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Examine the distinction Marx makes between ‘State’ and a ‘real community’


Between State and real community: Marx’s distinction


1. A brief introduction to Marx’s thought

Karl Marx is the founder of a doctrine related to a materialistic conception of history and his system of thought is one of the most important of the 19th century: his ideas influenced the political theory and praxis of many countries of the world and are still a matter of contemporary cultural debate. In his works, he criticized all the conquests of the political philosophy until then and the socio-economical system of the time. In fact, this system allowed some conditions that, for him, were not acceptable: the dominion of the bourgeois class over others, the resulting exploitation and the terrible material conditions of workers’ lives.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Jonathan Wolff, ‘Karl Marx’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2017 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2017/entries/marx/>.] 

His radical critique of the bourgeois-capitalist production system (which is considered by the German philosopher as the source of the dominion of men over other men and of the consequent ‘alienation’)[footnoteRef:2] leads to the resulting negative evaluation of the bourgeois society and State. This critique is profound and drastic to such an extent that it undermines the whole idea of Modernity, referring to the political field. In Marx’s view, in fact, with the Modern Age there is a contradiction between men’s private and public interests: men are therefore alienated and split between who they are as family members and who they are as citizens subjected to the laws of the State (for example, in Ancient Greece instead, it was just the opposite, because in the polis the citizens used to participate actively and personally in the public life, there was a unity).  [2:  Bertell Ollman, Alienation: Marx's Conception of Man in a Capitalist Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976).] 

Starting from this conception, Marx carries on a relevant analysis of the State which, for him, is nothing but the expression of the privileges and the interests of the dominant class, instead of representing what should be the ‘common good’. Overthrowing the long tradition that conceived the State as the landing point of the pre-institutionalized societies, Marx considers the State as a mere ‘superstructure’[footnoteRef:3] (meaning, by it, the way men think, the juridical and religious institutions, the laws, morality, culture, politics, arts and sciences developed in a certain society), compared to the real ‘civil society’. While society is the real circumstance where the material, economic and social relations of existence take place (and it is therefore called by the philosopher ‘infrastructure’ or ‘base’), the State appears to Marx as its depending ‘superstructure’, bound to be abolished in the future classless Communist society. Marx defines the State as the place where violence comes to be organized and legitimated by allowing the existence of the dominion of a class over others. The extinction of the State will therefore be nothing but an essential reduction of it to its real roots and origin: the civil society. In fact, the real basis of the State is to be found in the material life of individuals (the mode of production and the form of their relations): it is not the power of the State that creates these real relations, but the real relations that create the State. Thus, the State, which is dominated by the interests of the main class (the bourgeoisie) depends upon the civil society (that is why, for Marx, in Modernity, when referring to the ‘State’, we mean the ‘State of the dominant class’). [3:  S. H. Rigby, Marxism and History: A Critical Introduction (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998), p.177.] 

From these premises, we ought to infer that the socialist revolution Marx had in mind was aimed at destroying the bureaucratic bourgeois order, which is only an illusory community. Bringing to mind the example of the Paris Commune,[footnoteRef:4] Marx underlines how the insurgents of the Commune didn’t want to take possession of the bourgeois State: on the contrary, they tried to eliminate it. In this example Marx saw the most important characteristics of his project, which was designed to reestablish the rules of human cohabitation, and it basically consisted of people’s reappropriation of the public decisions, coming to be active again in the public and working life and no more alienated.  [4:  Karl Marx, The Civil War in France, 1871, <https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/Marx_The_Civil_War_in_France.pdf>.] 

Marx uses this example in order to individuate those main traits of the social organization that will represent a ‘transitional phase’ from the bourgeois democracy to the so-called Communism (final phase in which there will be no more classes, democracy and politics itself). In this transitional phase Marx contemplates a form of ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ as essential in order to subvert the existing classes’ relations. However, he underlines how this dictatorship will only constitute a temporary period of transition towards a future society without classes and without oppression (the Communism), which will be the ‘real community’.
In short, Marx conceives the path that leads to Communism as a revolutionary process divided into two phases: first, the proletariat will destroy with strength the bourgeois State and it will establish the proletariat’s dictatorship; then, the ‘society without State’ (the Communist society) will take its place. In this future society conceived by Marx, all man will collectively participate in the government of the public interests. Moreover, everyone will be free to develop their own specific capabilities and their passions in harmony with everyone else. Work will be a genuinely human activity, without alienation and without any division between people who work and people who earn (or between who is exploited and who exploits others).  

2. The notion of the State and the project of a real community

	Marx’s idea of State differs quite a lot from the ones formulated previously by other important philosophers such as Hobbes or Rousseau. Moreover, this notion can be properly understood only as a part of Marx’s bigger philosophical project. Even though Marx writes extensively about the role and the function of the State, we can mainly focus here on what he says about it in The Communist Manifesto.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Karl Marx, Frederick Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party, 1848, <https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/pdf/Manifesto.pdf> .] 

Marx, along with Engels, defines the State according to what it does. The human history shows how the State is what organizes and transforms an economical dominant class into the ruling class that stands over the other subordinated classes. In fact, according to Marx, a society is composed by different classes (the basic units) which are unequal and there is always a class that is strong enough to dominate the others. Such a hierarchy is based on the economic structures and the mode of production that organize the relations among the classes. Therefore, Marx describes individuals according to their material conditions, as subjects who produce through means the goods they need to survive. That is why they are involved in a mode of production which defines their own lives: ‘as individuals express their life, so they are. What they are, therefore, coincides with their production, both with what they produce and how they produce. The nature of individuals thus depends on the material conditions determining their production’.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Karl Marx, Frederick Engels, The German Ideology, 1932, <https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/Marx_The_German_Ideology.pdf>, p. 6.] 

