
WHAT IS DEAD AND WHAT 

SURVIVES IN MARXISM? 

Adam Schaff 

For sorne time now, this theme has been revolving in 
my head. I was inspired by the ever-deepening crisis of 
the countries of 'real socialism '* and its final devastat
ing collapse. Public opinion, at least in the countries of 
'real socialism', identifies this catastrophe with the 
collapse of Marxism, since Marxism served as the ide
ological point of reference for the now-departe.d regimes. 
I believe that such an identification is wrong, for the 
practice of the countries of real socialism was, in its basic 
elements, totally opposed to the teachings of Marxism, 
although it always claimed Marxism as its ideological 
source. This false identification will be very difficult to 
overcome, because passionate feelings are at stake, and 
because those who hold them are often ignorant of the 
content of Marxism. Nonetheless, this work must be 
done, for many reasons, also of a practica! nature, 
reasons which are relevant to the development of the 
'new left'. 

That an answer to the question 'What is dead and what 
survives in Marxism?' is necessary should cause no 
surprise: Marxism as a theory and the ideology it 
generates have performed and still perform a very 
important role worldwide, within the left in the broad 
sense of the term and not just the labour movement. As 
a theory and an ideology, Marxism is getting on a bit: 
it is a century and a half old. If we do not confuse 
Marxism with a religion, that is, with a faith that is 

• Translated from 'socialismo real' this means socialism as
it existed in the USSR and Eastern Europe. 

subject to no control; if we treat it as a system based on 
scientific convictions, with the rigorous reasoning such 
convictions require, then we shall have to accept that 
Marxism should evolve and develop in accordance with 
changes in the reality it analyses, changes which are 
clearly unquestionable. 

I must wam the reader, anticipating to sorne extent the 
arguments I shall be expounding below, that I intend to 
show in this text that, despite the evident senescence of 
a whole series of its theses, Marxism continues to be a 
living doctrine and, moreover, an incomparable tool 
for the social sciences and their study, as well as a 
practica! guide for the social activity of the left. By this 
I do not mean that in acknowledging these values of 
Marxism, both as a theory and an ideology, I incline 
towards any kind of dogmatism as regards the thought 
of Marx and Engels, the classic proponents of the 
doctrine, or the hagiography that surrounds Marx as a 
personality. I must stress that my attitude towards Marx 
is in this sense very critica} - but that is a quite diff erent 
theme and one I will not touch upon here. 

I am still a Marxist - in sorne sense of the term - but 
I advocate a new reading of Marxist doctrine, without 
denying the need to consigo sorne of its theses to the attic 
of history. Nonetheless, I find myself putting forward this 
idea at a moment which scarcely favours scientific 
objectivity, or even a commonsense approach to the 
appraisal of Marxism. This lack of objectivity is caused 
by the negative reactions generated by the sometimes 
mind-boggling disasters of real socialism, disasters 
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which on occasion have dumbfounded observers. So I 
feel obliged to be cautious and, when possible, to take 
prophylactic action against attitudes of groundless 
aversion to Marxist doctrine. This is all the more 
important, I think, because these are weighty issues, 
and particularly because we are dealing with them from 
a left-wing ideological standpoint. A lack of interest in 
making the ide.as propounded psychologically acceptable 
can activate the defensive mechanism called cognitive 
disoonance, which makes it difficult-at times impossible 
- to analyse rationally the matters that concem us here.
Toe present situation is an example par excellence of this;
and here I feel I must make a supplementary remark of
a general nature, before getting into the meat of my
argument

I have already mentioned the negative effects the 
present crisis of real socialism has had on a rational 
appraisal of Marxism, its scientific role and its function 
on the left I am writing this analysis during a unique 
period, when the crisis of real socialism is at its peak, 
causing alarm even in the best prepared people, people 
who are supposedly proof against any of the many 
upheavals that could yet occur. I consider myself one of 
those people. But I must admit that when I began to write 
this analysis in the last days of December 1989, I was 
glued to the television so as not to miss any of the news 
items and images of what was happening, nor any of the 
many horrors that were being made public and which still 
make a cool-headed analysis hard to achieve. After 
reading Varlam Shalimov's Tales of Kolyma (a book 
which every left-thinking person has a moral duty to read: 
by descending with its help into the unguessed-at depths 
of a modero Inferno, they will understand the lengths to 
which Communo-fascism - which is, unfortunately, 
also a form of socialism - can go), I thought nothing 
more could shock me. Yet again reality had proved far 
richer than imagination - and I am not referring simply 
to the apparition of a new paranoiac (another Stalin), a 
new version of Dracula starring Ceau�scu, but to the 
fact that an 'orthodox' application of Marxism-Leninism 
could lead to such deviations, such terrible crimes 
against humanity; and, worst of all, in the name of 
socialism. For such phenomena were not the exception, 
as was shown at Timisoara and Bucharest in December 
1989, and by the Tiananmen Square massacre of June 
1988. These events seem to indicate that there is a 
certain regularity in such occurrences, and this possibility 
may negatively predispose my readers towards the 
theses of Marxism which I intend to defend. 

Clearly, Marxism is not synonymous with Marxism
Leninism, which is only a specific interpretation of 
Marx's theories. As is also very easy to prove, in many 
of its fundamental theses (particularly those referring to 
the necessary conditions for carrying out the socialist 
revolution and to the concept of the dictatorship of the 
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proletariat) Marxism-Leninism is in contradiction to 
Marxism and leads definitively to Communo-fascism. 

A NEW READING OF MARXISM 

When we ask what there is that is still alive in 
Marxism, we are asking which of the theses of Marxism 
continue to have creative, innovative features, both in 
scientific research and in the practica! work of social 
movements on the left. What interests me here is to 
organise a 'defence' against attacks on Marxism. What 
I want to do is to unfold an 'offensive' based on a new 
reading of Marxism which will reopen our eyes to new 
aspects of problems we thought we knew perfectly well. 
This new reading - at least this is my aim - will 
encourage the exposition of theses which may be less 
well known, forgotten or undervalued as a result of the 
rather meandering development of the labour movement. 
This could also modify our approach to the entire corpus 
of Marxist theory, which would enable us to draw new 
conclusions at both the theoretical and practica! levels. 
So I am interested in a new reading and a new under
standing of Marxism. 

I should briefly explain the term 'new reading' of 
Marxism. We cannot use it without remembering that it 
was invented by Louis Althusser, who interpreted Marx 
as a 'structuralist Marxist'. Toda y that interpretation 
has passed into history, and not only because intellec
tual fashions in France are fleeting. When Althusser 
died, after having murdered his wife, his ideas sank 
into oblivion and the whole 'French school of struc
turalism' disappeared. However, before succumbing, 
this school launched several 'orthodox' theories which 
did Marxism a great deal of harm: Althusser had 
influenced many circles as a left-wing thinker, and in 
Latin America he was seen by many as breathing new 
life into Marxism - as a science, naturally - as a result 
of his attacks on Marxist ideology. What is to be done 
about his school and the structuralist trend in Marxism? 

Were ali its adherents mad? I'm sure they were not. I 
devoted a whole book to the issue, entitled Marxism and 

Structuralism. What I am interested in is a really new 
reading- notjust of Capital, as in Althusser's case, but 
of Marxism in general - and in showing that my inter
pretation is explicitly opposed to that of the 'struc
turalist Marxist' school. 

This text is concemed not only with pointing out 
those theses of Marxism which still have heuristic value 
in our time for scientific research and for the practice of 
parties on the lef t. It is also concemed, at the same 
time, with showing the innovative character of this new 
reading of Marxism in the light of a new vision of the 
structure of Marxist thought. 

SOCIALISM OF THE FUTURE VOL 1 N
º 

2, 1993 167 



AdamSchaff 

Lenin wrote about this structure in a remarkable 
�Y, 'Three sources and three components of Marxism'. 
But - like ali the giants of the interoational communist 
movement in the 1920s - he wrote without a full 
knowledge of the basic works of Marx and Engels in 
philosophy and the social sciences. All the 'Olympians'. 
including the greatest - people like Lenin, Kautsky, 
Plekhanov, Rosa Luxemburg - knew only a part of 
Marxism, because sorne of the fundamental, classic 
worlcs of Marxism had not yet been published. They were 
published in the 1930s and then only as a gesture: for 
instance, the first edition of the Grundrisse was almost 
totally lost during the Second World War. Odd as it may 
seem, the Olympians, including Lenin, did not have 
the necessary preparation in Marxist theory. Later, there 
were not people in the highest ranks of the movement 
or at the interoational level with the necessary time and 
intellectual capacity to subject current ideas to the 
'revision' they should have had. For this reason they did 

! 

not understand what the bearers of new concepts about 
Marxism wanted of them. For them, those new concepts 
were not Marxism, for that was not what they had learnt 
in the original popularisation courses, which had taken 
place principally in the prisons. To cap it all, there carne 
times when 'holy ignorance' was a thing to be defended, 
times when there was no room for the individual, times 
for alienation. The revolution which triumphed and 
which resulted in 'real socialism' demanded the opposite: 
it condemned all innovation as 'revisionism'. Stalin 
ordered the suspension of publication of Marx' s 
Complete Works afer volume VI, and the order was in 
force until he died. In this way reality and its ideologi
cal base degenerated and Marxism itself was falsified. 

