
MARX AND MARXISM i
I

FOR A  M A R X IS M
W ITH O U T
G U A R A N T E E SIn his address to the ALR Marx 

C entenary  Sym posium  in 
Sydney and Melbourne in April 
1983, Stuart Hall asked the 
audience to accept that there 
isn't any lost page of Marx's 
notebooks which will tell us 
where to go next. Hall finished 
his address by saying the only 
Marx worth celebrating is the 
Marx which is interested in 
thinking and struggling on an 
open terrain, a Marx who offers 
a marxism without guarantees, 
and without answers. The 
following article is based on his 
addresses at Sydney and 
Melbourne.

Stuart
Hall
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I want to talk about Marx and 
marxism, and to suggest some 
th ings about his relevance to our 
contem porary situation.
I missed the 14th of March but a few 

days after that I went to  H ighgate 
cem etery just to  make sure that Marx 
was there and I bring you the good 
news that he is. But there is a certain 
restlessness about the air in H ighgate 
cemetery, a sense that though the 
body is there, somehow the ideas are 
c irc u la t in g  w o rld w id e , and th a t 
restlessness is I th ink justified  because 
socialists, whether they are marxists or 
not, honour Marx because he provided 
som ething of the sc ientific  and 
theoretica l s tiffen ing  which we all need 
at least once every ten years. He is 
honoured also because he gave a very 
im portan t dem onstration of what it is 
like to hold to an em ancipatory 
socia list po litic  — but most of all and 
th is  is what I like Marx fo r — because 
he insisted on th ink ing  c ritica l and 
subversive thoughts.

He used to say that he hoped his own 
though t w ould be scandalous — a 
scandal and abom ination above all to 
bourgeois professors. And I've taken 
tha t chastis ing note to heart.

I've been try ing  to learn from  and 
argue w ith and to keep Marx at bay fo r 
more years than I'm going to tell you. 
P erhaps I s h o u ld  e s ta b lish  my 
credentia ls by saying a little  b it about 
my firs t encounter w ith Marx. I was one 
o f those clever boys in a clever co lon ia l 
school, I'd  been taught by a red-haired 
Scots foo tba lle r who stayed on in 
Jamaica because he liked the climate, 
and decided to teach us all history. In 
the 6th form  he caught a w h iff o f an ti
im peria lism  c ircu la ting  in the corridors 
and he though t that it was his h is to ric  
m ission to inocu la te  us against the 
dangers o f subversive ideas and to that

end he had tw o vehicles or instrum ents 
at his disposal. One was a series of 
record ings of the speeches of Baldw in, 
fo r up lift, and the second was a series 
of pamphlets produced by the British 
Council on how awful Marx, marxism, 
stalin ism , socialism  and all that was. 
And he used to read a lternate ly from  
Baldw in and these pam phlets and 
because he was an extrem ely good 
teacher, he made them sound really 
quite interesting. The more th is long 
process of inocu la tion went on, the 
more I thought there must be 
som ething in it and I've been try ing  to 
th ink about that ever since.

That struggle w ith Marx, to keep 
Marx at bay so that he doesn 't take over 
you r head, which is his propensity, is 
made easy I suppose, in the era o f what 
people now call the 'C ris is of M arxism ', 
because now you can start fu rthe r 
down the line. There is no need to  insist 
that there is a single, unified marxism; 
you have only to come into any public 
meeting and you can see the 57 
varieties. There is no need to insist that 
his was a dogm atica lly fin ished and 
c o m p le te d  th e o re tic a l la b o u r — 
anybody who dares to end the critica l 
volumen of his m ajor work w ith a 
question; "W hat is class, then?" and 
dies — is c learly not in the business ol 
w rapping the whole th ing up. Indeed 
the notion that somewhere back there 
is the Book of Revelations or Old 
M oore's Almanac — a sort of litany 
than you look up when you are not 
feeling good, or to  find  ou t w hether 
you should travel on Friday the 13th — 
a general book by which you guide and 
shape you r life — is con tra ry  to 
v irtua lly  every line that Marx w rote. He 
was irre lig ious, deeply secular, h igh ly 
rationalist, c ritica l theoretica l and 
h istorica l. In my view the cris is of 
Marxism liberates us fo r some fu ture
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kind o f marxism work though it 
disables us from  some o ther kinds.

