
Introduction

In	1907	the	Italian	philosopher	Benedetto	Croce	asked	‘What	is	living	and	what	is	dead	in	the
thought	of	Hegel?’	Every	decade	or	so,	someone	or	other	gets	the	idea	of	asking	the	same
question	about	Marx.	Well,	now	it	is	our	turn.	At	the	start	of	the	twenty-first	century	how	much,
if	anything,	will	escape	the	funeral	pyre?

My	answer	is:	more	than	one	might	think.	In	recent	years	we	could	be	forgiven	for	assuming
that	Marx	has	nothing	left	to	say	to	us.	Marxist	regimes	have	failed	miserably,	and	with	them,	it
seemed,	all	reason	to	take	Marx	seriously.	The	fall	of	the	Berlin	Wall	had	enormous	symbolic
resonance:	it	was	often	taken	to	be	the	fall	of	Marxism	as	such,	as	well	as	of	Marxist	politics
and	economics.

But	in	celebrating	the	end	of	the	‘evil	empire’	we	forgot	that	the	thinkers	who	inspired
Eastern	European	communism	were	not	evil	people.	On	the	contrary,	they	saw	themselves	as
our	saviours.	At	huge	personal	cost	they	sought	to	liberate	humanity	from	what	they	believed	to
be	an	inhumane	economic	and	social	system:	capitalism.	They	were	fired	both	by	a	vision	of
how	society	ought	to	be	and	an	account	of	what	was	wrong	with	existing,	bourgeois,	society.
The	positive	vision	turned	into	a	nightmare	(although,	as	we	shall	see,	whether	communist
regimes	were	an	authentic	interpretation	of	Marx’s	ideas	is	another	question).	But	the	failure	of
communism	does	not	mean	that	all	is	well	with	Western,	liberal,	democratic	capitalism.	And	it
is	Marx,	above	all,	who	still	provides	us	with	the	sharpest	tools	with	which	to	criticize
existing	society.

We	can	think	of	Marx	as	the	great-grandfather	of	today’s	anti-capitalist	movement.	Of
course,	much	has	changed.	For	example,	Marx	seems	to	have	assumed	that	natural	resources
were	inexhaustible,	and	thus	he	has	a	much	more	limited	ecological	perspective	than	one
would	expect	today.	But	on	the	other	hand	Marx	portrays	a	world	in	which	the	capitalist	market
comes	to	permeate	society,	putting	a	price	on	everything	and	crowding	out	non-economic	forms
of	value.	Businesses	grow	ever-larger,	becoming	more	ruthless	and	exploitative—more
vampire-like—in	the	process.	Under	capitalism	progress	comes	at	a	high	price.	As	Marx
himself	put	the	point	in	1856—in	a	speech	at	the	anniversary	of	the	People’s	Paper:

In	our	day	everything	seems	pregnant	with	its	contrary.	Machinery,	gifted	with	the
wonderful	power	of	shortening	and	fructifying	human	labour,	we	behold	starving
and	overworking	it.	The	new-fangled	sources	of	wealth,	by	some	strange	weird
spell,	are	turned	into	sources	of	want.	The	victories	of	art	seem	bought	by	the	loss
of	character.	At	the	same	pace	that	mankind	masters	nature,	man	seems	to	become
enslaved	to	other	men	or	to	his	own	infamy.	Even	the	pure	light	of	science	seems
unable	to	shine	except	on	the	dark	background	of	ignorance.	All	our	invention	and
progress	seems	to	result	in	endowing	material	forces	with	intellectual	life,	and	in
stultifying	human	life	into	a	material	force.	(M.	368)	(For	an	explanation	of	the
referencing	system	adopted	here,	see	Guide	to	References	and	Further	Reading.)

These,	and	many	other,	points	will	be	explored	in	more	detail	over	the	course	of	this	book.
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Today’s	critics	of	capitalism	will	still	find	Marx’s	writings	to	be	a	rich	vein	of	source
material.