Our modero 'reading' of Marxism cannot limit itself 
to the opinions and ideas formulated by Lenin. It must 
be a new reading not only because we now possess a 
greater knowledge of Marx's works, but also because 
such a reading is demanded by the needs of the modero 
world and the sometimes painful experiences of the last 
seventy years, related, inter alia, to the collapse of 'real 
socialism', which was based on Lenin 's antiquated and 
erroneous interpretation of Marx. 

Nonetheless, it is important to make one further obser
vation. We need not only a reading of Marxism different 
from Lenin' s. We also need a more modest reading by 
comparison with the intentions and aims that informed 
Lenin's investigations. Lenin tried to draw up a complete 
structural outline of the system of Marxist thought. My 
intention is only to discuss sorne elements of that system 
which can be recommended to the modem researcher in 
the social sciences as useful tools, and to pelitically 
engaged people as ideologically valuable instruments in 
the struggle to channel the current transf ormation towards 
the left. This is far from being 'all' one can find in 
Marxism - for example, I am leaving out the whole area 

of Marxist philosophy, although I share its view of the 
world, because that is a theme that would require a 
special analysis of its own - but at the same time there 
will be 'more' than is normally found in it. I want to 
discuss Marxism in a different way, in what I hope is also 
a more suitable way for our present needs than the tra
ditional analyses. 

M arxism for the present 

How should we begin? The ideas given shape in the 
works of Marx and Engels and their successors are 
enormously rich in content and address an extraordinary 
number of themes. They will not ali concern us here. Any 
attempt to create an integral system out of this variety, 
which ,is the result of different responses to different 
needs - given, moreover, at different times - is a risky 
busi.ness and must of necessity be tinged with subjec
tivism, with the characteristics of the author of the 
attempt and the times in which he or she lives. This is 
one of the reasons why different 'Marxisms' exist, not 
only historically but also in the present Their differences 
are due, among other things, to the differences between 
the questions they are required to answer, questions 
determined by the needs of their authors. For this reason 
- and without going back very far into the past, although
that would throw more light on the question - when Trot
skyists and followers of the Theory of Liberation describe
themselves confidently as Marxists. they are thinking of
different forms of Marxism. And I too, when I refer to
the 'living theses of Marxism' today, mean something
different from what Benedetto Croce meant at the
beginning of this century.

For just this reason, I am not going to try to create a 
structure for the system of Marxism, because in my 
view that system as such does not exist. Marx himself 
was the first to protest at attempts to impute such a 
creation to him. What I am trying to do is to reconstruct 
(orrediscover) those ofMarx's theses which apply to the 
challenges of our time and which therefore, despite 
being a century and a half old, have not lost their youthful 
freshness and innovative character. It makes no 
difference to me whether we begin at the foundations or 
the roof of the edifice called 'Marxism' by its builders, 
nor does it matter who built it. What matters to me are 
the original theses of Marx and Engels (either directly 
formulated by them or logically deducible from their 
works) which are better able than other theories to 
answer current questions and which are relevant to the 
life of society. These theses demonstrate the heuristic 
value of Marxism and refute the nihilist critique advanced 
by those who have somehow been trapped by the present 
social crisis in general and the crisis of 'real socialism • 
in particular. 
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The greatest need felt today by the supporters of 
socialism, both as a political movement and as a vision 
of a better society, is for a reply to the question: What 
does the word 'socialism' mean today? The sources of 
this uncertainty lie in the multiple crises we are experi
encing now under the 'banners of socialism '. It is for 
precisely this reason that it has been possible to create 
an 'ecumenical' movement, a 'brainstorming' movement, 
with the splendid name of 'Socialism of the Future'. 

At first sight the question may appear paradoxical, the 
more so when we are posing it 150 years after the pub
lication of The Communist Manifesto and 70 years after 
the triumph of the October Revolution in Tsarist Russia. 
Out of that revolution arose the first state to be considered 
by many as socialist, the state that became - in one 
form or another - the dominant model after the Second 
World W ar in countries covering a third of the globe. So, 
why are we asking this question, What is socialism? -
especially when, as members of the 'Socialism of the 
Future' movement, we have no doubt, taking into account 
(inter alia) the current industrial revolution, that the 
society of the future will be socialist, e ven though we do 
not know what concrete forms it will take, either in 
detail or with respect to sorne problems of great 
importance which we thought had already been solved? 

Until now it was generally accepted that a socialist 
regime was distinguishable from a capitalist one above 
ali by the socialisation of property, which, according to 
the classical authors of Marxism, meant the nationali
sation of property. Politically speaking, socialism meant 
the substitution of the working class for the capitalist 
class, in both rural and urban areas, and the dictatorship 
of the proletariat We used to know then what socialism 
was, although there was disagreement about many of the 
issues derived from those fundamental principies. So why 
are we asking the question again now? Why are we 
enquiring now what the essence of socialism is, if we 
have not needed to do so before, and if we claimed to 
be convinced that socialism would exist in the future? 

The chief cause of our uncertainty can be found in the 
catastrophe of 'real socialism'. Toe catastrophe affected 
ali parts of Eastern Europe, but also the Soviet empire 
itself, which is now going through a very serious crisis 
whose outcome we cannot predict. Clearly these events 
have also had catastrophic consequences for what at 
one time we called the 'world communist movement'. 

Secondly, the two main features that defined a regime 
as socialist- socialised, as opposed to private, ownership 
of the meaos of production and the dictatorship of the 
proletariat, as opposed to the rule of pluralist parlia
mentary democracy - have lost ground. 

Let us return for a moment to the problem of the 
socialism of the future. Paradoxical as it may seem, we 
can no longer say what the word 'socialism' means. For 
obvious reasons, we have to discard ideas about socialism 
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which previously seemed crucial to its definition. Toe 
realisation that we can no longer define socialism is a 
shock, especially for supporters of socialism. However, 
it is the plain truth. But that does not mean that we are 
not in a position to give a generalised definition of the 
notion which has symbolised humanity' s dreams not only 
for the 150 years since the rise of scientific socialism but 
for the many centuries since its appearance as a utopian 
idea. I would venture to suggest that that dream has 
existed for thousands of years and that it arose out of 
certain religious, particularly Christian, ideas. I think that 
the briefest, and at the same time the most general, 
definition of socialism as a form of human life in society 
is the (utopian?) idea of a society in which every kind 
of exploitation and every kind of inequality between 
people has been overcome. Everything else we can say 
about socialism and everything we can postulate in 
terms of the social conditions it creates in practice 
(things which are liable to change in history) can only 
serve as a commentary on this definition. But it is 
precisely those commentaries that interest us here, for 
we are considering the future forms of socialism in the 
conditions of the new industrial revolution. 

THE MARXIST THEORY OF ALIENATION 

What is the best way to analyse these problems and 
find the best, most concrete responses? For such an 
analysis, I think we have to malee use of the Marxist 
theory of alienation. 

Let us begin with a few words on the history and the 
originality of this theory. I have already said that Lenin 
was correct to write of the three components of Marxism: 
that is, its economic theory, its philosophy and its 
political theory. These three elements have well-known 
historical roots and Marx did no more than give them his 
personal touch. On the other hand, the theory of the 
human individual and the theory of alienation are original 
products of Marx' s thought, although they also have their 
sources in previous work: as the old proverb says, there' s 
nothing new under the sun. 

Toe Marxist theory of alienation had its predecessors. 
The first glimmerings of this theme are remote, but in 
more recent times we could single out Hegel and other 
exponents of classical German philosophy (such as 
Ludwig Feuerbach with bis interpretation of religion) as 
the authors of ideas which embraced certain forms of 
alienation. 

This could justify Lenin' s view, for it can be argued 
that, since German philosophy discusses the components 
of Marxism, it also addresses the problem of alienation, 
which forms part of that philosophy. In fact, while in 
general terms we have to agree with Lenin, from a more 
practica! point of view - which is the one we are taking 
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here - we have to disagree. I say this for two reasons. 
First, Lenin did not notice the problem of alienation 
(remember that, as I said above, a complete series of the 
basic works of Marx and Engels were unknown until the 
1930s, when they were published for the first time). 
Secondly, and even more importantly, Marx gave new 
forms to the theory of alienation and applied it to a 
very broad range of social questions. This makes it a 
convenient tool in the investigation and analysis of 
various aspects of exploitation - and, in my opinion, an 
indispensable tool for building the practical struggle to 
overcome that exploitation. 

