
communist manifesto on anarchism
Introduction

The relationship between communism and anarchism, often perceived as allies in radical
social critique, is far more complex and historically contested than a surface-level
understanding might suggest. While both ideologies fundamentally challenge the
legitimacy of the state and advocate for a society free from exploitation and oppression,
their proposed pathways to achieving this stateless utopia diverge significantly. This
article delves into the nuanced interplay between communist thought, particularly as
articulated in The Communist Manifesto, and anarchist principles, exploring their common
ground, critical differences, and the historical debates that have shaped their coexistence
and conflict. Understanding the communist manifesto on anarchism requires examining
their shared critiques of capitalism and the state, as well as their contrasting visions for
post-revolutionary society. We will explore how Marx and Engels, the authors of the
Manifesto, viewed anarchism and how anarchist thinkers responded to Marxist theories,
providing a comprehensive overview for those seeking to understand this pivotal
ideological discourse.
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What is Anarchism? Core Principles and Visions

Anarchism, in its broadest sense, is a political philosophy that advocates for self-governed
societies based on voluntary institutions. Anarchists believe that the state is unnecessary,
undesirable, and harmful. They argue that the state inherently relies on coercion,
hierarchy, and the suppression of individual liberty and collective autonomy. Core to



anarchist thought is the principle of mutual aid, emphasizing cooperation and voluntary
association as the natural basis for social organization, rather than competition or
imposed authority. Various schools of anarchist thought exist, including anarcho-
communism, anarcho-syndicalism, individualist anarchism, and mutualism, each offering
distinct perspectives on how a stateless society might function.

Key Tenets of Anarchism

Abolition of the State: Anarchists see the state as the primary instrument of
oppression and exploitation.

Rejection of Hierarchy: They oppose all forms of imposed authority, including
economic, political, and social hierarchies.

Emphasis on Voluntary Association: Social order is envisioned as arising from free
agreements and cooperation between individuals and groups.

Individual Liberty and Collective Autonomy: Anarchists strive for a society where
individuals are free from coercion and can collectively manage their affairs.

Mutual Aid and Solidarity: Cooperation and reciprocal support are seen as the
foundation of a just society.

Anarchists envision a society organized through decentralized federations of communes,
worker cooperatives, and community assemblies. Decisions are made through direct
democracy or consensus, and resources are managed collectively or according to
principles of free association and mutual consent. The goal is to create a truly free society
where individuals can flourish without the constraints of governmental or capitalist
domination.

What is Communism? The Marxist Perspective

Communism, particularly as theorized by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, is a
socioeconomic system structured upon common ownership of the means of production and
the absence of social classes, money, and the state. It is envisioned as the final stage of
historical development, following capitalism and socialism. According to Marxist theory,
capitalism inherently creates class struggle between the bourgeoisie (owners of capital)
and the proletariat (wage laborers). This struggle, driven by the exploitation of labor, will
ultimately lead to a proletarian revolution.

The Marxist Conception of Class Struggle
Marx and Engels famously argued in The Communist Manifesto that "The history of all



hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles." They posited that under
capitalism, the bourgeoisie extracts surplus value from the labor of the proletariat, leading
to alienation and immiseration. This inherent contradiction, they believed, would propel
the working class to overthrow the capitalist system.

The Transition to Communism
The Marxist path to communism typically involves a transitional phase known as the
"dictatorship of the proletariat." During this period, the working class, organized as the
ruling class, would seize control of the state and use it to suppress counter-revolutionary
forces, dismantle the vestiges of capitalism, and prepare society for the abolition of the
state itself. This phase is seen as necessary to clear the ground for a truly classless society
where the state, having served its purpose in the transition, would "wither away."

The Communist Manifesto's Stance on Anarchism

While The Communist Manifesto and Marxist communism share a critique of capitalism
and the state as oppressive forces, their views on anarchism, particularly during the time
of Marx and Engels, were largely critical. Marx and Engels viewed anarchism as a
misguided, albeit sometimes well-intentioned, approach to achieving a stateless society.
They saw anarchist methods as utopian and impractical, failing to account for the
necessary stages of historical development and the realities of class struggle.

Marx and Engels's Critique of Proudhonian Anarchism
A significant portion of Marx's critique, as detailed in works like The Poverty of
Philosophy, was directed at Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, a prominent anarchist thinker.
Proudhon advocated for mutualism, a system of worker cooperatives and mutual credit
banks, believing these could gradually undermine capitalism and the state without a
violent revolution. Marx found this approach too reformist and insufficient to overcome
the fundamental power structures of capitalism. He argued that Proudhon’s ideas, while
critiquing existing property relations, did not go far enough to abolish private property in
the means of production entirely, nor did they acknowledge the necessity of a
revolutionary seizure of power.