hen one ta lks about the 
dangers o f m arxist revis ion
ism (I particu la rly  like that 

phrase) it seems to suggest that really 
to be tuned to  the sp irit o f the old man, 
the w orking class ough t to have stood 
still. I to u g h tto lo o k e x a c t ly lik e itd id  in 
the illustra tions to  Engels' The 
C onditions o f the W orking Class in 
England  as soon as it doesn 't look like 
that, we're not sure if it's  there at all. We 
have to go round and try  to  find out 
where it is and why it's  gone there, and 
how come it hasn't stayed in place. 
And yet if marxism has anyth ing at all 
about it, it is the insistence tha t it is 
dealing w ith an h istorica l and dynam ic 
system tha t Marx had ever seen. Long 
before Marx ever hated capita lism  he 
admired it and respected it. It had 
broken and shattered every other 
system of human history, it had 
surpassed it in its dynam ic. And it was 
because he wanted to  harness that 
dynam ic o f a major, massive world 
h is to r ic a l p ro d u c tiv e  sys tem  to  
som ebody who deserved it more than 
the bourgeoisie, that he began to  see 
what the negative side o f cap ita lis t 
relations were about. But he had the 
most pro found respect fo r its capacity 
to  break and shatter the fe ttering 
archaic re lations into w hich people are 
born. C onsequently, as it were, to 
make the test o f the tru th  of marxism 
depend on the world standing still is, of 
course to give ourselves all k inds of 
those necessary guarantees tha t we 
may th ink that we need to  have, in 

‘order to  convince ourselves that we are 
really on top  of the h is torica l process. 
But to carry that guarantee in our back 
pockets w ill prevent us from  actually 
being able to come to term s w ith the 
real world.

He is sc ien tific  in the sense of 
provid ing us w ith some system atic 
entry in to  the understanding of 
h istorica l developm ent. That is the firs t 
massive achievement.

Secondly, I w ould say, the in trins ic  
modes of cap ita lis t societies. This is 
not a penetrating insight in to  the 
capita lism  of the second-half o f the 
tw entieth century. If you expect Marx 
to have penetrating insights in to the 
capita lism  of the second half of the 
tw entie th  century, you do believe he is 
an old testam ent prophet; you do 
believe he can see the fu ture — indeed 
a hundred years ahead; and tha t is not 
what he is and therefore that is not 
what one ought to go to Marx for. 
Nevertheless, one continues to live in 
s o c ie tie s  w h ic h  so m e tim e s  ca ll 
themselves cap ita lis t and sometimes 
don 't — but look pretty cap ita lis t to  me. 
I'm able to say they are cap ita list w ith 
some confidence and conviction  
because one gets from  Marx some 
sense of w hat it is like to be in the 
d is tinctive  epoch and age of cap ita lis t 
societies and why that is d iffe ren t from  
being in some other h istorica l epoch. 
And whatever are the m ajor and 
massive h istorica l changes that have 
taken place in the last one hundred 
years, the basic gram m ar of capita lism  
continues to  survive in the era of 
in ternationa l corporate  capita lism  as it 
d id  in  th e  e ra  o f th e  te x t i le  
entrepreneurs. In so far as I am able to 
understand that, I owe a debt to  Marx. 
Indeed, in so far as anybody is able to 
really understand that, they owe a debt 
to  Marx. And I en joy the experience of 
people who hate Marx, hate marxism 
and believe its all dead and gone but 
open the ir m ouths about history, and 
speak another marxist tru th . That is the 
unconsciousness o f Marx operating at 
a level too  deep fo r them to

^ ■ b o v e  all, tne fabric of h istorica l 
^ ^ m a te r ia l is m .  Not every note and 

^ F ^ c r o c h e t  and sem i-quaver in it, but 
that broad understanding of h istorica l 
developm ent and especially of the 
material constra in ts  in h istorica l 
development, w hich ground that 
theory in some level of determ inant 
relations, w hich don 't s im ply p luck it 
ou t of the air, and watch it unfo ld 
accord ing to our own hopes and 
dreams and am bitions. That is, I th ink, 
the essense of what is sc ien tific  about 
Marx. He is not sc ien tific  in the sense 
that the pred ictions always work out.

Stuart Hall.
I see o ff that phase of classical 

marxism w ith a ligh t heart. I don 't want 
it, I don 't need it — that's not to say at 
all that one doesn 't learn from , that one 
doesn't need and require, the deepest 
understanding tha t we can get of 
someone who p ro found ly  understood 
the orig ins of the w orld we now inhabit.