For our purposes, another historical aspect of the 
theme is also very valuable. The theory of alienation 
became very fashionable in the period after the Second 
World War, thanks to French existentialism. To tell the 
truth, only one of its aspects was involved, that of self
alienation (in my terminology I use the term 'subjective 
alienation'), a concept beloved of Sartre and Camus; but, 
be that as it may, it was thanks to that intellectual fashion 
that the world became interested in this theory. The 
French existentialists acknowledged Marx, particularly 
the young Marx, as the source of their inspiration. 
Interest in the young Marx boomed, and a firm 
conviction grew up that the young Marx had created the 
theory of alienation at the time of the Paris Manu
scripts, when he was still influenced by Hegel, and that 
it was later, free of the German idealist philosopher' s 
influence, that he rejected the theory of alienation. 

A shameful spectacle then ensued, intellectually 
speaking: the existentialists offered the Marxists, as the 
gypsy song has it, 'a golden apple on a golden plate' -
Marx' s own theory of alienation, which the Marxists (I 
am referring here to the 'orthodox' Marxists of the 
time) had ignored and neglected. But these Marxists, 
terrified, rejected it, using all possible means to strip it 
of its dignity as one of Marx' s products. Here was a 
phenomenon that combined the cynícal effrontery of the 
Stalinist version of Marxism, ignorance on the part of 
those who took the decisions, and sheer insanity. 

Objective political conditions made the Stalinist 
period unfavourable for analysis of problems conceming 
the individual. On the contrary, in that period, ways 
were sought to consign the study of theory to oblivion, 
in order to substitute the anonymous masses for the 
individual. There are certain theorists of Marxism still 
living - I don 't know if they still think the same way -
who insisted that the importance of Marxism consisted 
precisely in this substitution. This situation resulted in 
the falsification (or- let's put it more delicately- a false 
interpretation) of Marx's text in translations. 

To this strange history of extrascientific obstacles to 
the understanding of the theory of alienation, we must 
add simple ignorance. Persons of mediocre intelligence 
occupied decision-making positions. Their elementary 

education in Marxism was not geared for this kind of 
problem and for that reason they called it 'the borden of 
idealism trying to be smuggled into ideology (sic)'. 

Lastly, there was the element of sheer insanity (I am 
deliberately using the language of mental illness): 
'Marxist structuralism' excluded the young Marx from 
Marxism, with the aid of the famous concept of coupure. 
It described the Grundrisse, a work written by Marx in 
1859 (that is, in his maturity) and steeped in the theory 
of alienation, as a 'lamentable piece of backsliding into 
the sins of his youth'. 

In 1978, in a monograph entitled The M arxist Theory 
o/ Alienation, I undertook the task of reconstructing 
the problem in reverse - starting from the works of the 
'old', advanced Marx and working back towards his 
'youth' in arder to show that the theory of alienation had 
the same value for Marx throughout his entire corpus. 
Unfortunately, this book is unknown in the countries of 
so-called 'real socialism'. The publisher of the Polish 
Communist Party held onto the book for ten years 
without deciding to publish it. Possibly, as those countries 
come full circle and return to capitalism, the conditions 
may now arise for the publication of this monograph -
to date the only one to deal with the subject - devoted 
to the theory of alienation in Marxist literature. The 
book could be of help towards an understanding of the 
theory of alienation in a region where, as a result of the 
crisis of 'real socialism', it is singularly necessary. 

In what does the heuristic value of the Marxist theory 
of alienation lie? 

Above ali, in the differentiation between objective and 
subjective alienation (the existentialists recognised only 
subjective alienation), which permits different tactical 
conclusions to be drawn. This differentiation is implicit 
in Marx' s work on the theme. Marx himself said that he 
had 'tumed Hegel's dialectic on its head'; that is, he gave 
it a materialist interpretation. The existentialists did not 
admit this consequence of the new interpretation in the 
theory of alienation. They admitted only self-alienation 
(subjective alienation). 

What are these two different forms of alienation? 

According to Marx's theory, objective alienation 
meaos that all products of human beings - not only the 
material goods they create but also social relations or 
spiritual goods - function within a certain social 
mechanism which imposes a certain existence on them. 
For this reason, although people create these products 
for concrete ends and in pursuit of certain results, the 
products can act, in the social sense, independently of 
the will of people, and even against them, in extreme 
cases becoming a threat to human existence itself. Illus-
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trations of this idea abound in the specialist literature, 
so I do not need to repeat them here. 

It is easy to see why the theory of alienation (or this 
aspect of it) is so important to us, because we understand 
'socialism' in general terms to be a society which has 
overcome the exploitation of sorne human beings by 
others. All exploitation of this kind is a specific form of 
objective alienation. Only when the material or spiritual 
products of human beings, resulting from their conscious 
octivity in pursuit of the satisfaction of given needs, begin 
to function independently - usually against the 
producer' s will and in a negative way for him or her and 
other people, becoming a threat to their very existence 
-do we find ourselves in the presence of an alienation
which is the basis of a particular form of exploitation.
Toe human activity that generales exploitation is always
undertaken with positive aims from the point of view of
the person or group to which it belongs. In the existing
social mechanism and in the conditions which determine
it, this activity becomes alienated on acquiring the form
of a particular product and on that product' s becoming
independent of the will and purposes of its creator, and
manifests negative social functions.

This general interpretation of objective alienation 
may look somewhat artificial. It may look like an attempt 
to justify the subjective intentions of the subjects of 
particular acts which may be bad in principie and which 
consciously seek to exploit: for instance, economic 
exploitation, the subjection of a people or racial dis
crimination. But that is not what I am trying to do here. 
Let us focus on the example closest to our concems. Rev
olutionaries, people of unquestionable goodwill, try to 
put socialism into practice in a society which lacks the 
necessary maturity (lacking the objective and subjective 
conditions to which Marx himself referred), and con
sequently meet a situation which obliges them to use 
terror, to develop a bureaucratic apparatus and to deprive 
their society of freedom. This means that they achieve 
the exact opposite of what they desired, as happened in 
the countries of 'real socialism'. What is produced is the 
alienation of the revolution, which strikes down 
everyone, including its creators. And these are the 
phenomena that concem us most. 

The theory of alienation helps us not only to analyse 
events and understand their meaning better. It also helps 
us - and this is particularly important - to ensure a 
better practice and to adopt preventive measures to 
defend ourselves against the serious errors which we 
could commit in ignorance of the laws that govem the 
events that concem us. 

Herein lies the heuristic value of 'living' theory, from 
both the scientific and the pragmatic points of view, when 
a human activity based on knowledge comes into play. 
This observation applies to the entire analysis that I 
shall be making around what remains 'alive' in Marxism 
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and around the role of Marxist-related ideology in the 
contemporary left movement I am making this obser
vation here rather than at the end of the analysis because 
in my view this will facilitate our understanding of the 
argument as a whole. 

Let us put the question in concrete terms. Above, I 
expounded the thesis that the theory of objective 
alienation can be very useful, even indispensable, in 
arriving at a general definition of socialism as the regime 
of a society which has overcome exploitation (1 am 
talking, naturally, of a process). Anyone who accepts this 
definition of socialism, whatever reservations they may 
have, and considers it desirable that this kind of society 
should one day emerge, may add - and more than one 
person has done so - that neither Marxism nor the 
theory of alienation is necessary to achieve that aim; and 
that the same conclusion can be arrived at by the use of 
commonsense and empirical knowledge, wihout any 
need to resort to ideology. I think that attitude is incorrect, 
however, and that to deny that Marxism is of any theo
retical use at all is to impoverish science. Commonsense 
is very useful in everyday domestic matters and can 
also be appropriate when one is looking at social issues, 
particularly in the case of complex issues which are a real 
headache to analyse scientifically. But this does not 
mean that we can reject the generalisations that science 
makes possible. Science helps us to grasp the meaning 
of regularly occurring phenomena, which simple com
monsense cannot usually do. The same is true in the 
sphere of political activity, in which theory is particu
larly useful, because it points out the regularities which 
have been detected by research in the social sciences and 
indicates the ideology which establishes the objectives 
of social development that a given political movement 
desires, on the basis of the theory and a given system of 
values. In the labour movement that theory and ideology 
traditionally derive from Marxism. As I pointed out at 
the beginning, Marxism cannot be approached dog
matically. Marxist theses which have become obsolete 
as a natural result of change, or which experience has 
shown to be wrong, cannot be promoted simply because 
they are Marxist. But it is just as bad to reject everything 
that lives on in Marxism and can be useful in practice, 
and even worse when the rejection is motivated by the 
desire of a political force to win wider popularity and to 
capture the votes of people who fear the left and its 
ideology. In the long term - and especially in civilisa
tion 's present period of transition - such an attitude 
can mean the loss of something much more important 
than what it hoped to gain. 

