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l. Introduction
The Paradox of 1989

In 1991, Robin Blackburn, then editor of New Left Review, argued in a long
article with the title “Fin de Siecle: Socialism after the Crash”, that “today’s
moribund ‘Great Power Communism’ is not a spectre stalking the globe but
an unhappy spirit, begging to be laid to rest” (1991: 5). Although he con-
ceded that “for Marxists, to disclaim any responsibility whatever for the
October Revolution and the state which issued from it would be wrong”
(ibid: 9), he believed in the possibility of a new beginning for radical and
Marxist social theory — especially if theorists not only considered the East-
ern Bloc’s lack of democratic structures, but analysed its economic prob-
lems and failures as well. About one year later, the American political
philosopher and editor of the left-wing journal Dissent, Michael Walzer,
seemed more sceptical:

We are in a period of uncertainty and confusion. The collapse of communism ought
to open new opportunities for the democratic left, but its immediate effect has been
to raise questions about many leftist (not only communist) orthodoxies: about the
‘direction’ of history, the role of state planning in the economy, the value and effec-

tiveness of the market, the future of nationalism, and so on. (1992: 466)

Again three years later, American cultural sociologist Jeffrey C. Alexander
observed in the pages of New Left Review that the events of 1989 had to be
understood as a ‘new transition’: “It is the transition from communism to
capitalism, a phrase that seems oxymoronic even to our chastened ears. The
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sense of world-historical transformation remains, but the straight line of
history seems to be running in reverse” (1995: 65). Calling his article
“Modern, Anti, Post and Neo”, Alexander described how North Atlantic
intellectuals had come full circle, arriving again at a world of ideas quite
similar to what he defined as the modernism of the 1950s." Towards the end
of the decade, the British political scientist Andrew Gamble wrote an intro-
duction to a compilation of reflections on Marxism’s future role within the
social sciences. As a title, he chose the question: “Why bother with Marx-
ism?” and explained:

Nothing quite as cataclysmic however has occurred before in the history of Marxism
as the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union between
1989 and 1991. Its significance for Marxism must not be underrated. Despite the
ossification of Marxism as a doctrine in the Soviet Union, and the open repudiation
of the Soviet system by Marxists in other parts of the world, the extent to which in
the previous seventy years the meaning of Marxism and of socialism had become
inextricably bound up with the fate of the Soviet Union had not been fully appreciat-
ed. (1999: 1)

Gamble saw two alternatives, neither of which appeared attractive to him:
Marxism could either continue to exist in isolation and as a former shadow
of itself or else merge with the intellectual mainstream. He pleaded for
keeping at least some core elements of Marxism — especially the formula-
tion of critical questions on the origins, character and developments of eco-
nomic and social relations (ibid: 4). Finally, the Swedish sociologist Goran
Therborn diagnosed in an article “After Dialectics. Radical Social Theory
in a Post-Communist World”, published in New Left Review in early 2007,
that a post-1945 and — according to him — especially post-1968, Western
Marxist triangle had been disentangled: social theory as the combination of
historical social science, philosophy of dialectics and a working-class poli-

1 Alexander’s version of modernism borrows from modernisation theory. This
theory held a hegemonic position within the social sciences from the 1940s to
the 1960s. Modernisation theorists worked under the assumption that societies
were coherently organized systems, traditional or modern, developing through
evolutionary processes towards individualism, secularism, capitalism, democra-
cy (cf. 1995: 67-68).
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tics aiming at the overthrow of the existing order (cf. 2007: 69). In particu-
lar, the politically revolutionary third dimension had disappeared as a result
of the historical defeats of Western European social democracy in the
1970s and 1980s, the intellectual challenges of postmodernism and post-
structuralism, and the collapse of the Eastern Bloc. According to Therborn,
the European Marxist and socialist left was more seriously affected than the
traditionally weaker, more sober and geographically farther removed Amer-
ican one (cf. ibid: 99-100). However, with regard to both, two decades after
the events of 1989/91, the collapse of the Eastern Bloc and slightly later of
the Soviet Union is still often characterised as a last stumbling block for a
tired and disillusioned Western Marxist left, old as well as new.’

This constitutes a paradox because Western Marxism in most of its
shades had for a long time distanced itself from really existing socialism.
The paradox was characterised by the British political theorist Norman
Geras as “a tendency, amongst people who have thought, insisted, for years
that the Soviet and Eastern European regimes were not a genuine embodi-
ment or product of Marxist belief, to wonder if the entire tradition is not
now bankrupted by their wreckage — as though the ideas and values of
Marxism were then, after all, wrapped up in these regimes, as before they
were said not to be.” (1990: 32) Especially in Britain, numerous studies
have been published over the last approximately fifteen years which diag-
nose, deplore and criticise the end of Marxism as an intellectual-political
project. They come up with a variety of explanations for what was, in their
eyes, an improper ending. Even more surprising than the diversity of the
reasons suggested — some of which seem contradictory — is the empirical

2 The distinction of old and new left is widely used in Britain and North America.
The ‘old left” which developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ry, stood for a more traditional version of socialism with the emancipation of the
working class as the central goal, changes in the economic order as the means
with which to achieve it, and socialist or working-class parties and the labour
movements as the agents which fight for it. The new left, which emerged in the
1960s and 1970s, aimed at liberating people from various types of structural op-
pression such as, for example, racism, sexism, or imperialism. The new left
identifies civil rights groups, pressure groups, grassroots organisations, and non-
governmental organisations as the major agents of change — ideally united in a

‘rainbow coalition’.
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base on which they are founded. With the exception of Paul Newman’s
study on Ralph Miliband® (2002), they concentrate either on the journal
New Left Review or on the individual often seen as its mastermind — Perry
Anderson* (Achcar 2000; Blackledge 2000; Blackledge 2002; Blackledge
2004; Elliott 1998; Sprinker 1993; Thompson 2001; Thompson 2007).
They elaborate on Anderson’s “Olympianism” (Elliott 1998), “Deutsch-
erism” (Blackledge 2004, Elliott 1998), and his and New Left Review’s
“historical pessimism” (Blackledge 2002, Thompson 2007), the journal’s
over-reliance on short-lived social movements, its distrust of the British
working class and its too rosy picture of Third Worldism. Most important
for the paradox of 1989, the pessimism resulting from the events is inter-
preted as the logical consequence of what Gregory Elliott called the
‘Deutscherite’ perspective (1998). At its core was the perception, ascribed
to Isaac Deutscher, of the U.S.S.R. and its allies as non-capitalist and, fur-
thermore, post-capitalist societies, despite their shortcomings (to be ex-
plained with the Soviet Union’s backward economy and hostile environ-
ment) (cf. van der Linden 2007: 139—146).5 Deutscher was convinced that
eventually these deficiencies would be corrected:

Stalinism has exhausted its historical function. Like every other great revolution, the
Russian revolution has made ruthless use of force and violence to bring into being a
new social order and to ensure its survival. An old-established regime relies for its
continuance on the force of social custom. A revolutionary order creates new custom
by force. Only when its material framework has been firmly set and consolidated
can it rely on its own inherent vitality; then it frees itself from the terror that former-
ly safeguarded it. (1953: 164)

3 Ralph Miliband, 1924-1994, Marxist political scientist, taught at London School
of Economics and the University of Leeds, co-founded Socialist Register with
John Saville in 1964.

4 Perry Anderson, born 1938, from 1962 editor of New Left Review for almost 20
years, became editor again in 2000 and stayed on until the end of 2003; he left
Britain in the 1980s to take up a post as professor of history and sociology at
UCLA and is seen by many observers as the leading figure in New Left Review.

5 For a short summary of Deutscher’s perspective, see Marcel van der Linden,
Western Marxism and the Soviet Union. A Survey of Critical Theories and De-
bates Since 1917 (Leiden: Brill, 2007), pp. 139-146.
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As Thompson pointed out, according to Deutscher’s perspective the princi-
pal achievement of the October Revolution, namely the abolition of private
property, had in fact never been reversed and thus the Soviet Union stood in
the revolutionary tradition of 1917 (cf. 2007: 33). It was at least ‘one step
further’ than the capitalist West. Hence, change towards a version of social-
ism worth the name could be implemented from above (cf. Elliott 1998:
30). However, there was no guarantee that it would, and the Cold-War
climate diminished the likelihood of this to happen (cf. Thompson 2007:
33). Still, it remained more probable than a socialist transformation in the
West, realised through working-class struggle — especially at a time when
the working class was declining in absolute numbers and also becoming
ever more fragmented (cf. Anderson 1992: 279-375). According to Paul
Blackledge, “this transposition of the extrinsic history of the class struggle
from the point of production to the global arena of the Cold War effectively
tied his [Perry Anderson’s; S.B.] vision of socialism to the fate of the Sovi-
et Union” (2004: 99). For those who thought like Anderson, socialist agen-
cy, or at least the possibility of movement towards socialism, rested with
the Soviet Union, and some of them saw the Gorbachev era as a delayed
vindication of Deutscher’s thesis.

Important as Anderson indubitably is for the history of the Anglophone
intellectual left in the second half of the twentieth century, the question
arises in how far studies focusing on him suffice as analyses of the prob-
lems that 1989 caused for certain strands of Marxist and socialist thinking.
Can the Deutscher-based explanation help us to understand the intellectual
left’s tiredness and confusion after 1989 beyond the specific cases of An-
derson and perhaps New Left Review? Reducing — at least implicitly — the
history of a non-aligned, heterogeneous intellectual left to a journal (even if
it admittedly calls itself the ‘flagship of the intellectual left’) and further
narrowing down this journal to the ideas of Perry Anderson, Robin Black-
burn(’, and — for its earlier phase — Tom Nairn7, entails the danger of substi-

6 Robin Blackburn, born 1940, member of New Left Review’s editorial board
since 1962 and editor from 1981 to 1999, played an active role in British student
protests in 1968, close long-term cooperation with Anderson, professor of soci-
ology at the University of Essex.