The Role of the State in Marxist Theory
The most significant point of contention between Marxists and anarchists, implicitly
present in the Manifesto's broader arguments, is the role of the state. Marxists believed
that the state, as an instrument of class oppression, would need to be temporarily seized
and utilized by the proletariat to suppress the bourgeoisie and transition to communism.
In contrast, anarchists rejected any transitional role for the state, viewing it as inherently
corrupting and incompatible with liberation. For anarchists, the state must be abolished
immediately, not temporarily controlled.



Key Differences: State, Revolution, and Social
Organization

The divergence between communist and anarchist thought, as highlighted by their
differing interpretations of the Manifesto's implications, centers on three crucial areas:
the role of the state, the nature of revolution, and the organization of post-revolutionary
society.

The State: Instrument or Obstacle?
Communists, following Marx, saw the state as a tool that, after being captured by the
proletariat, could be used to dismantle capitalist structures and guide society towards
communism. This "dictatorship of the proletariat" was envisioned as a temporary but
necessary phase. Anarchists, however, viewed the state as an inherently oppressive
institution that could never be used for liberation. They argued that any attempt to control
the state would inevitably lead to new forms of authoritarianism, regardless of the
intentions of those in power. For anarchists, the state's abolition must be immediate and
total.

Revolutionary Strategy: Centralization vs.
Decentralization
The Communist Manifesto implicitly champions a more centralized approach to revolution,
driven by the organized proletariat, potentially leveraging state power. Marx and Engels
believed that a class-conscious and organized working class, acting collectively, was the
engine of change. Anarchists, conversely, favored decentralized, spontaneous, and often
localized forms of resistance and revolution. They emphasized the power of federated
communes and direct action, distrusting any form of centralized authority, even if
established by the revolutionaries themselves. The idea of a vanguard party, often
associated with later Marxist-Leninist movements but having roots in Marx's emphasis on
organized class action, was anathema to anarchists.

Social Organization: From State Control to Free
Association
The envisioned post-revolutionary societies also differed starkly. Communist theory, post-
revolution and post-state "withering away," predicted a society organized around
communal ownership and production, managed through collective decision-making
processes that, while stateless, might still retain some structured organizational forms
derived from the transitional state. Anarchist visions, however, were consistently focused
on immediate self-governance through free association, federations of autonomous
communities, and decentralized decision-making bodies like workers' councils or local
assemblies, all operating without any overarching coercive authority.



Historical Interactions and Debates between
Communists and Anarchists

The relationship between communists and anarchists has been marked by intense debate
and often acrimonious splits, particularly within the First International (International
Workingmen's Association). While initially sharing common goals of overthrowing
capitalism and liberating the working class, their fundamental disagreements over the
state and revolutionary strategy led to significant conflict.

The First International and the Marx-Bakunin Split
The First International was a crucial battleground for these ideological differences.
Mikhail Bakunin, a leading anarchist figure, clashed vehemently with Karl Marx. Bakunin
accused Marx and his followers of authoritarian tendencies and an excessive reliance on
state power, even a workers' state. Marx, in turn, viewed Bakunin's approach as simplistic
and lacking a concrete strategy for dismantling the capitalist state. This ideological rift,
culminating in Bakunin's expulsion from the International in 1872, deeply divided the
burgeoning socialist and labor movements.

Key Figures in the Debate

Karl Marx: Advocated for a transitional workers' state.

Friedrich Engels: Co-author of The Communist Manifesto, shared Marx's critique of
anarchism.

Mikhail Bakunin: A leading proponent of revolutionary anarchism, opposed any form
of state control.

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon: An early anarchist thinker whose mutualist ideas were
directly critiqued by Marx.

Peter Kropotkin: A prominent anarchist who advocated for anarcho-communism,
emphasizing mutual aid.

These historical interactions underscore the deep ideological chasm, even as both sides
sought a society free from capitalist exploitation. The debates were not merely academic;
they had profound implications for the organization and direction of revolutionary
movements worldwide.



Anarchist Critiques of Communist Revolutionary
Strategies

From an anarchist perspective, the strategies implied or later developed by Marxists,
particularly concerning the seizure and use of state power, were fundamentally flawed.
Anarchists consistently argued that the path to liberation could not involve instruments of
oppression.

The "Authoritarian Tendency" of Marxist States
Anarchists warned that the establishment of a "dictatorship of the proletariat" would
inevitably lead to the perpetuation and consolidation of state power. They argued that any
group holding monopoly over coercive force would be tempted to use it to maintain its
own position, leading to a new form of tyranny, often referred to as state socialism or state
capitalism. Historical examples of states that identified as Marxist were frequently cited
by anarchists as proof of this inherent danger.

