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TO THE READER 

What did the author of Capital think of his work? Not so long ago, in 1963, an 

interesting letter, written by Karl Marx to his closest friend, Frederick Engels, was 

published. The letter was written on February 20, 1866, when Marx was finishing the 

first volume of his life's work, Capital. "You understand, my dear fellow," Marx wrote, 

"that in a work like mine shortcomings in details are inevitable. But the composition, the 

way it hangs together, is a triumph of German science an individual German can admit 

to, as the credit in no way goes to him, but rather to the nation."[1] More than a century 

has passed since Marx wrote this, and today we can state with confidence that Marx's 

judgement was correct - that his brilliant work has stood the most crucial test, the test of 

time. It does not surprise us that outstanding works of literature and art still retain their 

artistic value for hundreds and even thousands of years. But Capital is, after all, strictly 

a scientific work. Still, it is not only as contemporary as ever but its significance and 

popularity continue to grow. 
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Emile James, a well-known French economist of virtually no Marxist leanings, wrote: 

"Perhaps more attention is paid to works by Karl Marx in our age than ever before, and 

not only in Soviet Russia but in the West as well."[2]  Certainly, we can find many 

opponents of Marx's revolutionary conceptions among contemporary economists and 

philosophers. It is now over a hundred years since an uncompromising theoretical and 

ideological struggle has been going on around Capital. Nor can this be regarded as at all 

surprising, as Marx's ideas bear on the most vital issues concerning millions and 

millions of people: social strata, groups, classes, nations and the whole of mankind. The 

new thing about this struggle is that the more serious of the contemporary non-Marxist 

scholars do not reject Marxist theory wholesale, far from it. W. Leontief, a prominent 

American economist, writes, for instance: "The significance of Marx for modern 

economic theory is that of an inexhaustible source of direct observation. Much of the 

present-day theorising is purely derivative, secondhand theorising ... If before 

attempting any explanation one wants to learn what profits and wages and capitalist 

enterprises actually are, he can obtain in the three volumes of Capital more realistic and 

relevant firsthand information than he could possibly hope to find in ten successive 

issues of the United States Census . .."[3] 

Why is it that the name of Karl Marx is familiar to every educated person and that 

Capital has become a handbook for millions? Why is there as much need for it today as 

there was a hundred years ago? The long life of Capital is, certainly, primarily due to 

the genius of its author. 

Part I of this book deals with Marx's creative method, the style of his scientific work, 

his extraordinary thoroughness - in a word, it tells how Marx worked on Capital. The 

result of his work is stupendous. Not only does Capital supply answers to questions 

posed by history a century ago, but it explains many problems of concern to mankind 

today. And, most important and most valuable of all, Capital furnishes a method for 

finding solutions to these problems. Describing Marxist theory, Engels pointed out that 

Marx's " ... way of viewing things is not a doctrine but a method. It does not provide 

ready-made dogmas, but criteria for further research and the method for this 

research."[4] 

Part II of this book shows that the reason why Marx's economic theory is able to meet 

present-day requirements is that it is consistently based on the materialist dialectical 

method. It is the creative application of this method, which enabled Marx to get to the 

essence of things, disclosing the key tendencies and pointing out the driving forces of 

social development. Some latent tendencies mentioned in Capital (discussed in Part III 

of this book) appeared to be so underlying that they have only recently become fully 

apparent. 

Attentive observers now note a kind of "revival" of Marx's popularity among the 

younger generation in the West. The reactionaries even reproach them for following the 

"Marxist craze," as they have termed it. Young people - workers, students, intellectuals 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/ever1.htm#_edn2
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- are trying to find in Marx's works answers to the most vital issues of today. However, 

their way of understanding Capital is often emotional rather than dialectical. And 

Marx's ideas often reach them in a rather distorted form. The aim of this book is to bring 

the reader closer to Marx, to shed some light on the actual contents of Capital, to show 

the significance of Marx's economic theory in present-day circumstances, to show that 

this theory can be applied and developed to explain our contemporary world. 

"To follow the thoughts of a great man is a most absorbing study," said Alexander 

Pushkin, * the Russian poet. And so, let us follow the thoughts of Marx. 

* The works of Alexander Pushkin. Random House, N. Y., 1936, p. 758. 

 

 

 

[1] K. Marx, F. Engels. Collected Works, Vol. 31, p. 154, Russ. Ed. 

[2] Émile James. Histoire de la pensée économique au XXe siécle, Paris, 1955 

[3] W. Leontief, Essays in Economics. Theories and Theorizing, New York, 1966, p.83. 

[4] K. Marx, F. Engels. Selected Works, Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1969, Vol. 3, p. 

506. 
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PART I HOW KARL MARX WORKED 

Marx left a vast body of work on economic questions. It includes numerous notebooks 

containing excerpts from books on political economy, drafts of several versions of 

Capital, Capital itself, and his letters to Engels and many other correspondents. All 

these documents (many of them still unpublished and kept in archives) are studied with 

great care by scholars in many countries. This exhaustive work is necessary because 

only Marx's economic legacy in its entirety can give people a correct and 

comprehensive idea of Marxist economic theory. Thorough study of the history of 

Capital is needed in order to master its ideas creatively and to be able to apply them in 

explaining contemporary economic processes. Understanding of Marx's creative method 

is necessary and highly instructive. Marx's exceptional scientific scrupulousness, the 

extensive material he used, his profound analysis of the material impress us as they did 

Marx's contemporaries a century ago. And more than that; it also teaches us a lot. 

Marxist economic theory was not developed overnight. Marx devoted forty years of 

untiring, concentrated effort to the writing of Capital. He started the work in 1843 and 

continued it literally to the last day of his life. Every advance Marx made in 

comprehending the laws of social development cost him a tremendous effort, involving 

a colossal exertion of mental and physical powers. Every theoretical discovery, every 

page of the manuscript written to make a question clear in his own mind (as Marx liked 

to say) represent mountains of books, poured over and studied, piles of notes, hours, 

days, months and years of concentrated thought. Was such meticulous work over so 

many years necessary? Here is how Engels answered this question: "In all ... scientific 

researches which encompass such a wide area and such a mass of material it is only 

possible to achieve something worthwhile through years-long endeavour," he wrote in 

1883, after Marx's death. "New and correct points of view on separate questions... 

suggest themselves more readily; but to comprehend the whole and organise it on new 

lines is only possible when one has exhausted it. Otherwise books like Capital would 

have been much more numerous." [5] 

The present book does not aim to give a detailed account of the forty-year-long history 

of the writing of Capital. But you will learn of certain phases in its creation and catch a 

glimpse of how Marx worked. 

 

1. In Quest of a "Prime Mover" (1843-44) 

When we study Marx's method of work we are immediately struck by his determination 

to extract everything from every available source of material he is studying. Engels 

wrote, rather reproachfully, to Marx, concerning delays in the publication of Capital: " 

... but I also know that the reason for the delay is always your own meticulousness." [6] 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt1.htm#_edn1
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This tremendous sense of scientific responsibility resulted from Marx's desire to 

penetrate to the core of a subject, to create a theory which would reflect as exactly as 

possible the fundamental tendencies of society's development. 

The desire to obtain a fundamental knowledge of things was characteristic of Marx 

since his youth. From law, which he studied at Bonn and Berlin universities, he soon 

went on to philosophy and to its summit - Hegel. At 19, Marx wrote, "... and it again 

became plain to me that I could not get by without philosophy." [7] Hegelian 

philosophy equipped Marx with a powerful tool: the dialectical method. Five years later 

Marx began to contribute to the Rheinische Zeitung and then became an editor of that 

newspaper of the radical bourgeoisie, which was in opposition to the Prussian bourgeois 

state. 

When he started working for the Rheinische Zeitung, Marx still shared the idealistic 

Hegelian view of the state as a factor determining social development. But a debate 

soon flared up in the Rheinische Landtag on the law on thefts of wood and the 

fragmentation of landed property giving Marx his first introduction to social problems. 

He saw quite clearly that the state acted on behalf of the property-owners and that 

legislation instead of regulating social relations served as their tool - the tool of private 

interest. Therefore, as Marx defended the poor peasants against the landlords' 

oppression and came out on behalf of the Moselle peasants against the government from 

the standpoint of Hegelian philosophy, using moral and legal rather than social and 

economic arguments, his criticism of the Prussian state lacked conviction. Marx was 

aware of this himself. But the tense day-to-clay political struggle against the Prussian 

government that Marx carried on in the Rheinische Zeitung pushed him, little by little, 

towards materialism, making him aware of the decisive role played by economic and 

social relations in the formation of law, society and the state. He wrote in the Rheinische 

Zeitung in the middle of 1842: "But philosophers do not grow out of the earth like 

mushrooms; they are the fruit of their time, of their people... The same spirit that builds 

philosophical systems in the brain of the philosophers builds railroads by the hands of 

the workers. "[8] Here Marx draws a highly interesting parallel between economic 

progress and development of philosophy.                 

Particular attention must be paid to Marx's introduction to Utopian socialism and 

communism, which took place when he was working for the Rheinische Zeitung. On 

reading the works of Proudhon, Dézamy, Leroux and Considerant, Marx came to a 

highly important conclusion about the Utopian nature of their views and stated the need 

for the theoretical development of communist ideas. [9] All of Marx's subsequent 

activities were, in effect, devoted to that task, i.e., to transforming Utopian socialism 

into scientific socialism. The first step Marx took in that direction was to overcome 

Hegel's idealistic conception of the state and give a theoretical basis to the conclusions 

to which he had come when working for the Rheinische Zeitung. His major conclusion 

was that the state itself is the instrument of objectively existing socio-economic 

relations. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt1.htm#_edn3
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The amount of work done by Marx in connection with his critique of Hegel's 

philosophy of law is truly staggering. Once he doubted Hegel's idealistic view of the 

relationship between state and society, Marx began to look for the true correlation 

between them. For this purpose he went in the summer of 1843 to the town of 

Kreuznach, where he stayed alone till the end of October. 

Marx examined a stupendous amount of historical material. He studied the history and 

state and social structure of France, Britain, Germany, the United States, Italy and 

Sweden, the French bourgeois revolution in the late 18th century, works by French, 

German, English and Italian historians, philosophers and statesmen. During July and 

August 1843 Marx filled five notebooks, subsequently called Kreuznacher Exzerpte, 

with excerpts from these works. He concentrated his attention mainly on feudal property 

and its influence on the class and political structure of society. Marx's historical 

research conducted at Kreuznach provided the basis on which he "turned" Hegel's 

idealistic conception of the state and law "inside out." This was also done in the summer 

of 1843, in the manuscript A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Law 

(unfortunately only parts of this wonderful manuscript have been preserved). 

Marx examines and criticises Hegel's philosophy of law on the strength of a concrete 

analysis of historical development and political and social relationships between 

bourgeois society and the bourgeois stale. He clearly stated his own conception of the 

connection between the state and the "civil society," i.e., the totality of material social 

relations, the relations of property above all. "The family and civil society are the 

prerequisites of the state.... They are the driving force. By Hegel, they are, on the 

contrary, made by the real idea," [10] 

                Late in October 1943 Marx moved to Paris where he was to take part in 

editing a review, the Deutsch-Franzosische Jahrbucher (German-French Yearbook) of 

which, however, only one number appeared. This was a double issue, which came out in 

February 1844. It contained two articles by Marx reflecting the results of his study of 

"civil society," of social relationships, which he undertook directly after his criticism of 

Hegel's philosophy of law.              

                Marx's knowledge of the Paris proletariat and its revolutionary traditions and 

generally of the French bourgeois society of 1789 and 1830 and its class antagonisms 

was put to use. "But the system of profit and commerce, of property and human 

exploitation leads ... to a rift inside contemporary society that the old society is 

incapable of healing ..."[11] Such is the first but profound Marxist description of 

bourgeois society.         

But how can the rift inside bourgeois society be overcome? Can it be overcome by 

criticising society? Marx thought so and set great store by such criticism. He writes: "I 

mean the reckless critique of all that exists ..." At the same time he insists on linking 

criticism with party politics and identifying it "with real battles." He writes further: "It 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt1.htm#_edn6
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is clear that the arm of criticism cannot replace the criticism of arms. Material force can 

only be overthrown by material force; but theory itself becomes a material force when it 

has seized the masses." [12] Marx thus arrived at the idea (which, up to then, he 

expressed in general philosophical form) that to abolish capitalist exploitation a social 

revolution was necessary.  

So, in the chaos of fast-flowing human events Marx found the "prime mover" of human 

society, viz. material social relations, property relations. Therefore, the analysis of the 

basis of capitalist society, of the capitalist system of economy became the paramount 

task for Marx. His first, and highly fruitful, attempt at such analysis Marx made as early 

as 1844, in his famous Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. 

Marx was considerably influenced by Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy by 

Engels, published in February 1844. It was the first attempt at a scientific analysis of 

capitalist economy and scientific criticism of bourgeois political economy from the 

standpoint of the revolutionary working class. For the first time Engels raised the 

question as to whether capitalist private ownership was justifiable. In his Economic and 

Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 Marx also expounds the thesis that private property is 

not an eternal but historically transient phenomenon and must be abolished. But first of 

all Marx defined the "prime mover" he had found, stating the primacy, i.e. , the pre-

eminent importance of material production for human society. "Religion, family, state, 

law, morality, science, art, etc. ," he wrote, "are only particular modes of production, 

and fall under its general law." [13] 

His study of capitalist production as it was in his own day showed Marx that it was 

based on the exploitation of the worker by the capitalist, the system of wage-labour, 

which enabled the capitalist to appropriate a part of the products created by the worker. 

Here lies the source of capitalist profit. Pre-Marxian socialists said that this 

appropriation was illegitimate, that capital was a shameless swindle with regard to the 

worker, and wanted capitalist profit to be abolished without, however, changing 

capitalist production in any way. They did not understand that profit in capitalist society 

was the mainspring of production. Pre-Marxian socialists were Utopians, their views 

were in contradiction with actual reality, and that was why their attempts to reform 

bourgeois society had utterly failed. Nevertheless, evaluating their contribution towards 

tackling social problems, Engels wrote that theoretical communism "... will never forget 

that it rests on the shoulders of Saint-Simon, Fourier and Owen—three men who, in 

spite of all their fantastic notions and all their Utopianism, stand among the most 

eminent thinkers of all time and whose genius anticipated innumerable things the 

correctness of which is now being scientifically proved by us ..." [14] Utopian 

socialism, in Lenin's words, criticised capitalist society, it condemned and damned it, it 

dreamed of its destruction, it had visions of a better order and endeavoured to convince 

the rich of the immorality of exploitation." [15] 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt1.htm#_edn8
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The Utopian socialists exposed many evils of bourgeois society. They insisted on the 

need for abolishing antagonistic social relationships and for establishing a different kind 

of society in which all men would be equal and no exploitation of man by man would 

exist. Although they were forerunners of scientific socialism, they still failed to analyse 

the essence of wage-slavery under capitalism, or to discover the laws governing the 

development of capitalism, or point out the social force capable of building the new 

society. 

Marx's approach was entirely different. From the start, he set out to explain the natural 

process - "natural" to capitalist society of course - of exploitation of the worker by the 

capitalist, defining it as "the expression of a necessary course of development."[16] 

This at once put the theory Marx was working out on a strictly scientific basis. 

The chief problem to be elucidated in studying the process of capitalist exploitation is, 

in Marx's view, that the product of labour belongs to the capitalist, not to the worker, 

who regards it as an alien object. Thus the product of labour is alienated from labour. It 

must be said at once that at that stage of his research Marx merely approached the 

solution of this problem which is indeed all-important to the study of capitalist 

exploitation. Yet, raising it was itself an indication of the fundamental shift of emphasis 

in the development of scientific socialism. 

In full conformity with the principle of the primacy of material production, Marx arrives 

at the conclusion that in order to explain the estrangement or alienation of the products 

of labour from the worker, one must go deeper into the process of production and 

scrutinise the relations which [take? SP] shape between the worker and the products, the 

worker and the objects of his production, because it is the relationship between the 

worker and production that underlies the labour relations in capitalist society. Thus 

Marx proceeds from his study of the alienation of the products of labour to the study of 

labour itself. The specific nature of labour under capitalism is described by Marx as 

alienation or self-alienation of labour. (Marx uses self-alienation as distinct from 

alienation to emphasise that the estrangement is the result of the worker's labour activity 

proper, that the source of estrangement is inside, not outside production.) 

Marx writes in Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844: "But the estrangement 

is manifested not only in the result but in the act of production, within the producing 

activity, itself ... In the estrangement of the object of labour is merely summarised the 

estrangement, the alienation, in the activity of labour itself." [17] 

Describing self-alienation of labour in bourgeois society, Marx points out that the 

worker's labour is not voluntary, but coerced; it is forced labour. Neither the worker in 

the act of production nor his labour itself belong to him. The worker's activity, says 

Marx, is not his spontaneous activity. Further. his activity is for the worker only a 

means to enable him to exist, which involves a gross impoverishment of human life. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt1.htm#_edn12
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Both nature surrounding man and his spiritual aspect are alienated from him. 

