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‘{ Historical materialism _

The term "historical materialism” refers to that central body of du-cz?nne,
frequently known as the materialist conception of history, which constitutes
e social-scientific core of Marxist theory. Though Engels credited Marx
yith being the originator of historical materialism, Marx wrote that Engels

amived at the materialist conception of history independently.
" Historical materialism, though called a philosophy of history, is not, strictly
seaking, 2 philosophy. It is best interpreted as an empirical theory, as a
'method of inquiry". The German Ideology, co-authored by Marx and Engels,
daims that its approach rests not on philosophically derived abstractions or
ligmas, but rather on observation and on accurate depiction of real
wndifions; in short, on premises that can thus be verified in a purely empirical
.
Historical materialism is a theory of society which seeks to explain the
yndations and development of all social life. It views history not as a record
4§ duars, monarchs or great statesmen, but as the development of the human
§ =2 determined by the nature of labour, i.e. how people organise themselves

o satisfy their material needs {or food, clothing and shelter. "The determining
tor in history”, Engels asserted, "is, in the last resort, the production and
wproduction of material life". In other words, the economic system, the
3 ¥ay people organise themselves to keep body and soul together, to produce,

" ftermines their whole way of life. Engels wrote in Introduction to Socialism:
Uopain and Scientific, historical materialism "designates the view of the
A e of history which seeks the uitimate cause and the great moving power

o all important historic events in the cconomic development of society, in
e changes in the modes of production and exchange, in the consequent

——
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- This includes all political institutions, especially the state, all ordanised religion, &
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divi§ic=n of society into distinct
ﬂgalmsthmg sznmen"

N the Freface to the Critique of Political Eco ; .
classic exposition of the principles J:I_-:f historical m.&iiﬁmﬂc&ﬂiﬂmﬂf& B |
asking what is the principle that governs all human relations 2 j i

is that it is the common end which all men pursue, that is ﬂ';e nr "‘I .
the means to support life, and next to production, the ‘-:chaﬁgg o
produced. Hence the ultimate determinant of social change is to be founi i
changes in the mode of production and exchange, ] :
Mode of production productive forces E !
and production relations 4

By the "mode of production” Marx means the prevailing mode of labd]

or productive activity as conditioned by the existing state of technology
means of production. The mode of production, thus, comprises two elemensl
1) productive forces; and (2) production relations. By "productive foroa
Marx means a given society’s capacity to produce, a capacity which is#
function of scientific knowledge, technological equipment and the
organisation of collective labour. This is the ultimate motive force of histaric |
change. By "relations of production” Marx means the social relationships]
which men enter into in carrying on social production. The basic struchi
of the relations of production (i.e. the foundation of social life}, is determinef}
by the level of productive forces. The relations of productions mmpﬁ
above all, property relations i.e. the legally guaranteed power to dispose o3
raw materials and the instruments of production and, in due course,
products of labour. They also include the social division of labour, whereif$
people are differentiated basically into two classes : a minority of peopl
owning the means of production have the power to direct the organisation]
of production with the labour of the vast majority who do not own the}
means of production. The social division of labour not only creates the:
society’s basic class structure, it also differentiates people through the}
separation of physical from intellectual work, separation of direct producers;
from people who perform other functions such as management, political$
administration or intellectual work. Another component of the relations of§
production is the way in which products are distributed and exchanged.

Base and superstructure E |

The sum-total of these production relations constitute the economic §
structure of society. It is the basis, the foundation of society, on which arises;
a whole range of phenomena to which Marx gives the name of superstructure 3

classes, and in the struggle of these clafl

.*.