Following these general remarks, I must now say 
something about the second strand in the theory of 
alienation, self-alienation or subjective alienation. Here 
we are not concemed with products created by people 
which under given social conditions become indepen-
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dent of, or opposed to, the will and intentions of their 
creators, but of people themselves, who in certain 
concrete conditions cannot achieve their aims for the 
development of their own personalities and begin to 
see their lives as something 'foreign' (and thus unde
sirable), since the forms of their lives are determined by 
social conditions. This vision of one' s own life as 
something 'alien' leads a person to lose interest in the 
functioning of the things that determine bis or her life, 
particularly in the political sphere, which is what inte�ts 
us most here. Without human activity, without the 
militancy of men and women, which embraces the 
readiness to malee sacrifices - including the supreme 
sacrifice - it will be impossible to achieve a society free 
from exploitation. And the process which will lead to the 
attainment of this objective will not be entirely sponta
neuous but will require, in certain situations, a conscious 
struggle by people. 

For this reason, self-alienation cannot be a question 
of interest merely to those novelists who like to rummage 
about in the mysteries of the human psyche. Self
alienation is a phenomenon of interest also to politicians, 
for at least sorne of whom a 'sick' society, one which 
cuts itself off from the social problems for which they 
are fighting, is dangerous. Politicians, chiefly on the 
promptings of the intuition gained from their experiences 
in social struggle, therefore take this question very 
seriously, although they hardly ever have any knowledge 
of theories about alienation. And politicians who are 
trying to attract militants by disseminating their 
objectives and the values for which they are fighting are 
in the same position as those who are striving to reduce 
people's militancy. Herein lies the political importance 
of the theory of self-alienation: it deals with people and 
an aspect of their lives which is often underestimated in 
poli tics. 

THE MARXIST CONCEPT OF THE INDIVIDUAL 

The elaboration of my analysis has brought us 
indirectly, via the theory of alienation, to the problem 
of the theory of the human individual in Marxism. It is, 
in my view of Marxism, the basis of all Marx 's thought 
and was his own new and original contribution to social 
philosophy. 

I know that, according to the current stereotype of 
Marxism, the idea that the basis of this theory is the 
individual, not the masses or the classes ( which is what 
the stereotype stipulates), might meet a certain degree 
of resistance. On this view, Marx - at least the 'mature' 
Marx - was concemed exclusively with the theory of 
classes and this was what marked the beginning of a new 
stage in social philosophy. This is not true. One has only 
to open the German Ideology, a work which Althusser 

himself regarded as marking the beginning of Marx' s 
'mature' creation. In that work Marx begins bis argument 
by noting that the point of departure of bis analysis is the 
human individual. For sorne, to accept this truth would 
be catastrophic, for it would weaken their anti-Marxism, 
and for others, it would outrage their Stalinist conception 
of Marxism. 

I think that abandoning this area of Marxism out of 
ignorance of theory and for concrete political reasons has 
seriously impoverished the left-wing movement in the 
last few decades. We must retum to these issues in 
Marxism, which are certainly 'live' issues, for the 
problems of the individual are flaunted on the banners 
of the many contemporary movements (for example, per
sonalist Christianity) which attack Marxism on those 
grounds; whereas, I think, Marxism's analysis of the 
issue is superior. 

What is the Marxist theory of the individual? I have 
written extensively on the subject, particularly in 
Marxism and the Individual, which I think relieves me 
of the duty to expound it in detail. 

As I have said before, this is an original theory. I place 
great importance on this observation, because I think this 
theory is the base and the viewpoint, in both historical 
and logical terms, for the entire edifice of Marxist 
thought (Marx avoided the use of the word 'system', 
because it was associated with the 'systems' of German 
philosophy of the day). The Marxist concept of the 
individual was as original as the theory of human labour 
and the values gleaned from it by the works of Adam 
Smith and David Ricardo, or the theory of socialism 
contained in the classical works of utopian socialism, or 
the theory of dialectics in the German pbilosophers and 
especially Hegel. 

Which are the elements of this concept wbich I think 
can be called fundamental? 

First of ali is Marx's approach to the individual as a 
unique living organism and the relations and social con
ditionings that convert the human individual into a 
social individual. This social character does not in any 
sense diminish the uniqueness of each individual. Many 
schools of thought which analyse this question, most 
notably personalism, emphasise the uniqueness of the 
individual; but Marxism adds new elements to the 
uniqueness, enriches it with the social aspect, which 
either passes unnoticed or is relegated to a secondary role 
by other philosophical schools, as occurs in the idealist
metaphysical (at times mystical) school. Nowadays 
there is no respectable school of psychology or sociology 
that does not use the concept of the social individual. 
Several of them will say it is so obvious a concept as to 
be a truism, but this does not alter the fact that here is 
a Marxist concept which has gained general acceptance 
and has become so much part of the body and soul of 
science that awareness of its origin has been lost But that 
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is not ali, for the consequences of this Marxist concept 
are such as to confinn its heuristic value and its scientific 
vitality. 

Second, although we stress the social character of the 
individual, with ali that that implies, we must also 
answer the question of the genesis of the individual. This 
question will reappear when we move on to the problem 
of humanism and its variants later in this analysis. This 
is a philosophical problem related to the differences 
between the materialist and the idealist world-views. 
Marxism' s answer to the problem is also related, without 
doubt, to its materialist position, but flows particularly 
from its links with empiricism in scientific investigation. 
The principie accepted by Marxism that science must 
describe reality just as it is, without additions from 
outside that reality (Engels), also enjoys wide support 
among researchers who do not feel the need to ally 
themselves with any particular philosophy. This pro
empiricist position generates the Marx.ist answer to the 
qu�tion of the genesis of the individual. That answer can 
be summed up in the phrase Horno autocreator 'the 
person as self-creator, literally Self-Actualising Man'. 
If we understand by creation a process which is at the 
same time historical and social, a person, regarded as a 
social individual, is naturally the product of himself or 
herself. History is created by people and, together with 
history, that is, the social conditions of their existence, 
people create themselves as an ensemble of social 
relations, as Marx says in bis Theses on Feuerbach. 
This element in the Marxist theory of the individual is 
invaluable for science, especially for history and 
sociology, but above all it is invaluable in human activity, 
including political activity. Movements on the left which 
forget or ignore the significance of this thesis about the 
individual are depriving themselves of a most efficacious 
political tool. 

In third place, as I indicated earlier, the notion that 
. Horno autocreator not only generates the conditions of 
bis or her own existence, but thereby creates himself or 
herself, affects the concept of humanism, understood as 
the general theory of the place of the person in the 
history of society, in the broadest sense of the word. I 
malee the distinction, to my mind important, between two 
types of humanism: heteronomic and autonomic. At 
issue here, first and foremost, is the genesis of a system 
of values which serve persons as a guide to their 
behaviour (in this case not just that of the individual, but 
also of persons in general, linked by social relations). 
Which position is adopted in this respect depends prin
cipally on the chosen method of observation of reality, 
empirical or metaphysical. In the case of heteronomic 
humanism we find the conviction or belief that the 
values that serve us as guides to behaviour come from 
outside the human world; this conviction has an 
important manifestation in religious faith. Autonomic 

What is dead and what survives in Marxism? 

humanism starts from the supposition that values are a 
social (and of course historical) product of humanity 
itself. And this is the position Marxism takes. 

In fourth place - to limit myself to just these four 
elements which to my mind are basic to the Marxist 
theory of the individual - I want to mention a few ideas 
on human happiness, that theme of such great importance 
in our times. 

Human happiness is a question to which the Marxist 
theory of the individual also refers. Naturally, it does not 
do so in the sense of giving recipes for 'decreeing' the 
individual' s happiness, for that would lead us into the 
most terrible of tyrannies. It deals with the conditions that 
must be created so that people - and only individuals, 
since happiness is the result of the combined action of 
many variables which may differ greatly from case to 
case- may shape their lives so that they respond fully 
to their needs and lastes. The issue is very complex: 
indeed, in psychological terms it is a bottomless pit But 
this is not the place for such reflections, for they are 
doomed to failure from the start, the more so when we 
see that first we would have to arrive at a comprehen
sive definition of 'happiness' before we could move on 
to the conditions for its realisation. If we address the issue 
of happiness here, it is because the disappearance of work 
in the traditional sense of the word is a current issue and 
there is therefore a need to create something for people 
that will fill the place of work so that human beings will 
not lose a sense of the meaning of life, which has always 
been linked in sorne way to work. 

These problems are nearly always covered by the 
term 'leisure time'. Today, leisure time is increasing 
owing to a reduction in the working day and greater life 
expectancy. The question is very wide-ranging, for it 
embraces not only the worker's free time but also that 
of the person who has been displaced from bis or her job 
by robots and automation. People displaced from 
production and services will not have work in the future, 
but they will receive a material compensation from 
society (which could be a kind of basic income for each 
citizen, whether or not they are working; this is 
something for which sorne political groups are 
snuggling). This issue is germane to the theme of human 
happiness, although it is hardly a part of happiness; it is 
also extremely complex and I am not going to analyse 
it in detail. I mention the question because Marx 
addressed it over a century ago and indicated a way of 
solving it, a way which is still very relevant today. He 
did so in the first phase of mechanisation, observing the 
consequences of that process on the disappearance of 
many jobs and of a part of the working class. In Capital, 
volume III, Marx carried out a very important analysis 
of the role of work and free time in the theory of the 
individual. His remark that 'authentically human' life 
begins a/ter work and outside it will doubtless sound 
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shocking; but it should be understood in the context of 
the working conditions of the time. But, irrespective of 
the extent to which working conditions have improved 
by comparison with those of the nineteenth century, 
Marx' s observation on the importance of free time for 
the worker and of this proposition in the struggle for an 
'authentically human' life is as topical now as it was then. 