7 Tom Nairn, born 1932, member of New Left Review’s editorial board from the
early 1960s until the late 1980s, co-formulated the Anderson-Nairn thesis,
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tuting accusations of individuals ‘selling out’ their former political convic-
tions for thorough analysis. Many more Marxist and leftwing intellectuals
than those writing in the pages of New Left Review had deeply ambivalent
feelings about the changes of 1989 though they had, with Norman Geras,
declared again and again — at least since 1956 — that the Soviet Union and
the Eastern Bloc did not represent their idea of socialism.

A major methodological problem for an approach focusing less narrow-
ly on individuals and their political biographies lies in the question of who
belongs to the ‘intellectual left” and points to a difficulty that always arises
once one sets out to investigate the ideas of collectives that are more amor-
phous than, say, political parties or interest groups. I try to come to grips
with this problem through developing a comparative approach based on a
clearly defined corpus of sources: political-academic journals. They were
chosen because researchers of intellectuals generally agree that journals
form important nodal points around which intellectuals assemble (cf. Bock
1998: 41). This study embarks on a comprehensive analysis of the relevant
material in four such publications. Two of them, New Left Review and
Socialist Register, were British in origin while the other two, Dissent and
Monthly Review, had U.S.-American roots, and all tried to produce social
theory with political surplus value. With its comparative focus, thus, the
study does not only analyse the similarities and differences between the
journals, but also the possible variance between British and North Ameri-
can intellectuals. The analysis covers those articles in which authors tried to
make sense of recent developments within the five years from January 1990
to December 1994. Although these publications did not represent the Brit-
ish and American intellectual left as a whole, they played important roles
within its debates.® Moreover, although discussions did not end in 1994, the
time frame is deliberately chosen: five years are short enough to allow for a

claiming that Britain’s archaic political culture had to be explained with its pro-
to-bourgeois revolution and a later alliance of aristocracy and bourgeoisie; he
fell out with the editorial board due to different perceptions of nationalism, pro-
fessor of nationalism and cultural diversity at Royal Melbourne Institute of
Technology.

8 This selection of journals allows for a consideration of many of those thinkers
(and their intellectual environment) whose work is discussed by Alexander and
Therborn.
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detailed reading and long enough to explore longer-term trends. Further,
these five years form a period of crisis in the Gramscian sense: the old had
died but the new could not yet be born. Arguably, the new came to life
from the mid-1990s onwards when intellectuals embarked on critiques of
globalisation, opposition to the incremental acceptance of war — legitimised
through the UN — as a means of ‘solving’ geo-political conflicts and scepti-
cism over centre-left and social democratic parties’ return to governmental
power on supposedly neo-liberal platforms.9 With this methodological
design, the study complements the existing historical-biographical long-
term accounts with a comparative analysis of networks or collectives of
intellectuals.

There are strong arguments for choosing these publications as cases for
a comparative study. Some are formal: the journals stand out: with birth
years between 1949 and 1964, and uninterrupted activity since, through
longevity and a high degree of personal continuity among editors and con-
tributors. With Irving Howe'’, Paul Sweezy'', Perry Anderson and Ralph
Miliband, respectively, the character and perspective of each periodical was
shaped by one particularly influential, long-serving editor — two of them
British and two citizens of the United States, though certainly none of the
journals can be seen as a mere brainchild of its head editor.'> All stand for a

9 Socialist Register debated globalisation already from 1992 onwards. But as a
topic that occupied the minds of a large number of political economists, globali-
sation critique developed from the mid-1990s.

10 Irving Howe, 1920-1993, literary scholar and political activists, belonged to the
‘New York Intellectuals’, disapproved of the move of many of his contemporar-
ies from Trotskyism to Neo-Conservatism and embraced a loosely defined
‘democratic socialism’, became co-founder, with Lewis Coser, of Dissent in
1954.

11 Paul Sweezy, 1910-2004, Marxist economist, academic and New Deal adminis-
trator, co-founder, with Leo Huberman, of Monthly Review in 1949, became
well-known for his work on ‘monopoly capitalism’.

12 There are numerous discussions on editorial politics and mechanisms of deci-
sion making in New Left Review. The tenor is that Perry Anderson has played
(and still plays) an extremely important role in its life, even at times when he
was not the official editor, as in the early 1990s. Anderson’s role was discussed
by Paul Blackledge (2004), Lin Chun (1996), Dennis Dworkin (1997), Gregory
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genre of writing that integrates essayistic elements into academic articles.
Further reasons for this selection of journals lie in their content and political
outlook. Since they were founded during the early Cold War, most of those
individuals setting them up belonged to a generation of leftwing intellec-
tuals born in the 1910s and 1920s and politically socialised in the interwar
years and the Second World War. During that time, it was difficult to un-
ambiguously define one’s position vis-a-vis the Soviet Union — which stood
for Stalinist violence but also for a decisive contribution to the defeat of
Nazism. Whereas it seemed often impossible then to square the circle of
expressing solidarity with both the U.S.S.R. and with workers’ interests on
a global scale, after the war it became increasingly difficult to react ade-
quately to the developing block confrontation. With different approaches,
each of the journals tried to find a democratic-socialist position, a ‘third
way’ or ‘third space’ that was neither uncritically pro-communist nor dog-
matically anti-communist. They subscribed to a socialist and — with the
partial exception of Dissent — Marxist ecumenism. Having started their
political activities in the orbit of radical-left organisations, the U.S. intellec-
tuals associated with Dissent and Monthly Review had already broken with
Moscow in the 1930s or 1940s or had always been broad-minded Marxists
rather than ‘party soldiers’ (cf. Diggins 1992: 152). In Britain, they broke
free from the Communist Party in 1956. The four journals saw themselves
as critically allied primarily to the labour, peace and civil rights movements
in their respective countries (as well as internationally) and, in some cases —
as deliberately following popular-front traditions in coalition building — in a
critical dialogue with the major political parties of the centre-left. Further,
the contributors represented a specific intellectual type: they were neither
closely associated with parties nor, although sympathetic, intimately allied
with radical movements. They became the first generation of an academic
left which — to a large degree — substituted ‘theoretical practice’ for in-

Elliott (1998) and Michael Kenny (1995). None of the other journals’ internal
lives have attracted comparable interest. Perhaps they were run more smoothly
(Socialist Register, for example, did not work with an editorial committee before
Ralph Miliband’s death in 1994), yet apparently New Left Review is also an ex-
ceptional case. The other publications are less frequently used as reference
points for making statements about one’s own political position — a role that, to

me as a foreign observer, seems quite evident in the case of New Left Review.
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volvement in political struggles.13 Still, they saw themselves as ‘organic
intellectuals’. Having preceded the student New Left of the late 1960s, all
the journals sympathised with the student protests but also disagreed on
certain points. Nevertheless, they provided important orientation for the
younger new-left generation of 1968. Several student activists of the late
1960s later joined their editorial boards or contributed articles. In the
changing political and academic climate of the 1970s and 1980s, the jour-
nals expressed scepticism of (post-)Marxist revisionism and of neo-
Trotskyite approaches. They became severe critics of the rising neo-
liberalism and did not follow many progressives’ turn towards post-
structuralism and deconstruction. Instead, they kept their faith in historical-
materialist and political economic explanations. From their early days, the
journals acknowledged each other, followed each others’ debates, and
criticised each other — at times rather heavily.14 Finally, most writers in the
journals shared the view that — despite all the differences they saw between
their ideas of socialism and the version that had been realised in Eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union — a self-critical debate was unavoidable.

A comparative analysis of these journals’ articles faces two difficulties:
first, it is almost impossible to find journals that can be considered as ‘real’
equivalents — not only because of the specificities of the political-cultural
settings in which the publications try to make themselves read, but also
because it is of all things the relative uniqueness of a periodical that makes
it successful and worth reading. The journals in question differ from each
other in their respective versions of Marxism and socialism, in the breadth
of political opinion that is tolerated within their pages and in many further

13 This distinguished the journals from others, such as Marxism Today and Inter-
national Socialism in Britain or The Nation and New Politics in the USA, which
either moved, as a consequence of embracing Marxist revisionism, closer to cen-
tre-left parties, or, because of a different understanding of the relation of struc-
ture and agency, claimed to have a more intimate link to the radical left sections
of labour and social movements.

14 It should be noted that several contributors published in more than one journal —
for example, Daniel Singer in Socialist Register and Monthly Review, Norman
Geras in New Left Review and Socialist Register, Cornel West in Monthly Re-
view and Dissent, Ralph Miliband in New Left Review, Socialist Register and
Monthly Review.
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respects: different levels of theoretical abstraction and fields of empirical
focus, varying prestige in the academic world, and wider popular versus
narrower academic recruitment areas of contributors and implied reader-
ships. They are marked by conceptual specificities such as New Left Re-
view’s short-lived sympathies for Mao and Althusser in the 1970s, a left-
wing, critical Zionism among post-Trotskyist Dissenters, Miliband’s theory
of the capitalist state shining through the pages of Socialist Register, or
Sweezy’s theory of capitalist development visible in those of Monthly
Review. Nevertheless, all of them solicit articles rather than simply inviting
contributions and all of them try to reach a readership spectrum from the
left wings of the respective centre-left parties in Britain and the United
States to the many groups of the radical left. The second difficulty arises
from the limitations of a purely contrastive comparison. It can certainly
identify differences, similarities and analogies in the intellectual reactions
to 1989. However, it is an insufficient tool when it comes to explaining the
paradox described in the beginning of this introduction. Such an explana-
tion requires hypothesising and subsequent hypotheses-testing via compari-
son and contextualization.