Refinement of the requirements of the ruling class and of the, means to satisfy them 

gives rise to utterly gross simplification of the requirements of the working people. 

Lastly, as every working man under capitalism is estranged from his spiritual aspect, 

man is estranged from man. 

Marx's study of the alienation of labour under capitalism is an integral part of his 

economic theory. At that point, it enabled him to provide only a very general 

description of the condition of the working class in bourgeois society. Subsequently, as 

we shall see, Marx expanded this theme, pointing out, besides new qualitative 

characteristics, quantitative relationships in which capitalist exploitation finds 

expression. (These relations are embodied in such categories of Marxist political 

economy as absolute and relative surplus-value, the organic structure of capital, etc.) 

However, these new qualitative and quantitative characteristics and relationships did not 

contradict, but merely served to develop and supplement his earlier general description 

of capitalist exploitation and the condition of the working people under capitalism, 

which he gave in the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. Furthermore, 

these earlier descriptions proved far-reaching enough to explain many essential 

developments now taking place in industrially advanced capitalist countries. (It is this, 

perhaps, that explains the keen interest shown in the Economic and Philosophic 

Manuscripts of 1844 at present throughout the world. There is a vast literature to date 

on this early work of Marx.) 

The rather high living standards attained by some capitalist countries are accompanied 

by greatly intensified capitalist exploitation and simultaneously by the growing 

estrangement of the masses from every aspect of the life of society. Gus Hall, General 

Secretary of the Communist Party of the United States, described the situation in these 

words: "In the minds of millions, in the capitalist world, there is growing a new criterion 

by which they measure and compare the two world systems. 

"The comparisons are not now limited to industrial charts or prices of goods. 

"What is placed on the scales now is the overall quality of life. Standards of physical 

comforts remain very important in determining the quality of life, but the yardstick is 

much broader now. It includes the total spectrum of human values, the order of 

priorities, dictated by the inherent laws of each system. It includes the moral, cultural 

and philosophical concepts nurtured by each system. Many of the new components that 

add up to a quality of life cannot be measured by charts." Gus Hall mentioned as a 

major qualitative characteristic of the position of working people in the capitalist 

countries "the growing sense of insecurity, alienation and frustration of not being 

involved." [18] 

It is important to note that, as Marx showed, capitalist private property, the capitalist's 

power over production and the products of worker's labour is a direct consequence of 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt1.htm#_edn14
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alienation of labour. In turn, private property, which is a material embodiment of 

alienated labour, leads to further alienation of labour, which means that this relationship 

is reciprocal. 

Thus the concept of alienated labour, as developed by Marx in Economic and 

Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, still only represented a very general description of the 

process of capitalist exploitation. Its inner workings were not disclosed by Marx at that 

time. The task was now to show how, after all, the relationship between worker and 

capitalist is based on commodity-money (i.e., exactly equivalent) relations dominating 

all aspects of bourgeois society. In other words, the task was to explain capitalist profit 

in terms of the law of value, the law of equivalent exchange. To solve this task, Marx 

carried to a greater depth his investigation of the process of material production, as a 

result of which he made his two great discoveries. The first was his creation of a 

materialist conception of history (or historical materialism), the elucidation of the law of 

the development of human society. The second was his exposure of the secret of 

capitalist production, the development of the theory of surplus-value, elucidating the 

economic law to which the movement of bourgeois society is subject. These two 

discoveries, which transformed Utopian socialism into scientific socialism, are the next 

topic of our discussion. 

 

2. The First Great Discovery (1845-46) 

From their joint investigation of material production, carried out in the middle of the 

1840s at Brussels where they both lived at that lime, Marx and Engels could conclude 

that material production was a dialectical (i.e., indissoluble and at the same time 

contradictory) unity of its two aspects:  the productive forces and the relations of 

production. 

The productive forces of society, i.e., the means of labour society has at its disposal, 

make up the material core of production, showing how man is equipped for dealing with 

the forces of nature. 

Production is, however, a social process, in the course of which people engaged in it 

establish definite production relations with each other. These relations, which form the 

social fabric of material production, are its other fundamental aspect. 

What is, then, the dialectics of the productive forces and production relations? They are 

interdependent in that the development of production relations must correspond to the 

development of the productive forces. This dependence is relative, for while the 

productive forces on the whole are definitive in material production, and so, ultimately, 

to social development at large, the relations of production, in their turn, have a feedback 

effect on the development of the productive forces, stimulating or hampering them. The 
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contradiction between the productive forces and relations of production is the 

fundamental contradiction in any society. The productive forces are more dynamic. 

They develop faster than production relations which are, to a certain extent, 

conservative. Therefore, when production relations begin to hold back the progress of 

the productive forces and become a fetter upon them, they are replaced by new 

production relations consistent with the more advanced productive forces. These 

relations of production exist until they also become a brake on the productive forces. 

Then they are again replaced by other, more progressive relations of production. 

In class society, a definite pattern of material production is matched by a definite class 

pattern, and for this reason the contradiction between the productive forces and 

production relations emerges as a contradiction between different classes of society, 

taking the form of class struggle. Thus, according to Marx and Engels, the contradiction 

between the growing productive forces and their outmoded social form (production 

relations) is ultimately responsible for all historical collisions, being the cause of social 

revolutions which, for the duration of a definite historical period, bring into agreement 

the material core of production and its social fabric. 

The materialist conception of history (or historical materialism), advanced by Marx and 

Engels, was a great discovery, a great scientific hypothesis, which at once made it 

possible to pose and answer scientifically the question of the law of the development of 

human society and of the probable tendencies of its development. For the first time in 

the history of science a conception of the development of human society was evolved, 

which showed how society functioned at every given moment of its existence, and how 

it developed in the course of history. At the basis of society is material production 

viewed as a unity of its two aspects in their development. It was possible at once to 

explain all previous history as the history of class struggle and to reveal the essence of 

that struggle. 

But, of course, Marx and Engels were interested first and foremost in the history and 

chief tendencies of the development of the bourgeois society of their own time. 

Therefore, in their joint work The German Ideology, in which they expounded their 

materialist conception of history,[*] Marx and Engels brought this conception to bear 

specifically on capitalist society, formulating for the first time the main principles of the 

theory of scientific socialism. These principles amount to the following. 

Capitalist society is characterised by an antagonistic, irreconcilable contradiction 

between the productive forces and production relations. When commodities were 

manufactured by individual independent producers from their own raw materials and 

with their own implements of individual production, the products of labour were 

legitimately appropriated by the producer. Under capitalism, the owner of the means of 

production appropriates the products of social labour, of the labour of others. Millions 

of working people go daily to their jobs at factories, building sites, laboratories, offices, 

agricultural enterprises. They have no means of production in their possession. On 
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being fired from their jobs, they retain no connection with the enterprise that employed 

them. These people are wage-workers. Capitalists, on the other hand, own the means of 

production, they control vast factories, mineral resources, labour. They derive profit 

from the capital produced by other people's labour. Thus the development of large-scale 

industry under private property merely keeps widening the rift between capital and 

labour, for private property, Marx pointed out in Economic and Philosophic 

Manuscripts of 1844, is nothing but power to dispose of others' labour, the exploitation 

of labour by capital. Development of the productive forces under capitalism deprives 

small commodity producers of the ownership of the instruments and means of 

production, turning the majority of the members of society into proletarians; the 

productive forces themselves often become destructive. Marx showed that the 

antagonistic contradiction between the productive forces and relations of production 

manifests itself, in particular, in the economic crises which periodically shake bourgeois 

economy, and hastens the collapse of the capitalist system. This contradiction, therefore, 

provides the basis for socialist revolution. 

Bourgeois society is further characterised by the domination of men by social relations. 

Under conditions of the social division of labour on the basis of private property the 

productive forces turn into a social force which is not only independent of men's will 

and activity, but which itself dominates them. We have seen that the conversion of the 

products of men's activity into a material force which dominates them represents the 

alienation of this activity. This alienation can only be abolished in a communist society. 

To understand Marx's train of thought, it is important to bear in mind the distinction 

between scientific socialism and various Utopian conceptions. This distinction was 

shown, in particular, in the fact that in scientific socialism the giant growth of the 

productive forces is regarded as the material prerequisite of a communist society. That 

was why Marx, unlike the Utopian socialists, regarded the development of large-scale 

capitalist production as a highly progressive factor. The abundance of goods, which is a 

necessary prerequisite of communism, can be achieved only if the development of the 

productive forces is at a high level. Marx and Engels wrote: ".. in general, people cannot 

be liberated as long as they are unable to obtain food and drink, housing and clothing in 

adequate quality and quantity." Without the highly developed productive forces, "... 

want is merely made general, and with destitution the struggle for necessities and all the 

old filthy business would necessarily be reproduced ..." [19] 

From the class struggle in bourgeois society it follows that the proletariat must first of 

all win political power, i.e., carry out a revolution. In the course of this revolution the 

formation of a new, communist outlook takes place among the masses. The proletariat 

turns into a class really capable of building a new economic basis for society to replace 

private property. This new basis is social ownership which corresponds to the social 

character of the productive forces. Along with private property, the revolution abolishes 

also the alienation of the worker from the objects which he has produced but which do 

not belong to him and which he is subjugated by. Communism implies control and 
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conscious domination over the forces which up to then had controlled men. The 

development of communist society is "subordinated to a general plan of freely 

combined individuals." [20] A socialist revolution destroys the material basis of the 

social division of labour imposed on people by force, abolishing the compulsory 

division of social activity, the antithesis between town and country above all. Marx 

showed that the personal freedom of the individual is possible only where there is social 

ownership. Only by destroying the system of wage-labour can the worker's personality 

be preserved. 

To complete the description of the theory of scientific communism expounded in The 

German Ideology, it must be said that it was not until Marx and Engels had found in the 

depth of capitalist society the force which alone could and indeed was to build the new 

society--the proletariat, the working class—that socialism was put on a scientific basis 

for the first time and began to develop from Utopian socialism into scientific socialism. 

The principles of scientific communism formulated in The German Ideology were 

carried forward in some works written by Marx and Engels in the latter half of the 

1840s - in The Poverty of Philosophy, Wage-Labour and Capital and Manifesto of the 

Communist Party. These principles remained unshakable in the course of the further 

development of Marxist doctrine, lying at the very core of it, but they were substantially 

developed, amplified and made more concrete, and - what is very important - they were 

scientifically justified and proved. 

                The elaboration by Marx and Engels of the materialist conception of history 

and its concrete application to bourgeois society, which made it possible to formulate 

the main principles of the theory of scientific communism, rested, as we saw, on the 

analysis of the dialectical unity of the productive forces and the relations of production 

within the framework of social production, which was provided in The German 

Ideology. At the basis of this unity (which will be dealt with at more length in the 

second part of this book) is the general methodological principle of Marxist theory, 

which requires that a distinction be made between the material content and social form 

of -every social phenomenon. This approach to social phenomena allows them to be 

considered from a historical angle, in the process of development, while simultaneously 

showing the source of this development, which is the contradiction between the material 

content and social form of phenomena. 

In their works written in the 1840s Marx and Engels carried out the macroanalysis of 

social production. It was established that the material content of production is 

comprised of the productive forces while the relations of production make up its social 

form. The theory of scientific communism was the immediate conclusion from this 

macroanalysis of the structure of social production. 

After this Marx naturally was faced with the task of providing further economic 

substantiation to the materialist conception of history and to the theory of scientific 
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communism which naturally follows from this conception. This task could be solved 

only by means of microanalysis of capitalist production, in the process of a detailed 

examination of the system of capitalist relations of production considered in dialectical 

unity with the productive forces of capitalist society. As he subjected capitalist 

production to microanalysis, studying the fundamental processes going on in it, Marx 

laid bare the mechanism of its functioning, thus revealing the economic law of the 

movement of bourgeois society and the possible tendencies of its development, which 

was vital to the economic substantiation of the theory of scientific communism. 

Simultaneously, it was the second great discovery made by Marx, whereby socialism 

was finally transformed from a Utopia into a science. However, before dealing with this 

discovery, we must look at yet another important aspect of Marx's method of work. 

 

3. The Booklover 

In his fascinating Reminiscences of Marx and Engels [21] Paul Lafargue, the well-

known revolutionary, describes Marx's study in his home in Maitland Park Road in 

London to which Marx and his family moved in the spring of 1864. It was a room on 

the first floor, with a broad window looking out onto the park, and the inevitable 

English fireplace. The walls were lined with bookcases filled with books and stacked up 

to the ceiling with newspapers and manuscripts. Books were also on two tables and on 

the mantelpiece. Books were everywhere, except on the leather sofa on which Marx 

used to lie down for a rest from time to time with a novel. 

Nevertheless, the thousand-odd volumes which made up Marx's personal library 

comprised merely an infinitesimal part of the number of books Marx studied during his 

life. This is evident from the numerous notebooks in which Marx wrote down excerpts 

from the books lie read, often accompanying them by his own comments. The 

notebooks alone might make a sizable library. 

By temperament Marx was not an armchair scholar but a revolutionary. Still, when 

filling in a "questionnaire" at his daughters' request, Marx's reply to what lie considered 

to be his favourite occupation was "book-worming." [22] Of course this questionnaire 

was done in jest, but as in every jest there was a grain of truth. Marx's theory did not 

emerge merely from an analysis of concrete capitalist reality. His study of countless 

books in a great variety of fields, above all in history, philosophy and political 

economy, enabled Marx to draw a faithful picture of the life of bourgeois society in 

motion and explain how it originated, functioned and developed. 

Marx said that "It is only by substituting for conflicting dogmas the conflicting facts and 

real antagonisms which form their hidden background that political economy can be 

transformed into a positive science."[23] These facts Marx drew from books. Many 

concrete facts, e.g. , on the position of the working class, Marx found in Blue Books, 
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the blue-covered statistical publications of the British Parliament. Just as the proofs of 

the first volume of Capital began to arrive, "...Blue Books came flying in between one 

after the other as I was whipping the chapter into final shape," Marx wrote to Engels, 

and I was delighted to find my theoretical results fully confirmed by the facts. "[24] 

Most valuable facts were communicated to Marx by Engels, who had been working for 

many years at the office of his father, a Manchester textile mill owner. One of the 

manuscripts of Capital contains a direct reference to Engels - "As examples, Engels has 

given me ..." followed by an examination of expenditures on raw materials, wages and 

machinery in a spinning-factory. [25] 

Elaborating the theory of economic crises, Marx made the significant conclusion that 

the renewal of machinery was the material ground for the explanation of the cyclic 

development of industrial production. If the conclusion was correct, it followed from it 

that such a renewal should take place not oftener than once every ten years, while 

Charles Babbage, a noted English economist, asserted that in Manchester the greater 

part of machinery was renewed on average every five years. At Marx's request, Engels 

made detailed calculations which clearly showed that "Babbage is quite wrong," as the 

actual term of renewal was "certainly not under ten years," but rather between ten and 

thirteen years and a half. "My best thanks for your explanations on machinery," Marx 

wrote back. "The figure of 13 years corresponds, as much as is needed, to the theory, 

too."[26] 

Concrete factual material played an enormous part in the elaboration and substantiation 

of Marxist economic theory. Here are a few more illustrations. 

When in 1862 Marx developed, while working on Capital, his theory of ground-rent, 

i.e., the income received in bourgeois society by landlords, he subjected to criticism the 

ground-rent theory proposed by David Ricardo, the famous English economist. Marx 

found Ricardo's theory had serious shortcomings as it was based on the Malthusian 

"law" of the deterioration of land fertility. As far back as 1851 Marx had set himself the 

task "to square the law of rent with the progress of fertility of agriculture in general." He 

had emphasised that it was after all "the only way to explain the historical facts and on 

the other hand to scrap Malthus's theory of the deterioration... of the land." [27] Marx 

carried out this intention in 1862. The decisive factor that disproved Ricardo's thesis on 

the steady increase of the price of grain was the table of average annual grain prices in 

England from 1641 to 1859.[28] The table left nothing of Ricardo's assertions which 

were based on the increase in prices observed over the period 1797-1815. Marx showed 

that for a period of more than two hundred years prices alternately moved up and down 

and that the formation of ground-rent was possible not only when inferior land was 

brought under cultivation, but when either better or worse land was cultivated and also 

regardless of whether the prices of farm produce increased, were unchanged or 

decreased. 
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Marx regarded the analysis of concrete facts of decisive importance. Criticising the 

followers of the French socialist Proudhon, who held that all the maladies of bourgeois 

society sprang from the faulty system of money circulation, Marx showed concretely 

that the Proudhonians' statistic evidence did not hold water, that "economic facts do not 

furnish them with the test of their theories; rather, they furnish the proof of their lack of 

mastery of the facts," [29] 

But there were also facts of a different kind, theoretical facts of perhaps even greater 

importance to Marx's economic theory. Marx obtained these facts, which had been 

established in part by pre-Marxian political economy, by means of a critical study of the 

history of economic thought. His investigation of the history of bourgeois political 

economy supplied Marx with two paradoxical facts which the classical economic 

school, headed by Adam Smith and David Ricardo, proved unable to explain. The first 

of these facts was that in bourgeois society, in which there undoubtedly prevail 

commodity-money relations regulated by the law of value (i.e. , the law of equivalent 

exchange, by which the exchange of commodities is effected in accordance with the 

amount of socially necessary labour expended on their production), in this society, in its 

most important sphere, production, there takes place essentially non-equivalent, unequal 

exchange between labour and capital, i.e., the exploitation of workers by capitalists. 

