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Marx’s Utopia: Communism


Karl Marx and Friedrich Engles are considered the founding fathers of modern Communism. Together, they wrote their ideas in Communist Manifesto, in which they founded an idea of overthrowing capitalism and creating an utopian society where the government owned all the property and controlled the economy while the working class had common ownership of goods and religion was abandoned. There would be low levels of unemployment, housing provided at a minimal rent, and medical and education services would be virtually free (Cameron 110). They called it Communism, a political and economic theory based off of these facts. This theory, like every other political idea, on paper appears as if it would be successful, but throughout history we have seen time and time again that Communism turns into a dystopia. “Why has it failed?” you might ask yourself. In this essay I will show why Communism has been unsuccessful thus far throughout history and tell why it will continue to create dystopias.


The number one reason that Communist countries are bound to fail is we, as humans, are power hungry, and once we gain a certain power, we abuse it. When Marx and Engles created the idea of Communism, they envisioned the working class overtaking the capitalist government, a dictator setting up a new government, and over time the dictatorship would disappear (Colegrove 52). But once the dictator gains control of the new society, he refuses to gives up his power because he would be viewed as a commoner. The USSR was the first nation to try out Communism. Marx had predicted that war would be the outcome of economic competition in capitalist countries, and that’s exactly what happened in Russia with the Communist Revolution of 1917 (Hudeldson 61). Vladimir Lenin led the revolt and became Russia’s first dictator (Colegrove 54). By uniting the classes together, Lenin had enough support to overthrow the opposition. Joseph Stalin was appointed by Lenin to be the general secretary of the Communist party. After Lenin’s death in 1924, somebody needed to emerge as the leader for the USSR, and in 1928, Stalin won support of the Bolshevik party over Leon Trotsky and he created his own form of Communism: Stalinism (Yoder 20-21).


Stalin established a series of five-year plans with the goal of building up Russia’s heavy industry as a source for further development, the first coming in 1929. Throughout the 1930s Stalin put forth two more five-year plans that would increase Russia’s power, but the state wasn’t gradually disappearing like Mark and Engles had predicted, rather, Stalin was creating a totalitarian dictatorship (Yoder 21).  Stalin had broken the mold of Marx’s and Engles’ ideas. He not only began using military force to capture countries and turn them into Communist states during World War II, but he also made class divisions inside of his own state. At the top were government officials and at the bottom were prisoners in slave labor camps; anything from scientists to peasants were in between (Colegrove 61). One of the most famous lines from Communist Manifesto, “The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.”, tells us that class systems do nothing but harm a state, which is what Stalin had done (Cameron 18). 


Stalin led the USSR into the Cold War against the United States, conflicts with Korea and Vietnam, and created an economic crisis that ultimately led to the downfall of the USSR. After Stalin’s death in 1953, many leaders took over until Mikhail Gorbachev was the final leader of Communist Russia, taking control in 1985. Gorbachev’s tried everything he could, implementing ideas called perestroika and glasnost to fix the economy, but the plans failed due to the corruption made by previous leaders, and on Christmas Day in 1991, the USSR collapsed (White 67-70). The USSR is the most infamous Communist state through out history, but it isn’t the only one.


Next, we take a look at the most powerful Communist nation today, China. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) formed in 1921 with thirteen delegates in the First Party Congress, but the party didn’t seize control of China until 1949 (Lawrence 1). During this time period between 1921 and 1949, Mao Zedong was the chief figure in leading the peasant-based revolution for communism in China. There were two tasks that Mao and his Communist followers had in mind: to gain political support from the peasants and to form an army competent of combating for supremacy. They did this through persuasive speeches that told poor peasants to rise up against those who oppressed and exploited them. Mao recruited  leaders of poor peasants to redistribute the land, lead cooperatives, and form local political institutions free of exterior forces. The peasants saw how the Communists were trying to bring change to their nation, and many of them joined the Communist armed forces (Hudelson 94). Building this support of the rural masses, the Communists won the battle of power against the Kuomintang and had control of China (Hudelson 95). 