For left intellectuals writing in the journals, the events of 1989/91 con-
stituted a turning point. The Eastern Bloc — whether post-capitalist or not —
had domesticated Western capitalism because it was perceived in the West
as a systemic alternative to capitalism. This fuction was left vacant with the
Eastern Bloc’s demise. Neither the labour movements of the West nor the
societies and states of the South could be counted on as suitable substitutes.
Hence, the future was likely to suffer from the imposition of a more brutal,
‘liberated’ capitalism. In so far, the years 1989/91 constituted a turning
point. However, the texts published in the journals reacted not only to these
political, but to discursive shifts. At the time, Dick Flacks suggested that
“[t]lo make social theory is frequently to attempt to make history” (1991: 3).
The intellectual left saw themselves engaged in a struggle about discursive
power. Did they still have chances to influence political discourse on issues
such as the reasons of the failure of state socialism, the designing of alter-
native futures beyond capitalism as it existed in the last decade of the 20"
century?15 Furthermore, writers asked themselves in how far the events of

15 The problem of finding the adequate term for the political and economic sys-

tems of the states of the Eastern Bloc has caused considerable debate among the
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1989 marked a caesura that required a rethinking of key components of the
critical social theory and political analysis they had produced. Did Marxist
and socialist concepts still prove to be useful for explaining historical de-
velopments and formulating political goals and strategies? It seems that, at
least for most, Marxism still provided an analytical toolkit when it came to
explaining social phenomena and developments of the past and of the pre-
sent. For the design of concrete goals and practical political strategies,
however, many writers moved towards post-Marxism and social democra-
cy. Without systemic alternative, it became next to impossible for the
Marxists and socialists in focus here to formulate a fundamental political
disagreement with social democrats and post-Marxists. In this sense,
1989/91 became an ending, which put intellectuals in a state of existential
crisis. As a general tendency, this can be observed in all the journals inves-
tigated. Nevertheless, one has to ask whether this embrace of post-Marxist
or social democratic positions was shared to the same extent by British and
American texts and by the two different generations, which were represent-
ed among the contributors and editorial committees — one politically social-
ised with the experience of the Great Depression, the rise of fascism, the
popular front, and the Second World War, the other in the context of wel-
fare capitalism, the Cold War and the Vietnam War. Shortly, what follows
is a theoretically-informed comparison, elaborating in how far two genera-
tions of Anglo-American intellectuals’ reactions entail an adoption of social
democratic and post-Marxist assumptions, principles, goals and strategies.
This study looks into a large sample of articles from different angles. It
uses a method that could be called ‘deconstructive’: it investigates lines of
argument in regard to the question of their position on, for example, the
deficiencies of state socialism (Part III, Chapter 2) or the core values of
democratic socialism (Part III, Capter 4.1). Considering the narrative inten-
tion of the texts, it nevertheless reads them with questions in mind that are
in many cases different from the questions the writers addressed in their
articles and from the purposes their texts served. After introducing the
Marxist-inspired democratic socialism, for which the journals claimed to
stand as well as social democracy and post-Marxism, Section III will first

left in the West. I use the term ‘state socialism’ to confess agnosticism with re-
gard to these debates rather than to take a position within them. For an overview

of the discussions see van der Linden 2007.



18 | INTELLECTUAL RADICALISM AFTER 1989

analyse articles and passages which were almost emotional — expressing
thoughts ranging from elation to grief and sorrow over the events of 1989.
These represent the most personal attempts at coming to terms with the
historical break. The Section then goes on to investigate more analytical
reflections. Writers tried to establish what had actually happened in
1989/91 and why it had happened. Many of the contributions asked in how
far the Western side should be held responsible for the implosion of the
Eastern Bloc through stifling its potential to develop. Would the history of
the state socialist systems have been different without the ‘competition’
from the ‘West’ and without the arms race? These articles often contained
implicit normative comparisons. The systems of the Eastern Bloc had their
deficiencies — but were these more serious than the shortcomings of the
systems of the capitalist West? The following chapter discusses the future
status of socialist theory. If Therborn’s earlier mentioned diagnosis that the
Marxist triangle had been broken was correct, what would remain of Marx-
ism? Was Marxism simply an overrated theory, a system of thought that
had been granted the stature of an intellectual giant which was now eventu-
ally cut to size?'® Which elements should be retained as kernels of a social-
ist theory and politics? What was their relationship to other social theories?
If Blackburn’s perception, also mentioned earlier, was right that Marxism
had to accept responsibility for developments in the Eastern Bloc — what
would this mean for radical social theory? In how far should Marxists and
socialists accept the allegation that a logical connection existed between the
holistic claim of Marxist theory and the authoritarian excesses of Stalinism?
Should socialists look for alternative ideas and strategies from within and
beyond the socialist traditions? Which looked most promising? The follow-
ing chapter starts out from numerous writers’ agreement that one of the

16 To understand Marxism as a ‘system of thought’ implies granting it a privileged
position in explanations of historical phenomena. Rather than seeing it as one
analytical approach among many, employing Marxism as a system of thought
rests on the assumption that its explanatory validity — and superiority to other
theories — is self-evident or proven. Different from this approach is the use of
Marxism as a ‘spirit of critique’, which means to evaluate historical phenomena
from a distinctive normative position. Rather than claiming its explanatory supe-
riority, employing Marxism as a spirit of critique rests on the assumption of its

evident ethical legitimacy.
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most serious mistakes of Marxists had been their reluctance to engage in
utopian thinking. What direction could such creative thinking take to start
designing scenarios for an emancipatory politics? In this context, contribu-
tors spent much time reflecting on the concept of democratic socialism.
Most of them admitted that a lack of democracy had constituted the biggest
stumbling block for movement towards a socialist society in political terms.
However, the implosion was interpreted not just as the consequence of
political inadequacies; economic problems played an equally important role
— most seriously the incapability of the Eastern Bloc’s economic system —
based on centralised top-down planning — to satisfy the needs of its own
citizens. Consequently, contributors engaged in the debates on the poten-
tially beneficial role of markets as distributive mechanisms in general, and
of possible structures of market socialism more specifically. Thirdly, within
this search for alternatives, really-existing models were also investigated:
these could include socialist systems considered as working more humanely
or more efficiently than those of the Eastern Bloc, while also extending to
capitalist systems which had most successfully reconciled the search for
profit with a welfarist social policy. The final chapter of Section III deals
with the problem of how to achieve political change. Which parts of the
world, which classes or collectives within a given society could one imag-
ine as revolutionary or transformative agents? What was the role of the
capitalist state and its institutions such as elections, governments and par-
liaments? Would political change be organised from above, struggled for
from below or would it require double pressure from both sides? In this
context, the question of the necessity of a revolution could not be ignored.
Did it still make sense to envisage a violent rupture, a revolution in the
traditional sense, as a prerequisite and a promising starting point for the
implementation of a socialist project? In addition, intellectuals had to think
about their own role within an emancipatory strategy. Could they function
as a transformative vanguard? Or was their task more low-key — did they
have to feed the political public with critical social theory? Which were the
groups they should try to reach: political parties, trade unions, social
movements? Via contrastive comparison of articles and passages within
contributions, Section III shows a near-universal agreement among radical
intellectuals that a great deal of new thinking was necessary though there
was a high degree of disagreement as to what direction it should take.
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The final part (Section IV) takes the comparison a step further by ask-
ing whether these new directions in socialist thinking need to be understood
as intellectual moves towards social democracy, post-Marxism, or both. To
this end, the section discusses what the empirical findings in Section III
mean for central elements of traditional Marxism and socialism: it tries, for
example, to identify intellectuals’ positions on the logic of historical devel-
opment, on the necessity of a qualitative break with capitalism and on the
privileged role of the working class in emancipatory struggles and it juxta-
poses these with the perspectives of social democracy and post-Marxism.
What can be learned from this comparison is — among other things — that
old distinctions of revolutionary socialists on the one hand and reformist
social democrats on the other and of historical-materialist Marxists on the
one hand and postmodern post-Marxists on the other have lost most of their
relevance for radical intellectuals in both Britain and the United States. The
section continues with a summary of the British-U.S. comparison and con-
cludes by reflecting on the longer-term consequences of the events of
1989/91 for the intellectual left as a political and discursive community.

The argument to come follows a strictly symmetrical structure: each
topic’s treatment is analysed for each journal individually, followed by a
short comparison. This allows the book to be read in different ways: most
readers will probably be interested in specific topics. They can read the
relevant chapters or subchapters in Part III in detail. Alternatively, they can
focus on the contrastive comparison at the end of each chapter. Others
might want to learn how the individual journals deal with and debate the
historical conjuncture and turning point. They can use the relevant sections
in each of the chapters and ignore the others. This structure proves useful
for different categories of implied readers, even though it betrays the
study’s origin as a habilitation thesis.