The existence of capitalist exploitation was established beyond doubt in the Adam 

Smith and Ricardo theory. Adam Smith wrote, for instance: "The value which the 

workmen add to the materials, therefore, resolves itself... into two parts, of which the 

one pays their wages, the other the profits of their employer..." [30] Thus the worker's 

unpaid surplus-labour is the source of surplus-value, of profit. The classical bourgeois 

economists went no farther than stating this fact. However, consistent observation of the 

propositions of the labour theory of value (the evolvement of this theory was the chief 

contribution of Smith and Ricardo for which their names have gone down in the history 

of political economy) required that it should be extended to include also surplus-value, 

that the law of value should be applied to explain capitalist exploitation, i.e., 

appropriation of the worker's unpaid labour by the capitalist. Otherwise, one had to 

reject, the labour theory of value. That was just what bourgeois economists, the 

followers of Smith and Ricardo, did. Their attempts to solve the problem failed and 

ultimately compelled the classical school to abandon the labour theory of value 

altogether. 

Marx discovered the above-mentioned paradoxical fact when he was studying bourgeois 

political economy in the 1840s and 50s, and explained it, as we shall see further on, in 

1857-58 in the manuscripts of Zur Kritik der politischen Oekonomie, which was the 

original version of Capital. The explanation of this fact, which made it possible to 

define the main propositions of the theory of surplus-value, constituted the second great 

discovery made by Marx. 
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Another, equally paradoxical, fact, also discovered by Marx as he analysed works by 

bourgeois economists, was that competition among capitalists regulated their profits 

depending on the share of each capital in the total capital and not on the surplus-labour 

each individual capitalist squeezes out of the workers. It meant that in the capitalist 

economy prices were not regulated on the basis of the law of value but on the basis of 

the law of the price of production, i.e., not in proportion to the labour expended but in 

proportion to the capital expended. It was all the more astonishing as in economic 

theory price is regarded as value expressed in money. Bourgeois political economists 

who had discovered this fact vainly sought to reconcile the two laws. For this purpose 

Ricardo simply equated value and the price of production, which at once brought him 

and his supporters into collision with facts and ultimately made them abandon the 

labour-theory of value. The task confronting the student in this case was to calculate the 

price of production from value, to explain on the basis of the law of value the 

fundamental shift in price formation which occurred with the transition from simple 

commodity to capitalist market economy. Marx solved this problem in the early 1860s, 

in his manuscript A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, the second rough 

draft of Capital. By the same token, the theory of surplus value was completed. 

Lastly, we must mention yet another group of facts which were of significance to 

Marx's studies. These facts emerged from the understanding and portrayal of reality by 

geniuses of world literature. Along with the works of economists, philosophers and 

historians, Marx readily quoted Balzac, Dickens, Defoe, Shakespeare, Cervantes and 

other writers in Capital to illustrate his theoretical propositions. We find many pages in 

Marx devoted to facts drawn from novels: Gobseck's cupidity, utterances of Bill Sykes, 

a cut-throat portrayed by Dickens, Robinson Crusoe's adventures, and so forth. Marx 

thought very highly of Balzac, who, he said, was "...generally remarkable fur his 

profound grasp of reality." In his reminiscences of Marx, Paul Lafargue reports that 

Marx intended to write a review of La Comedie Humaine as soon as he had finished 

Capital. [31] In a letter to Margaret Harkness, an English authoress, Engels confessed 

that from Balzac's novels "even in economic details... I have learned more than from all 

the professed historians, economists and statisticians of the period together."[32] It is 

enough to recall, for instance, the brilliant pages in Volume I of Capital, in which Marx, 

giving a general description of social formations, uses the character of Robinson 

Crusoe, [33] to see that facts described in novels were used by Marx as sources to the 

same extent as empirical facts and facts of economic theory. 

Sometimes knowledge gained from books is divorced from reality and conflicts with 

knowledge gained from first-hand experience of life. As we have seen, nobody could 

say that this was true of Marx. Together with Engels he founded an entirely new 

scientific theory, a revolutionary theory expressing the needs of the working class which 

had emerged on the historical scene. This theory did not spring out of thin air but was 

the direct development of all that was progressive and fundamental that mankind had 

achieved. Yet the intellectual wealth man possesses is contained above all in books. 

That was why Marx, who prized revolutionary action above everything else in the 
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world, became a voracious reader. His knowledge of capitalist reality became wider and 

deeper as lie studied bourgeois economic literature. The Mont Blanc of facts on which 

Capital is built was extracted by Marx from hooks. For many years Marx spent whole 

days from morning till night in the reading room of the British Museum, the largest 

library in the world at that time, and then, until late, worked on his notes, synopses, 

excerpts, and filled thousands of pages of manuscripts comprising the various versions 

of one book - Capital. 

 

4. The Second Great Discovery (1857-58) 

Over a very short space of time, from October 1857 to May 1858, after fifteen years of 

studying capitalist economy, Marx produced a manuscript of over 1,200 typed pages 

which he entitled Grundrisse. Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy and 

which represents, as you know, the first rough sketch of Capital. The complete text of 

this manuscript was published for the first time in the Soviet Union in 1939, in German. 

In 1953, this edition was reproduced in the German Democratic Republic, and 

subsequently it was translated into Russian, Japanese, English, Italian, French, Spanish, 

Czech and Hungarian. The fact that it has become so widely read and has been the 

subject of numerous reviews is due to the prominent place it occupies in the history of 

Marxism, being the first exposition of Marx's theory of value on the basis of which he 

evolved the theory of surplus-value, the keystone of Marxist economic theory. 

Marx made extensive use of Grundrisse in his work on Capital. However, it contains 

much that was not included in the final text of Capital. This refers above all to a number 

of vital points having to do with the substantiation of scientific, communism and being 

of particular relevance to the present. 

Working on Grundrisse, Marx discovered the economic law of the movement of 

bourgeois society and showed on the basis of economic analysis that its revolutionary 

transformation into a communist society was inevitable. It is not at all surprising that 

Marx should subject the problems of this transformation, the problems of the emergence 

of communist society, to a detailed examination in this manuscript. As he developed his 

economic theory, Marx was forced to pay more attention to special economic questions 

(any study in depth of a problem invariably entails narrowing the field of inquiry). But 

while he was writing the original version of Capital he still studied the problems of 

economic theory over a very broad field selecting for the sake of comparison material 

which went outside the framework of Capital, and had a bearing on both pre-capitalist 

formations and on the future communist society. From this it must be clear why 

Grundrisse should have now become the object of such keen interest everywhere, and 

by no means only among Marxists. So let us examine it more closely. 
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At the basis of the theory of value put forward by Marx in Grundrisse is the conception 

of the commodity as the elementary "economic cell-form" of capitalism. This 

conception, which Marx arrived at when writing the manuscript, was later stated in the 

opening lines of the first volume of Capital: "The wealth of those societies in which the 

capitalist mode of production prevails, presents itself as 'an immense accumulation of 

commodities,' its unit being a single commodity. Our investigation must therefore begin 

with the analysis of a commodity." [34] We shall discuss the methodological 

significance of this discovery later on. At this point it is important to note that according 

to Marx a commodity is a dialectical, indissoluble and simultaneously contradictory, 

unity of use-value and value. As use-values, all commodities differ qualitatively. As 

values they are qualitatively the same, all being products of labour, and differ only 

quantitatively, in labour-time embodied in them. Use-value constitutes the material 

content of a commodity, its ability to satisfy some human want. Value, on the other 

hand, is the social form of a commodity as a product of labour. It is felt whenever one 

commodity is exchanged for another. In the process of exchange, one commodity 

became singled out (for various historical reasons it was gold) which became money—

an embodiment, an equivalent of value. Before he can obtain the commodities he wants, 

the producer of a certain commodity has to exchange it for money, with which he 

proceeds to buy commodities from other producers. 

But perhaps the most important point in the development of the theory of value by Marx 

was that from the conception of a commodity as a dialectical unity of use-value and 

value Marx passed to the conception of labour, by which commodities are produced, as 

dialectical unity of concrete (private) labour, which results in the creation of use-values, 

and abstract (social) labour, which forms the value of a commodity. The conception of 

the dual nature of labour makes up the main content of the Marxist theory of value by 

which it differs fundamentally from the labour theory of value advanced by the 

predecessors of Marx, the founders of bourgeois political economy. No economist 

before Marx had been able to see the dual nature of labour as a particular feature of 

commodity production, although some bourgeois economists were not far from grasping 

the dual nature of the commodity. Marx subsequently stressed the importance of the 

conception of the dual nature of labour, for, he wrote, "all understanding of the facts 

depends upon this."[35] 

It is a peculiarity of bourgeois society, which is based on private property, that labour 

involved in the production of a commodity directly is private labour. Only when he 

comes to the market to sell a commodity does a capitalist learn whether or not the time 

expended on the production of the commodity was the socially necessary labour-time. 

Should the actual number of hours spent be greater than the socially necessary labour-

time - which determines the value of a commodity - the capitalist will be unable to sell 

it or he will have to sell at a loss, at a price lower than the individual value of the 

commodity. Should the number of hours be equal to the socially necessary time, the 

individual value of the commodity is then equal to its social value, and its price is 

roughly equal to its value. Lastly, should the number of hours spent to produce the 
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commodity be less than the socially necessary time, the capitalist will be able to sell it at 

a price above its individual value and pocket the extra profit. Thus, it is only when a 

commodity is brought to the market and turned into money that the social nature of 

concrete labour expended on its production is felt. The internal contradiction between 

the use-value and value of a commodity, between private and social labour involved in 

its production, is resolved in exchange, in the realisation of the commodity, whereby it 

turns into money. 

Having disclosed the dual nature of labour and the products of labour in bourgeois 

society, Marx was able to proceed at once to the analysis of the relations of capitalism 

proper, i.e., the relations between labour and capital, to explain the mechanism of 

capitalist exploitation, to create the theory of surplus-value. What made these relations 

difficult to understand was that they appeared not at all what they were. "But," to quote 

Marx, "all science would be superfluous if the outward appearance and the essence of 

things directly coincided." [36] Indeed, we have already mentioned that the exchange 

involved in the sale and purchase of labour-power is essentially non-equivalent. 

Otherwise, where would the capitalist's profit come from? But this exchange proceeds 

in circumstances where commodity-value relations regulated by the law of value, the 

law of equivalent exchange, overwhelmingly prevail. Consequently, the exchange 

involved in the sale and purchase of labour-power should be explained also in terms of 

equivalent exchange and not in contradiction with it. 

Marx showed that the relation between labour and capital includes two essentially 

different processes. First of all, it is the exchange itself between the worker and the 

capitalist, a business transaction whereby the capitalist "obtains the productive force 

which maintains and multiplies capital," [37] i.e., he gets the chance to dispose of the 

worker's labour-power, of his capacity to create new, surplus-value. Secondly, it is the 

process of labour itself, which derives from the material content of capitalist production 

and which actually serves to maintain and increase capital. Therefore – and that was the 

first point for the understanding of the mechanism of capitalist exploitation - the object 

of the deal made between the worker and the capitalist is not the worker's labour but his 

ability to work. A worker cannot sell labour, for labour is the process of the 

consumption of labour-power and that takes place in production, not in the market. As 

he owns no means of production, a worker can own neither labour process nor its 

products. All he does own is his ability to work, his labour-power. And this is what he 

sells to the capitalist. Hence, it is not labour but labour-power that is a commodity. 

Before Marx, nobody had noticed this fact. 

Thus it is not labour but the labour-power, of the wage-worker that the capitalist pays 

for. Labour-power is sold to the capitalist at its value which depends on the value of the 

means of subsistence usually consumed by a worker and his family. The capitalist, on 

the other hand, can dispose of the use-value of the commodity - the labour power - 

which consists of the worker's ability to create new value in the process of labour. In 
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other words, the wage-worker sells to the employer the right to dispose of his labour-

power. 

For example, during a week a wage-worker produces a certain amount of goods whose 

value is much greater than a week's value of labour-power. Under fixed hours, say, nine 

a day, only some of the time is spent on producing value equal to the value of labour-

power. This is necessary labour which goes to produce tile equivalent of the worker's 

wages. The rest of the time the worker performs surplus-labour producing surplus-value 

which is kept by the capitalists, i.e., owners of the means of production. Marx defines 

surplus-value as the difference between the new value which the worker creates by his 

labour and the value of labour-power, which the capitalist pays the worker in wages. 

It was very important to establish that the capitalist system creates all the conditions 

necessary and sufficient for the existence of surplus-value. The capitalist relations of 

production, founded on the capitalist private ownership of the means of production 

necessarily result in the fact that the worker's labour, and therefore the products of his 

labour, belong to the capitalist. The law of value, the law of equivalent exchange, as we 

saw just now, allows new value produced in the process of labour to be greater than the 

value of labour-power. Having bought labour-power, the capitalist gets the right of 

ownership of the product of surplus-labour as well as of the product of necessary labour. 

Lastly, in capitalist society the level of the productive forces' development, the 

productivity of social labour are such that necessary labour takes up merely a part of the 

working day. In other words, newly created value really does exceed the value of 

labour-power, i.e., surplus-value really does exist. 

Thus Marx showed - and that was his second great discovery - that the appropriation by 

the capitalists of surplus-value produced by workers proceeds in full conformity with 

the inherent laws of capitalist economy, with the law of value, above all. Consequently, 

capitalist exploitation derives from the very substance of the capitalist relations of 

production. Under capitalism, exploitation is inherent in the process of production itself, 

the production of commodities being simultaneously the production of surplus-value. It 

immediately followed from this that the emancipation of the working class from 

capitalist exploitation cannot be achieved within the capitalist social system. In other 

words, the necessity of a socialist revolution became the obvious conclusion. 

Marx showed further that the tremendous development of the productive forces under 

capitalism simultaneously made for the creation and accumulation of the material 

elements of a future communist society. These material elements - they will be dealt 

with in the third part of this book - determine the possibility of a socialist revolution. 

"But within bourgeois society, the society which rests on exchange-value," writes Marx, 

"there arise such relations of production as well as social relations which are so many 

mines to explode it ... if we did not find concealed in society as it is the material 

conditions of production and the corresponding relations of exchange prerequisite for a 

classless society then all attempts to explode it would be quixotic." [38] It is in the 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt1.htm#_edn34


23 
 

creation of such prerequisites for the transition to a communist society that the historical 

justification of capitalism and its progressive role lie. Capitalism alone could raise the 

productive forces to a level which makes possible the transition to communism and the 

harmonious development of all members of society. 

In the Manifesto of the Communist Party ( 1848) Marx and Engels gave a brilliant 

description of communism as an association in which "the free development of each is 

the condition for the free development of all." [39] Now in this later work Marx 

discovered the material basis for such development. It was the surplus-product, the 

excess of the results of production over cost-price. 

In bourgeois society the surplus-product becomes surplus-value and is appropriated by 

the capitalist class, and under communism it ensures "the full material conditions for the 

total, universal development of the productive forces of the individual," "creates the 

material elements for the development of the rich individuality which is as all-sided in 

its production as in its consumption." [40] 

For how long can the progressive development of capitalism continue? This is how 

Marx answers this question: "No social order ever perishes before all the productive 

forces for which there is room in it have developed; and new, higher relations of 

production never appear before the material conditions of their existence have matured 

in the womb of the old society itself." As soon as the prevailing system of relations of 

production, i.e., the economic basis of society, has ceased to be the optimal social form 

of development of the productive forces, "further development appears as decay, and 

the new development begins from a new basis." [41] This conclusion is very important 

also for the investigation of the prospects of the development of the productive forces of 

modern capitalist society, which we shall discuss later. 

