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Vladimir Lenin

From Chapter V.  The Economic Basis for the Withering Away of the State.

 2.  The Transition from Capitalism to Communism

* * * * *

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", "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. 

* * * * *

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 in close contact with the oppressed classes in their
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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.
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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 occasions 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
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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.

4. The Higher Phase of Communist Society 

* * * * *

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 exploitation of the capitalists. 

* * * * *

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". 

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 farther, 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 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,
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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.

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. 
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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. 

SOURCE:  http://www.socialistparty.org.uk/Lenin/staterev/
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