Il. Analysing the Impact of 1989 on the
British and the American Intellectual Left

1.1989/91 AND THE PROSPECTS OF SOCIALISM:
OPTIONS FOR A THEORETICAL DEBATE OF THE
LEFT ON STRATEGIES AND AGENCIES

Socialists who wanted to remain socialists and continue to work for an
alternative to capitalism had three major options for reacting to the collapse
of the Eastern Bloc. For one, they could, of course, simply argue that it did
not affect them at all. The societies of Eastern Europe had never represent-
ed Western socialists’ version of socialism or they did not even deserve to
be called socialist at all. Their deformations were the outcomes of Stalinism
and Stalin’s unrealistic concept of building ‘socialism in one country’. The
states could not have been reformed from within without collapsing under
their internal contradictions and conflicts. This position was taken by many
on the left who were organised in, or sympathised with, the ‘Trotskyist’
movement — in Britain, for example, members of the Socialist Workers
Party, or readers of and contributors to the political-academic journal In-
ternational Socialism." British intellectuals such as Tony CIliff, Alex Cal-
linicos, and Colin Barker belonged to those who argued it was business as
usual for socialists. As the introduction has shown, those who did not be-
long to these Fourth-International circles tended to feel more affected. Two

1 The Socialist Workers Party, formerly known as International Socialists, is the
strongest among Britain’s several Trotskyist parties. For details see Callaghan
1984, 1987.
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alternatives for reacting to the events of 1989/1991 seemed to suggest
themselves. Reading the collapse of the East as the final declaration of
political bankruptcy of Marxism-Leninism, socialists could turn to its main
rival: social democracy. Although social democracy historically counts as
the origin of both Marxism-Leninism and a gradual, reformist or transform-
ative approach towards the building of socialism, such attempts at moving
towards social democracy caused considerable unease. Traditionally, so-
cialists had regarded social democrats as traitors who had made their peace
with capitalism and abandoned internationalism. To label someone a social
democrat was often understood (and generally meant) as an insult. As a
second option, socialists could also embrace post-Marxism. This seemed to
offer a possible way forward especially for those who saw the collapse of
the Eastern Bloc as a crisis of Marxism in general. Again, such a move
caused problems. Although post-Marxists claimed to keep what was worth
keeping from the Marxist tradition, Marxists — and other more traditionally-
minded socialists — accused them of having given up on a whole range of
realist, materialist, and modern paradigms of thinking about the social
world and of having taken up too many elements of postmodern and post-
structuralist thinking. Therefore, post-Marxists were also viewed with
hostility rather than as a collective worth joining.

If, however, the observations made by Walzer, Alexander and Therborn
which I quoted in the introduction were correct, socialist intellectuals had,
as a consequence of 1989, taken over much more from social democratic
and post-Marxist ideas than most of them would have liked to admit. For
some, such an acknowledgement would have diminished the status of
Marxism, which would accordingly no longer function as the sole system of
reference for their political analyses and self-identification. For others, their
reluctance might have been caused by intra-left dynamics of distinction and
factionalism, separatism or even sectarianism. I will come back to these
questions in the concluding part of this study. First however, the analysis
needs to establish whether such an appropriation of social democratic or
post-Marxist ideas did really occur — perhaps disguised by different termi-
nology.

The remainder of this chapter outlines how to test this thesis and how to
formulate answers to these questions in a differentiated way. It starts with
general characterisations of, shortly, the basic principles of the socialist
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intellectuals close to this study’s journals2 and then, a bit more in detail,
social democracy and post-Marxism. The next chapter provides a general
characterisation of the intellectual groups, of the historical context in which
they developed and of the journals in focus.

1.1. The Intellectuals’ Core Ideas of Democratic
Socialism

Defining even the basic principles shared by the intellectuals contributing
to the journals constitutes a challenge. The difficulty results from multiple
factors which include not only the differences in tasks, goals and self-
perceptions between the British and the American left, and the range of
pluralism to which all of the journals subscribed, but also from the long
distances and numerous roads which intellectual socialists and neo-
Marxists had travelled from traditional Marxism and socialism (cf. Ander-
son 1976; Anderson 1980; Buhle 1991; Panitch 2001). Consequently, to
draw a sketch of prototypical socialist positions as they were widely shared
by contributors in the late 1980s and early 1990s constitutes a risky en-
deavour. The following characteristics should hence be understood as key
words which intellectuals used as points of reflective departure and fleshed
out in different ways rather than as facets of a comprehensive and unani-
mously shared programme. However, what radical intellectuals indeed
shared at the time was the conviction that precisely this orientation towards
certain key words and principles — to a certain explanatory paradigm —
distinguished them from other intellectuals who understood themselves as,
for example, liberal, neo-Conservative, communitarian, social-democratic,
or post-modern.

Socialist intellectuals shared the notion that the organisation of econom-
ic life in capitalism depended on the existence of different classes. In turn,
the emancipation of one of them, the working class, which was forced to

2 This outline is deliberately kept short. More information on the specific versions
of socialist thought circulated and debated in the British and the American intel-
lectual left in general and in the four journals in particular over the second half
of the twentieth century will be provided in the historical overview (Chapter
11.3).
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sell its labour power to reproduce itself constituted socialists’ most im-
portant goal. Ideally, the classless society of socialism should replace the
classed society of capitalism. This substitution required a radical shift in
power structures, which should be achieved, in traditional versions of so-
cialism, by a revolution — the overthrow of the existing economic and polit-
ical order. The necessity of revolution followed from the perception that the
institutions of the capitalist state tended to act in the interests of capitalism.
Although crude notions of the state as the ‘executive committee of the
bourgeoisie’ had long been corrected by sophisticated state theories, radical
and socialist intellectuals retained the perception that states were not neutral
but mirrored and often reinforced power differentials in society. Radical re-
distributions of power — the concept of revolution had also been thoroughly
debated and starkly modified — would become a realistic option only once
the part of the population which had an objective interest in it — the working
class — had become sufficiently large and consequently powerful. Hence
moves towards socialism were most likely to occur, or at least seemed most
promising, in the most advanced — namely the highly industrialised and
wealthy — societies. A successful revolution would result in the socialisa-
tion of ownership of at least a considerable part of the industrial and service
sectors. Proper economic development would then require planning since a
socialist economy’s guiding principle would no longer be the extraction of
profit, but instead the satisfaction of a society’s needs. The identification of
such needs required democratic structures and institutions of decision mak-
ing that were not limited to familiar forms of parliamentary democracy but
extended to the economic and the social spheres. Socialist democracy
would thus include public works councils and mechanisms for popular
planning at all levels and in all important areas of public life.

At a more theoretical level, socialist intellectuals were convinced that
their approaches to economic, social and political change amounted to more
than just a political programme or vision that could either succeed or fail.
They observed long-term historical trends which seemed to vindicate their
belief that once a certain stage of capitalist development was reached, its
substitution by something different would necessarily become possible,
likely, or even unavoidable. This chance for superseding capitalism would
arise when capitalism had lost the capacity to solve its inherent contradic-
tions. This approach to history was intimately linked with the principles of
dialectics — the contradictions themselves would provoke or initiate pro-
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cesses through which to solve them. The most fundamental contradictions —
those which directly affected people’s abilities to survive and maintain
themselves — usually emerged in the economic sphere. According to the
principles of materialism, economic realities prominently influenced all
other spheres of social life. Hence without first amending the hierarchical
and exploitative structures in the economic sphere, one would stand only a
limited chance of exacting a lasting change on hierarchical social relations
in, for example, the political or the cultural spheres.

This framework calling for the interpretation of and intervention into
historical-political developments was related to many different levels of
social organisation — from the private and micro-sociological to the global.
And although socialism’s goal was working-class emancipation world-
wide, national states played a prominent role for socialist intellectuals as
they constituted the arena where most power struggles were fought and
where social relations and the unequal access to political power were insti-
tutionalised. Nevertheless, in the twentieth century especially, this focus on
the national state was complemented by a global perspective, which tried to
establish how mechanisms of economic imperialism worked on an interna-
tional scale.’

Over the decades, numerous tendencies and schools of thought have
emerged which have tried to refine all the elements presented in this rough
sketch in several ways. Generally, these attempts at fine-tuning took the
direction of replacing more apodictic and determinist conceptions with
more circumspect and open ones. Still, even if socialist intellectuals accept-
ed ideas that, for example, the abolition of a hierarchical class system
would not automatically end the oppression of women by men, or that,
under conditions of parliamentary democracy, roads to socialism might ex-
ist which would differ from a narrow concept of a revolutionary overthrow
of the existing order, they would still contend that without putting an end to
class exploitation, equality between women and men remained impossible
and that meaningful democracy required a much more equal distribution of

3 In this context, the works of a number of social scientists became widely dis-
cussed and were subsumed under labels such as dependency theory and world
system theory. Some representatives of these theories (for example, Samir
Amin, Giovanni Arrighi, or Immanuel Wallerstein) contributed to the journals

discussed in this study.
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power in society. Hence, in the second half of the twentieth century, radical
and socialist intellectuals retained such a set of core assumptions whose
consideration was indispensable for any fruitful reflection on democratic
socialism. In this sense, socialism continued to be influenced by Marxism
and continued to constitute a system of thought.

1.2. Social Democracy as a Model and Social Democratic
Parties as Agents of Change?

Social democracy is a Western and specifically a North Western European
phenomenon. Social democratic parties and governments have considerably
influenced the political, social and economic landscapes of Germany, Brit-
ain, Austria, the Netherlands, Belgium, Scandinavia and later, to a certain
extent, also France. Though a real equivalent to social democracy does not
exist in North America — a phenomenon that has occupied the reflections of
scholars from Werner Sombart to Goran Therborn — it shares a great deal
with strands of American liberalism in terms of ideas and practical policy.
It even seems as if Democratic policy, from the New Deal via the uneasy
embrace of ‘post-materialist’ issues to the Clinton-style ‘New Democratic’
‘third way’, has often preceded, and provided a model for social democrats.