Distrust of Centralized Authority
Central to anarchist critique was an unwavering distrust of centralized authority,
regardless of its origin or stated intentions. They believed that decision-making should
remain at the most local and decentralized level possible, allowing for direct participation
and control by the affected individuals. The idea of a vanguard party, or any centralized
leadership, was seen as a potential precursor to an authoritarian regime, undermining the
very principles of freedom and equality they sought to achieve.

Communist Critiques of Anarchist Approaches

Conversely, communists and Marxists often criticized anarchist strategies as being
impractical, utopian, and insufficient to overcome the entrenched power of the capitalist
state and bourgeoisie. They saw anarchism as lacking a viable mechanism for achieving
and defending a social revolution.

Lack of a Strategy for State Dismantlement
Marxists argued that anarchists failed to provide a concrete plan for how the existing state
apparatus, with its military, police, and bureaucracy, would be dismantled or rendered
impotent. They believed that simply advocating for the state's abolition was insufficient
without a strategy for seizing power and suppressing counter-revolutionary forces. The
Manifesto itself, in its call for the proletariat to "raise itself to be the ruling class," hints at
a necessary, albeit temporary, engagement with state power.



"Spontaneity" and the Potential for Chaos
While valuing the spirit of rebellion and direct action, Marxists often viewed anarchist
reliance on spontaneous uprisings and decentralized organization as potentially leading to
chaos and ineffectiveness. They believed that a successful revolution required disciplined
organization, strategic planning, and a clear understanding of historical materialism,
elements they felt were often lacking in purely anarchist approaches. The Communist
Manifesto's emphasis on the organized, class-conscious proletariat reflects this concern
for strategic organization.

Contemporary Relevance: Re-examining the
Communist Manifesto on Anarchism

In the 21st century, the enduring questions posed by the Communist Manifesto on
anarchism continue to resonate. While the world has changed dramatically since Marx and
Engels penned their work, the core critiques of capitalism, inequality, and state power
remain highly relevant. Contemporary social movements often grapple with the same
tensions that divided Marxists and anarchists a century ago.

Lessons for Modern Social Movements
Many contemporary anarchist and communist groups engage in coalition politics, seeking
common ground despite ideological differences. Understanding the historical debates
surrounding the Communist Manifesto and anarchism offers valuable insights into the
potential pitfalls and opportunities of such collaborations. It highlights the importance of
defining clear goals, strategies, and organizational principles when challenging
established power structures.

The Evolving Debate on the State
The debate over the state's role in achieving social change remains active. As new forms of
governance and resistance emerge, the differing perspectives of communism and
anarchism offer distinct frameworks for analysis. Some argue that certain stateless forms
of organization, inspired by anarchist principles, can be effective in specific contexts,
while others maintain that a transitional state apparatus, as envisioned by Marx, is still
necessary to protect revolutionary gains.

Conclusion: The Enduring Dialogue

In conclusion, the relationship between the Communist Manifesto and anarchism is a
complex tapestry woven from shared critiques and fundamental disagreements. Both
ideologies arose from a profound dissatisfaction with capitalist society and the injustices
of the state. However, their proposed solutions—particularly regarding the role of the



state, the nature of revolution, and the organization of a liberated society—placed them in
ideological opposition. The Communist Manifesto's implicit advocacy for a proletarian
state in the transition to communism directly challenged the anarchist commitment to the
immediate abolition of all state power. The historical debates, epitomized by the Marx-
Bakunin split, reveal the deep-seated ideological rifts that continue to inform discussions
about social transformation today. Ultimately, understanding the communist manifesto on
anarchism requires appreciating both their common aspirations for a more just world and
their irreconcilable differences in the methods and structures proposed to achieve it.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary point of contention between the
Communist Manifesto and anarchist thought?
The Communist Manifesto, while aiming for a stateless society, advocates for a
transitional 'dictatorship of the proletariat' to achieve this, which anarchists reject as a
form of state power that will inevitably perpetuate itself and oppress the working class.

How does the Communist Manifesto view the state, and
how does this differ from anarchist perspectives?
The Manifesto sees the state as an instrument of class oppression that must be seized and
utilized by the proletariat to dismantle capitalism. Anarchists, conversely, view the state
itself as inherently oppressive and advocate for its immediate abolition, without any
transitional phase.

Does the Communist Manifesto acknowledge any
common goals with anarchism?
Yes, both ideologies share the ultimate goal of a stateless, classless society free from
exploitation. However, their proposed methods and the role of the state in achieving this
end are fundamentally different.

What criticisms might an anarchist level against the
'dictatorship of the proletariat' proposed in the
Communist Manifesto?
Anarchists would criticize the 'dictatorship of the proletariat' as a dangerous
concentration of power, arguing that any such state, even if intended to be temporary,
creates a new ruling class and undermines the principles of freedom and self-governance.