To set a high value on the development of individu
ality that can be obtained in free time is not to under
estimate the role of human labour. On the contrary, it 
gives that role a concrete meaning. For us, Marx's 
observation, flowing from his theory of the individual, 
gives us a better understanding of the meaning of the 
replacement of traditional work by occupations in the 
broad sense, and also the relationship between Homo 
faber ('Man the Maker') and Homo ludens ('Man at 
Play')- a question that is becoming more and more sig
nificant not only in the theory but also the social practice 
that deals with the problem of t\le individual. In Marxism 
this problematic is linked organically with the theory and 
practice of society and its laws of development. 

Our interest in this theme, then, is natural and logical 
within the framework of Marxist thought. 

THE MARXIST THEORY OF SOCIETY ANO ITS 
DEVELOPMENT 

The individual and society, with its elements, such as 
social classes, constitute the points of departure and 
the perspective from which Marxism offers us its analysis 
of social life. Obviously this does not imply a dualism, 
or even opposition, between two independent elements. 
On the contrary, they form a united whole within the 
frameworks of social life, whose elements Marxism 
separates out so as to facilitate the analysis of the 
ensemble, for they constitute in reality an organic whole 
in which they are interlinked. The elements cannot exist 
orbe understood separately. As I have said, the individual 
exists in Marxism from the beginning as a social 
individual: an ensemble of social relations, as Marx 
himself wrote in 1846 in the sixth of his Theses on 
Feuerbach, meaning that the individual exists as a 
product of society and cannot be examined outside of this 
contexl * 0n the other hand, society is composed of indi-

• Conscious falsifiers of Marxism translate this thesis not
as 'human being' but as 'essence of humanity'. To leave this 
error uncorrected today - after my two-year polemic on the 
matter in the pages of L 'H omme et la Société, in which I gave 
all the necessary proofs that the 'official' transfation into 
Russian, repeated later in other languages, is wrong - can no 
longer be interpreted as anything but a deliberate falsification 
of Marx's text. Here I can do no more than warn readers that 
these falsifications exist. The proofs can be found elsewhere. 

viduals interrelated in specific ways by means of very 
diverse linkages in a (historically variable) whole; that 
is to say, society cannot exist and cannot be conceptu
alised rationally without the individuals which make it 
up or independently of them. This ali sounds like a 
truism, for it is quite obvious, but it is not as trivial as 
it looks. Most theories of the individual (for instance, all 
the varieties of personalism) treat the individual as a 
metaphysical entity isolated from society and, in arguing 
from that position, diverge from both the dictates of com
monsense (and at the same time those of scientific 
empiricism) and the ideas of Marxism. 

It is not only the existence of this relation between the 
individual and society that is significant in Marxism -
and this is also important for an understanding of the 
structure of my argument - but also which of the two 
elements is taken as a basis for the whole structure. 
This differentiation allows for different readings of 
Marxism and therefore enables us to understand the 
aims of the theoretical investigation in a different way 
from the political orientation of the social acts it inspires. 

My interpretation of Marx's thought, which breaks 
with the traditional clichés, consists in this different 
reading of his point of departure. In fact, this new 
reading also entails reinterpreting the practica} orienta
tion of Marx' s thought. I accept that this is a diff erent 
Marxism from the one we are used to, but I am convinced 
that my interpretation accords with,. the historical genesis 
and the original intention of the creators of the theory. 
Besides, the new interpretation meets the needs of our 
time. My 'reading' of Marxism has very important 
implications for the practice and ideology of modero left
wing movements. 

My interpretation involves foregrounding the problems 
of the individual and hence of the individual' s interests 
- an aspect that was left out of the Stalinist vision of
socialism - without losing sight of the social context and
social conditionings. I don't think I need labour the
attractions of this vision from the point of view of the
propagation of Marxism. At the same time, this new
vision implies that the socialist movement should modify
its proposals and place the problems of the individual
centre-stage. This is precisely the argument that induced
the Stalinist version of Marxism and socialism to reject
this perspective, indeed to try to eliminate it by ali
possible meaos. Let us be fair: in the concrete conditions
of the Soviet Union of that era, or of China toda y, or of
the Third World countries which have been pushed into
a kind of pseudo-socialism, this interpretation of
Marxism was, and still is, inadmissible for objective
reasons. But that <loes not lessen its correctness. On the
contrary, it is one more argument in favour of Marx's
thesis that socialism cannot be realised at will, but needs
the existence of the appropriate objective and subjective
conditions.
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With the relationship between the individual and 
society thus established, and with the problems related 
to the individual already expounded above, we must now 
ask ourselves what continues to be alive and creative 
within the framework of Marxism today with respect to 
the second element of the relationship, that is to say, 
society. 

To my mind the situation in this respect is so simple 
that it may irritate ali those who would condemn 
Marxism to death: the entire Marxist theory of society 
and its development retains to this day its heuristic 
scientific value; it is a living theory, still innovative in 
the sciences in which it was first applied. As far as I 
know, it is the best of the theories in use in the specialist 
literature. It is also the theory most widely accepted 
and cited by the most serious authors, such as Max 
Weber, Karl Mannheim and others. These authors profess 
themselves ideologically indebted to Marxism and 
acknowledge their debt frequently and loyally. Dis
counting outbursts of hostility, the political roots of 
· which are nearly always visible, I too can affirm that I
know of no scientifically based arguments that disagree
with Marxism in this sphere. Our task here is to verify
in general terms that the Marxist theory of society and
its development is still alive and continues to be
innovative in scientific research and political practice.
In this �Y we can do no more than enumerate the most
important elements of this theory.

First of ali, historical materialism retains its full 
vigour both as a theory and a method. Obviously not in 
the vulgar version propagated by the zealous, though 
poorly trained, partisans of this doctrine, to which they 
have given the forms of a primitive 'economism'. Engels 
himself rejected that interpretation in bis letters on 
historical materialism, in which he underlined the specific 
interaction between the base and the superstructure and 
protested against the extremist 'economism' of the 
'zealots'. Marx, for bis part, said, 'I only know that I am 
not a Marxist' However, in bis historical writings, in 
particular The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, 
he suggested the concrete way in which the method of 
historical materialism was to be used, taking fully into 
consideration the superstructure - including that delicate 
element, tradition - in the functioning of society. Sorne 
fonn of this intellectual tool is indispensable to any 
historian, or to any modem researcher in the social 
sciences in the broader sense, as Femand Braudel, the 
eminent French historian (not classed as a Marxist or a 
left-winger), wrote on the anniversary of Marx's death. 

Second, there is the question of the theory of the 
economic formation of society; and this is directly 
related to the previous point. Setting aside the polemics 
around the series of formations Marx identified, this is 
a valuable theory especially for the work of historians 
and retains its heuristic value for this point of view. A 

What is dead and what survives in Marxism? 

very important question for me is the usefulness of this 
theory as regareis the socialist formation of society, 
more than ever now that the discussion about ownership 
of the means of production in socialism has revived. 
(Today, information is an outstanding example of these 
meaos of production, although it is not a material one.) 
I realise that I am not in a position to answer that 
question. Nonetheless, independently of the changes 
that may have to be made to it, this theory continues to 
be the necessary point of departure for ali arguments in 
this area. 

Third, the theory of class and class struggle operates 
in this context. The concentrated force of politically 
motivated attacks on this theory in particular appear ali 
the more curious when we recall that Marx insisted 
strongly, in bis letter to Weydemeyer, that the author of 
these theories was not himself but the bourgeois 
historians of the Restoration period (Thiers, Guizot, 
Thierry) and that bis original contribution consisted in 
deducing the necessary conse.quences to postulate the dic
tatorship of the proletariat (an issue to which we will 
return in the next section of this analysis). This hostile 
attitude leads sorne opponents of Marx to defend a 
thesis which is totally absurd, scientifically speaking -
that classes do not exist. This 'radicalism' is under
standable in politicians who are deeply involved in the 
social struggle, but when people who call themselves 
scientists defend such a position, their own statements 
give the lie to their status as scientists. I am not trying 
to soften the criticisms of Marx' s imprecise definition 
of class; nor do I deny the need to continue studying 
social strata and groups, a task which now falls to 
modero sociology. What I do want to emphasise is the 
fact that the social sciences and especially politios cannot 
do without the theory of class and class struggle. Marx' s 
own hypothesis that the class struggle was virtually the 
sole motor for development of society is another problem 
- although it must be pointed out that � also gave
importance to many other elements, including tradition,
in bis works.