Now	it	is	one	thing	to	be	able	to	identify	the	faults	in	capitalism,	but	is	quite	another	to	be
able	to	say	what	we	should	do	instead.	(It	is	reported	that	one	demonstrator	at	a	recent	anti-
capitalist	demonstration	held	up	a	banner	reading	‘Replace	Capitalism	with	Something	Nice’.)
Marx	the	creative	thinker	was	hugely	optimistic,	sometimes	mistaken	in	his	arguments	and
assumptions,	often	infuriatingly	vague	about	the	details,	and	in	consequence	has	little	to	tell	us
now	about	how	to	arrange	society.	But	his	criticisms	of	late	nineteenth-century	society	have
enormous	relevance	even	in	the	early	twenty-first	century.	We	may	have	no	confidence	in	his
solutions,	but	this	does	not	mean	that	the	problems	he	identifies	are	not	acute.	This,	at	least,	is
what	I	shall	argue	here.

Reading	Marx,	though,	is	a	task	to	be	handled	with	care.	Although	sometimes	regarded	as	a
great	stylist—and	perhaps	he	is	by	the	standards	of	contemporary	economists	and	social
theorists—reading	the	texts	can	be	dispiriting.	His	great	masterpiece,	Capital	Volume	1	begins
with	page	after	dry	page	on	the	definition	and	nature	of	the	commodity	(although	patience	is
eventually	rewarded).	His	early	essay	‘On	the	Jewish	Question’,	which	is	possibly	one	of	most
important	and	influential	works	of	political	philosophy	of	the	last	two	hundred	years,	is
virtually	incomprehensible	to	those	without	some	knowledge	of	the	surrounding	philosophical
and	political	context.	Perhaps	The	Communist	Manifesto,	jointly	written	with	Engels,	is	his
most	widely	read	work.	This	is	much	more	accessible,	but	its	polemical	tone	does	not	do	the
depth	of	Marx’s	thought	real	justice.

It	may	be	true	of	many	great	thinkers,	but	it	is	certainly	true	of	Marx,	that	his	texts	are	best
read	when	you	already	know,	roughly,	what	they	are	going	to	say.	Reading	them	with	this
knowledge	allows	one	to	appreciate	the	detail	of	his	ideas,	and	often	the	almost	breathtaking
originality	and	quality	of	his	mind,	even	in	work	that	was	left	as	an	unfinished	first	draft.	But	at
this	stage	you	will	have	to	take	my	word	for	it.

Many	of	the	texts	I	shall	discuss	here	are	available,	usually	in	abridged	form,	in	the	volume
Karl	Marx:	Selected	Writings,	edited	by	David	McLellan.	Wherever	possible	I	shall	give
page	references	to	the	second	edition	of	this	collection,	marked	as,	for	example	(M.	123).	If,	as
I	hope,	on	reading	this	book	you	become	inspired,	if	only	for	the	moment,	to	read	some	Marx,
the	McLellan	collection	is	where	to	start.

Marx’s	life	and	works
Marx	was	born	in	1818,	in	Trier,	in	the	German	Rhineland:	a	part	of	Germany	which
previously	had	been	occupied	by	the	French	under	Napoleon,	but	more	recently	had	been
assigned	to	Prussia.	Marx’s	father,	a	lawyer,	was	born	a	Jew	but	converted	to	Christianity
when	the	anti-Jewish	laws	of	1816—laws	which	undid	Napoleonic	liberalization—required
him	to	give	up	either	his	profession	or	his	religion.	Marx	was	a	precocious	schoolchild,	and
even	some	of	his	schoolwork	has	been	republished	in	the	huge	Marx/Engels	Collected	Works,
and	in	the	amazing	internet	archive	www.marxists.org.	Thus	one	may	read	the	seventeen-year
old	Marx	on	‘A	Young	Man’s	Reflections	on	the	Choice	of	a	Career’,	either	in	the	original
Latin	or	translated	into	most	major	languages.	After	an	extended	and	rather	florid	reflection
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upon	ambition	and	the	importance	of	being	suited	to	one’s	chosen	career,	the	essay	ends:

If	we	have	chosen	the	position	in	life	in	which	we	can	most	of	all	work	for
mankind,	no	burdens	can	bow	us	down,	because	they	are	sacrifices	for	the	benefit
of	all;	then	we	shall	experience	no	petty,	limited,	selfish	joy,	but	our	happiness	will
belong	to	millions,	our	deeds	will	live	on	quietly	but	perpetually	at	work,	and	over
our	ashes	will	be	shed	the	hot	tears	of	noble	people.	(www.marxists.org)