After Mao had control of the country, he drafted the Constitution of Communist China in 1954. The Constitution is largely propaganda, making people believe that they live in a democratic society. In actuality, Mao had turned into the Chinese Stalin, creating a dictatorship that he ran until he resigned in 1959 (Colegrove 261). Mao had created a series of five-year plans with the goal of increasing the industrial and agricultural sectors, which he believed in turn would speed up the attainment of socialism in his society. These five-year plans backfired on him and were ultimately the down fall of Mao Zedong (Lawrence 55).


As I stated earlier, in theory, Communism could work and establish a utopia. When Marx had envisioned his perfect world, he had six main ideas, or commandments, that one would have to follow if they hoped to create this utopian society. The first and most important one was equality amongst the classes. During the time when Marx came up with these ideas, there was inequality amongst the classes. The wealthy landowners felt as though they were above and beyond everybody else, all the way down to the peasants. In due course though, Marx believed the industrial working class would rise up above all and not only take over the country, but also the world (Harvey 25-26). The second commandment stated that there was a scientific law that history followed. Marx had the same belief as his mentor, George Frederick Hegel (Harvey 27). Hegel believed that history followed a fixed, precise path that included “chance occurrences”, but these occurrences weren’t significant enough to matter (Burrell). Marx’s third commandment advocated work power. Marx visualized the strength through the number of workers would ultimately defeat the ruling classes through revolution. The fourth idea laid the ground work for the revolution. Marx said there would be so much violence that the ruling class would have no choice but to join the revolution (Harvey 30). The fifth commandment states that working men from all over the world would unite, throwing nationalism out the window (Harvey 32). Lastly, the sixth commandment declared that in order for the revolution to work, violence must be a factor, not gradual evolution (Harvey 32-33). Obviously Marx had more ideas that he believed in, but through these six commandments, Marx alleged that the world would become a better place: a utopia. 


Lenin is the one figure throughout history that has come closest to implementing Marx’s ideas. Lenin saw the economic struggles Russia had been going through, and used Marx’s theory of revolution to unite the classes (Chambliss).  Leading the Bolshevik Party into a civil war to defeat Tsar Nicholas’ government that lasted over eight years, Lenin successfully had full control of Russia, which later became the USSR (Harvey 46, 54). Mao Zedong adapted Marx’s ideas to fit the needs of China. Given the conditions, Mao focused on using the peasants in the countryside to help revolt. Mao also heavily used Lenin’s ideas to organize the government, economically and politically, which relied on Marx’s idea of forming a dictatorship once the working class gained power (Chambers Harp Publishers). Early in their reign, Lenin and Zedong had great support of the citizens in their country, and had them believing that a utopia was in reach.


But when we take a closer look at how the USSR and Communist China were ran, were clearly see that their respective leaders didn’t fully carry through with Marx’s idea of a utopia, but rather, they created what they felt was a utopia, but in actuality they had created a totalitarian dictatorship: a dystopia. The one major area where Lenin’s and Marx’s views differed was how the country should be controlled. Marx believed that over time, the entire nation would be able to govern themselves, whereas Lenin believed that a small, centralized, and highly qualified party should lead the revolution and then remain in power (Cull, Culbert, Welch). Lenin’s ideas only worked because of the state in which twentieth-century Russia was in economically and politically. Russia suffered greatly from the results of World War I, and the lower class was looking for reform in the government, which is what Lenin preached. When looking at Mao’s views compared to Marx’s, we see a much larger difference than those between Lenin and Marx. Mao used hierarchical lines which ultimately turned into a personal dictatorship. Although the practice of Communism is still used today in China, Maoism was so extreme that it was abandoned by future leaders after the failures of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution.


After looking at the USSR and China, we can see why Communism will continue to create dystopias rather than utopias. Humans nature tells us to be stronger, smarter, more powerful than everyone else. That is what we strive for, and when given the opportunity to have full control of a country, both economically and politically, we wouldn’t be so rash to give it up. This is what Marx had preached: that gradually over time the dictatorship set forth by the working class would wither away and a classes society would be able to govern themselves (Colegrove 52). Unfortunately for Marx, his dream of a utopia is one that the world will never see.
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