Thanks to the action of the State, which operates through the means called institutions, the dominant class can overcome the internal divisions it would be affected by, so it can affirm itself over the others. Thus, ‘the State is the political entity itself, not the institutional apparatus through which it conducts its affairs’.[footnoteRef:7] Furthermore, it can also be observed that the nature of the State and its institutions can be different, depending on the economic system and mode of production considered. For instance, Marx defines representative democracy as the particular form of the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie class. This example does not just link the State to a dominant class, but it also raises another issue, which is the relation between State and power that brings Marx to say that all States are dictatorships.  [7:  Andrew Levine, Engaging Political Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), p. 245.] 

Thomas Hobbes was the first one who set such a relation, by affirming that the Leviathan (the sovereign) holds the necessary power to protect and maintain the social contract. For some aspects, even Marx and Engels come around to the idea that force is the foundation of the State. The two philosophers say that the State power lays on force rather than on laws or customs and that it is based on extra-consensual violence, therefore it works as a dictatorship does. Here, what Marx points out is not just that the State is a dictatorship, but that it is the dictatorship of the economically dominant class. 
As Marx observes, the dominant class is interested in holding its status, and it does that through the action of the State: ‘the State is the means through which they succeed in having their interests realized. […] The State, in short, is the means by which the exploiters organize their own class dictatorship. It is […] the executive committee of the entire ruling class’.[footnoteRef:8] From this follows one of the most important consequences of Marx’s analysis: if it is right to affirm that States are class dictatorships, then, as long as States exist, there cannot be equal citizens. Hence, in contrast with several previous philosophers, Marx affirms that the State is not necessary at all, but rather it is a particular superstructure expressed in certain moments of human history. ‘As productive forces develop and as appropriate economic and political changes take place, […] the need to which the State responds will pass. This is why, under communism, there will be no State at all’.[footnoteRef:9] In The German Ideology, Marx says that the State acts in contrast to the real interests of the society’s members by creating an illusory community. Thus, the State is an abstraction, ‘the form in which the individuals of a ruling class assert their common interests, and in which the whole of civil society of an epoch is epitomised’.[footnoteRef:10] Through this class conflict a condition of alienation emerges, which is what individuals experience when they recognize a lack of unity between their own interests and the ones of the community (self-consciousness and class-consciousness). The alienation is a process that begins from the social role each individual is forced into (due to the division of labour), and then the State itself becomes the ‘alienating power’ that enslaves men and it also represents a threat to their own individuality. Hence, political activity should aim to eradicate such class interests and class conflict building up an equal and unified society in which there is no alienation nor dehumanisation of the individuals. In order to achieve such a change, the mode of production (which is of course central and fundamental) has to be classless as well as unified and collective, it has to be the Communism realized through a revolution. Marx’s project, as we have seen, can only be realized by overthrowing the dominant class, and with it the whole class-system. Therefore, even the State turns into something different according to the collective will, producing what is called a real community, a community where individuals are free and authentically conscious. Marx puts emphasis on the fact that Communism is not a thought nor an idea, but it has to be a real movement: ‘we call communism the real movement which abolishes the present state of things’.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  ibid.,p. 247.]  [9:  ibid.,p. 258.]  [10:  Karl Marx, Frederick Engels, The German Ideology, p. 31.]  [11:  ibid.,p. 14.] 

As we can see, Marx’s notion of material reality implies a human action, a contribution in the process of dialectic. This is why Marx claims that his philosophical project is scientific, because his theory is meant to be applied to everything that constitutes the social reality. Material reality precedes consciousness, and so social institutions and structures, as well as consciousness itself, should be understood as an effect of productive powers. 

3. From the illusory community to the real community: further considerations  

When Marx talks about the notion of community, he refers to a group of real individuals joint together who organize themselves in order to change the material state of things by acting on the mode of production. According to Marx, as long as there is a dominant class (i.e. bourgeois), which holds all the means of production, and a subordinate class (i.e. proletariat), which represents the working force, there will always be a class-system. Finally, as we have already seen, it is through the mode of production that the relations among classes are established. Besides that, Marx points out that we can talk about classes only if there is conflict of class-interests. 
Marx defines a community as a real social process and he distinguishes between two kinds of community: the illusory community and the real community. The illusory community is a social organisation in which the individuals are defined not as single persons but as class members. This kind of community is based on social-class relations which are opposed to the personal development of people, so individuals come to be defined by the mode of production which characterizes their class. Thus, inside the illusory community the person is nothing but an expression of the production system. In the illusory community, the individual is determined by his belonging to a class and therefore he cannot achieve true personal development.
On the other hand, the real community considers the individual (and not the class) as the starting point, because if there is a chance to gain such a free and fulfilled condition, this can only happen if a man is free and self-conscious. This circumstance cannot derive from a collective subject, because its members are too limited by the social relations of their class. Thus, the real community comes from the individual’s self-consciousness and ability to overstep the illusory community in order to build new social relations that can affect and change the real state of things. In other words, the real community is a product of the self-consciousness and an affirmation of the individual’s autonomy and subjectivity. In the real community individuals adopt a personal point of view able to break the system implied by the mode of production. 
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