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Abstract: In the 20
th
 century, the Soviet Union made changes to the mode of ownership twice: 

first, in 1936, a change from private to public ownership, and second, in 1985, a change from 

public back to private ownership. The transformations, stemming mainly from objective causes, 

were major events for the country and the world. In the world history, public ownership has existed 

and been appropriate in a small number of countries and for short periods of time, while private 

ownership has existed in many countries and for long periods of time. However, the two times of 

transforming ownership mode in the Soviet Union proved that no countries maintain either private 

or public ownership perpetually. 
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1. Introduction 

The relation of ownership is the most 

fundamental one among the human-to-

human relations. The legal form of the 

relation is the ownership mode. Ownership 

modes (on means of production) include 

public ownership and private ownership
3
. In 

the 20
th

 century, the Soviet Union changed 

its ownership mode twice. The transition 

from private ownership to public ownership 

(abolishing private ownership) began shortly 

after the Russian October Revolution in 

1917, with a stop in the implementation of 

the New Economic Policy which was 

promoted after the 14
th

 Congress of the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 

December 1925, and completed in 1936. 

The transition from public to private 

ownership (restoring private ownership) 

began in 1985 when the Soviet Union 

undertook its renovation, known as the 

perestroika
4
. The abolition of private 

ownership and its restoration were the two 

major events of the Soviet Union in the 20
th

 

century. These two events, though 

contradictory, are both inevitable results of 

social development in the Soviet Union. 
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2. Abolition of private ownership 

Abolition of private ownership is the basic 

thought of communism. In the "Communist 

Manifesto", K. Marx and F. Engels argue 

that "the Communists can summarise their 

theory into a single point: abolition of 

private ownership". 

The idea of abolishing private 

ownership, which appeared thousands of 

years ago when the irrationality of private 

ownership manifested itself, was first 

realised in the Soviet Union in the 20
th

 

century.  What led to the abolition of 

private ownership in the Union? This is a 

big and complex issue, which has been 

drawing the attention of many scientists and 

practitioners around the world for the past 

100 years since the 1917 Russian (October) 

Revolution. There exists a view that the 

abolition of private ownership in the 

Soviet Union in the 20
th

 century was a 

mistake. After the Union began its 

perestroika, the number of people adopting 

the view became even greater. However, 

this is still a misconception. 

To see the error in the view, we need to 

base on scientific reasoning, which is the 

dialectical materialist viewpoint of the 

history of society (referred to as the 

historical materialist viewpoint). In the 

viewpoint, the history of society is 

purposeful activities of people, and the 

purpose pursued by every person is 

subjective and may be subject to sudden 

change under the impacts of random 

factors. However, the aggregate result of all 

the activities is objective. In the study of 

history, “the issue is not the study of the 

motives of individual individuals, even if 

they are outstanding ones, but rather the 

study of motives that have moved the 

numerous masses, the whole nations, and 

the entire classes in every nation; the 

motives that pushed them not to 

undertaking short uprisings, but to carry out 

long-term actions that lead to great historic 

changes.” 9, p.438 . In applying the 

historical materialist perspective in the 

study of the abolition of private ownership 

in the Soviet Union in the 20
th

 century, one 

shall find that the principal cause of the 

abolition was the activity of the numerous 

masses who pursue their needs and 

interests; and that event would inevitably 

appear, in one way or another, with or 

without random factors of luck, for 

example, whether the supreme leader of the 

Soviet Union was V.I.Lenin, J.Stalin, or 

others. The Soviet society during this 

period was with the conflict between the 

numerous masses who wanted to abolish 

private ownership with another group of the 

masses who did not want that. The conflict, 

by the end of World War I, had changed to 

the point when the power supremacy 

belonged to the masses wanting to eliminate 

the private ownership. When two forces 

struggle against each other for something, 

the winner will naturally be the one that has 

the overwhelming strength. Thus, the 

abolition of private ownership in the Soviet 

Union was the inevitable result of resolving 

the conflict. 

