Background

The Paris Commune began in Paris in March 1871 and ended in May 1871. This was one of the first mass mobilisations of the workers that took power in Paris. They proclaimed themselves independent of the French central government and were ultimately suppressed by the central government. This event occurred after the defeat of French in Franco-Prussian (German) war of 1870.
CHAPTER 3

Experience of the Paris Commune of 1871: Marx’s analysis

1. In What Does the Heroism of the Communards Consist?
Lenin says that every proletariat revolution whether they succeed or fail in achieving their objective, gives us invaluable lessons. Social movements such as these are social experiments as important to the socialist theoreticians as lab experiments are for a scientist. These revolutions teach us about the practical aspects of revolution and the important theoretical conclusions that can be drawn from them. This is why Lenin argues that Marx welcomed the Paris Commune of 1871 even if it was “untimely”. One important theoretical conclusion that Marx drew was ‘that the “working class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made state machinery and wield it for its own purposes”’ (p.33). This means that ‘the “precondition of any real people’s revolution” is the break-up, the shattering of the “ready-made state machinery”’.
What constitutes a people’s revolution?

It is when ‘the enormous majority… makes its appearance actively, independently with its own economic and political demands.’(Underlined by me). This is the reason why the bourgeois revolutions like the Portuguese (1910) and Young Turk revolution (1908) cannot be regarded as people’s revolution.

Lenin argues that for a successful people’s revolution it is necessary for workers and peasants who make up the majority to unite. What makes this union possible is that both peasants and workers are oppressed by the state under capitalism. Therefore the workers and peasants must destroy the ‘state machinery’ and once this is done, they should replace ‘it [bourgeois state] by something new.’ This, however raises the question of replacing bourgeois state ‘by what exactly’?
Discussion

2. What is to Replace the Shattered State Machinery
Lenin says that looking at the communist manifesto of 1848 it is clear that Marx had a vague idea of the nature of the socialist state. However it was only after real ‘experience’ of mass movements that Marx formed a concrete idea of socialist state.

As the class antagonism progresses in the bourgeois society, state becomes the national tool of capital to rule over labour, which means that state directly oppresses all those workers that live in that country. The bourgeois state achieves this through centralisation of power and its machinery – the ‘standing army, police, bureaucracy and judiciary.’

The Paris Commune was the exact opposite (‘antithesis’) of bourgeois state. Since the Paris Commune abolished the standing army. “The police was at once stripped of its political attributes”. The judiciary removed as a “sham independent” body and along with police was subject to election and recall (no term-limit i.e. the elected officials who perform unsatisfactorily can be dismissed). 
These changes were made possible by the advance in technology – ‘large-scale production, factories, railways, the postal service, telephones, etc’. Therefore there is no longer any need for the bureaucrats like head of the government, since the majority can make decisions of state directly. Furthermore this means that any educated person can perform functions of state at “workingmen’s wages”.

The socialist state ‘by destroying the two greatest sources of expenditure – the standing army and state functionarism’, achieves what even the bourgeoisie dream their bourgeois state should strive to achieve. Therefore there will be no longer use of a minority of privileged “special force” but the majority will suppress its previous exploiters themselves. ‘In this sense the state begins to wither away.’
All the above changes that will be brought mean that socialist state will be a ‘fuller democracy’, and therefore the socialist state ‘is no longer really the state in the accepted sense of the word’.
In bourgeois state and society there are very few workers and peasants who “rise to the top”, while the large majority of workers and peasants being oppressed by the bourgeois state, long for its destruction. However it is only the workers who can destroy the bourgeois state and establish socialist state. This is one more reason that makes the union of peasants and workers both necessary and valuable.
Definitions:

Proletariat – Individuals who have to work for wages in order to live. These individuals may be capitalist in some small sense e.g. a savings account BUT they are not capitalist because selling their labour is their main source of income.

Bourgeoisie – Individuals who invest their money and get the major part of their income from their investment. They may work enjoyment or some other reason but they do not have to work to have enough income to live.
Capital – Money that has been invested in buying the means of production, raw materials or buying labour of the workers. It is not simply money as people think. Money that sits in a vault not being invested is not Capital.