The second great discovery of Marx, i.e., his theory of surplus-value we have just 

considered, brings home the organic, intrinsic connection between Marxist economic 

theory and the revolutionary propositions of Marxism. One is indissolubly linked with 

the other, for there is no accepting Marx's economic theory without accepting its 

revolutionary conclusions. That was why Lenin referred to Marxist political economy as 

"socialist political economy." [42] 

The strictly scientific character of the revolutionary conclusions of Marxist theory and 

of its predictions as regards the future, communist society also sterns from the Organic 

connection of economics and politics. We have seen that Marx arrived at the conclusion 

about the economic necessity of the socialist revolution only after he had explained the 

mechanism of capitalist exploitation in terms of the law of value. Marx gives special 

prominence to the correspondence of the main principles of his economic theory and its 

revolutionary conclusions with the law of value which reflects the dominance of 

commodity-value relations in capitalist society. Consistency with the theory of value is 

to Marx a criterion of the truth of each theoretical conclusion. There was, however, yet 
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another and equally important yardstick which Marx invariably applied in developing 

his theory. And this we shall presently discuss. 

 

5. "I Administer Historical Justice..." 

Our description of Marx's method of work would be very incomplete if we omitted to 

mention the historical aspect of his economic theory which invariably played an 

enormous part at every stage of its development. One of the most important features of 

Marx's method was that in his works analysis of the history of economic science and 

development of his own theory always ran parallel, combining into a single process of 

scientific inquiry. Historical and critical analysis is ever present in Marx's economic 

investigation both as the point of departure and the result of this study. Let us now take 

a closer look at it. 

The history of bourgeois political economy inevitably furnished the starting point for 

Marxist economic theory, for Marx studied the economic relations prevailing in 

bourgeois society in his day from a historical aspect. The task he pursued was to 

disclose the economic law which the movement of capitalism obeyed. Marx found in 

the history of bourgeois political economy the reflection of the economic history of 

bourgeois society. If economic theory reflects reality more or less adequately, its history 

reflects the development of this reality. Consequently, by studying the history of 

economic theory one should be able to reproduce the process of economic development 

itself. Engels wrote: "The historical development of the literature of political economy 

provided a natural guiding thread with which criticism could link up, and the economic 

categories as a whole would thereby appear in the same sequence as in the logical 

development ... since indeed it is the actual development that is followed." [43] 

Therefore, the history of bourgeois political economy appears as an essential source of 

knowledge of the history of the capitalist economic system. 

The study of the creation of Capital shows that the working out of each section of 

economic theory was always preceded by either more or less extensive inquiry into the 

history of bourgeois political economy. As Marx penetrated farther into the mechanism 

of capitalist exploitation, he extended the range of authors whose works he analysed, 

and his analysis became more detailed and thorough. Here are a few examples. Marx's 

first attempt to develop an economic theory of his own (in Economic and Philosophic 

Manuscripts of 1844) was accompanied by intensive study of bourgeois political 

economy in Paris. The appearance of The Poverty of Philosophy and Wage-Labour and 

Capital (the latter half of the 1840s) was preceded by a much wider study of the works 

of bourgeois economists at Brussels and Manchester. 

The manuscript Critique of Political Economy (1857-58) in which Marx expounded his 

theory of value and surplus-value was written on the basis of an enormous number of 
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notebooks in which Marx had compiled excerpts from works by bourgeois economists 

in the 1850s. Marx further elaborated the theory of surplus-value and evolved the 

theories of average profit, ground-rent, reproduction and crises, and productive labour 

as he worked on the Theories of Surplus-Value, the historical part of Capital. 

Marx often called his economic investigations "criticisms" (the subtitle of Capital is A 

Critique of Political Economy). Criticism, as Marx understood it, meant criticism of 

bourgeois society, establishing the reasons for the necessity of its destruction and 

mankind's transition to a communist society. It was truly constructive, useful criticism. 

As he studied the history of bourgeois political economy, Marx discovered the key 

problems of economic theory whose solution enabled him to evolve an entirely new 

economic doctrine. Thus the works of bourgeois economists, especially those of the 

classical Smith-Ricardo school, taken together posed questions of the nature and 

mechanism of capitalist exploitation, of exchange between labour and capital as the 

fundamental relation of production in bourgeois society, of the dual nature of labour and 

its products, of the worker's surplus-labour as the source of capitalist profit, of the 

economic antagonism of the classes of bourgeois society, and so on. Bourgeois thought 

posed these problems, thereby furnishing Marx with points of departure for his own 

investigation. At the same time, the bourgeois economists' failure to solve these 

problems - their failure to "split" labour and its product and investigate their dual nature, 

to see the elementary "cell-form" of capitalist economy, to view "labour-power" as a 

commodity and as the intermediate link in the exchange between labour and capital, to 

see capital as a relation of production, to see how value turns into the price of 

production all made it clear to Marx that no economic substantiation of scientific 

communism could be given on the basis of bourgeois political economy. Attempts of 

this kind undertaken by Ricardian socialists led them to arrive at utterly Utopian 

conclusions. Marx said in an interview in 1871: "It is hardly likely, for instance, that we 

could hope to prosper in our war against capital if we derive our tactics, say, from the 

political economy of Mill. He has traced one kind of relationship between labour and 

capital. We hope to show that it is possible to establish another." [44] The solution by 

Marx of aforementioned key problems formed the basis of the political economy of the 

working class. 

A comprehensive investigation of the evolution of bourgeois political economy was 

carried out by Marx when he worked on the long manuscript in 1861-63 (the second 

draft of Capital), or more precisely on its central part which he called Theories of 

Surplus-Value. He intended to trace the bourgeois economists' views on this 

fundamental problem of economics. This work presented an all-embracing critical 

analysis of bourgeois political economy which made Marx and Engels regard the 

Theories of Surplus-Value as a sketch for the fourth and concluding volume of Capital, 

the final element in the structure of Marxist economic theory, containing its historical 

justification. And so it is commonly accounted to be. 
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The thing of particular interest to us today is that in connection with his analysis of the 

history of bourgeois political economy Marx considered a vast range of questions 

associated with the antagonistic contradictions of capitalism, with the position and 

struggle of the working class in bourgeois society. It was the further development of the 

theory of surplus-value the foundations of which were laid, as we have seen, in 1857-

58. Some of these questions will he discussed in more detail in the third part of this 

book. So far we shall simply enumerate them. 

As he carried on his critical investigation of the history of bourgeois political economy, 

Marx laid bare the roots of the subsistence theory of wages, a bourgeois theory which 

regards the value of labour-power as something permanent, independent of stages of 

historical development. His criticism of this conception permitted Marx later on to work 

out the main principles of the economic struggle of the working class in capitalist 

society for higher wages and shorter hours, and to prove the objective necessity and 

possibility of this struggle. 

Marx's investigation of the problem of product ive labour made .it possible to ascertain 

the place of the working class in the structure of bourgeois society. His analysis of the 

process of capitalist production enabled Marx to conclude that economic crises were an 

inevitable attribute of capitalism. Of especial interest in the light of the current energy 

crisis in the capitalist countries is the fact that along with the crises of overproduction 

Marx considered also the crises of underproduction caused, for instance, by a shortage 

of raw materials. In connection with his analysis of accumulation of capital Marx 

investigated the influence of the latter on the position of the working class, discovering 

the objective tendency of its pauperisation and simultaneously pointing out the factors 

opposing this tendency, one of which is the workers' strike movement. 

Elaboration of the theory of average profit and the price of production showed among 

other things that the capitalist class as a whole participates in the exploitation of the 

working class, forming a genuine "Masonic fraternity" in their opposition to the 

working class. The working class can answer this only one way - by uniting its ranks. 

Thus the slogan "Working, men of all lands, unite!" received its economic basis. 

Consideration of Marx's method of work permits us to single out some of its 

characteristic features. 

Marx proceeded from the fact that the paradoxical and conflicting forms in which 

reality manifests itself merely reflected its own paradoxical and conflicting nature. 

"Scientific truth," Marx said, "is always paradox, if judged by everyday experience, 

which catches only the delusive appearance of things." [45] Earlier on we mentioned 

that Marx was the first in the history of political economy to explain the contradictory 

mechanism of capitalist exploitation on the basis of the law of value. Marx was able to 

do it by discarding bourgeois economic dogma which asserted (judging by everyday 

experience, which catches only the delusive appearance of things) that it was his labour 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt1.htm#_edn41


27 
 

that the worker sold to the capitalist. Marx demonstrated that the contradictory character 

of the sale and purchase of labour-power (the contradiction, as we saw, is that the 

essentially non-equivalent exchange between the capitalist and the worker is 

nevertheless regulated by the law of value) reflects the antagonistic nature of bourgeois 

society. 

The fundamental distinction of Marx's method from that applied by the bourgeois 

economists was manifest also in his solution of the second central problem of capitalist 

economy, in the explanation of the average rate of profit and the price of production in 

terms of the law of value. Striving to prove by all means the universal character of the 

law of value, Ricardo simply identified value and the price of production, discarding the 

problem as such. Marx approached it in a diametrically opposite way. He showed that 

the contradiction between value and the price of production was merely an illusion. He 

proved it by explaining the price of production in terms of value, instead of identifying 

these two different categories. On the contrary, in Marx's theory the price of production 

(equal to the cost-price plus the average profit) as a converted form of value (equal to 

the cost-price plus surplus-value) coincides with value only in exceptional cases. Only 

the total amount of surplus-value appropriated by the whole capitalist class is equal to 

the total amount of capitalist profit. In the same way, the sum of the prices of 

production is equal to the sum of values. On the other hand, the amount of profit 

obtained by an individual capitalist depends on the amount of the capital he has 

advanced. The greater it is, the greater the profit. The mechanism of capitalist 

competition rigidly regulates the distribution of the total profit among individual 

capitalists. Thus in this case too the contradictions in which the bourgeois economists 

had got hopelessly entangled were shown by Marx to be outward reflections of the 

objective contradictions of the capitalist system. On the surface of bourgeois society, 

surplus-value appears not as the product of surplus-labour but as the product of capital, 

i.e., it appears in the converted forms of profit and average profit. Accordingly, value 

appears in the converted form of the price of production. Outwardly it seems to be in 

contradiction to the theory of value but, as Marx showed, it is merely "an illusion which 

arises from the development of the thing itself...." [46] 

To get to the bottom of capitalist reality, Marx thoroughly revised the most general, 

fundamental notions of political economy, such as labour, value, commodity, etc. We 

saw that this analysis had enabled Marx to discover the commodity as the elementary 

economic cell-form of capitalism containing in embryo all contradictions of bourgeois 

economy. In the same way the discovery of the dual nature of labour and its product, 

consistent application of the theory of value and its extension to the commodity peculiar 

to capitalism, i.e., to labour-power, gave Marx a point of departure for the development 

of the theory of surplus-value. 

In the course of his revision of the basic principles of bourgeois economics Marx 

elucidated the original sources of various theories, ridding political economy of 

dogmatic accretions which conflicted with the intrinsic logic of science. 
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The story of the writing of Capital convincingly attests to the total scientific 

scrupulousness of Marx, who always put the interests of science first, and saw his duty 

as a scholar and proletarian revolutionary in getting at the truth. Condemning Malthus's 

subservience to the more reactionary classes of bourgeois society, Marx wrote: "But 

when a man seeks to accommodate science to a viewpoint which is derived not from 

science itself (however erroneous it may be) but from outside, from alien, external 

interests, then I call him 'base'." [47] His passionate abhorrence of the capitalist system 

did not prevent Marx, in contradistinction to the Utopian views of pre-Marxian 

socialists, from drawing the conclusion that, compared with the pre-capitalist 

formations, capitalism was progressive. It was this scientific conclusion that enabled 

him to discover the economic law of the movement of capitalism and detect in it the 

material and spiritual elements of the future society, which it is the historic mission of 

bourgeois society to create. 

As a conscientious scientist, Marx never strove after popularity for popularity's sake. 

When his work Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859), which at that 

date only included the chapter on commodities and the chapter on money, came out, 

many, including some of his friends and associates, found his manner of presentation 

abstruse. Replying to these objections, Marx stressed that "scientific attempts to 

revolutionise a science can never be really popular." [48] As it was, Marx's work was 

relevant in the highest degree as it laid the groundwork for the analysis of capitalist 

economy, already elucidating "the specifically social, not the least absolute, character of 

bourgeois production in its simplest form, that of the commodity." [49] In other words, 

in this work the historically transient character of capitalism was explained. The lack of 

understanding which Marx's brilliant work met at the beginning evidently reflects—

apart from the mental exertion it required—the habitually suspicious attitude towards 

abstract theory as scholastic humbug of no practical significance. 

In a letter to Engels of May 16, 1868, Marx observed that in political economy points of 

practical interest and of theoretical necessity were widely divergent. Scrupulous 

analysis of the "economic cell-form" of capitalism might seem to some to be a mere 

splitting of hairs, a fuss about trifles. Yet these "trifles" were of fundamental importance 

to the theory of surplus-value. And if, to quote G. Gunnarson, a well-known theoretician 

and Scandinavian Social Democrat, today everybody recognises Marx's superiority as 

regards the explanation of the basic features of the development of capitalism—the task 

which bourgeois economics has understandably failed to solve,[50] Marx owes much of 

it to his dauntless courage, to his ability to go against the current, to his belief that "at 

the entrance to science, as at the entrance to hell, the demand must be posted: 

Here all mistrust must be abandoned 

And here must Perish every craven thought." [51] 
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[*] This remarkable book written in 1845-46 remained unpublished in the authors' 

lifetime and was published for the first time only in 1932. 
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PART II "... NOT A DOCTRINE BUT A METHOD" 

As we looked at certain stages in the history of Capital, we saw the tremendous role 

played at every stage by Marx's method of economic research. It would be no 

exaggeration to say that scientific method was decisive to the development of Marx's 

economic theory. "The working out of the method which forms the foundation of 

Marx's criticism of political economy," Engels observed, "we consider a result of hardly 

less importance than the basic materialist outlook itself." [52] It was the superiority of 

Marx's method of research over the method of bourgeois political economy that enabled 

him to solve the fundamental problems of economics and produce an economic theory 

which is still relevant to this day. 

As he built up his theory, Marx would always clear away the "scaffolding" of method.- 

At the close of 1861, he wrote to Engels: "My writing is getting on, but slowly. ... 

Anyway, it will be much more popular and the method much better hidden away." [53] 

Still, by making a close study of the history of the development of Marx's economic 

doctrine, and in the first place of the economic drafts which comprise the different 

versions of Capital, one can reconstruct one after another the stages of its progress and 

see, to quote Hegel, "... the result along with the process of arriving at it." [54] 

The basic feature of Marx's economic manuscripts is that they reflect, above all, the 

process of theoretical investigation of the capitalist economy while the three volumes of 

Capital mainly contain an exposition of the already developed theory. For this reason 

the method of economic inquiry which Marx developed and applied in the process of 

his investigation, later, when the theory was expounded, was "hidden away." This is 

what makes it so important to study Marx's legacy as a whole, for it is only in this way 

that one may form a comprehensive idea of Marxist economic doctrine. 

In this part of the book we would like to describe certain features of Marx's scientific 

method (already disclosed in part in the discussion of how Capital was written) and 

illustrate them by concrete examples. 

 

1. Understanding Reality 

At the end of August 1857 Marx wrote an outline for the Introduction to Capital. In it 

he stated in more detail than anywhere else his ideas respecting the method of studying 

political economy he had worked out. Marx described it as advancing from the simplest, 

the most general and abstract to more concrete concepts of reality. The readers may be 

aware that that is the general method by which every science develops, and the main 

principles of which were formulated by Hegel long ago. Nevertheless, Marx was the 

first to apply this method from materialist positions, the first to give it a materialist 

interpretation. Marx showed, firstly, that advancing from the abstract to the concrete is 
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necessarily preceded by proceeding from the concrete to the abstract. Thus reality 

serves as the starting-point of scientific theory. Secondly, Marx showed that advancing 

from the abstract to the concrete essentially corresponds to the actual process of history 

and terminates in a scientific, integral reproduction of the concrete. 

Let us illustrate this important feature of Marx's scientific method by discussing how he 

evolved his theory of value. Marx expounded this theory for the first time in the part of 

the manuscript of 1857-58, entitled The Chapter on Money and opening with the 

criticism of the petty-bourgeois theory of money advanced by Proudhon and 

Proudhonians. This fact has its own profound methodological reasons. After all money 

is a form in which the value of a commodity is expressed. Money is the external 

expression of value. In his criticism of petty-bourgeois and then also of bourgeois 

political economy (the petty-bourgeois Proudhonian theory of money was actually 

nothing but a bourgeois interpretation carried to an absurdity) Marx always began by 

going from the surface to the essence gradually delving deeper and deeper into capitalist 

reality. For this reason Marx began his manuscript with a study of the theory of money 

and only after that proceeded to examine the value of a commodity. Later on Marx 

wrote: "In fact we started from exchange-value, or the exchange relation of 

commodities, in order to get at the value that lies hidden behind it." [55] In the course of 

research Marx showed that the theory of money was the consequence of the theory of 

value and therefore the false bourgeois and petty-bourgeois theories of value were 

consequences of false theories of value as also of the essential shortcomings of the 

labour theory of value of the classical bourgeois economists. 

