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Capitalism Can’t bE rEformEd 
to mEEt our nEEds

In the last dialectics column we asked when
truly new things happen in history and when pat-
terns repeat. Some people claim that history al-
ways repeats itself so that our struggles for
communism must end up like the failed revolu-
tions in Russia and China. The rest of this series
will show that, in fact, communist revolution not
only can succeed, but represents the only way to
meet our needs.

In this column we will discuss laws of motion.
It is necessary to understand what Marx called
the “laws of motion of capitalism” if we are to
know why the evils of capitalism must repeat.
Our task now must be to change these laws of
motion by mobilizing the masses for communist
revolution.

A key feature that distinguishes a law from a
mere pattern is its necessity, constraint, or limi-
tation. A law of nature exists when natural causes
force things to happen according to a certain gen-
eral pattern. 

Things that are not compatible with the law are
forced not to happen. Newton’s Second Law of
Motion, for example, says that a thing that moves
must change speed or direction at a rate that is
proportional to the force that acts on it. No other
pattern of motion is possible, that is, “allowed”

by nature.
A second feature of a law is universality: a law

is a pattern that always happens or never happens
in a specific system and under specific condi-
tions. What always happens might be only a ten-
dency or statistical average, like the law of
capitalism that the price of something is propor-
tional—on the average—to the amount of labor
it takes to make it. In any case, a law is a regular-
ity that can be relied on.

The concept of a law of nature is different from
a piece of legislation, but these things do have
something in common. The common element be-
tween laws of nature or economics and laws
made up by a government is constraint or limita-
tion. 

If the capitalist government makes a law, they
force people to obey it by threats of jail, fines or
death, even if capitalists disobey the law them-
selves. In physics, natural causes force or con-
strain the behavior of objects.

There is, however, a basic difference between
these two kinds of law. In a law of nature or eco-
nomics, the constraint is not imposed from the
outside (like the cops and courts), but results
from internal causal factors. 

The law of the falling rate of profit, for exam-

ple, guarantees falling profit rates unless certain
kinds of counteracting factors are present. This is
one of the laws of motion of the capitalist system,
and it results from changes in the technology of
production that are driven by competition be-
tween capitalists. Nothing outside the economic
relations of capitalism makes this law work, and
it does not apply to other economic systems. 

Unlike legislation, economic and natural laws
operate whether or not we can formulate them in
a language. Marx wrote that the apparently acci-
dental events that occur in economic competition
are actually carried out and regulated by inner
laws. These laws only become comprehensible
when many events are considered together and
carefully analyzed.

The reason that we must consider laws when
we talk about repetition in history is because they
tell us which patterns must repeat. There is no
general law that history always repeats. For par-
ticular systems, however, there are laws that de-
termine that history does repeat in specific ways,
like the capitalist system’s law of motion that
economic crises must happen over and over
again.

The next column will deal with arguments
against the existence of the laws of motion.

In the last issue of Red Flag we explained that
under capitalism, capitalist bosses own all the
means of production and they produce commodi-
ties that are bought and sold in the market place
for profit.  The means of production are tools,
factories, and raw materials.All commodities are
products of the labor of the international working
class. Cars, houses, food, airplanes, furniture,
clothes, medical care, etc. are examples of com-
modities.

Vacant homes outnumber homeless people in
United States.  Recent figures count at least 3.5
million homeless people and 12 million unoccu-
pied homes.  Why can’t the homeless people
legally move into the unoccupied homes?  Be-
cause the banks who own them are not interested
in their use.  They are interested in the rent money
or mortgage.  Similarly, over 43 million people
in the US live in poverty and often go hungry.
Yet there is enough food to feed everybody in the
world.  

This is a contradiction at the root of every
commodity.  A commodity in capitalist society is
produced for exchange and not for use by the pro-
ducers.  Things are not produced for their social
needs, but rather for their exchange value in order
to make profit.

So what is exchange value?
Exchange value simply is a ratio at which one

commodity is exchanged with another. The ex-
change value of a commodity is determined by
the amount of labor that is required to produce it.
So we can say for example that 5 pounds of bread
equal one shirt.  What we mean is that the amount
of time spent to produce 5 pounds of bread is the
same as the amount of time required to produce
a shirt.  The exchange values of commodities are
expressed in the money form by their price. 

Use value: Every commodity has a use: it sat-
isfies certain social need.  This is a use value.  For
example, bread nourishes us and fills our stom-

achs when we’re hungry.
The contradiction:  Use value and exchange

value
Now we can see that every commodity has two

contradictory, opposing aspects:  use value and
exchange value.  When we buy a commodity this
contradiction is not obvious or visible.  But ten-
sion in a capitalist society is rooted in this fiercely
antagonistic contradiction between these two as-
pects of a commodity.  It is this contradiction that
brings two classes – the working class and the
capitalist class — face to face with opposing in-
terests.

Let us take a simple example of a capitalist
boss who owns a bakery.  This boss has no use
value for that bread at all.  You cannot use and
exchange at the same time!  The boss is only in-
terested in the bread for its exchange value in
order to make a profit.  The use value exists only
for the person who buys the bread.  This logic ap-
plies to all commodities.  

In capitalist society, the production is for ex-
change, and not for its use.  So why do we, the
working class not produce things for use?  Be-
cause we do not have control over the means of
production.  The only way for us to satisfy our
needs is to buy things with the money we get by
selling our labor for wages.  So our labor power
is a commodity like any other. To reproduce it
and to survive, we need money under capitalism.
We exchange our labor power for the money we
need to buy the necessities of life. If the boss
can’t make a profit off our labor, we can’t sell it,
and the bosses condemn us to death.  

In summary: Commodities have a dual na-
ture – use value and exchange value.  The bosses
are interested in the exchange value to make
profit; the working class is interested in its use
value to meet social needs.  Under capitalism, the
exchange value of a commodity is primary. If you
don’t have the money, you can’t buy bread, no

matter how hungry you are. And the bosses will
let the bread rot in the store before they give it to
the hungry people who need it.

This contradiction is at the root of all the prob-
lems, crises and antagonisms of capitalism.  How
does thise affect you, your coworkers and the
struggle at your workplace? 

In a communist society, there will be no money
and no exchange value, no commodities and no
exchange. We will produce only to satisfy the
needs of the international working class. 

NOTE: In the last issue, we incorrectly stated
that labor power is one of the means of produc-
tion that the capitalist owns. That is true in chattel
slavery. In capitalist wage slavery, the workers
sell their labor power as a commodity. 

Commodity produCtion:
makinG monEy or mEEtinG nEEds?
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“Without revolutionary theory there can be no revolutionary movement.” Lenin,  What Is To Be Done




