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It is a great honour to have the opportunity to write a preface to
Yuanwei Fan's new Chinese translation of my book Why Read Marx To-
day?, and I would like to thank Yuanwei Fan and Tsinghua University
Press for their hard work and initiative in bringing out this edition. The
English lahguage edition of the book was published more than 10 years
ago, but it is based on lectures I have been giving at University College
London since my teaching career began in 1986. I still teach a course on
Marxism and it remains very popular with my students in London and
with visiting students from all round the world, despite the many and
surprising changes to the world in the last 30 years.

I wrote the book because of the irrepressible interest in Marx’s ideas
that I have always seen in university students and young people. There
are two, overlapping, groups of people who have a deep interest in Karl
Marx. One is the intellectually curious. Marx’s influence on the history
of the twentieth century was unmatched by any other figure, and to un-
derstand the world we live in we must understand Marx: his early writ-
ings on alienation and human nature, as well as his later economic writ-
ings and theory of history. The other group contains those that are not

content with the world dominance of a capitalist economic system and
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look towards Marx to strengthen their critique of capitalism and to help
them sketch out alternatives. Part of the argument of my book is that
Marx’s critique of capitalism remains as impressive today as it was 150
years ago, but, unfortunately, he has much less to offer by way of real-
istic alternatives. Partly that was deliberate on Marx’s part. He did not
regard himself as a predictor of the details of the future. But our problem
today is that we do not know how to run a mass economy in a sustainable
way unless it has something approximate to capitalist markets with mar-
ket pricing and production for profit. This remains the outstanding ques-
tion for radical critics.

What would Marx have made of contemporary China with a commu-
nist party in power presiding over an impressively growing market econ-
omy, which, before long, will be the largest economy in the world? Ma-
rx the political writer would have explored China’s relations with Africa
and with the economies of North America, Europe, Japan and Australa-
sia. He may well have applied his account of alienated labour to the con-
ditions of production in the factories of China. He would have worried
about the way in which an elite group has been able to grow rich on the
labours of others. The question that would have interested him most is
whether China’s political and economic model is sustainable in the long
run. Can China continue to deliver growth? And if it falters, what will
happen? Marx would have looked for signs in current conditions that
identify possible future developments and it would have been wonderful

to know what he would have said.
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Would Marx have been concerned that Chinese history and society
fits very poorly into the model of history that I set out in this book on his
behalf? We can never know, but my suspicion is that Marx would have
been able to explain how the basic motivating insights of his theory con-
cerning the development of human production and society continue to ap-
ply, even if the surface structures are very different from those he antici-
pated. The problem with trying to predict what Marx would have said
about anything is that he always saw more deeply into politics than any
of us, and his analysis is always surprising yet compelling. It is for this

reason that we must continue to read Marx today.
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