A	famous	early	letter	to	his	father,	written	aged	nineteen,	when	a	law	student	in	Berlin,	is	the
earliest	of	his	better-known	work.	In	it	Marx	provides	an	astonishing	account	of	his	work	of
the	term:	his	poetry	(‘these	are	characteristic	of	all	the	poems	of	the	first	three	volumes	that
Jenny	[Jenny	von	Westphalen,	his	wife-to-be]	has	received	from	me’);	his	translations	from
classical	languages;	his	300-page	philosophical	treatise	on	law;	his	dialogue	unifying	art	and
science;	and	the	barely	believable	quantity	of	law	and	philosophy	he	has	read.	Thus,	he	says,
‘during	my	illness	I	got	to	know	Hegel	from	beginning	to	end,	together	with	most	of	his
disciples’.	As	an	aside	he	reports	that	he	is	starting	to	teach	himself	English	and	Italian.	The
letter	ends	with	a	postscript,	the	first	line	of	which	has	stayed	with	me	for	the	twenty	or	more
years	since	I	first	read	it:	‘Forgive,	dear	father,	the	illegible	handwriting	and	bad	style;	it	is
almost	four	o’clock.	The	candle	is	burnt	right	down	and	my	eyes	are	sore’	(M.	9–13).	One
feels	that	Marx	had	already,	by	this	time,	adopted	a	way	of	working	that	would	not	change	for
the	rest	of	his	life.

On	completion	of	his	studies	in	law	Marx	undertook	a	doctorate	in	Philosophy,	presenting	a
comparison	of	the	Greek	philosophers	Democritus	and	Epicurus.	But	although	hoping	for	an
academic	job,	the	intellectual	company	he	kept	was	too	radical,	and,	as	an	atheist	to	boot,	there
was	no	hope.	Turning	to	journalism	Marx	continued	to	pursue	radical	and	anti-governmental
lines	of	thought,	and,	by	1843	was	effectively	forced	out	of	Germany,	moving	to	Paris,	where
he	wrote	some	of	the	most	important	of	his	early	writings.	During	this	time	Marx	first
encountered	Engels,	who	was	travelling	between	business	in	Manchester	and	home	in
Germany.	By	now	known	as	a	subversive	and	revolutionary,	Marx	was	expelled	from	Paris,	at
the	request	of	the	Prussian	authorities.	With	his	wife	and	infant	daughter,	Jenny,	he	moved	to
Brussels	in	1845,	continuing	his	writing	and	developing	some	of	the	ideas	about	history	and
economics	that	would	come	to	dominate	his	later	writings.

In	late	1847	‘a	spectre	[was]	haunting	Europe—the	spectre	of	Communism’.	Or	at	least	this
is	how	Marx	and	Engels	opened	The	Communist	Manifesto	(M.	245).	(The	first	English
translation	rather	spoilt	the	effect,	beginning	‘A	frightful	hobgoblin	is	stalking	Europe’.)	Indeed
by	the	time	the	work	was	published,	in	early	1848,	revolutions	had	begun	and	Marx	returned	to
Germany	to	play	an	active	role,	at	least	through	his	journalism.	But	as	events	played	out	the
revolution	failed	and	the	counter-revolution	soon	set	in.	Marx	returned	to	Paris,	and	then	on	to
London	in	1849,	where	he	settled	for	the	rest	of	his	life.