But to  have the sense that that world 
can only be understood by going to 
Marx as if his w ritings were indeed a 
sacred text, o r a m otto on the wall and 
all you need to do is em broider it a little  
and it w ill con tinue to come true, that 
marxism should be dead. I wish that it 
is buried also in H ighgate cemetery 
w ith the old man.

There are a num ber of ways in which 
I want to  ta lk about the th ings in Marx 
that I feel to be im portant and relevant 
in understanding the world today. But 
firs t of all I th ink I ought establish some 
p rio rity  of the th ings in marxism and 
Marx that I particu la rly  value. I want to 
do tha t very qu ick ly , because I don 't 
want th is to  be a kind of scholastic 
exercise, but to  give a sense o f what it 
is about marxism that I value so much.
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understand. It is also the fate of 
bourgeois m arxists who th ink  they 
have overcom e Marx but who are, by 
that process, actua lly  still in his grip. 
This I enjoy most, and I th ink its the 
kind o f h is torica l irony Marx would 
have relished.

But I don 't want to go on talking 
about what's good about marxism, 
because if it were all good we w ou ldn 't 
be here together w ith our s ligh tly  
furrow ed brows, w ondering if it is 
go ing to exist fo r another hundred 
years. So I want to go righ t to  the heart 
of the matter, w hat's w rong w ith it 
then? What is th is  cris is about?

One has to remember Brecht's 
adage that you should always begin 
from  the bad side not from the good 
side. If you want to cheer yourself up, 
you begin from  the good side, but if 
you want to  be a dia lectic ian, you 
begin from  the bad side, because one 
of the other th ings that Marx gave us, 
deeply and p ro found ly, is not a theory 
w ith substance in it, but of method of 
th ink ing, w hich he called the dia letic. It 
is the awareness of the continual 
contrad icto riness o f the w orld, that 
every tim e you see som ething, going 
forward in a good way, there's always 
som e ro tte n  c o n se q u e n ce  ly in g  
underneath it, w h ich is going to walk 
around the b lock and kick you in the 
backside. That is the nature of history
— it advances, and then it shafts you 
round the back.

You can always d istinguish good 
m a rx is ts  fro m  go o d  re fo rm is ts , • 
because reform ists always begin from 
the good side — it w asn 't so good then 
and now  its a b it better and its going to 
be a b it better a fte r that and on and on 
and on and up and up and up. That is 
exactly what Baldw in used to say on

those recordings back in Jamaica. On 
and on and on, and up and up and up, 
was Baldw in 's w onderfu l phrase and I 
used to  see reform ism  taking us ou t of 
slavery and im perialism  and on a 
steady escalating path but along 
comes marxism and it says "You th ink 
you jus t won som ething, but just wait, 
fo r the unintended consequences of 
the good th ings in the w o rld ” 
(because) "unless you understand that 
advance and retreat are deeply 
im plicated w ith ©ne another, and that 
one has to  have eyes in the side of 
one's head fo r the b it one d id n 't 
calculate, you aren't, as Hegel w ould 
say, th ink inq  d ia lectica lly".

So lets start from  some of the bad 
side. W hat is it that Marx d id n 't or 
co u ld n 't o r w asn 't in a position to 
understand? He w asn't in a position to 

u n d e rs ta n d  m o d e rn  in d u s t r ia l  
corporate  capita lism  because he 
w asn 't alive in it. He saw the orig ins 
rather than the fu rther developm ent of 
modern industria l capitalism . The idea 
th a t  th e  fo r m s  o f c a p i t a l i s t  
organisation and exp lo ita tion should 
change so pro found ly  over a hundred 
years but make no difference to Marx is 
im possib le to sustain fo r very long. Of 
course there is a great deal about 
m o d e rn  in d u s t r i a l  c o r p o r a te  
capita lism  on a global scale, w hich has 
form s o f organisation and com plex
ities of operation, that are not w ritten in 
the law o f value in the form  that Marx 
gives it in Capital and elsewhere.

