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Stalin’s Role in the 1943 Stalinist Revision of Marxian Economic Thought
In chapter X, I discussed “Some Questions of Teaching Political Economy” (Leontiev et al. 1944). a 1943 article in the Russian theoretical journal Pod Znamenem Marxizma that revised the “law of value” and the concepts of directly and indirectly social labor. It had long been suspected that these revisions were introduced at the direction of the Kremlin bureaucracy, especially Stalin. Archival evidence, made publicly available after the collapse of the USSR, has confirmed that suspicion. 
In her initial commentary on the article, Raya Dunayevskaya (1944, p. 537) noted that “[t]he ideas and methodology of the article are not accidental. They are the ideas and methodology of an ‘intelligentsia’ concerned with the acquisition of ‘surplus products.’” Four years later, writing as F. Forest, Dunayevskaya stated somewhat more openly that “the views expressed [in the article] are not those of an individual author, but the viewpoint of the Kremlin bureaucracy, with Stalin at its head” (Forest [Dunayevskaya] 1948, p. 204, col. 2).  And in 1973, she charged that “Stalin ordered” one of the article’s key doctrinal recommendations (Dunayevskaya 1973, p. 315 n213; cf. p. 303 n109).[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Prior to the publication of the 1943 article, the teaching of Marx’s Capital in the USSR had conformed to the book’s structure. The article argued that it should instead proceed historically (chronologically). In Dunayevskaya’s view, the purpose of this revision was to obscure the fact that Marx considered the “law of value” to be applicable to capitalist society but not to socialist society. The archival evidence makes clear that Stalin insisted on the shift to “the historical method” (see Pollock, 2006, p. 196). Although it is unclear from the still-extant fragmentary evidence that he insisted on this prior to the publication of the 1943 article, it is very likely that he did so, since the article’s other main doctrinal revisions conform to the views that Stalin expressed in January 1941.] 

The archival evidence reveals that the article grew out of an effort to “produc[e] a political economy textbook that could explain official Soviet views on capitalism and socialism” (Pollock 2001, pp. 5-6). The Central Committee of the Communist Party commissioned two versions of the textbook—an introductory one and an advanced one—in 1937. Lev Abramovich Leontiev (the author of the 1943 Pod Znamenem Marxizma article) was put in charge of the introductory version. 
Stalin actively oversaw the production of the textbook. “[A]s early as 1938[,]  Stalin edited versions of the proposed textbook while instructing its authors about its content. Over the course of the next 14 years Stalin met at least five times with economists and party leaders to discuss the textbook and to help prepare it for publication” (Pollock 2001, p. 7). However, he chose to keep his interventions secret. He did not want people to “understand that everything in the textbook was determined in advance by Stalin.”[footnoteRef:2] Thus, his “direct involvement with the political economy textbook remained obscure to everyone except a small circle of politicians and economists until October 1952” (Pollock 2001, p. 6), when Stalin published his views under his own name, in a book titled Economic Problems of Socialism in the USSR (Stalin 1972). (Owing to World War II, changes in the Party line, and continuing controversy among economists in the USSR, the political economy textbook was not published until 1954, after Stalin’s death.) [2:  The quoted words are Stalin’s, as reported in the minutes of a February 15, 1952 meeting between Stalin and economists working on the textbook. See Pollock (2001, p. 46). ] 

On January 29, 1941, Stalin and four other top Communist Party leaders, including Andrei Zhdanov and Vyacheslav Molotov, met in his Kremlin office with six economists, including Leontiev and Konstantin Ostrovitianov, who was in charge of the advanced version of the proposed textbook. They discussed the third draft of the textbook. 
Key excerpts from minutes of the meeting are republished below.[footnoteRef:3] They make clear that the 1943 Pod Znamenem Marxizma article closely adheres to directives that Stalin issued during this meeting. To decide what does and does not hold true under socialism, the article appealed to the actual existence of “socialism” in the USSR, not to Marx’s (or anyone else’s) concept of socialism. This method had been forcefully advocated by Stalin at the meeting. He indicated that the economists knew more about socialism than Marx did. He told them to “work with your own heads and not string together quotations,” and he said that “Marx and Engels wrote with total communism in mind” (i.e., the higher phase of communism rather than the lower phase). Stalin was especially critical of Engels, stating that “Engels didn’t understand a thing about production and mixed us up” and that “Engels wanted to go directly into communism and got carried away.” [3:  The minutes, which were compiled from notes that Leontiev, Ostrovitianov, and Anatolii Pashkov took at the time, are contained in the Archives of the Academy of Sciences of the Russian Federation. I am using Ethan Pollock’s (2001, pp. 14-27) translation. ] 

In addition, Stalin flatly rejected the view, expressed in the third draft of the textbook, that socialist society overcomes the “law of value”: “as of yet the law of value has not been overcome.” Two years later, the Pod Znamenem Marxizma article defended this doctrinal revision at great length. Similarly, Stalin said at the meeting that money, commodities, and surplus products continue to exist under socialism—“all the categories remain”—and the 1943 article repeated and argued for all of these positions. 
It is unclear from the minutes whether Stalin thought that labor is directly social in “socialist” society. Although he briefly mentioned the concept of directly social labor, his concern at that point was to criticize the draft textbook’s use of abstract terminology when distinguishing between capitalism and socialism. He told the economists to “[s]ay it simply”: a capitalist economy is “disconnected” and unplanned, while “for us things are unified” and planned. The 1943 article reflected this position by subsuming the distinction between indirect and direct sociality of labor under the distinction between market and planned economies. “[I]n socialist enterprises ... [e]very useful expenditure of labor is directly rather than indirectly part of the social labor, since all social labor is organized according to plan on a national scale,” while labor in market economies “may prove useless to society ... because the commodity it produced remains unsold” (Leontiev 1944, p. 525). 


