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well that didnt work an abbreviated history of communism explores the rise,
implementation, and eventual decline of one of the most influential political
and economic ideologies of the modern era. Communism, as a theory and
practice, promised an egalitarian society free from class struggle and
private ownership. However, its historical application has often been fraught
with challenges, contradictions, and failures, leading to the famous
sentiment that many communist experiments "didn't work." This article
provides an abbreviated history of communism, tracing its philosophical
roots, revolutionary movements, key state implementations, and the reasons
behind its widespread collapse. It also examines the legacy communism left on
the world stage and the lessons learned from its tumultuous past. The
overview aims to clarify how communism evolved and why it ultimately did not
fulfill its utopian promises.
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Origins and Ideological Foundations of
Communism

The history of communism begins with its philosophical and intellectual
origins in the 19th century, primarily shaped by the works of Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels. Their seminal text, The Communist Manifesto, laid out the
theory of class struggle and predicted the eventual overthrow of capitalism
by the proletariat. Communism was envisioned as a stateless, classless
society where the means of production would be communally owned, eliminating
exploitation and inequality. This ideological foundation drew from earlier
socialist and utopian ideas but distinguished itself with a focus on
revolutionary change and historical materialism.

Philosophical Roots and Early Thinkers

Communism's theoretical framework was influenced by Enlightenment ideals and
critiques of industrial capitalism. Early socialist thinkers like Henri de
Saint-Simon and Charles Fourier proposed alternative social orders, but Marx
and Engels provided a systematic critique that linked economic conditions to
social structures. Their analysis emphasized the inevitability of
capitalism's collapse due to internal contradictions such as overproduction
and exploitation of labor.



Key Concepts in Communist Theory

Central to communist theory are concepts such as:

Class struggle: The conflict between the bourgeoisie (owners) and the
proletariat (workers) as the driver of historical change.

Historical materialism: The idea that material economic conditions shape
society and history.

Abolition of private property: To end exploitation, private ownership of
production means must be eliminated.

Dictatorship of the proletariat: A transitional state where the working
class holds political power.

Communal ownership: Collective control over resources and production.

The Russian Revolution and the Birth of the
Soviet Union

The Russian Revolution of 1917 marked the first major attempt to implement
communist ideology on a national scale. Led by the Bolshevik Party under
Vladimir Lenin, the revolution overthrew the provisional government and
established a socialist state aiming to build a communist society. The Soviet
Union became the world's first communist superpower, influencing global
politics and inspiring other revolutionary movements.

The 1917 Revolution and Bolshevik Takeover

The February Revolution ended centuries of Tsarist autocracy, but the
provisional government failed to address critical social and economic issues.
The Bolsheviks capitalized on widespread discontent, promising peace, land
redistribution, and workers' control. The October Revolution saw the
Bolsheviks seize power and begin the radical transformation of Russian
society along Marxist-Leninist lines.

Early Soviet Policies and State Building

The new Soviet government nationalized industry, redistributed land, and
suppressed opposition through the Cheka secret police. The regime established
the Communist Party as the sole political authority, initiating a planned
economy and collectivization policies. These efforts faced immense
challenges, including civil war, famine, and foreign intervention.
Nevertheless, the Soviet model became a blueprint for communist states
worldwide.

Communism in Practice: Global Experiments and



Variations

Following the Soviet example, communism spread to various countries
throughout the 20th century, adapting to local conditions and sometimes
diverging significantly from orthodox Marxist principles. From China to Cuba
and Eastern Europe, communist regimes attempted to reshape societies
according to central planning and state control.

The Chinese Communist Revolution

Led by Mao Zedong, the Chinese Communist Party established the People's
Republic of China in 1949 after a prolonged civil war. Maoism emphasized
peasant-based revolution and continuous class struggle. China pursued radical
campaigns such as the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution, which
aimed to rapidly industrialize and reshape social norms but resulted in
widespread suffering and millions of deaths.