How a bourgeois economist understood the category of money was therefore to Marx 

the test of his understanding of the category of value. And the same can be said of 

Marx's own theory: his theory of value stands or falls on the soundness of his theory of 

money. In his works of the latter half of the 1840s Marx largely shared the Ricardian 

theory of value with all its shortcomings.[*] Marx also shared the Ricardian so-called 

quantitative theory of money. According to this theory which was shared—and is still 

shared—by the majority of bourgeois economists, money is not a specific commodity 

performing the part of the universal equivalent, but merely an instrument of circulation. 

Marx wrote in The Poverty of Philosophy: "...precisely gold and silver, as money, are of 

all commodities the only ones not determined by their cost of production; and this is so 

true that in circulation they can be replaced by paper." [56] The falsity of the typically 

quantitative approach to the theory of money becomes strikingly obvious at the time of 

monetary crises, when paper money is drastically depreciated and its absolute 

dependence on gold, this specific commodity, comes to light. 

Having worked out his theory of value, Marx immediately took a critical look at the 

quantitative theory of money. "Ricardo's theory of money," he stated in the manuscript 

of 185758, "is as completely refuted as its false assumptions." [57] It is important to 

note that already in The Poverty of Philosophy Marx posed the question of the objective 

necessity of money under a system of production which rests on the individual 
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exchange of the products of labour. Simultaneously he stressed that the question that 

had concerned Proudhon, as to why gold and silver performed this particular function 

was a secondary question the answer to which should be sought not in the bourgeois 

economic system as a whole but in the specific qualities of gold and silver as substances 

[58] Raising the question of the necessity of money under commodity production, Marx 

in The Poverty of Philosophy did not yet offer any solution. That could be furnished 

only in conjunction with the theory of value, as one of its consequences. Thus the 

working out of the Marxist theory of value in the manuscripts of 1857-58 

simultaneously attests that Marx produced his own theory of value only at that time. 

In the first volume of Capital the category of a commodity as the "economic cell-form" 

of bourgeois society appears as the starting-point from which Marx built his theory 

advancing from the abstract to the concrete. Behind it, however, lies the process of 

inquiry which brought Marx to this conception of a commodity. And this process is of 

great importance, as it alone makes it possible to avoid forming a false conception of a 

theory as an a priori construction. In other words, it makes it possible to avoid a 

dogmatic approach to Marx's economic theory. The study of the draft versions of 

Capital affords us the unique opportunity of being present, as it were, at the birth of a 

new theory, tracing every detail of the difficult process of the discovery of the 

"economic cell-form" of capitalism. 

Examination of Marx's scientific method—the method of advancing from the abstract to 

the concrete--inevitably gives rise to certain questions in the reader's mind. First, Marx's 

analysis has shown that every social structure must have an elementary "economic cell-

form" peculiar to it, which furnishes the starting-point for building an economic theory 

for the society it is part of. The construction of such a theory must necessarily be 

preceded by the isolation of certain "determinant, abstract, general relations..." [59] 

which together constitute the "cell-form" to be found. This gives rise to the question as 

to what requirements the "economic cell-form" must satisfy. Or, to put it differently, 

what limits the transition from the concrete to the abstract may (and must) reach before 

there begins the reverse process of advancing from the abstract to the concrete, i.e. the 

proper process of developing an economic theory. Second, the method of advancing 

from the abstract to the concrete dictates the necessity of making an economic theory 

concrete, advancing from the abstract, underlying categories to the concrete. "surface" 

categories. 

What can be said in this respect of Marx's economic theory? Is it concrete or is it 

abstract? Does it need to be made more concrete? To these and some other questions we 

shall now proceed. 

 

2. "The Splitting of a Single Whole..." 
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First of all it must be recalled that in The German Ideology (1845-46) Marx and Engels, 

analysing the category of social production, for the first time consistently applied the 

fundamentally important method of studying social phenomena based on the 

determination of material content and social form of every social phenomenon. The 

category of social production was for the first time presented as a dialectical, conflicting 

unity of the productive forces and the relations of production. 

The conflict between the productive forces and the relations of production appears as 

the source of the development of social production and ultimately as the source of 

historical development at large. Social material production conceived in this particular 

way was defined by Marx in 1857 as the object of his research. The productive forces 

are subject to economic analysis as the material content of social production. the 

material embodiment of the relations of production. The latter--like all other social 

relations—cannot be perceived by the senses, "by touch"; we can only have a mental 

conception of them. We can fix them in thought, separately from the productive forces 

which are their material exponents. But in actual fact the relations of production do not 

exist apart from the productive forces. 

Having developed a scientific method of studying economic phenomena, Marx and 

Engels left far behind, from a methodological standpoint, bourgeois political economy 

whose best representatives still failed to "split" the category of social production as well 

as other economic categories. Bourgeois economists failed to solve this problem 

because they strove, wittingly or unwittingly, to present the economic laws of 

capitalism as the eternal laws of nature. The conception of social production as a unity 

of the productive forces and the relations of production, on the contrary, made it 

possible to view history as a succession of social formations, a succession of different 

modes of social production. 

In Capital Marx gave a classical analysis of the process of capitalist production. 

Throughout the process of advancing from the abstract to the concrete Marx considers 

each economic category—the commodity, money, capital, etc.—from the point of view 

of the dialectical unity of material content, which ultimately reflects the development of 

the productive forces, and social form, which reflects the capitalist relations of 

production. Marx pointed out: "... neither 'value' nor 'exchange-value' are the categories 

I consider, but the commodity." [60] The commodity, as a unity of the use-value (the 

material content) and value (the social form) constitutes the elementary "economic cell-

form" of bourgeois society, and as such is the point of departure for theoretical analysis 

in Capital. 

It is the distinction between the social form of an economic phenomenon and its 

material content that determines the limits of abstraction permissible in each individual 

case, the limits within which one may proceed from the concrete to the abstract. Marx 

applies this yardstick both to very general problems—e.g., the antagonistic character of 

bourgeois production and its material content, the "economic cell-form" of bourgeois 
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society—and to more concrete, special questions, e.g., productive labour under 

capitalism. But important as it is to differentiate between the social form and material 

content of economic phenomena, any dissociation from the social form of economic 

phenomena investigated is impermissible. In other words, the economic categories 

giving expression to economic phenomena cannot he deduced independently of the 

relations of production (the relations of production are the social form of economic 

phenomena), merely from the material characteristics, from the material content of the 

phenomena. Bourgeois political economy does not take into consideration the 

antagonistic form of capitalist production and regards its laws as dominant in all 

formations. That was the reason why bourgeois economists failed to discover and 

analyse the "economic cell-form" of capitalism. 

But the question of determining the social form and material content of an economic 

phenomenon has also another side to it. Whereas specific features of economic 

phenomena and processes peculiar to a particular mode of production can be deduced 

solely from their social form, the study of their material content makes it possible to 

establish and describe the general characteristics and attributes common to all (or to 

some) modes of production. This is what makes it possible to apply Marxist economic 

theory to the analysis of socialist production, to scientific forecasting in a communist 

economy. For example, Lenin's well-known proposition that under "pure communism" 

too the Marxist formulas of extended reproduction (they are stated in Volume II of 

Capital) will be operative and accumulation will go on [61] proceeds from the material 

basis of Marx's schemes of reproduction. 

In Capital Marx makes a clear distinction every time between the material content of 

the capitalist mode of production on the one hand,and its antagonistic social form on the 

other. It is here, in the descriptions of the material content of the capitalist economic 

system, that the great mass of material is found which forms the groundwork of the 

Marxist theory of the communist mode of production. Marx's conclusions on the 

communist economic system follow each time directly from his economic theory, from 

the analysis of the material content of the economic processes going on under 

capitalism. Every time Marx casts aside the antagonistic social form which distorts, in 

capitalist conditions, the actual material content of the economic processes studied, and 

this enables him to predict scientifically (not like the Utopian socialists with their usual 

practice of crystal-gazing) how these processes will develop under communism. In the 

third part of this book we shall deal with some of the forecasts made by Marx. And now 

it remains to describe one of the most important aspects of Marx's method, thanks to 

which it serves as a method of scientific abstraction. 

 

3. The Force of Abstraction 
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The title of this section comes from a quotation in the Foreword to Volume I of Capital 

in which Marx wrote: "In the analysis of economic forms, moreover, neither 

microscopes or chemical reagents are of use. The force of abstraction must replace 

both." [62] Why must abstraction be used in scientific study? It is because in real life 

things are usually not what they seem. The object of science is to penetrate through the 

appearance to the essence of things. Abstraction is just what enables science to tackle 

this highly complex task. "Thought proceeding from the concrete to the abstract—

provided it is correct. . . does not get away f r o m the truth but comes closer to it," 

Lenin wrote in the Philosophical Notebooks. "The abstraction of matter, of a law of 

nature, the abstraction of value, etc., in short all scientific (correct, serious, not absurd) 

abstractions reflect nature more deeply, truly and c o m p l e t e l y." [63] 

In applying the method of scientific abstraction it is most important to determine the 

degree of abstraction necessary in each case. There is no ready-made formula for this. 

One thing is clear. In every case Marx abstracts secondary, inessential points which 

encumber the investigation of the subject. Without that kind of abstraction it would be 

plainly impossible  to study things, as their essence would be concealed or camouflaged 

by numerous side issues. Even so it must be stressed - and is what makes it so difficult 

to determine the necessary degree of abstraction - that the secondary facts from which 

Marx abstracts are secondary only as regards a particular case. In another case, viewed 

from a different aspect, they may lie of primary importance and by no means to be 

abstracted from. 

Here are a few examples. In his investigation Marx based himself on the fact that the 

wage, or the price of labour-power, the capitalist pays to the worker is equal to its value, 

although in bourgeois practice there is a stable tendency for lowering wages in various 

ways, below the value of labour-power. Marx, however, pointed out: "We must always 

presuppose here that the wage paid is economically just, i.e. that it is determined by the 

general laws of economics. The contradictions have to follow here from the general 

relations themselves, and not from fraud by individual capitalists.'' [64] It is worth 

noting that by the "general laws of economics" Marx means above all the law of value. 

And Marx's economic theory explains capitalist exploitation on the basis of the law of 

value and not in conflict with it, not because of "fraud by individual capitalists." 

Nevertheless, in other cases, at a more concrete level of study, in analysing the 

dynamics of wages, their deviation from the value of labour-power can no longer be 

neglected. 

Abstraction from actual deviation of the price of labour-power from its value is a 

particular example of a more general assumption made by Marx throughout Capital by 

which price is equated to value. The thing is that all economic laws and categories, like 

all the social laws of capitalism in general, in actual practice emerge merely as 

tendencies, in a roundabout way, or, as Engels put it, "...only with asymptotic 

approximation." [65] However, in his economic theory Marx proceeds on the 

assumption that theoretical categories are exact expressions of economic phenomena. 
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This feature of Marx's method is particularly evident from his postulation of the identity 

of commodity values and market prices. In Volume III of Capital Marx wrote: "We 

proceed in this entire analysis from the assumption that the rise or fall in prices 

expresses actual fluctuations in value.'' [66] At the first glance this assumption seems to 

be in contradiction with the principles of the Marxist theory of value. After all it is in 

the deviation of the market price from value that the law of value is realised under the 

anarchic capitalist commodity production. "The possibility, therefore, of quantitative 

incongruity between price and magnitude of value, or the deviation of the former from 

the latter," Marx writes in the first volume of Capital, "is inherent in the price-form 

itself." [67] Nonetheless Marx bases his analysis of value on the assumption of the 

identity of a market price and the value of a commodity. Why? 

Price - value expressed in terms of money - is the only possible expression of the value 

of a commodity. Value as such, "pure" value can only be expressed through price. 

(Sometimes, toaccentuate this fact, they speak of "exchange-value," thus pointing to the 

close connection between value and exchange, the realisation of commodities in the 

market.) Under "normal" conditions of competition, when supply and demand are equal, 

price is an adequate, accurate expression of value. Why, then, should prices deviate 

from value? The reason is the anarchy of capitalist production, the conditions under 

which commodities are realised, or sold, in the market. Market price depends on short-

term factors operative in a given market at a given time, and accordingly may be either 

greater or smaller than the value of the commodity. As it deviates from value, the price 

no longer expresses value adequately. Therefore, if the goal is - as it is in Capital - to 

evolve an economic theory on the basis of the law of value (value finding expression 

solely in money, i.e., in price), then price should he regarded as equal to value, as price 

will not adequately express value otherwise. Consequently, just as it is normal in real 

life for market price to deviate from value, so is it necessary in working out an 

economic theory to neglect the fluctuations and regard value and market price as 

equivalent. The conditions of sale are, in this case, merely incidental, a matter of 

redistribution of value already produced. They can only blur the picture. 

On the other hand, the price of production, as we saw, is, in principle, not equal to value 

because the transformation of surplus-value into average profit occurs through total 

surplus-value produced by capital being redistributed among different capitals invested 

in different branches of production. 

Lastly, here are two more examples illustrating the method of scientific abstraction. In 

"... an abstract study of bourgeois society," this method requires "... leaving foreign 

trade out of account." [68] Although foreign trade plays an immense role under 

capitalism, it is an extraneous factor as regards the capitalist mode of production as 

such. Hence Marx builds his theory of this mode of production, in its main aspects, 

without taking account of foreign trade. Suffice it to recall the brilliant explanation he 

gave of extended reproduction under capitalism, founded entirely on the internal 

conditions of the bourgeois economy. As we know, Lenin, in a polemical articles on 
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Russia's economic future, devoted much effort to the defence and substantiation of this 

principle of Marx. 

Yet at the same time Marx points out that "...foreign trade and ... the world market ... are 

at once the precondition and the result of capitalist production." [69] 

Considered as it really is, in concrete conditions, capitalist production would be greatly 

impeded, or not even possible, in the absence of foreign trade. In this connection Marx 

observes: "If surplus-labour or surplus-value were represented only in the national 

surplus product, then the increase of value for the sake ofvalue  and therefore the 

exaction of surplus-tabour would be restricted by the limited, narrow circle of use-

values in which the value of the [national] labour would be represented. But it is foreign 

trade which develops its [the surplus product's] real nature as value." [70] Thus, without 

foreign trade and the world market, it would be extremely difficult to achieve the very 

purpose of capitalist production, i.e., the extraction of profit. Here we have a striking 

example of the concrete historical character of the Marxist method of scientific 

abstraction: foreign trade, which is a secondary, incidental factor, for instance, in the 

theory of reproduction, comes to the fore when the mechanism of the operation of 

capitalist economy is considered concretely. 

The other example we should like to cite here is concerned with the Ricardian theory of 

rent which Marx analysed in his draft for the fourth volume of Capital: Theories of 

Surplus-Value. Although of a strictly special character, this example is of a general 

methodological significance for it demonstrates how the method of scientific abstraction 

should—and how it should not          be used. 

The Ricardian theory of rent presupposes the free movement of capital in agriculture. 

Ricardo's opponents objected that his theory of rent failed to take into account the 

difficulty of withdrawing capital from agriculture for a farmer with much fixed capital. 

Marx finds this objection "quite correct" and points out that "The history of England 

from 1815 to 1830 provides strong proof for this." Nevertheless, Marx goes on, this 

objection "does not in any way affect the theory, it leaves it quite untouched, because in 

this case it is invariably only a question of the more or less rapid or slow operation of 

the economic law." [71] That capital is difficult to withdraw does not depend on the 

essence of the economic law—the law of ground-rent in this case—but on its external 

form, on the way it operates, i.e., on external factors which should be abstracted from. 

However, the Ricardian theory of rent also presupposes free investment of capital in 

agriculture. On this point Marx resolutely sides with Ricardo's opponents, pointing out 

that penetration of capital into agriculture is resisted by landlords. Ricardo, in fact, 

abstracted from the monopoly of private land ownership. Marx calls this abstraction 

basically fallacious as this monopoly determines the very existence of ground-rent and 

consequently affects the very foundations of this branch of bourgeois economy. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt2.htm#_edn18
https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt2.htm#_edn19
https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt2.htm#_edn20


40 
 

From these examples two conclusions may be drawn. First, that the general 

methodological principle underlying Marx's theory is analysis of a "pure" capitalist 

mode of production. This is plainly seen in the theory of surplus-value which regards 

surplus-value per se, independently of its derivatives - profit, rent and interest. Second, 

it follows from the same methodological principle that Marx's economic theory, set 

forth in Capital, is highly abstract. For instance, examining in Capital the structure of 

bourgeois society, Marx assumed the capitalist mode of production to be completely 

predominant, although it was not so in fact.  

