/1873/statism-anarchy.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1872/10/authority.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1883/letters/83_04_18.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev/ch05.htm
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-works/volume-4/mswv4_65.htm
https://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/gaddafi/ch01.htm
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/bakunin/works/various/authrty.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1872/letters/72_01_24.htm
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/stalin/works/1906/12/x01.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev/ch01.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev/ch03.htm
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/stalin/works/1934/07/23.htm
http://www.telesurtv.net/english/opinion/What-the-Grenada-Revolution-Can-Teach-Us-About-Peoples-Power-20161019-0025.html
https://www.pambazuka.org/pan-africanism/why-you-shouldn%E2%80%99t-romanticize-black-panther-party
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Excerpts 

These are excerpts from the Key Readings, which make specific points on the topic. 

One of the architects of the Reign of Terror, Robespierre saw the use of force as neutral; what 

mattered was what the user of force intended to accomplish or protect.  

“The steel that glistens in the hands of the heroes of liberty resembles the sword with which the satellites of 

tyranny are armed. Let the despot govern by terror his debased subjects; he is right as a despot: conquer by 

terror the enemies of liberty and you will be right as founders of the republic. The government in a revolution 

is the despotism of liberty against tyranny.” (Robespierre 1794) 

Bakunin disregards the character of the state, insisting that states and hierarchies function in the 

same oppressive way, regardless of which class is the ruling class:  

“But the people will feel no better if the stick with which they are being beaten is labelled ‘the people’s stick.’ ” 

(Bakunin 1873) 

Here, Engels responds to the Anarcho-Communist call to abolish the state immediately. He insists 

that the state cannot be abolished until after the class structure of society is changed, and he 

emphasises the importance of the revolution defending itself from counter-revolution: 

“But the anti-authoritarians demand that the political state be abolished at one stroke, even before the social 

conditions that gave birth 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 the act whereby one part of the population imposes its will upon the 

other part by means of rifles, bayonets and cannon — authoritarian means, if such there be at all; and if the 

victorious party does not want to have fought in vain, it must maintain this rule by means of the terror which 

its arms inspire in the reactionists. Would the Paris Commune have lasted a single day if it had not made use 

of this authority of the armed people against the bourgeois?” (Engels 1872)  
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In a letter to Philipp Van Patten, Engels sought to clarify (his and) Marx’s position on Anarchism. 

He explicitly mentioned state power as something necessary for the working class to use to carry out 

socio-economic change in their favour, and ridiculed the idea of immediately abolishing the state.  

“The working class must first take possession of the organised political power of the state and by its aid crush 

the resistance of the capitalist class and organise society anew. This is to be found already in The Communist 

Manifesto of 1847, Chapter II, Conclusion. The anarchists put the thing upside down. They declare that the 

proletarian revolution must begin by doing away with the political organisation of the state. But after its 

victory the sole organisation which the proletariat finds already in existence is precisely the state. This state 

may require very considerable alterations before it can fulfil its new functions. But to destroy it at such a 

moment would be to destroy the only organism by means of which the victorious proletariat can assert its 

newly-conquered power, hold down its capitalist adversaries and carry out that economic revolution of society” 

(Engels 1883) 

In Chapter 5 of State and Revolution, Lenin speaks on the necessity of a transition phase between 

Capitalism and Communism. He calls for a dictatorship of the proletariat, i.e. a strong state where 

the working class is the ruling class instead of the wealthy elites: 

“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.” (Lenin 1917) 

Here Mao admits that the ultimate goal of the Communist movement is to dismantle the state, but 

that the party and the state remain necessary as long as classes exist:  

“When classes disappear, all instruments of class struggle -- parties and the state machinery -- will lose their 

function, cease to be necessary, therefore gradually wither away and end their historical mission; and human 

society will move to a higher stage. We are the opposite of the political parties of the bourgeoisie. They are 

afraid to speak of the extinction of classes, state power and parties. We, on the contrary, declare openly that 

we are striving hard to create the very conditions which will bring about their extinction. ” (Mao 1949) 

Here, Gaddafi makes the claim that even a working-class dictatorship will eventually mimic 

bourgeois dictatorships: 

“Any class which inherits a society also inherits its characteristics. If the working class, for example, subdues 

all other classes of a particular society, it then becomes its only heir and forms its material and social base. 

The heir acquires the traits of those from whom it inherits, though this may not be evident all at once. With 

the passage of time, characteristics of the other eliminated classes will emerge within the ranks of the working 

class itself.” (Gaddafi 1975)  
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Questions to Answer 

You may answer these on your own time. These questions are for your guidance. This is not any sort 

of test or examination of your knowledge. You may keep your answers to yourself, or you may feel 

free to engage a self-organised study group or even LANDS in discourse on these things. 

1. Could you identify which sources favoured a state-based approach and which sources favoured 

an Anarchist approach? 

 

2. If a revolution aims to abolish Capitalism and establish a new system, do you think this is 

possible without the revolutionaries using state power? 

 

3. If the goal of Communism is a stateless and classless society, should abolishing the state be the  

first priority of Communists? 

 

4. Can the state and/or classes be abolished instantly after a successful anti -Capitalist revolution? 

 

5. Should the state be abolished to set the material conditions for a post-state society, or should the 

material conditions for a post-state society be reached before the state is abolished? 

 

6. What are the benefits and drawbacks of a state-based Socialist approach to Communism? 

 

7. What are the benefits and drawbacks of an Anarchist approach to Communism? 

 

8. Is dictatorship inherently bad, or does it depend on the character of the state? 

 

9. What makes a state a dictatorship, and what makes a state democratic? Is it possible for a 

dictatorship to be democratic? 

 

10. Can a strong state be democratic? 

 

11. Can a weak state protect the interests of the people? 

 

12. Can the people’s interests be protected without a state at all? 
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