POLITICAL ECONOMY – THE IDEOLOGY OF STALINISM PART FOUR BY PHIL SHARPE
Stalin argues that socialism does not mean the abolition of economic laws or the development of new laws that replace old laws: “Consequently when we speak of “subjugating” natural forces or economic forces, of “dominating” them, etc., this does not mean that man can “abolish” or form scientific laws. On the contrary, it only means that man can discover laws, get to know them and master them, learn to apply them with full understanding, utilize them in the interests of society and thus subjugate them, secure mastery over them.”(1) It would appear that Stalin is rejecting any suggestion of voluntarism in the economic practice of the Soviet government. The suggestion is that all forms of economic activity cannot develop without being the expression of laws that operate originally independent of human will. It is possible for humans to learn and ‘master’ these laws, but the understanding that economic activity can ‘free’ itself of the influence of economic laws is idealist. In this context he argues that the primary law that was obeyed by the development of socialism was that the relations of production conformed to the requirements of the productive forces. However he does also suggest that this was made possible by the alliance of the workers and peasants. It was this revolutionary force that enabled an important economic law to be realised. But in order to support his view that the development of socialism conformed to the role of laws he glosses over the importance of the party and its policy of collectivisation and rapid industrialisation. Hence the importance of ideology is underestimated in order to uphold a conception that the development of socialism in the USSR corresponded to the imperatives of economic laws. Thus he argues that planning expressed the emergence of a new law of balanced development of the economy that was made possible by the socialisation of the economy. In other words the progress of socialism was because it conformed to the requirements of the relations of production and so was not primarily the result of political policy. Instead it is being assumed that the importance of economics dominates politics. Hence he rejects any suggestion that it is humanity that creates economic laws, instead they can only discover and learn how to apply them rather than having the capacity to ‘form’ or ‘abolish’ these laws: “Hence, the laws of political economy under socialism are objective laws, which reflect the fact that the processes of   economic life are law-governed and operate independent of our will.”(2)
Consequently it is possible to justify the tragic aspect of the economic development of the USSR as being the unavoidable result of the application of the laws of socialism. The Communist Party had no option than to obey these laws if the aim of the realisation of socialism was to be achieved. Thus balanced economic development means an emphasis on the priority of the production of the means of production at the expense of consumer goods for a certain period of time. Only after a period of unavoidable sacrifice was it possible to increase the production of consumer goods. It can also be argued that modernisation within agriculture means the undermining of the material situation of the peasants for a certain period of time before improvements become certain. The ‘blame’ for this situation can be projected onto the laws of economic and historical development rather than the conscious policy of the Party. To suggest that the party has control over economic laws is idealist when applied to the period when these laws operate independently of human will. Furthermore, it could be argued that Stalin is justifying the failure to realise the expectations for more consumer goods within society after World War Two which he can blame on the priority to produce armaments because of the cold war and the economic need to uphold the production of the means of production.
Stalin also considers it necessary to explain why aspects of capitalism such as commodity production still occur under socialism. He is insistent that this situation does not result in exploitation which requires the role of wage labour and instead it is because of the ability of the Collective farm to freely dispose of their products: “In the collective farm, although the means of production (land, machines) do belong to the state, the product of production is the property of the different collective farms, since the labour, as well as the seed is their own, while the land which has been turned over to the collective farm in perpetual tenure, is used by them virtually as their own property, in spite of the fact that they cannot sell, buy, lease or mortgage  it.”(3) It is interesting that Stalin defines that what is not controlled or disposed by the state is considered to be an expression of commodity production. He is able to define the lower form of productive activity as being responsible for the continuation of commodity production and exchange. In other words the peasantry are not yet fully converted to the significance of socialism in relation to important aspects of economic activity. But the empirical fact of the co-existence of the state sector and the collective farms is not a threat to the socialist character of the economy because it is assumed that the relationship between the two aspects of the economy is based on mutual interest. The collective farms benefit by producing commodities for the state sector of the economy. Consequently Stalin is suggesting that it would be totally inaccurate to assume that because of the continuation of commodity production in one part of the economy the prospect of the restoration of capitalism becomes likely. Instead what has to be understood is that because the collective farmers become prosperous because of commodity production they are supporters of socialism. What undermines the prospect of the return of capitalism is that labour has not resumed a commodity status.