Fourth, Marx' s theory of the state and its dual function 
is still alive and well. Many researchers forget that 
Marx and Engels, though they predicted the disappear
ance under socialism of the state as an institution which 
imposes the will of one class, declared themselves firmly 
against anarchism and put forward the notion of sorne 
kind of continuous structure in society in order to 
guarantee 'domination over things': an administrative 
institution with the task of managing social affairs. This 
approach opens up possibilities - far wider now than in 
the past-for carrying out innovative theoretical studies 
that could suggest new political and practical solutions. 
One of the most important of the man y questions related 
to this theme is that of the function of the state in the 
context of the debate over the market economy and 
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economic planning. Equally fundamental is the state's 
role in the period of transition from traditional work to 
the occupations which will inevitably replace iL This is 
a revolutionary change in which it will be hard to deny 
a role to the innovative influence of the state. These are 
questions that cannot be shirked, questions which can be 
much better resolved if the analysis and ideas already 
produced by Marxism are taken into account It would 
be absurd to look for these ideas all over again and to 
repeat the analysis, simply out of a politically motivated 
desire to deny the value of Marxism. 

A fifth element in Marx's theory of society and its 
development is the theory of the social revolution, its 
essence and the form in which it is manifested. That this 
theme has contemporary relevance is confirmed by the 
revolutionary changes affecting ali of humanity as a 
consequence primarily of the new technological 
revolution. This phenomenon has different manifesta
tions and is generating many disturbances in the objective 
and subjective conditions affecting the society living 
through it. We must realise that this is a generalised 
phenomenon and one whose consequences are becoming 
more and more serious; and clearly there is a growing 
need for theoretical analyses of the issue. The problem 
of the social revolution has exercised many schools of 
philosophy and many of the approaches and solutions 
to it have depended on vestoo interests which conditioned 
the aims and biases of thinkers, including the acceptance 
of a particular system of values. B ut it is undeniable that 
no other school of thought has studied the question in 
such breadth and depth as did Marxism. However, this 
fact has also generated a stereotype which identifies 
Marxism with the theory of the revolution, and worst of 
ali with violent revolution. 

In sixth place (in a selection of themes which is 
clearly my subjective choice) I want to point out an 
element of the previous theme which I think is very 
important: the theory of the socialist revolution or, 
rather, the criteria that must be fulfilled for such a 
revolution to be carried out successfully. This is a very 
old problem, one with which the whole history of 
Marxism is bound up in one way or another. It has 
acquired a particular significance today in the light of 
the terrible failure of the system of the countries of real 
socialism. 

We are draling here with something which in its time 
was denied by the 'orthodox' defenders of Marxism
Leninism. As early as the nineteenth century, Marx had 
formulated a series of conditions limiting the possibil
ities of realising a socialist revolution. Later, when the 
negative experiences set in train by the October 
Revolution became known, the existence of social 
consensos (which Gramsci was the first to formulate) was 
added to the list of indispensable criteria for the success 
of the socialist revolution. Toe thesis is very simple: the 

socialist revolution cannot be realised at will if it wants 
to avoid the risk of failure. In the light of this thesis, ali

the revolutions carried out to date in the name of 
&QCialism have been violations of Marxism, and Marxism 
cannot be held responsible for their failures. The problem 
continues to be topical, for reactionaries, relying on 
public ignorance, are now trying to discredit Marxism 
and socialist ideas by blaming them for what went 
wrong in the countries of real socialism. Fortunately, the 
socialist movement has had successes in W estem Europe, 
and its analyses of the unfortunate attempts to construct 
socialism in Eastem Europe and the assimilation of its 
lessons will help, I hope, to restare to Marxism the role 
it deserves in the development of the socialism of the 
future. 

WHAT HAS PROVED FALSE OR HAS BECOME 
OBSOLETE IN MARXIST SOCIAL THEORY 

Our negative view of a whole series of elements in 
Marx' s social theory is based, on the one hand, on the 
experiences we have accumulated since the theory was 
formulated and, on the other, on our increased knowledge 
of the reality surrounding us. But I am not concerned with 
retouching the theory after the many years that have 
passed since its birth, nor with eliminating its impreci
sions, its erroneous elements or even contradictory 
details (such as the definition of class or the function of 
the state ). Here I am concemed with theses which have 
been clearly refuted by the historical development of 
society. 

Erroneous elements: the middle classes 

Toe first problem is that of the middle classes and their 
role and meaning in society. According to Marx' s theory 
and predictions, capitalism would inevitably lead to a 
bipolarisation of society into an increasingly numerous 
proletariat and an increasingly less numerous capitalist 
class. Marx thought the middle classes were bound to 
disappear. Toe reality is the exact opposite. Today we 
see that there are whole societies based on the middle 
classes, principally in highly developed countries. This 
phenomenon has very important economic effects, but 
above ali it has a strong influence on social processes and 
on politics. It is, therefore, a highly important question 
for supporters of socialism. The tradition of socialist 
thought speaks of proletarian socialism but says little or 
nothing about socialism in a middle-class society. 

At the same time, we can observe a parallel process 
involving the disappearance of the working class and the 
modification of the role of the capitalist class. What I 
have just said usually shocks even anti-dogmatic 
Marxists: it will be very difficult to retain categories such 
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as surplus value and the dictatorship of the proletariat 
if there is no proletariat But it will also be very difficult 
to use the capitalist tenninology of the free market if there 
is no working class and if there is no traditional capitalist 
class. Nonetheless, in the light of the new technologi
cal revolution based on the automation and robotisation 
of production and services, the progressive disappear
ance of both the working class and the capitalist class 
in their present models seems inexorable. 

As I have suggested above, this is a problem which, 
for a variety of reasons, must concern supporters of 
socialism, which means also, or primarily, supporters of 
Marxism: if socialism is not to be proletarian, we must 
determine what its motive forces will be and what 
material motivation they will have. 

Unfortunately, this question has been ignored in the 
Marxist literature. It is possible that the representatives 
of Marx.ist doctrine do not understand the significance 
of the problem, even that they do not notice it; although 
- as we can read in José Félix Tezanos's magnificent
essay on the subject, 'The Marxist Theory of Classes'
(fezanos, 1979) - Marx himself drew attention to the
problem in Theories of Surplus Value (as well as the
problem of the modification of the social situation of
workers as a result of full automation of production, to
which he referred in 1859 in the Grundrisse). But Marx
did not develop the idea, opting instead for the theory
of the bipolarisation of society and the disappearance of
the middle classes. His successors have failed to mention
the problem, with the exception of the Spanish socialists
(but not those who considered themselves Marxists),
who, like many of their comrades, addressed and still
address this problem in relation to the analysis of the
structure of the classes in Spanish society and the
dynamic of its development.

The problem is current and open to debate, npt only 
in Spain. At the same time it is a problem which illus
trates the falsity of one of the principal theses of the 
Marxist theory of society. This must be clearly 
recognised because of the practical and political gravity 
of the problem and to highlight the need to promote 
Marxist thinking in this area. I would say that this is 
something that must be done for the good of the new left 
movement, at once and with a view to the future, over 
a period of ten to twenty years, in which the social con
sequences of the new technological revolution will 
mount Control of these consequences, and the necessary 
orientation of them demand that we begin thinking 
about them now. We must have theoretical and ideo
logical tools ready for this new period if we are to be 
prepared in advance for what it will produce. And prepa
ration is indispensable to enable us to control the process; 
otherwise it will escape ali bounds, leading to a chaos 
of unpredictable duration, ali of which could be very 
costly. 

What is dead and what survives in Marxism? 

Market and planned economies 

Among the theses of Marx' s and Engels' s social 
theory which have been proved wrong by the objective 
development of society and by its theoretical reflection 
in science we also find, I think, the problem of the 
market economy and the planned economy. 

Toe problem of the market economy is at present the 
most urgent economic issue and is therefore a social and 
political problem of high priority for the socialist and ex
socialist countries Óf Central and Eastern Europe. The 
economic crisis these countries are enduring, as well as 
its psychological consequences, are making themselves 
felt in theory, which until very recently was dominated 
by the concept of the planned economy ('planned' in the 
sense that the economic life of the entire country was 
centrally planned). The current 'idolatry' of the 'free 
market' is a reaction against these experiences. I have 
put both these terms in inverted commas because the free 
market is a mirage which does not really exist anywhere 
in the world, but which seems to have appeared like a 
'revelation' in the minds of the representatives of the 
World Bank and the Intemational Monetary Fund. While 
trying to use the 'free market' to save indebted countries, 
they are in fact driving them towards a catastrophe 
whose consequences are incalculable. In every case, in 
countries which are the targets of this kind of operation 
(and to my mind my own country, Poland, is a model 
example), both the former Marxists, who were dashed 
to pieces against a planned economy resulting from a 
misinterpretation of Marxism and are now seeking 
salvation in a nonexistent 'free market', and the neolib
erals, who support the application of a grotesque version 
of the theory of Milton Friedman, appear to believe in 
ghosts. This situation demands that before we criticise 
Marx for his notion of the planned economy as an 
antidote to the chaos of the market economy, we must 
try to distance ourselves from the free-market extremists; 
we cannot scare off the Devil with the help of Satan or 
of exorcism. In the real life of the e.conomy such attempts 
are very dangerous. 