political associations, laws and customs, and finally human conscioushess
expressed in ideas about the world, religious beliefs, forms of artlllsﬁt creation, §
and the doctrines of law, politics, philosophy and morality. "It is Eﬂt the |
consciousness of men", Marx says, "that determines their existence but, on &
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I trary, their social existence that determines their consciousness .
.u:ery society in history has been characterised and indeed shaped in all
B ifold aspects by the nature of its particular mode of production. In
&t society” the mode of production was slavery, or productive activity
X od within the social division of labour between masters and slaves;
iaves were used as the means of production by their masters. During
& .ism the mode was agricultural and the means land; the productive
&ty was performed by noblemen, the owners of land, with the help of
k. s5our In modern bourgeois society the mode is industrial and the means
Eial, in all its many forms; the productive activity is carried on within4he
§-2.mental division of society between the owners of capital and the non-
&——the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. In every instance the mode of
A& ctive activity has been the determinant of the character of society in
of its superstructure expressions : political, legal, intellectual, religious,
& The ultimate cause of social change is therefore to be found in the
§.cc in the mode of production.
A Contradiction between productive forces
.and production relations
& Development of society takes place because of change in the material
#es of production, the most dynamic of the two elernents of mode of
frduction. In the early stages of a particular social system, the production
flions are compatible with the development of productive forces These
Jeble society to make the fullest use of the productive powers and to increase
#n. But this very increase of productive powers brings them into conflict
.- ih the production relations which they had created for the relationships
$ome inappropriate; instead of aiding the utilisation of man's ability to
&duce and reproduce the material conditions of life, these begin to hamper
@ The existing property relations "turn into fetters” on the productive forces.
Bhen begins”, Marx writes, "the epoch of social revolution”, the old society
s place to new.
; :Class struggle as the mechanism of change
. The class struggle is the mechanism that effects the change. The contlict
| the productive forces and production relations is manifested in the
E | HQIF{ between the ruling class (the owners of the means of production)
§'0se interest lies in preserving the existing production relations and the
3 ect or oppressed class (the non-owners) whose interest lies in changing
1 _ﬁ:ﬂhﬂnﬁ L?'f production that would permit the productive forces to expand.
§ "¢ contlict is resolved in favour of the productive forces. A new higher
‘;ﬂﬂ?ﬂ relations, whose material preconditions have "matured” in the
mﬂistyim old society" emerge which better permit the continued growth
i o Tqul_:lu«ctwe capacity. With the change in production relations the
1 Perstructure of ideas and institutions is more or less rapidly
. ~ormed. All history follows th i luti
society { I ry tollows e cycle of revolutions, progressive evolution
rom lower to higher forms: from ancient society (after the break-

L R
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of primitive communal system) to feudalism and then to capitall
These are, so far as Western Furope is concerned, the main epochs in the
progress of the economic formation of society. The bourgeois relationsdf
%ﬂdm’“m are the last antagonistic form of the social process of production
e productive forces developing in the womnb of the bourgeois society wouli |
create the material conditions for the solution of that antagonism, that is, forf.
the emergence of classless communist society. With the demise of capitalid |
RoaCy ﬂ:'E prehistory of human society” will come to a close. b
This is, in a nutshell, Marx's doctrine of historical materialism which |
proclaims the principles on which are constituted the relations betweet}
different forms of social activity (economic, political and cultural) and lo ot
the motive force lying behind social transformation. The first and essentil§
principle is that the movement of history can be explained by analysingt ;
structure of societies, the productive forces and production relations. Seco g
in every society one can distinguish the economic base and the superstructe §
Third, the mechanism of the historical change is the contradiction,
certain stage in the evolution, between the productive forces and productia
relations. Fourth, this contradiction finds marifestation in the strugale betwea g
classes of opposed interests, Fifth, the dialectic of the productive forces E. 5
production relations leads to a revolutionary transformation of society, from
lower to higher. Sixth, it is not the consciousness of men that deter inz g
social reality: on the contrary, it is the social reality that determines ther
consciousness. &
Critical evaluation -1
The idea that historical development, though in no way predeterming
obeys certain laws has been, as Ernst Fisher points out, mechanic;ﬁ_' 1‘
misunderstood by Marx's critics as well as by many of his followers. Man §
comparison of the law of motion of history with the natural Taws led Ki§
Popper and Carew Hunt to proclaim that historical materialism neglectsil 3
role of man in historical changes and hence the theory is unscientific. TH
criticism is unfounded because Marx always held the view which he stateda Jf
The Holy Family : "History does nothing.... It is man, real living man, th{
does all that .....history is nothing but the activity of man pursuing his aing §
But man makes history not according to his own will but in accordance wii |
the objective conditions and social laws which exist but which do not operi |
fatalistically. In fact, Marx meant that historical laws were to be understof §
as laws having the character of tendencies. Thus in Capital he wrgle: §
“Under capitalist production, the general law acts as tll'uz prevailing tgndg-% -
only in a very complicated and approximate manner 4 o :
9 Marx's historical schema—the ancient, feudal, and modern bourge§
mode of production—has been construed to mean that the Ec:}n:
development of society must everywhere fq!]ow theh same transiﬂml :
historical meterialism does not make such a claim. Manx's schema, cons _. :
on the historical experience of European societies, marks the general sty §
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| . 1 i Sa whole—n . 13
‘of a socio-economic evolution a Historical materialism does not
¥ ionshi "base” and "superstructure. e
3. The relationship between "base a pe oscribed historical
Eaterialism as "economic determinism” since. !
; Hﬂtﬂﬂai 1 Engels Catﬂgﬂnﬂaﬂy StatEd
| that historical materialism does not maintain the absurd vie
¥ the role of the legal and political institutions. The superstructure and the
' The real weaknesses of the theory, however, according to Raymond
4 thvious and pose no problem of categorisation. However, this simplicity is
J fus superstructural. But how can the same element be classified in both?
§ ol ownership—an element of the superstructure. Once again there is the
s Marxists have very often done.
i
i F 1 f 0
oriography. Marx's concepts of mode of production class, class intereste
: ' t. Tl ' 2
{ 0in use of them was suspect. There is good reason to belioye that Mary’s
fiecisions” and "ideas”. We may conclude by quoting Carew Hunt
5 Stages of development of society
?:.‘-'.-'. systeml, feudal system, and capitalism. And applying hj