The strictly scientific, theoretical, or abstract character of Marx's economic doctrine is 

clearly expressed also in its structure, worked out in 1857-58. Marx divided the whole 

material into six volumes: (I) on capital; (II) on land property; (III) on wage-labour; 

(IV) on the state; (V) international trade; (VI) the world market. It is not hard to see that 

this plan follows the method of advancing from the abstract to the concrete, and reflects 

the objective structure of bourgeois economy. The plan of Book I, in which Marx's 

economic studies are concentrated, was outlined as follows: (a) capital in general; (b) 

competition of capitals; (c) credit; (d) joint-stock capital. The first section, on capital in 

general, has the following subdivisions: (1) production of capital; (2) circulation of 

capital; (3) capital and profit. It will not escape the reader that the latter subdivision 

actually represents the structure of three volumes of Capital. This proves once again the 

high level of abstraction in Capital. 

Thus in the first section of Book I all the diverse phenomena of capitalist economy were 

to be considered exclusively from the angle of production and appropriation of surplus-

value. Separately from this analysis, and on the basis of it, were to be examined the 

relatively independent, more concrete categories: competition, credit and joint-stock 

capital. It soon became clear to Marx that he would be able to carry through only a part 

of his vast programme. On March 11, 1858, he wrote that it was by no means his 

intention to develop all six books to an equal extent. And in 1862 Marx wrote that 

Capital "contains what the English call the principles of political economy. It is the 

quintessence ...and the development of the rest ...could be easily accomplished by others 

on the basis thus provided." [72] The high degree of abstraction characteristic of Marx's 

theory is its great merit which has made it viable and applicable in circumstances rather 

different from those of its own day. But it also follows from the general, abstract 

character of Marxist theory that it cannot be applied directly in studying another epoch 

or other conditions in the same epoch, that it provides merely the starting points for 

such studies because reality is completely different from its abstract (theoretical) model. 

Marx was perfectly aware of the need of giving his theory a concrete basis. That, above 

all, was why he undertook in the 1870s and early 80s a broad study of the economies of 

Russia and the United States which quite obviously went beyond the framework of 

Capital. 

Marxist economic theory, based on British capitalism, which was classical when Marx 

lived, had to be supplemented by some intermediate links to make it applicable to 
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analysis Of the trends of economic development of such "non-classical" countries as 

Russia. Marx actually stated as much in a letter to the magazine Otechestvenniye 

zapiski: "In order that I might be specially qualified to estimate the economic 

development of Russia, I learnt Russian and then for many years studied the official 

publications and others bearing on this subject." Marx goes on to say that one cannot 

hope to understand concrete economic processes "by using as one's master key a general 

historico-philosophical theory." [73] Marx did not live to carry his studies through to 

the end,       but a series of works written by Lenin in the       1890's terminating with 

The Development of Capitalism in Russia, is the logical continuation of the last 

economic studies by Marx. The fact that the drafts of Capital and the preliminary 

sketches of The Development of Capitalism in Russia follow parallel patterns is striking 

evidence that we have to do here with the rigid requirements of the Marxist method of 

research which rules that the one and only way to proceed from abstract theory to 

concrete economic facts is to study the latter and explain the logic of their development. 

And by merely superimposing the theoretical model on the economy as it is, one arrives 

at the false conclusion that the theory presumably lacks confirmation. Already in this 

early work Lenin wrote: "...the explanation of how capitalism develops in general does 

not in the least help to clear up the question of the 'possibility' (and necessity) of the 

development of capitalism in Russia." In 1894 Lenin pointed out that the application of 

Marx's theory to Russia "can be only the INVESTIGATION of Russian production 

relations and their evolution, EMPLOYING the established practices of the 

MATERIALIST method and of THEORETICAL political economy." The sole criterion 

by which the correctness of the investigation could be measured was "the facts of 

contemporary Russian economic reality." [74] 

It must be noted that the concrete studies of the Russian economy undertaken by Marx 

and Lenin were necessitated from the methodological point of view also by the need to 

proceed from the concrete to the abstract, which is an absolutely indispensable part of 

the process of theoretical investigation. In this respect too Lenin's studies provide a 

brilliant example of the employment of Marx's method. Marxist criticism of Narodism 

(the ideology of peasant democracy in Russia) had been voiced long before Lenin's 

works appeared, but it was based on the general principles of Marx's theory, 

exemplified by individual facts characterising Russian economic reality. Lenin was the 

first Marxist to carry out an investigation proceeding from the concrete to the abstract – 

from examination of the total body of evidence on Russia's development after the 1861 

reform to a general summing-up of this evidence showing that the trend of economic 

growth in Russia concurred with the general tendencies of capitalism set out in Marx's 

economic theory. This, in effect, meant that capitalism was inexorably developing in 

Russia. Simultaneously, it was a conclusive refutation of the Narodist doctrine which 

denied the historical revolutionary mission of the proletariat. 

Lenin's studies of the Russian economy are, as we see, of a general methodological 

significance. But Lenin, the great revolutionary, also gave concrete form to Marx's 

economic doctrine, bringing it to bear on the entirely different historical epoch of 
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imperialism and transition to socialism. This fact makes Lenin's theoretical legacy an 

absolutely indispensable part of modern Marxism. Just as we could say modern physics 

is inconceivable without Einstein's theory of relativity, so we could say it would be 

impossible to study modern capitalism without Lenin's economic works. We shall see 

this for ourselves in the third part of this book. For the present let us note that the 

characteristic. features of Marx's method of economic study we have discussed show 

that it is a method of dialectics applied to a particular sphere, that of the capitalist 

economy. 

The two aspects of Marx's method that are the most essential in our view are its 

materialist and its concrete-historical character. A materialist approach to the analysis 

of economic reality requires the deduction of economic laws from the objective 

conditions of the process of production itself. Hence, the economic laws, which explain 

the essence of economic phenomena, must be at the same time material laws. This gives 

concrete form to one of the most important principles of the materialist conception of 

history, viz., the primacy of material production (which was discussed in the first part of 

this book). A concrete historical approach to the analysis of economy requires that 

economic laws be viewed as historical laws deduced from given economic conditions, 

which operate only with respect to these conditions, and change following a change in 

the latter. This aspect of Marx's method too is a concrete form of Marxist dialectics 

which demands that "each proposition should be considered (α) only historically, (β) 

only in connection with others, (γ) only in connection with the concrete experience of 

history." [75] 

The present writer is aware that the reader may have found the contents of this part of 

the book rather too abstract and difficult. Yet, he is convinced that anyone who wants to 

have a clear idea of Marx's theory and of how it is applied in finding solutions to the 

fundamental issues of our times, must understand these principles on which it is based. 

 

 

 

[*] The main one was that commodily-producing labour was treated as "a single whole." 

It was conceived as simply labour, existing in every historical period, and not as 

specific social labour characteristic of bourgeois society. 
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PART III A THEORY PROJECTED INTO THE 

FUTURE 

Evolved more than a century ago, Marxist theory and its methods are applied with 

increasing success to the study of present-day reality - (socialist as well as capitalist): to 

the solution of concrete social problems of today. An immense contribution in this 

respect, as we have already noted, was made by Lenin, who was the first to apply 

Marx's doctrine creatively to the study of an entirely different historical epoch, the 

epoch of imperialism and proletarian revolutions, in which the worldwide transition to 

socialism has begun. Out of the multitude of contemporary problems we shall select 

three groups of questions for discussion: (1) Lenin's analysis of imperialism; (2) the 

position of the working class and he class struggle in contemporary capitalist society, 

and (3) some theoretical problems of a communist economy. Our object is to point out 

to the reader the underlying tendencies of social development which Marx explained in 

Capital and which are basic to the study of the problems referred to. 

 

1. Analysis of Imperialism. Starting Points 

In his analysis of imperialism Lenin based himself on the economic doctrine of Marx, 

who, Lenin wrote, "by a theoretical and historical analysis of capitalism had proved that 

free competition gives rise to the concentration of production, which, in turn, at a 

certain stage of development, leads to monopoly." [76] The fact that Lenin's 

investigation of imperialism is founded on Marx's economic doctrine and is its direct 

continuation shows that this doctrine contained all the necessary starting points enabling 

Lenin to carry out his investigation within the framework of Marx's theory. What were 

these starting points? 

The fact that capitalism has entered an entirely new stage of development had already 

been partly observed by Engels, as is clear from some notes and addenda he supplied to 

Volume III of Capital in the 1880s and 90s, mentioning the appearance of "new forms" 

of capitalist concerns such as industrial and finance monopolies, the increase in export 

of capital, the division of the world among the largest companies, and so on. But of still 

greater importance was the fact that the theory of capitalist monopoly on which Lenin 

founded his investigation of monopoly capitalism was developed in Capital. 

Pre-monopoly capitalism, which Marx investigated, was of course capitalism of free 

competition. Still, competition existed along with diverse forms of monopoly. First of 

all, the capitalist mode of production as such is based on the monopoly of ownership of 

the principal means of production by the ruling class, the capitalists. Marx wrote: "...it 

is the monopoly of capital alone that enables the capitalist to squeeze surplus-labour out 

of the worker..." [77] Further, Marx shows that the price of production is formed on the 
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basis of capitalist competition in the conditions of the monopoly of capitalist ownership 

of the means of production. This is why similar goods appearing in the market at the 

same time must have one and the same, social, price of production and therefore the 

same market price. The social price of production ensures average profit to the whole 

capitalist class. "The capitalists," Marx wrote, "like hostile brothers, divide among 

themselves the loot of other people's labour which they have appropriated so that on an 

average one receives the same amount of unpaid labour as another." [78] Thus, as 

regards its exploitation of the working class, the capitalist class represents a single 

whole. 

Yet the level of the social price of production is fixed by a group of capitalists 

dominating the market, who receive super-profit because their individual cost-price is 

lower than the social cost-price on which the social price of production depends. Under 

free competition the super-profit is temporary, "fluid." It disappears as soon as the other 

capitalists, by introducing technical innovations, manage to close the gap, improve the 

conditions of production, lower the cost-price and catch up with the capitalists in the 

leading group. Although highly unstable, super-profit does not altogether vanish but 

merely passes from one group of capitalists to another. The struggle for super-profit is 

the pivot of capitalist competition. 

Apart from the monopoly of capitalist ownership of the means of production shared by 

the whole capitalist class, and apart from the monopoly position, within this class, of 

individual groups of capitalists dominating the market, there exists, under the specific 

conditions of capitalist agriculture, also a monopoly of the whole class of landowners 

and of separate groups within it, owning the best land. This form of monopoly ensures 

ground-rent to the landowners. 

The most important expression of monopoly domination is monopoly price which 

contains monopoly super-profit, over and above the average profit. The monopoly 

super-profit. obtained by a group of capitalists which dominates the market because of 

lower cost-price, essentially differs from the monopoly super-profit obtained as ground-

rent by landowners in that the latter form of monopoly super-profit is permanent, not 

temporary. It is the same monopoly, Marx wrote, which "...occurs in all spheres of 

industry and only becomes permanent in this one, hence assuming the form of rent as 

distinct from excess profit." [79] That was why Marx chose capitalist monopoly in 

agriculture as a convenient object for the study of capitalist monopoly in general. 

It is an important feature of Marx's theory of capitalist monopoly that it explains 

monopoly price on the basis of the law of value. Earlier we dwelt on the important part 

the criterion of value plays in Marx's economic theory. In this case too Marx showed 

that while it converts the price of production into a monopoly price of production, 

monopoly super-profit does not affect the mechanism of price formation operating in 

bourgeois society. In fact, monopoly super-profit is the difference between the social 
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price of production and the individual price of production at enterprises with the lowest 

cost-price. 

Another important characteristic of capitalist monopoly is that it is not absolute but 

exists within the framework of capitalist competition. This extends even to the 

monopoly of land ownership, which loses effect only "if the owner is himself the 

farmer, and therefore in this individual case landed property does not confront capital." 

[80] 

The theory of capitalist monopoly lucidly describes the economic means by which the 

capitalists and the landed proprietors ensure their own dominant position in bourgeois 

society and ensure the exploitation of the working class and all other working people. 

At the same time, the theory shows that only by abolishing the capitalist relations of 

production is it possible to end all forms of capitalist monopoly and all the attendant 

forms of exploitation, viz., the monopoly of the capitalist class as a whole getting 

average profit; the monopoly of the big capitalists additionally reaping super-profit; and 

the monopoly of the landowners drawing rent. 

Under modern capitalism, the problem of monopoly price is of fundamental importance. 

Imperialism is characterised above all by monopoly domination, and monopoly price is 

the economic form in which this domination is realised. In the theory of imperialism 

worked out by Lenin monopoly price is, of course, explained, and it is explained in full 

accordance with the methodological requirements of Marx's theory of capitalist 

monopoly. This we shall presently proceed to demonstrate. 

In Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism (1916) Lenin shows that in the epoch of 

imperialism the rapid growth of concentration of production logically gives rise to 

monopoly. This process causes production to be amalgamated on an enormous scale. 

Monopoly enterprises are at the same time technologically the most advanced, and this 

means that their individual cost-price is appreciably lower than the average social cost-

price of production in a given industry. This makes for a stable difference between 

social and individual cost-price, i.e., it provides a stable source of monopoly super-

profit. Thus, in the United States big corporations with a capital of more than a hundred 

million dollars, obtain per dollar of products sold more than three times as much profit 

as small concerns, with a capital less than a million dollars. 

Under modern capitalism the technological superiority of monopoly enterprises is stable 

and enduring enough to ensure a practically constant monopoly super-profit. The Soviet 

scholar, Ya. Pevzner, justly observes in this connection: "Production and property have 

become so centralised that in every country the process of competition has advanced 

from a few dozen to some hundred capitalists big enough to enjoy a well-nigh 

impregnable position."[81] The monopolies extend their hold by diverse means, seizing 

sources of raw materials, amalgamating production, buying up patents, intentionally 

stimulating the organisation of relatively: small-size enterprises with higher cost-price, 
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and so forth. As a result, the individual cost-price of monopoly concerns is permanently 

lower than the social cost-price in the same industry. 

Further, it is very important that monopoly super-profit is available not only when the 

social price of production (which continues to regulate prices under the monopoly 

system as well) increases but also when it does not change or even when it drops. Quite 

obviously, the growth of the social price of production - which the monopolies 

encourage in every wayleads to the growth of super-profit. A case in point is the recent 

behaviour of the oil monopolies which seized upon the growing demand for energy to 

increase their fabulous profits still more. 

But monopoly super-profit may be available and may even increase also when the social 

price of production diminishes, depending on whether the individual cost-price at 

monopoly enterprises diminishes. If, for instance, it diminishes to a greater extent than 

the social price of production, then the monopoly super-profit increases. Lenin pointed 

out in this connection that the possibility of reducing the cost-price and increasing 

profits by introducing technological improvements [82] was an important stimulus to 

development under imperialism as well, which offset another tendency, also induced by 

monopoly price, the tendency towards decay, towards the artificial slowing down of the 

growth of production. 

At the same time, monopoly super-profit, resulting from the inflated social price of 

production, very clearly shows how under imperialism the fruits of the technological 

progress of society are appropriated by a handful of monopolists who increase their 

profits at the expense of society. Marx wrote in Capital, bearing in mind the landlords, 

that society "overpays for agricultural products in its capacity of consumer." [83] Under 

modern capitalism, under monopoly domination, monopoly prices and monopoly super-

profits, society is overpaying not only for agricultural products but generally for all 

products made or sold by monopolies. 

In his theory of imperialism Lenin repeatedly stressed that the monopolies exist and 

operate in a situation of ruthless competition. This fact confirms yet again that the value 

mechanism operates under modern conditions, too. Of course, the existence of 

monopolies impedes the formation of average profit and the price of production, yet it 

cannot abolish this tendency altogether.  

The fact that Lenin's theory of imperialism is the natural sequel of Marx's economic 

doctrine is of fundamental significance for the substantiation of the theory of scientific 

communism in the current epoch. The epoch of imperialism, Lenin showed, has been 

marked by an enormous intensification of the exploitation of the working people by the 

ruling classes, exploitation which nevertheless proceeds, as before, within the 

framework of the general objective tendencies of capitalism. Lenin observes in this 

connection that pure imperialism simply does not exist, that it still is a superstructure 

resting on the old capitalism, on the old basis, out of which it grows and which it 
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modifies and adjusts to its own needs, but which it is unable to destroy. This means that 

the conclusion about the necessity of the socialist revolution, which followed from 

Marx's doctrine, has been fully corroborated in the current epoch. At the same time, his 

study of imperialism suggested to Lenin entirely new conclusions on the possibility of 

the socialist revolution. Lenin has shown that this possibility at present has grown 

enormously, owing above all to essential changes in the process of amalgamation of 

production, viz., the development of the monopolies, and the development of monopoly 

capitalism into state-monopoly capitalism, which means the fullest possible material 

preparation for socialism. 