Social democracy’s roots lie in the labour and socialist movements
which developed from the mid-19" century onwards, to whose demands it
intended to give a political voice: “Social democratic policy crucially links
politics with needs and material interests. What is more, political prefer-
ences flow from interest, and interests have a collective, as well as an indi-
vidual, basis” (Krieger 1999: 17). Since the times of Eduard Bernstein,
social democrats have accepted parliamentary democracy. They set out to
start a transformation of the economic order. Hence, they followed a gradu-
alist logic of social change, legitimised through majority support, which
would give moral authority to ballot-box or parliamentary socialism.” Opin-
ions differed and changed over time as to whether socialism could only be
started within capitalism or whether it could also be completed within it. In
any case, mass support was required for, on the one hand, winning majori-
ties. On the other hand, for many social democrats mass support of a more

4 For the problematics of parliamentary socialism see Miliband 1962, Przeworski
1985, Panitch & Leys 1997.
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activist kind counted as a necessary prerequisite for moves towards social-
ism. Important as parliamentary work was, it would be more effective if
accompanied and reinforced by extra-parliamentary pressure, especially in
the work place. Otherwise, power differences in society — linked with the
ownership of the means of production — were likely to disadvantage work-
ing-class interests against those with more political leverage. In Britain,
where the Labour Party was established — and for most of its history pre-
dominantly financed — by the trade unions, it became common to speak of
the industrial and the political wing of the labour movement.

Social democrats’ idea of socialism was first of all pragmatic and aimed
at improving the living conditions of the working class. For some, this was
social democracy’s whole purpose, while others interpreted this approach
as part of a Gramscian ‘war of position’ over hegemony in society. As
Przeworski argued, capitalism was not necessarily irrational but offered
chances to practice a limited functional socialism (cf. 1993: 836). However,
for a long time, a rhetorical commitment to some tenets of Marxism was
maintained — the West German and Austrian social democratic parties
dropped the declared goal of the socialisation of the means of production in
the late 1950s, the British Labour Party kept it until 1995. In this sense,
social democracy constituted a “hybrid political tradition of socialism and
liberalism” (Padgett & Paterson 1991: 1) and pursued a reformist or trans-
formative rather than a revolutionary strategy. As long as they propagated
some type of socialism, they generally understood it as a socialisation of
(parts of) the means of production. However from as early as the 1920s
onwards, this position stood at loggerheads with the ‘politics of compro-
mise’” which social democrats actually pursued — in their own view for good
reason:

They find the courage to explain to the working class that it is better to be exploited
than to create a situation which contains the risk of turning against them. They
refuse to stake their fortunes on a worsening of the crisis. They offer compromise;
they maintain and defend it. (Przeworski 1985: 46)

On the national level, their first spells of government were far from impres-
sive. Shaken by sharp controversy with the Leninists in the recent past and
also by the tragic abandonment of a commitment to internationalism on the
eve of the First World War, when in power in the 1920s, they remained
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fiscally orthodox and administered ‘pragmatically’ over the many crises of
the difficult interwar years. There were, however, important and socially
ambitious activities — such as Poplarism— on the level of the local state.” At
the national level, the turning point came with Keynesianism. It provided a
route for leaving fiscal orthodoxy behind while leaving large parts of the
capitalist logic and structures in place. With Keynesianism, it seemed pos-
sible to achieve more equality in society and to improve the living condi-
tions of working-class people without disturbing the supposed positive
sides of capitalist economic dynamics. It could be embraced by those who
accepted capitalism for the time being, but also by those who subscribed to
the ideal of ‘collective sovereignty’, the creation of democratic procedures
by which people could change institutions and decide over the allocation
and distribution of resources. All this seemed easy and relatively uncontro-
versial so long as growth could be stimulated and distributive policies did
not necessarily amount to a zero-sum game.

The Keynes-inspired 25 years between the late 1940s and the oil crisis
of 1973 became social democracy’s golden age. While Keynesianism and
governmental economic planning had already been applied earlier in Swe-
den and in the United States of the New Deal years, after the end of the
Second World War, a whole group of — comparatively wealthy — countries
created mixed economies, in which key industries were either transferred to
national or publicly controlled ownership. In the early period, planning
played a prominent role though it lost importance in most countries after
only a few years. Przeworski’s ‘functional socialism’ took the shape of
welfare states which provided universal services of widely varying generos-
ity in order to enhance social security and material equality. The gap be-
tween the richest and the poorest sections of the population became nar-

5 The East London borough of Poplar became famous for its early attempts at
creating a local welfare state from below. The Labour-led council insisted on
paying adequate levels of poor relief and refused to cut municipal workers’
wages in the 1920s. They demanded a fairer distribution of rate revenue within
London, meaning a transfer of money from richer to poorer boroughs and were
sentenced to jail for passing ‘illegal’ budgets. Eventually they succeeded in set-
ting up a new system of basic welfare support in the city. Similar struggles took
place in Westham, Chester-le-Street and Bedwelty (cf. Lansley, Goss & Wolmar
1989: 2).
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rower. However, as already mentioned, Keynesian welfare capitalism de-
pended on economic growth, a constantly high demand for goods and ser-
vices, and a balanced increase in wages and productivity. Growth-
dependent welfarism became the most acceptable egalitarian doctrine for
most West Europeans and North Americans in a world split into a ‘free
West” and a ‘communist East’. Even most conservative and Christian-
democratic parties subscribed to this doctrine, though controversy persisted
over its details and its political purpose.

At this stage, it seemed as if reformist social democracy had irrevocably
won over transformative social democracy — a fundamental change in so-
cial relations, even if to be achieved gradually, seemed off the agenda.
Although the leading British theorist of ‘revisionism’, Anthony Crosland,
suggested as late as 1963 “to replace competitive social relations by fellow-
ship and class solidarity, and the motive of personal profit by a more altru-
istic and other-regarding motive”, social change was restricted to attitudinal
issues (1963: 56). In his influential book, The Future of Socialism, Crosland
had outlined a version of a social democratic society in an age of affluence
which he considered to be almost completely realised in Britain: a certain
degree of economic democracy had been achieved, a democracy of con-
sumers had emerged, and class differences had become much less visible.
Residues of poverty and social problems remained, but could be solved by
technocratic solutions such as via reforms in the education system. Cros-
land anticipated that post-materialist quality-of-life issues would become
more important and eventually also lead to democratisation in the field of
cultural life. Similar views were expressed in the new programmes of the
German and Austrian social democratic parties (although still as goals to be
realised rather than already attained) and also by North America based
economists such as Joseph Schumpeter (1954) and John Kenneth Galbraith
(1958). In sum, social democrats had made their peace with capitalism,
embraced liberal democracy, restricted themselves to rectifying the most
glaring anachronistic and residual injustices and inequalities. Nevertheless,
frequency of use of the term ‘socialism’ varied in different political cultures
and depended on the perceived pressure among social democrats to distance
themselves from anything that could be turned into associating their parties
with those of Eastern Bloc states. With working-class people participating
in consumption and becoming culturally less distinguishable from members
of the middle class, it also became less advisable to retain class-struggle
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rhetoric for domestic-electoral reasons. Extending their appeal to the new
and secularised middle classes, social democratic parties tended to reinvent
themselves as what Otto Kirchheimer had called “catch-all parties” (cf.
1990[1966]). This idea of social cohesion and class collaboration found its
institutional expression in corporatism — concerted fine-tuning and global
steering of economic development by government, trade unions, and feder-
ated employers’ organisations, all subscribing to scientific methods for
technological modernisation. Padgett and Paterson argue that with these
vaguely defined ideas, social democracy achieved a hegemonic position in
Northern European political discourse, but this discourse, according to
them, was ideologically empty (cf. 1991: 38).

In several countries, Britain among them, revisionism did not go uncon-
tested. Left wingers were critical, maintaining that the goal of social equali-
ty had been translated into equal opportunities to participate in consumption
and economic reform into rationalisation (cf. Padgett & Paterson 1991: 37-
38). While before the late 1960s or early 1970s the left within social de-
mocracy was generally weak, it then profited from two developments: on
the one hand, the Keynesian model of accumulation ran into difficulties and
seemed to have reached its limits. Economic growth and increases in
productivity slowed down. As a consequence, distributive struggles reap-
peared and — as they usually did, according to Panitch — also reappeared
within social democratic parties (cf. 1988: 357). On the other hand, with
activists from the late-1960s New Left, a new radical, ‘post-materialist’,
section of the middle class joined parties of the centre-left. They criticised
the narrow ‘economic rationality’ of welfare capitalism which was suppos-
edly responsible for killing people’s creativity, exploiting third-world so-
cieties, threatening the environment, leading murderous wars, and repro-
ducing social divisions along the lines of class, ethnicity, and gender. As
alternatives, they propagated grassroots democracy and people’s empow-
erment, throughout society and within the parties themselves. New distribu-
tive struggles and new-left ideas met in reflections and experiments like
‘autogestion’ in France, the shop stewards movement, the Institute of
Workers Control, and the Labour Party’s Alternative Economic Strategy in
Britain, or the ‘Meidner plan’ (the incremental transformation of companies
into workers cooperatives) in Sweden. Based on varieties of neo-Marxist
analyses of monopoly capitalism, these social democrats started thinking
about qualitative growth, market socialism, rainbow coalitions, and work-
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ers’ co-determination.® On the national level, these initiatives soon ran into
difficulties — in Britain in the late 1970s, in France and Sweden in the early
1980s. The social democratic New Left lacked a strategy for how to deal
with the powerful resistance by financial institutions and the business
world. On the local level they were more successful: in Britain the ‘New
Urban Left’ and their ‘local socialism’ experimented for some time with
grassroots democracy and at least partly and temporarily managed to unite
different groups of the population against Thatcherite policies. Occasional-
ly, activists were able to introduce elements of grassroots democracy in the
parties themselves at both local and national levels.