During the period when private 

ownership was abolished, the Soviet Union 

obtained many great achievements. 

Especially, in the 15 years preceding World 

War II, the country achieved an economic 

miracle. However, besides the 

achievements, the Soviet Union also had 
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many limitations due to subjective 

mistakes. Previously, achievements were 

often inflated, while limitations were often 

hidden. Nowadays, due to the fact that 

truths of history are more publicised, 

achievements and limitations are seen more 

accurately. Nevertheless, we cannot deny 

that the former did outnumber the latter, as 

the Soviet Union, from the position of a 

middle-class country, had become a 

superpower. Recognising the true 

achievements of the country after 

abolishing private ownership, one cannot 

deny the inevitability of the abolishment.  

The idea of abolishing private ownership 

is opposite to the idea of not abolishing 

private ownership. To evaluate which of the 

two ideas is correct, it is necessary to base 

on the results of their respective realisation. 

This is because it is human thought that 

directs human actions; if the idea is right, 

then the action will be successful - the 

thought will become reality, or realised; if 

the thought is wrong, then the action fails - 

the thought does not come true, or is not 

realised; the success or failure of the action 

is the basis to asset whether the thought is 

right or wrong. In reality, during the 1936-

1985 period, the idea of abolishing private 

ownership was successfully realised in the 

Soviet Union, but during the same period, 

the idea of not abolishing it was 

successfully realised in the United States 

(and some other countries). This proves that 

in the same period, the idea of abolishing 

private ownership was appropriate in the 

Soviet Union while the idea of not 

abolishing it was appropriate in the United 

States. Consequently, when we consider 

that the abolition of private ownership was 

an inevitable consequence of social 

development in the Soviet Union in the 20
th

 

century, we need also to recognise that it 

was not an inevitable consequence of the 

social development in every other country 

in the period. 

In short, private ownership was 

abolished in the Soviet Union in the 20
th

 

century as a result of both objective and 

subjective causes, both inevitable causes 

and random causes, and the causes of both 

the impacts of the numerous masses’ 

movement and those of the masses’ leaders, 

but, among them, the objective, the 

inevitable causes, and those from the 

impacts of the numerous masses prevail. 

Thus, it can be said that the event was an 

inevitable outcome of social development 

in the Soviet Union. 

3. Restoration of private ownership 

In the early 1970s, the Soviet economy 

began falling into stagnation and lagging 

behind capitalist countries. The growth 

rate of the economy from 1951 to 1970 

was 5.1%; but from 1971 to 1975 was only 

3.0%; from 1976 to 1980 - only 1.9%; and 

from 1981 to 1985 - decreased to 1.8% 

[10, p.92]. Economic stagnation made the 

living standards of the Soviet people lower 

than those of capitalist countries. Why did 

that happen? 

The economic stagnation of the Soviet 

Union since the early 1970s was due to 

various objective and subjective causes, 

including two main objective reasons as 

follows: First, citizens were not free to do 

business; there was a great waste of 
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resources and idle manpower among the 

people. Second, many people were lazy, 

which were expressed with the lack of 

proactively and responsibility, the 

dependence on others, nobody taking care 

of the common work, bureaucracy, 

corruption, wastefulness, lies, etc. Lazy 

people, especially lazy managers, did great 

harm to social development. In the previous 

period, when the Soviet Union was at risk 

of being invaded by some other countries, 

laziness was basically overcome with many 

special political and ideological measures. 

However, the special measures were not 

applicable as from the early 1970s onwards, 

i.e. when the country was no longer 

susceptible to invasion, so “the disease of 

laziness” easily broke out. The “outbreak” 

happening under a regime of public 

ownership had not been expected by the 

Marxists.
5
 Why? It is because, according to 

the Marxist view, under private ownership, 

workers are exploited and, because of 

exploitation, they are not actively engaged 

in working, so they do not produce high 

productivity as compared with the potential 

of means of production. Under public 

ownership, workers are not exploited, and, 

because they are not exploited, they are 

motivated to work, thus creating high 

productivity. The reality in the Soviet 

Union from the early 1970s onwards did 

not completely prove this concept. 