As	is	well	documented,	Marx’s	life	at	this	time	revolved	around	his	scholarly	work,	his
involvement	in	political	intrigue,	and	the	basic	necessity	of	feeding	his	expanding	household.
Sadly,	only	three	of	his	six	children	survived	infancy.	Francis	Wheen’s	recent	biography	is
especially	good	on	how	Marx	struggled	to	work,	buttressed	by	credit,	loans,	and	hack	writing.
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So,	for	example,	in	the	1850s	Marx	became	the	London	correspondent	for	the	New	York	Daily
Tribune.	Many	have	remarked	on	the	irony	of	New	Yorkers	receiving	their	analysis	of	British
events	through	Marx’s	eyes,	although	by	all	accounts	he	(or	rather,	in	many	cases,	Engels	in
Marx’s	name)	did	an	excellent	job.	From	the	mid-1850s	he	concentrated	on	the	economic
analysis	of	capitalism,	and	after	producing	several	published	and	unpublished	manuscripts,
finally	published	his	masterpiece,	Capital	Volume	1,	in	1867.	From	then	on	Marx	continued	to
combine	economic	theory	with	political	agitation,	although	his	personal	economic	struggle	had
been	somewhat	alleviated	by	a	legacy	received	in	1864.	However,	as	his	health	deteriorated,
and	he	engaged	in	increasing	controversy	with	people	who	were	potential	allies,	Marx	was
unable	to	complete	further	volumes	of	his	economic	work,	even	though	much	was	already
drafted.	At	his	death,	in	1883,	he	left	a	vast	mass	of	manuscripts.	The	most	important	of	these
were	eventually	published	as	Capital	Volume	2	(1885)	and	Volume	3	(1894),	both	edited	by
Engels,	and	as	three	volumes	of	Theories	of	Surplus	Value	edited	by	the	Austrian	Marxist	Karl
Kautsky	and	published	between	1905	and	1910.	How	faithful	these	edited	works	are	to	Marx’s
own	thought	continues	to	occupy	scholarly	debate.

The	definitive	edition	of	Marx	and	Engels’	work,	if	it	is	ever	to	be	completed,	is	the	aptly
named	MEGA	2	edition	(Marx–Engels	Gesamtausgabe)	in	which	all	works	are	planned	to	be
printed	in	their	original	languages.	More	than	100	large	volumes	were	initially	announced.	An
earlier,	more	concise,	German	edition	runs	to	a	mere	41	volumes.	The	English	Language
version,	still	in	process,	has	already	spread	to	more	than	50	volumes,	each	of	around	800
pages	or	more.	It	is	a	life’s	work	just	to	read	this	stuff.	So	it	is	with	some	amusement	that	one
reads	Marx,	in	a	letter	of	1858,	concerning	some	economic	writings,	saying:	‘If	I	had	the	time,
leisure,	and	means	to	give	the	whole	thing	the	necessary	finish	before	I	hand	it	over	to	the
public	I	would	greatly	condense	it,	as	I	have	always	liked	the	method	of	condensation’	(M.
562).	Incidentally,	it	tells	of	the	context	in	which	Marx	wrote	that	in	the	same	letter	he	says
‘The	presentation	…	is	wholly	scientific,	hence	not	in	violation	of	any	police	regulations	in	the
ordinary	sense’	(M.	562).

Marx’s	works	have	gone	through	an	uncountable	number	of	editions	and	translations,	many
of	which	were	for	a	long	time	printed	and	disseminated	in	astonishingly	cheap	editions
produced	by	Soviet	and	Chinese	state	publishing	houses.	Now	the	capitalists	have	got	in	on	the
act	too.	For	the	centenary	of	Marx’s	death,	in	1983,	a	rash	of	publishers	produced	new	editions
of	The	Communist	Manifesto,	hoping	to	cash	in	on	the	publicity,	and	briefly	it	was	a	best-
seller.	Currently	more	than	a	dozen	English	language	editions	are	still	announced	as	in	print.
But	all	sorts	of	editions	of	the	works	exist.	I	once	saw	an	American	illustrated	version	of
Capital	Volume	1,	produced,	I	think,	in	the	1940s,	in	which	sixty	selections	were	each
accompanied	by	an	expressionist	woodcut,	although,	sadly,	the	challenge	of	producing	sixty
engaging	images	of	Marxist	economic	theory	was	one	the	illustrator	failed	to	meet.	All	of	the
important,	and	many	of	the	minor,	works	are	now	available	in	free,	electronic	editions,	from
www.marxists.org.	Could	it	be	that	more	pages	of	Marx	have	been	printed	than	that	of	any
other	writer	of	non-fiction	(with	the	exception,	perhaps,	of	Matthew,	Mark,	Luke,	and	John)?
I’ll	have	to	leave	that	question	to	others,	but	I’d	like	to	know	the	answer.