Eventually however, the new-left momentum was lost. First, many for-
mer Keynesian revisionists made their peace with monetarism or neo-
liberalism. Padgett and Paterson see this as “a natural evolution of revision-
ist social democracy in a period of recession — the ideology of growth man-
agement became one of crisis management” (1991: 50). Secondly, parts of
the New Left adapted to the ‘new realism’ as well. They continued to pur-
sue their projects of socio-cultural liberation and emancipation, but disen-
tangled them from a general critique of the — by now much leaner — capital-
ist welfare state. ‘New realism’ implied an acceptance of the structural
changes which governments of the right had introduced in Britain, the
United States, and Germany in the 1980s; it meant the turn to some vaguely
nationalist project of modernisation in France; and it evoked moves towards
the European Community in Sweden. No one within social democracy
came up with comprehensive alternatives to the by now firmly established
neo-liberal regime of accumulation. Whereas the revisionists of the 1950s
had changed social democratic parties from class-based to catch-all organi-
sations, the new realists of the 1980s and 1990s transformed them from
centre-left into centrist ones.” Social democracy’s new programmatic open-
ness — characterised as flexibility by its supporters and as vagueness by its
opponents — was compensated for through ‘charismatic leadership’ and

6 In many cases, invitations to workers to participate in decision making on eco-
nomic policy followed a double rationale of empowering them while simultane-
ously persuading them to accept wage increases which were only moderate — an
attempt at tackling what many politicians identified as the main problem of the
1970s: rising inflation.

7 Scandinavia was, to a certain degree, the exception to this trend.
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increasing reliance on political marketing strategies. Still, in many societies
new parties and organisations emerged to occupy the space on the left
vacated by social democracy — the perspective that it remained necessary to
seriously reform or even transform capitalism.

The claim that there never was socialism in America (meaning Anglo-
America and especially the United States) is, of course, incorrect. That
socialist and social democratic parties never attained the level of mass
support on which they could rely in large parts of Europe is another matter.”
A number of explanations exist for this difference: in areas of the United
States where socialist tendencies mustered some political strength, they
faced massive persecution and suppression. The ‘Red Scare’ and the years
of McCarthyism constitute only two tips of an anti-socialist iceberg. Fur-
ther, as an immigrant country with a moving frontier, expansion of territory
for settlement acted as a safety valve against unrest due to social inequali-
ties. Moving elsewhere — as an individual — proved an attractive alternative
to collective political pressure. Even if this chance constituted a myth rather
than reality for poor working-class people, the idea of geographical mobili-
ty helped to maintain social tranquillity in the United Sates (cf. Howe
1985). Still, U.S. society harnessed the idea of equality. Although this was
first of all understood as an individual’s equal right to be ‘free’, it also had
a collective dimension. Groups excluded from the equal right to be free,
demanded inclusion into this category as groups. Unlike in Europe, where
people organized via social class lines, since the era of Jacksonian democ-
racy, in the United States these groups were very often ethnic, as immigra-
tion societies are likely to invite solidarity and collectivism along ethnic
lines.” Tt stands that many of the ideas, ideals, interests and demands ex-
pressed in and around social democracy in Europe, were expressed within
the broad framework of American liberalism. Standing generally for a
progressive political orientation, from the late 19" century onwards, liberals

8 For detailed histories of the American left see: Aronovitz 1996, Buhle 1991,
Diggins 1992, Weinstein 2004.

9  Goran Therborn argued that the European route through the twentieth century
was characterised by class conflicts fought along the lines of sophisticated ideo-
logies. The North-American path, on the other hand, consisted of conflicts about
exclusion and demands for inclusion which very often activated ethnic identifi-
cations and solidarities (cf. 2000: 19-20).
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predominantly clustered around the Democratic Party even though for a
long time the Republican Party also had a liberal wing.

The overlap of socialist, social democratic and liberal values is not sur-
prising. All grew from the same roots — the Enlightenment and the bour-
geois revolutions from the late 18" to the mid-19" century. Both revolu-
tionary socialists and gradualist social democrats considered themselves to
be those thinkers who took liberalism more seriously than anyone else.
They aimed at developing the material and economic base upon which
liberalism could prosper: social equality. American liberals differed from
revolutionary socialists in so far as they did not consider themselves as
revolutionaries. They saw the United States as a post-revolutionary polity
in which politicians should rely on the institutions created through this
revolution. Liberals did not conceive of themselves as transformers but as
reformers, though one could argue that they changed the role of institutions
and the scope of governmental activity at least as much as social democrats.
Even so, these changes followed a rationale of compromise rather than
confrontation to an even stronger degree than in the case of social demo-
crats.

Since the last third of the 19" century, liberalism in the United States
had a social, caring dimension. With the Social Gospel Movement and with
the liberal Republicans, activists and politicians engaged in attempts to
resolve social hardship and create a common good. They believed in good-
faith efforts, careful and sensitive administration, and in the application of
scientific methods (as did many social democrats — for example the British
Fabians of the early 20" century and the technocratic modernisers of the
Wilson cabinets during the 1960s). To a certain extent, the Populist move-
ment of the late 19" century also embraced social liberalism, though they
stood for a mixture of radical, liberal, and deeply conservative ideas. Histo-
rians distinguish three major periods of U.S. social liberalism in the 20"
century: the ‘progressive era’ of the early years, the New Deal of the 1930s
and the ‘Great Society’ efforts of the 1960s. Each of these phases expanded
the boundaries of governmental activity and weakened (though did not kill)
anti-statist sentiment. In the first period, Theodore Roosevelt propagated a
centrally-planned, state supervised economy, in the name of a ‘New Na-
tionalism’. Here, the power of corporations and monopolies (‘trusts’),
which were perceived as threats to American freedoms, was curtailed. At
the time, people disagreed about strategies. Some, like Roosevelt, believed
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that large corporations could be effectively steered into serving the interests
of the U.S. population. Others, like Woodrow Wilson, were more sceptical
and suggested to disaggregate them. Both strands developed ideas for a
corporatist, associational democratic economy. However, liberalism lost
influence after the First World War and flourished in a modified form only
with the beginning of the second important period in the 1930.

This time, the problems consisted of a banking system that collapsed
under its own irresponsibility, which resulted in a sudden explosion of
unemployment and poverty. The consequent Great Depression required
more comprehensive economic interventionism. During the New Deal era,
a whole range of strategies were tested. Large-scale planning in the private
sector was accompanied by the disentangling of trusts and the foundation of
large public sector institutions for economic reconstruction and modernisa-
tion (the Tennessee Valley Authority is probably the best-known example).
The New Deal increasingly relied on Keynesian approaches to fiscal policy,
which proved to be the least controversial within the framework of a tradi-
tionally anti-statist political culture. Still, the newly created planning jobs in
the large New Deal administration attracted many American radicals.
Hence, during these years, social liberalism had a small left-wing minority
of declared transformers.'’ The turn to Keynesianism and the consequent
identification of under-consumption as the source of economic crises, the
cooptation of labour unions to corporatist decision making (quite a radical
innovation in U.S. politics) and later the beginning of the Cold War all
contributed to a consensus which was in many respects similar to the post-
war consensus in several countries of Western Europe. Expanding con-
sumption through fiscal policies seemed the most suitable strategy for
alleviating poverty and scarcity and for guaranteeing economic growth.
Restricting the state’s interventionist role to fiscal policy could square the
circle of working for a fairer and more equal society while taking into ac-
count public antipathy to state intrusion, associated with the ‘totalitarian’
systems of government in the U.S.S.R. and Nazi-Germany.

By the 1950s, this type of social liberalism had achieved — despite occa-
sional backlashes — the status of a hegemonic doctrine in the United States,
even if the social dimension was neither legitimised via social democratic

10 Some of them later belonged to the early contributors to Monthly Review.
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rhetoric nor comparable in scope to the emerging welfare states in Britain
and Germany, let alone Scandinavia. Cheryl Greenberg characterises the
consensus as “protection of individual rights within a capitalist framework
of growth sustained by fiscal policies” (2001: 67). This settlement was also
accepted by the Republican administrations of Eisenhower and Nixon, just
as Conservatives and Christian Democrats were involved in administering
the “golden age of social democracy” on the other side of the Atlantic. In
much the same way that Crosland celebrated the socialism of affluence,
writers like Lionel Trilling (The Liberal Imagination, 1950) and Louis
Hartz (The Liberal Tradition, 1955) wrote about a post-ideological era in
which social liberalism was triumphant. The liberals’ idea of politics as
statecraft and economic-technocratic expertise meant that they remained —
in the era of the early Cold War — deeply sceptical about politics as ideolog-
ical struggle, mass political action and grassroots self-empowerment. Hence
liberals’ relationship with the Civil Rights Movement was ambivalent, and
in the activist 1960s liberalism’s hegemony became increasingly corrosive.
The limits of the social liberal imagination prohibited an understanding of
issues like racism as structural deficiencies of U.S. society. The thought ran
that such problems should be treated as incidents of individual prejudice.