Both the two causes were related to the 

abolition of private ownership. This was not 

difficult to realise. Therefore, in order to 

overcome economic stagnation, in 1985, the 

Soviet Union chose to restore private 

ownership.
6 

The elimination of private 

ownership took many years with strong 

repression of the state on those whose 

assets were taken. But, in order to restore 

private ownership, the state only needs to 

provide every citizen with the rights to 

private ownership of means of production 

without restrictions in terms of scale (if 

any) and to hire workers in doing business 

and getting rich (in certain domains). 

Restoring private ownership, though also 

causing major economic, political, cultural 

and social changes, did not lead to major 

social conflicts as in the case of abolishing 

private ownership.
 

During the time when the Soviet Union 

was restoring its private ownership, Eastern 

European countries, China, Mongolia, 

Vietnam and Laos did that, too. China
7
 

restored private ownership in 1978, and 

Vietnam
8 

did in 1986. Cuba recently also 

implemented a policy of privatising some 

State-owned economic entities. The fact 

proves the inevitability of restoring private 

ownership in the Soviet Union.  

M. S. Gorbachev did contribute to the 

restoration of private ownership in the 

Soviet Union.   However, with or without 

his contribution, the Soviet people would 

restore the mode of ownership anyway. 

This is because the perestroika did not 

happen in the top-down, but bottom-up 

manner instead; it stemmed from the needs 

and interests of the majority of the 

population and was carried out by them.  

The restoration of private ownership 

naturally led to political changes in many 

ways.  The way political change happened 

in the Soviet Union may or may not meet 

our expectations. However, we cannot 

deny the inevitability of restoring the mode 

of ownership. 
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At present, most countries are applying 

private ownership. The appropriate mode of 

ownership nowadays is private ownership, 

not public ownership. However, private 

ownership is not for ever because any mode 

of ownership has its own rationalities and 

irrationalities. If private ownership 

accumulates irrationalities to a certain 

degree, it will be replaced with public 

ownership, and vice versa.  

The Soviet Union abolished private 

ownership in 1936 and then restored it in 

1985, which is the negation of the negation 

vis-a-vis private ownership. The negation 

of the negation vis-a-vis private ownership 

is a specific case of the law of the negation 

of the negation. According to the law, the 

change of the world in general and of 

society in particular is a continuation of 

different stages, in which the subsequent 

stage is the negation of the preceding one 

and repeats the preceding ones in a cycle 

of every two negations. If based on the 

criterion of whether or not there is private 

ownership, the history of society took 

place and will take place in such a way as 

follows: from a stage without private 

ownership (the first stage) to a stage with 

private ownership (the second stage), then 

to a stage without private ownership (the 

third stage), and, after that, to a stage with 

private ownership (the fourth stage) and so 

on. The history of every community, tribe, 

nation, country and region happened in 

that way. There are no exceptions.  The 

fact the Soviet Union abolished private 

ownership and restored it after some 

decades is in line with the law. This is true 

to not only the Soviet Union, but also other 

countries as well.    

Prior to the 1917 Russian October 

Revolution, many people incorrectly 

thought that private ownership was for ever. 

When the Soviet Union was still powerful, 

many people incorrectly thought that the 

Soviet public ownership was for ever, and 

private ownership was agonising in the 

world. When the Soviet Union restored 

private ownership, many people incorrectly 

thought that the Soviet abolition of private 

ownership had been a mistake and that 

private ownership was for ever. The fact 

that the Soviet Union changed its mode of 

ownership twice in the 20
th

 century proves 

that there is no eternal single mode of 

ownership; no country will maintain private 

ownership mode forever; and no country 

will maintain its public ownership mode for 

ever as well.  

4. Conclusion 

The two times of changing the mode of 

ownership in the Soviet Union in the 20
th

 

century is closely linked to the appearance 

and disappearance of a model of socialism
9
. 