ot the steps which history obliges
B oery nation, without exception, to C“TFEL
b pmtend to explain every last detail of history. sture” has been the
and ial question. Critics have. d !
nost vexed Aot el Marx appears to derive-the-
¥ superstructure” from the economic "base”. But w that the
t_'mperstmciure is an epiphenomenon of the economic base, nor over looks
:& are not related like a statue and plinth; the superstructures affeFt_and
react back on the base—this is a fundamental tenet of historical materialism.
&rm are conceptual. The weaknesses centre upon the. ambiguity in the.
4 central categories, base and superstructure. Many elements of each are
inot universal. For example, in Capital (1 : Ch. IV) science is considered to be
iproductive force, vet it is obviously also an element of consciousness and
4 Further, the productive forces depend not only on the technical apparatus
§tut also on the organisation of labour which depends, in turn, on the laws
§ poblem of separating what is the base from what is superstructure: of course
§.5e problemn does not arise if the two terms are not dogmatically ill'lterpreteci
':-.Modern interpreters of Marx have also discussed a nu
L rad : m
& tioblems with the matErIEﬂtsI r:un;:eptu:rn of history. Neveﬂhﬂ:; ?tfi;j il:jr
ifat the theory has greatly influenced both hj i ’ =
§ o y historical analyses and
dideclogy have been absorbed even by those whe have accepted that hj
is
{ has been an important force in a wider Process in whi h hi
d A o " : historical
ferplanation in terms of “social forces” has displaced ¢ . orical
i) hose in terms of
Marx's severe critics, "Any return to pre-Marxian socjs]
inconceivable”.
Marx distinguished four successive socio-economic formati
E e MU{;?IBEIEJE in Europe) has passed : primitive ::ﬂmm:?::J ﬂﬁ;"':;uﬁh which
ihistorical materialism he shows that mankind has now entered
: development; replacing capitalism by a higher lvpe of
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1 Primitive communal system

The first society that arose at the dawn
million years ago) is known as the “primitive communal system”. The
was characterised by a virtual absence of technology. In the absence of
to exercise control over nature, primitve men were wholly dependent uficr
it. Their economic activity was confined to hunting, fishing and qatherifig:
With the help of primitive instruments (made from stone) men collected . §-
together fruits and roots from forests, and hunted games and shared théim I -
also in common. This method of obtaining a living in turn determined the
characteristics of the primitive society. e

First, it was nearly-always nomadic, seeking fresh source of food. Nomadi;
societies could not develop an elaborate material technology, They wefe™
limited by what they could carry around with them, confined to what could”
be used by a society continucusly on the move. L