In the third period, the substitution of a more active liberalism for the
cautious liberalism of the 1950s, following from Johnson’s Great Society
programme, fell prey to the rising costs of the Vietnam tragedy and the
escalating ideological battle over the Cold War. Johnson’s “war on pov-
erty” was interpreted by some liberals as the introduction of socialism by
stealth, while others criticised the war in South East Asia as liberalism’s
moral bankruptcy. Hence the centre-left of U.S. politics, symbolised by the
New Deal Coalition which had given the Democrats comfortable majorities
in Washington for a long time, disintegrated from the mid-1960s onwards.
In the Democratic Party, a search for the soul of liberalism began, which
first caused a move to the left — culminating in the candidacy of George
McGovern for the 1972 Presidential elections. McGovern campaigned on a
platform which included many new-left demands and which mirrored the
increased influence of grassroots activists on democratic programmes.
After their candidate lost heavily, the Democrats went through a long pro-
cess of reorientation, in the face of the U.S. economy’s being confronted
with heavy competition from Japan and Western Europe, the oil crisis and
inflation, a weakened currency and rising unemployment figures. Like



36 | INTELLECTUAL RADICALISM AFTER 1989

European social democrats, liberals in the United States did not know how
to react to the failure of the Keynesian model of welfare capitalism, which
was based on continuing economic growth and rising productivity. The
Carter administration embodied this confusion, Ronald Reagan suggested
that government was part of the problem rather than its solution, and when
Bill Clinton became the first Democratic President after more than a dec-
ade, he declared the era of big government to be over, further lending cre-
dence to Reagan’s diagnosis. Thus by the early 1990s, similar to social
democrats in Western Europe, liberal political opinion in North America
had embraced central tenets of the neo-liberal world view and accepted its
accumulation regime. Like social democracy, social liberalism seemed a
spent force: the ways forward were third ways.

Thus by the late 1980s, social democracy and social liberalism seemed
to be in serious trouble when asked to define the core of their political
project. Still, ideas of regulating capitalism in order to make it beneficial
for all members of society had long been propagated. Hence the ideas of
reformist social democracy, social liberalism and welfare capitalism had
become deeply ingrained into the political cultures of West European and
North American societies. A certain level of equality was still seen by
many as a valuable political goal. The traditional social democratic project
of a strong state, capable of creating an egalitarian society in material and
social terms could still serve as the political vision for an intellectual left.

1.3. Post-Marxism as a Re-formulation of, or a Departure
from, Socialist Strategies for Change?

While social democracy’s history began in the 19" century, the term post-
Marxism appeared only recently, although some theorists argue that the
body of thought it describes is as old as Marxism itself. Post-Marxism
developed — under this name — as reaction to a Marxism seen as being in a
serious crisis, both intellectually and politically. In order to understand
post-Marxism, one must historicise it, just as it has itself done with Marx-
ism. Post-Marxism constitutes a part of a leftwing intellectual movement
which reacted to the neo-liberal onslaught of the 1980s and focused in
particular on its cultural and identity politics. It tried to recapture and use
the individualism of the New Left for an innovative left project, individual-
ism which had been partly demonised and partly appropriated by Thatcher-
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ite Conservatism and by Reagan and sections of the U.S. right. Post-
Marxism starts out from the proposition that the only chance to resolve an
allegedly fundamental crisis in Marxism consists of a root-and-branch
renewal, one which should preserve what is worth keeping from Marxism
and leave behind everything else. According to Stuart Sim, not even the
core of Marxist theory is retained. Post-Marxists only rescue some elements
— picked at random in acts of intellectual quarrying — from “the collapse of
Marxism as a global cultural and political force in the later twentieth centu-
ry, and reorient them to take on a new meaning within a rapidly changing
cultural climate” (2000: 1). For post-Marxists, Marxism found itself in
crisis not only through the events of 1989, but also because it had discredit-
ed itself through lending legitimacy to the exclusive power of state bureau-
cracies in the Eastern Bloc:"'

Post-Marxists dislike the control aspects of Marxism (particularly as exercised at
party level), totalising theories in general, the deification of Marx, and subordination
of the individual to the system that communism demands. They favour pluralism,
difference, scepticism towards authority, political spontaneity, and the cause of the

new social movements. (Sim 2000: 3)

Assuming a link between Marxism’s totalising tendencies as a system of
thought and the suppression of criticism in the states of the Eastern Bloc,
post-Marxists regard it as one framework of thought among many; it does
not have all the answers (cf. Gamble 1999: 7).

The label ‘post-Marxism’ is used in two different ways. On the one
hand, it serves as an umbrella term for all those who developed more and
more doubts about the scientific validity and political usability of Marxism.
In such a wide sense, the label might even include neo-conservatives, such

11 This opinion was not only shared among post-Marxists of course. Robin Black-
burn’s statement which opened the introduction to this study was in agreement
with this perspective. Still, Blackburn would most likely not have described
himself as a post-Marxist. New Left Review, however, was sufficiently interested
in post-Marxism to publish a debate between the leading proponents of post-
Marxism at the time, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, and the Marxist Nor-
man Geras, a member of the journal’s editorial board, in its pages (cf. Geras
1987; Laclau & Mouffe 1987).
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as the American Irving Kristol, who started their political odysseys as Trot-
skyists. According to Andrew Gamble, the term post-Marxism might be
applied to a spectrum of theorists who do not know anymore whether to
assign Marxism the status of a science, a discourse, or a critique (cf. 1999:
5). In a narrower sense, however, the term is closely associated with the
work of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe and especially their controver-
sial book Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1986). The authors argue that
there is a fundamental difference between post-Marxists who have left
Marxism completely behind and post-Marxists who are concerned with a
‘radical’ reformulation of the Marxist project or ‘spirit’. Their relationship
to Marxism is similar to that of postmodernists to modernism, or of post-
structuralists to structuralism. It is a relationship of consideration but at the
same time of moving beyond. Marxism is historicised as part of the en-
lightenment tradition whereas post-Marxism borrows heavily from post-
modern and poststructuralist theories (cf. Daly 1999: 63).

Used in the wider, umbrella sense, post-Marxism has a long pedigree.
Some commentators go so far as to suggest that Marx himself was the first
post-Marxist. They point to contradictions in his work regarding the rela-
tionship of structure and agency. Wherever he emphasises agency over the
laws of historical materialism and economic development (which he formu-
lates elsewhere), he already prepares the path for one of post-Marxism’s
central claims: the dominance of historical contingency, of human activity
and (political) activism, in shaping historical processes and the subordinate
or negligible role of a teleological determinism. The discrepancies between
the prognoses of Marx, Engels and others and actual historical develop-
ments in the twentieth century led to a considerable number of reflections
on this topic of contingency and determinism, structure and agency. Ac-
cording to Perry Anderson (1976), the whole story of ‘Western Marxism’ in
the first half of the twentieth century should be understood as intellectual
attempts to come to terms with unexpected — and, for leftists, far from
promising — developments, which undermined Marxists’ original historical
optimism. The most important milestone in re-conceptualising the contin-
gency-versus-determinism problematic in the first half of the 20" century
was contributed by Antonio Gramsci in his reflections on hegemony. With
the identification of ideologically hegemonic power blocs across social
classes, he thought to have found the reason which explained capitalism’s
failure to collapse. Later, Louis Althusser added the concepts of overdeter-
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mination and relative autonomy to shift the balance even further from de-
terminism towards contingency. Other theorists questioned further central
tenets of traditional Marxism or, more precisely, their relevance under
twentieth century conditions. André Gorz and Herbert Marcuse both doubt-
ed the indispensable role of the working class for revolutionary change.
Rudolf Bahro pointed to Marxism’s blindness with regard to the natural
limits impairing its vision of a post-capitalist society of plenty. In Britain,
Stuart Hall and other thinkers close to the journal Marxism Today synthe-
sised many of these issues into considerations on how the left should react
to the unexpected popularity of the Thatcherite project — also among work-
ing-class people.

Post-Marxism in the narrow sense stemmed from these British reformu-
lations. It is closely linked, as Sim points out, not only with poststructuralist
thinking but with second-wave feminism. Often however, post-Marxists
emphasise their difference from the poststructuralist mainstream. To some
extent, they distance themselves from the latter’s radical anti-foundational-
ism and anti-universalism. Instead they stick to specific emancipatory pro-
jects and to a normative dimension of political theory. They understand
discursive operations as struggles rather than games and retain some as-
pects of cultural materialism (cf. Frankfurter Arbeitskreis fiir politische
Theorie und Philosophie 2004: 17-21). Along with poststructuralism, they
share the conviction that what counts as reality is constructed in the discur-
sive sphere and that therefore exchanges within it are of utmost importance.
Laclau and Mouffe’s title, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, implies that
they try to design a discursive project with which to argue for both social-
ism and what they call ‘radical democracy’: a plethora of open-ended and
indeterminate struggles for human emancipation.

What are the main elements of such a post-Marxist project? Unsurpris-
ingly, there is no general agreement. It seems, however, that post-Marxists
understand their considerations on social and political issues as a critique
rather than a holistic theory or an ideology. They emphasise their position’s
self-reflexivity and its openness to criticism. The reluctance to take criti-
cism seriously had put traditional Marxism on the track of authoritarianism.
Many post-Marxists still see the critique of political economy, Marx’s
analysis of the capitalist system, as useful and some would suggest it to be
Marxism’s most important achievement. Still, they remain unconvinced
that all history is the history of class struggles, not even in ‘the last in-
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stance’. Instead, they observe the co-existence of numerous struggles
fought along the lines of people’s different identifications. Neither the
outcome of these struggles nor the emergence of new ones can be predict-
ed. Post-Marxists are less concerned about the ‘grand narrative’ of the class
struggle per se, than poststructuralists. Rather, they direct their criticism to
essentialist conclusions drawn from it. Unlike traditional Marxists, they
maintain that other types of struggle are not of secondary status in compari-
son to the class struggle and that not all struggles can be referred back to
class antagonisms. The class struggle is neither superior to other forms of
social conflict, nor is it inevitable.