Excerpts from “Notes from the Meeting between Comrade Stalin and Economists Concerning Questions,” January 29, 1941



On the law of value
[Stalin:] I am turning to the section on socialism. ... Here it is written that the law of value has been overcome. It then becomes unclear where the category of the cost of production [sebestoimost’] comes from. Without the cost of production it would be impossible to do calculations, impossible to carry out distribution according to labor, impossible to set prices. As yet the law of value has not been overcome. ... If there is no concept of value, there is nothing with which to measure income and income is not measured in terms of labor. When we shall begin to distribute according to need, it will be a different matter, but as of yet the law of value has not been overcome. 


On planning
[Stalin:] A lot of horrible words on the planned economy are spun out. Outlandish things are written: “the direct social character of work in socialist society ... The surmounting of the law of value and the elimination of the anarchy of production ...The planned management of the economy as a means of realizing the conformity of production relations of socialism with the character of productive forces.” Some sort of perfect planned economy is described. ... Say it simply: for us things are unified, for them things are disconnected. On page 369 [of the draft of the textbook] it is written: “the planned running of the economy [is] a means of realizing the cooperation of productive relations of socialism with the nature of productive power.” This is all nonsense, some sort of schoolyard bumbling!
Marx and Engels wrote from afar, they should have spoken about contradictions. But why the devil are you feeding us those kinds of abstractions? Say it simply—they have a disconnected economy, property is disconnected, but here socialist property is unified.
... You need to show something new to readers and not endlessly repeat the correlation of productive forces and production relations. This offers nothing. ...
QUESTION Should the textbook say that surplus products exists in socialist society?
There was disagreement about this on the commission.
... ANSWER [Stalin:] Without surplus products you can’t build a new system. We need workers to understand that during capitalism they are interested in what they should receive, but in socialism they are concerned about their society and this raises the workers. Income [i.e., profit] remains but acquires a new character. Surplus products exist, but they don’t lead to exploitation. Instead they lead to the growth of the well-being of the people, to the strengthening of defense, etc. Surplus product transforms itself.
For us, distribution is carried out according to labor. We have qualified and unqualified labor. What is the labor of an engineer? It is augmented simple labor. Here, income is distributed according to labor. It is impossible to distribute without the law of value. We think that all of the economy is conducted by plan, but it doesn’t always work that way. ...
QUESTION There was confusion and discussion in the committee about whether there are commodities in the Soviet economy. In defiance of the majority on the committee, the author refers to products, not commodities.
ANSWER [Stalin:] If we have a money economy it follows that there are also commodities. All the categories remain, but they take on a different character. ...
QUESTION Up until now the law of value was described as a law of the spontaneous market, determining also the spontaneous distribution of the labor force.
ANSWER [Stalin:] This is not correct. It is not right to narrow the way a question is put. ... 
COMMENT The term “surplus product” in socialist society is embarrassing.
ANSWER [Stalin:] On the contrary, we need to teach the workers that surplus product is necessary for us and their responsibility will increase. The workers need to understand that they do not only produce for themselves and their families, but also in order to create reserves for the country to strengthen defense, etc.
COMMENT Marx did not write about surplus product in the Critique of the Gotha Program.
ANSWER [Stalin:] If you search for the answer to everything in Marx, you’ll get off track. In the USSR you have a laboratory that has existed for more than 20 years, and you think that Marx should know more than you do about socialism. You see, Marx didn’t predict this or that in his Critique of the Gotha Program! You need to work with your own heads and not string together quotations. There are new facts and a new combination of forces. Be so kind as to work with your heads.

On wages and the workday
[Stalin:] ... Some think that it is possible to run the economy on the basis of wage leveling. There were theories about collective wages and the commune in the factory. With this industry will not push forward. Here, workers fulfill and overfulfill the plan because we have piecework for the workers, the bonus system for the leadership staff, and awards for peasants who work better. ... 
Piecework for workers, bonuses for engineering-technical personnel, prizes for the kolkhozniki—these are the levers for the development of industry and agriculture. Use these levers and there will be no limit to growth in production. Without them, nothing will work. Engels mixed this up but good. At one time we boasted that technical workers and engineers will receive no more than qualified workers. Engels didn’t understand a thing about production and mixed us up. ... 
You want to skip directly over to communism. Marx and Engels wrote with total communism in mind. The transition from socialism to communism is a difficult trick. ... Engels wanted to go directly into communism and got carried away.
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