Secondly, Marx did not see and 
therefore did not understand, the 
form s of modern im peria list cap ita lis t 
relations. He saw the drive which 
capita lism  had toward the cons truc t
ion o f a w orld  market, but the idea of a 
w orld productive system w ith a vast

Young people on March 
for Jobs, UK 1981.

new com plex international d iv is ion of 
labour, w hich makes the poor of the 
th ird  w orld  in to the pro le taria t o f the 
firs t and which binds nation and nation 
together in a set of the most 
com plicated and deeply im planted 
social and econom ic relations, is a 
w o r ld  M a rx  d id  n o t c o n fr o n t .  
Consequently, there is a w hole range 
of th ings about the re la tionsh ip  
between the proletariat, o rth e  w ork ing  
class or productive labour in the 
advanced w orld  and the fo rm s in w hich 
it connects to the poor and the 
o p p re s s e d  — in d e e d  to  o th e r  
apparently non-m arxist classes like 
th e  o ld  p e a s a n ty  — in  th e  
underdeveloped w orld w hich we w ill 
not find adequately explained in Marx.

And about the state Marx is vivid, 
brief, sketchy and wrong a lo t o f the 
time. He was most w rong about the 
tendency o f the state to w ither away. I 
can 't find a single state that looks in the 
rem otest like w ithering away. I jus t see 
them all grow ing and grow ing and 
grow ing — the liberal cap ita lis t state, 
the m onetarist state and the m in im alis t 
state, the law and order state and the 
socia list state. Especially the socia lis t 
state. They all just keep on, like topsy, 
grow ing and grow ing. So the notion 
th a t th e re  is som e u n a lte ra b ly  
inevitable law w hich w ill enable us to 
seize the relations which we want to 
transform  through the state is w rong. 
The state is not going to say: "Cheerio , 
I'm  off, m ission accom plished, its all 
yours. Here is where h istory begins. I 
belong to necessity and I'm go ing right 
now  w hile  you press on to freedom ". 
Marx began to see at certain po in ts in 
his life the com ing of the state and the 
way in which the po litics of modern 
societies w ould be condensed in the

40 ALR Winter 83



state, ana tne nature in which the state 
w ould draw the radii o f power in 
m o d e rn  s o c ie t ie s  to g e th e r .  He 
glim psed that, but the modern state of 
modern developed societies whatever 
the ir po litica l com plexion, was a 
problem which continued w ithou t 
Marx's understanding.

Now, you put those three points 
together, you w ill see tha t the 
notion that we can be marxists by 
s im plying carry ing the sacred texts in 

o u r  b a c k  p o c k e t ,  is a n o th e r  
proposition that doesn 't stand up very 
long. I've not fin ished the catalogue 
yet, though, so d o n 't feel too secure. 
Marx was wrong about the nature, 
speed  a n d  d i r e c t io n  o f c la ss  
polarisation and the tem po and forms 
of the class struggle. Now, tha t's  pretty 
big s tu ff a fter all. One o f the texts that 
most marxists, o r people who call 
themselves marxists, w ould th ink of as 
a found ing  text of marxism is the 
C om m unist Manifesto. That is the 
book of class polarisation and of the 
increasing tem po of the open class 
struggle, and I love it jus t like you do, 
but it is basically and fundam entally 
incorrect. The class strugg le  has not 
fo llowed tha t increasing deepening of 
the tem po and sim ple polarisation that 
is the w onderfu l vision o f the 
C om m unist Manifesto. It doesn't mean 
that there aren 't o ther th ings in the 
C om m unist M anifesto  w hich aren't 
correct, but its th rust does in many 
ways disable us fo r the m ultip le  ways in 
which social and o ther form s o f class 
struggle appear in modern society. 
And it does give us a mistaken 
guarantee o f the increasing rap id ity  of 
our movem ent toward revo lu tionary 
in s u rre c t io n a ry  re v o lu tio n , w h ich  
especially the h is to ry  of the modern 
developed industria l cap ita lis t world, 
has not satisfied. So I suggest that 
when you want insp ira tion, you take a 
C om m unist Manifesto, which fo r the 
hundredth year has been reproduced 
in a very beautifu l ed ition, and read it. 
But I advise against taking from  it what 
I call the 'S inai V is ion ' of socialism , 
where the waters part and you go 
through, o r the 'Je richo  V ision' where 
you march around the wall seven 
times, b low  the trum pet and W HACK 
down go the walls and the seat of 
power is revealed. I advise in th is  way 
because in modern socie ty we don 't 
know where tha t seat of power is. What 
do you get hold of? Do you get hold of 
a radio station, te levision, parliam ent 
house? Do you d iscover the addresses 
of the m inisters? We don 't know where 
the massive pow er o f the modern state 
actually lives any longer. The notion 
that th is com plex th ing , w hich Gramsci 
says has fo rtifica tions  and trenches 
deep into c iv il socie ty and everyday 
life, is go ing to appear and we're going

to pop it on the head and tha t's  going to 
be it, is a very profound m isunder- 
s t a n d in g .  I t  is  n o t  o n ly  a 
m isunderstanding, it unprepares us fo r 
the character, fo r the real character, o f 
the struggle we have to conduct.

