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Introduction

Each science has its own subject.
As we learn to do sums at school,
we begin to comprehend the
subject-matter of mathematics. As
we watch a bolt of electricity
flash between two glittering balls,
we enter the fascinating world of
physics. Chemistry deals with the
structure, properties and transfor-
mation of substances, and astro-
nomy, with the motion of celestial
bodies. As the natural sciences
develop, they merge into a single
stream reflecting a panoramic pic-
ture of the natural world around
us. These are closely tied in with
the exact and applied sciences,
which help to understand the
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principles on which is shaped what is known
as ‘“‘second nature”, that is, everything created
by man’s inquisitive mind and skilful hands.

But there is yet another and equally impor-
tant group of sciences which study diverse as-
pects of the human society. History, philosophy,
law, linguistics, and many other social sciences
help to unravel the intricate meshwork of the
social conditions in which mankind has lived and
developed, and this helps to transform reality
for the sake of social progress. Marxist-Leninist
political economy has pride of place among
these sciences. It studies the social system of
production, the economic relations between
people in the process of production, and the
laws governing the production, distribution and
exchange of material values at every stage of
mankind’s development.

The task of this book is to give readers a
clear 1dea of this science, whose purpose is to
help people in their efforts to create a better
social life.



Chapter
One

THE BASIS
OF SOCIAL LIFE

The Vagaries
of History

Human life has never been
simple or easy, and mankind’s
historical advance has never been
a leisurely stroll. Revolutions and
changes of social system, peaceful
neighbourly relations and sangui-
nary wars, the arduous toil of the
exploited and the idle luxury of
the exploiters, sprawling cities and
huts in the jungle-such are the
contrasts of human history. Is
there any connection between its
kaleidoscopic events? Is there any
thread one could follow in the
labyrinth of history in order to
find a straight road leading to
happiness and social justice? Over
the millennia, people kept looking



10 What Is Political Economy?

for such a road. The oppressed rose up against
their oppressors, and keen visionaries put forward
projects for establishing a social order under
which the human personality would flourish and
people would live in full harmony with nature
on the principles of equality and brotherhood.
All those were protests against the social system
under which the society was divided into a
handful of privileged exploiters and a mass of
exploited, who were deprived of the right to
happiness and whose sole duty was to toil for
the benefit of the rich and idle.

Such crying injustice is against human nature,
the nature of man as the architect of the world,
the creator of all its material and spiritual val-
ues, because everyone born into this world 1is
worthy of a truly human life.

Titanic human labour can work miracles. It
can find -and utilise unfathomed natural wealth,
point the way to other planets, and turn deserts
into fertile soil. Through scientific and technical
achievements, man has learned to make and ope-
rate sophisticated automatic machines, to fabri-
cate materials whose properties surpass those of
natural substances, and to harness the powerful
energy of water, wind, sun and even atomic
nuclei for making electricity, man’s loyal ally.
Boundless are the potentialities of man’s labour,
the flights of his imagination and the commands
of his purposeful will.
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But having learned to master nature and to
comprehend its laws, men were as yet unable
consciously to regulate their own history. Many
natural phenomena keep repeating themselves
in accordance with definite laws: seasons change,
night follows day just as day follows night, etc.,
while social life is not marked by such relentless
recurrence: it 1s not so easy to notice the change
of historical epochs, for each generation arrives
on the historical scene to find a social setup
shaped by earlier generations. People acting in
the society have a consciousness and a will of
their own, and it is not always easy to discern
the motives for which they act.

Some believe that historical processes are gov-
erned by individuals (wise or foolish, good or
evil, rulers or their aides), by the nature and
direction of their activity. Ideas rule the world-
such is the simple conclusion to be drawn from
that view. But it does not give an answer to
the questions which inevitably arise in this con-
text: how do the ideas themselves originate?
Are there any criteria for assessing how fruitful
they are and how relevant to the course of
history?

The colonialists conquered entire continents
and enslaved their peoples not only because
they were led by blood-thirsty military leaders,
but also because they had definite aims and
were guided by the grasping hand of those who
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longed for more wealth., That is why the
essence of colonial plunder does not change even
when the plunderers claim to perform a “‘civi-
lising mission”” and allege that their sole purpose
is to raise the peoples to the heights of mod-
ern culture. Under cover of such rhetoric,
they gain control of the natural resources of
other countries and trample on the cultural
values amassed by each nation over the centuries.