The Soviet model of socialism 

characterised with the abolition of private 

ownership was an ideal model for a host of 

countries. Although the model has 

collapsed, public ownership remains the 

desire of millions of people. In the 20
th

 

century, the world experienced many great 

and shaking events, including the abolition 

of private ownership (in the Soviet Union, 

China and some other countries) and its 

restoration (in most of the countries that 

had earlier abolished it). These two events 

resulted from the 1917 Russian October 
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Revolution. In order to correctly understand 

the true nature of such great and complex 

events, we need to base ourselves on the 

dialectical materialist view of the world in 

general and the dialectical materialist view 

on the history of society in particular. Then, 

we may recognise that both times of 

changing the mode of ownership in the 

Soviet Union in the 20
th

 century were 

appropriate with the specific contemporary 

historical conditions of the country. Though 

public ownership existed and was 

appropriate in only a small number of 

countries for not very long, and most of the 

countries that had abolished private 

ownership have already restored it, the fact 

that private ownership was abolished in the 

Soviet Union in the 20
th

 century and in 

some other countries, which resulted from 

the 1917 Russian October Revolution, still 

carries its own great historic significance 

because, for the first time ever, it proved 

that private ownership is not for ever.  

Notes 

3
 Under public ownership, all the means of 

production are common assets and properties, and 

nobody has the right to private ownership of means 

of production. Under private ownership, means of 

production can be private assets and properties of 

individuals, and everybody has the right to private 

ownership of means of production (if any).  

Abolition of private ownership (by means of 

nationalisation and collectivisation in various forms) 

means the establishment of public ownership. 

Countries that have a private economic sector are the 

ones where private ownership exists, although a 

state-owned economic sector also exists in there. In 

the countries with public ownership, a small portion 

of means of production can still be private assets and 

properties of individuals. Although in theory there is 

a clear distinction between public and private 

ownership, in practice it is not necessarily the case. 

4
 In 1937, in the Soviet Union, “there remained only 

a socialist economic sector consisting of a state-

owned economic sub-sector and a collective 

economic sub-sector”, “the socialist economic sector 

accounting for 93% of the total number of farmer 

households with 99% of the farming land in 

agriculture, 99.8% of the industrial output and 100% 

of the retail turnover [10, p.86]. The country’s 8
th

 

Congress of Soviets, convened in January 1936, 

promulgated a new constitution which recognised 

that the Soviet Union had accomplished the building 

of a socialist society and was in the process of 

transitioning towards a communist society. 

Therefore, it can be assumed that the year 1936 was 

a milestone marking the Soviet accomplishment of 

abolishing private ownership.  

5
 A warning was given by opponents of socialism on 

the laziness under public ownership. In the 

"Communist Manifesto", K. Marx and F. Engels 

mentioned the warning, implying criticism. They 

wrote “It has been objected that upon the abolition 

of private ownership, all  work will cease, and 

universal laziness will overtake us”, and “according 

to this, bourgeois society ought long ago to have 

gone to the dogs through sheer idleness; for those of 

its members who work acquire nothing, and those 

who acquire anything do not work.” 

6
 In 1985, the Soviet Union chose the measure of 

perestroika to promote economic development. The 

perestroika was initiated by M. S. Gorbachev and 

first brought forward in the plenum of the Central 

Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet 

Union which took place in April 1985. The 27
th
 

Congress and the following plenums specified the 

contents of the perestroika, including the shift from 
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the central planning economy towards a market-

oriented economy. To do so, it was necessary to 

recognise private ownership. Therefore, the year 

1985 can be considered the milestone of the Soviet 

restoration of private ownership.  