There is also inevitably in Marx, 
though not especially in Marx, but 
more in marxism, a notion of the 

inev itab iii.y  o f the cris is and of the 
overthrow  of capita lism  itself. Let me 
say that about th is, marxists should 
walk on the ir hands and knees in 
con trition  at least once a month. From 
Marx's early look at 1848 onwards, 
we've all though t it is going to happen 
faster than it has. There's one po in t 
where Marx and Engels said: "W ell, I'm 
sorry, its not the death throes of 
capita lism , it is the b irth  pangs". But 
between the death throes and the b irth  
pangs of capita lism  is a w hole history, 
much longer than my life or yours. We 
can hardly say o f this: I'm  sorry and I

got it w rong, I though t it was going but 
it was on ly ju s t beginning. This is 
som ething fo r which we all need a little  
o f what used to  be called "recogn ition  
of errors and abuses". We need a little  
text at the end in the margin, to  say: 
"I'm  sorry, I do confess to the 
international proletariat, I wasn't right 
about it". It's no laughing matter, o f 
course. A fte r all, in the period from  
1917 to 1921, the m arxist movement 
also thought it was looking at the last, 
not on ly the h ighest but the last, stage 
of capita lism , and it m istook the 
capacity of tha t system to  reconstitute 
itse lf and restructure itself, on a 
p ro found ly  new and expanding basis. 
On tha t basis we made errors in the 
capacity to construct socialism  in one 
country which has proved to  be one of 
the most serious barriers in the 
socia list movem ent to the construction  
of socialism  in our times.

So our h is to ry is not on ly indexed by 
the incorrect deductions that are 
sometim es drawn about it, it is also 
marked and shadowed by the practices 
in e rro r which we have taken as a result 
o f m isunderstanding the whole th ing 
on ly  too well.

I have tried to  ta lk about some of the 
th ings that con fron t us in the second 
half o f the tw entie th  century about 
w hich Marx said th ings, about which 

marxism has argued and debated, and

w hich are critica l to  our understanding 
of how the modern w orld works. The 
idea tha t you cou ld  launch yourse lf 
in to po litica l activ ity  in the modern 
w orld w ithou t understanding how 
some of those th ings really are, is 
inconceivable. But I want to  say a word 
about som ething which is rather 
d iffe ren t from  the substantive areas in 
w hich we cannot expect to  find  the 
keys in M arx's work. And som ething 
about the w hole m arxist approach or 
the m arxist m ethod, the m arxist way of 
w orking. Though these problem s and 
holes and weaknesses do not occur in 
Marx everywhere, they are su ffic ien tly  
there fo r us to have to reckon w ith them 
when we try  to  use Marx as an 
instrum ent fo r understanding and 
analysing the w orld.

method o f th ink ing  that sees the 
econom ic as his o r her majesty. (I'm  
sorry I got in to the habit of saying his or 
hers. The econom ic is always his). His 
majesty the econom ic according to 
th is  te n d e n c y , w o u ld  a t som e 
im portant part of h istory, detach itself 
from  the  c o m p lic a te d  h is to r ic a l,  
po litica l and ideological in tegum ent in 
w hich it functions, and w ould stride 
ahead of us, and lay out the end 
p roduct of the d iffe ren t struggles that 
we are engaged in. We cannot see to 
the end, but his majesty the econom ic 
who w rote the script, includ ing our 
confusions and our blindnesses and 
errors, has taken account of the whole 
th ing and is now able to say "You press 
on because in the end, socialism  is 
inevitable". But we live in a w orld in 
w hich socialism  is not inevitable. We 
live in a w orld in w hich there are 
socialism s which are caricatures of 
socialism , and the th ing that is most 
inevitable in our w orld, in a logical 
c a lc u la t io n ,  is its  te rm in a t io n .  
B a rb a rism , w h ic h  is the  o th e r 
a lternative which Marx offered us, is 
much closer in the age of nuclear 
weapons, o f therm o-nuclear warfare, 
and o f the frozen blocs of Soviet 
com m unism  and western capita lism , 
than is socialism . So the notion that 
th e re  is  so m e  lo g ic  in s c r ib e d  
exclusive ly in the log ic of capital,