Indeed, many attempts to explain historical change exclusively by qua-
si-automatic mechanisms — where the relations of production become an-
tagonistic to the production process and hence create social conflict — have
been proven wrong, both frequently and in many parts of the world. Even if
one saw the analysis of the transformation from feudalism to capitalism as
correct, this would be of limited use for prognoses on future developments
of capitalism. Post-Marxists concede that Marxism itself has produced
various reflections on this issue, but, as already mentioned, the “logic of
necessity” has very often clashed with the “logic of contingency” (cf. Daly
1999: 64). According to Glyn Daly, these logics are incompatible but have
produced a creative tension and thus contributed to Marxism’s intellectual
advances over time (ibid). For post-Marxists, the tension has been resolved
by abandoning any remnants of the ‘logic of necessity’. Consequently, they
cannot envisage an end of history and argue against all kinds of eschatolo-
gies — to use André Gorz’s phrase — of which Marxism is one. Instead, post-
Marxists suggest that all emancipatory movements and projects need to —
and will — seek power. Thus the future is only imaginable as an unbroken
sequence of power struggles between emancipatory movements and coun-
ter-movements. Power struggles will be permanent.

This position assigns a central role to politics as the political process
must not be reduced to being a mere epiphenomenon of economic relations.
Post-Marxists unambiguously bid farewell to the base-superstructure mod-
el, even to its refined Althusserian variety of articulations in dominance and
the determining power of the economic in the last instance.'” The post-

12 Althusser himself had argued that the moment of the last instance never came
and should be understood as an abstraction (cf. Sim 2000: 19).
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Marxist understanding of the political is discursive rather than economic.
According to Daly, Laclau and Mouffe

have affirmed that nothing can be identified outside the constitutive process itself
and that all identity, order and objectivity must be considered as fully discursive:
that is as phenomena which are wholly the result of articulatory and political (pow-
er) practices and which are ultimately prone to other articulatory practices. (1999:
64)

Post-Marxists observe an incremental return of the political from early on
in the intellectual history of Marxism, symbolised again, above all in
Gramsci’s introduction of the hegemony concept. However, whereas for
Gramsci different economically defined classes allied with each other and
fought each other over political hegemony, post-Marxists see also these
fighting and allying groups as discursively constructed. Hence it becomes
impossible to predict which groups might in which ways create themselves
to act politically and it would be a futile exercise to risk prognoses about
the political debates and fault lines of the future. For many post-Marxists,
involvement in these fluid processes and intervention into the construction
and negotiation of identities through formulating political values and de-
mands has become the primary task of radical intellectuals.

Traditional Marxism worked with dialectical methods. This implied the
existence of identifiable fixed opposites and of processes through which the
interaction of these creates a new third. Post-Marxists disagreed with such
assumptions for two reasons. Firstly, they followed a poststructuralist,
Lacanian logic of the discursive construction of objects and identities.
These acquire meaning only in relation to each other and hence cannot be
understood as clear opposites. With this assumption, the very base for a
dialectical dynamics ceases to exist. Secondly, post-Marxists regard the
idea that a new ‘third’, a synthesis, would be created ‘automatically’ in a
dialectical process as dangerous. Unlike traditional Marxists, they do not
believe that the outcomes of political struggles would necessarily be ‘pro-
gressive’. Solutions to specific problems and controversies, strategies for
overcoming differentials of power and wealth would not merely suggest
themselves. Instead, such measures require planning and creative thinking.
Thus it is important to overcome Marxists’ traditional hesitance to imagine
a socialist society: post-Marxists consider it a necessary task to design the
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structures, institutions and workings of a ‘new’ society and to reflect on
strategies for how to attract people to these models.

In terms of people, it has already been mentioned that the working class
is not conceived of as the primary revolutionary actor. Thus attracting
support is not synonymous with convincing the working class. Not all post-
Marxists bid an unqualified farewell to the working class but — especially in
the political climate of Britain and the United States during the 1980s —
they have learned to see working-class people as heterogeneous in their
political outlook and a considerable number of them as conservative."” Of
course, this deliberate un-privileging of the working class echoes the notion
that social relations are characterised by manifold and fluid contradictions
and conflicts in society which cannot be traced back merely to the ‘master’
narrative of the conflict between exploiters and exploited. Post-Marxists
point to a whole range of issues which have developed, marking them as
nodal points around which political identifications are created. They also
expect new points of identification to arise in the future:

[T]he historical expansion of emancipatory discourses (especially post 1968), com-
bined with the critical Marxist identification of the increased dislocatory effects of
capitalism, reveals a proliferation of the sites of antagonism which present new
challenges to the social order and which go way beyond traditional questions of how

we produce or consume. (Daly 1999: 81)

In this context, post-Marxists take note of an increasing individualism
which has replaced the old working-class collectivism. Political struggles,
initiated first and foremost by new social movements, are much more about
the right to be different and to be accepted as being different than about
equality in the traditional, material sense. People demand space and respect
for expressing themselves. The political goal of these demands consists of
giving individuals the power over their own lives — as Gorz has expressed it

13 This was the core of Stuart Hall’s controversial interventions during the 1980s
in which he characterised Thatcherism as an authoritarian-populist project which
profited from working-class resentment and exploited working people’s unease
with Labour’s traditional left programme — supported by many on the intellectu-
al left — and their selling of a ticket on the welfare-state past. For the debate on
Hall’s interpretation see Hall 1988; Jessop et al. 1988.
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(cf. Sim 2000: 8). On the one hand, such a politics represents the ‘postmod-
ern condition’ of culturally fragmented and individualised societies. On the
other, post-Marxists interpret it as a reaction to capitalism’s penetration of
all areas of life.

It follows from this approach that the traditional Marxist conception of
revolution has run its course. An obviously plural radical politics can only
be imagined as a plethora of different emancipatory struggles. Even if these
might lead to limited ‘revolutions’ (in the sense of qualitative leaps) in
particular areas of social life, they need to follow certain standards of be-
haviour. The most important is to accept formal democratic procedures.
Political actors might struggle for hegemony, but they would not be free to
choose their strategies. Post-Marxists have made their peace with parlia-
mentary democracy and its formal rules. Laclau and Mouffe remain con-
vinced that the left is nevertheless distinguishable from the liberal political
mainstream of the time: “The task of the Left therefore cannot be to re-
nounce liberal-democratic ideology, but on the contrary, to deepen and
expand it in the direction of a radical and plural democracy.” (1986: 348)
Claiming that they take concepts such as ‘liberty’, ‘equality’, ‘justice’ and
‘democracy’ more seriously than their opponents, post-Marxists suggest a
decentralisation of politics and an expansion of grassroots democracy.
Another writer often characterised as a leading post-Marxist, Paul Hirst,
spent much time reflecting on the workings of what he called “associative
democracy” (cf. 1994). The radicalism of this approach lies in the idea that
decentralisation changes power structures (and consequently power rela-
tions) in society and thus paves the way for a continuous process of democ-
ratisation. Such a process would be a ‘permanent’ democratic revolution or
a permanent process of reform — not in a teleological, linear or dialectical
sense but simply because each solution to a particular problem or deficien-
cy, each satisfaction of specific demands is likely to create new problems.
Post-Marxists call these ‘dislocatory effects’. Such a dynamics of change
should not be confused with the traditional Marxist narrative of historical
progress since it is completely open; it is by no means sure that the left will
succeed (though decentralisation might put it into a stronger position) and it
will have to defend everything it has successfully introduced.

Post-Marxists’ utopian idea is moderate. Historically, the establishment
of socialist structures has proved difficult. The practice of setting-up au-
thoritarian regimes in order to introduce socialism has discredited itself.
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Social democratically inspired capitalist welfare states, with their top-down
model of service provision, have also proven incapable of responding to
many of the more recent emancipatory demands and unable to defend
themselves against neo-liberal onslaughts. These failures do not testify to
the meaninglessness of the democratic state and its institutions in capital-
ism. Post-Marxists agree that parliamentary work must be accompanied and
reinforced by extra-parliamentary pressure in order to succeed. In the long
run, associations within civil society, decentralised decision making struc-
tures and a dense network of locally organised self-help and pressure
groups will probably take over many parliamentary and governmental
tasks. Post-Marxists ideal scenario consists of a snowball effect of continu-
ous democratisation and emancipation. Yet they are still aware that the
snowball might be stopped or driven uphill (cf. Sim 2000: 26). With such a
conception, post-Marxists move close to communitarianist models. What
distinguishes them from communitarianists is their pronounced awareness
of power differences and hierarchies in society. However, like communitar-
ianists, they tacitly assume that all groups will stick to certain standards,
conventions and ethics regarding political debate and decision making
procedures, even if doing so means having to accept unwelcome outcomes.

Just like social democrats, post-Marxists implicitly take the nation-state
as their most important frame of reference. Marxism’s anti-imperialist
internationalism has been replaced by an acceptance of the capitalist world
system which again can only be changed incrementally (cf. Petras 1998).
Post-Marxists are aware of the debates on global governance and they seem
to see a chance for adapting their associational model to the global sphere.
They envisage a worldwide civil society composed of transnational social
movements and non-governmental organisations, which become increas-
ingly involved in geopolitical confrontations and ideally transform them
into discursive struggles over global justice and the emancipation of the
poor and oppressed all over the world.

By the late 1980s, post-Marxism was advertised as a possible way out
of the political and ideological impasse traditional socialist politics seemed
incapable of finding. It retained many elements of the emancipatory spirit
of a libertarian Marxism — enriched by the issues raised by the social
movements of the late 1960s and 1970s — and tried to formulate a new
political project on this base. It took seriously the criticisms of Marxism’s
‘grand narrative’ or ‘meta-narrative’ status and the ‘totalising tendencies’
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that followed from them. It constituted a radical project whose main em-
phasis was less on egalitarianism and more on self-emancipation, grassroots
democracy and the vision of a society composed of loosely associated
communities. Such a project could certainly become attractive for left intel-
lectuals.

2. A SHORT HISTORY OF THE BRITI