Communism in Eastern Europe and Cuba

After World War II, the Soviet Union imposed communist regimes across Eastern
Europe, creating a bloc of satellite states. These governments centralized
control over the economy and society but faced resistance and periodic
uprisings. In Cuba, Fidel Castro's 1959 revolution installed a communist
government aligned with Soviet interests, surviving decades of embargoes and
external pressures.

Variations of Communist Governance

Communist states exhibited diverse approaches:

Soviet-style central planning: Heavy state control over production and
distribution.

Maoist rural focus: Emphasis on agrarian revolution and peasant
mobilization.

Eurocommunism: More moderate, reformist approaches in Western Europe
during the Cold War era.

Juche ideology: North Korea's emphasis on self-reliance and
authoritarian control.

Challenges and Failures of Communist States

The practical implementation of communism faced numerous obstacles that
ultimately undermined its sustainability. Economic inefficiencies, political
repression, and social unrest were common across various regimes,
contributing to the widespread perception that communism "didn't work."



Economic Problems and Inefficiency

Centralized economic planning often led to misallocation of resources,
shortages, and stagnation. The absence of market signals and competition
diminished incentives for innovation and productivity. Agricultural
collectivization frequently resulted in decreased output and famine, as seen
in the Soviet Union and China.

Political Repression and Human Rights Abuses

Communist regimes commonly employed authoritarian tactics to maintain
control, including censorship, secret police, forced labor camps, and purges.
Political dissent was suppressed, limiting civil liberties and contributing
to widespread fear and oppression. These human rights violations marred the
legitimacy of communist governments.

Social and Cultural Consequences

Efforts to enforce ideological conformity disrupted traditional social
structures and cultural practices. Forced collectivization and rapid
industrialization caused displacement and social dislocation. Additionally,
state atheism and control over education and media shaped cultural life under
strict ideological lines.

The Collapse of Communism and Its Aftermath

By the late 20th century, the communist system faced mounting internal and
external pressures that led to its decline and collapse in many parts of the
world. The fall of the Soviet Union in 1991 marked a definitive end to the
era of large-scale communist governance, though its legacy continues to
influence global politics and economics.

Causes of the Collapse

The collapse of communism was driven by a combination of economic stagnation,
political rigidity, and popular discontent. Reforms introduced by leaders
such as Mikhail Gorbachev—namely perestroika (restructuring) and glasnost
(openness)—exposed systemic weaknesses. Additionally, the arms race with the
West and growing nationalist movements within the Soviet bloc accelerated
disintegration.

Post-Communist Transitions

After the collapse, many former communist countries transitioned towards
market economies and democratic governance, albeit with varying degrees of
success and stability. Challenges included economic hardship, corruption, and
social upheaval. Some states retained authoritarian elements or adapted
communist rhetoric for new political strategies.



Legacy and Continuing Influence

Despite widespread failure, communism's historical impact remains
significant. It reshaped international relations, inspired social movements,
and influenced debates on inequality and social justice. Contemporary leftist
ideologies often draw on or react against communist principles, reflecting
the enduring complexity of its legacy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Well That Didn't Work: An Abbreviated
History of Communism' about?

'Well That Didn't Work: An Abbreviated History of Communism' is a book that
explores the history, ideologies, and outcomes of communist regimes around
the world, highlighting the reasons behind their failures.

Who is the author of 'Well That Didn't Work: An
Abbreviated History of Communism'?

The book is authored by Jonathan Chait, a political commentator and writer.

What time period does 'Well That Didn't Work' cover
in its history of communism?

The book covers the emergence of communism in the 19th century through its
major implementations in the 20th century, up to its decline and legacy in
the modern era.

What are the main reasons for the failure of
communism according to the book?

The book cites economic inefficiencies, authoritarian governance, lack of
political freedoms, and the suppression of dissent as key factors leading to
the failure of communist systems.

Does the book discuss communism in countries other
than the Soviet Union?

Yes, it discusses communism's impact and history in countries such as China,
Cuba, North Korea, and Eastern European nations.