Secondly, they were simple societies in terms of social structure. Thefs'
was only a rudimentary division of labour between men and wome
male role of hunter and warrior, the female role of food gatherer a
rearer. There was no specialised knowled

occupational structure. Further, the productive forces of society being at 2
extremely low level, men could

not produce more than their subsistence and %

hence no surplus remained and no basis for social inequality. It was a society’
without classes. -
Thirdly, these were closed societies, tribal in nature, based on kinsh[]:g-
ties. Collective rules of behaviour and customs, authority and respect and#

power enjoyed by the elders of the clan or tribe maintained the primitive .
society. There was no state as a se

parate body of men ruling over the whols 2§

society. 4
Such societies lasted for thousands of
change in the human condition.
take place slowl

of human history (two to’ o

R r.:!
I"I—-’[['klé 23
nd ch'.. ¥
ge or special skills and hence ng =

years before there was any significant f
Change and development did, of course, .
y. However slowly, the productive forces steadily developed. |
The general movement had been from stone implements to metal (bronze |
and iron) implements. But the radical change occurred when men moved §
trom fishing, gathering and hunting economy to the producing economy :
cattle-rearing and agriculture. In the process of learning to sow seed and to
harvest crops man stopped moving about and settled in one place. N
Agriculture tended to emphasize individual family ownersip of !End- AS
the productivity of labour increased, man could produce a "surplus” which |
could be aceumulated and exchanged. With the development of the |
domestication and breeding of animals, pastoral life and farming eventuall g
became fused in many lands so that farmers possessed some sheep, cattle
and horses. The vield of land was increased by improvement in n_‘rEthuds by
the application of animal energy. Meanwhile progress was made in many ﬂlf]
the arts : such as spinning and weaving cloth, building farm dwellings. A
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‘these activities not only necessitated greater labour but led to a rich and
S dierse social division of labour,

[
" s

] _:iﬂﬂi these forces led to the emergence of a class of people wha, by virtue
_ al their ownership of land, directed the organisation of production by engaging
R rersons who also belonged to them. The primitive collective social relations
§ based on primitive equality broke up as these were contradictory to the new
{pmducliue forces, and these had to give way to the class society, where the
] m of power became ownership of land, coupled with ownership of human

*' fcg!;{.- As the social inequality progressed, the primitive commune disintegrated
“and gave way to the slave-owning system. <

- 2Slave system

§ = The break-up of the primitive communal system in the early period led to
§  the rise of society based on slavery—a slave-owning society. The whole of
} modern, civilised Europe passed through this stage for about two thousand

¥ years. The vast majority of peoples of the other parts of the world also passed
& through this stage.

. The slave-owning society was divided broadly into two groups or classes,
“the slave-owners and the slaves. The former group not only owned all the

e

“means of social production—land and the implements—however poor,
{primitive they have been in those times, but also owned people. The latter
¥ ‘who were forced to labour and supply for their masters were known as
& slaves. Slaves were not regarded as human beings but were equated with
1 - tools and implements. They were property or possession of their masters,
i and deprived of all human rights, In addition to the division of slave society
¥ into two principal classes, there were also other divisions, as the division of
4 freemen into rich and poor.