Summary 
	
	Bourgeois State
	Socialist State

	Dominant Class
	· Capitalists/Bourgeoisie
	· Workers and Peasants

	Oppressed Class
	· Workers and Peasants
	· Capitalists/Bourgeoisie

	Institutions
	· ‘standing army’

· Police

· Judiciary

· Bureaucracy
	· No ‘standing army’
· Police no longer “political”

· Judiciary

· No bureaucracy

	Elections
	· Term limits

· Only some officials are elected e.g. MPs, city council, some senior police officers.
	· No term limit -‘Subject to recall’
· All officials elected and subject to recall.

	Privilege
	· Better pay for the officials than workers and peasants e.g. MPs
	· Officials same as “workingmen’s wage”

	Power
	· Centralised
	· ‘Devolved’


Discussion
3. The Destruction of Parliamentarism
The bourgeois parliamentarism offers to the proletariat only the choice of which party of the ruling class should oppress them for a given time period.
The bourgeois state separates the legislative and executive elements of state, therefore ‘the actual work of the state there is done behind the scenes’ by the government cabinet and the civil servants. Parliament is used merely to ‘talk’ and for ‘fooling the “common people”’. This institution of state, which is full of privileged deputies must be abolished.

The proletariat needs ‘representative institutions’ but these institutions must combine the “executive and legislative at the same time”. The proletariat cannot at once destroy all the ‘officialdom immediately, everywhere, completely’ as anarchists demand – ‘that is a Utopia’. The elected members in the socialist state ‘must themselves work, must themselves execute their own laws, must themselves verify their results in actual life, must themselves be directly responsible to their electorate.’(p.41). These responsible individuals do not have “commanding” power but follow the ‘instructions’ that are given to them by the proletariat. This is the kind of organisation of state that will start to wither away.
Lenin refers to already existing state monopoly of ‘post-office’ where he describes there is the ‘management’ and organisation of work force ready at hand and once the bourgeoisie are overthrown. The proletariat will ‘hire their own technicians, managers, bookkeepers, and pay them all, as, indeed, every “state” official, with the usual workers’ wage.’ The ‘whole national economy [will be organised] like the postal system’ – a planned/command economy. All will be paid average workers’ pay and under the leadership of armed proletariat.
Discussion

4. The Organisation of National Unity
Although the Paris Commune did not develop the national organisation, it was obvious ‘that the Commune was to be the political form of even the smallest country hamlet’. Therefore at national level it could be said that it will be a democratic organisation of Communes thus:

 “The unity of the nation was not to be broken; but on the contrary, to be organised by the Communal constitution, and to become reality by the destruction of the state power which claimed to be the embodiment of that unity independent of, and superior to, the nation itself, from which it was but a parasitic excrescence.”
Marx therefore agrees with anarchist such as Proudhon that the bourgeois state must be destroyed, but differs from them in that Marx does not call for federalism as against centralism. Marx calls for a ‘democratic centralism’ meaning that the Communes will organise on democratic and voluntary bases into a central organisation. Lenin criticises other Marxists for not recognising this important point and seeing his support for Paris Commune as support for federalism of petty-bourgeoisie like Proudhon. Lenin highlights that Marx argued that the Paris Commune was not against national unity as it was argued at the time but rather to organise the national unity under a different order, a more democratic one.
Discussion
5. Destruction of the Parasite-State
The great lesson of Paris Commune according to Lenin is that it was the first time that we saw what form the proletariat revolution and organisation of state will look like, therefore although the Commune’s life was short lived, its importance cannot be understated.
As Marx says that the secret of the Paris Commune was that “it was essentially a working class government, the product of the class struggle of the producing against the appropriating class, the political form at last discovered under which to work out the economical emancipation of labour.”
Marx discovered from the history of socialism and political struggle that state will eventually disappear i.e. ‘the transition from the political state to no state’. However Marx did not know the ‘form’ of future political structure. It was the Paris Commune that shed light on this and it was the Commune that made the first attempt at destroying the bourgeois state.

Lenin says that the Russian Revolutions of 1905 and 1917 ‘continued the work of the Commune and confirmed the historical analysis of made by the genius of Marx.’ 

Discussion