How does the concept of 'abolition of class' differ in the



Communist Manifesto compared to anarchist
approaches?
The Manifesto proposes the abolition of class through the state control of the means of
production and a planned economy, aiming to eliminate bourgeois property ownership.
Anarchists seek to abolish class through the immediate dismantling of all hierarchical
structures, including the state and private property, and the establishment of
decentralized, voluntary associations.

Can the Communist Manifesto be considered a
precursor to anarchism in any way, despite their
differences?
While advocating for different paths, both the Communist Manifesto and anarchist
thinkers emerged from critiques of capitalism and early industrial society. Both sought to
empower the working masses and move towards a society free from oppression and
exploitation, making them part of a broader socialist and anti-authoritarian intellectual
tradition.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the intersection of communist ideals and anarchist
principles, presented as requested:

1.

The Communist Roots of Anarchism
This book explores the historical and philosophical connections between early communist
thinkers and emergent anarchist thought. It delves into how shared critiques of capitalism
and the state laid the groundwork for both ideologies. The text highlights how early
communalist ideas, often associated with communism, significantly influenced anarchist
thinkers seeking stateless societies. It examines instances where communal living and
economic distribution were envisioned without centralized authority.

2.

Anarcho-Communism: A Reconsideration
This work critically examines the core tenets of anarcho-communism, a fusion of anarchist
and communist ideas. It analyzes the feasibility and ethical implications of a stateless,
classless society based on communal ownership and free association. The book
investigates how resources and labor would be managed and distributed in such a system.
It also addresses potential challenges and offers contemporary interpretations of these
enduring principles.

3.



Beyond the State: Communist Strategies for Stateless
Societies
This title investigates various communist strategies that operate outside of or actively
dismantle state structures, a core concern for anarchism. It looks at historical and
theoretical models of stateless communism, focusing on decentralized planning and
collective decision-making. The book examines how production and distribution could be
managed through voluntary cooperation and communal agreements. It aims to bridge the
gap between communist aspirations for equality and anarchist demands for freedom from
coercion.

4.

The Commune as a Communist-Anarchist Ideal
This book posits the historical and theoretical significance of the commune as a model for
both communist and anarchist societies. It analyzes different historical communes,
evaluating their success in achieving communist principles without state intervention. The
text explores how communal living can foster solidarity, mutual aid, and direct democracy.
It argues that the commune represents a practical embodiment of stateless, communal
ownership and self-governance.

5.

Mutual Aid and Revolution: A Communist-Anarchist
Synthesis
This work explores the concept of mutual aid, a cornerstone of anarchist thought, as a
vehicle for achieving communist aims. It argues that fostering voluntary cooperation and
reciprocal support is essential for dismantling capitalist exploitation and state oppression.
The book examines how mutual aid networks can serve as the foundation for a communist
society built on principles of equality and freedom. It presents a compelling case for
integrating these practices into revolutionary strategy.

6.

The Abolition of Property: Communist-Anarchist
Perspectives
This title delves into the shared communist-anarchist critique of private property and its
role in creating inequality and coercion. It examines arguments for the communal
ownership of the means of production and distribution, eliminating class distinctions. The
book explores various theoretical frameworks for managing resources and satisfying
needs in a propertyless society. It highlights the common goal of liberation from economic
exploitation through collective stewardship.

7.



From Marx to Bakunin: The Divergent Paths of
Communism and Anarchism
This comparative study traces the intellectual lineage and historical divergences between
Marxian communism and Bakuninist anarchism, while also seeking common ground. It
analyzes their shared critiques of capitalism and the state, as well as their fundamental
disagreements on revolutionary strategy and the nature of post-revolutionary society. The
book highlights areas where their ideas overlapped in the pursuit of a classless,
egalitarian society. It explores the legacy of these foundational thinkers.

8.

The Unfinished Revolution: Communist Goals in an
Anarchist Framework
This book re-examines the ultimate goals of communism – such as the abolition of scarcity
and alienation – through an explicitly anarchist lens. It questions whether these ideals can
be fully realized without addressing the inherent authoritarianism often associated with
state communism. The text proposes how anarchist principles of decentralization and
direct action can provide a more robust pathway to achieving communist aspirations. It
focuses on building a truly emancipatory society.

9.

The General Strike as a Communist-Anarchist Tactic
This work analyzes the general strike not only as a tool for worker liberation but as a
potent tactic for enacting communist-anarchist transformation. It explores how a
widespread cessation of labor can disrupt capitalist production and challenge state
authority simultaneously. The book examines historical examples and theoretical
applications of the general strike as a means to establish decentralized worker control and
communal self-governance. It argues for its strategic importance in achieving both
communist and anarchist objectives.
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