The	plan	of	this	book
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In	his	speech	at	Marx’s	graveside	(1883),	Frederick	Engels,	his	lifelong	friend,	collaborator,
and,	sometime	patron	proposed	that	Marx’s	immense	achievement	was	to	make	two
discoveries	which	transformed	our	understanding	of	the	social	world.	First,	‘just	as	Darwin
discovered	the	law	of	organic	nature,	so	Marx	discovered	the	law	of	the	development	of
human	history.’	This	is	the	theory	of	historical	materialism.	Second,	‘Marx	also	discovered	the
special	law	of	motion	governing	the	present-day	capitalist	mode	of	production	and	the
bourgeois	society	that	this	mode	of	production	has	created.	The	discovery	of	surplus	value
suddenly	threw	light	on	the	problem	…	[on]	which	all	previous	investigations…	had	been
groping	in	the	dark.’	This,	then,	is	the	theory	of	surplus	value.

Rudimentary	versions	of	these	two	ideas—theories	of	history	and	of	economics—begin	to
appear	in	some	of	Marx’s	early	writings,	composed	in	the	1840s	when	Marx	was	still	in	his
twenties.	They	were	refined	and	developed	throughout	Marx’s	entire	working	life.	These,	we
shall	see	in	more	detail,	dominate	his	mature	thought.

But	Marx’s	early	writings	contain	much	more.	His	ambition,	and	interest,	was	immense,	and
in	these	writings	we	see	Marx	discussing	topics,	such	as	religion,	barely	mentioned	later.
Although	Marx	seemed	to	lose	interest	in	some	of	the	topics	he	raised	this	doesn’t	mean	that
we	should	too,	and,	in	fact,	some	of	the	most	stimulating	themes	are	developed	in	these	pages.
Of	the	works	that	are	usually	referred	to	as	the	‘Early	Writings’—those	written	in	and	before
1845—only	a	small	proportion	were	published	in	Marx’s	lifetime.	One	important	group	of
unpublished	writings,	variously	known	as	the	1844	Manuscripts,	the	Paris	Manuscripts,	and	the
Economic	and	Philosophical	Manuscripts—names	which	tell	us	all	we	need	to	know	about
place	and	date	of	composition	and	broad	subject	matter—are	a	combination	of	Marx’s	reading
notes	and	subsequent	reflection,	apparently	written	in	a	state	of	great	intellectual	stimulation
and	agitation.	Though	largely	aimed	at	self-clarification,	they	are	for	us	a	treasure	trove.
Marx’s	Early	Writings	will	be	the	subject	of	Chapter	1	of	this	book.	Here	we	will	see	Marx’s
depiction	of	bourgeois	society	as	a	world	of	alienation.	Chapter	2	takes	up	the	ideas	identified
by	Engels;	Marx’s	economic	analysis	and	his	theory	of	history,	which	includes	his	prediction
that	capitalism	must	come	to	an	end.	These,	as	I	said,	are	at	the	centre	of	Marx’s	mature	system.
Chapter	3	takes	stock,	attempting	to	answer	our	central	question:	why	read	Marx	today?	Here	I
will	argue	that	while	we	must	abandon	Marx’s	grand	theories,	there	is	still	much	to	be	learnt.

It	is	worth	remarking,	though,	that	the	version	of	Marx	I	shall	present	is	much	influenced	by
Engels’	understanding	and	presentation	of	Marx’s	work.	As	well	as	works	written	solely	by
Marx,	I	shall	be	making	use	of	some	jointly	written	texts	(The	German	Ideology	and	The
Communist	Manifesto),	as	well	as	one	important	text	written	entirely	by	Engels	(Socialism:
Utopian	and	Scientific).	And	indeed,	as	we	have	already	seen,	I	have	taken	my	account	of
Marx’s	greatest	achievements	from	Engels’s	speech	at	Marx’s	graveside	(itself	taken	from	a
somewhat	longer	article	on	Marx	written	by	Engels	a	few	years	earlier).	Understanding	Marx
through	Engels’s	eyes	is	nothing	new,	for	it	began	in	Marx’s	own	lifetime,	and	hasn’t	stopped
yet.	However,	scholars	have	always	found	differences	between	the	views	of	Marx	and	Engels,
and	for	myself	I	accept	that	the	works	that	Engels	wrote	after	Marx	died	provide	little	real
guide	to	Marx’s	own	thought.	So	the	interpretation	of	Marx	is	still,	in	a	sense,	open.	But	we
must	start	somewhere,	and	it	is	the	‘Engelized’	Marx—the	traditional	reading—with	which	we
shall	be	most	concerned	here.
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