' In order to keep the slaves [to begin with) and later a considerable section
¥ of the free working population in subjection, the state, for the first time in
human history, was set up with its instruments of power - the police, the
army and officials for enforcing the laws. The state became necessary to
keep one part of society subjugated to and oppressed by another. The forms
of the slave-owning states were extremely varied : monarchy or republic,
aristocratic or democracy. Despite these differences, the state of the slave-
owning society was the slave-owners' state. Slaves had no political or legal
rights. Although the slave-holding society did mark a step forward in the
progressive advance of human society, at a certain state of the development
of productive forces the existing master-slave relations became a fetter on
its further development. The slaves did not have any incentive to work arEd
the development of productive forces brought to light the economic
inefficiency of labour. Further, slave societies were increasingly be!ng
threatened by revolts of the slaves. The slave-holding relations of production
had therefore given way to new relations of production which held out
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some incentives for work to the immediate producers. B
Gradually along tortuous ways and in various forms slave systermn grew)
into feudal system, ; -
3 Feudal system
The distinctive mark of the feudal system is the econamic relations based,
on (1) the feudal estates as the principal means of productions and (2) the |
various forms of personal dependence of the peasants on the feudal lords, §
the owners of the land. A part of the feudal lord’s land was given out fo}
individual peasants to use, The peasants were not, like the slaves, the personal 3
property of the feudal lord but he was entitled to the labour of the peasants 3
who had to perform certain services for the lord. The peasants lived in 23
condition of serf bondage. :
With the help of the state machinery the feudal lords kept the great |
numbers of people in subjugation and maintained the feudal system of &
exploitation throughout the Middle Ages. The feudal state, as compared §
with the slave-owning state, had more numerous and more complex £
institutions because population had grown and sccic-economic relations |
became more complicated. E
The limited or absolute monarchy was typical of the feudal state, and the &
undivided sway of religion as ideclogy. The state and the church stood on &
guard of the property and the privileges of the ruling classes, the feudal ']
nobility. The fundamental division of society was into feudal lords and peasant |
serfs who though not owned by the lords as slaves constantly protested to =
liberate themselves from feudal exploitation and oppression. Feudalism -]
developed slowly and gradually; the material prerequisites and conditionsi}
were being prepared for a breakthrough to new social forms of life. Thet}
main springs of this process were further division of labour and development
of trade, the growth of commodity and money relations, the emergence of
new markets, the growing requirements of the increasing population, the
making of arms, etc. _.
The requirements of the market brought to life a new productive force ; -
manufacture which bonded men together for work, Manufacture by
introducing detailed division of labour in the making of a product produced -
a considerable growth in the productivity of labour and, in addition, created
the prerequisites for substituting machines for actions of men, prepared |
conditions for the emergence of factory production, :
But on the whole, feudalism tended to slow down the development of &
factory production, free trade and the growth of national markets for goods |
and labour. The personal bondage of the peasants prevented the creation of £f
free labour market which the owners of the factories, the capitalists required, :
The feudal form of property with its system of hierarchic privileges, the
absolute monarchy ran into contradiction with the requirements for the furthey
development of the productive forces. It is this contradiction which was
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) ranifested in the struggle between the feudal nobility and the new class of
serfs clamouring for

{ quners of capital who were supported by the peasant
freedom. During the eighteenth century and the nineteenth century
: evolutions took place all over Western Europe. Feudalism gave way to the
E mu.rs[:ﬂ:ial_fﬂrmaticam capitalism.

4 Capitalist system

The capitalist system which emerged and developed in the nineteenth

| ontury first in Great Britain and then in Western Europe and the United
| States and still exists in those countries as well as in other parts of the world
| has the fﬂﬂm‘{ing basic characteristics : |

1, The primary characteristic of the capitalist system is a commodity

: :{cﬂhﬂg;ﬂbé; ;l'il;]t is, an economy which produces for the market. Commodity
™ g' i of thpfewuled in pre-capitalist systems, but it was not dominant; a
%r?der E_l : e prrr:»t:@uclﬂ were made for the producer himself.
Pt tfapﬂahﬂg systemn, all products are produced in factories and
FeepE mfn"is ;.‘Jé‘sale in the market. Money is indispensable for an economy
i mnhﬁndey ﬁmEﬁ;}n 1{5' exchange. Money is also a commiodity. Under capitalism
| ns (1) as a measure of value, (2) as a medium of exchange (3)
§ s astore of value, and (4) as a means of deferred payment. Cﬂmrno-::lity
- Bashets relations dominated all aspects of human life in capitalist system.
HE The monopolisation of the means of production by the capitalist class
1 is the second leading ;haractaristic ﬂ_f the capitalist systemn. Under capitalism
1 the means of production (factory buildings, machinery i ol i i
1 workshops, mines, railways, steamnships, land, etc.) are:: the i u;r i
1 of a small group of the wealthy capitalists g i s g
2 the people having no property except tl{eir hanﬁiu "t:-. : ht-blge rasses of
4+ become wage labourers of capital. with which they work
§ 3. The third characteristi apitali - :
4 labour. ,I';_‘;E capitalfis?s ;T;t{;bcj;ﬁiﬁﬁ?r:;ﬁ?gﬁ s theexistense of wiage
§ inorder to produce goods for sale and earn pmf:‘tt fhi?:hzther SO0,
4  Theessence of labour power consists in the sal :
§ labourers, that is to say, in the transformation ?}F Eiiﬂur I:rawerl_ay the
i commodity. Side by side with the markets where cotton Cheeus.gr I;EZJEI g &
§ are bought and sold, there also exists the labour trisrket wh machines
E ihat is, wage workers, sell their labour power. ere proletarians,
The capitalist employs workers in the production o
profit in the process: How profitis made ? The source i?ﬂm"?:‘ﬂ}!ies and earn
io Karl Marx, lies in the capitalist mode of production. Si £e N aeeindig
t has a value. But how is this value d:ztérnrﬁ I:E?;“I power is
§ Engels expl ained that the value of all commaodities is determinn dbi Marx and
.4 ﬂpgndg{:l in producing them. The same thing applies to hbf:-u by the labour
4 value of articles of consumption {e.g. food, clothing and sheit.,gr; Pﬁwer. The
1 theproduction of labour power and also of expenditure upon traini which affect
% ihe value of labour power. The capitalist pays the labour Wﬂgealggi Etmﬂ,:tg
O this
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the right of using lab &
week. As the work of production begins, the Iahgﬁur ;m::guii :