7
 In 1956, in China, “socialist transformation was 

basically accomplished”, “the socialist public-

ownership economy accounted for 93%”, “the 

private economy decreased from 6.9% to less than 

0.1%, and the private individual economy 

decreased from 71.8% to 7.1%”. Therefore, the 

year 1956 can be considered the milestone for the 

Chinese accomplished abolition of private 

ownership, which started right after the birth of the 

People’s Republic of China in 1949 [10, p.124].  If 

socialism is considered  a society where the 

economy is characterised with public ownership, a 

great mechanical industrial production, the 

productive forces of which are not necessarily 

greater than those of capitalism, then China from 

1949 to 1957, the year when establishment of 

public ownership was completed, was not a 

socialist country (due to the absence of public 

ownership); and still not a socialist country from 

1957 to 1978, when the country launched its 

reform, either, due to the fact that, though there 

existed public ownership, there was not yet a 

mechanical industrial production; and also not a 

socialist country even from 1978 to date, as, though 

there has existed there a mechanical industrial 

production, the country also has private ownership. 

8
 In 1960, North Vietnam had 84.8% of the farmer 

households joining low- and high-level cooperatives, 

occupying 76% of the cultivated land area; approx. 

90% of the total number of artisans subject to 

[socialist] “commercial and industrial  

rehabilitation” joined the medium and small-sized 

handicraft cooperatives; 60% of the total number of 

small traders and service providers subject to re-

education joined cooperatives, trade groups, working 

as agents for state-owned businesses and more than 

10,000 turned to production; 47% of trade 

businesses and 100% of private capital-invested 

enterprises were transformed into joint-stock 

enterprises and cooperative enterprises [10, pp.142-

143]. Thus, the year 1960 can be considered as a 

milestone for North Vietnam’s completed process of 

abolishing private ownership, which began in 1954 

when peace was restored in North Vietnam. If 

socialism is considered as a society where the 

economy is characterised with public ownership, a 

great mechanical industrial production, productive 

forces of which are not necessarily greater than those 

of capitalism, then North Vietnam in the 1954-1960 

period was not a socialist country due to absence of 

public ownership; and still not a socialist country 

from 1960 when public ownership was established 

to 1986 when the đổi mới - renovation process was 

launched due to the fact that there existed public 

ownership but not a mechanical industrial 

production; and similar to China, even not a socialist 

country from 1986 to date due to the fact that there 

exist a mechanical industrial production and private 

ownership. The UK, France and the United States of 

America have never been socialist countries due to 

the fact that there exist in those countries a 

mechanical industrial production but also absence of 

public ownership. 

9
 The concept of socialism has many different 

meanings. In the "Communist Manifesto", K. Marx 

and F. Engels maintained that socialism had been 

employed with such meanings as feudalist socialism, 

petty bourgeois socialism, German socialism, 

conservative socialism, bourgeois socialism and 

utopian socialism. Apart from such meanings, the 

concept of socialism still has other meanings. For 

example, it may refer to Yugoslav-style socialism 

and Burmese-style socialism (because Yugoslavia 

was once called the Socialist Federal Republic of 

Yugoslavia, and Burma was once called the Socialist 

Federal Republic of Burma).  
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In Marxist literature, the concept of socialism is 

employed at least with the two meanings as follows. 

First, socialism is considered as a society where the 

economy is characterised with public ownership, a 

great mechanical industrial production, the 

productive forces of which are greater than those of 

capitalism (Karl Marx employed the concept of 

socialism in this meaning). Second, socialism is 

considered as a society where the economy is 

characterised with public ownership, a great 

mechanical industrial production, and productive 

forces which are not necessarily greater than those of 

capitalism. If socialism is undertood as with the 

former meaning, then the Soviet Union had never 

been a socialist country due to the fact that there 

existed in the country public ownership and a great 

mechanical industrial production, but no productive 

forces which are greater than those of most 

developed capitalist countries in the period of time. 

If socialism is understood as with the latter meaning, 

then in the 1936-1985 period the Soviet Union was a 

socialist country due to the fact that there existed in 

the country public ownership and a great mechanical 

industrial production; but from 1985 onwards, it had 

been no longer a socialist country due to the fact that 

there existed in the country a great mechanical 

industrial production and private ownership. In this 

paper, we employ the concept of socialism with the 

latter meaning as mentioned above, and then 

maintain that socialism was realised in the Soviet 

Union during the 1936-1985 period.  
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