There is that tendency to find in what 
is revealingly called by marxists the 
econom ic, the guarantee of the end of 
po litica l and social struggles, the 

/ suggest that when you want inspiration, you take a Communist 
Manifesto, which for the hundredth year has been reproduced in a very 
beautiful edition, and read it. But I advise against taking from it what I 
call the Sinai Vision’ of socialism, where the waters part and you go 
through, or the Jericho Vision' where you march around the wall seven 
times, blow the trumpet and WHACK!Down go the walls and the seat of 
power is revealed. I advise in this way because in modern society we 
don't know where that seat of power is. What do you get hold of?
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and form s of the strugg le  but the end 
product, o r the notion that every other 
con trad ic tion  in the society really 
begins w ith the con trad ic tion  between 
capital and labour are not true. A ll o f us 
know in our heart of hearts, that, fo r 
e x a m p le , th e  c o n tr a d ic t io n s  o f 
patriarchal relations, saw o ff "p rim itive  
com m unism " and it saw o ff feudalism  
and it saw of early capita lism  and it 
looks like its go ing to see modern 
capita lism  as well. It is ancient in 
relation to the co n flic t between capital 
and labour. If you want to argue that 
various social contrad ictions, which 
frequently  lead to vigorous and 
popular social movements in the 
w orld, do not exist in society outside of 
the s tructu ring  articu la tions of the way 
in which modern life reproduces its 
material cond itions, that is to say they 
c a n n o t  e x is t  o u ts id e  o f th e  
articu la tioned class and class struggle,
I agree w ith you. But if you say tha t the 
class strugg le  and its princip le  
con trad ic tion  generates all the others, 
so that not on ly  do we know the end of 
the story but we also possess the key, I 
do not. The idea that there is a key 
which can be put in the ign ition lock 
and turned so tha t we w ill all fall about
— men w ill love women, blacks w ill 
love whites, the unem ployed w ill love

the em ployed and vice versa, is w rong. 
A ll these and o ther th ings w hich have 
d ivided and marked and intersected 
the apparent un ity  of the w ork ing  class 
given by its econom ic position, are not 
go ing  to be resolved and locked up by 
the end of a s ingle and hom ogenous 
and predictable process. That law of 
inev itab ility  has done serious damage 
to marxism. It has done serious 
damage to the marxist movement, 
because it has created a po licy  of 
inevitability . And it has created 
ins titu tions which depend on the 
po litics  of inevitability. It has disarmed 
us, in relation to the com plex new 
form s and arenas in w hich modern 
form s o f social struggle, inc lud ing  the 
class struggle, has to be or have to be 
preserved.

So, you m ight want to  ask, what is it 
we are celebrating? I seem to be 
more convinced about the holes 
in the theory. I seem to be ta lk ing about 

a big can w hich is spouting water on all 
sides like a leaky boat, and yet come 
along te lling  you that its s till w orth  
th ink ing  and ta lk ing  about. Yes, I do. 
But I want to say in what terms I make 
tha t assertion. I make it because I know 
of no o ther categories that begin to  
enable us to understand some o f the

m ost fundam ental areas and relations 
o f modern society. If I want to 
understand its econom ic dynam ic, if I 
want to understand the nature of some 
of its most profound antagonism s and 
contrad ictions, if I want to understand 
w hat are some of its most basic and 
profound form ations, the categories of 
Marx seem to me to be superior to  any 
other.