The free market 

First of ali, the free market, that supposed panacea for 
ali the ills of a deficient planned economy, does not exist 
anywhere. Adam Smith was able to believe in the 
'invisible hand of the market' because in bis time that 
hand really operated. Today the situation is different, 
because, although the market continues to function 
(though it is not free), so do four to five hundred inter
national (also known as multinational or supranational) 
corporations which are devoted to planning, in the 
strictest sense of the word, and which in practice - at least 
in the economic sense - rule the world. Also in operation 
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is international Ji.nance capital (and only its closest 
initiates know how many banking groups of this kind are 
operating in the world today), which sits at the very top 
of the pyramid. The pyramid of the free market? No, of 
course not! This pyramid is that of a perfectly organised, 
planned economy with the characteristics of a monopoly, 
which leaves the 'free market' to small traders, where 
they are still able to exist 

At present, planning is an activity that occupies not 
only the great corporations, organisations that dwarf 
the cartels and trusts of the early twentieth century, the 
period of Hilferding's Finance Capital, a work on which 
Lenin based the ideas expressed in bis Imperialism. 
Large states also plan their economies. J apan is a good 
example, with its impressive capacity for foresight and 
planning in the development of microelectronics, thanks 
to which it has been able to overtake even the United 
States. 

What is more, free-market capitalism no longer exists 
in the highly developed countries in the form charac
teristic of the nineteenth century, although that form is 
the most the neoliberals allow the poorer countries 
(which include the countries of Eastern Europe, for 
various reasons which go beyond the experience of the 
economy of real socialism) to dream of attaining. The 
new capitalism is a monopolistic, neocolonial capitalism, 
a capitalism of 'executives', which removes even the 
most powerful prívate capital from management of the 
economy and substitutes for the classic capitalists an 
'executive' class. We can thus formulate a hypothesis 
in which this organisation of production and services 
could be the 'threshold' of an altemative socialism, 
something to which Lenin, writing of the cartels and 
trusts of bis day, once referred, rather too far ahead of 
bis time. But that is another problem, although a very 
important one. 

Of one thing we can be sure today: anyone pro
pounding a neoliberal ideology as a solution to the 
economic crisis of the countries of the former real 
socialism is a swindler, at least objectively (the subjective 
aspect does not concern us). To present the highly 
developed monopoly capitalist countries headed by the 
United States as a model of the free market economy is 
fraudulent. 

The role of the market and the efficacy of planning 

These monopoly capitalist countries plan their devel
opment very scrupulously and efficiently, using the 
most sophisticated methods to forecast trends in the 
development not only of the economy but also - perhaps 
primarily - in technology, and they give the question a 
modero, that is to say global, treatment. Ali the big cor
porations in production and services plan in this way. So 
do the wisest govemments, which include fiscal policy 

and state expenditure requirements in their planning. And 
we must not forget the direct intervention of the big cor
porations in economic activities and the guidance given 
to institutions and organisations in industry, science 
and technology. This is all very different from the 
message being sent to the Third World and also to the 
Second World (the countries of real socialism), which 
is moving towards becoming part of the Third. 

Why do the neoliberals behave is this way, sending 
this false message? It is simply a case of political manip
ulation, an attempt to conceal the very concrete aim of 
discrediting socialism and Marxism as a theory and an 
ideology. In passing, it has another purpose: strength
ening neocolonialism by destroying the economies of 
those countries taken in by free-market ideology. Is this 
a dirty game? Y es, clearly; but, as they say, no one' s 
hands are clean in politics - an old and unsurprising 
maxim. 

So, does all this mean that the market plays no role 
in the economic life of society? Not at ali; obviously it 
has a very important role. But it is not the role that 
neoliberals and free-market ideology would like to 
pretend it plays. And here, precisely, is where the 
problem of the anarchy of the market and Marx' s planned 
economy lies. Marx underestimated the role of the 
market, and for that very rea.son bis theory on the planned 
economy, in its classical version, has been refuted by 
reality. But this is not to den y the validity of his basic 
propositions on the economy. It implies no more than a 
modification of the theory. We shall have to retum to 
these two 'buts' in our final arguments on this point, for 
they are qualifications that clip the wings of the extremist 
theory we are analysing. But first a clarification without 
which, I think, it is impossible to understand the rami
fications of Marx' s theory on this issue. 

Marx arrived at bis negative assessment of the 
capitalist market and his proposition on the creation of 
a planned economy from bis observations of mid
nineteenth-century society and its economic relations. 
The problem that mainly concemed him about the 
anarchy of free-market relations was the existence of 
cyclical crises of overproduction, which inevitably 
looked to him like a classic example of the alienation of 
products created by human beings. In one of his letters 
Marx wrote that if capitalism were to leam how to 
overcome the problem of cyclical crises it would not be 
necessary to eliminate it as a formation. Clearly Marx 
thought the problem insoluble and believed that the 
only answer was to abolish prívate ownership of the 
means of production and therefore private ownership of 
the production of commodities for the purposes of the 
market. This was one of first premises of bis socialist 
ideas, ideas generated by bis observation of contempo
rary reality. The market of that time functioned not 
only as a regulator but principally as a factor that 
unbalanced relations of the production and circulation 
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of commodities. With hindsight, we can see today that 
bis generalisation was one-sidecl. Toe market undeniably 
has other regulating functions. And capitalism, under 
Keynes, has learned to overcome crises of overproduc
tion, although it does not follow from this that we do not 
have many other reasons to fight it 

Nonetheless, the problem of the market is still with 
us, the more so now that we know how underestimating 
its functions led to a more than palpable economic crisis 
in the countries of 'real socialism'. 

So, having proved wrong Marx' s exclusively negative 
assessment of the market and bis tendency to abolish the 
market completely, we now have to redress the error and 
restore sorne worth to the market, though only as much 
as it deserves. And how much is that? That is the question 
we must now answer. 

While making the disclaimer that I am merely trying 
to state the problem, not find a solution to it, I think 
Marx's proposition on the planned economy is still 
valid. lndeed it seems truer than ever, and of an unprece
dented development in the technology that can control 
this apparent chaos through the correct programming of 
'intelligent' computers. Oskar Lange, one of the most dis
tinguished economists of our century, wrote, before bis 
premature death, that the matter depended solely on 
the necessary technical developments; and today we 
are now in the stage he predicted. Those who raise 
objections to this argument, pointing to the extraordinary 
complexity of the market economy system, are really lay
people as far as the technical possibilities are concemed. 
If we can foresee and guide the movement of rockets in 
space, the dynamics of the weather, even the fluctuations 
of the stock exchange, a planned solution to our society's 
economic problems does not seem unattainable. 

To what extent do we need the market to play a 
regulating function? To what extent do we neeq spon
taneous factors to iron out the errors committed by 
people, even if people are sometimes destroyed in the 
process? In the fust place, as long as the necessary 
techniques (particularly in communications, in the broad 
sense) are lacking, regulators of the market will be 
needed, because it will not be possible to guide the 
functioning of economic forces perfectly. In the second 
place, these regulators will also be useful to fill the 
gaps left by the process of planning the main lines of 
economic development - for it is impossible to cover 
every aspect. The details of the functioning of the 
economy - for example, the movement of prices that 
detennines the efficacy of invesnnent- must be regulated 
by the market. 

Religion and belief 

I think the development of society has proved wrong 
Marx's thesis on religion as the 'opiate of the people', 

What is dead and what survives in Marxism? 

and the positions of militant atheism that follow from that 
thesis. 

Marx' s position originated in the continuation of the 
philosophical traditions of the Enlightenment, in the 
translation of the philosophical problem of the struggle 
between materialism and spiritualism into the political 
sphere of social life, and, lastly, in the general applica
tion of the role played by the Church in class struggle 
at the time. 

Let us begin with this last point. It certainly puts 
paid to the idea that we are dealing here with a theoret
ical error, suggesting rather that this is a thesis ofMarx's 
theory that has 'aged' as the historical conditions that 
determined bis attitude have changed. There is no doubt 
at ali that the social role of the Church in Marx's time 
was reactionary and that this influenced his views on 
religion. If we add to this the influence of Enlightenment 
traditions and the philosophical position (heavily 
influenced by philosophers such as Ludwig Feuerbach) 
that obliged materialists to see in religion a classic 
example of alienation, then we will find it easier to 
understand not only Marx' s atheist philosophy but also 
bis decided hostility to religion as a social ideology. 

There is a very complex constraint on discussing all 
aspects of the problem, which, in my opinion, should be 
the object of a special analysis. Throughout this essay 
I have made use of the ploy of suspension of judgement, 
as the school of Husserl would put it, in relation to 
philosophical problems. So on this theme, and to avoid 
confusion, I shall simply say that as a philosopher I 
support Marx' s philosophical atheism and do not think 
it has been negated by experience, since none of the 
problems related to the eternal-philosophy (philosophia 
aeternis) world-view can be either confirmed or denied 
empirically. The question of the choice of a particular 
system of values goes beyond the framework of our 
present reflections. 

