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The Prehistory of the Marxist Theory of Socialist Governance:
Marx, Engels, and the Soviet Union

Roland Boer
(School of Marxism, Dalian University of Technology)

Abstract: In examining the early history of the theory of socialist governance., we may
distinguish between two stages. The first stage comes before a Communist revolution and before the
actual practice of constructing socialism. This is the period in which Marx and Engels expressed their
preliminary thoughts, in terms of basic principles rather than blueprints. The first part of this article
examines what Marx and especially Engels had to say concerning the principles of socialist
governance: (1) public power continues but loses its ‘political character’; (2) governance entails
the administration of things and the management of the processes of production for the sake of the
true interests of society; (3) the many organs of governance would not be separated from society but
stand in the midst of society; (4) this reality may be seen as a dialectical transformation of ‘baseline’
communism. The second stage comes after a Communist revolution and during the long and often
difficult task of constructing socialism. This initial part of this stage happened in the Soviet Union,
which was the first socialist country in human history to develop some aspects of socialist governance:
(1) the two stages of socialism and communism; (2) the dialectical relation between socialist
democracy and the proletarian dictatorship; (3) a quantitatively and qualitatively higher form of
democracy as socialist democracy; (4) the leadership of the Communist Party in socialist governance.
All of these developments may be seen as a ‘prehistory’, or early history, since the developments in
China comprise the fullest history of socialist governance. However, this is the topic of another
study.
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