Stalin admits that the law of value has influence over the process of consumer production but the nationalisation of the economy and planning restricts this influence: “Undoubtedly, the fact that private ownership of the means of production does not exist, and that the means of production both in town and country are socialized, cannot but restrict the sphere of operation of the law of value and the extent of its influence on production.”(4) Stalin also argues that the role of the law of value is limited under socialism because wage labour is not exploited, and the different proportions of the economy are explained by the imperatives of a balanced economy rather than the anarchic principles of this law. In other words Stalin is accepting that the law of value under Soviet socialism has a limited role because of the specific character of the collective farms. The importance of satisfying the economic needs of the collective farmers means that they have the right to dispose of their goods as commodities. But this principle and regulator does not apply to the rest of the economy. Instead economic activity is primarily based on the specific character of socialism, and the fact that wage labour is not exploited in contrast to how the law of value operates under capitalism. The planned and nationalised character of the economy also confirms the fact that the law of value can only be a subordinated part of the economy.
However we could argue that the lack of industrial democracy means the party had effective control over the extraction of a surplus from the working class. Thus the claim being made by Stalin that the working class was not being exploited was propaganda. This meant that the law of value was very influential and was not restricted by the fact of nationalisation and the importance of the planned economy. It is true that the USSR was not a classical capitalist economy and so the dynamics of competition and the obligation to make a profit was not primary. Hence the operation of the law of value took the form of the post-capitalist economy of the USSR. What Stalin is justifying is the conception of socialism without the creative participation and involvement of the working class in the running of the economy. Instead he is suggesting that the role of the party has been to control the influence of the law of value, and the system has acted in conformity with the economic laws that define the development of socialism. Hence the party has been the adequate substitute for the role of the working class in the administering of the socialist economy. In this context it is possible to ‘blame’ the peasantry for the remnants of capitalism in relation to the operation of the law of value and the promotion of commodity production. However the primary industrial sector of the economy can be defined as socialist and the working class is not exploited despite the domination of the economy by the party. Indeed it is the party which has ensured the working class is not exploited. Stalin also claims that despite the continued distinctions between town and country the former mistrust between workers and peasants has been overcome. Both classes have an interest in the development of socialism. Consequently Stalin is claiming that despite the lack of economic democracy and political democracy a harmonious society has been created. The party has been able to implement socialism on behalf of the previously subordinated classes of society.
Stalin outlines a conception of the increasing strength of world socialism in terms of the expansion of the socialist camp in the post-war period in relation to the creation of People’s democracies in Eastern Europe and China. He argues that this development indicates the weakening of world capitalism in terms of the contraction of the world economy and its market: “But it follows from this that the sphere of exploitation of the world’s resources by the major capitalist countries (USA, Britain, France) will not expand, but contract; that their opportunities for sale in the world market will deteriorate, and that their industries will be operating more and more below capacity. That, in fact, is what is meant by the deepening of the general crisis of the world capitalism system in connection with the disintegration of the world market.”(5) This view is an expression of wish fulfilment that has little relationship to reality. In formal terms the decrease in markets could have been a problem for capitalism but this problem has been compensated for the dynamic revival of the system under the hegemony of the USA and the development of boom. The Marshall Plan has been utilised in order to revive economies like Germany. Stalin also consoles himself with the dogmatic view that inter-imperialist tensions over markets and raw materials will become a constant feature of capitalism in crisis. What he ignores is that an expanding and dynamic world economy is able to provide the conditions for the growth of national economies without the necessity of new forms of inter-imperialist rivalry. Indeed the major capitalist countries are united in their opposition to the Soviet bloc and this situation provides for unity under the leadership of the USA. Stalin is also being anachronistic when he claims that the fear of revolution is the major factor undermining the prospect of war between the capitalist and socialist camps. What have become more relevant are the dangers posed by nuclear war. Ultimately Stalin is being illusory when he claims that the contradictions within the capitalist camp are greater than those between the socialists and capitalist camps. Instead it is necessary to recognise the relative resolution of the contradictions within the forces of capitalism and imperialism under the leadership of the USA. Stalin’s standpoint represents a dogmatic imposition of the pre 1945 situation onto the present conditions of cold war and economic boom. His ontology of the world economy is antiquated and it is based on the consolationist schema that socialism is getting stronger whilst capitalism is becoming weaker. 