In what, then, <loes the falsity of Marx' s theory on 
religion, summed up in the definition of it as the 'opiate 
of the people', consist? The error lies in its social and 
political content. First of all, religious opinions cannot 
be reduced just to their philosophical aspects. They also 
have a particular emotional aspect and - with the correct 
interpretation - a social value whose role is important, 
even revolutionary ( examples are primitive Christianity, 
the peasant wars, disguised as religious wars, of the 
Middle Ages, and, in our time, liberation theology). 
Secondly, and this flows directly from the previous 
point, a failure to accept religious ideas philosophically 
hinders analysis of their reactionary social nature. 

This was Marx.ism 's great error in describing religion 
as the opiate of the people. To retain this thesis today, 
when religion also functions as a motive for revolu
tionary deeds, would be a very serious error; above all 
a political error. Any explanation of the historical and 
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social genesis of Marx' s errors in this respect- whether 
or not we sympathise with his philosophical position or 
his atheism - must expose the falsity of the social and 
political components of his thesis. 

SUMMARY 

I think that three of Marx' s theses have to be 
considered to have been refuted by the development of 
history, with the reservations mentioned above: the role 
of the middle classes, the role of the market and planned 
social activity in the sphere of economic development, 
and Marx' s assessment of religious opinions from the 
social and political point of view. 

I know that by restricting my critique to these three 
aspects I may seem to be trying to 'justify' Marxism, to 
save it artificially from ruin, while public opinion 
identifies Marxism with ali the sins of 'real socialism' 
and its bankruptcy and with all the sins of the Marxist
Leninist ideology on which that system was based. In 
response, I must say first that a great many questions 
about the concept of the state, democracy, the freedom 
of the individual, and so on, come into the picture. The 
problem is that Marxism is being blamed for a whole 
series of sins it did not commit. The correct target for 
the critics ought to be Marxism-Leninism. This tendency 
arose out of Marxism, of course, but as a def ormation. 
The great figures of intemational Marxism, such as 
Karl Kautsky, Rosa Luxemburg, G. Plekhanov and 
others, knew this perfectly well, and gave trenchant 
proof of it at the beginning of this century. B ut it is very 
hard to explain this to public opinion after seventy years 
of triumphalism in the communist movement, which is 
now in ruins. But it must be said loudly and clearly: the 
question of Marxism must be dealt with side by side with 
the rejection of the deformations of Marxism-Leninism 
(which were also theoretical, although primarily manifest 
in the practice familiar to us in the Soviet Union and the 
international communist movement). Only a catharsis can 
save all that is still alive in Marxism, in its theory and 
its ideology, in a revolutionary period such as our civil
isation is living through. 

Antiquated elements in Marx' s theory 

Up to now we have been discussing what is still alive 
in Marx's theory and what has died because it has 
proved false; but we cannot overlook those aspects 
which 'age' naturally in any theory as a result of changes 
in social reality and an increase in our knowledge, such 
as the technological revolution, the changes it will 
stimulate in the fuwre nawre of work, the changes all this 
will produce in the class strucwre of society, and so forth. 
This is a normal process and it affects all scientific 

theories, except perhaps in mathematics and related 
disciplines. It is not an argument against Marxism; on 
the contrary, it is a validation of its scientific worth, for 

if the theses of Marxism had tumed out to be absolute 
and eternal truths we should have had to classify 
Marxism as a religion, not a science. 

Which theses of Marxism am I referring to here? 
Without going into details, I shall enumerate a few 
groups of questions which are in the process of maturing 
as a result of the current technological revolution. It is 
interesting that Marx was able to foresee a series of 
phenomena related to the present process (for example, 
the automation of production, the modification of the 
place and role of the working class in production, the 
transformation of science into a means of production, and 
so forth). However, Marx quite logically built his theories 
on the basis of the social reality he knew and therefore 
on the basis of its needs and laws. 

First, there is a group of social questions, of a particular 
provenance, related to the process of automation and 
robotisation of production and services. What modifi
cations in the theses of classical Marxist theory should 
this process require? 

(a) First and foremost, it changes the basis of Marx's
economic theory, which he assimilated from the
classical English school of Adam Smith and David

Ricardo: that is, the theory of surplus value, as an
exponent and index of the exploitation of the worker
by capital. As work in its traditional sense
disappears and is replaced by occupations (work in
a wider sense ), the two Marxist theoretical concepts
of surplus value and exploitation will also gradually
become less relevant to current conditions.
Obviously., added value will continue to exist., but
this is not the same as surplus value. In this way the
whole construction and argumentation of Capital

will be diluted and a book which has been of great
service to theory and practice will be relegated to
the history shelves. This is a major problem which
should be studied by all Marxists., but it is not a
tragedy. lt is the result of a natural phenomenon, the
ageing of all scientific theories.

(b) The second main pillar of Marx' s economic, social
and political theory which will similarly grow old
(and I reiterate that I am talking here of a process,
not an already palpable result) is the existence and
role of the working class, whose increasingly rapid
disappearance is now being provoked by the con

temporary technological revolution. Structural
unemployment fails to reflect the depth of the
problem of the disappearance of the working class
and the social and political consequences of the
change in the class structure of modero society.
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Se.condly, we must mention the group of questions sur
rounding the state and democracy. Here, too, Marx' s 
theories have aged and must be remodelled for our 
times. But this is a different problem from the one just 
discussed. Marx' s economic theory was well defined and 
thus it was easy to indicate the aspects of it which have 
aged, and why they have done so. There is no such 
clarity with this second group of questions. This is a 
theme on which Marx and Engels said different things, 
and at different times. They did not develop the question 
thoroughly, and if they referred to it at ali, it was in the 
context of polemics. 

(a) Extending the idea of utopian socialism, Marx and
Engels saw socialism as a regime in which the
state was to disappear {Lenin believed blindly in
this, but although he proclaimed the idea, in practice
he did the exact opposite). In the light of all the
experiences that are now well known, and on the
basis of commonsense, we can conclude that to
hypothesise the disappearance of the state is utopian.
Fortunately for Marxism, there were the anarchists
who were opposed by the classical Marxists. Thus
we hear from Engels himself that the state, in the
sense of an institution that imposes its will by force
and guarantees the dominance of one class, would
disappear; but, on the other hand, as a 'manager of
things', that is, as an organiser and administrator of
the life of society, it would continue to exist. W e
do not need much reflection to understand that in
current conditions, this development of the functions
of the state would mean, far from its disappearance,
a considerably stronger role for it.
In this case it is not quite accurate to speak of the

ageing of Marxism, but of the need to rid it of
defects that arose in its 'infancy'. The theses that
I call 'defects' here must be abandoned. This is the
case with the thesis on the disappearance of the state.
In the present conditions -which are diff erent for
each society and are historically detennined-it is
impossible to avoid the conclusion that, without a
broad-based, real democracy, the state tends
towards gigantism in its structures. In Marx' s
Ianguage, we would have to say that the state is
becoming alienated and that this tendency can be
counteracted only by the development of
democracy.

(b) Here we come up against the second very important
question to bear in mind, albeit only as an illustra
tion. In the theories of Marx and Engels we can find

What is dead and what survives in Marxism? 

various ideas on this question that constitute a point 
of departure for different perspectives. 
In his famous letter to Weydemeyer Marx said that 

the theory of classes originated not with him but 
with the French bourgeois historians of the Restora-

. tion period; but he emphasised that his contribution 
was the theory on the dictatorship of the prole
tarial Lenin carried on that idea, generating his own 
theory and practice on it - as it turned out, with 
tragic consequences. Butl.enin's deductions did not 
start from the authentic (in the legal sense) text of 
Engels' commentary on the theory of the dictator
ship of the proletariat, and he did not confirm the 
idea that it manifested itself in a parliamentary, 
republican and democratic regime. Socialism cannot 
exist without democracy; more specifically, without 
a democracy that really exists and is not merely 
declared in groundless rhetoric. 

I could continue this analysis, looking at other aspects 
of the problem, but it seems to me unnecessary. Ali 
that is needed is to show that Marxism, like ali ideas 
dealing with the life of society, must be periodically -
constantly - brought up to date. Sorne of its theses, 
made obsolete by changing reality, must be comple
mented and transformed. If one is not to be dogmatic, 
not to treat Marxism as a religion, every aspect of it in 
which there is still creativity and life must be renovated 
and given fresh vigour. 

However, it will always have to be established first 
whether this 'living' body of Marxism really exists. I 
have trie.el here to demonstrate that it does in fact still exist 
and that we must distinguish clearly between Marxism 
and Marxism-Leninism. I think it is of prime importance 
for the new left to assimilate these truths. Drawing its 
forces from the new technological revolution, the new 
left cannot function without a theory, without an 
ideology. Neither can it afford to renounce the weapons 
put at its disposal by tradition, the weapons Marxism 
offers. 
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