How does 'Well That Didn't Work' approach the
ideological aspects of communism?

The book critically examines communist ideology, contrasting its theoretical
goals with practical outcomes and highlighting contradictions within the
ideology.



Is 'Well That Didn't Work' suitable for readers new
to the topic of communism?

Yes, the book is written in an accessible style that provides a concise and
clear overview, making it suitable for readers unfamiliar with communism.

What lessons does the book suggest we learn from the
history of communism?

It suggests that centralized power, lack of accountability, and ignoring
human rights can lead to systemic failure, emphasizing the importance of
democratic institutions.

Has 'Well That Didn't Work' received critical acclaim
or notable reviews?

The book has been praised for its concise and engaging narrative, though some
critics note it simplifies complex historical events for brevity.

Where can I purchase or read 'Well That Didn't Work:
An Abbreviated History of Communism'?

The book is available for purchase on major online retailers such as Amazon,
and may also be found in libraries or as an eBook on digital platforms.

Additional Resources
1. "The Communist Manifesto" by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels
This seminal political pamphlet, first published in 1848, lays the foundation
for communist ideology. Marx and Engels analyze the class struggles that have
shaped history and advocate for the overthrow of capitalist societies. It
remains a critical text for understanding the theoretical roots of communism
and its goals.

2. "The Black Book of Communism: Crimes, Terror, Repression" by Stéphane
Courtois et al.
This controversial work documents the human cost of communist regimes
throughout the 20th century. Detailing atrocities, political repression, and
mass killings, the book argues that communism resulted in millions of deaths
worldwide. It offers a critical perspective on the practical failures and
moral consequences of communist rule.

3. "The Gulag Archipelago" by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn
A harrowing account of the Soviet forced labor camp system, this book exposes
the brutal realities faced by political prisoners under Stalin’s regime.
Solzhenitsyn’s detailed narrative reveals the extent of state violence and
repression, contributing to a deeper understanding of the oppressive nature
of communism in practice.

4. "Mao: The Unknown Story" by Jung Chang and Jon Halliday
This biography presents a critical and often bleak portrait of Mao Zedong,
the leader of the Chinese Communist Party. Based on extensive research, the
book argues that Mao’s policies and decisions led to widespread suffering and
millions of deaths. It challenges more favorable portrayals of Mao’s



leadership and legacy.

5. "The Road to Serfdom" by Friedrich Hayek
Though not exclusively about communism, this influential book warns against
the dangers of centralized economic planning and totalitarianism. Hayek
argues that collectivist policies, including those associated with communism,
inevitably lead to a loss of individual freedoms. The work has been widely
cited in critiques of communist ideology.

6. "Red Famine: Stalin's War on Ukraine" by Anne Applebaum
Applebaum explores the man-made famine known as the Holodomor, which
devastated Ukraine in the early 1930s under Stalin’s policies. The book
details how forced collectivization and political repression caused millions
of deaths. It highlights one of the tragic consequences of communist
governance in the Soviet Union.

7. "Communism: A History" by Richard Pipes
This comprehensive history traces the development and impact of communism
from its origins to the late 20th century. Pipes, a historian specializing in
Russian history, critically examines the ideology’s theoretical foundations
and its practical implementations. The book provides insight into why
communism ultimately failed to deliver on its promises.

8. "The Collapse: The Accidental Opening of the Berlin Wall" by Mary Elise
Sarotte
While focusing on the fall of the Berlin Wall, this book indirectly explores
the decline of communist regimes in Eastern Europe. Sarotte details the
political missteps and popular uprisings that led to the collapse of
communist control. It sheds light on how communist systems struggled to
maintain legitimacy amid growing dissent.

9. "Lenin's Tomb: The Last Days of the Soviet Empire" by David Remnick
This Pulitzer Prize-winning work offers a journalistic account of the final
years of the Soviet Union. Remnick captures the political turmoil, societal
changes, and ideological disillusionment that marked the end of communist
rule in Russia. The book provides a vivid portrayal of communism’s unraveling
from within.
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