Since Lenin's death fifty years ago these processes have made considerable headway. 

Monopoly has moved from industry to all other economic branches. The relation 

between monopoly and other forms of economy has altered a great deal. The 

monopolies have largely brought under their control non-monopoly production and 

established their control, in one way or another, over agriculture, the largest branch of 

non-monopoly production. The complexity of the organisational forms of industrial and 

banking monopolies, of the forms of finance capital, has greatly increased. The highest 

form of monopoly, state-monopoly capitalism, representing the merger of monopoly 

power and state power has developed to an extraordinary extent. 

Bourgeois economists declare state intervention in the economy to be a new era in the 

history of capitalism. In this era, they say, the nature of capitalism has undergone a 

fundamental change and the economy emerging as a result of this change is not 

capitalist but "collectivistic." The state of the epoch of state-monopoly capitalism is 

called the "welfare state." 

Is this really so? Has the modern capitalist state indeed ceased to be what Marx called 

it  - "concentration of bourgeois society in the form of the state" [84]-a committee for 

the management of the bourgeoisie's affairs? Has society ceased to he bourgeois? It is 

common knowledge that the capitalist state mobilises huge funds to finance the 

monopolies. Its economic role at present is characterised by the growing proportion of 

nationalised industries, larger investments in the economy and the growth of mixed 

joint-stock companies in which state and private-monopoly capital participates, and by 

attempts at economic programming by the state. The capitalist state plays an 

exceptionally big role in the militarisation of the economy. In the United States, a lion's 

share of the budget expenditure is allocated to military purposes. These constant 

injections into the military budget sustain monopoly profits at a high level, ensuring 

new investment opportunities for the monopolies. 

The greater role of the state in the economy of modern capitalism is represented by its 

apologists as the abolition of capitalist property. But what state-monopoly capitalism 

seeks to do, above all, is to preserve the system of private property, to effect a 

redistribution of national wealth for the monopolies' benefit. Amalgamating production 

on a vast scale, so as to safeguard the positions of capitalism, state-monopoly capitalism 
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exacerbates the contradictions of capitalism, making the replacement of capitalist 

production relations by socialist production relations an urgent necessity. 

State-monopoly capitalism is developing under conditions of a scientific and 

technological revolution. New sources of energy are introduced in production which has 

become automated and machines begin to replace man in management, not only in 

production. Science becomes a direct productive force. On this basis the productivity of 

labour increases enormously. Yet, does the revolution in science and technology make 

the social revolution unnecessary? Are the capitalist and socialist social systems 

drawing closer together, as the supporters of the "convergence" theory allege? The 

answer is provided by analysis of the place occupied by the working class in the 

structure of modern bourgeois society. This analysis unequivocally confirms that the 

examination of the position of the working class under capitalism, carried out in 

Capital, is perfectly correct. This will be dealt with in the next section. 

 

2. Marx's Economic Theory and the Working Class 

Having evolved the theory of surplus-value and explained the mechanism of capitalist 

exploitation, Marx showed that capital was stored-up unpaid labour. This was a grave 

accusation made against the capitalists on behalf of the working class. But Marx went 

much farther than that. He showed (and we mentioned this earlier) that the appropriation 

of the workers' unpaid labour by the capitalists occurs on the basis of capitalism's 

inherent laws. It followed from this that the working class could only be liberated from 

capitalist exploitation by revolutionary means alone - by destroying the capitalist 

system. This conclusion is of exceptional significance today too, for it dispels all 

illusions about it being possible to alter radically the position of the working class by 

reforms, while leaving intact the capitalist relations of production. 

Criticising petty-bourgeois reformism, Marx did not in any way imply that economic 

reforms were useless or had no influence on the capitalist economic system. But he 

wanted it to be clearly understood that no reforms of this kind could affect the 

foundations of the capitalist system. "It is necessary to see this clearly," he wrote 

meaning the Proudhonian projects for a monetary reform of capitalism, "in order to 

avoid setting impossible tasks, and in order to know the limits within which monetary 

reforms and transformations of circulation are able to give a new shape to the relations 

of production and to the social relations which rest on the latter." [85] 

Arguing that it was necessary to overthrow bourgeois domination in a revolutionary 

way and to establish a dictatorship of the proletariat, Marx and Engels repeatedly 

stressed that the social revolution "might be effected entirely by peaceful and legal 

means," although, in view of the conditions in which capitalism developed at that time, 
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they added that the ruling classes could hardly be expected "to submit, without a 'pro-

slavery rebellion,' to this peaceful and legal revolution." [86] 

The bloody events in Chile have confirmed this prediction. Nevertheless, the 

programmes of many Marxist parties in capitalist countries are based on the possibility 

of a peaceful development of the socialist revolution. The Marxist conclusion that the 

revolution is necessary certainly does not imply that the peaceful struggle of the 

working class to improve its economic and social position in bourgeois society is 

unnecessary or useless. This struggle, however, is regarded by genuine Marxists and 

revolutionaries as essential factor in the abolition of the capitalist system. 

In his economic theory Marx always drew a clear distinction between the material 

content of capitalist economy, the progressive tendencies of its development stemming 

from the objective laws of large-scale industry, and its reactionary tendencies deriving 

from its antagonistic social form. Marx showed that it was the progressive tendencies in 

capitalism that determine the possibility of its being superseded by communism. This 

fundamental principle of Marxist theory gives the clue to the analysis of new economic 

and political developments, such as integration, nationalisation of industry, capitalist 

programming, and so on, that the working-class movement in the capitalist countries 

has currently to deal with. 

Marxist parties come out against a dogmatic denial of the importance of the specific 

conditions for the workers' struggle brought about by these developments. Thus, far 

from denying the obvious fact that in capitalist society nationalised industries have 

nothing socialist about them, the working class in all capitalist countries is fighting for 

the further extension of the public sector of the economy, against the monopolies' 

efforts to return some industries to the private sector. In this case Marxists take into 

account the basic trends of modern social development. In an age of rapid progress of 

the productive forces, the state's active intervention in the economy (e.g., nationalisation 

of industry) is an objective necessity. Long ago, Engels considered these measures on 

the part of the bourgeois state "an economic advance, the attainment of another step 

preliminary to the taking over of all productive forces by society itself." [87] 

While the monopolies seek to neutralise the democratic content of nationalisation, the 

working class fights for democratic, anti-monopoly forms of nationalisation, for 

extending nationalisation as much as possible and turning it into an instrument to curb 

monopoly rule. In this nationalisation is an important instrument for breaking up the 

modern capitalist system and reorganising society along socialist lines. 

The Marxists pay most serious attention to the problem of capitalist integration, to the 

tendency of state-monopoly regulation of economic development both on the 

international and national scale. In present conditions integration is doubtlessly a means 

of enhancing monopoly control. The Marxist method, however, demands that analysis 

of the reactionary monopolistic form of integration be supplemented by analysis of its 
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material content and that integration should be viewed also as a reflection of the 

progressive tendencies of the development of the productive forces. 

Marxists are fighting for democratic forms of integration, counterposing to the Common 

Market the conception of an undivided Europe, the restoration of a world market, and 

the development of the international division of labour as the economic basis of 

peaceful coexistence of capitalism and socialism. This struggle calls for a strengthening 

of international solidarity of the working class in order to frustrate the monopolies' 

efforts to keep the workers' living standards as low as possible and in order that the 

working people in all countries benefit from each other's achievements. The democratic 

alternative to monopoly integration can succeed only if it has international scope. 

One of the most important conclusions of Marx's economic theory, as we have seen, is 

that already in the womb of capitalism there mature "the elements for a new and higher 

form," [88] the elements of the communist mode of production. Marx considered one of 

such forms workers' co-operative factories which provided evidence that the capitalist 

was not a necessary figure in production. Simultaneously Marx warned the workers that 

only by winning political power would they be able to develop co-operative effort on a 

nation-wide scale, i.e., to liberate the masses in fact. Present-day co-operative societies 

in capitalist countries are mass organisations numbering millions of members. In the 

cities they are mostly factory workers and office employees. Co-operative property does 

not play any appreciable role in industrial production, but it is of considerable 

importance in agriculture. The share of the co-operative societies in retail trade turnover 

reaches as high as 15 per cent in some countries. 

It must be said that under present-clay conditions, when enterprises are actually run by 

staff managers hired by the capitalists, the capitalists themselves are a still more 

unnecessary element in production. 

Using in the workers' interest the forms of socialised labour developing already under 

capitalism, such as the co-operative movement (in agriculture as well) or democratic 

workers' control in nationalised enterprises, the working class makes these forms the 

jumping-off ground for the further struggle against capital. This position has nothing in 

common with reformist illusions such as. for instance, the idea that the turning over of 

small shares to workers will lead to socialism. Curiously enough, Marx, long ago, 

commented on this form of social demagogy describing "a certain share in profits" as "a 

special way of cheating the workers and of deducting a part of their wages in the more 

precarious form of a profit depending on the state of the business." [89] Neither 

nationalised nor joint-stock enterprises no matter how many shares workers have in 

them--alter the foundations of the social system. Still, these elements of transformation 

may lead towards such a change. 

Describing the immense revolutionary significance of a theory giving a correct 

explanation of reality, Marx wrote: "Once the interconnection is grasped, all theoretical 
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belief in the permanent necessity of existing conditions collapses before their collapse 

in practice." [90] Working for structural reforms, seeking to oust representatives of the 

capitalist class from the management of nationalised enterprises and enlist the 

participation of working people in management, the working class seeks to ensure its 

own leadership of the economy even under capitalism. The International Meeting of 

Communist and Workers' Parties (1969) stated that "In contrast to the Right and 'Left' 

opportunists, the Communist and Workers' Parties do not counterpose the fight for 

deep-going economic and social demands, and for advanced democracy to the struggle 

for socialism but regard it as a part of the struggle for socialism. The radical democratic 

changes which will be achieved in the struggle against the monopolies and their 

economic domination and political power will promote among the broad masses 

awareness of the need for socialism." [91] 

A salient feature of Marx's economic theory as, incidentally, of the Marxist doctrine as a 

whole is its clear social character, its clear tendency to action, to practical expression. 

To know the world has always meant to a Marxist to transform it. The objective 

economic laws of bourgeois society are felt in the class struggle. 

Marx disclosed the objective tendency of capitalist production towards the greatest 

possible exploitation of the working class. This tendency has been active throughout the 

entire history of capitalism. The three stages Marx discovered in the development of 

capitalism - co-operation of labour; division of labour in manufacture; machinery - are 

nothing but three stages of the process of subjugation of labour by capital. Each stage 

was marked by a further increase of exploitation, longer hours or more intensive labour, 

lower wages. 

Drawing on extensive documentary material Marx showed that as a result of this 

tendency labour-power was prematurely exhausted and destroyed and that nothing could 

moderate this tendency except stubborn resistance from the working class. Marx proved 

this scientifically, proceeding from his analysis of the value of labour-power which, 

unlike the value of all other commodities, is the sum of two elements. The value of 

means of subsistence is merely the lowest limit of the value of labour-power, its purely 

physical minimum. Apart from it, the value of labour-power is affected by cultural, 

historical and social factors, the traditional standard of living, etc. Even so, Marx 

observes, "the range of the so-called prime necessities of life and the manner of their 

satisfaction mostly depend on the cultural standard of society, ...are themselves a 

product of history." [92] The lowest physical limit of the value of labour-power tends to 

fall (as a result of growing labour productivity and the diminishing value Of the means 

of subsistence) while its social limit rises as the cultural and social level of the working 

class becomes higher, and following the growing complexity of labour and higher skill 

requirements. Scientific and technological revolution makes the growth of intellectual 

standards of the working people a socially necessary, gradually under stood need, the 

satisfaction of which capitalism tries to limit in every possible way. Hence the workers' 

demands for educational reforms, for access to culture, etc. 
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There are also two aspects to the problem of the length of the working day. The 

objective tendency of capitalism is to prolong the working day as much as possible and 

to make it as intensive as possible. The actual length of the working day, however, as 

well as the amount of wages, are determined in the course of the struggle between the 

working class and the capitalists. Capitalist society has a vested interest in carrying 

exploitation of the working class to the furthest extent possible. Nothing but organised 

resistance by the workers can restrain capitalist greed. Marx stressed that "workers by 

themselves are unable - without acting as a class to bring their pressure to bear on the 

state and through the state on capital - to rescue from the harpy claws of capital even the 

free time needed for their physical preservation." [93] Thus Marx explained in 

economic terms why the workers in capitalist countries had to wage a struggle for 

shorter hours and higher wages. 

Modern state-monopoly capitalism which employs every possible means of 

"rationalising" production is marked by extremely intensified exploitation of the 

working class. In the 18(10s Marx calculated that the rate of exploitation of the workers 

in Britain, which was at that time the most highly developed capitalist country of all, 

amounted to 100 per cent, i.e., half of the British workers' working hours were unpaid. 

As capitalism advanced, the worker was exploited not less but more. In 1899 the rate of 

exploitation in manufacturing in the United States amounted to 128 per cent, and in 

1958 to 192 per cent. As we see, almost two in every three hours of work are unpaid. In 

the middle of this century 5 per cent of the US population appropriated a third of the 

total national income, i.e., the other 95 per cent of Americans accounted for two-thirds 

of the national income. According to a survey carried out by Letitia Upton and Nancy 

Lyons of Cambridge University, today the top twenty per cent of Americans own 77 per 

cent of personal wealth, which is three times more than the entire wealth of the bottom 

80 per cent. The bottom 20 per cent receive less than 6 per cent of income, while the 

10.4 million families in the richest fifth take over 40 per cent of income. [94] In this 

situation the struggle for higher wages and shorter hours is just as when Marx lived - the 

central form of the economic struggle of the working class. 

The growth of wages in the post-war years was the result of the workers' stubborn 

struggle which developed particularly in the late 1950s and early 60s. However, the 

reduction of hours put into effect in some capitalist countries in recent years was too 

insignificant to offset any appreciable increase in the intensity of labour. Today the 

workers' movement seeks to exert more influence on economic relations in bourgeois 

society, even on such as the concrete process of capitalist reproduction, the economic 

cycle. Experience shows that it is possible to utilise some forms of state-monopoly 

capitalism (e.g., to use state ownership with a view to establishing democratic workers' 

control or even to use the Common Market in order to expose the international collusion 

of the monopolies) in the interests of the working class, depending on how advanced the 

workers' movement is. In this case, the democratic anti-monopoly struggle against 

modern capitalism concurs with the socialist aspirations of the masses. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt3.htm#_edn18
https://www.marxists.org/archive/vygodsky/1975/everlasting/everpt3.htm#_edn19


55 
 

The conclusions of Marx's economic doctrine as regards the position of the working 

class are summed up in the Marxist theory of the impoverishment of working people in 

bourgeois society, at the basis of which is the universal law of capitalist accumulation 

formulated by Marx. Marxists have done a great deal in recent years to expose all sorts 

of absurd assertions about this theory by bourgeois and reformist writers. First of all 

they have criticised the attempt to replace the genuine Marxist view by an over-

schematic conception of the alleged continuous automatic process of absolute 

impoverishment, absolute deterioration of the position of the working people under 

capitalism. The actual meaning of Marx's theory of impoverishment is that in bourgeois 

society the worker always works merely for consumption; the difference is whether his 

consumption costs are greater or smaller. [95] Only the unceasing struggle of the 

working class prevents the capitalists from permanently impairing the conditions of its 

life and work. Nevertheless, comparison of the results achieved by the working class in 

its struggle against the capitalists to improve its position in bourgeois society on the one 

hand with the overall development of capitalism and the position of the capitalist class 

in bourgeois society on the other fully bears out Marx's conclusion about the increasing 

gap in the social status of workers and capitalists. 

Marx pointed out that the possible improvement of the worker's living conditions 

changed nothing in the fact that as a result of growing labour productivity a still larger 

part of the working day is appropriated by capital. Hence the absurdity of wishing to 

disprove this law by means of statistical calculations proving that the worker's material 

position has improved here or there, in this relation or that, as a result of the 

development of labour productivity. [96] This is how Marxist theory sees the 

impoverishment of working people in bourgeois society. 

The position of the working class today is characterised by the widening gap between 

the actual value of labour-power and real wages. The reason is the growth of the 

workers' socially necessary requirements which is due to the intensification of labour 

and the rising material, social and cultural standards of the working class. As a result, 

real wages lag behind the growth of the value of labour-power. The position of the 

working class is also greatly affected by the ever-growing threat of unemployment 

(sharply aggravated owing to the energy crisis) and actual unemployment brought about 

by automation and the intensification of labour. The "insecurity of existence" [97] 

mentioned by Engels keeps increasing. These objective facts convincingly bear out the 

Marxist impoverishment theory. Nothing but a social revolution and the conquest of 

political power can set the working class free. 