Secondly, Marx has a hard, d ifficu lt 
h istorica l lesson and story to teach us 
w hich though we intone his name so 
frequently, we equally frequently  
forget. This is the nature of h istorica l 
determ inancy of things, the fact that 
there is no development, no social 
struggle, no social contrad ic tions 
w hich proceed exclusively accord ing 
to the w ill o f men and women. We come 
in to  struggles, to form s of life, which 
operate on a given terrain. In part, what 
we do and how far we can go are 
inscribed in the h istorica l constra in ts 
o f the given terrain on w h ich  we 
operate. We are un like ly to be able to 
find  22nd century so lu tions to 20th 
century problems. We are given in the 
determ inancy of th ings. H istory sets 
th e  te r ra in ,  it  e s ta b lis h e s  th e  
parameters, w ith in which strugg le  and 
survival take place. It gives us the 
objective determ inants of form s of 
social struggle and it constra ins 
b itterly, sometimes deeply, sometimes 
i t  w o u n d in g ly  c o n s t r a in s  th e  
possib ilities of constructing new form s 
o f life. When you look at socia list 
societies in the th ird  w orld, arising 
from  the depths of poverty and 
attem pting to construct socialism , you 
know that h istory is a hard taskmaster, 
that it has established the lim it and 
constra in t in which those people are 
like ly even to begin to  sn iff material 
prosperities, success and the opening 
o f opportun ities in our and the ir 
lifetimes. It is the a ttention to the hard 
taskmaster, of history, that Marx gives 
us the sense of the lim ts w ith in  which 
we struggle.

On the other hand, the th ing which 
bourgeois critics  of Marx most, 
namely that he claimed to be both 
a sc ientist and to be involved in the 

struggle, is exactly what begins to 
un lock tha t understanding o f Marx that 
I'm  try ing  to set before you. This is the 
Marx which makes us attend to the 
determ inancy of th ings, but does not 
pretend to know what the end result of 
them is, that is to say the Marx which 
establishes the questions we ough t to 
ask about the modern w orld but does 
not pretend to  have all the answers. It is 
the Marx which sets the agenda of 
problems, and w hich gives us the 
categories, the too ls  of though t w ith 
w hich to begin to understand them , but 
it is not the Marx which save us from  
hard work. It is not the Marx tha t only 
asks questions when the answers are 
known.
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Frequently what is so d isabling 
about the w ork of some m arxist w riters 
is that you know what is go ing to be 
said at the end, before the investigation 
has begun, that the questions are 
p h o n e y , th a t s u c h  w r ite rs  a re  
function ing  on a closed terrain. We all 
know the kind of investigation which 
does not enter in to  an open space as 
Marx did. Marx voyaged in unknown 
te rrito ry. He had the tem erity to w rite 
down "I'm  beginn ing to understand 
this new system that just began the day 
before yesterday, h isto rica lly , and 
th ink I understand some th ings about 
it". He did not say tha t he knew it all. If 
he knew all the answers sure ly he 
would have said what class was, 
instead he took tim e out and nature 
struck. That is not an excuse fo r the 
notion that he did really know it but he 
just d id n 't get to it. You have on ly to 
look at his notebooks which are 
absolute ly fu ll o f pages copied out 
from other people 's work. Its a th ing  of 
w onder tha t some m arxist scholars 
have been reading these notebooks 
and th ink ing  that Marx w rote th is or 
that when in fact that notes are just 
another b it o f Adam Smith that struck 
Marx as qu ite  good.

The notion that Marx is a kind of 
super brain w hich descended out of 
T rie r in Germany at a certain moment, 
that he knew everything, that he w rote 
everything that he cou ld  see to the end 
of h istory and he jus t un fortunate ly 
happened to die in 1883 is really going 
back to the Marx who must be Old 
Moore, an Old A lm anac writer, an Old 
Testament prophet and we just 
m istook him. Such a Marx ought to be 
up from  the H ighgate cemetery, he 
ought to  have risen on the second day 
at least. He ought to  be passing 
amongst us because we need him. But 
if we do not feel good w ith that 
re lig ious marxism we must op t fo r 
another, a s tory w ithou t an end, a 
narrative which doesn 't have a 
conclusion.

T hat means we have to do som ething 
fo r ourselves, we have to discover 
what the class struggle  is in the 
1980s and 1990s, we have to discover 

what the re la tionship  is between the 
peace movement and the w orking 
class, and we have to accept that there 
isn 'tac tua lly  any secret lost pageo f the 
notebooks which w ill tell us where to 
go next. There really isn't. The only 
Marx w orth  ce lebrating then is the 
Marx w hich is interested in th ink ing  
and in s trugg ling  on an open terrain, 
the Marx who offers a marxism w ithou t 
gua ra n te e s , a m a rx ism  w ith o u t 
answers.

Good heavens, if someone teaches 
you where to begin, isn 't that enough?

S tu a rt H a ll is P ro fe s s o r  o 
S ociology at the O pen University  
in London.
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