In other words he has finally justified defining the world in terms of ideological appearances instead of an attempt to understand it in all its contradictory complexity. He is essentially arguing that the inter-war economic crisis of world capitalism has not ended and is instead continuing in new forms. This crisis is intensified by the increased strength of the socialist camp and the contraction of the markets within the world economy. Hence the apparent development of the strength and dynamism of the American economy is an illusion and the post-war boom is entirely ignored. But what is actually unreal is his description of the prospect of renewed inter-imperialist conflicts and wars, and he effectively ignores the fact that the people of the world are opposed to war and would support peace. Instead he emphasises the inevitability of inter-imperialist war. The influence of dogma in his approach means that he is unable to establish a credible strategy for the advance of socialism based on principled peaceful co-existence. Instead he seems to hope that the dis-integration of the economic power of world capitalism will ensure the advance of socialism. Hence his standpoint is based on the catastrophist view that the automatic demise of world capitalism will bring about the victory of socialism. Thus he cannot consider that the stability of world capitalism has been achieved under the hegemony of the USA. It is interesting that the Soviet leadership after Stalin were to reject his understanding of the world and develop a strategy of peaceful co-existence as the basis to promote revolutionary change.
Stalin completes his pamphlet with a comparison of the character of capitalism and socialism. He outlines that capitalism is based on the imperative of maximum profits and socialism is described in the following terms: “The essential features and requirements of the basic law of socialism might be formulated roughly in this way: the securing of the maximum satisfaction of the constantly rising material and cultural requirements of the whole of society through the continuous expansion and perfection of socialist production on the basis of higher techniques.”(6) This definition is fairly constant throughout Stalin’s writings on the subject of socialism. Instead of any emphasis on the participation of working people in the construction of socialism, the major aspect is the raising of material and cultural standards. Socialism is defined as superior to capitalism because it is more efficient in meeting material needs. In this context planning and nationalisation is important because of the role they have in promoting the prospect to realise material needs via the development of the productive forces. Despite the very dogmatic conception of the world economy Stalin has provided a roughly adequate understanding of the Soviet economic system. However, what has to be assumed, and not explicitly tackled, is the important role of the bureaucracy in the construction of this society. It is not possible for Stalin to outline the importance of the party in economic terms. (This point has to be outlined in more detail in other articles) The result of his omissions is that Stalin defines socialism as the outcome of economic laws. Hence the historical superiority of socialism is that it represents the highest form of economic laws when compared to capitalism. This approach of Stalin is one-sided. He is unable to explain the fact that capitalism still represents superior productive forces and seems to be historically durable. Ultimately Stalin can only subjectively uphold his conception of socialism because of the limitations in his description of capitalism. It is not surprising that Stalin disliked Varga’s book about the post-war world economy because of its description of the upswing of capitalism! Ultimately the limitations of Stalin’s approach indicate his subjective idealist rejection of any aspect of reality that he disliked or could not explain. The result was a defence of dogmatism combined with a limited credible explanation of the economy of the USSR.
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