commodity which, like all commoditi T

the labour power is greater tha?atg:: Iiiuga;;;liﬁrtg:fuva]ue o tjzlt' I
power, A::s.ume that a worker produces valyes equimienﬁﬁ%ﬂr Lig hf .
day and his weekly wage is 80 rupees. The worker pays back to thn;pc:;l i
the full value for wages received by working for four days only, But he hasi
labour for ? days. Hence as production goes, the worker produces in a welfs
values equivalent to (Rs. 20X7) 140 rupees which is greater than the valuedl,
his weekly wage. The difference between new value created by the works}
aqd ?he wage paid to him (i.e. 60 rupees) is appropriated by the capitalist andf;
this is surplus value, the source of capitalist profit. 1

4. Thf-‘: fourth leading characteristic of capitalist system of production §f
the creation of surplus value and its appropriation by the capitalist. Thiss]
the essence of capitalist system of exploitation of human labeur i

Part of the surplus value is capital used by the capitalists in production}
They add it to their capital, and the capital grows. Thus squeezing surphs}
value of the working class, exploiting the workers, capital continuousiy]’
increases in size. This greed for surplus value, for profit, is the pivot, the}
prime motive of capitalist production, ¥

5. The fifth characteristic of the capitalist system is thus the division off:
society into two basic classes, the capitalist and the wage earners. Thed!
relations between these twa classes are basically antagonistic because of the]
greater and greater concentration of wealth in the hands of the capitalists§;
and the increasing misery of the wage-earners.

6. The primary aim of the capitalist state is to protect, to consolidate and§,
expand the exploitation of the working class. Against the working class, the 1
state employs measures of two different kinds, brute force and spiritual ]
subjugation. Legally and in the political sense, all individuals in the bourgeok
society are equal and free. But in essence the legal and political system work
to the advantage of the capitalist class. The bourgeois state, said Marx, may
be democratic in form but, in essence, it is the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie,

5 Socialist system

The socialist system as existed in the erstwhile Soviet Union has the
following distinctive features :

In the first place, the socialist system is based on the public or social
ownership of the means of production and exchange. Machinery,
locomotives, steamships, factory buildings, warehouses, mines, the land etc,
are under the control of the society as a whole, and not, as under capitalism, £ |
under the control of individual capitalists or capitalist combines. |

The socialist system is distinguished from all previous systems in the fact
that it puts an end to exploitation of man by man. Since, under socialism, §
there is no private ownership in means of production, there is no class of §:

Value for a week and possesses

|

;

|
|
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|
|
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|
|
|
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®ployers and no separate class of workers. In principle, everyone is a
F. - Lor and society itself is the employer which works through governmental
. d cooperative organs.

# The third characteristic of the socialist system is the planned direction of
diocial production and distribution. The socialist society is a huge working
fhrganisation for cooperative production which is carried on not for private
fhrofit but for social needs. Being an organised society, the socialist system,
i< distinguished from capitalism, is free from anarchy of production, from
§ .ompetition between individual capitalists, from crisis and unemployment.

I Consequently, the socialist state becomes the dictatorship of the proletariat
% 1ich is an instrument in the hands of the working class (1) to create socialist
sstem of production and develop it; (2) to crush the resistance of the
hourgeoisie and their attempts to reestablish capitalism; and (3) to advance

socialism into classless society.
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