To say that ideas rule the world is tanta-
mount to admitting man’s impotence 1n the
face of supernatural forces.

A Great Discovery

If one is to explain the true motives of
human behaviour, views and actions, one should
go to the roots from which springs the whole
stream of social life.

That was done for the first time by Karl
Marx and Frederick Engels, the great teachers
of the working class and all the other working
people. Almost one and a half centuries ago,
they carried out the greatest ever revolution in
man’s views of the society and its history by
elaborating a doctrine which has come to be
known as historical materialism, or the mate-
rialist understanding of history. Since the time of
that great discovery, the world has been a
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scene of majestic events, which have influenced
the fortunes of all peoples, of mankind as a
whole. And each new step in the society’s
historical development has brought fresh proof
of the Marxist doctrine. Far from being outdat-
ed, as some of its adversaries strain to prove,
it has been gaining strength and vitality as it
points out the way to progress, peace and
happiness.

Here are the main points of the materialist
understanding of history:

—history is a natural objective process and is
made by men themselves, without the inter-
ference of any supernatural forces;

-men make history not in accordance with
their arbitrary desires, but on the basis of the
material conditions that take shape in the society
at each stage in its development;

—these material conditions (material pro-
duction) are pivotal to the whole structure
of the society and determine its spiritual life,
politics, etc. Marx clearly expressed that in his
well-known formula: “it is not the con-
sciousness of men that determines their existence,
but their social existence that determines their
consciousness” !. Of course, social being and
consciousness here do not mean the living

' Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political
Economy, Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1977, p- 21.
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conditions or individual consciousness of a sepa-
rate person, but the being and consciousness
of the society as a whole, of large groups of
people constituting classes, various social strata,
etc.

Such an approach to history also entailed
fundamental changes in the views on the economy,
on economic processes and phenomena. So what
is material production, which plays the decisive
role in the development of the human society?

Material Production

In order to live, men should have food,
clothes, housing, and other maternal values.
But these are not to be found ready-made in
nature, and have to be produced by men
themselves, by their labour. At the early stages
of social development, men were already en-
gaged in producing various products: they hunt-
ed wild animals and roasted their meat, caught
fish, made primitive tools, built dwellings, etc.
Motivated by their requirements, they expanded
the sphere of their labour activity and perfected
their tools and the production process itself.
From hunting they advanced to domestication
of animals, and then on to cropping. Later on,
they began to engage in the handicrafts: we-
aving, pottery, metal-working, etc. A subsequent
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stage of development saw the emergence of
manufactories, based on handicraft techniques
and manual work, which eventually developed
into large-scale machine production.

In our day, material production remains the
main source of the products consumed by people.
Apart from articles of consumption meant for
meeting human requirements in food, clothes,
housing, etc., 1t 1s also necessary to make the
instruments with the help of which these material
values are produced. Production can be defined
as a process taking place between man and
nature in the course of which man transforms
natural substances into a product necessary
for human life. Without production, the human
society can neither exist nor develop. Economic
and political conditions may change, and one
soclal system may give way to another in the
course of history, but production will always
remain the basis of the society’s life.

People produce material values jointly, by
groups and the society as a whole, so that
production, whatever its conditions, is always
social, and labour is always the activity of a
social individual. The production of material
values includes three basic elements: human la-
bour (or work), objects of labour and instru-
ments of labour.
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Human Labour

The long centuries of exploitation and
oppression engendered the view that labour is
a grave burden. In actual fact, labour-a process
of conscious and purposeful human activity
with the help of which people change natural
objects—is a crucial condition of human hfe.
The attempts by bourgeois researchers to describe
the ‘“labour” of beavers, bees, ants or spiders,
and to ascribe to them a “division of labour”,
“labour contacts”, and other phenomena pecu-
liar to social production are futile. Animals
often perform fairly complicated operations, but
they do that by instinct, whereas man, before
getting down to his work, sets himself a definite
goal and aims at attaining certain results.
Marx wrote: “...What distinguishes the worst
architect from the best of bees is this, that the
architect raises his structure in imagination be-
fore he erects it in reality.”’

People gain command of the forces of nature
and use its resources in their own Interests.
They manufacture machines, cultivate land, mine
and process ore and coal, extract and refine
oil, etc. To meet their requirements in clothes,
they grow cotton, spin, weave and make gar-

1 Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. |, Progress Publishers,
Moscow, 1974, p. 174.



