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To the Reader

This book was born from a question that has haunted me for decades: Why did it fail?

I don't mean just the Soviet Union. I mean the entire project — that vast, human attempt to build a more just society on the foundations of Marxism.

I was a young student in Finland when I first embraced a Marxist worldview. I specialized in Lenin for my graduate studies in sociology and wrote my master's thesis using Marxist analysis as my framework. I spent decades working alongside Soviet citizens and played my own small part in trying to save perestroika from within. I was in the Soviet Union in August 1991, when the old world made its final attempt to rescue itself — and failed. And I was in Armenia in 2018, witnessing firsthand what happens when ordinary people rise up against an entrenched oligarchy and win.

I have both the theory and the testimony.

This is not academic study, and it makes no claim to neutrality. This is a political primer on failed revolutions — polemical, deliberately provocative, at times contentious, and written the way it felt honest to write it. If you're looking for a dispassionate history, this isn't your book. If you're looking for an argument, read on.

The book's central claim is this: Marxism didn't fail — Leninism drove it off the rails. This is not a proven truth. It's an interpretation. It's a provocation designed to spark debate. But it's also the conclusion I've reached after decades of experience, reading, work, and disappointment.

This book is not an obituary for Marxism. Its purpose is to ask what can still be salvaged from it. The problems Marxism originally set out to address haven't gone away. Wealth keeps concentrating. Democracy keeps eroding. Work keeps losing its meaning. The natural world keeps being destroyed. People live in a world that needs them as producers, consumers, and voters — but rarely as full human beings.

Capitalism has not resolved the contradictions that gave birth to Marxism. If anything, it has sharpened them and gone global with them. That's why Marxism cannot simply be buried just because the great experiments carried out in its name collapsed. But it cannot be carried forward as if nothing happened, either.

The Paris Commune happened. The Soviet Union happened. The Gulag happened. Stalingrad happened. Prague happened. Gagarin happened. The Berlin Wall happened. The collapse of 1991 happened.

All of this belongs to the same history. It cannot be cherrypicked. It cannot be scrubbed clean. It cannot be wielded as pure formal accusation or pure defense. It must be learned from.

The book's core argument is straightforward: Marxism's two great historical experiments failed — but they failed in opposite ways.

The Paris Commune failed because it was too fragile to defend itself. It was democratic, courageous, and morally clear — but it stood alone, moved too slowly, and couldn't bring itself to use power when power had to be used.

The Soviet Union failed for the opposite reason. It was strong. Ferociously strong. It won a civil war, industrialized a continent, crushed Nazi Germany, and put a human being in space. But that very strength became its curse. The state built to defend the revolution grew above society itself. The party replaced the people. Command replaced democracy. Fear replaced motivation.

Paris was too fragile. The Soviet Union was too hard. Whatever comes next — if anything comes next — will have to learn from both.

The Paris Commune gets less space in this book than the Soviet Union. That's a deliberate choice, not an oversight. The Commune appears for two reasons: it was Marxism's first real-world experiment, and in its democratic practice it stands as the Soviet Union's exact opposite. Those two angles are enough to justify its place here.

The Soviet Union, by contrast, is urgently contemporary. The war in Ukraine, Putin's Russia, and the crisis of democracy across the Western world — including right here in the United States — are not disconnected phenomena. They trace back, in part, to what happened in the 1990s when the Soviet Union disintegrated and left behind a world of predatory capitalism, oligarchy, humiliation, and geopolitical vacuum. That's why this book's center of gravity is there: where history is still bleeding into the present.

I also use fiction. I conduct dialogues with Karl Marx — not with a ghost, but with a thinker I've constructed using artificial intelligence, one that carries Marx's entire body of written work and whom I've brought face-to-face with history he never lived to see. These chapters are clearly marked as dialogues. Their purpose is not to put words in Marx's mouth as historical facts, but to use his thinking as a live tool for understanding history.

This book is written for readers who know something about Soviet history, or who want to understand why it still matters. I don't explain everything from scratch, but I've tried to keep the thinking accessible to newcomers as well.

I'm not writing this as an outside observer. I'm writing as someone who believed, was disappointed, and kept asking anyway. I have not lost my conviction that people can build a better society. If the next attempt ever comes, it must start with the human being. Not with theory. Not with the party. Not with the state. With human beings.

Loviisa, Finland, May 1, 2026

Ilkka Ronkainen

a starry-eyed revolutionary




PART I: Marxism's First Experiment — The Paris Commune


What Happened During the 72 Days of the Paris Commune?

On the morning of March 18, 1871, Paris still smelled of winter — and something else. In hindsight, we know what it was. It was hope.

The cold bit hard on the slopes of Montmartre, where the National Guard's cannons sat unguarded. The French government had fled to Versailles. The city — which had just survived a Prussian siege and was refusing to accept a humiliating peace — was suddenly on its own.

Nobody knew that this day would mark the beginning of a two-month experiment that history would call the Paris Commune. And nobody — not even its own supporters — fully understood that they were creating something unprecedented: the world's first working-class government.

But what led to this moment?

Prussia had catastrophically defeated France. Paris had endured a four-month siege: starvation, cold, disease. People had eaten rats, horses, and eventually the elephants from the zoo. Then, when the war ended and the bourgeois government led by Adolphe Thiers tried to disarm the National Guard and surrender to the Germans, the streets exploded.

It wasn't just any explosion. It was organized, deliberate, and surprisingly calm. Workers, craftsmen, and the urban poor did not seize the city by force. They simply refused to hand it over.

The National Guard's cannons stayed on Montmartre. The government troops sent to retrieve them refused to fire on the people. Two generals were shot by an enraged crowd. Thiers fled to Versailles.

And Paris was suddenly free.

Free — but free to do what?

The Commune answered that question in ways that still astonish. The Communards did not establish a military junta or install a single leader. They held elections.

On March 26, 1871, Parisians elected a 92-member Commune Council: metalworkers, teachers, writers, doctors, artists, and a handful of politicians. They were paid a worker's wage. They met at City Hall. They got to work.


What Did They Build?

The list is still remarkable. Night work was banned in bakeries — for the first time in Paris, bakers got to sleep at night. Empty apartments were requisitioned for the homeless. Church and state were separated. Education was made free and secular. Women gained the right to divorce and to work. The standing army was dissolved and replaced by an armed citizenry. Police chiefs were elected. Judges could be recalled.

But the most important reform wasn't any of these. What mattered most was the way the state organized itself — or rather, the way it began to dismantle itself. The Commune merged legislative and executive power into a single body. It did not create a new bureaucracy to replace the old one. It tried to make bureaucracy unnecessary.

Marx, following events from London, was initially skeptical. He had warned the Paris workers against a premature uprising. But once the Commune existed, he changed his mind. He saw in it something he hadn't been able to imagine: theory becoming flesh.

Inside the Commune, however, there was no harmony. The Council was divided. The Blanquists wanted centralized, military leadership. The Proudhonists wanted decentralized anarchism. The International's members argued about economics. Sessions ran long









The Four Lessons of the Paris Commune




Excessive decency is a revolutionary liability.






A revolution cannot survive in isolation.






Democracy also requires efficiency.






You can't just seize the state. It must come apart.







What Did the Commune Mean for Marx's Theory?
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