The development of modern capitalism has also fully borne out another fundamental 

proposition of Marxist theory - on the growth of proletarisation in capitalist society. 

Describing this tendency, Marx noted in Capital that capitalist exploitation had so far 

existed in the world only as an exception. At present, however, the overwhelming 

majority of the population in capitalist countries are wage-workers, and wage-labour 

constitutes the basis of capitalism on a far larger scale than in Marx's own day. Whereas 
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in the middle of the 19th century wage-workers accounted for 55-60 per cent of the 

gainfully employed population (about 82 per cent in Britain and 59.4 per cent in the 

United States), in the middle of this century wage-labour already accounted for 72-93 

per cent of the gainfully employed population of the developed capitalist countries, with 

the exception of Japan and Italy (93.1 per cent in Britain and 88.6 per cent in the United 

States). Marx's description of capitalism has proved so profound, the tendencies of its 

development have been so clearly grasped that, according to Academician E.Varga, the 

Soviet economist, "present-day capitalism in the industrially developed countries much 

more closely resembles the capitalist society consisting of two classes - bourgeoisie and 

proletariat - that Marx assumed to exist as the starting point of his analysis, than it does 

the capitalism actually existing in Marx's lifetime.” [98] 

Marx made it clear that he did not examine the "actual composition" of bourgeois 

society which, he wrote, "by no means consists only of two classes, workers and 

industrial capitalists." He noted "the constantly growing number of the middle classes, 

those who stand between the workman on the one hand and the capitalist and landlord 

on the other. The middle classes maintain themselves to an ever increasing extent 

directly out of revenue, they are a burden weighing heavily on the working base and 

increase the social security and power of the upper ten thousand." [99] According to the 

Soviet scholar S.Nadel, who based himself on 1964 data, [100] the present-day class 

composition of US society is (in percentages of gainfully employed population): 

bourgeoisie-3 per cent, proletariat - 78 per cent, petty bourgeoisie-11 per cent and 

intermediate sections-8 per cent. As the petty bourgeoisie as a class consists of small 

property owners in towns and villages who live wholly or chiefly by their own work, 

the middle classes, those standing between the working class and the capitalists, 

account, then, for 19 per cent of the total gainfully employed population of the United 

States. 

Recent variations in the composition of the working class itself speak of the exceptional 

significance of the category of "total worker" introduced and examined in Capital. This 

category includes mental as well as manual workers directly participating in production 

and being wage-workers in relation to capital. 

As production becomes more and more amalgamated under modern capitalism, the 

collective character of the labour process increases still more, going beyond the 

formation of the "total worker" and taking the shape of large industrial complexes 

which often include practically all workers engaged in an industry or a group of similar 

industries. Nevertheless, the current tendencies, such as the growth of the number of 

wage-workers employed outside material production proper, the growth of the number 

of office employees, the increased share of brainwork in the composition of the "total 

worker," and so on, does not mean "deproletarianisation" of the working class. Granted, 

one of the results of the scientific-technological revolution has been an increase in the 

number of white-collar workers. In highly developed capitalist countries they account 

for a quarter of the population engaged in industrial production. But just as much as the 
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industrial proletariat, they have to sell their labour-power to the capitalists, they are 

threatened by unemployment owing to increasing automation, and their salaries are 

often less than skilled workers' wages. For all these reasons they often join the workers 

against the monopolies. In the course of this common struggle the social barriers still 

separating the proletarians working at a machine-tool and the proletarians working at a 

writing desk or drawing board are gradually overcome. Certainly, better understanding 

and closer contact between manual workers and intellectuals does not yet mean that 

they have merged into one group, that all social distinctions between them have 

disappeared. So far these distinctions (e.g. , the wage and educational level, etc.) 

effectively offset the factors bringing them together. Nevertheless, the introduction of 

the main laws of capitalist material production in the field of science and culture tends 

to erode the social barrier between the working class and the intellectuals and to unite 

these social groups in the anti-imperialist struggle. 

The 1969 International Meeting of Communist and Workers' Parties stated: "In this age, 

when science is becoming a direct productive force, growing numbers of intellectuals 

are swelling the ranks of wage and salary workers. Their social interests intertwine with 

those of the working class ... The alliance of workers by hand and by brain is becoming 

an increasingly important force in the struggle for peace, democracy and social progress 

..." [101] 

Economic development today more than ever before calls for joint efforts by the 

working class on an international scale as well as within separate industries and 

countries. From Marx's economic theory, as we saw, it directly follows that regardless 

of ruthless competition the capitalist class operates as a united whole in exploiting the 

workers. The famous slogan, "Working men of all lands, unite!" is therefore founded on 

the objective position of the working class in the capitalist economic system. Today 

workers can only get their demands satisfied by resorting to trade union action within an 

enterprise or industry. The anti-monopoly, democratic alternative to the Common 

Market, to state-monopoly integration must of necessity be international, i.e. , it must 

reflect the interests of working people of all the countries involved in integration. It is 

plain that only international co-ordination of working-class action - through the trade 

unions, for example - can ensure success to the struggle against international monopoly 

capital. 

Integration and the attendant interdependence of whole branches of production on a 

national and international scale make the situation favourable for industrial action by the 

working class, as every stoppage of production strikes at a group of monopolies. The 

success of this struggle directly depends on the proletariat's international solidarity. 

Here systematic contacts between parties of the working class have an important role to 

play. It is of utmost importance under present-day circumstances to subject economic 

processes to scientific analysis, to work out promptly joint methods of dealing with new 

forms of capitalist exploitation, and to co-ordinate the strategy and tactics of the 

international workers' movement. 
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The political integration of the working class of the capitalist and socialist countries is 

counterposed to the process of capitalist economic integration. The international unity 

of the working class alone can help to find solutions to cardinal problems facing society. 

And these arc vast problems indeed: the radical democratisation of economic 

development of whole regions or even of the world, the solution of the problem of 

national sovereignty, made particularly acute by the process of integration, the problem 

of relaxing international tensions and promoting co-operation between the socialist and 

the capitalist countries. The widest international co-operation of the working class alone 

can ensure a united front of peoples working for peace and for prevention of a nuclear 

catastrophe. 

The changes that have occurred in the social structure of bourgeois society have opened 

up broad prospects for the revolutionary struggle of the working class, for the fulfilment 

of its world-historic role of leader of the socialist revolution, the leader of all the 

oppressed and exploited. A favourable situation for the promotion of the working class 

to a leading position in society and the establishment of a firm alliance between the 

proletariat and the peasant and petty bourgeois masses is created by the absolute and 

relative increase in the number of wage-workers in developed capitalist countries and 

the greater economic role of the industrial proletariat working in key sectors of the 

economy. Other factors at work are: the narrowing gap between the working conditions 

of workers and employees in various branches; the fact that the bulk of intellectuals are 

becoming wage-workers; the continuous ousting of small urban producers from material 

production and their increasing economic instability; the growing class stratification of 

farmers in the developed capitalist countries; the more active involvement of peasants 

and the semi-proletariat in the national-liberation struggle in most of the developing 

countries, along with the weakening of the position of feudal chiefs, landowners and the 

upper bourgeoisie. 

 

3. Forecasts of a Communist Economy 

Marx showed bourgeois society in Capital as a living whole, as a historically 

determined, transient stage in the development of mankind. As he analysed capitalism, 

Marx systematically compared it with both pre-capitalist formations and a future 

communist society. This feature of Marx's economic theory follows directly from his 

method of investigation in which, as we saw, historical and logical analysis are 

combined. This method gave Marx the opportunity to explain thoroughly the particular 

characteristics of capitalist society on the one hand, and to explain the economic law of 

its movement, to justify its inevitable replacement by communism, on the other. 

Obviously, Marx did not - nor could he - investigate in detail in Capital the society of 

the future. In a review of the first volume of Capital Engels wrote that those who 

thought they would learn from it what the thousand-year kingdom of communism 

would be actually like would be disappointed, for Marx gave only some very general 
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hints of what would be after the social revolution. [102] But although Marx referred to a 

communist economy in very general terms, he still described its most essential features, 

giving a sufficiently complete picture of communism. In the current epoch, when the 

building of a new society has become a practical task for a third of mankind, Marx's 

forecast is of immense interest. 

First of all it must be stressed that scientific forecasting presents tremendous problems. 

Academician N. Belov, a prominent Soviet physicist, justly observed that "every 

scientific long-term forecast unfortunately can only be approximate and can even be so 

far off that it may be at complete variance with what will actually happen." [103] This is 

how it is with the forecasting of physical phenomena. Social processes are much more 

difficult to forecast. And if we can now say that Marx's forecasts have proved to be 

highly reliable, it is thanks above all to the method of differentiating between the 

material content and social form of economic processes, which Marx applied. We dwelt 

on this method in the second part of this book. Marx's forecasts were founded each time 

on analysis of the material content of the economic system, and that gave them a 

completely realistic, scientific character. 

On the strength of the researches carried out in Capital Marx gave in the Critique of the 

Gotha Programme (1875) a detailed description of the basic features of communist 

society at its is initial stage (the first or lower phase - socialism) and at the stage of its 

full development (the higher phase, communism). Marx believed that in both phases of 

communist society "based on common ownership of the means of production, the 

producers do not exchange their products; just as little does the labour employed on the 

products appear here as the value of these products, as a material quality possessed by 

them, since now, in contrast to capitalist society, individual labour no longer exists in an 

indirect fashion but directly as a component part of the total labour." [104] Comparing 

this conclusion with the real existence of commodity-money relations in socialist 

society today, sonic researchers (Marxists and non-Marxists, not to mention anti-

Marxists) have arrived at the conclusion that there is an irreconcilable contradiction 

between the law of value and a socialist planned economy. Some bourgeois economists 

conclude, moreover, that the future of socialism depends on the outcome of the struggle 

between the law of value and socialist planning. Accordingly, they interpret the socialist 

countries' course for the further improvement of planning and economic stimulation of 

production, and in particular for the development of commodity-value relations, as a 

departure from socialism. Such assertions are erroneous because they stem from an 

identification of a concrete socialist economy with its abstract theoretical model given 

in Capital, which implies the creation of "the full material conditions for the total, 

universal development of the productive forces of the individual." [105] All such 

material conditions may be provided only in the higher phase of communism. As for the 

socialist phase, it is characterised by the insufficient maturity of social labour. Hence 

commodity production is necessary, and the law of value must operate in a socialist 

economy. The starting-points for achieving a correct solution of this most complex 

problem are contained in Marx's economic theory.  
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Considering in the Critique of the Gotha Programme the first phase of communist 

society [106], Marx proceeded from its transitional character. "What we have to deal 

with here," he wrote, "is a communist society, not as it has developed on its own 

foundations, but, on the contrary, just as it emerges from capitalist society; which is thus 

in every respect, economically, morally and intellectually, still stamped with the birth 

marks of the old society from whose womb it emerges." The first consequence of the 

transitional character of socialism is that in it the principle of distribution according to 

work, i.e. , in fact, the principle of equivalent exchange, predominates. "Accordingly," 

Marx continues, "the individual producer receives back from society - after the 

deductions have been made - exactly what he gives to it." Nevertheless. Marx. calls 

attention to the fact that in the first phase of communism both the content and form of 

equivalent exchange differ from the capitalist commodity exchange. The content 

becomes different as "under the altered circumstances no one can give anything except 

his labour, and because, on the other hand, nothing can pass to the ownership of 

individuals except individual means of consumption." And the form of equivalent 

exchange becomes different in that "... principle and practice are no longer at 

loggerheads, while the exchange of equivalents in commodity exchange only exists on 

the average and not in the individual case.” The latter proposition points to the planned 

character of the equivalent exchange under socialism. 

The exchange of equivalents mentioned here by Marx does not, by itself, imply the 

operation of the law of value, although it is indeed the material basis for the operation of 

the law. Under the real conditions of socialism to this material basis the social form of 

value is necessarily added. Why? The level of the productive forces and the consequent 

level of socialisation of production in the real circumstances of socialism are such that 

directly social labour (and it is directly social owing to the predominance of the social 

ownership of the means of production) is not still completely social. Only under 

developed communism (in its higher phase) is the social form of production fully 

adequate to the material content of production. "In a higher phase of communist 

society," Marx wrote, "after the enslaving subordination of the individual to the division 

of labour, and therewith also the antithesis between mental and physical labour, has 

vanished; after labour has become not only a means of life but life's prime want; after 

the productive forces have also increased with the all-round development of the 

individual, and all the springs of co-operative wealth flow more abundantly - only then 

can the narrow horizon of bourgeois right be crossed in its entirety and society inscribe 

on its banners: From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs!" 

[107] Under socialism, however, private and social labour are not yet completely 

identical. The work done in each enterprise is relatively independent of the work done 

in other enterprises. Private labour has still to prove its social nature by marketing its 

products, by converting commodities into money. Under socialism (albeit on an entirely 

different basis, compared with capitalism, on the basis of social ownership) labour and 

the product of labour still retain the two-fold character, and so there remains the need to 

reduce concrete labour to abstract labour, to reduce a use-value to value, and so on. 
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Under socialism the products of labour have, on the one hand, the specific features of 

directly social planned production which exists on the basis of social ownership; on the 

other hand they are commodities. But even to the extent that a product of labour is a 

commodity it is essentially different from the commodity as a category of the capitalist 

economic system. It is different first of all because under socialism such category of 

commodity as labour-power does not exist. The very aim of socialist production makes 

it impossible for labour-power to become a commodity. 

As he analysed the dialectics of the change of commodity production into capitalist 

production, Marx pointed out that "This result becomes inevitable from the moment 

there is a free sale, by the labourer himself, of labour-power as a commodity ..." [108] 

Thus the fact that under socialism labour-power does not become a commodity not only 

restrains commodity production so that it cannot "unfold all its hidden potentialities," 

but radically alters the very tendency of the development of commodity production, 

making it possible in principle for it to work for the socialist economy. Socialist 

ownership of the means of production determines the planned character of production 

under socialism as well as its relatively limited character (compared with capitalist 

production), since labour-power here is not a commodity. As in the first phase of 

communism the level of socialisation of production is not sufficiently high, the planning 

of social production is still unable to reflect adequately the objective development of the 

productive forces and must be of necessity supplemented by a system of commodity-

money relations. 

Such are, in general outline, the non-antagonistic contradictions between the productive 

forces and the relations of production in the economic sphere under socialism. From this 

we see how unjustifiable it is to contrast economic planning and the commodity-money 

relations. It is equally absurd to declare, as some people do, that socialism is merely a 

variant of commodity production, a "market socialism." 

It is not our purpose here to dwell in detail on Marx's views on the economics of 

communism. All we wanted to do was to illustrate by a single example (which is, 

incidentally, of great importance to socialist production) that Marx's economic theory - 

provided, of course, it is approached in a truly dialectical, creative fashion --gives us the 

key to the processes going on at present. 

 

THE LAST PAGE 

That is all, dear reader, that the author set out to and that he possibly could say within 

the space of this small book. The many quotations in it show the author's desire to give 

the floor as often as possible to the central figure in the story, to Karl Marx, for the 

author is completely convinced that the best way of understanding a scientific theory is 

to go to the original source. 
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Before parting from the reader the author would like to draw his attention to the 

remarkable unity of Marx's doctrine, to the close cohesion of all its component parts. 

We have seen that the main propositions of the theory of scientific communism were 

formulated by Marx and Engels in the 1840s as conclusions from materialist conception 

of the history of human society. The development of this conception in turn provided 

the guidelines for Marx's economic researches, while the need for the further 

elaboration of the theory of scientific communism made these researches vitally 

necessary. Lastly, the elaboration of the economic theory substantially enriched the 

materialist conception of history. This interaction existed throughout the theoretical 

investigation pursued by Marx and Engels. It completely refutes the conjectures of the 

opponents of Marxism who counterpose to one another different aspects of Marx's 

doctrine, different stages in the development of this doctrine, and especially the doctrine 

itself and its revolutionary conclusions. Recognising Marx the scholar, bourgeois or 

revisionist theorists seek, as often as not, to separate him from Marx the revolutionary. 

Nothing could he more absurd than that. 

Long ago, in 1845, the young Engels wrote with great conviction: "As confidently as we 

can derive a new proposition from some given mathematical axioms, so confidently can 

we draw from the existing economic relations and the principles of political economy 

the conclusion about the forthcoming social revolution." [109] Marx's enormous work 

on Capital, to which he devoted forty years of his life, made this bold prediction a 

reality. Mankind's transition to a new historical epoch, the epoch of the purposeful 

reorganisation of human society, predicted in Marx's theory, is under way, and nothing 

can stop it. 
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